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PRACTICE ADVISORY – October 2009 

 

 

PROVIDING ARCHITECTURAL SERVICES ON THE AFRICAN CONTINENT 

South African architects and other built environment disciplines are increasingly active outside the 
country's borders.  

 

Projects which fall outside the sphere of experience or competence of local architects, elsewhere, have 
often in the past been undertaken by architectural practices in Europe and America. South African 
architects have been found to have a level of skill, which is to some extent comparable and which has 
opened up opportunities.  

There are substantial issues which need to be taken into consideration before embarking on a venture 
abroad:  

 

Registration 

Whilst there are some countries where the rules are lax, it must be ascertained whether there are legal 
issues regarding professional registration which have to be complied with before one is permitted to 
undertake architectural work of any description. Often, it is best to enter into a form of relationship with a 
local practice to ensure compliance.  

 

Client/architect form of agreement 

Legal systems are different for each country and work in Africa would expose one to the legal worlds of 
the British, Francophone and Portuguese heritage. The appropriate law needs to be clarified and 
understood by a practitioner engaged in such work outside South Africa.  

 

Scope of work and fees 

Fee scales elsewhere are often much lower than in South Africa. The scope of work is, however, also 
different. Careful attention to this aspect needs to be given as this is an area where major 
misunderstandings can arise, even when working with seasoned developers.  

 

Monetary issues 

The amount and timing of fees charged and method of payment needs to be defined carefully. Certain 
countries have a withholding tax structure. Some of these but not all have a reciprocal arrangement with 
the South African Revenue Service, which prevents double taxation. The currency applicable needs to 
be determined as there are risks associated with currency fluctuations. This has been quite dramatic at 
times in the recent past. Contracts have to be entered into correctly, to ensure that the VAT issue is 
clear. A portion of up-front fee payment is often acceptable on the continent and needs to be negotiated.  
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Technical documentation 

Products, processes and codes used in Africa are often substantially different to those used in South 
Africa and very careful attention has to be given to the understanding of applicable requirements and 
preparation of appropriate and comprehensive documentation.  

 

Risk 

PI insurers want to know the detail of one's involvement outside South Africa. A practitioner working 
outside South Africa needs to have an understanding of the potential costs of litigation outside the 
country and the ability to ensure for these costs.  

 

Enjoyment 

It can be very stimulating to work in different environments and work with other professionals on the 
continent. Friendships are made and ones horizon is broadened. We believe that it is important for South 
African architects to be part of an African Renaissance and to conduct themselves in accordance with 
our local code of ethics, for the furtherance of the profession and ultimately the development of our 
continent in a positive way.  

 

The above notes provide a very brief and generalised glimpse into the topic of providing a service 
abroad.  
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