
INNOVATION, INFRASTRUCTURE AND 
INCLUSIVE URBAN DEVELOPMENT 
IN SOUTH AFRICA 
Leslie J. Bank



The arrival of 5G technologies 
has created renewed interest 
in the need for high-speed 
internet. It is also recognised 
that the acquisition of 
digital skills by the younger 
generation is critical for the 
adoption of new technologies 
at all levels in the South 
African economy.

Published as an ECSECC policy research 
monograph series. The title was peer 
reviewed before publication.

“This book addresses the complex ways 
in which the ideas and technologies of 
the ‘Smart City’ are being imagined and 
deployed in the context of contemporary 
South Africa, specifically Buffalo City in the 
Eastern Cape Province. The study situates 
the Smart City concept within current social 
science literature on Smart Cities in various 
parts of the world. It then homes in on the 
promises of ‘development’ and modern 
infrastructure embedded in this seductive 
idea of the Smart City, focusing specifically 
on the context of the racialised and class 
inequalities and spatial legacies of the 
Settler Colonial City in South Africa….

This is a well-written text that will make 
an important contribution to contemporary 
debates on urban development, the legacies 
of apartheid spatial planning and the 
imaginaries, expectations and limitations 
of the idea of the future Smart City in Africa 
and elsewhere. The book brings together 
contributions from a cohort of researchers 
who engage with crucial questions of urban 
development in South Africa and beyond.”

Steven Robins
Professor of Social Anthropology and 
Sociology at Stellenbosch University.

“This book is a work of wide and deep 
thought, intimate familiarity with the city 
which is its major (but not exclusive) focus, 
and able in its intersection with issues to 
travel far beyond East London and Buffalo 
City. Its sweeping originality lies in an 
innovative analysis of the conditions of this 
city (and SA cities in general), and in laying 
out the problems of a particular South 
African variant of what the late Vanessa 
Watson (2014) termed ‘African urban 
fantasies’ as a ‘new postcolonial frontier’.... 

I would certainly commend this volume 
to the attention of a very wide readership 
including officials, politicians, scholars, 
students, professionals and others. It would 
appeal in my view not only to local and 
national readers, but also to a much wider 
global readership interested in cities, past, 
present and particularly future.”

Alan Mabin
Emeritus Professor School of Architecture 
and Planning, University of the 
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg
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Smart city development has become a major new development priority in South Africa over 
the past few years. The first major initiatives and plans in this direction were mooted for 
Gauteng in 2013, when the first major new smart city was proposed at Modderfontein, east 
of Pretoria with the backing of Chinese investors. The development was dubbed the new 
‘Manhattan of Africa’.  Since then, other sites and project have been considered, mostly in 
the major metropolitans, driven by partnerships between local and foreign investors and 
supported by provincial governments and city councils. In 2019, President Cyril Ramaphosa 
placed the smart city on the national development agenda when he asked South Africans 
to imagine new smart cities as engines of growth for the future, driven by the latest 
technologies of the 21st century. In 2021, the president pushed this agenda further by 
announcing that new smart cities would also form a central part of the government’s new 
district development model, anchoring new ‘regional development nodes’ across the country 
beyond the major metros.

To illustrate the spatial and economic reach of the programme, the President announced 
one of the first new smart cities under the district development model would be built from 
scratch at Port St Johns on the Wild Coast in the Eastern Cape. In February 2022, the Premier 
of the Eastern Cape added further detail to these proposals by suggesting that the Port St 
Johns smart city was now a major provincial priority, and that feasibility and planning work 
would proceed rapidly in the new financial year. The question of smart cities and where they 
might best be located is consequently a major source of debate in the national and regional 
restructuring process agenda in South Africa. Many of these projects, like that at Port St 
Johns, are still in the conceptual phases, but are nevertheless imagined as key drivers of 
future development in the region and the country.

The current volume, published as part of the ECSECC Policy Research Monograph series, 
seeks to stimulate the smart-city debate by considering how dedicated knowledge 
and innovation districts in existing secondary cities, such as Buffalo City, might become 
catalysts for urban renewal and inclusion. This volume grew out of a project initiated and 
implemented by the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) in partnership with the 
Buffalo City Development Agency and the National Department of Science and Technology. 
The HSRC also worked closely with the Innovation and Post-schooling cluster at the Eastern 
Cape Socio Economic Consultative Council (ECSECC), which has supported this work and 
has facilitated this publication. The original project report has been substantially expanded 
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and broadened both in conceptual focus 
and geographical reach for the monograph 
series. It has also been subject to a double-
blind, scholarly review process that has 
informed revision for publication. 

ECSECC sincerely hopes that the analysis 
and discussion here will encourage debate 
and engagement among academics, policy 
makers, NGOs and development agencies 
working in this field of urban and regional 
development studies. Finally, it should 
be noted that the views and perspectives 
expressed in the monograph are not 
necessarily those of the ECSECC, nor the 
other partners in the project, but those of 
the HSRC research team, which includes 
several young emerging scholars from the 
Eastern Cape.

Luvuyo Mosana
CEO, ECSECC
25 February 2022 Smart city development 

has become a major 
priority in South Africa 

over the past few years.
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The research project on which this monograph is based was initially funded by the Regional 
Innovation Support Programme (RISP) in the national Department of Science and Technology 
(DSI) in South Africa, with local support from the Buffalo City Metropolitan Development 
Agency (BDMDA) and the Eastern Cape Socio-economic Consultative Council (ECSECC). 
The RISP fund supports networking platforms at the regional level, feasibility studies 
or business plans for innovation districts and technology parks, and innovation baseline 
studies. Within this remit, this study was first conceived as a feasibility study, exploring the 
advantages and opportunities for 5G capacitation in activating a knowledge and innovation 
precinct in the East London central business district (CBD). Accordingly, the proposal for the 
study was articulated and funds were allocated to the project in 2019. 

However, due to the Covid-19 pandemic and attendant lockdown regulations it was not 
possible for the project to begin before September 2020. The technical project report was 
completed by mid-2021 and the main findings presented to a large group of stakeholders in 
Buffalo City and the Eastern Cape. Given the level of interest in the content of the report, the 
ECSECC asked the HSRC team, under the leadership of Professor Leslie Bank, to broaden 
the scope and analysis and redraft the work for publication in the ECSECC Research Policy 
Monograph Series. 

In deepening the analysis and extending the focus, the authors would like to extend their 
appreciation to the HSRC for providing support funding for writing and the especially, 
Vuyokazi Magungxu, of the Post Schooling and Innovation group at ECSECC for taking 
this initiative forward with the support of the CEO, Luvuyo Mosana, to make this peer-
reviewed publication possible. A special thanks must go to the RISP and DSI for their 
generous funding of the baseline research project, which made this monograph possible. 
The research team would also like to extend appreciation to our excellent editors, Mark 
Paterson and Emma Arogundade, for their engaged assistance in preparing the text for 
publication under pressure, and to Open Form for their professional formatting and design 
work on the manuscript.
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We forget that our liberation will remain incomplete until our entire 
being is decolonised, that is; until all that was colonised – the mind, 
the spirit and the body - is decolonised. In this regard, English, 
thinking in English and the refraction of social, political and economic 
reality through English will never be enough.

[Even] our Parliament is one of the instruments that were used by 
colonial powers and the apartheid regime to oppress us as well as our 
forefathers and foremothers. With the advent of democracy in 1994, 
our country should have gone through ‘imvumakufa’ – a process 
of rituals and ceremonies through which the old (the dark stain of 
colonialism and apartheid) must die so that the new (a society that 
is the antithesis of our dark past) can be born.

Aubrey Matshiqi,  “Lindiwe Sisulu saga: There is more than one way to 
conceptualise ‘rule of law” - News24, 19 January 1922.
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In 2017, the white, isiXhosa-speaking leader of the liberal Democratic Alliance (DA) party in 
South Africa, Helen Zille, tweeted during a trip to south-east Asia that the infrastructures of 
colonialism could be beneficial assets to build better South African cities and regions. Her 
statement created a furore in South Africa and attracted an angry response from especially 
black citizens, but also some whites too. She was accused of defending British colonialism 
and displaying a remarkable lack of sensitivity to the struggles and oppression that black 
people had experienced under colonialism. She retorted by suggesting that South Africans 
should be careful not to throw out the progressive economic development outcomes of the 
settler colonial experience with the bathwater of political correctness. In the political spat 
that followed, she refused to apologise for her remarks and continued to hammer at the 
African National Congress (ANC) for failing to deliver on its development mandate. 

A few years later, she wrote a book, #StayWoke: Go Broke (2021), where she made an 
impassioned defence of liberalism against the gathering global forces of rising black and 
left-wing critiques. The dust cover of the book reads:

IIt’s time to fight back. Each day, more South Africans are targeted, labelled, and 
hounded out of society for expressing their opinions – ordinary opinions that just a 
few years ago were accepted as rational common sense. Have you been “cancelled” 
by an online mob that won’t stop harassing you until you’re fired from your job? Helen 
Zille almost was – but she survived by fighting back. In #StayWoke: Go Broke, the 
bestselling author and defining South African political figure explains why the woke 
Left constitutes a greater threat to South Africa’s future than the populist Right does 
(Zille, 2021).

In January 2022, new presidential hopeful Lindiwe Sisulu, a struggle veteran and long-
standing cabinet members of the ANC wrote an opinion piece in a newspaper (Sisulu, 2022) 
questioning whether South Africa’s much-admired liberal constitution and rule of law should 
be upheld in a country ravaged by the effects of colonialism and apartheid. The op-ed came 
in the wake of the first report of the Zondo Commission into government graft and nationwide 
mall riots which had erupted in July 2021, when township residents looted and burnt over 200 
malls and warehouses, producing a R2 billion repair bill and shaving more than R 5 billion off 
the national gross domestic product (GDP). Critical commentary on her remarks flooded the 
media, but they also generated considerable support from many black commentators within 
and beyond the ANC. A central issue, it seemed, was the lingering and unresolved problem of 
coloniality, especially in South African cities where the lack of economic opportunity for non-
propertied and unemployed black residents, biting inequality, joblessness, and a pervasive 
sense of alienation and exclusion persisted decades after apartheid. Models of inclusive 
economic development were rejected by many in the ANC and a selection of smaller African 
nationalist parties in favour of ‘radical economic transformation’ (RET). 

INTRODUCTION
In this context, one of the central problems 
for the ruling party has been that so much 
of its transformative urban policy has been 
focused on reshaping the urban edges of 
South Africa cities, where new housing 
estates, malls and gated communities have 
been built without sufficient consideration 
of change in the urban cores of the old 
settler cities. In this regard the government’s 
policies, like those promoted by its radical 
African opponents, may paradoxically be 
viewed as having refused engagement with 
the actual histories of these cities insofar 
as they have been shaped by white settler 
colonialism. Against this background, 
the smart city programme is yet another 
intervention that decentres the South 
African city and pushes development out to 
the edges. One of the central propositions 
of this collection of essays is to consider 
how former settler cities might be recentred 
and the contribution that smart city 
development can make to this process. The 
empirical focus of this enquiry is on Buffalo 
City Metropolitan Municipality (BCCM), but 
the insights and policy implications are 
much broader than the single case study. To 
set the scene for the analysis that follows, 
this prologue offers a brief assessment 
of the hidden logics and dynamics of the 
settler city, not just as a South Africa urban 
form, but as a wider global phenomenon of 
European colonialism. 



The emergence of the anglophone settler city in South Africa has been addressed in Bickford-
Smith’s (2016) book, The Emergence of the South African Metropolis: Cities and Identities in 
the Twentieth Century. In the volume, he asserts that the scholarship on South African cities 
has generally focused on the racial and regional particularities of these places but paid too 
little attention to the international influence and global commonalities associated with the 
evolution of settler cities in South Africa. He proposes that a strong focus on race alone 
has obscured parallels with other colonial cities because so much of the writing in South 
Africa has been about particular racially defined places, such as urban locations, townships 
or even tourist attractions and monuments, creating a sense of ‘history in the city’ rather 
than broader ‘histories of the city’ (also see Parnell and Mabin 1995). In addition, he argues 
that surprisingly little attention has been given to British South African patriotism, identity 
and nationalism by comparison with Afrikaner and African nationalism and identities, even 
though Britishness was the prime identity and nationalism “against which the others reacted” 
(Bickford-Smith, 2016: 8). What this means is that there is still a limited understanding of the 
foundational cultural, political, technical, social forms and ideologies that built the modern 
South African city, and Bickford-Smith (2016) argues that more attention needs to be paid to 
the origin and development of settler cities in South Africa.

THE NATURE OF THE SETTLER CITY
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The anglophile British cities of the 20th 
century settler world were not just copies 
of British cities, but imitations of northern 
modernist planning models adapted to 
southern, colonial settings and built by 
resident settler elites who had come to 
stay. British settler cities developed their 
identities and place-based charisma by 
trying to capitalise on local topographic 
features, climatic contexts, colonial 
history, natural resources and local 
cultures to consolidate their power and 
domination. For example, Johannesburg 
projected the ‘steely hardness’ of a 
northern industrial metropole, while Cape 
Town represented a ‘little San Francisco’ 
with touches of the Mediterranean, 
Durban was presented more as a ‘garden 
city’ located in a lush tropical landscape, 
and so on (Bickford-Smith, 2016: 130; 
also see Myers, 2019; Robinson, 2003). 
East London, which started as a garrison 
town, came to be known as a commercial, 
sporting, and leisure settler city before 
evolving into a motor and industrial city 
after the Second World War. At a general 
level, Bickford-Smith (2016) notes how 
access to nature and sunshine and an 
absence of the ‘sardines-in-a-tin’ style 
urban compression of British cities were 
often elevated as characteristics which 
made settler cities attractive places to 
visit and ‘come to stay’. The image of the 
British settler city in South Africa in the 

first half of the 20th century was extremely 
positive, and these places as attracted 
considerable British and European 
immigration, especially those cities that 
seemed to have a strong British colonial 
character, without being threatened by 
local culture and political dynamics, such 
Cape Town. Settler cities were constituted 
through their own publicity associations, 
advertorial writers, business communities 
and politicians. They generated their own 
print media, independent tourism sectors, 
five-star hotels and senses of charisma 
built partially on their ability to replicate 
an anglophile civility and culture, but also 
through an expression of their diversity, 
local character and culture.  

The appeal of settler cities to British 
immigrants had a great deal to do with their 
ability to develop a sense of Englishness 
at their new homes away from home. This 
applied to rural areas as well, like the White 
Highlands in settler Kenya which was a 
magnet for upper class English elites and 
became a site of extravagant colonial 
lifestyles. The attitude towards settler 
cities changed in the second half of the 
20thcentury in many parts of the colonial 
world, not only because of the drive to 
decolonisation, which stripped these places 
of settler sovereignty, but also because 
African urbanisation increased rapidly and 
changed their character. Enclaved black 

communities and intrusions into white city 
spaces that had previously been regarded as 
adding elements of ‘local colour’ to settler 
cities – such as city flower sellers, informal 
traders and markets; ‘rowdy, colourful native 
slums’; creolised music and culture; and 
even traces of indigenous African ethnicity 
(such as with Zulu healers in Durban, or 
ethnic mine hostel-dancing competitions 
on the Reef) – were no longer regarded as 
benign, appealing and cheerful elements, but 
as increasingly considered dark, unsettling 
and threatening forces (see Coplan, 1985; 
Modisane, 1961; Paton, 1948; Rive, 1986). 
Settler immigration increasingly turned to 
white flight across may parts of Africa after 
independence in the 1960s. 

Veracini (2010) writes of how the 
perceptions and depictions of settler 
colonialism thus changed from the ideas of 
the ‘pioneer city’ produced during the late 
19th century, and the ethnically colourful 
and progressive modernist ‘settler city’ in 
the early and mid-20th century, to cities 
that ‘lagged behind’ and were staggeringly 
(and even deliberately) ‘underdeveloped’ 
after colonialism. More recently, Veracini 
(2010) suggests that there has been more 
optimism with the rise of neo-liberalism 
and the hope that the market might be able 
to fix what the state could not. The hopeful 
shift to the smart city in recent years might 
be seen as part of that discourse.

Settler cities generated their 
own print media, independent 

tourism sectors, five-star 
hotels and sense of charisma. 

This was built partially on 
their ability to replicate an 

anglophile civility and culture, 
but also through an expression 

of their diversity, local 
character and culture



In South Africa, a decisive turn away from 
the anglophile-style settler city came with 
the advent of apartheid, which followed 
the post-war optimism of the late forties 
and included the ‘fabulous fifties’ when 
new settlers flooded into settler cities in 
South Africa to escape war-torn Europe 
(see Coplan, 1985; Modisane, 1961; Paton, 
1948; Rive, 1986). This ideological and 
political transition in South Africa was, 
however, increasingly perceived as a 
shift away from the progressive light of 
anglophile liberalism to the darkness and 
parochialism of Afrikaner nationalism or 
racial fascism. For South Africa, it was 
seen as a move away from international 
acceptance, possibility, and recognition in 
a commonwealth of settler cities to a dark 
localism of parochial white republicanism, 
built on distasteful forms of racialised 
planning and oppression (see Dubow 
and Jeeves, 2005). The rise of slums, 
violence and resistance meant that African 
urbanisation was no longer presented as a 
source of ‘local colour’ and ‘vibrancy’, but 
seen as a threat to civility and progress 
in the form of urban crime, gangsterism, 
slum formation, juvenile delinquency, and 
uncontrolled urbanisation. The formerly 
welcoming and charming South African 
settler cities were now viewed as ominous 
and dangerous, especially when associated 
with Nazi-style racial modernism. From the 
anglophile settler perspective, the transition 
to apartheid was thus often presented 
as a shift from the virtuous, benign, and 
progressive settler city to a perverse and 
regressive urban form. The idea was that 
the apartheid city was radically different 
from the politically progressive and 
more inclusive anglophile settler city. Of 
course, such an assessment ignores the 
continuities between the old and new in 
terms of racialised oppression, segregation, 
marginalisation, labour exploitation and 
exclusion in these cities. It underplays 
the ease with which apartheid planners 
were able to build on the foundation of the 
already racially modernist settler city.

But white anglophone scholars have 
typically declared that the real problems 
with South African cities came with what 
the Afrikaners added rather than what the 
settler had created (Maloka, 2014). The 
tendency of anglophone scholars, both 
locally and abroad, to focus on ‘histories in 
the city’ rather than ‘histories of the city’ was 
one way of keeping the lens firmly focused 
on the pathologies of apartheid, rather than 
on interrogating the shape and form of the 
settler city as the foundational model for 
the divided and unequal South African city. 
The recent emergence of the theoretically 
lively and comparative scholarly field of 

settler colonial studies has done a great 
deal to advance a broader understanding of 
the differences between settler colonialism 
and colonialism more generally, especially 
in relation to the expropriation of land and 
elimination of indigeneity. 

In 2006 the Australian anthropologist 
Patrick Wolfe made a crucial intervention 
in the debate about settler colonialism 
generally by suggesting that the cultural 
and political logic of settler colonialism 
was essentially about cultural and physical 
elimination. In the United States of America 
(USA), Canada and Australia, those who 
‘came to stay’ embarked on genocidal 
campaigns to physically eliminate 
indigenous people from the sovereign, white 
nation states they created. Wolfe (2006) 
stressed how terra nullis, a mythology of the 
vacant land, justified settler advancement, 
violence and white sovereignty as well 
as the generalised denigration of the 
native as incapable of improvement. In 
countries such as South Africa, Algeria, 
Kenya or Israel where war failed to remove 
indigenous people physically, the focus 
remained on political exclusion and cultural 
elimination of indigeneity and local identity. 
In South Africa, only ‘civilised’ blacks 
were given the vote or allowed access to 
property and education prior to apartheid, 
which created a mass system of black 
education for non-European ethnic groups. 
Even today, as Hunter (2019) shows, the 
acquisition of ‘white tone’ in schools and 
in the job market in South Africa is valued 
as an essential cultural asset or attribute 
for social advancement. The findings of 
his study indicate the lingering ideological 
and cultural legacies of settler colonialism 
in society as a whole. They also highlight 
a further key point made by Wolfe (2006) 
which is that the elimination of indigeneity 
in settler societies, such as Australia, cannot 
be viewed as a ‘past event’ that needs fixing 
through redress or restitution, but is often 
an ongoing process. This is where Sisulu’s 
(2022) intervention in the political debate in 
South Africa can be located. 

Settler colonial studies in social theory have 
progressed from focus on the alienation 
of land and the perpetuation of violence 
and injustice against indigenous people 
(Elkins, 2022), to examining the city, adding 
insights beyond critical urban studies and 
post-colonial theory to this field of enquiry 
(Hugill, 2017; Porter and Yiftachel, 2019). 
One of the most important take-aways from 
these discussions for the current volume 
is the way the logic of cultural elimination 
is already embedded in the structure of the 
settler city (Tomiak, 2017). As anglophile 
civilisation, Christianity and improvement 

was declared the raison d’etre of successful 
settler colonialism, the settler city became 
the prime vehicle for this project, using its 
powerful economic, education and networks 
with Britain to instil cultural arrogance and 
a progressive metropolitan mentality in 
the colony. To be sure, the settler city, as 
Bickford-Smith (2016) shows, was not 
opposed to black urbanisation as such, 
especially when it was functional to settler 
interests and could be marketed as ‘local 
colour’ for tourists. It was only when this 
‘colour’, politics and cultural content became 
politically threatening and disruptive that 
it was rejected. In 1956, the Anglican priest 
Father Trevor Huddleston wrote a book 
on his experiences in the urban slum of 
Sophiatown in Johannesburg in the midst 
of the apartheid transition. He titled the 
book, Nought for your Comfort (1956), which 
seems like a perfect description for the 
way the settler city accommodated black 
migrants and new arrivals in the settler 
city in the 20th century (see the famous 
depiction of a Zulu migrant coming to town 
in Paton, 1948). Under apartheid, Africans 
were categorised as a racially and ethnically 
defined underclass of outsiders, but under 
settler colonialism they were often treated 
that way without being explicitly labelled as 
such because the city wasn’t about them. 

In the settler colonial city of East London, 
now Buffalo City, which is the focus of this 
study, the city fathers appointed the former 
Transkei magistrate and outspoken liberal, 
William Thompson Welsh, to assess the 
conditions in the cities’ growing African 
locations. Welsh found that the conditions 
at the locations, which had become sites of 
growing unrest were among the worst in the 
Union, lacking even the most basic services, 
such as sanitation, access to clean water 
and basic health provision. But equally 
worrying for Welsh was the fact that young 
black graduates from Fort Hare College and 
many of the mission schools in the area 
struggled to find decent employment in the 
city. They were seemingly being excluded 
from opportunities for effective assimilation 
and inclusion. The commissioner argued 
that it was unacceptable for the local 
white population to continue blithely about 
its own business and feathering its own 
nest, while ignoring or disregarding the 
plight and aspirations of their fellow black 
residents. He recommended that the city 
fathers should do a better job of creating 
decent living conditions for Africans, 
especially those who had been educated, 
so that they could develop a strong, positive 
sense of urban citizenship and contribute 
to the building of the city. Hyslop (1989) 
has written more generally on this issue in 
South Africa in the 1940s:
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Amazon Smart Precinct Imagined, Graffiti along the Liesbeek River, UCT Magazine, 2021.
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The lack of professional opportunities for 
blacks ensured that a large proportion of 
this generation would enter the teaching 
profession: in 1946 there were nearly 
14,000 African teachers as opposed to less 
than half that number of other salaried or 
professional blacks (Hyslop, 1989: 20)

The African teaching profession was the 
mainstay of black middle-class formation 
during the inter-war years, although the 
wages paid to graduates were half those 
of whites. Only married teachers whose 
wives were nurses or social workers 
in the cities could regard themselves 
as genuinely middle class. Most of the 
opportunities for upward mobility were 
based in Johannesburg, which is why 
so many young educated professionals 
from the Eastern Cape, including Nelson 
Mandela, Walter Sisulu and others ANC 
Youth League leaders left the region for 
the City of Gold. In the 1950s, many African 
teachers who resisted the implementation 
of Bantu education policies lost their jobs, 
while others were pushed into the emerging 
ethnic homeland bureaucracies where 
opportunities were created for professional 
advancement and small businesses. The 
greatest level of derision and exclusion 
was reserved for rural migrants to the 
city, who were the bearers of indigenous 
culture – especially those undergoing 
‘detribalisation’ without formal education, 
who were regarded and treated with a 
combination of fear and terror, especially 
in relation to their capacity to dismantle the 
settler colonial order (Bank, 2011; 2022).



Given the historical desire to eliminate indigeneity in the settler city, It is unsurprising that 
the present political debate has turned to the Africanisation of the city. In the past, the 
most militant, anti-white politics in South Africa in the 20th century, associated with the 
campaigns of Poqo and the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) in the early 1960s, were born 
from resistance to the politics of anglophile settler cities and the way they treated migrants. 
Anti-white sentiment and Poqo politics, for example, were stronger in Cato Manor in Durban, 
Langa in Cape Town, Orlando in Johannesburg, Lady Selbourne in Pretoria, and Duncan 
Village in East London where African migrants ‘came to stay’ in the 1950s, than in places 
like Bloemfontein or Pondoland in the Transkei, or even in the heart of Zululand in the former 
Natal province. The myth perpetuated by white officials and many anglophile academics 
has been that these movements originated in the tribal homelands and were imported into 
the cities through migrants, rather than formed in the cities and exported to the countryside 
by virtue of the way migrants were treated there. In recent times, the Economic Freedom 
Fighters (EFF) in South Africa, which replicates some of the politics and sentiments of the 
PAC and still speaks the ‘one-settler, one bullet’ language of Poqo, have similarly emerged 
from the townships and shack lands of metropolitan South Africa rather than the rural areas 
(Bank, 2011; 2022). 

One recent example of the ongoing power of the politics of the ‘logic of elimination’ in 
the South African settler city can be found in the current dispute over a smart-precinct 
development proposed for the Liesbeek River area. In this case, the municipal government, 
which has become a focus of smart-city development in South Africa, has entered into a 
partnership with Liesbeek Leisure Properties Trust (with Amazon as an anchor tenant) for 
the development of a smart park on environmentally sensitive wetlands. Activists have 
demonstrated how the municipal government has gone against policy in approving the 
development. In addition, descendants of indigenous groups who lived on and used this 
land have objected to the development on the grounds that it will privatise and destroy 
sacred sites and spiritual landscapes – obliterated in written history by the settler colonial 
city development - which are central to their sense of identity and well-being as indigenous 
people. The matter is currently before the courts, as an alliance of indigenous rights and 
environmental activists have combined forces to place pressure on the city to rethink the 
development. The dispute, which has now dragged out over several years, highlights the 
ongoing perception within black and poor communities that Cape Town, even after 1994, has 
remained a settler colonial city which is more committed to supporting those of European 
descent that have ‘come to stay’ (and tourists), than it is in protecting and advancing the 
interests of indigenous people and local black communities.

It is also important to note in this context that the concept of ‘indigeneity’ – that is, the 
need to protect indigeneity against the historical depredations of colonialism – has been 
appropriated in selective ways in support or a range of contemporary political programmes 
in South Africa. For example, the political rhetoric of the EFF and the RET wing of the ANC 
ascribes the virtue of indigeneity to a select group of South Africans. This does not necessarily 
include those of Khoe or San descent, members of the groups formerly categorised as Indian 
and Coloured under apartheid notwithstanding their self-definition as Black, as well as 
Africans born in other countries on the continent (Lagardien, 2016).

Dr Alan Boesak and Imam Rashied Omar leading the march from Oude Molen to Observatory, 
to reinstate a Heritage plaque. Image: Anwar Omar
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In presenting the settler colonial city in 
South Africa in this way, the intention is 
not to diminish the brave and determined 
efforts of the minority of liberal and left-
wing anglophile whites in the settler 
political sphere to bring about more 
fundamental, democratic change in South 
Africa. In fact, the Eastern Cape produced 
some of the country’s more strident and 
committed liberals, including moderates 
such as William Thompson Welsh and 
others with more radical views who saw a 
middle way in the region through black and 
white cooperation and greater inclusion 
within a single modernising project. Their 
individual and collective efforts were often 
concentrated outside the state and enacted 
through voluntary associations, groups 
and movement that targeted specific social 
issues, groups, or places.  Nevertheless, in 
general the imperative of settler colonialism 
in a region which became increasingly 
economically marginal from the 1950s 
was that of a zero-sum game, under which 
one racially defined group – white people 
- made gains at the expense of the local 
black population. It is in part as a response 
to this historical legacy that the Eastern 
Cape remained a hotbed for radical anti-
liberal forms of African nationalism, such 
as those represented by the politics and 
ideologies of Robert Sobukwe, AP Mda and 
Steve Biko (Bank, 2022; Edgar and Mzuma, 
2018; Maloka, 2014). 

Ironically then, the drive towards greater 
inclusion, especially for the black middle 
classes, in terms of a deliberate set of 
state policies and programmes may 
be seen as arising as a consequence 
of urban apartheid reforms which were 
implemented after the Soweto uprising 
of 1976, when the state could no longer 
enforce black urban exclusion without 
revolutionary consequences. The reforms 
in the apartheid system were not thorough-
going and always reinforced the secondary 
and conditional nature of citizenship for the 
minority of Africans who qualified for urban 
‘insider’ status. However, the opening up of a 
number of limited opportunities did provide 
some hope and added momentum to the 
belief that through committed struggle 
a more inclusive and democratic society 
could be achieved (see Southall, 2016 on 
the rise of a new black middle class). In this 
context an important new book by Owen 
Crankshaw (2022) on race and inequality 
in Johannesburg between 1970 and 2022 
provides a crucial counterargument to 
those such as tourism minister Lindiwe 
Sisulu and her allies in the RET wing of 
the ANC (Grootes, 2022), who insist that 
nothing much has changed in South Africa 
since the end of apartheid. Crankshaw’s 

(2022) work is valuable because it provides 
a systematic analysis of the shifts and 
transformation in the labour market over a 
40-year period.

Crankshaw (2022) challenges the argument 
that the basic spatial and economic 
structures of racial inequality have not 
been dismantled or transformed in the 
country’s cities and that they have not 
changed substantially since the end of 
apartheid. He argues that this view is 
misguided and empirically flawed, primarily 
because it ignores labour market changes 
and restructuring over the past 50 years. 
In the 1970s, he notes, unemployment was 
quite low since the economy was largely 
based on labour-intensive industries 
that depended on cheap manual labour. 
Manufacturing and mining dominated, 
followed by agriculture, as the key sectors 
both in terms of their contribution to 
the GDP, and their contribution to labour 
absorption. However, by 2011 the economic 
structure of the labour market had changed 
significantly, with low-skill manual jobs 
having been shed on a massive scale, 
especially in the manufacturing and 
mining sectors. This led to a dramatic rise 
in unemployment and also created long-
term structural unemployment because of 
the failures of the basic education system 
to deliver a more skilled labour force after 
apartheid. The situation at the bottom end 
of the labour market has subsequently 
deteriorated even further, with over 70% of 
youth now without access to formal jobs. 
Rising demand for clerks, sales and service 
workers, technicians, professionals, and 
managers has accounted for much of 
labour absorption since the 1970s and 
especially since the turn of the millennium. 
The changing labour market, Crankshaw 
(2022) notes, has benefited better educated 
workers in general, including black workers 
with technical and post-school education. 
As a result, in terms of gross numbers, the 
black middle class was much larger than the 
white middle class by 2011, although white 
people were still hanging onto positions in 
this class. From 1970 to 2011, the middle-
income clerical sales and services jobs rose 
from 14% to more than 30% of the total job 
market, while technical and professional 
jobs increased from 19% to 28% of the total 
over the same period. Research by Turok, 
Seeliger and Visagie (2021) shows that this 
trend continued to intensify between 2011 
and 2021. 

Crankshaw (2022) further notes that 
there had been considerable residential 
integration in Johannesburg’s suburban 
landscape, especially after 2000. This 
observation is supported by detailed 

research by scholars, such as Ivor 
Chipkin (2012), who has described how 
the residential landscape of Roodeport in 
Gauteng changed fundamentally with the 
establishment of sprawling sectional-title, 
gated, town-house complexes for young 
middle-class professional of all races 
moving away from traditional suburbs 
and townships to embrace this new style 
of living. This left many of the old suburbs 
and townships quite intact as racialised 
spaces, disguising the larger social spatial 
transformation of the city taking place 
in discrete enclosures where the living 
space was being privatised and regulated 
in new ways. In a parallel development, 
much of the professionalisation and the 
rise of the service sector was embedded 
in firms and brand names that were 
well-known from the apartheid past. 
At the same time, the intrusion of the 
structurally unemployed into city centres 
and suburban areas produced nimby-ist 
politics and the politicisation of racialised 
divisions and inequalities, which were 
often represented visually through aerial 
photographs of stark spatial contrasts, 
such Johnny Miller’s ‘Unequal Scenes’ 
typified by his Time magazine cover in 
2019 (Pomerantz, 2019).

The structural exclusion of the majority of 
the urban poor from the productive city, 
where their labour is no longer required, 
together to the establishment of new 
enclaved forms of spatial and social 
inequality, has meant that the cultural 
and political imprint of the colonial city 
remains palpable even though a large, 
new black middle class has been almost 
seamlessly absorbed within the interstices 
of the old settler town and its sprawling 
ex-urbs and brownfield redevelopments. In 
this context, one of the central arguments 
of this volume is that the process of 
inclusion needs to extend beyond the 
strictly economic sphere to embrace a 
spatial transformation of the look and feel 
of the now-changing cities of the past. 
The projection of decolonised African, city 
spaces where invention and new forms 
of identity formation and symbolism can 
thrive is critical for the future confidence 
and development of southern African 
primary and secondary cities.  
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The purpose of this opening discussion has 
been, on the one hand, to draw attention to 
the largely hidden and lingering ideological, 
material, and cultural logics of the 
foundational dynamics of the settler city in 
South Africa which underpin the increasing 
calls for the decolonisation of urban policy 
and practice. On the other, it has sought to 
emphasise the need to return to the urban 
cores of South African cities and to other 
brownfield sites in their suburbs to effect 
more far-reaching and visible economic 
cultural and social transformation that 
announces change. The current emphasis 
on establishing more social housing 
projects into the inner cities of South 
Africa is just one example of how this 
agenda is being addressed. However, the 
reality remains that most of the new urban 
planning and investment that purports 
to address the legacies of colonialism 
and apartheid, from low-cost housing 
schemes to industrial parks, sprawling 
new mega cities and glittering smart-city 
developments, are earmarked for the urban 
edge. This makes it difficult for the urban 
cores, which are now in a state of decline, 
to regenerate in ways that announce new 
growth and confidence. One of the main 
arguments of this monograph, sustained 
through the collection of essays which it 
includes, is that rethinking development 
and the South African city demands a 
re-establishment of the urban core. This 
should be undertaken not only from the 
point of view of its cultural feel, negating 
its old colonial character and exclusionary 
dynamic, but also in relation to the capacity 
of these areas to symbolise rebirth and 
economic regeneration. This necessarily 
entails a reengagement at the centre that 
projects a vision of newness and hope for a 
genuinely post-colonial future.

CONCLUSION
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In recent years, South African debate about 
smart-city development has tended to 
peak at the time of the annual State of the 
Nation (SONA) address. During his term, 
Cyril Ramaphosa has repeatedly flagged 
the creation of smart cities as a national 
priority. But the discussion of smart city 
development in South Africa predates 
Ramaphosa’s election as president in 
2018. In the early 2010s, various think-
tanks and senior government officials 
were suggesting that the three biggest 
metros in South Africa – Cape Town, 
eThekwini and Johannesburg – should 
begin to adopt smart-city solutions to 
improve their data collection and analytics 
capabilities – which would in turn lead 
to improved service delivery and urban 
management. At this time, the discourse 
focused on the use of new technologies 
to encourage innovation and efficiency 
in government. The 2010 World Cup 
was also a catalytic moment in the drive 
towards smart-city development as the 
international requirements for media and 
communications at this event necessitated 
upgrades to urban telecommunications 
systems. Over the decade since the World 
Cup, most cities have worked hard at 
expanding the physical infrastructure for 
fibre but have faced financial limitations 
in extending their networks as far as they 
would have liked. Against this background, 
the arrival of 5G technologies has created 
renewed interest in the need for, and 
benefits of, high-speed internet. It is also 
recognised that the acquisition of digital 
skills by the younger generation is critical 
for the adoption of new technologies at all 
levels in the South African economy. The 
global Covid-19 related crisis of 2020 and 
2021 has highlighted the importance of the 
digital agenda, heightening the urgency of 
discussions about technological readiness 
and digital skills. Higher education has 
been one of the sectors most affected by 
the changes wrought by Covid-19 and the 
government’s response to the pandemic, 
as teaching and learning were forced to 
move from the classroom to various forms 
of online and blended instruction, leading 
to significant additional costs and training 

for students and staff. Similar moves to 
digital provision took place in other sectors 
too under Covid-19. 

In March 2021, President Ramaphosa 
announced that the country would create a 
new smart city in the vicinity of Port St Johns, 
a small Eastern Cape coastal town at the 
margins of the national economy embedded 
in the impoverished rural hinterland of the 
former Transkei. He said that the planned 
smart-from-the-start development would 
be linked to the development of a new 
national coastal highway that would 
connect the Eastern Cape to KwaZulu-Natal. 
He hailed the project as a revolutionary and 
visionary new development to address 
regional poverty and underdevelopment in 
rural South Africa. In the campaign for local 
government elections in November 2021, 
President Ramaphosa frequently restated 
the government’s plans in the eastern 
portion of the province, promising the 
electorate hope in this neglected part of the 
country. He insisted that the government 
was serious about its desire to bring the 
benefits of the Fourth Industrial Revolution 
(4IR) to the rural poor. 

The announcement of the planned new 
smart city came during the course of 
the global Covid-19 pandemic which 
had a devastating impact on the region, 
especially in the migrant-labour heartland 
of OR Tambo district which was a Covid-19 
hotspot by May 2020. Death rates rose and 
grinding rural poverty deepened as a result 
of the pandemic. Details of the project were 
released by the Department of Cooperative 
Governance and Traditional Affairs since 
the area affected by the plan was mainly 
governed by traditional leadership structures 
and cooperative systems inherited from the 
colonial and apartheid eras. This additional 
dimension further differentiated the project 
from conventional urban-based economic 
development initiatives, including smart-
city developments. The origins of the Port 
St Johns smart-city plan, according to the 
Daily Dispatch (Ncokazi, 2021) newspaper, 
went back to 2018 when a Chinese business 
delegation from Zhejiang province toured 

CHAPTER ONE 
PLACING THE SMART CITY:
THE FRAMEWORK AND APPROACH

1.1  INTRODUCTION

A smart city uses 
information and 
communication 

technology (ICT) to 
improve operational 

efficiency, share 
information with the 

public and provide 
a better quality of 

government service 
and citizen welfare.
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the Eastern Cape and met the then-premier, 
Phumulo Masualle. Newspaper reports state 
that a Chinese firm, Honglin Investments, 
later signed a land lease agreement with 
a local traditional leader, King Ndamase 
Hongbin, for access to 10,000 hectares of 
land in the Port St Johns area. In 2019, this 
led to President Ramaphosa announcing an 
allocation of over R11 billion to OR Tambo 
district for a new infrastructure development 
on the coast to augment investment in the 
new national coastal road to connect Port 
St Johns to Port Edward in KwaZulu-Natal 
(Mabaso, 2021; Ncokazi, 2021).

In the light of President Ramaphosa’s 
announcement about the development 
of a new smart city on the coast of the 
former Transkei, the aim of this book is to 
make an intervention in the debate about 
smart-city developments at the margins 
and in the Eastern Cape by suggesting 
that South Africa should not abandon 
retrofitting existing urban areas to make 
them smart in favour of initiatives on the 
economic periphery.

In the 1990s a swathe of fully funded 
European Union (EU) projects were 
established in the Eastern Cape as part 
of a policy agenda to redress poverty 
and underdevelopment in the region that 
was caused by colonial and apartheid era 
homeland and migrant labour policies. At 
that time, the focus was on tourism and 
agricultural development, with the aim of 
promoting an agro-toursim development 
corridor along the beautiful Transkei coast. 

The funds and projects went to the poorest, 
most vulnerable areas, where there was 
little infrastructure; not much of a history of 
commercial agriculture beyond collapsed 
homeland parastatal projects such as 
Magwa Tea; and no real mainstream 
tourism development. At the same time 
as the EU funds started fostering dreams 
of new development, there was also 
considerable optimism that Asian investors 
bringing tourist hotels would plough cash 
into these areas and unlock the Wild Coast 
for global consumption. In 2000, Eastern 

Cape novelist Zakes Mda wrote a book, The 
Heart of Redness, about the prevalent spirit 
of optimism during this period. 

In the novel, he explores the imagination 
and fantasy of the actual and touted 
investment against the backdrop of 
rural cultural histories and identities. He 
presented a scenario of fundamental 
cultural collision with deep historical roots 
which he tracked back to the 19th century 
Cattle Killing. In this novel, modernisers 
and traditionalists struggled over the 
meaning of development and the forces of 
embedded identities and hidden struggles 
won the day.

Contemporary rural South Africa is the not 
the same place it was in the 1990s. Far-
reaching cultural urbanisation and social 
change has taken hold across the country. 
In the case of Port St Johns and the so-
called Pondoland area in OR Tambo, 
these changes were globally profiled in 
2012 when migrant rock-drill operators 
from this area confronted the combined 
power of mining capital and the South 
African state in Marikana – and 34 miners 
were killed by the police as a result. 

The miners’ cause was a struggle for 
higher wages and greater access to the 
benefits of modernisation but without 
undermining their local way of life. Further 
changes in this region have taken place 
as a result of a recent drive towards 
dune mining sponsored by Australian 
capital in Pondoland, which local people 
have resisted (Pearce, 2017). There was 
also exploration of offshore gas and oil 
deposits by Anglo-Dutch multinational 
Shell in 2021 which attracted global 
attention. Against this background, the 
proposed smart-city development, it has 
been argued, is just another step along 
the road of undermining resistance to 
far-reaching modernisation and change
in this relatively remote and resource-rich 
region. Some have further argued that the 
smart-city project represents little more 
than an attempt by the state to sell off the 
region to foreign capital. Such allegations 
are likely to continue in the months and 
years ahead, as local people struggle to find 
livelihoods and appropriate development 
strategies in the face of new interest from 
the state which, with the support of global 
capital, seems determined to unlock the 
region’s economic potential. 
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In debates about development there seems 
to be polarisation, with an accompanying 
choice between standing on the side of 
local resistance or supporting the interests 
of global capital which are often aligned 
with those of the state. The exploration of 
this apparent dilemma lies at the heart of 
this book, which investigates alternative 
modalities for the integration of smart-city 
development in the Eastern Cape region, 
focussing on Buffalo City. The volume 
proposes that newness and economic 
change are inevitable and necessary – 
but that the appetite for change has been 
suppressed by a trajectory for development 
which has forced people to choose 
between local survival and autonomy on 
one hand and external domination and 
exploitation on the other. The successive 
waves of foreign investor interest since 
the introduction of democracy in 1994 and 
an externally driven top-down approach to 
development has polarised communities 
and protagonists in ways that negate the 
possibility of incremental, progressive 
change based on greater local control over 
the process. Statis, protest and a failure to 
shift the region to a better place has been 
the inevitable consequence.

Against this background, the book argues 
that one of the ways to avoid undesirable 
outcomes is to explore how newness and 
change can be built more organically from 
existing assets and resources – rather 
than at the behest of outside forces which 
have pre-set parameters and exclusionary 
dynamics. The Eastern Cape cannot continue 
along its path of economic stagnation and 
decline, underpinned by state transfers, 
shopping-mall development and dogged 
resistance to rural change. The state should 
not be able to ignore places of need – but 
also, once the state recognises and seeks to 
address the outstanding problems, it should 
not exploit them to farm out opportunities to 
foreign capitalists such as Shell, Australian 
dune-mining interests or Chinese smart-
city development corporations. At some 
point, the regional middle class and political 
elites must forge a new way for the region. 
The suggestion here is that the smart-city 
agenda might hold out some hope in this 
regard if it is formulated and implemented in 
the right areas where it can gain traction by 
connecting with local forces. This is not to 
say that a smart-city style intervention in the 
Port St Johns area cannot succeed, but rather 
that alternative modalities for developing the 
region’s economy and the region’s sense 
of itself should also be explored. In this 
regard, although the empirical focus of the 
book is the area covered by the Buffalo City 
Metropolitan Municipality (BCMM), it seeks 
to present its analysis in the context of a 
broader discussion of smart-city agendas 
and the development challenges faced by 
marginal regions more generally. 

In his annual State of the Nation address in 2019, President Ramaphosa floated the 
idea of establishing entirely new South African cities which would be underpinned by 
smart technology and 4IR innovation:

I dream of a South Africa where the first entirely new city built in the democratic 
era rises, with skyscrapers, schools, universities, hospitals and factories … This 
is a dream we can all share and participate in building. We have not built a new 
city in 25 years of democracy. We should imagine a country where bullet trains 
pass through Johannesburg as they travel from here to Musina, and they stop 
in Buffalo City on their way from Ethekwini back here. … Has the time not arrived 
to build a new smart city founded on the technologies of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution? I would like to invite South Africans to begin imagining this prospect 
(Ramaphosa, 2019).

In his 2020 SONA, Ramaphosa again raised the idea of smart cities, but this time offered 
more detail on what the ruling party had in mind as a model for implementation. The 
focus of development would be in South Africa’s largest metropolitan region, Gauteng. 
The president spoke specifically about a Lanseria Smart City project in this province. 
This development, he explained, would be implemented through a Lanseria Airport 
City Mega (Housing) Project, which would take an estimated 25 years to complete and 
would eventually accommodate between 300,000 and 500,000 people. The project, 
Ramaphosa explained, was already at an advanced planning stage. He also noted that 
it would be South Africa’s first fully “green” smart city, deploying solar energy, rainwater 
harvesting, waste recycling and sustainable technologies (Mzekandaba, 2021). Later 
in the year, in August, Ramaphosa announced the launch of another major smart-city 
project, the Mooikloof Mega Residential City project near Tshwane, which was to be 
built with R30 billion in infrastructure investment as part of a public-private partnership 
between Baldwin Properties and the provincial and municipal governments. The 
development, it was claimed, would entail the construction of 50,000 apartments, 
with local land being made available to build schools, shops and offices, and to 
ensure the city’s self-reliance. Ramaphosa stated that he was pleased to see that 
“the development is being pursued in line with green building principles and will make 
optimal use of the green belts and green spaces for residential recreation”. Ramaphosa 
emphasised that such developments pushed back against the principles of apartheid 
design which had “relegated so many people to the periphery” (Mzekandaba, 2021). 

In 2021, in a speech dominated by the impact of the global Covid-19 crisis, Ramaphosa 
again found time to bring up the theme of new smart cities, suggesting that the time for 
implementation had arrived. Newspaper headlines reported that the smart-city dream 
of 2019 was now becoming a reality, while critics wondered about the capacity of new 
“smart-from-the-start” cities to address the lingering problems and challenges faced 
by existing urban areas which remained plagued by social and economic problems that 
seemed to confound any attempts to address them, smart or otherwise. 

At one level, the continual profiling of new smart city development by President 
Ramaphosa may be seen as an ideological ploy indicating to the world (and to a 
domestic audience) that the country’s main cities aspired to keep pace with the times 
by embracing new technologies and urban settlement designs (Musakwa and Mokoena, 
2017; Watson, 2012). It has been a way of formally announcing the arrival of a different 
kind of economy which embraces 4IR and provides new residential and lifestyle options 
for the tech-savvy middle class and up-and-coming, so-called “gap market” households 
in big housing developments in metropolitan areas. The presidential announcements 
may also be seen as a rather belated attempt to keep pace with a trend that has gripped 
Africa for more than a decade.

In the context of the state urbanisation discourse elsewhere on the continent, South 
Africa is behind the times in expressing an appetite for hyper-modern urban enclaves 
as an alternative to retrofitting. Countries such as Nigeria, Kenya and Egypt have been 
mapping out path-breaking, shimmering, new smart-city initiatives for some time now; 
offering them as a way of taking their leading cities beyond their post-colonial malaise 
of urban chaos and violence and into the digital age (Agunbiade and Lawanson, 2017; 
Watson, 2012).

1.2  POLITICISING SMART CITY AMBITION: 
INFRASTRUCTURAL NATIONALISM
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In these countries, politicians and 
bureaucrats have used the smart-city 
concept to target global investors and 
technology companies, announcing that 
they are open for business and willing to leap 
into the future with state-of-the-art, globally 
competitive city precincts, typically located 
on greenfield sites beyond the boundaries 
of existing urban areas (Lee, 2014). Such 
proposed smart cities are generally viewed 
as relatively autonomous from the nearby 
conurbations (Aurigi and Odendaal, 2020). 

The cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard 
(1981/1998) wrote in the 1980s of the 
intoxicating power of hyper-modernity as 
an aspect of consumer capitalism. He noted 
that it could induce a “spectacular state of 
amnesia”, erasing the past and seducing 
those susceptible into a mindset of forever 
looking forward. Baudrillard (1981/1998) 
argued that Americans achieved such a 
state of mind in the mid-20th century when 
driving their customised, sleekly designed 
cars and immersing themselves in the 
cognitive dissonance associated with hyper-
real spaces dedicated to consumerism. 
Similarly, in post-colonial Africa, political 
leaders seem acutely aware of the power of 
the smart city to induce forgetfulness and 
direct the public gaze and debate to new 
utopias beyond the grinding poverty and 
inadequacy of their existing urban horizons. 
In his speeches extolling the prospect of 
smart cities, President Ramaphosa tried to 
invoke this kind of forgetting as a form of 
hope – offering a future far distant from the 
present reality of South Africa’s struggling 
democracy. A world away from the 
contemporary one in which more than 40% 
of adults are unemployed and the fulfilment 
of promises of extended service delivery and 

job creation has been stalled by widespread 
graft and, more recently, the capital outlays 
associated with managing the Covid-19 
related crisis. Economic liberalism’s failure 
to produce widespread prosperity has 
produced a need for fake news and fantasy, 
which has been expressed through hopeful 
futurism in South Africa and elsewhere – for 
example in Eastern Europe – through ethnic 
nationalism or populism. 

In his encyclopaedic book Cities of Power, 
the urban sociologist Goran Therborn 
(2017) argues cities, especially capital or 
principal cities, like Lagos, Nairobi, Cairo or 
Johannesburg, are never simply conceived 
of as economic forces and engines for 
growth and development. They are also 
simultaneous places where national 
elites project imaginations of power and 
identity, which is why states seldom leave 
planning the built environment entirely to 
capitalists and entrepreneurs. National 
and regional elites insist on planning 
regimes and regulation that connect 
identity and nationalism to the urban built 
environment, expressing what might be 
called infrastructural nationalism. Therborn 
(2017) states that we are currently living 
in a “global moment”, and that we can 
understand contemporary urban style 
through three categories: verticality, novelty, 
and exclusivity. Verticality, for instance, 
means skyscrapers. Novelty means a 
preponderance of business districts and 
shopping malls, while exclusivity entails 
gated communities and private property. 
These are all evident in the imagination and 
planning of smart cities in Africa, where the 
focus is often more on what they look like 
than how they are supposed of function. He 
writes that in the new global city the power 

is that of transnational, post-industrial, 
financial, real estate and commercial capital 
and their upper-middle class clientele. The 
rationale of the global city and by extension 
the smart city is the creation, display and 
consumption of wealth, where corporate 
towers, shopping malls and, as protectors of 
privilege, gated communities and guards are 
emblematic of the global moment (Therborn 
2017: 250-300).

Like the global city, the smart city owes 
its clout and presence to representations 
of style and power, and seeks to 
incorporate those two attributes in its 
urban layout, its vertical buildings, its 
amenities, and digital power. The global 
city, the precursor to the smart city, 
Therborn (2017, 74) argued, was never 
about uniting communities, but about 
representing power because capital and 
mega cities cities are always sites of 
political power. But popular challenges 
mean that they are open also “sites of 
resistance, of political counter-power, 
of protest rallies and headquarters of 
opposition movements, parties and 
trade unions” (Therborn 2017: 34), thus 
there is also a tension between the 
powerful and the disenfranchised, the 
rich and the poor, the citizens and the 
outsiders. One of the advantages of the 
smart city format is that it is set away 
from the city, in a gated, greenfields 
precinct beyond the grime and poverty 
of the shanty towns and ghettos, as 
well as the suburbs and administrative 
buildings. It is seemingly protected and 
insulated from the destruction force of 
insurgent citizenship, which we learn 
more about in chapter five.
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Plate 1.2: Artist’s impression of Lanseria smart city, South Africa.



The number of smart-city projects currently being planned in Africa is quite staggering. 
Although Nigeria, Kenya and Egypt have led the way, few African countries have not 
announced plans for new smart cities of one kind or another. Even bankrupt Zimbabwe 
recently outlined a proposal for a scintillating new smart development beyond the city 
limits of Harare. In Lagos in Nigeria, the smart city movement aims to bring new waves 
of international capital investment into the country to fund land reclamation projects, 
establishing a host of new islands in the Atlantic, including Orange Island, King’s City 
Island and the Ostia Islands, all of which will host smart cities. Similar projects have been 
announced in Kenya, where efforts are being made to realise a number of smart-city 
proposals, including at Tau City, Konza Technopolis, Northlands City and Athi River Smart 
Green city. In Egypt, the state has announced over the past few years that it will develop a 
total of 37 new smart cities in partnership with international investors, most notably the 
China State Construction Engineering Corporation and German technology giant Siemens 
(Tarek 2021). One iconic new site which is under construction will accommodate a new 
government administrative capital 45km east of Cairo at a “smart-from-the-start” city in 
the desert. The plans for these fourth-generation cities are contained in an Egypt Vision 
2030 policy document which proposes that their establishment can alleviate congestion 
in existing urban areas (Tarek 2021). The infrastructure planned for these cities is more 
advanced than that deployed in existing cities. For future residents, the blueprints offer 
high-density living in tall apartment blocks, interspersed with green spaces. The imprint of 
Chinese-style big city planning is evident in these landscapes, which are supposed to be 
ready for occupation in the next decade (Echendu and Okafor, 2021). 

Africa (like India) is clearly now on a mission to create a large number of smart cities (Aurigi 
and Odendaal, 2020; Pombo-van Zyl, 2021). At the same time, there is considerable diversity 
in what the governments and politicians are presenting as their smart-city packages. Some 
of the new paper tigers, or masterplans, which are designed to lure corporate investors 
and woo public support, offer little more than fancy new housing estates with business 
parks, as is proposed in South Africa; others propose fully fledged smart-city developments 
underpinned by the latest smart technologies supplied courtesy of companies such as 
Siemens in Germany, Samsung in South Korea or Huawei in China. The latter option is 
particularly attractive to African cities in which the market is insufficiently developed for 
digital investment to have a multiplier effect; or governments which are unable to afford 
the full suite of services and infrastructure required to compete with international leaders 
in the field. 

As in the case of universities, there is now a global ranking system for smart cities which 
informs investor decision-making. Africa’s cities are quite low on this list, although there 
is also a sense that some smart cities are better propositions for investment than others. 
Meanwhile, the smart city remains a must-have 21st century asset for African states, in 
much the same way that national airlines were in the post-colonial period, regardless of 
whether the country would be able to support them in the long run. 

What is clear from a whistle-stop assessment of these projects is that one of their central 
components comprises middle class housing in well-serviced, gated neighbourhoods with 
a micro-environment of greenery, state-of-the-art services and comfort. In South Africa, the 
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Plate 1.3: Lagos City Precinct with future Smart City in the background, Olaken Jeyifous.

1.3  SMART CITIES: 
AFRICAN PAPER TIGERS, 
OR URBAN FIXERS?
In August 2021, South Africa hosted the 
fourth annual African Smart Cities summit, 
which was supported by the Chinese 
technology giant, Huawei. The event had 
a strong southern Africa focus with many 
South Africa-based technology firms and 
business leaders making presentations 
with the African market in mind. They 
emphasised the benefits of digitisation 
for government functionality and capacity; 
the growing use of smart technology 
among the youth and the middle class; 
and the potential of smart cities and digital 
technology to drive the new economy of 
Africa. The event once again brought to 
the fore the great extent of smart-city 
ambition on the continent, but also how 
little substantive progress had been made 
in realising these grand plans, which 
remained largely a matter of political 
rhetoric and a pretext for land acquisition. 
The event also illustrated that there was no 
lack of corporate interest in the smart-city 
agenda, especially from Chinese firms.

On the continent, as in other parts of the 
global south, the appetite for smart cities 
represents what Datta (2018) calls a new 
“technocratic nationalism”, under which 
historical challenges and development 
deficits are increasingly conceptualised as 
technical problems that can be solved by 
infrastructural investment and technology, 
rather than participation and engagement. 
Nationalism in this context takes the form 
of a kind of magical decolonisation, under 
which utopian visions of the future embody 
the possibility of escape from contemporary 
problems and the troubled legacy of the 
past (Acuto, 2010; Chakrabarty, 2019; 
Robinson, 2006; Watson, 2012). 



twinning of the smart-city agenda to the development of mega housing estates dominates 
and remains a lever to sell these cities to the urban poor, with the emphasis placed on 
the notion that access to these cities will not be limited to the rich. The new Mooikloof 
smart city in Gauteng is a good example. Here real estate and suburban comfort rather than 
smartness are the principal selling points. 

Another key aspect of the African models for smart-city development is their absolute 
separation from the existing post-colonial urban fabric. The smart city in Africa more 
than anywhere else is imagined and planned as a new place, located outside existing 
city precincts and neighbourhoods. This vision is attractive both to foreign investors and 
elements in the urban middle classes, who are fed up with the poor services, schools and 
facilities in their existing neighbourhoods. They yearn for the newness such cities may 
provide, as do the youth (Datta, 2018). 

But the proposed location of these new developments on the outside has generated 
vociferous criticism of the smart-city agenda from university academics, development-
studies critics and urban civic organisations. The dominant sentiment expressed in these 
circles is that these developments exclude the poor and will exaggerate social and economic 
inequalities across the continent. It is also suggested that smart cities are expensive 
and represent a drain on national budgets, leaving little for much needed improvements 
and infrastructure upgrades in existing towns and cities. In this context, it is argued that 
national political elites and the middle classes are promoting the smart-city agenda in order 
to capture the lion’s share of state resources for their own benefit. Others suggest that the 
smart cities will effectively become unregulated zones for foreign investment and profit 
extraction which will reproduce the worst effect of colonial economics and continental 
under-development (Agunbiade and Lawanson, 2017; OECD/SWAC, 2020). If the trickle 
down from foreign investment within the existing cities is limited, how much worse will it be 
when firms are allowed to operate separately in their own designated areas? The counter-
argument is that Africa needs new economic ventures and investment of this sort to foster 
growth, and that, while the current smart city model might not be ideal or appropriate, it 
nevertheless provides a platform for investment in African countries. 

But the quest for newness in Africa is difficult to break down. This is also clearly shown in 
the arts and imaginary of Afro-futurism as a genre in art in art and film making to which we 
return in the conclusion. The most iconic recent effort in this regard has been the futurists 
film Black Panther, which is set in the imaginary world of Wakanda, where blackness is 
powerful, dignified and heroic. Black people in this space are also technologically highly 
sophisticated. It is also a world of the future where bigotry and hatred are replaced to the 
value and virtue of equality. The popularity of this movie amongst black communities and 
minority groups across the globe had a great deal to do with the way it challenges racist 
histories and the degradation that came with slavery, colonialism, apartheid and Jim Crow. 

The power of set and the costumes in the movie derive from the way they imprint African 
art and identity on the future. In Africa, there are many artists who depict the future in 
speculative ways. 
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Plate 1.4:  Victoria Island, Lagos, Olaken Jeyifous 
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One of the most famous is the Brooklyn-based and Nigerian, Olaken Jeyifous, whose 
work engages with Lagos and the vertical city. In 2013, he was employed with other Afro-
futurists to develop a set of images for the Nigerian fashions house, Ikire Jones’ collection 
for display in New York. The two images on the previous page show how the aspiring 
African inhabits the futuristic city with an air of confidence, comfort, and style, ascending 
into the future Lagos smart city of 2081. But the realities of foreign investment mandates 
and cookie cut designs seen on politicians and developers’ desks are generally devoid of 
this context and the black power and culture the artist and film makers seek to infuse in 
their urban African future landscapes. The absence of traces of African culture and identity 
in smart city masterplans on the continent reflects the power of northern technology giants 
in the production of these designs. The Afro-futurist representations contain the cultural 
embeddedness the corporate maps and plans lack.

One alternative to the establishment of separate smart cities which has been suggested 
by progressive and critical scholars is that smart investment should be focused instead 
on improving service delivery and competitiveness within the existing urban system so 
that digital innovation and the creation of new economic opportunities can produce more 
democratic benefits (Agunbiade and Lawanson, 2017). Such sectoral-transformation 
arguments are persuasive although they fail to attend to the question of the spatialisation 
and visibility of newness, which is so critical to the ideological appeal and social power of 
smart projects. Investment and development are always place-based and it is therefore 
necessary for Africa find appropriate places that can represent and project the newness 
that citizens imagine to be vital to their participation in a prosperous future. 

There needs to be space where amnesia is possible, and hope can flourish and foster the 
belief that the future will belong to everyone. Moreover, modern cities never effectively 
develop rapidly without some degree of spatial inequality and specialisation. The modernist 
movement in urban planning of the 1930s recognised this fact and based its abstract models 
on the functional (often racialised) separation of sectors and activities to promote overall 
economic integration (Florida, 2017; Porter, 1998). The high modernism of the smart city 
adopted in Africa, however, seems to extend earlier colonial models of spatial and social 
separation (now based on class rather than race) in ways which are quite undemocratic. 
Nevertheless, it is difficult to imagine further modernisation and development without the 
production of spatial differentiation and higher levels of functional specialisation. 

The argument of this book is that newness 
can indeed find a home in existing South 
African cities and does not need to be 
directed to special economic zones or 
mega-cities. In this regard, the volume 
suggests that integrating smartness into 
urban service delivery and the broader 
business and community environment 
is, on its own, a desirable but insufficient 
condition of smartness because it 
excludes the possibility of cities and 
states projecting zones of smartness that 
meet the requirements of investors and 
citizens more broadly. Conversely, efforts 
to advance the agenda of embedded 
smartness while retaining the cultural 
and economic advantages of spatial 
specialisation can limit the capacity of such 
projects to produce saturation and change. 
For this reason, this book advocates the 
Indian smart city mission approach over 
the dominant African (and Middle Eastern) 
model which directs attention away from 
supporting in situ-upgrading and area-
based smart planning (see chapter seven, 
also Prasad and Tooran, 2020). 

The key point of departure for this volume 
is to highlight the connections between 
smart-city development and urban renewal 
in South African cities, especially within the 
urban cores where virtual reconstructions 
of the city can augment material processes 
of economic regeneration and reskilling to 
project the country’s cities beyond their 
colonial and apartheid pasts.



The conceptual framework for this study is also influenced by the work of the award-
winning economist, Mariana Mazzucato, who writes on the dynamics of innovation and 
entrepreneurship in the global economy. She challenges popular neo-liberal ideologies 
which suggest that innovation is driven by entrepreneurial individualism and visionary firms 
taking great risks to capitalise on their brilliant ideas, adding significant new value, jobs, 
and investment to the economy. In her 2013 book, The Entrepreneurial State, Mazzucato 
suggests that far too little credit is given to the role of public sector investment in the creation 
of the new post-industrial economy. She disputes the common view in the literature that 
the public sector is essentially static and sterile, and a consumer of resources rather than a 
producer of innovation and value, while the private sector is seen as taking all the risks and 
creating all the value. She presents evidence showing that most of the big innovations in the 
current era, from smart phones to geographic information system (GIS) tracking and next 
generation technologies and forms of energy, were a long-time coming and almost always 
involved sustained public-sector support and investment. She claims that states, especially 
in the global north, have borne most of the risks involved in producing new technologies, 
persistently investing in unprofitable venture until private sector agents eventually step in 
once the products are ready to be developed and taken to the market. Great private gains, 
Mazzucato (2013) insists, have thus accrued on the back of public funding for innovation.

In her more recent book, The Value of Everything, Mazzucato (2018) challenges the idea that 
every economy, sector, city, or country can benefit equally from smart investment, digital 
innovation and new technology. Certain countries and places require quite high levels of 
state investment in smart technologies and research and development (R&D) to sustain their 
competitive advantage, she suggests, while others can continue to grow on a relatively low-
tech base, if they have assets such as mineral or other resources, including land and water, 
which are not technology-dependent. The capacity of smart investment to yield returns thus 
depends on the extent to which and how it is deployed within the economy or city, including 
how state investment is directed and how easily the private sector is able to exploit the 
opportunities created by the government. Mazzucato (2013 and 2018) also contends that 
there is no rule in economics which suggests that investment in smart, start-up companies 
or small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which have a high failure rate, is better for 
growth, jobs, and innovation than investment in more established businesses. There is also 
no hard and fast rule justifying a one-size-fits-all policy framework. She argues that:

While the level of technological innovation is integral to the rate of economic growth, 
there is no linear relationship among R&D [research and development] spending, the 
size of companies, the number of patents and the level of innovation in the economy. 
What does seem to be clear, however, is that a necessary precursor for innovation is to 
have a highly networked economy, with continuous feedback loops between different 
individuals and organisations to enable knowledge to be shared and its boundaries to be 
pushed back (Mazzucato, 2013: 80).

Mazzucato (Ibid) debunks the myth that innovation is the product of short-term, high-risk 
strategies and investments by clever, entrepreneurial individuals and technology firms. Culture, 
capability and human resources are clearly critical for innovation to thrive. But Mazzucato 
(Ibid) maintains that, more often than not, it has been strategic public sector investment 
which has nurtured the talent and borne the risk of forging new ideas and/or networks, thus 
incubating them to the point at which private firms and individuals can take them to market. 
In the United States of America (USA), which is perceived as the epitome of a society built on 
private-sector wealth creation, she reports, the state has been an entrepreneurial risk-taker 
on many fronts, spurring innovation which has led to the production of nanotechnologies and 
new drugs and communications devices. The state has often provided early-stage finance for 
radical ideas which venture capitalists would not provide. 

Although scholars like McCloskey and Mingardi (2020) argue that Mazzucato’s (2013) 
arguments overstate the importance of the public sector, especially the central and positive 
role of the state in innovation and technological change, it should be acknowledged here 
governments in African and around the world allocate very large sums of money to technology 
transfer and city building. The whole point of Goran Therborn’s (2017) intervention on cities 
of power was to suggest that historically, it is an enormous oversight to suggest that state 
power has been an insignificant force in city building. He repeatedly makes the point that 
the nation state is always open to the future and has the interest, desire and capacity to 
embrace newness and change, a process which political elites and venture capitalists are 
always trying to divert towards their own interests. 
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1.4  SMARTNESS AND THE ROLE OF THE STATE
In a country like South Africa where the 
political elite needs redemption and capital 
is being challenged for its complicity in 
reproducing horrendous inequalities, the 
smart city agenda presents an opportunity 
to progressively regulate change to ensure 
that spatial inequality is contained, and 
private profiteering minimised in the 
interests of the unemployed youth and the 
public in general (Bank, 2018). The idea that 
place-based innovation and change is part 
of a broader social contract with the city is 
a dimension that will re-emerge below in 
the discussion of anchor strategies. Now, 
however, this chapter turns to the question 
of embedded innovation and change, 
focusing on northern place-based models.
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In exploring alternatives to the stand-alone, greenfield smart-city model for development - 
the focus in South Africa and the rest of the continent - much may be learned from some of 
the urban economic regeneration initiatives adopted in the global north after the 1960s and 
1970s. A shift in global production to Asia led to widespread factory closures and huge job 
losses in urban areas (Florida, 2017). The hollowing out of industrial parks and city centres 
in northern cities led to the implementation of a suite of urban renewal programmes in inner 
city and suburban areas with the goal of arresting urban decay. In this period, a host of new 
innovation districts offering targeted incentives were declared to rehabilitate city centres. 
These sought to promote development by attracting infrastructural and other investment 
to these areas. Some adopted so-called anchor strategies which galvanised public sector 
institutions such as universities and hospitals in the struggle to rehabilitate historic urban 
cores and midtown precincts.

However, the debate around such forms of urban restoration, and the policy measures that 
were produced as part of this movement, gained little traction in Africa during the 1990s 
and early 2000s. Part of the reason for this related to marked differences between the 
histories and nature of the urban economy in Africa and the histories and nature of the 
economy in the former industrial cities of the global north. In particular, the urban crisis in 
Africa was not caused by a loss of employment due to capital flight from city centres. In the 
absence of such a history of deindustrialisation, the debate focused on other issues, such 
as the delivery of basic services and recovering from the impacts of structural adjustment 
policies (Bank, 2019). 

A further factor with differentiated the African experience in relation to urban development 
was the drive to decentralise public sector infrastructure, especially universities and hospitals, 
once national independence was won across the continent from the 1950s. To forge a new 
future, African political elites often built their new government offices and universities away 
from the old inner-city centres of colonial power and authority, as they tried to convince their 
citizens that they were making a clean break with the past and were establishing their own 
places of national significance. In his book, Seeing like a State, James Scott (1998) describes 
a number of the new high-modernist ventures implemented by African elites far from the 
centres of colonial power. One of the results of this planning trajectory was that in the absence 
of key central, place-based institutions, the anchor-strategy methodologies discussed and 
adopted in the north did not feel appropriate in many African cities. 

However, these factors differentiating the trajectory of urban development in the global north 
and Africa are less applicable in South Africa, where colonialism and apartheid lingered much 
longer and where the urban crisis of deindustrialisation produced a similar impact to that 
seen in northern cities. In addition, there has been little change in the spatial structure of 
higher education in the country (Petersen and Kruss, 2021). The existing urban universities 
have generally retained their locations and have remained centrally sited in cities, despite 
having to absorb other institutions and outlying campuses through a series of university 
mergers in the early 2000s (Bank, 2019).

Innovation districts are physically compact, transit-accessible, and technically wired (Katz 
and Wagner, 2014). They foster business incubators and produce spin-off companies, 
which are connected to mixed-use housing, office space, retail services and the latest urban 
amenities. Katz and Wagner (2014) further describe innovation districts as manifestations of 
mega-trends, that is transformative global forces which have significant impacts on people’s 
lives. They can reflect the changing preferences of individual and firms for how and where work 
should take place and can also alter these preferences. In the process, new forms of place 
making and social networking arise and the local economy is reshaped accordingly (Katz and 
Wagner, 2014). For example, interactions between innovation hubs and the wider community 
can help to change the social, cultural and economic identities of particular precincts, or 
even whole cities. The methodology for transformation promised by innovation districts 
is premised on new forms of collaboration as firms choose to co-locate or congregate in 
inner cities instead of outlying greenfield areas, and draw close to other knowledge-intensive 
enterprises, including universities, research laboratories, and private-sector peers.

Unlike the traditional city development strategies of industrial districts and science parks, 
innovation districts support cities in becoming globally competitive by helping firms to 
grow, network and expand their trade potential. They eliminate traditional boundaries and 
make the process of innovation between the public and private realms more porous. In 
these districts, ideas can be brainstormed in wired, public spaces; advanced in shared 
workspaces; prototyped in private technology laboratories; and tested on public streets 
(Perry and Wiewel, 2005). 

1.5  INNOVATION 
DISTRICTS AND THE 

MARKET



Instead of building isolated science parks, 
innovation districts focus extensively on 
creating a dynamic physical realm which 
strengthens proximity and knowledge spill-
overs. Rather than focusing on discrete 
industries, innovation districts represent an 
intentional effort to create new products, 
technologies and market solutions through 
the convergence of disparate sectors and 
specialisations (for example, in the fields of 
information technology, bioscience, energy 
and education) (Katz and Wagner, 2014).

Innovation districts thrive on proximity 
and collaboration, and create relationships 
among people, firms and places. While 
globalisation has made it easier and 
cheaper to transmit information across 
distances, densification, clustering and 
proximity continue to produce irreplaceable 
knowledge spill-over benefits.

Successful innovation districts in cities 
including Barcelona, Newcastle, Boston 
and Syracuse have been criticised by 
some analysts for promoting mercantilism 
in the property sector, as financiers and 
developers consider only the profits that 
may be extracted rather than the use-value 
of their buildings. The critics further allege 
that these innovation zones can become 
exclusionary, gentrified spaces. However, 
despite such misgivings, innovation 
districts have been shown to produce 
significant positive impacts in reviving 
blighted precincts and contributing to 
the turn-around of urban economies. The 
innovation district approach to socio-
economic and urban planning places a 
great premium on data production and 
sharing. In other words, the dissemination 
of information and knowledge, both 
acquired and tacit, plays a pivotal role in 
the effective development of these spaces 
(Bank, 2018). 

The model of evidence-based planning 
which forms the basis for innovation 
districts contends that open-ended, 
flexible and adaptable environments are 
a prerequisite for innovation to take root 
and grow. The idea is that innovation is, 
by its nature, a socio-spatial duality. It 
constitutes a dialectical process which 
depends on the inter-connectedness of 
social agency and spatial structures. The 
process of innovation relies on a diverse, 
continuous mix of transactions which 
engages agents from different disciplines, 
cultures, professions and industries. Into 
this mix, talent, chance encounters and 
interactive knowledge networks enable 
the process of innovation. Accordingly, 
innovation districts cannot be physically 
bounded, gated spaces with controlled 
entry or exit points. 

Plate 1.5: Evolution of urban economic development hubs from the 3IR to the 4IR
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Plate 1.6: Definition of an innovation district

WHAT IS AN INNOVATION DISTRICT?

“... the ultimate mash-up of entrepreneurs 
and educational institutions, start-ups 
and schools, mixed-use development and 
medical innovations, bike sharing and 
bankable investments - all connected by 
transit, powered by clean energy, wired for 
digital technology and fuelled by caffeine...”

Unlike isolated and spatially segregated science and business parks, which may be 
nested in suburbs, innovation districts need to be part of the continuous fabric of 
the city. Innovation, it would seem, is a spatially integrated urban phenomenon. The 
success of the new Poblenou district in Barcelona and innovation districts in cities 
such as Boston point to the validity of this observation, as Plate 1.5 left shows.
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Historically, cities have often been divided into zones or areas based on their socio-
economic characteristics, with the goal of responding to local needs and creating a sense 
of community. The creation of different ethnic or social quarters in medieval and early 
modern cities in Europe served to order the urban population, and separate out different 
social groups. Thus, the creation of the Christian Quarter or the Jewish Quarter; or the Latin 
Quarter, as in Paris; or the Italian Quarter, as in Boston. These spatial divisions produced 
their own inequalities and hierarchies. For example, the Jewish Quarter signalled cultural 
difference, but also meant social exclusion. Similarly, the black American ghettos of the 
20th century represented spaces where social difference and divisions were entrenched in 
the city plan (Sennet, 2018).

Another kind of division was introduced by modernist planners, who sought to split cities 
into functionally separate precincts where “form followed function”. Thus, the creation 
of central business districts without residential blocks; specialised financial districts; 
industrial parks; and suburbs with automobile access for nuclear families. However, in 
the early 21st century, there has been a strong move among planners away from racially, 
ethnically or functionally segregated cities although many urban areas continue to be 
shaped by the legacy of such planning (Brennan and Cochrane, 2019; Sennet, 2018).

Against this background, the introduction of both innovation and smart districts over the 
past decade in many cities, especially in the global north, might be seen as part of this 
longer history of precinct definition, development, and urban place-making. However, 
notwithstanding their mutual goal to promote urban development in a particular area, there 
are significant differences between the two approaches.

According to Brookings Institution in Washington (2014), an innovation district may be 
defined as a “geographic area where leading-edge anchor institutions and companies 
cluster and connect with start-ups, business incubators, and accelerators. They are also 
physically compact, transit-accessible, and technically-wired and offer mixed-use housing, 
office, and retail”. By contrast, a smart district is defined as “a geographic area in which 
the city accelerates innovation through the use of rapid testing and trialling of solutions 
in order to solve city challenges. Often it provides the city with a platform to work with 
innovative start-ups in an agile environment” (Halegoua, 2020: 134).

1.6  ARE INNOVATION DISTRICTS DIFFERENT
FROM SMART DISTRICTS?

Generosity is 
giving more 

than you can, 
and pride is 

taking less than 
you need. 

- Khalil Gibran

Michael Guerin (2020) of the Dublin Smart 
City project identifies the difference between 
the concepts of the innovation district and 
the smart district particularly clearly:

• An “innovation district” focuses on creating 
an ecosystem of innovators working on 
everything from MedTech to smart cities 
to FinTech. A “smart district” is a more 
focused, subset of innovation districts that 
focuses specifically on urban challenges 
faced by citizens of that city.

• A “smart district” has a focus on the 
physical built environment and often 
uses technology to improve the physical 
space. An innovation district encourages 
collaboration by increasing the density of 
innovators in an area.

• A “smart district” is often led by the city 
authorities in partnership with academia and 
industry. An “innovation district” is a wider 
community of innovators where the city and 
academia may or may not play a role.

• A “smart district” often focuses on sense 
of place with the goal of improving the 
physical area. An “innovation district”, 
although geographically situated in one 
area, focuses on global innovation which 
cuts across many industries.

In summary, although the establishment of both innovation and smart districts entails 
differentiating a particular part of the city, the primary focus of the former is on economic 
development and job creation, while the latter’s main aim is to address urban challenges 
using data, engagement and technology solutions.

Author: Leslie Bank
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Plates 1.7: Key Functional Elections 
of an American Innovation District

ENTREPRENEURIAL HUBS: 
Accelerate job creation by providing a launch 
pad for local entrepreneurs and connecting 
them to our national and global network.

TECH FOCUSSED REAL ESTATE: 
Investment in real estate related to innovation 
districts to create opportunities and influence the 
ecosystem while providing a return on investment.

INVESTMENT NETWORK: 
Access to our national and global network of 
impact investors with a shared goal of investing 
in job creation and innovation in America.

SOCIAL IMPACT FOCUS: 
Partnering with the local community to provide 
resources and support for students, non-profits, 
charitable groups and local businesses.

EDUCATION PROGRAMMES: 
Investing in education with the goal of cultivating 
our next generation of business leaders that can 
contribute locally while thinking globally.

JOB CREATION: 
Working closely to support local government and 
business leaders with our access to relationships, 
investment and economic opportunities that 
support local job creation.

INNOVATION DISTRICT ELEMENTS

Plate 1.8: Graphic Representation of Smart City 
radiating out from the centre
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Universities, hospitals and large, established non-profit organisations are often referred to 
as “anchor institutions” because of their permanence and their physical and social ties to 
surrounding communities. According to Goddard et al. (2016), anchor institutions tend to 
be fixed within their current home city – although there are possibilities of expansion to 
other places – where they have considerable investment in physical buildings and facilities, 
as well as a strong historical identification with the place (indeed, they may be named 
after the place) (Goddard et al., 2016). Anchor institutions have the capacity to shape their 
surroundings; enhance the quality of life for local residents; and drive regional economic 
performance because of their size and relative importance to the local economy (Bank, 
2018; Dever et al., 2014).

Anchor institutions drive the growth and development of cities and regions by employing large 
numbers of workers. They occupy and manage vast pieces of real estate; they purchase large 
quantities of goods and services; and they attract investments through capital and research 
projects (Dever et al., 2014). Cities therefore use these anchor institutions to improve and 
promote their own growth. The leveraging of anchor institutions to promote development 
and growth is referred to as an anchor strategy. Such strategies provide a framework to 
guide local collaboration with institutions to capitalise on, and maximise the impact of, their 
presence (Dever et al., 2014). An anchor strategy, like the triple-helix approach, involves 
nurturing and actively maintaining partnerships among various stakeholders in urban 
development, including the communities around these anchors. The establishment of such 
relations requires efforts to align goals, visions, interests and activities among the various 
stakeholders so that the outcomes are favourable as possible to all (Dever et al., 2014).

The development of the precinct around the University of Pennsylvania from 1990 is often 
cited as an example of how an anchor strategy can be successfully forged and implemented, 
although there are many others. The areas surrounding the university were experiencing blight 
and dilapidation; crime was soaring; and local schools were struggling. The university realised 
that these factors were damaging its reputation as a desirable destination for academics and 
would-be students alike. It therefore adopted a leading role in seeking to revitalise the local 
neighbourhood. The university embarked on a project called West Philadelphia Initiatives 
(WPI) to strengthen the economy and quality of life in the neighbourhood surrounding 
the university (Dever et al., 2014). The key areas of focus were: improving neighbourhood 
services and capacity, including making the area safer; providing high quality, diverse housing 
choices; reviving commercial activity; accelerating economic development; and enhancing 
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1.7  ANCHOR STRATEGIES AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
local school options (Dever et al., 2014). 
These initiatives were implemented through 
the establishment of partnerships among a 
range of stakeholders. As a result of these 
initiatives, crime was greatly reduced in the 
area; new businesses moved in creating 
employment; residential properties were 
acquired by university staff and students in 
the neighbourhood; and new schools were 
established with the help of the university.

The Pennsylvania example illustrates how 
anchor strategies can be helpful in the 
redevelopment of declining areas and the 
revitalisation of neighbourhoods. It may 
therefore be worth considering the feasibility of 
such an approach in promoting development 
and growth in East London’s inner city 
with the local anchor institutions taking a 
leading role in the process. In this regard, it is 
acknowledged that the application of models 
taken from northern cities might not be 
entirely appropriate to the southern realities 
of contemporary South Africa. At the same 
time, it is the proposition of this monograph, 
which builds on arguments first presented in 
Bank (2019), that the presence of significant 
anchor institutions in East London’s urban 
core, including three university campuses 
and several tertiary colleges, hospitals and 
government departments, together with the 
deindustrialisation of the city since the 1970s, 
suggests a comparable set of conditions to 
those in rust belt cities in the global north. 

Universities, hospitals 
and large, established 

non-profit organisations 
are often referrred to as 

“anchor institutuins”. 
They have considerable  
investment in physical 

buildings and facilities.



The relevance of the anchor-strategy model 
for urban development is also bolstered 
by the present drive among South Africa’s 
cities to produce knowledge-driven 
economies in which universities may well 
be expected to play a leading role – for 
example, in fostering innovation. In this 
regard, although the South African state and 
the country’s universities lack the resources 
and financial muscle enjoyed by their peers 
in the global north, they have little choice 
but to try and forge initiatives that can 
help redevelop urban cores and university 
city precincts in the cause of social and 
economic transformation – and may thus 
have much to learn from the approaches 
adopted elsewhere in pursuit of these goals. 

One of the great strengths of anchor-
strategy models is their emphasis on 
inclusive engagement as a core principle 
of urban renewal. Anchor strategies reject 
technicist top-down planning approaches 
and stress the need for community 
involvement in urban restructuring. In the 
early 20th century, northern urbanists, 
such as Patrick Geddes (1915) and Lewis 
Mumford (1934), stressed that the city was 
like a human organism which contained 
within it the possibility for its own renewal 
and redevelopment. These urbanists were 
critical of heavy-handed urban restructuring 
which cut whole chunks out of pre-existing 
cities and imagined a bright new future 
based on the relocation and displacement 

of individual residents and families. In the 
great physical restructuring of British and 
American cities in the mid-20th century, 
bulldozers were taken to places called 
“slums” so that they could be destroyed 
to make way for large highways and brand 
new, pre-planned neighbourhoods. Geddes 
(1915) and Mumford (1934) opposed 
planning imperatives which sought to clear 
and redevelop neighbourhoods in this way 
without local engagement or participation. 
They argued that urban neighbourhoods 
and precincts had a social logic of their own 
which made sense to the people who lived 
there, and which should not be cast aside 
when replanning these areas. They argued 
that it was generally preferable to implement 
small-scale physical interventions and 
upgrades, rather than embark on disruptive 
large-scale removals and reconstruction. 
They also suggested that urban planning 
should be considered as a “process of 
engagement”, and not a traumatic event. 
In a similar vein, the smart city specialist 
Anthony Townsend (2013) has argued that 
the smart city turn should not be used as an 
opportunity to dehumanise cities in favour 
of top-down technological restructuring. In 
the context of this literature, the spectre of 
the smart-from-the-start technology city 
invokes concerns about the damage that 
can be caused when planners break up 
communities in the name of an idealised 
better future. For example, Halegoua (2020) 
notes that smart cities can be sterile and 

over-planned, offering little opportunity 
for spontaneity and free association, or 
chance encounter. These have historically 
been key attractions of precincts and public 
places in cities. Residents are also put off 
by the continuous surveillance that is built 
into these technology-rich environments, 
sensing that every aspect of their lives is 
being monitored. 

In the South African context, the 
deployment of anchor strategies to 
implement smart-city solutions faces 
a further challenge, which is that the 
urban cores in many of the cities have 
become dirty and dangerous and so 
tend to be avoided by tourists and 
middle-class citizens. At the same 
time these are the places that anchor 
the identity of their cities and also host 
many of the important institutions, 
such as universities and hospitals, 
which have the potential to anchor new 
strategies for regeneration and renewal.
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The argument of this book pays particular attention to the question of urban cores in South 
Africa and the nature of the policies designed to upgrade and regenerate these areas since the 
establishment of democracy in 1994. The next chapter will focus on the situation in Buffalo 
City Metropolitan Municipality within this wider context, exploring the policy framework and 
state of development of the inner city in East London. In reviewing the state of play in Buffalo 
City, the book builds on the analysis contained in Leslie Bank’s 2019 book, City of Broken 
Dreams, while providing new data and thinking about the form that smart-city development 
may take in the region and at the urban level. The publication of the 2019 book did not go 
unnoticed in East London. The analysis and recommendations proposed by the volume 
contributed to the identification of the inner city as a high priority zone for knowledge and 
innovation-based development in Buffalo City municipality’s spatial development framework 
(SDF). However, there remained a lack of clarity in the SDF about precisely where such 
development should take place and how. In this context, a study conducted by the Human 
Sciences Research Council (HSRC) was launched in 2020, with the support of a grant from the 
Regional Innovation Support Programme (RISP), with the goal of exploring how an innovation 
strategy may be implemented in East London’s inner city. The research was supported by the 
Buffalo City Metropolitan Development Agency (BCMDA) as a way of building momentum for 
the development mandate of upgrading the inner city. This volume is based on the findings 
from this research project.

As this project was being implemented, the Covid-19 pandemic spread across the world to 
South Africa, leading to the declaration of a State of Disaster from March 2020. Under the 
subsequent imposition of a national lockdown, businesses were hurt and university students 
were denied access to university campuses Overnight, South Africa was suddenly working 
from home and the state of the country’s digital infrastructure and the smartness or otherwise 
of its economy came into sharp relief. Within a few months, the local municipality had, with 
assistance from the World Bank, established a task team to develop a smart-city strategy for 
Buffalo City. There was a sudden and intense interest in whether an undersea cable spanning 
the Indian Ocean would be able to land in the city at the East London Industrial Development 
Zone (ELIDZ). At the same time, students who had been sent home had no option but to 
undertake their studies online; while, amid the general upheaval, the municipality’s new water 
and rates smart meter system started to generate enormous, erroneous bills for domestic 
services, sparking a ratepayers’ revolt.

Against this tumultuous background, this monograph describes HSRC’s findings during this 
new phase of research, drawing on interviews which were conducted with students, lecturers, 
private-sector stakeholders and civil servants in the inner city to find out whether and how 
they were coping with adapting to working online and if there was a need for smart technology 
to help them. More than 250 students were interviewed during this phase of the research on 
how they were managing the transition to blended and online teaching and learning.

The study also followed the animated debate about the potential arrival of an undersea high-
speed internet cable and what this could mean for the future economic development of the 
city. In this regard, the research team participated in an online debate about the development 
of the inner city and the potential benefits of a smart-city strategy; and also conducted 
desktop research into smart-city developments elsewhere in South Africa and internationally. 
In March 2021, the national government’s decision that Port St Johns should become the 
site of a smart-city development in the province was announced – and the analysis in this 
volume takes this declaration into account in its efforts to contribute to the understanding 
and implementation of smart-city related interventions in BCMM and the region.
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1.8  CONCLUSION
Based on the findings of HSRC’s 
investigation, the second chapter of 
this volume focuses on urban cores 
and the evolution of urban-renewal 
and smart-city policies in Buffalo 
City. The third chapter investigates 
the promised arrival of an undersea 
high-speed internet cable in the city 
and how that has been received and 
debated. The fourth chapter reports 
on the interviews that were conducted 
as part of HSRC’s study with inner city 
stakeholders and their sense of being 
left behind in the wider national digital 
transition. The fifth chapter focuses on 
how students at the local universities 
and colleges experienced lockdown 
and on-line learning; while the sixth 
chapter explores new digital heritage 
and tourism initiatives which have been 
established to promote development 
on the beachfront and in the inner city. 
The seventh chapter explores the area-
based orientation of the Indian smart-
city mission and strategy with the goal 
of producing insights into the relevance 
and application of retrofitted smart-city 
interventions in South Africa. The eighth 
chapter further explores the implications 
of smart technology and the shift to a 
digital economy at the neighbourhood 
level in urban planning, paying particular 
attention to university-city precincts 
and the concept of the “15-minute city”. 

The conclusion extracts some of 
the potential policy implications 
of the analysis in relation to the 
potential for urban renewal and 
city-campus regeneration in East 
London and beyond. In particular, it 
outlines some of the steps required 
to advance area-based smart-city 
planning in South Africa.
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CHAPTER TWO 
TACKLING URBAN CORES:
FROM DEVELOPMENT ZONES TO 
INNOVATION DISTRICTS?

Author: Leslie Bank & Francis Sibanda

In 2000, democratic local authorities were 
established across South Africa, replacing 
transitional local councils which had been 
set up in 1994. A whole new system of 
municipal governance was now put in place 
with the aim of creating more inclusive, 
integrated urban areas. South African cities 
faced many problems, not least of which 
were the spatial and racial inequalities 
between predominantly white middle-class 
suburbs and African townships, which were 
poor and characterised by quite high levels 
of crime, poor services and unemployment. 
The other visible problem in the large 
conurbations was the flight of capital and 
middle-class families away from the city 
centres. Suburban shopping malls and 
office parks had become an increasingly 
dominant feature of the South African 
landscape from the 1970s, when a process 
of decentralisation and disinvestment in 
the urban core followed a post-Second 
World War boom in inner-city investment.

During this earlier boom period, the 
growth and development of the central 
areas of South Africa’s main cities was 
quite spectacular. Cape Town’s inner city 
received a massive investment boost 
from the late 1940s when many hectares 
of land were reclaimed from the sea as 
the site of a major foreshore development 
(Bank, 2019; Harrison, Todes and Watson, 
2007). Johannesburg also boomed at this 
time as secondary industrialisation drove 
wealth creation and prosperity among 
erstwhile industrialists and the middle 
class more generally. In the period between 
1945 and 1969, the Johannesburg central 
business district (CBD) expanded with 
the construction of dozens of signature 
hotels and high-rise buildings in the area 
around the stock exchange and the head 
offices of banks. With the support of 
mining and financial capital, the aim was 
to emulate the skyline of New York’s CBD 
in Manhattan. One of the main attractions 
when visiting Johannesburg was to take 
the lift to the top of the Carlton Centre, 
the tallest building in Africa. eThekwini 
also experienced growth in the urban core 
during the post-war years, particularly 

in the service and tourism sectors, as 
its economy boomed in parallel with the 
growth of the Reef economy and the 
expansion of local industry to the west of 
the city. The urban core in these cities was 
also the focal point for urban governance, 
public culture and the establishment of a 
civic identity, which was inscribed through 
public buildings and institutions, such the 
main library, city hall and reserve bank in 
Johannesburg, as well as in the shape of 
parks such as Company’s Garden in Cape 
Town or Joubert Park in Johannesburg, 
city theatres, opera houses, art galleries 
and museums (Ehrenhalt, 2012; Harrison 
et al., 2007). 

In addition, the main city university 
campuses were often not far away. The 
University of Cape Town (UCT) was sited 
just around the shoulder of Table Mountain 
from the city bowl; the University of the 
Witwatersrand (Wits) was in Braamfontein, 
quite close to the city centre; and the 
University of Natal (now the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal [UKZN]) was in the inner-
city eThekwini (then Durban) suburb of 
Berea. In this regard, it is worth noting 
that the historical relationship between 
universities and city centres is a complex 
one. In the medieval period in Europe, it was 
considered a massive honour and source 
of status for a city to have a university at 
the centre of the town. Universities, like 
cathedrals, gave European cities identity 
and cultural gravitas (Readings, 1996). The 
majestic Notre Dame cathedral and the 
Sorbonne, which later became the city’s 
university, for example, were placed in the 
centre of Paris to elevate the cultural and 
religious status of the capital (Therborn, 
2017). Indeed, most European capitals 
aspired to constructing an urban core 
which characterised the city as a place of 
learning, religiosity, artistic production and 
affluence (Diner, 2017). What seemed to 
matter to the cities and their residents was 
the physical grandeur, style and presence 
of the buildings housing their key public 
institutions. However, what took place 
within the walls of medieval universities 
had little to do with commerce, innovation, 

and city building, with the studies 
instead focussing mainly on languages, 
theology and philosophy (Reading, 1996). 
Universities were ivory towers with a higher 
purpose that was not primarily concerned 
with the mundane, messy affairs of 
commerce and city building. By the late 
19th century, which was when some of the 
first universities were being imagined in 
South Africa, there was a feeling, especially 
in the academies of the colonial world, that 
placing universities too close to the centre 
of industrialising cities would compromise 
their capacity for reflection and critical 
thought (Diner, 2017; Reading, 2003). They 
needed to be saved from becoming mired 
in the dirt of the industrial city. Thus, the 
universities were often located towards the 
urban edge, just beyond the city centre in a 
so-called mid-town precinct where public 
buildings, universities and hospitals could 
be embedded in parks and public squares 
close to the city centre but also far enough 
away to protect the dignity and stature of 
public culture. With the growth of cities 
some of these precincts or districts were 
absorbed into the city centre, as in New 
York, while in other cities they remained 
slightly separate, as in Detroit (McClelland, 
2012). Today, these precincts are often the 
focus of urban renewal and the site of new 
innovation districts (Bank, 2019; Cooper, 
2011).

So, while South African cities continued 
to build the urban core between the 1950s 
and the 1970s, the trend in the global 
north was for a move away from the 
old urban core, including the grandiose 
mid-town precincts, which started to 
lose their appeal with the construction 
of freeways and suburbanisation. These 
trends affected South Africa too, where 
middle-class white South Africans became 
increasingly infatuated with the American 
dream of white suburbs and an affluent, 
consumer-centred lifestyle (Bank, 2019). 
However, in South Africa, the urban cores 
did not hollow out as quickly as in the USA, 
where they became significant sites for 
ghetto formation and the entrapment of 
an increasingly precarious black working 
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class (Barchiesi, 2011; Dunier, 2017). Apartheid planning ensured that the black 
poor were located and confined beyond white sites, on the urban edge or in the rural 
homelands. The planners sought to achieve and retain the dignity, cleanliness and 
stature of city centres through the enforcement of racial separation. However, once the 
white capitalists and middle classes started moving out of these areas in the 1970s 
and 1980s, the inner-city economies stagnated and went into decline with areas 
like Hillbrow and Joubert Park in Johannesburg becoming increasingly run down. 
The process of decline gained momentum as economic activity in the city centres 
dissipated (Turok, Seeliger and Visagie, 2021).

Against this background, the 1990s became a critical decade for the degradation of 
the built fabric of inner-cities in South Africa, as apartheid-era controls which had 
prevented the influx of poor black job-seekers and families into urban areas were 
finally and comprehensively dismantled. Given their economic frailty, these areas 
quickly descended into poverty and chaos; and the hopes and aspirations of the new 
waves of urban residents and migrants moving into the city centres to improve their 
lives, access jobs, and secure a better foothold were frustrated. The results of this 
transition were rapid and quite shocking for the new democratic regime. The inner city 
of Johannesburg which at one point boasted more than 40% of all the office space 
in South Africa, and was full of high-rise apartments and hotels was the worst-hit. 
Cape Town was the least affected because of booming tourism; higher property prices; 
a successful waterfront development; and the persistence of spatial divisions along 
racial lines which secured the continuing engagement of mainly white capitalists in 
maintaining the built fabric around the CBD. Other city centres dipped too, including 
in Durban (eThekwini today), Port Elizabeth (Gqeberha today) and Bloemfontein 
(Mangaung today). In some areas like Welkom (Matjhabeng today), where mines shut, 
or the East Rand (Ekurhuleni today), large-scale factory closures ensured the effects of 
industrial change were even more profound.

This chapter explores how the state has sought to address the decline of inner-
city precincts and foster urban renewal. It briefly considers the thinking behind the 
introduction of urban development zones and city improvement districts in the past 20 
years. It compares these developmental approaches to that of industrial development 
zones which focus more directly on incentivising innovation and supporting economic 
growth (Kaplan, 2007; Todes and Turok, 2017). The chapter ends with a discussion of 
the conceptualisation of innovation districts as a mechanism for urban renewal and 
how such schemes imagine the roles that may be played by universities and medical 
facilities in transforming inner-city precincts. The inclusion of this material is important 
because it appears that, while some universities and private-sector stakeholders have 
picked up on the triple-helix philosophy and collaborative, private-private partnership 
development models associated with innovation districts, this type of thinking is still 
not embedded in the modus operandi of municipalities, universities and government 
departments, especially in the Eastern Cape. 



Over the past 20 years, many urban theorists 
and city planners around the world have 
focused on building specialised precincts, 
such as special economic zones, to promote 
economic growth and the renewal of urban 
cores. It is mainly the Chinese who have had 
the capacity and the will to build brand new 
cities from scratch. For most of the rest of 
the world, the focus has been on retrofitting 
and repurposing different parts of the city 
for contemporary living and economic 
growth. In the 20th century though, urban 
theory tended to focus on core-periphery 
development models under which the 
spatial spread of cities generated diverse 
new urban landscapes many of which 
cascaded into the surrounding countryside. 
The implementation of such planning 
produced blended or peri-urban settlements 
at the outer edges, as well as denser suburbs 
which could appear to be city-centres in 
themselves. A lot of South African cities 
followed this model of expansion, blending 
into the surrounding rural areas, which were 
themselves in the process of urbanising. 
The key feature of urban growth during this 
period was suburbanisation. The suburbs 
were imagined as dormitory residential 
settlements with an economic infrastructure 
that would provide and stimulate growth. 
This model of development has been 
amazingly tenacious in all parts of the world 
(Keil, 2018). 

Against this background, Joel Kotkin and 
Alan Berger (2017) argue that suburbia has 
taken many forms historically and continues 
to evolve, defying predictions that it will 
disappear. Too many people, the authors 
suggest, imagine suburbia simply as British 
low-rise, semi-detached housing estates or 
as free-standing, pavilion-style, bungalow 
suburban homes on the outskirts of 
American cities. These authors are critical of 
scholars who dismiss suburban formations 
as empty shells, as Lewis Mumford did in 
the 1960s when he disapprovingly described 
American suburbia: 

as a multitude of uniform unidentifiable 
houses, lined up inflexibly, at uniform 
distance, on uniform roads, in a treeless 
communal waste, inhabited by people 
of the same class, the same income, 
the same age group, witnessing the 
same television performances, eating 
the same tasteless prefabricated food, 
from the same freezers, conforming 
in every respect to a common mould 
(Mumford, 1962/2010: 45). 

Mumford (1962/2010) lamented the death 
of the urban core with its social diversity, 
tolerance of difference and cultural 
vibrancy; and its public spaces, complex 
family structures and intellectual life. 
However, Kotkin and Berger (2017) insist 
that this kind nostalgia for the cultural life 
of the inner city has clearly not been shared 
by everyone and is still a minority view in the 
21st century, given the continuing popularity 
of, and demand for, suburban development. 

This is an important proviso. Nevertheless, 
cities have also continued to be shaped 
and defined by their central places; and 
the urban core represents a critical part 
of the identity and definition of any city. 
When tourists visit cities, they expect to 
spend most of their time in the city centre, 
where they hope to experience the city fully. 
Turok, Seeliger and Visagie (2021) suggest 
the central urban areas should be vibrant 
places that display economic and cultural 
density and reflect the productivity and 
identity of the city. Building and sustaining 
the urban core is South African cities, they 
contend, has been difficult and has been 
undermined by congestion, social tensions 
and poor urban management. They place 
these difficulties within the context of 
recent history:

South Africa’s four major city centres 
experienced tumultuous changes 
during the transition from apartheid and 
the exodus of many property owners, 
investors and occupiers to the suburbs. 
Buildings decayed, infrastructure 
collapsed, public health and safety 
deteriorated, and governance was 
disrupted by unauthorised activities 
(Turok, Seeliger and Visagie, 2021: 17). 

At the same time as noting the immense 
challenges facing the urban cores in 
the country’s cities, these authors are 
optimistic that, despite significant general 
neglect, there are now some signs of 
recovery, although the revival is spatially 
diffuse and patchy in nature. The authors 
attribute much of the recent recovery 
within inner-city precincts to innovative 
strategies and dynamic public-private 
partnerships. They suggest that the 
time has come for such efforts at urban 
regeneration to receive more support with 
the goal of re-centring and anchoring 
South African cities as sites of productive 
growth and new, inclusive cultural forms. 
It will be a challenging task, they argue, 
given the limits of municipal capacity, the 
ambivalence of capital and the absence of 
new, dynamic policy instruments, but one 
that is worth pursuing. 

So, what are the main policy instruments 
that have been used to date? One of 
the ways in which the new, democratic 
government set out of regenerate inner-
city areas after 1994 was by creating 
urban development zones, or UDZs. 
These were precincts in which property 
owners and developers were offered tax 
incentives to reinvest in and restore the 
built environment. Individuals and firms 
who refurbished apartments or existing 
buildings were offered tax rebates against 
the costs of their investment. The property 
owners and developers would have to 
submit their plans to the municipality and 
apply to the National Treasury for the tax 
benefits. The scheme was introduced in 
2003, after the then-finance minister Trevor 
Manuel declared that something urgent 
needed to be done to reverse the physical 
and social degradation of once vibrant 
inner-city suburbs, such as Hillbrow in 
Johannesburg. Accordingly, the National 
Treasury amended the Income Tax Act of 
1962 to permit tax breaks and tax incentives 
within specific areas in the metros and 
larger municipalities in South Africa. UDZs, 
in which these new regulations applied, 
could only be established under quite strict 
conditions. They had to be aligned with the 
municipality’s integrated development plan 
(IDP) as an investment priority and had to 
qualify as a place where public-private 
partnerships could be formed. 

The framework for their establishment 
was also meant to encourage black 
economic empowerment. The Buffalo 
City Metropolitan Municipality was one of 
the areas which qualified for a UDZ and 
accordingly established one across the city 
centre and the inner suburbs of Quigney 
and Southernwood. It subsequently also 
established one in the central business 
district in King William’s Town, now Qonce.
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The other main policy instrument provided by National Treasury to fund inner-city renewal 
was the so-called City Improvement District schemes or CIDs, which encouraged ratepayers 
to partner with the state in upgrading urban neighbourhoods. These were defined as follows: 

A City Improvement District (CID) also known as a Special Ratings Area (SRA) is a non-
profit organisation operating within a defined geographic area within which property 
owners agree to pay a levy for a supplementary and complimentary services set to 
enhance the physical and social environment of the area (Voortrekker Road Corridor 
Improvement District, n.d.). 

Technically, all neighbourhoods with business districts could apply for classification as a 
SRA and set up a CID, which was supposed to act in the interests of ratepayers to take 
action to reduce crime and grime and generally make the area in question more attractive 
to investors. These districts could entail the establishment of public-private partnerships 
to improve neighbourhoods and make them safer by installing surveillance technology, 
adding policing units and upgrading pavements and pedestrian access. The National 
Treasury pushed metros to declare such areas in their city centres as a way of combatting 
urban decay, escalating crime and capital flight. However, it was often difficult to galvanise 
ratepayers to come together, especially if the city centres were in poor shape and dominated 
by slumlords. The most successful CIDs were established in places such as Cape Town’s 
CBD where there was still considerable investment, active tourism, and buoyant property 
prices. The Cape Town CID turned the city centre around in the 2000s, making it a safe, 
dynamic neighbourhood for hotels, restaurants, shops, and service providers. As a result 
of the intervention, investors started to convert old buildings and the top stories of office 
blocks into loft apartments, using the UDZ tax incentive scheme to help cover the cost 
(Harrison et al., 2007). 
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However, in Buffalo City, there is little 
evidence of either the UDZ or CID schemes 
being implemented effectively. Local 
officials in the municipality reported that 
there had been limited uptake of the tax 
rebate opportunities offered under the UDZ 
programme by 2020 and that the city had 
yet to implement a CID in the inner city. 
Meanwhile, the crime and grime in the 
urban centre remain a matter of constant 
concern for members of the public, many 
of whom argue that the adverse conditions 
are indicative of a broad failure on the part 
of the municipality to improve the city. In 
this regard, the reactivation of the Buffalo 
City Metropolitan Development Agency 
(BCMDA) in 2017 to address inner-city 
and beachfront development challenges 
may be interpreted as demonstrating an 
intent to pursue inner-city regeneration, 
although there are still few improvement 
projects which have been completed by 
the agency, and which could thus change 
popular perceptions of the municipality’s 
competence (BCM, 2013; 2015; 201; 2020).

Urban Development Zones (UDZ)

Processed Urban Edge

Proposed UDZ
Plate 2.1: The map designates the urban development zones allocated to East London.

SOUTHERNWOOD

QUIGNEY/BEACH
EL CBD



The national promotion of CID schemes 
was informed by the theory that once 
crime and grime were brought under 
control and the appeal of the particular 
neighbourhood improved, there would be 
an automatic upswing in the fortunes of 
the city centre. However, a more concerted 
effort is generally required to drive major 
economic development in such areas. 

In the absence of an integrated national 
programme to support economic growth 
and development of inner-city areas, it 
may thus be seen as unsurprising that 
the impacts of municipal efforts to try 
and revive the economies of the urban 
cores in the country’s major metropolitan 
areas have been patchy. The graphic 
below shows the levels of investment in 

the city centres of the four main metros, 
Cape Town, eThekwini, Johannesburg, and 
Tshwane, relative to that in decentralised 
nodes, such as business parks and retail 
centres. The overall picture is that between 
1995 and 2013 there was only a small 
rise in investment in CBDs, despite the 
national government’s efforts to support 
the improvement of these areas. 
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The chart shows that investment in inner cities to revitalise their economies expanded 
greatly from the lows of the early 1990s, but failed to occur on a scale that would compete 
with the investment in decentralised nodes. Meanwhile, over the period in question, Buffalo 
City failed to develop and implement a clear policy framework for regenerating its urban 
core, which has meant that the differential between investment in central and peripheral 
areas of the city is probably even higher in East London than elsewhere. For example, most 
of the new investment in the 1990s and subsequently went into suburban malls and new 
office parks (see next chapter). 

Figure 2.2: Relative investment in decentralised nodes and the central business districts in Cape 
Town, eThekwini, Johannesburg and Tshwane (Turok, Seeliger and Visagie, 2021: 8)

Author: Leslie Bank & Francis Sibanda



These graphs, which focus only on office 
rental prices and business investment 
levels do not provide the full picture for 
the four cities. Markedly different profiles 
would be produced if residential property 
prices and gross property investments were 
included. Such a presentation would show 
that overall property values rose rapidly in 
Cape Town, especially between 2013 and 
2020, but showed little significant change 
in some of the other metros. Meanwhile, 
in East London, even as middle-class 
consumers have moved away from the 
city centre to decentralised nodes in the 
suburbs, the urban core has remained busy 
and continues to serve as a central place, 
especially for low-income shoppers and 
students, who live in university residences, 
back rooms, and flats near their higher 
education institutions (Bank, 2019; 
Sibanda, 2019).

More broadly in the Eastern Cape, the 
focus of government investment and 
policy has not been on urban renewal, but 
on reindustrialisation, particularly in order 
to retain the existing automotive plants in 

Buffalo City and Nelson Mandela Bay. To 
this end, the state created special economic 
zones (SEZs) in both cities, and invested a 
great deal of money in developing these 
areas to secure new manufacturing 
investment and industrial growth. Like East 
London, Gqeberha has experienced urban 
economic decline at its centre, especially 
with the loss of industrial employment 
from the 1980s. The challenges were 
exacerbated by an earlier, poorly conceived 
modernisation of the city in the 1960s, 
when a massive highway (Settlers Way) 
was built cutting the main body of the city 
off from the harbour and leaving the original 
city centre in the shadow of a freeway 
bypass. Although Port Elizabeth has done 
more than East London to activate urban 
renewal in the inner city, the sums spent on 
this pale into insignificance relative to the 
investment in a new industrial development 
zone (IDZ) which was established in 
2002 at the new deep-water industrial 
port of Ngqura, 35km from the old city 
centre. Similarly, East London’s industrial 
development zone, which is a separate 
district unto itself, has received significant 

funding. These IDZs were established as 
part of a national programme by the state, 
which saw manufacturing and industrial 
re-development as the anchors for post-
apartheid economic revival in the Eastern 
Cape; while education, skills development, 
service-sector growth, tourism and urban 
retrofitting were given much less attention. 
In conceptualising how the IDZs would 
grow and thrive, government policy makers 
were strongly influenced by the work of 
the Harvard economist, Michael Porter 
(1998), who wrote about the multiplier 
effect of clustering. The belief was that, 
if the automotive sector could cluster in 
suppliers within these IDZs they would 
strengthen the competitive base of their 
operations in what would otherwise be 
a marginal region, which would ensure 
the long-term sustainability of particular 
sectors and value chains. 

Figure 2.3: Capital value of office space per square metre in Cape Town, Durban (eThekwini), Johannesburg and Pretoria (Tshwane) 
from 1995 to 2014 (Turok, Seeliger and Visagie, 2021: 9)

Figure 2 below, which shows the cost of office space per metre in Cape Town, Durban (eThekwini), Johannesburg, and Pretoria (Tshwane), 
indicates a relatively moderate rise in the value of such space between 1995 and 2014.
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Plate 2.4: Greenfield special industrials zones (IDZs) for economic development in Port Elizabeth.

The above discussion has highlighted the challenges associated with urban renewal and 
regeneration in South Africa. The evidence suggests that, while individual investors and 
agencies (both private and public) have passionately pursued urban renewal strategies, the 
outcomes have been uneven, with more disappointments than successes. In the secondary 
cities of the Eastern Cape, urban renewal strategies have been dwarfed by the enormous 
emphasis and investment by the state in initiatives seeking to retain the automotive sector 
and promote reindustrialisation in special economic zones on the urban edge or even 
beyond the city. To this end, the state has made a number of large-scale direct investments 
in firms and precincts and provided a range of subsidies and tax incentives. At the same 
time, little attention has been paid in public policy to the idea of inner-city innovation 
districts or anchor strategies, despite the success of such approaches in rust belt cities 
elsewhere which have experienced sustained de-industrialisation in much the same way 
as South African cities have since the 1970s.

The decline of East London’s city centre preceded the urban crisis associated with the 
industrial slowdown in the global north. It began a decade earlier when the city was trapped 
in a political no-man’s land on the coast between two new apartheid homelands, the 
Ciskei to the west and the Transkei to the east. The strip of white-owned land between 
the two homelands, which was known as the Border, was viewed by the apartheid state 
as a buffer zone which it might be prepared to sacrifice for the growth and consolidation 
of the two adjacent homelands. This undermined confidence in the city’s development 
prospects, which were further damaged as economic ties with the rural hinterland were 
severed following the establishment of the Bantustans. Industries moved away and the city 
centre stagnated. Degradation of the urban core was accelerated by suburbanisation which 
deprived the CBD of a number of key commercial and retail anchors. When the process of 
de-industrialisation accelerated, the city had already been weakened at the centre, despite 
considerable historical investment in the development of this area. Since the introduction 
of democracy, there has been no sustained policy to invest and redevelop the inner city, 
which has meant that it has continued to struggle to recover it former status.
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However, in 2002 with the national 
reorganisation of the higher education 
sector, the University of Fort Hare (UFH) 
and Walter Sisulu University (WSU) were 
brought into the inner city to occupy a 
number of the vacant buildings there, 
including the old wool exchange and the 
empty warehouses along Cambridge Street, 
as they established new campuses in East 
London. The idea behind the expansion 
of high education’s footprint in the city, 
according to a Higher Education Working 
Group established by the Department of 
Higher Education and Training (DHET), 
was to transform East London into a new 
hub for post-school training which would 
prepare it for post-industrial growth. In 
addition to the changes that it wrought 
in the university system, the DHET turned 
the premises of the former East London 
technical college into the Buffalo City TVET 
(Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training) College, adding another focal 
point for higher education growth in the 
city centre. Over the past 20 years, student 
numbers in East London’s city centre 
have increased from a few thousand to 
around 20,000, the majority of whom are 
attached to campuses located in a central 
area which has been designated as a 
knowledge and innovation precinct by the 
municipality. The establishment of these 
anchor institutions has also attracted other 
private colleges into the city centre (Bank, 
2019; Sibanda, 2019). 
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In the opening address at the 2021 Department of Science and Innovation (DSI) Regional 
Innovation Support Programme (RISP) Annual Innovation Forum, the South African 
Minister of Science and Innovation, Imran Patel, highlighted the critical importance 
of regional level innovation ecologies and projects in the country. He suggested that 
innovation planning had been too centralised and top-down in South Africa since the 
advent of democracy and that a more bottom-up approach was needed and would be 
encouraged by the new Department of Higher Education, Science and Innovation. Patel 
said that the RISP programme, which had been running for 15 years, had achieved 
a great deal and was constantly evolving in line with changes in the country. The 
primary functions of the platform, he suggested, were to address spatial inequalities; 
encourage smart specialisation; facilitate economic clustering; and support co-
ordination between different partners and levels of government to ensure the delivery 
of successful projects and initiatives. In this regard, the minister suggested that the 
country was at a critical juncture in that the Department of Science and Innovation 
was in the process of merging with the Department of Higher Education and Training. 
This process, he noted, would take time, but nonetheless offered new opportunities for 
synergistic relationships to emerge among research, innovation, and development at 
multiple levels. He said that the merger would ensure that skills development in higher 
education could be more closely integrated into catalytic economic development 
projects created through the DSI. 

The second major theme in the minister’s presentation was the new commitment of 
government to a district development model (DDM), under which each district would 
form an integrated territorial, social and economic unit of development with “one 
plan, one budget, and one vision for development” (Patel 2021). For the districts to 
thrive, Patel (2021) stressed that planning and innovation needed to be devolved to 
the district level and driven by a social compact of private sector interests, civil society 
organisations, higher education institutions and government bodies, working together 
around common goals. In developing these plans, he insisted, there should be a focus 
on inclusive development and the reduction of social and economic inequality. The third 
and related theme in the Minister’s presentation was the need for more co-ordination 
and co-operation among the government, business and communities. Patel (2021) 
spoke of the potential of triple- and quadruple-helix partnership models in catalysing 
development and said that this had often been where plans had misfired in the past 
because “people operate in silos”. The Minister also mentioned some key opportunities 
for regional innovation projects. He noted that there were now a number of “technology 
stations” operating at South African universities, such as the Durban University of 
Technology (DUT) and the University of Pretoria (UP), with private sector partnerships, 
as well as “living labs” which were now running at education and training centres. 
He also mentioned the need for regional observatories and data centres, such as the 
Gauteng City-Region Observatory (GCRO). Funds and opportunities, he concluded, 
could also be leveraged through integration with sectoral master plans, infrastructure 
development plans and district development plans. He compared catalytic projects to 
irrigation systems in an agricultural area. Just as such systems brought local farms to 
life, so catalytic projects could invigorate whole cities and regions.

In 2018, the BCMDA under the leadership 
of Blumkin Nelana started to promote 
the idea of a “university-city”, in which 
the relationships between town and 
gown would be transformed to facilitate 
place-based economic development and 
diversification. The BCMDA employed the 
Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) 
to assist with the re-imagination of Buffalo 
City as a new university-city. Work began 
on this project in the latter half of 2018 
and continued through to mid-2019, when 
the municipal spatial development plans 
for the city were finalised. The outcome 
of the engagement between BCMDA and 
the city government was the proposal for 
the establishment of a “knowledge and 
innovation precinct”, which appeared in the 
spatial plan. A city-campus development 
model was proposed as a catalyst for 
inner city regeneration, adapting an 
“anchor-plus” model as articulated by the 
Brookings Institution in Washington in the 
USA According to this model, the process 
of inner-city regeneration would largely 
be structured around the opportunities 
and needs associated with the inner-city 
“Eds and Meds”, that is, the public higher 
education institutions with local campuses 
– WSU, UFH, Buffalo City College and 
the University of South Africa (UNISA) 
– and the local medical institutions – 
Frere Hospital, Life St Dominic’s Hospital 
and Life East London Private Hospital. 
The “plus factor” in the model was the 
engagement of the private sector in 
developing a new technology park and 
student-accommodation hub, with the 
support of the local universities and the 
provision of land from the municipality on 
a so-called “sleeper site” in the CBD. The 
vacant site constituted 15% of the size of 
the existing CBD and had been identified by 
the National Treasury as a “catalytic land 
development opportunity” for the city.
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Plate 2.5: Aerial View across the CBD and city-campus precinct in East London

Plate 2.6: The sleeper site in East London as embedded in a larger inner-city precinct.
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Accordingly, a comprehensive development report on the sleeper site was submitted 
to the National Treasury in March 2019. It recommended that there should be strategic 
alignment between the development of the sleeper site and inner-city renewal. It promoted 
the implementation of a mixed-use development led by the private sector and supported 
by the municipality and the state, which would involve housing, retail, innovation and small 
business development in a live, work and play inner-city precinct. The report suggested 
that some of the available land should be allocated to the higher education institutions in 
the city to support their development and that the idea of a private sector-led innovation 
hub or technology park should be considered as one component of the plan to develop 
the sleeper site. The close alignment of the two submissions – the final report for the 
Treasury of the “BCMM: Independent Panel Review of the North and Central Catalytic Land 
Development Programme”; and the knowledge- and innovation-led CID proposed by the 
BCMDA with the HSRC, which has been integrated into the municipality’s Built Environment 
Performance Plan (BEPP) for 2019/2020 – laid the foundation for a new approach to inner 
city development in East London (BCM, 2020; Sibanda, 2019). 

In 2019, the possible creation of a Buffalo 
City Knowledge and Innovation District 
was highlighted in the municipality’s 
Spatial Development Plan (BCMM, 
Municipal Spatial Development Framework 
[SDF] 2019-2024). Such a district would 
clearly have great potential to host smart 
city efforts, including a “living lab” capable 
of addressing key transport and service-
delivery issues. However, the new spatial 
development framework focussed almost 
exclusively on the IDZ as a potential node 
for smart-city innovation, especially in 
the field of promoting digital skills and 
capacity. At the same time, the plan placed 
significant emphasis on the existence of 
urban development zones in the inner city 
and even expressed the desire to create 
an additional zone for urban renewal in 
the CBD of Qonce (formerly King William’s 
Town). The spatial plan explained the 
function and application of the UDZ policy 
in the metropolitan municipality as follows: 

Urban Development Zones are 
demarcated zones, designed to 
stimulate investment in inner city areas 
in terms of the Urban Renewal Tax 
Incentive. The benefits of this incentive 
are aimed at reviving inner cities, 
creating more jobs and attracting 
more people to live and work in these 
cities. For the refurbishment of existing 
buildings, investors are eligible to 
receive a 20% tax deduction in the first 
year of earning income, plus an annual 
depreciation of 20% over a four-year 
period. For new developments, this 
incentive offers a tax deduction of 
20% in the first year, plus an annual 
depreciation of 5% for the next 16 years. 

Since the identification of the Quigney 
area as an Inner City Urban Renewal Area 
in the SDF 2003, BCMM was requested by 
National Treasury to identify further areas 
to benefit from tax incentives being made 
available for urban renewal by the national 
government. This Urban Renewal Tax 
Incentive introduced by National Treasury 
aims to encourage investment in the inner 
cities of the sixteen largest cities in South 
Africa. The Urban Renewal Tax Incentive 
hopes to stimulate the refurbishment 
and construction of both commercial and 
residential buildings in designated inner-
city areas (BCM, 2020: 205).
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The Municipal Spatial Development 
Framework 2019-2024 then proceeded 
to give new functional definition to the 
area described as the urban development 
zone in the inner city, outlining how it 
could be converted into a knowledge 
and innovation district covering the CBD 
and Southernwood. It is worth quoting at 
length from the report to clarify exactly 
what the municipality had in mind in 
relation to this UDZ. 

The Inner-City area has a university 
campus in the CBD with numerous student 
residences in the surrounding areas of 
Quigney, Southernwood and Belgravia. It is 
within these four areas within the Inner City 
that the proposed Inner City Knowledge 
and Innovation Precinct is conceptually 
located. The Inner City Knowledge and 
Innovation Precinct is structured around 
the universities and medical institutions – 
the so-called “eds and meds” – which are 
anchored in the inner city. This precinct 
represents a unique opportunity to develop 
an ‘Anchor Institution Strategy’ as per 
Economic Strategy EC5.1 

The project is a multi-stakeholder, multi-
year initiative, which seeks to realise 
Buffalo City’s potential through knowledge 
production and innovation, preparing it for 
the changes associated with the fourth 
industrial revolution. The project seeks to 
encourage the diversification of the urban 
economy. It is intended that the Knowledge 
and Innovation Precinct will assist with 
revitalisation of the Inner City areas. 

The East London ‘Inner City’ includes the 
Beachfront, the Central Business District 
and the Southernwood/Belgravia Precincts. 
Together these precincts represent several 
important and interrelated opportunities 
that will support the revitalisation of the 
economy of BCMM.

. Key initiatives here are: 
• Leveraging the advantages of the Knowledge Economy is a key strategy for the 

revitalisation of the local economy and especially the inner city. This will require 
promoting and supporting an ‘Anchor Institution Strategy’ and positioning BCMM 
as a University Town. This will also require broadening the role of the Tertiary 
Institutions in the local economy. 

• Inner City Knowledge and Innovation District – CBD and Southernwood 
• The Southernwood/Belgravia area contains Hospitals and Tertiary Institutions 

and recent studies undertaken by the BCMDA have identified that this precinct 
represents a unique opportunity to develop an ‘Anchor Institution Strategy’ as per 
Economic Strategy EC5.1 

• Partnerships between these anchor institutions will assist to revitalise the 
precinct and more importantly support the emergence of a successful Knowledge 
Economy within BCMM. Partnerships with such anchor institutions could guide 
the innovation agenda for the knowledge economy and serve to develop the 
talent within the tertiary institutions. Tertiary institutions can grow their niche 
research and innovation products in conjunction with the ELIDZ and its partners 
so that they become stand-alone businesses in future. 

• The above idea has recently received a major boost with the announcement that 
a high-speed internet cable will be landing at the ELIDZ, providing the area with 
5G Technology. The roll out of fibre in the Inner City will serve to support the 
knowledge-based economy initiative. 

• As per Economic Policy EC5.3 it is proposed that the ‘Inner City Precincts’ become 
the core of the Knowledge and Innovation District, working in partnership with the 
‘West Bank Logistics and Manufacturing Hub’ as part of the move to diversify the 
BCMM economy into a knowledge-based economy (EC4.1) and (EC4.2) 

• As per Economic Policy EC5.2 it is proposed that a key component to the success 
of the knowledge economy thrust is the forging of strategic partnerships with 
the anchor institutions as well as other tertiary institutions and the economic 
anchors on the West Bank such as the Harbour; Airport; Science and Technology 
Park; IDZ; [Mercedes-Benz South Africa] MBSA; and Border Motor Sports to 
coordinate and promote the implementation of the Knowledge Economy. 

• It is also proposed that BCMM develop a set of incentives as per (EC8.5) that 
strategic partners can take advantage of, in order to boost the move to a 
Knowledge Economy. 

• The city has encouraged a mix of uses within the precinct to encourage a Live-
Work-Play environment. In order to make the Southernwood/Belgravia precinct 
more attractive as a place to live and to attract knowledge workers it is proposed 
that the public realm such as parks and streets be upgraded to make the area 
safer and more walkable (See Spatial Policy SP7.1 and 8.1 and EC8.7) 

• As part of the BCMM Urban Management Initiative, the BCMDA are in the process 
of identifying City Improvement Districts (CIDS) within the Inner City. The 
proposed CIDS will serve to support the Innovation District. 

• Within the Inner City the Beach Front area has an important role to play in 
positioning BCMM as a ‘Lifestyle City’ in order to attract the young, innovative 
and technologically savvy, who are interested in the opportunities that can arise 
from a successful anchor institution strategy which the Brenthurst Study (2019) 
depicted, especially in the tourism sector. At present the BCMDA is involved with 
the upgrading of the Esplanade and Court Crescent to make it more attractive 
and is involved in the release of key land parcels to stimulate development on the 
beachfront. 

• The sleeper site is a strategic portion of land that the ULI [Urban Land Institute] 
study (2015) advised was to be used to support the Knowledge Economy 
proposals in the Metro Growth and Development Strategy, such as the University 
Town Concept, which will be released in stages to strategic partners. The city is 
currently constructing a road through the sleeper site that will unlock this site for 
development (BCM, 2020: 207-208).
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In relation to the prioritisation of democratic access, it should be noted that several Wi-
Fi hotspots were subsequently established in East London. In addition, to address an 
identified digital skills shortage (which is a national as well as local problem), a proposal 
for a digital skills hub was developed together with a non-profit organisation (NPO) 
Harambee, which seeks to foster youth employment opportunities. It was suggested 
that this hub be linked to demand-side plans, for example, around digitising government 
and promoting the roll-out of free Wi-Fi in order to increase its scale and impacts.

In general, the new smart-city proposal sought to build on the economic development 
strategy outlined in Buffalo City’s Metro Growth and Development Strategy (2016-2030), 
in particular its emphasis on building a productive, innovative city. In this regard, the 
proposed strategic impetus was first, to consolidate and deepen the impacts produced 
by the automotive sector by sustaining the investment of Mercedes Benz South Africa in 
the city and deepening the benefits accruing to the city-region from this manufacturer’s 
presence by developing local component suppliers. This approach which is based on the 
premise that development can be sparked by clustering together firms, has shown some 
promise with a significant expansion of up to 30% in MBSA production and local content 
planned from 2021 to 2027. A second key strategic impetus was to diversify the economy 
away from its dependence on the automotive sector by unlocking the potential for 
competitiveness in other sectors and industries in the city. These include agro-industry; 
tourism; global business services; ICT-related services; the creative industries; green 
industries (including renewable energy); and infrastructure/ property development. In 
this regard, a number of infrastructure projects have been prioritised in alignment with 
the city’s Spatial Development Framework and Built Environment Performance Plan. 

The new strategy document then proceeded to suggest that the development of Buffalo 
City as a smart city could form a central part of its economic recovery and future 
competitiveness. The transition to a smart city should, it noted, address many of the 
investment constraints identified by stakeholders, including by producing a cleaner, 
safer city, and reducing administration costs for business. It argued that the municipality 
could make rapid, sustained progress in “getting the basics right” through the appropriate 
use of smart applications, the integration of systems and the development of new 
competencies. It further noted that such progress would significantly improve East 
London’s investment-value proposition and economic outcomes, including in relation 
to growth, jobs, inclusivity and revenues, particularly when accompanied by other 
envisaged smart city initiatives such as the development of the West Bank industrial 
node as a Smart Logistics Hub (incorporating the ELIDZ as a Smart Park and planned 
Future Skills Hub). 

The new strategy document also established a number of aspirations, referring to 
Barcelona as a model both in terms of how digitisation and smart applications can 
improve service delivery and access, and in relation to how its residents can actively 
participate in developing and reviewing smart-city processes. The document noted that 
Barcelona’s participatory model had ensured that new technologies and 4IR applications 
were well understood and embedded, and not perceived as intrusive or controlling. 
The strategy document also indicated BCMM’s willingness to engage with cities from 
developing economies with similar socio-economic and service delivery issues which 
had successfully transitioned to smart cities. 

In this context of this emphasis in Buffalo City’s spatial development framework and 
given the centrality of knowledge and innovation to any smart city strategy, it is striking 
that the innovation district is not mentioned as a central pillar to the new smart city 
strategy in the document. Spatial and digital infrastructures are not required to overlap 
exactly to enhance development outcomes, but it seems strange that the opportunities 
offered by the articulation of an inner-city innovation district are not addressed in a 
strategic document outlining the direction of smart city development in the municipality. 
At the same time, it would be interesting to see how the current IDZ could be redefined 
and extended to embrace a strong smart-city branding, especially given the location of 
the science park and new digital hub there. Instead of thinking of a housing megaproject 
as an anchor for a smart-from-the-start city, Buffalo City could perhaps rather reference 
this idea by integrating some residential elements with technology around the edges of 
the IDZ.
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2.5  THE BUFFALO CITY SMART CITY STRATEGY, 2020
In addition to the spatial development 
framework, a new strategic document 
promoting a smart city strategy for Buffalo 
City was prepared by the city planning 
division at BCM. The document noted that 
the proposed smart city strategy should: 

1 Address the municipality’s service-
delivery challenges, inefficiencies 
and lack of integration through 
digitising government with the goal 
of providing cheaper, cleaner energy; 
improved safety and security; better 
management of assets; improved 
delivery of basic services; reduced 
wastage and corruption; greater 
infrastructure longevity; improved 
customer satisfaction; lower costs 
for doing business; better revenue 
management; and greater long-
term sustainability. 

2 Improve regional economic 
competitiveness and productivity 
for firms through innovation and 
enhanced capabilities in ICT 
infrastructure and services. Currently 
there are a number of public- and 
private-sector initiatives underway 
or at an advanced planning stage 
to develop these capabilities. 
These include the development of 
stable, high-speed data platforms 
by deploying the capabilities of 
the undersea cable, fibre and 5G 
networks; data centres and data 
recovery facilities; digital skills 
centres; artificial intelligence and 
other 4IR capabilities; and purpose-
built research and innovation 
facilities, such as the ELIDZ Science 
and Technology Park. 

3 Foster digital access to narrow the 
digital divide and ensure 4IR benefits 
flow to entrepreneurs and residents 
in townships and other marginalised 
residential spaces. To this end, it 
is proposed that broadband and 
Wi-Fi infrastructure be expanded 
to enable free connectivity for poor 
residents, initially around a number 
of hotspots.
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This chapter has highlighted how South African cities have struggled to retain vibrant 
economic centres that express social, political, and cultural charisma in the democratic 
era. Part of the difficulty in this respect has been the long histories of exclusion that 
define these places for the majority of South Africans. During the colonial and apartheid 
periods, city centres were citadels of settler power. The courthouse, police station, post 
office, colonial public parks, settler statues and city halls came to symbolise histories 
of external domination and control, which were implemented through totalitarian 
policing and forced removals from urban areas. At the same time, Africans were not 
comprehensively excluded from the city centres because they worked in these places, 
protested in them, and often did their weekly shopping in them. 

Against this background, the focus of state policy in relation to city centres since 
the introduction of democracy in 1994 has mainly been on containing the decline of 
neighbourhoods and asserting political control, including through policing. Little has 
been done to promote social, cultural and economic change at the centre of cities. 
Meanwhile, urban cores in places such as Johannesburg, which were left economically 
stranded from the 1980s as white capital fled to the suburbs, became soft targets for the 
expansion of the informal sector and the arrival of new waves of African immigrants. In 
this context, such change as has taken place has generally been produced on the margins 
of the formal economy, such as through the unregulated spread of informal commerce; 
the capture of buildings by immigrants; and the rise of slum landlordism. In this context, 
city centres, including in Tshwane, Johannesburg and eThekwini, also became theatres 
for xenophobic attacks, with taxi operators carrying disaffected commuters often taking 
the lead in the violence.

Meanwhile, in Cape Town, city centre regeneration has been a product of the economic 
power of tourism and renewed gentrification, mainly driven by foreign nationals and 
wealthy white people who have remade the inner city as a place of cosmopolitan 
exclusion. The absence of densification and social housing projects in this area has 
exaggerated the lack of “stickiness” or social and cultural affinity in the city centre – 
as is illustrated by the persistent homelessness problem in the inner precincts which 
indicates the absence of meaningful occupation and cultural belonging in this part of 
town. In the context of these trends at the heart of the country’s main cities, chapter 
six highlights the cultural challenges of urban renewal, paying special attention to 
Buffalo City. 

More recently, during the Covid-19 pandemic, there has been a new wave of capital 
fight and disinvestment in urban cores as work-from-home regimes have gained 
momentum. This has affected all downtown precincts in South Africa, initiating a new 
period of restructuring and depopulation which has both opened opportunities and 
posed further threats to these vulnerable zones. The power of private real estate-driven 
investment as a vehicle for inner-city urban renewal has been weakened, offering new 
opportunities for investment in public housing and facilities that could promote social 
and economic inclusion. 

In support of such development, global evidence has shown that technology-based 
investment in downtown precincts and innovation districts can produce a much higher 
return on investment than investment via conventional private real-estate and tourism-
based models. In support of the adoption of such models for urban renewal in South 
Africa and Buffalo City in particular, this chapter made the case for the establishment of a 
conducive policy framework and urban ecology which fosters the pursuit of knowledge-
based innovation.
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In 2003, Ivor Chipkin (2003) published a study which found that the provision of 
improved physical infrastructure (taps, housing, new schools, etc.) did not necessarily 
improve social cohesion in communities with broken homes and gangsters. Physical 
infrastructure provision, he argued, was not the same as development. It did not on its 
own make communities more cohesive, democratic and tolerant. The South African 
concept of ubuntu, or human togetherness, he argued, did not come naturally; it had 
to be cultivated as part of a programme of social upliftment and empowerment. He 
used fieldwork from the Cape Flats in Cape Town to show that accommodating street 
gangsters and their families in better housing units had not stopped them from being 
gangsters. In fact, on the contrary, the housing programme seemed to be rewarding them 
for being gangsters. Chipkin contended that the belief that state housing and service 
delivery would create social cohesion based on “decent and virtuous citizenship”, as 
the policy documents seemed to suggest, was a mistaken assumption. He criticised 
the state-run housing programme for not attempting to address “how these products 
[housing units] might assist residents become ethical citizens in a position to sustain 
themselves virtuously” (Chipkin 2003: 74). He defined ethical and virtuous citizenship 
as tolerating social and cultural difference, acknowledging the rights and dignity of 
others, and encouraging social cohesion at family, street and neighbourhood levels. In 
this regard, he was critical of the state’s decision to step away from the challenges of 
promoting social cohesion and a participatory democracy in favour of the delivery of 
physical assets, such as taps, houses and toilets, to the poor. He felt that the work of 
building a new society required much more (Ibid). 

Several years later in 2011, Fiona Ross at the University of Cape Town published a book 
called Raw Life, New Hope: Decency, Housing and Everyday Life in a Post-Apartheid 
Community. In this volume, she explored the changes in the lives of members of a poor 
black community in Cape Town over a ten-year period. During this time, the neighbourhood, 
which had been a rough and ready shack settlement, was transformed by the arrival of 
free state housing under the government’s Reconstruction and Development Plan (RDP). 
Ross (2011) described the provision of the suburban-style RDP units as a potential game 
changer in the lives of the local residents and how they had believed that the houses 
they were to receive would wash away the pain and indignity of poverty and bring social 
advancement and decency (ordentlikheid). However, the book shows that while the houses 
provided by the state initially offered hope to the residents, the community continued 
to experience considerable difficulties and violence even after the houses had been 
delivered. In fact, the book concluded, the RDP housing programme had helped to create 
more tensions, including xenophobic violence, than it had resolved. Families were no less 
dysfunctional by virtue of having a better standard of housing, nor was the community less 
divided by virtue of the gifts provided by the state. Ross’s lament, like that of Ivor Chipkin, 
is that state-driven development should do more. It should result in less marginalisation 
and greater employment and should provide more opportunities for social inclusion and 
coherent family life. 

CHAPTER THREE 
BURNT EDGES, LOOTED MALLS:
INSURGENCY AND SUBURBAN NATIONALISM 
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3.1  INTRODUCTION

Ivor Chipkin defined ethical and virtuous citizenship as 
tolerating social and cultural difference, acknowledging the 
rights and dignity of others, and encouraging social cohesion 
at family, street and neighbourhood levels.



In other work on the issue, Barolsky 
(2013; 2019) and her colleagues at the 
Human Sciences Research Council 
(HSRC) provided a different perspective 
on cohesion and suburban desire in 
their exploration of the development 
model promoted by a European-funded 
non-governmental organisation (NGO), 
Violence Prevention through Urban 
Upgrading (VPUU), in the Khayelitsha 
township of Cape Town. Barolsky (2019) 
argued that the NGO failed to win sustained 
local support because it was perceived 
as too Euro-centric and neo-liberal in its 
approach, which was to offer access to 
modern bungalow housing as a solution 
to inter-personal and public violence. 
The NGO believed that new built forms 
would produce more modernist forms of 
family, identity and behaviour. In other 
words, it was another project based on the 
belief that the right kind of infrastructure 
can produce the right types of social 
relations, behaviour and citizenship and 
help to help create peaceful and cohesive 
communities. In the end, Barolsky 
argued, VPUU lost momentum because 
its models for development collided with 
local people’s ideas of kinship and their 
fear of new forms of social control and 
community. The imaginary of an “ordered 
city” (reproduced by VPUU and the state) 
came into conflict with local forms of 
mutuality, social cohesion, and informality. 
This view is supported by the work of De 
Sagté and Watson (2018) on the history of 
modernist town planning regimes in the 
Langa township in Cape Town and why 
these planning models failed over a long 
period. Both these studies highlight the 
complex cultural contexts surrounding 
public housing delivery in Cape Town; but 
they also over-estimate African resistance 
to suburban-style homes and consumer 
lifestyles. In this regard, most studies 
of Cape Town pay too little attention to 
the fact that, although the long-term 

refusal of particular forms of urbanisation 
with services and land aimed at poor 
and marginalised African residents has 
blocked suburban development, this has 
not suppressed suburban desire among 
this population. 

The argument of this chapter is that it 
would be difficult to understand the recent 
nationwide mall riots and looting which 
took place in South Africa in July 2021 
outside the deepening economic crisis 
of employment in the country and an 
appreciation of how embedded consumer 
culture and suburban aspirations has 
become in South Africa since apartheid. 
Since the 1990s, popular notions of 
citizenship have come to pivot on the 
possibility of a suburban transition, even 
in peripheral location. Therefore, those 
who are unable to build suburban homes in 
the city due to limited access to land or the 
costs of building and services, often build 
such homes in the rural areas, where there 
is more space —and they can show their 
communities how they have progressed 
as a family (Bank 2015). Our inability to 
be able to see the urban and the rural in 
the same frame blinds us to the extent to 
which citizenship is today connected to 
the expression of suburbanised living in 
South Africa. To be sure, ethnic building 
styles and homegrown cultural styles 
have not been abandoned but have been 
combined with globalised sub-urban 
forms. In fact, globally, there is a large body 
of literature to suggest that the desire for 
suburbanisation continues to grow across 
the world as cities sprawl and consumer 
culture deepens in diverse, complex ways 
(Berger & Kotkin 2017; Calderia 2017; 
Keil 2018). There is also an assertion of 
a close connection between imaginations 
of urban citizenship and the promise of 
infrastructure, including housing and 
suburban style services (Anand, Gupta 
& Appel 2018). Lemanski (2019) uses 

the term “infrastructural citizenship” to 
explore how poor people in cities interact 
with the state and with one another around 
infrastructure provision. 

In this chapter, I argue that it is difficult to 
dismiss the deficits of state service delivery 
failures and the unfulfilled promise of 
suburban desire as fundamental causes 
of the looting of malls and supermarkets 
across the country in July 2021. The 
creation of over 17 million square metres 
of retail, supermarket and mall space in 
South African since democracy bears 
testament to the materiality and physical 
presence of the machinery of suburban 
desire as fundamental infrastructures 
of post-apartheid South Africa. They are 
examples of the “the gross material of 
materiality”, as Amin and Thrift (2018) 
would say. In their book Seeing like a City, 
they view infrastructures as “moments of 
standardisation, technical compatibility, 
professional rivalry, bureaucratic 
imperatives, regulatory competences and 
general disposition” are literally the hold 
the city together (2018: 34).  The argument 
of this chapter is that access to suburban 
infrastructure is considered an essential 
component of urban citizenship and post-
apartheid African nationalism in a society, 
where so many still look in on this dream 
from the outside with envy. It was Franz 
Fanon (1961) who warned that, it was not 
only the filthy and overcrowded “native 
towns” of colonialism that needed to 
change after liberation, but settler town and 
its culture too (Fanon 1961). In the many 
interviews aired on television of those 
involved in the violence mall looting, there 
appeared to be an air of entitlement in the 
justification of the action take, almost as if 
the citizens of the townships were taking 
for themselves what the state had promised 
with liberation and failed to deliver.

Author: Leslie Bank and Ndipiwe Mkuzo
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million square metres of 

retail, supermarket and 
mall space in South African 

since democracy bears 
testament to the materiality 

and physical presence of 
the machinery of suburban 

desire as fundamental 
infrastructures of post-
apartheid South Africa.



Lizette Lancaster (2018) produced a 
statistical account of popular protests 
over five years from 2013 to 2017 in 
South Africa, using multiple sources 
of information. Her findings provide an 
important context for the discussion 
below. Lancaster (2018) found evidence 
of almost 5,000 protests over this period, 
with the highest numbers recorded in 
2013 and 2014. There was a slump in 
protest activity in 2015 and 2016, but a 
rise again in 2017, which seems to have 
continued through to the mall riots of 
2021. The protests occurred mainly in 
large urban areas, with 31% recorded in 
Gauteng and 20% in the Western Cape. 
Another 30% occurred in the Eastern Cape 
and KwaZulu-Natal. 

3.2  SERVICE-
DELIVERY PROTESTS 

AND CULTIVATED 
SUBURBAN DESIRE
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Figure 3.1: Number of protests in South Africa, 2013-2017
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Figure 3.2: Peaceful or violent nature of the protests, 2013-2017 
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In her analysis, Lancaster noted that the 
spatial distribution of the violent protests 
suggested that they tended to occur 
around large informal settlements in 
major metropolitan areas. The research 
suggested that labour disputes were 
the most common reason for protest 
action, followed by issues of crime and 
safety (often related to the inadequate 
performance of the South African Police 
Service [SAPS]). The next most common 
source of unrest was the government’s 
failure to deliver basic municipal services, 
such as sanitation, water provision and 
electricity, which accounted for almost 
700 protests between 2013 and 2017.1 
Lack of access to education or conflicts 
at schools accounted for 520 protests, 
while disputes among political parties 
accounted for 466 protests over this 
period. The next most frequent basis for 
protest action was housing, which could 
include the non-delivery of houses that 
the municipalities had promised, as well 
as the inadequacy of the houses delivered 
by the state. The anger around service 
delivery and housing is indicative of how 
poor urban populations have internalised 
expectations about the provision of these 
services, such that they are considered 
to constitute basic urban rights. In rural 
areas, for example, there were hardly any 
service-delivery protests and communities 
seemed to regard many of the services 
that urban residents took for granted as 

privileges or luxuries. In parts of the rural 
Eastern Cape, for example, the ruling 
African National Congress (ANC) is lauded 
for providing communal taps and running 
water, or free water storage tanks, when in 
the cities the provision of such amenities 
would be regarded as a basic right. The 
meaning and the nature of the demand 
for infrastructure thus varies according to 
context. However, the data clearly shows 
the level of anger and impatience among 
urban residents, whose disappointment 
over the broken post-liberation promise of 
a better life appears to be the greatest.

In Johannesburg, Diepsloot is a dense, 
complex and diverse post-apartheid 
settlement with multiple, small housing 
and service-delivery ecologies. Parts are 
evolving into new forms of suburbia, while 
others comprise highly compressed shack 
settlements. Diepsloot has also been the 
site of many service-delivery protests and 
a number of outbreaks of criminal and 
xenophobic violence. In his ethnography 
of life in the Diepsloot shack lands, Anton 
Harber (2011) described the complicated 
plans, processes, and expectations of state 
housing in the settlement. He showed how 
the many layers of government work with 
and against each other in response to the 
demands for state housing among the 
residents. He noted how people working 
in the built environment sector understood 
what needed to change but were prevented 

from acting on their innovative plans and 
schemes because of the expectations of 
local residents and housing department 
officials. In one instance, he described how 
an NGO forwarded a set of well-considered 
plans to improve the settlement through 
the upgrading of public spaces to increase 
safety and pedestrian and transport 
flows. However, residents objected to the 
proposed intervention on the grounds that 
it could delay the delivery of RDP houses, 
which was their priority. Meanwhile, the 
authorities could not reconcile the public-
space focus of the NGO’s plan with their 
interest in in situ upgrading and the 
delivery of RDP housing (2011: 180).

The book shows how the emphasis on 
the promise of the suburban house as 
the source of a better life has led to the 
privatisation and individualisation of the 
concept of development at the local level. 
Harber’s ethnography also indicates how 
the focus on specific products, such as 
RDP houses, can distract people from 
investing in the places and dwellings 
which they currently inhabit. Residents 
who were surveyed for the book expressed 
the view that the current built environment 
was transitory, which is how the state 
also sees it, and thus not worthy of 
improvement through the upgrading of 
shacks or streets.

1 This rationale for protests is so widely known in South Africa that all relatively small-scale protest actions in informal settlements and townships are now generally termed 
“service delivery protests”.
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In his writing on the “native towns” of 
colonial Africa, Frantz Fanon spoke 
extensively of this kind of state of mind. 
He argued that the inequalities produced 
under colonialism had caused Africans to 
dream of settler suburbia, desiring a form 
of freedom that would liberate them from 
the misery and poverty of their dilapidated 
neighbourhoods. Fanon wrote of how the 
colonised man would lie awake; filled with 
desire, lust, and anger as he compared 
his hovel to the luxury of life in the settler 
suburbs. This is how Fanon expressed it 
in 1961: 

The look that the native turns on the 
settler town is a look of lust, a look 
of envy; it expresses his dreams of 
possession: to sit at the settler table, 
to sleep in the settler bed, with his 
wife if possible. The colonised man is 
an envious man. And this the settler 
knows well; when their glances meet, 
he ascertains bitterly, always on the 
defensive, “They want to take our 
place”. It is true, for there is no native 
who does not dream at least once 
a day of setting himself up in the 
settler’s place (1961: 64).

In Diepsloot, Harber quoted the lyrics of 
shack-town rappers which expressed 
similar dreams, fears and fantasies. As one 
song has it: 

I wish I would wake up one morning,
And find myself in the suburbs,
Dressed like a king,
My wife with a ring on a finger…
But now every time I wake, I’m in forest, 
My eyes can’t see clearly,
The Devil is here taking people away,
Leading them to danger (2011: 69) 

The notion that the better life is out there, 
far away, in the new suburbs, imposes a 
kind of temporality on everyday life, with 
residents ever hopeful of escape. People 
feel they need to bear the drudgery of the 
here and now as they wait for the better 
life that the government will deliver. Being 
on the housing list offers such hope for 
the future. It means that the individual 
concerned has not been forgotten; that 
they are standing in line for the gifts of 
freedom, especially the free-standing 
RDP house on a pavilion plot. There is 
thus no need to invest in incremental 
improvements in the local neighbourhood, 
because these do not represent the future. 
Harber (2011) lamented this attitude 
and suggested that it was limiting the 
capacity of people to embrace in situ 
upgrading. In this sense, it seems that 
the utopian thinking of the government 
in relation to the built environment has 
been internalised by residents, creating 
a life of anticipating the moment when 

everything will change with the gift of 
domestic infrastructure. In the meantime, 
it is necessary to engage in insurgency, in 
toyi-toyi (protest dancing), to ensure one 
is not forgotten. For the rappers, this is a 
world of waiting where death is close at 
hand. It seems that: “There is no future in 
this land, People are unemployed, Poverty 
is stubborn, Death attacks everyone” 
(2011: 71) and relief is only temporary in 
this vale of sorrows: “After tears, we dance 
and dance, Aftertears we party and party, 
After tears we drink and drink, After tears” 
(Ibid). Meanwhile, there are no intermediate 
horizons in everyday life, only an elusive 
future, which may bring the gift of suburbia 
and security, and an immediate moment 
with death and danger always just around 
the corner. The imaginaries of the here and 
now, and the “better life” hereafter, as many 
of the Diepsloot rappers imagined the 
suburbs, define the structure of feeling for 
many residents of post-apartheid shack 
settlements, where the RDP house is the 
ultimate gift of liberation. 

The socio-economic significance of the 
RDP house and its promise of a new, better 
life in the city should also be considered 
in the historical context of Africa’s 
national independence struggles against 
colonialism. Thomas Hodgkin (1956) 
conveys a vivid sense of the connection 
between African urbanisation and the 
continent’s liberation efforts in his classic 
book, Nationalism in Colonial Africa, written 
on the eve of independence across Africa:

For the truth is that this crystallisation 
toward nation-states is not simply a 
choice, a fashion, a passing political tactic. 
On the contrary, it is the product of all those 
many factors which have combined, these 
many years, into the African awakening of 
our day […] It is the product of the growth 
of towns and cities, up and down Africa, 
into which the disturbed and dispossessed 
could pour: so that there is scarcely a great 
conurbation in Africa south of the Sahara 
that has failed to double and quadruple 
its pathetic “native slums” over the past 
few years. It is the product, in short, of the 
detribalisation and the urbanisation (and, 
increasingly, now, of the industrialisation) 
of many million Africans, driven out of 
the world of their fathers into the world 
of Europeans, but not admitted to that 
new world except on terms of helotry and 
hunger (in Davidson 1957: 71).

This “helotry and hunger” in a world still 
“dominated by Europeans” or, in the post-
colonial world, by political leaders who 
take for themselves and their allies but 
do not share with the masses, incubates 
nationalist awakening. Such nationalism 
is felt and expressed strongly in South 
Africa’s informal settlements, as the above 

service-delivery protest data suggests. 
Such settlements and their residents are 
defined as being “on the outside”, engaged 
in a perpetual struggle for access to the 
city. This narrative of an incomplete, yet-
to-be-won fight is even invoked in the way 
in which these townships and informal 
settlements are named after icons of the 
struggle against apartheid: Joe Slovo, 
Chris Hani, OR Tambo, etc. The under-
serviced and poorly housed sometimes 
describe fighting for freedom, for entry into 
the post-colonial world. They deploy the 
ethos of ubuntu to illustrate their common 
plight and their capacity to co-operate. 
They depict themselves as living in alien 
conditions and in places where they are 
unwelcome and hounded, where they 
“struggle together”, working collectively 
“for success” and “helping each other” 
to survive. The struggle has a nationalist 
tenor, making the informal settlements 
volatile spaces for political activism, sites 
of protest and seedbeds for oppositional 
forms of African nationalism. I In these 
areas that the promise of the gift of public 
housing strengthens the desire for access 
to the city and secure the illusive “cargo” of 
suburban life, which has been promised for 
so long but never delivered.
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Plate 3.1 Looted ATMs



In the nationalist struggle on the urban edge, where the post-colonial state is implored to 
liberate the poor, not through the market, but through the provision of a serviced house 
and a better suburban life, residents can be reduced to inertia, waiting and unwilling 
to act until they receive what they are due (Oldfield & Greyling 2015). “Why,” they ask, 
“should we improve this shack or settlement” when it is the job of the government to 
bring housing? Meanwhile, those who receive such housing and the accompanying 
services tend to claim that that they are now citizens with rights, and, as such, have more 
right to the city than those who are still waiting. All of which can lead to tensions within 
townships and informal settlements. The sense of belonging and entitlement associated 
with access to urban infrastructure is called “infrastructural citizenship” by Lemanski 
(2020), while Bank (2011) has described how unequal access to infrastructure fractured 
urbanism, with communities at the margins being moulded in competition with each 
other as they struggled for “access to the city”. 

Both perspectives seem relevant in understanding the politics of service-delivery 
struggles and divisions within informal settlements and RDP housing estates in Cape 
Town where terms such as umhlali (resident), abanxusi (tenant), abemi (citizen), and umi 
(temporary) were used to differentiate urban residents and their rights to the city. Issue of 
infrastructures and access to housing have been central to these classifications.  These 
terms create social divisions that are often also   coupled with racialised stereotypes 
in the discourse relating to conflicts over government houses and services. In several 
places, such conflicts have been exacerbated by delays in the delivery of housing by 
the provincial government; increased congestion; shifting plans and policies; delayed 
service delivery; and claims by “Coloured” residents that their lives and livelihoods are 
being compromised by the government crowding in African migrants from the Eastern 
Cape in their areas. Similar dynamics applied in areas where settled communities of 
Xhosa-speaking Africans are densely settled. Those with houses called their tenants 
and those in informal settlements, umhlali (meaning “resident” or “visitor”). This stirred 
up anger and discontent because they reject being called “temporary” just because they 
live in shacks. In this context, the term abemi, or “citizens”, which is used to describe 
so-called “permanent” or city-born residents, has increasingly been taken to mean “first 
to settle” – which, many tenants say, does not necessarily entail being able to claim a 
birth-right. In a similar vein, the terms umi and umhlali which are supposed to indicate a 
less valid claim to residency are widely applied to South Africa citizens who have every 
right to call themselves Capetonians (see Bank, Ndinda & Hart 2018)

In Cape Town, many of those who were born in South Africa and had lived in the city for a 
long time but were not spoken of as “citizens” felt an abiding sense of resentment. They 
complained that those using terms such as umi and umhlali to describe them failed to 
recognise their histories in the city or, in some cases, their credentials in the struggle. In 
Duncan Village in East London in the Eastern Cape, a similar divide was noted between 
the inzalelwane (people who were born there) and abantu bofufika (newcomers), or 
“outsiders” (see Bank 2015, 2017) The inzalelwane, many of whom live in the backyards, 
claimed that the municipality favoured newcomers. They said that “this has left those 
who actually won freedom through the struggle” at the back of queue. They argued 
that it was time that the proven “struggle families” were rewarded, campaigning for 
a moratorium on scarce state resources flowing into the hands of abantu bofufika. A 
comparable dynamic was noted in Cape Town where inzalelwane families in the yards of 
historical townships such as Langa argued that the city should ignore the freestanding 
shacks and only develop housing for families in the backyards. They demanded that a 
politics of restitution be implemented, under which those who had been there the longest 
and could prove that they had contributed to the struggle for freedom should be given 
priority (see Bank, Ndinda & Hart 2018).

The condition found in Cape Town have become typical across the country as service 
delivery is limited as demands escalated. Local people have invented new ways to 
create social differentiation and assert their rights as insiders or citizens over others. 
The conditions that prevailed under the Covid 19 lockdowns appear to have suspended 
and defused some of these rivalries and fractures, as those confined to the margins 
felt a strong sense of unity. Landlords gradually acknowledged that tenants could 
not always pay their rents and in-fighting over access to housing and infrastructure 
subsided as families regrouped and the poor felt less divided. This sense of united and 
marginalisation appears to have resulted in a more outwardly looking orientation and a 
stronger sense of relative depravation between those in the genuine suburbs and those 
in the townships and shack areas.

3.3  FRACTURED 
URBANISM AND 
CITIZENSHIP IN 

CAPE TOWN AND 
EAST LONDON
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In July 2021, after more than a year of 
government lockdowns in response to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, widespread rioting, 
which resulted in the looting of more than 
200 malls in KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng, 
erupted. Many of these shopping centres 
were stripped bare and set alight by youths, 
men and women, who burst out of urban 
townships and informal settlements to 
pillage from supermarkets and malls 
in their own areas and in neighbouring 
white suburbs. Three days of looting and 
burning were followed by further violence 
as communities reacted to the unrest by 
setting up vigilante groups to defend their 
neighbourhoods from gangs of looters. 
Some vigilante groups killed and beat 
innocent people as they took the law into 
their own hands and administered mob 
justice. It was the worst violence and 
destruction of property since the advent of 
democracy in South Africa in 1994.

To understand the violence, it is necessary 
to recognise that the Covid-19 pandemic 
has caused losses of jobs and livelihoods, 
producing record unemployment figures 
of 34.4% especially among black youth 
in South Africa, of whom three in four are 
without work. Moreover, the failure of the 
state to provide care and protection to poor 
families when new lockdown measures were 
introduced in July 2021 added to the anxiety 
at the urban edge, where many months 
of lockdown in compressed conditions 
had taken its toll on local communities, 
especially among women. The mobilisation 
of the violence was also triggered by the 
allies and supporters of Zulu patriarch and 
former president Jacob Zuma who were 
seeking to mount a rear-guard action after 
their leader was shamed and imprisoned for 
contempt of court. In all of this, social media 
played a crucial role in both sparking and 
driving forward the looting.

One way of seeing the mall looting, outside 
the framework of elite party-political 
machinations, is to view it essentially as a 
series of service-delivery protests. Under 
this view, the services or infrastructure 
targeted by the rioters in the pursuit of a 
better life and suburban citizenship were 
the malls. In line with this perspective, Mark 
Swilling (2021) argued that South Africa’s 
political transition has been marked by 
a dramatic shift in the economy from a 
model based on production to one based 
on consumerism and financialisation. He 
noted that politicians have supported the 
establishment of malls and supermarkets 
as a primary way of producing local 
economic development, in the process 
promoting a “phantasmagorical consumer 
culture that has become the secular religion 

of the new debt-ridden, car-based, multi-
racial middle class that loves to ‘drive to 
park-n-shop’” (2021: 3). Swilling claimed 
that the state was seeking to “herd the 
urban poor (employed or not) into the 
proliferating ‘township malls’ (promoted 
as local economic development)”; with 
monopoly capital having joined the state 
in making the transition to a suburban, 
consumer-based model of economic 
development as ubiquitous and convenient 
as possible. Swilling noted that total retail 
space in South Africa, which in 1970 covered 
an estimated 27,000m2, had ballooned to 
5 million square metres by 2002 and 18.5 
million square metres by 2019. He also 
noted that the amount of food sold via 
large supermarket chains had risen from 
10% of the total in 1992, to 75% by 2017, 
as part of the socio-economic process of 
“mallification” (see Swilling 2021). 

But it was not only the liberation movement 
that promised  the colonised access to 
suburban life. The suburban dream was 
first cultivated in the 1950s, when the 
apartheid state tantalisingly offered African 
urban “insiders” (or “city-borners”) in the 
townships special rights, or citizenship 
which would allow them to emerge as a 
racially defined working class, capable 
of productive labour and a modern urban 
life —although without the benefits of 
upward mobility and suburban luxuries 
and privileges, which would remain 
restricted to whites. The economic and 
social historian, Bill Freund (1996) called 
the township model of the apartheid years 
“sub-suburban” because it offered only the 
most basic forms of sanitary, segmented 
modern family life to support industrial 
labour. In this context, one way to read the 
youth uprisings of 1976 in South Africa, 
which, significantly, started in the heart of 
Johannesburg at Soweto, would be as a 
quest for greater access to the suburban 
opportunities which whites enjoyed and 
from which blacks were excluded in their 
improved “native towns”The focus on 
education and the removal of Afrikaans 
may be interpreted as a cry from the youth 
for better access to the modern economy 
and the wages and upward mobility that 
such would provide. From this point of view, 
Soweto 76 was one of the first coherent 
expressions of suburban nationalism 
in the sense that those who protested 
wanted more than political rights and equal 
education. They wanted to elevate their 
place in the city.

However, the uprisings of 1976 were 
ruthlessly suppressed and the murder in 
police custody of the black consciousness 
icon Steve Biko stands out from that period 

as a key event. The largely pro-capitalist, 
black consciousness-inspired struggle for 
better education and urban opportunity 
faltered; and hope turned to despair, anger 
and rage at the state’s ruthless repression. 
As the popular mood shifted, nothing short 
of the destruction of apartheid and racial 
capitalism seemed desirable. The townships 
no longer needed to be improved but rather 
made “ungovernable”; and liberation would 
no longer come through education but 
before education. Township socialism 
eradicated pro-capitalist sentiment; and 
the consolidation of civic power through 
branch and street committees enforced 
the adoption of the credo, “an injury to 
one is an injury to all”. Anyone who broke 
ranks would face the wrath of the people’s 
courts, while consumer boycotts became a 
key component of the struggle against the 
apartheid regime. To defeat white power, 
communities were encouraged to support 
local businesses and stay away from the 
supermarkets. In this era, the comrades of 
the United Democratic Front (UDF) called 
the shots, accusing the older generation of 
fearing resistance and being co-opted by 
the false promises of a system that did not 
have their interests at heart.

Against this background, the ANC 
government which was voted into power 
in 1994 turned back the clock to an earlier 
version of the struggle by embracing 
consumer capitalism and refusing the 
united front politics of the UDF and others 
that demanded socialism. Instead, the 
African National Congress explicitly 
committed itself to reconstructing the 
dreams of the generation of 1976 who 
had sought to extend the benefits of 
suburbia into the townships and expand 
the realm of black suburbia and economic 
opportunity. Within the minds of the ruling 
class, this was to be a state-assisted 
dream which would be realised in the 
cities, where, the government imagined, 
the industrial base would continue to grow 
and employ workers, spurred by the arrival 
of foreign capital with the dismantling 
of the international economic and trade 
boycott against apartheid. As part of 
this dream, supermarket and chain-store 
capital would drive the establishment of 
shopping malls across the country, not only 
in cities and townships, or close to informal 
settlements, but throughout the former 
homelands too, where citizens would be 
encouraged to consume and build modern 
suburban houses. The secular religion of 
suburban consumption was to be offered 
everywhere and to all; the citizenship of 
the supermarket was not to be confined to 
the leafy middle-class suburbs in this new 
consumer democracy.

3.4  COVID-19, LOCKDOWN AND THE MALLS
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In laying out its own spatial infrastructure of post-apartheid modernity, capital amplified 
the state policies and directives that supported suburban development by making malls 
and shopping centres the new cathedrals of liberation; places where ordinary people 
could access a “better life”. The supermarket conglomerates and major chain-stores 
provided the stuff and the spaces for consumption across the country in both urban 
and rural areas, allowing families to pursue their suburban dreams in places far from 
the serviced RDP sites provided by the state in parts of the cities. Indeed, so prevalent 
did the opportunities for realising the suburban dream become, many migrants decided 
to try and pursue it in two places at once. In the city, they responded to the difficulties 
and inefficiencies of service delivery by joining protests; while in their home villages in 
the rural areas, they spent their surplus or saved earnings on developing suburban-style 
family accommodation. In this regard, it is quite possible that black South Africans have 
built more suburban homes with their own money and social grants in rural areas than 
the state has built RDP houses with taxpayers’ money in the cities. In all of this, the 
presence and influence of the shopping mall as an essential aspect of suburbia has been 
central, shaping the nature of local advertising, offering a key location for the dramatic 
action in television “soapies” and influencing the tenor and direction of government 
policy in several significant ways, including in the latest iteration of the fantasy of 
suburbia in government policy: the mega-city. This mode of development, which is 
always anchored around a mega-mall and others shopping complexes, depends almost 
entirely on investment commitments provided by retailers, rather than any evidence of 
significant investment in the productive economy or decentralised business parks which 
are supposed to support the 50,000-plus new suburban homes to be built in these new 
cities (see Bank, Ndinda & Hart 2018). 

For people who have been on housing lists for decades, waiting for half-decent suburban 
homes and services on pavilion-style plots to be provided by a government they no 
longer trust, the extended lockdown and residential entrapment in urban townships, 
shack lands and informal settlements has proved taxing, especially in marginal areas 
where the denial of citizenship is experienced through the pain of “waithood”. This is a 
structure of feeling shaped by envy and a desire for change which has been continuously 
frustrated by the failure to get a decent job; purchase necessities or occasionally even a 
few luxuries at the mall; or receive an RDP house and services as promised decades ago. 
So, when the pandemic started, there was already a pall of disappointment hanging over 
the lives of many urban residents. Then, when the government announced that it would 
manage Covid-19 scientifically and provide appropriate medical and material support to 
everyone who needed it, poor city dwellers felt renewed hope that the state had perhaps 
turned a corner and was taking it public-service responsibilities more seriously. However, 
cynicism soon mounted in relation to the government’s response amid mounting 
economic hardship under lockdown and continuing corruption scandals, which included 
cases of the theft of state funds intended for relief grants and basic medicines for the 
poor. Hope was dampened and combined with continuous bouts of xenophobic violence 
and racial skirmishes, which seemed to keep generalised revolt and violence at bay. But 
then the arrest and imprisonment of Jacob Zuma, who was perceived as a patron and 
patriarch of the Zulu nation, was leveraged to fuel unrest, unlocking the door to the mall 
violence that took place across KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng. 
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This chapter began by returning to the 
classic work of Franz Fanon (1961) on 
the mood in the native towns ahead of 
the fight for liberation. It noted how the 
residents of segregated, impoverished, 
unserved and filthy native towns envied 
the lives and luxuries that the colonisers 
enjoyed in the leafy suburbs of their 
settler cities. Fanon wrote of the desires 
associated with dreams of liberation, the 
wish to cross town and occupy the colonial 
villas and bungalows of the settler class, 
frolicking in luxury and even bedding the 
masters’ wives. Fanon also gave warning 
of how easily the revolution and liberation 
could be betrayed if a small group of 
educated elites who were willing to 
adopt the cultural trappings of the former 
colonial masters took over the suburbs 
and the state and refashioned it to serve 
only their needs, leaving the oppressed 
majority in the native towns where they 
had been placed by the former settler 
class. In Fanon’s perspective the quest for 
suburban citizenship is sharply defined in 
the minds of the colonised because of the 
way it was used to define their exclusion. 
Suburban nationalism is thus perhaps not 
a surprising post-independence aspiration, 
especially where it is articulate as one of 
the gaols of the liberation struggle. 

This chapter has argued that, against 
this background of a desire to inhabit 
the settler town, the democratic South 
African state established in 1994 promised 
liberated citizens a transition away from 
the compressed and improvised life of the 
native towns through the creation of decent 
new suburbs for the urban poor, which were 
to be funded by a national housing and 
infrastructure improvement programme. 
The promise was well-received, and the 
expectations of suburban transition were 
widely expressed at the urban edge. 
However, the process for delivering the 

promised improvements and services was 
to prove partial and flawed, giving rise to 
widespread frustrations and the creation 
of new forms of fractured urbanism and 
socio-spatial sub-divisions. The urban 
poor started to compete with one another 
for access to the city and the limited 
infrastructural improvements on offer from 
the state. In Cape Town and Est London, 
residents of densely settled informal 
settlements and townships confirmed the 
importance of infrastructural citizenship 
by shaping their own social and political 
identities around access to services. It 
was found that those who had benefited 
most from the state housing and service 
delivery programmes tended to use ideas 
of infrastructural citizenship to exclude 
others, while those without access spoke 
passionately about their histories struggle 
for the city, which required that they be 
grant a right to the city, meaning access to 
suburban citizenship there.

So, there appears to have been two main, 
quite different responses to the ways 
in which the Covid-19 pandemic and 
the government’s response to it have 
exacerbated conditions among deprived 
urban residents. In Cape Town, it appears 
that urban divisions at the margins have 
remained entrenched as the marginalised 
are still forced out if they cannot pay to 
stay, which is perhaps why there were 
more than 1,000 land invasions of various 
magnitude in Cape Town during lockdown. 
By contrast, there has been fewer exclusion 
and evictions in KwaZulu-Natal over the 
lockdown period, partly because of local 
activism and popular organisations, 
including Abahali baseMjondolo, a shack 
dwellers movement that mediates in urban 
communities across Durban and KwaZulu 
Natal. There appears to have been  less 
urban fracture in these Zulu-speaking 
communities on the edges of Durban and 

surrounding areas than in Cape Town. 
This together with the provocation of the 
arrest and imprisonment of the former 
president, Zulu patriarch and African 
nationalist, Jacob Zuma; and populist 
messages which were posted giving 
warning of the negative impacts of the 
power shifts among the regional elite in 
the wake of his imprisonment, seemed to 
galvanise and embolden the urban poor 
to storm the malls. These very institutions 
also deprived local neighbourhood stores 
and spaza (corner) shops of business, 
while at the same time feeding residents’ 
appetite for mass market consumption. 
In Cape Town, I asked residents of the 
Imizamo Yethu informal settlement in 
Hout Bay why they did not loot the local 
malls in July. Many respondents said that 
they were angered by the KZN looting 
and destruction, especially when they 
thought about how much assistance they 
had received from NGOs and the broader 
community in Hout Bay during lockdown. 
The humanitarian response of the middle 
classes in the different cities might have 
played a role. 

Nevertheless, the attitude of many of 
those interviewed after the mall lootings 
was not so much one of shame or an 
acknowledgement of any wrongdoing, 
but rather one of self-justification, similar 
to the mood expressed in the wake of 
ordinary service-delivery protests at 
which residents assert their right to 
basic services they claim to have been 
denied. The view of many of those living 
in the unreformed “native town”, to borrow 
Fanon’s term and image, was that their 
actions were warranted and comprised a 
legitimate response to the state’s larger 
failure to fulfil its promise of delivering 
the infrastructures needed to realise their 
suburban dreams.

3.5  CONCLUSION
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 Those who had benefited most from the state 
housing and service delivery programmes tended 

to use ideas of infrastructural citizenship to 
exclude others, while those without access spoke 

passionately about their histories struggle for the city.
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The Nobel prize-winning economist Robert 
Shiller (2019) has argued that simple 
stories can have a powerful influence on 
how markets and economies perform. 
In his 2019 book, Narrative Economics: 
How stories go viral and drive major 
economic events, Shiller seeks to show 
how compressed, catchy narratives have 
shaped macro-economic change over the 
past 100 years; and how and why certain 
stories go viral, and what happens when 
they do. He argues that people are more 
inclined to latch onto simple, persuasive 
stories in times of crisis than during 
periods of certainty and stability in the 
economy. When new stories catch fire, 
driven by uncertainty and emotion, they 
can have a major impact on the decisions 
people make, the way they view the world, 
and how they invest and spend their 
money. Shiller uses the rapid rise of crypto 
currency as an example of the power of 
narrative economics. At the same time, 
he argues that narrative economics is 
nothing new. For example, during the Great 
Depression in the United States of America 
(USA), in the face of growing economic 
stress and technological change, ordinary 
people and firms started hoarding and 
saving rather than spending to stimulate 
the production sector and thus create 
jobs. In this instance, fear led to stories 
about the need for frugality which actually 
hastened the slide into depression. Shiller 
(2019) also argues that once panic sets 
in, the dominant narrative spreads like an 
epidemic, as stories are disseminated by 
word of mouth or, nowadays, via social 
media and the internet. At the heart of 
Shiller’s (2019) book is the question of 
narrative contagion and how economists 
might model and map the spread of 

stories so that they can better predict their 
impact and control their consequences. 
He argues that narratives tend to rise and 
fall following a bell-shaped curve similar 
to that describing infection rates during 
an epidemic. These trends, he contends, 
can be mapped, and the mapping may be 
used to understand the impacts of the 
various narratives. What is less predictable, 
he notes, is which story is likely to catch 
fire at a particular time. Writing during 
the presidency of Donald Trump (2017-
2021) in the US, Shiller (2019) noted that, 
although Trump was extremely poor at 
many aspects of his job, he understood 
well the power of narrative economics, 
constantly using simple catchy stories 
either to deflect attention away from a 
crisis or to galvanise public attention on a 
new area of focus.

Shiller’s (2019) analysis bears comparison 
to Kuhn’s (1962) argument that scientific 
knowledge tends to evolve in leaps because 
of “paradigm shifts” rather than steadily 
through the slow, incremental accumulation 
of evidence. In this regard, Shiller’s (Ibid) 
analysis represents a radically different 
approach to that usually adopted in micro-
economics, which considers the behaviour 
of individual economic actors through the 
prism of rational expectations and/or utility 
maximisation. Instead, he concentrates on 
how specific stories can change common-
sense views about what is happening in 
society and in this way affect economic 
decisions and behaviour in significant 
ways. Deidre McCloskey (2016; 2021) has 
also argued that the study of economics 
should extend beyond its “classical” 
limitations and become a wider field of 
enquiry, as it had been originally in the late 

18th century when Adam Smith wrote of 
the role of moral sentiment and attitudes in 
relation to trust and exchange. McCloskey 
(2016; 2021) calls for economics to borrow 
insights from the humanities, especially 
given the influence of language, morality 
and meaning in economic decisions 
and behaviour. She further argues that, 
at present, the discipline of economics 
routinely ignores the power of rhetoric 
and persuasion, or what she calls “sweet 
talk”, in shaping economic decisions and 
outcomes. She emphasises the importance 
of this discursive form in the USA, where a 
quarter of national income is earned from 
“sweet talk” in markets and management. 
Smith and Bart (2019) have built on these 
ideas by arguing that scholars should not 
treat the views and outlooks of participants 
who deviate from standard assumptions 
about maximising behaviour as biased or 
objectively irrational. They argue that what 
is considered rational is context-specific 
and that people are seldom ultra-rational 
economic agents since they operate on 
the basis of imperfect self-knowledge, 
imperfect will power and imperfect recall. 
Thus, Smith and Bart (2019) stress the 
context-specific nature of common 
knowledge and rationality in economics. 
Meanwhile, Shiller’s (2019) interest in the 
power of discourse is less concerned with 
the impacts of the little stories (McCloskey’s 
“sweet talk”) or Smith and Bart’s (2019) 
emphasis on contextual rationalities, 
but rather with the way big stories can 
catch fire and reframe the economic 
conversation. This is precisely the focus 
of this chapter, which seeks to tell the 
story of economic change in South Africa’s 
Eastern Cape province from a narrative 
economics perspective, considering mainly 

CHAPTER FOUR 
AFTER MALL ECONOMICS: HIGH-SPEED 
INTERNET & UNDERSEA CABLE CONNECTIONS 

4.1  INTRODUCTION

A man is always a teller of tales, he lives surrounded by his 
stories and the stories of others, he sees everything that 
happens to him through them; and tries to live his life as if he 
were recounting it. - Jean-Paul Sartre, La Nausée, 1938
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the period of change since the introduction 
of democracy in 1994, and in particular the 
recent arrival of talk of a transition to a digital 
or smart economy.

The analysis in this paper also draws on 
the work of Gillian Tett (2016; 2021), a non-
economist and editor at the Financial Mail, 
who writes about the connections between 
culture and economics. She contends 
that economists are no longer that able 
to predict future trends. She attributes 
this failure to a general lack of empathy 
about and understanding of how much the 
world has changed in the 21st century, as 
well as a reliance on outdated analytical 
approaches. She writes that the old stable 
models and perspectives of 20th century 
economics no longer hold much water and 
are constantly being challenged because 
so many of their assumptions are wrong. 
She puts it this way:

…trying to navigate the twenty-first-
century world only using the tools 
developed in the twentieth-century, 
such as rigid economic models, is like 
walking through a dark wood with a 
compass at night and only looking 
down on the dial. Your compass may 
be technically brilliant and tell you 
where to aim. But if you only focus 
on the dial, you may walk into a tree. 
Tunnel vision is deadly. We need 
lateral vision (2021: 8).

Tett (2021) suggests that it is precisely 
the increasing confidence that experts 
have in the quality of the compass, with 
their access to big data and new software 
for data analysis, which is causing them 
to constantly walk into trees. They are so 
enamoured of their access to data and 
technology that they have forgotten to 
revisit the basic assumptions underpinning 
their models. They have also become 
more insular and arrogant and have lost 
their capacity for the kind of empathy 
and understanding that comes from 
engagement with real-life situations. 
Abstract formulas have evolved and 
technical jargon has proliferated in a reified 
atmosphere in which technical experts are 
increasingly convinced by their own rhetoric 
and professional self-importance. Based 
on her own observations as a business 
journalist, Tett (2021) argues that insider 
sub-cultures create tunnel vision which can 
only be corrected through culture shock, 
engagement and participation outside the 
silos in which the specialist economists 
operate. The main take-away point from 
this insight for the analysis undertaken 
here is that narratives and discourses can 
create silos which generate their own self-
perpetuating truths.

Against this theoretical background, this 
chapter seeks to focus on the stories that 
have been told about the arrival of a new 
digital economy at the margins of the 
South African political economy, in one 
of the country’s poorest provinces, at the 
time of the Covid-19 related pandemic. 
It applies a “narrative economics” 
perspective to discuss the recent arrival 
of this new economic form within the 
context of three decades of social and 
economic change. The chapter starts 
by discussing the narratives which have 
underpinned a shift in focus away from a 
productive economy based on factories 
and farms, which was the dominant model 
before the introduction of democracy in 
1994, to a post-apartheid model based on 
consumption and what Swilling (2021) calls 
supermarket and mall economics. Under 
apartheid, state-subsidised development 
on the periphery underpinned the efforts 
of local elites to produce economic growth 
in the region. However, after the new 
democratic government withdrew the state 
subsidies which had previously propped 
up this growth, rapid deindustrialisation 
and the collapse of the local mercantile 
class placed the regional economy on a 
narrower consumerist path. Increasingly, 
state salaries and welfare transfers drove 
a consumption-based regional economy, 
which became ever more dependent on 
external sources of funding to finance 
government-led projects and pay civil 
servant’s wages. The economic model 
finally ran into serious trouble in the 
wake of the 2008 global financial crisis 
amid mounting austerity; a reduction in 
the provincial budget in the Eastern Cape 
after it was adjusted for outmigration; and 
increasing indebtedness among the new 
bureaucratic middle class. As the funding 
required to sustain a consumption-based 
economy fell away, graft spiralled. The theft 
of millions intended for Nelson Mandela’s 
funeral in 2013 and subsequent high profile 
corruption cases, including the widespread 
misdirection of funds to mitigate the impact 
of Covid-19, may be seen as outcomes of 
the supermarket-economics approach to 
development.

By the late 2010s, with the provincial 
economy in freefall and the national 
government refusing to bail out bankrupt 
local municipalities, there was increasing 
talk of a new form economic salvation 
that may be attained if undersea high-
speed internet cables running along South 
Africa’s eastern seaboard made landfall on 
the Eastern Cape’s coast. The idea was that 
the connectivity introduced by these cables 
could be leveraged to establish a digital 
and smart-city economy which would 
come to the region’s rescue. In September 
2021, this talk came to fruition in the form 
of a paper submitted to a national Cabinet 

lekgotla proposing the establishment of a 
new state-funded smart city on the Eastern 
Cape’s coast, north-east of Port St Johns. 
The plan was to place the project on a 
new national road running along the Wild 
Coast, thus creating an economic hub 
which would attract investment to this 
poor region; stimulate tourism; drive local 
economic growth; and slow out-migration. 
The Minister of Cooperative Development 
and Traditional Affairs, Nkosazana Zuma, 
said that the development would address 
spatial inequality and create employment 
for poor people in marginalised areas. 

Although the project remains in an early 
conceptualisation stage, it marks a 
significant departure from previous smart-
city models proposed by the national 
government, which have generally sought 
to establish such developments within the 
urban fabric of large metropolitan areas 
and mega-housing projects, such as at 
Lanseria or Mooikloof in Gauteng province. 

Against this background, this chapter 
focuses on two quite different imaginations 
or narratives of how undersea internet 
cables landing on the coast may act 
as vehicles for wealth extraction. One 
narrative is based on tales of older rural 
women who have been accused of creating 
an occult economy based on computers 
and coastal cables; the other reflects the 
view of urban elites, who see the landing 
of high-speed internet cables on the coast 
as a panacea for regional economic ills. 
The chapter concludes by asserting that, 
while the smart city and digital economy 
narrative is still only an imaginary trope 
based on infrastructural promises rather 
than material realities, it has generated 
great optimism that a new kind of 
productive economy may be established in 
the Eastern Cape.
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In July 2021, a general insurrection 
broke out in Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal 
provinces as mobs looted retail warehouses 
and malls during a 10-day spree. In an 
insightful article produced in the wake of the 
unrest, Mark Swilling (2021) argued that the 
logic of the looting should be understood 
against the backdrop of two interrelated 
trends in the model for the country’s 
economic development which have been 
adopted since 1994 – consumerisation 
and financialisation. Swilling writes: “as 
the manufacturing sector has gone into 
decline, economic growth has been driven 
largely by consumption (consumers who 
buy stuff)” (Swilling, 2021: para 6). In this 
context, he contends that “the core of South 
Africa’s Biggest Looting Campaign – better 
known as State Capture – was a political 
project to redirect the rents generated 
from financialisation and consumerisation 
into the hands of the political elite that 
felt excluded from the centres of financial 
power” (Ibid). He argues that members of 
the new black political elite tried to counter 
white domination in the financial sector by 
trying to create a state bank under their 
control, but that this project ultimately 
failed, leaving them outside the main engine 
of post-apartheid economic growth. At the 
same time, despite the exclusion of the 
political elite from the big profits of malls 
and supermarkets, these facilities remained 
a primary strategic focus for local economic 
development in the country. Swilling (Ibid) 
maintains that support for “mallification” 
and the spread of supermarkets and other 
chain stores arrived in a context in which 
a “phantasmagorical consumer culture 
has become the secular religion of the 
new debt-ridden, car-based, multi-racial 
middle class that loves to ‘drive to park-
n-shop’” (Ibid). Even in the homelands and 
townships, he notes, the state sought to 
“herd the urban poor (employed or not) into 
the proliferating ‘township malls’ (promoted 
as local economic development)” (Ibid). 
Meanwhile, white monopoly capital joined 
the state in making the transition to a 
suburban, consumer-based model of 
economic development. 
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Plate 4.1: Mdantsane Township Mall opens in 2008
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In this regard, the trajectory of the 
consumerist expansion into the suburban 
space has been staggering. In 1970, the 
total volume of retail space in South Africa 
stood at around 27,000 square metres. 
By 2002, eight years after democracy, 
it had ballooned to more than 5 million 
square metres and had reached more 
than 18.5 million square metres by 2019. 
Over the same period, the large retailers 
established an increasingly dominant hold 
over the consumer market. For example, 
the proportion of the national food basket 
purchased from the large supermarket 
chains rose from a mere 10% in 1992 to 
75% by 2017. In this period, as Swilling 
(2021) suggests, the manufacturing and 
productive sectors in the economy shrunk 
or stagnated, with one or two exceptions, 
because of inadequate planning, training 
and investment. In the context of this 
economic trajectory, he finds it unsurprising 
that the urban poor chose supermarkets 
rather than factories as the sites to vent 
their anger in July 2021. 

This narrative of transition is compelling 
and certainly captures the suburban 
underpinnings of state policy since the 
end of apartheid. In fact, a watered-
down version of the suburban dream 
was previously promised under apartheid 
through a policy which sought to separate 
working-class urban “insiders” who were 
born in the cities from various categories 
of “outsiders” whose primary affiliation was 
meant to be with their ethnic homelands. 
The apartheid state permitted Africans 
a limited form of citizenship in the new 
townships that it established after forcibly 
removing black populations from central 
urban areas. The government was prepared 
to foster the emergence of a racially defined 
working class in these townships – a class 

capable of productive labour and able to 
access the amenities of a modern urban life, 
although without enjoying the benefits of 
upward mobility and suburban luxuries and 
privileges, which would remain restricted 
to whites. The economic and social 
historian, Bill Freund (2008), described the 
township model which was promoted under 
apartheid as “sub-suburban” because 
it offered only the most basic forms of 
sanitary requirements, and segmented 
modern family life to support industrial 
labour. In this context, one way to interpret 
the youth uprisings of 1976 which started 
in the heart of Johannesburg in Soweto 
township, would be as a quest for greater 
access to the skills and resources needed to 
pursue the suburban dream. A dream which 
whites enjoyed and from which blacks 
were legally, structurally and violently 
excluded. With the arrival of democracy, 
the new government opened this promise 
to the entire nation, offering suburban-style 
homes to all through its Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP) housing 
schemes. It imagined that the country’s 
informal settlements and townships would 
become fully suburban landscapes allowing 
residents to participate in the fruits of a 
consumer society once these places were 
equipped with proper services and decent 
education and employment opportunities. 

In this context, the delivery of shopping 
malls to disadvantaged areas was seen as 
part of the infrastructure of modernisation 
that should be provided to South Africa’s 
new would-be suburban citizens. 

The speed with which white monopoly 
capital was prepared to deliver the 
infrastructure of suburbanisation, even in 
the former homeland towns, was impressive 
and encouraged the spread of supermarket 

economics across the country. The pursuit 
of the good life, which has been such a 
dominant theme for the establishment of 
new middle classes across the world, was 
also common in many parts of the former 
Soviet Union following the collapse of the 
bloc’s erstwhile communist states. Celia 
Emmelhainz (2016: 5) writes in an article 
title “Selling the good life in Kazakhstan” 
that: “the 1990s and 2000s were also a 
time when affluent and upwardly mobile 
post-Soviet citizens consumed imported 
products to display their wealth”. She 
notes that people in Latvia bought “stylish 
clothing and luxury cars” (Ibid) to display 
their relative success after socialism; 
while in Kazakhstan, they used “shopping 
malls as neutral, internationalized places 
in which to see and be seen” (Ibid; also 
see Humphries 1998). The shift to new 
forms of consumerism as a marker of 
upward social mobility and social class 
has been one of the ways that status 
and success after apartheid have been 
displayed and represented. At the same 
time, in more marginal places such as the 
Eastern Cape, the opening of the economy 
under the liberal Growth Employment and 
Redistribution (GEAR) policy of the African 
National Congress (ANC) government in 
the 1990s exposed many small industrial 
firms to fierce competition which they were 
unable to survive. Similarly, local retailers 
in the smaller town and cities struggled 
once the large metropolitan supermarket 
chains started eyeing their customer base.

Under apartheid, the city of East London, 
which is now part of the Buffalo City 
Metropolitan Municipality in the Eastern 
Cape, was greatly affected by the 
government’s efforts to segregate the 
country along racial and ethnic lines due 
to its proximity to the Ciskei and Transkei 



Plate 4.2: Hemmingway’s Mall in East London opens in 2009

“homelands” which were created in the 1950s. Previously, the city had industrialised rapidly, 
becoming one of the fastest growing economic centres in South Africa by 1955. However, 
the model for the city-region’s development changed when the apartheid government 
established the so-called “homelands” and adopted a new economic policy to ensure their 
viability and to disincentivise black urbanisation. In particular, the state promoted a policy 
of industrial decentralisation under which it covered costs for firms that were prepared 
to relocate to industrial parks on the edges of the homelands, in the so-called “border” 
zone, or to the homelands themselves. Those who relocated to these areas were provided 
with generous benefits, including subsidies, to pay their very low wages. Further support 
was offered to these businesses in the form of contracts with government departments 
and state-run schools and hospitals. Almost all the factories established in these areas 
were white-owned or owned by Taiwanese entrepreneurs, known locally as MaChina, who 
produced textiles or furniture. In all, the programme created and/or relocated approximately 
40,000 jobs to the edges of the new homelands (Bank, 2019). 

However, after 1995, the subsidies and government contracts that had supported the border 
industry were withdrawn, as the national economy was opened to global competition. As 
a result, more than 30,000 jobs were lost in industrial parks in the East London region 
between 1995 and 2005. The speed of the de-industrialisation in places such as Fort 
Jackson, Zwelitsha, Dimbaza and Butterworth was shockingly swift. Yet, it took place with 
little critical comment from the regional ANC or from the unions, which had been banned 
from organising in the homelands and thus had little presence in these areas. Amid the 
collapse of the regional industrial sector, which was felt particularly acutely in the former 
homeland townships and rural settlements on the edges of Buffalo City, the only notable 
success story was Mercedes Benz’s plant in East London, which managed to survive the 
storm with massive new investment from the its German parent company. Today, the plant 
produces more than 150,000 cars a year for export (Bank, 2019).

At the same time as tens of thousands of industrial jobs disappeared in the region, many new 
employment opportunities were created in the local civil service after a restructured regional 
bureaucracy was established in place of the two former homeland bureaucracies and the 
former provincial administration, which were dismantled. The creation of a huge number 
of jobs in the public sector compensated to an extent for the jobs lost as a result of the 
collapse of the local industrial economy. Government services soon came to comprise 20% 
of the Eastern Cape’s economy, with most of the jobs based in Buffalo City. East London 
with its leafy suburbs and beachside properties soon became the home of a new regional 
black middle class, which was primarily employed in the public sector. This opened the door 
for the restructuring of the city’s retail sector in the 2000s with dozens of shopping centres 
popping up across the city, with several being established in the Beacon Bay and Gonubie 
suburbs, like Kings Mall, in the early 2000s, then the Mdantsane township City Mall in 2008 
and the mega Hemmingway’s Mall in 2009, followed by the Gidwell Mall at the city taxi rank 
in 2014. The shift from the high-street to mall and supermarket shopping had a profound 
impact in both white and black areas. In the 1990s, the city had featured only a handful of 
national chain stores, including Garlicks and Edgars, which were located in the urban core. 
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There were also only a few big supermarkets 
in the suburbs, since the city’s white 
residents tended to favour locally owned 
Spar stores which were modelled after the 
general dealerships established during the 
colonial and apartheid eras. Meanwhile 
the residents of the townships frequented 
corner shops owned and run by local 
black business people. The arrival of large 
supermarkets and strip malls dominated by 
national franchise stores undermined this 
local retail landscape just as dramatically 
as globalisation had the industrial sector. 
Supermarket economics had a similar 
impact in the former homelands, as big 
capital chased the revenues that had 
flooded into these areas in the form of 
state-funded social grants. The arrival of 
big-brand stores in small towns put most 
of the local general dealers out of business. 
Among the only retail survivors in the 
townships and rural areas were immigrant 
traders who secured relatively cheap access 
to commodities through their networks and 
made money by repackaging supermarket 
and wholesale items, such as sugar or tea, 
in smaller lots, and by offering credit on 
good or even free terms.

By the early 2000s, the economy in the 
city-region had shifted from one based 
on commerce, trade and industry with the 
support of local capital to one based on the 
consumption of supermarket produce and 
imported goods. Shopping malls and the 
impressive new Mercedes Benz automotive 
plant were the main representatives of 
the new economy, while the industrial 
parks established under apartheid and the 
old local, small-scale retail stores were 
abandoned. The city, as local commentors 
liked to say, had only two sectors now: 
government and automotive. In the midst 
of this transformation and hollowing out 
of the city-region’s economy, the form of 

urbanism pursued by the new black middle 
class was predicated on their political 
occupation of the city and their dominance 
over its public and social spaces through 
consumption and leisure activities. But this 
new class, which was able to reproduce 
itself through the provincial and municipal 
bureaucracy, lacked a foothold in the 
city’s productive economy. In the absence 
of economic anchors in the property 
market and the productive sector, those 
seeking membership of this class relied 
on consumption and stylistic performance 
to validate their positions (Bank, 2019). 
This encouraged indebtedness, as new 
members of the class borrowed heavily 
to buy credibility and influence; support 
their extending relationship networks; 
and demonstrate their largesse. Although 
many members of this new class were 
socially rooted in the region and still 
closely connected to the city’s townships, 
the terms of their presence in the city 
indicated a kind of “occupy urbanism” 
which depended on political connections 
to the state rather than ownership of local 
assets or access to financial capital. This 
created dependence on state capture as a 
primary engine for expanding processes 
of accumulation and upward social 
mobility – and a lack of engagement in 
any efforts to build the urban economy 
outside the circuits of state transfers. The 
dynamic encouraged corruption rather 
than economic diversification. After the 
2008 global financial crisis, national budget 
cuts limited the expansion of this class, 
while also further stimulating corruption. 
By 2015, almost all the local municipalities 
in the region were bankrupt and unable to 
afford the maintenance of basic services, 
including water and electricity. By 2020, the 
plight of the city-region was evident not only 
in its deserted industrial parks but also in its 
empty malls and struggling tourism sector.

Against this socio-economic and political 
backdrop, and in the wake of the mall 
lootings in Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal in 
July 2021, it is perhaps unsurprising that the 
national cabinet should recently announce 
its intention to build a brand-new smart city 
on the coast of the former Transkei – right 
in the middle of this disadvantaged region 
– with the stated aim of reactivating growth 
and development. The plan was that, by 
leveraging a connection to a high-speed 
internet cable running along the seabed 
in the Indian ocean, the smart-city project 
would attract capital and technology to 
establish digital industries while training in 
digital skills would be undertaken to provide 
the required labour for the new enterprises 
that would emerge. Although the idea of 
an ultramodern smart city rising up like a 
phoenix from the economic ashes among 
the rolling green hills of Port St Johns or 
next to the run-down former homeland town 
of Lusikisiki may seem far-fetched, it forms 
part of a wider imagination of the benefits 
that new digital infrastructures may bring to 
the region. Amid anticipation of the brighter 
future that the so-called fourth industrial 
revolution may bring, towns and cities in the 
province and beyond have become locked in 
competition for access to the new undersea 
cables running along the eastern seaboard 
in the hope that the connectivity they 
provide will foster local reindustrialisation; 
revive the productive economy; and build 
regional tourism.

The discussion below considers the 
narratives that have emerged around this 
idea that digital and cable infrastructures 
can save the region. It describes how the 
undersea cables have come to be seen 
as sources of connectivity and potential 
prosperity which can move wealth between 
places and regions.
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In 2020 and 2021, the economic hardships experienced in the Eastern Cape were exacerbated 
by the devastating impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic in the region. Buffalo City was particularly 
badly hit by the second wave of Covid-19 infections in December 2020, when civil servants, 
many of whom had co-morbidities, were dying in unprecedented numbers giving rise to a real 
sense of fear and desperation1.  At the same time, there were a number of high-level corruption 
cases in the city, including in the provincial health department, and reports that civil servants 
were shutting down their offices prematurely and refusing to open them again even after they 
had been cleaned and declared fit for business. Many in the province complained that local 
officials were uncaring and selfish and only concerned with their own health and welfare, while 
others were suffering and struggling to gain access to basic services, hospitals, and medical 
care (Bank and Sharpley, 2022). 

The credibility of civil servants and the bureaucratic middle class was further undermined when 
extensive corruption was uncovered in the allocation of public funds for personal protective 
equipment (PPE) and the relief of Covid-19 impacts. The involvement of the provincial Minister 
of Health, Sindiswa Gomba, in a scandal over the commissioning of medical scooters as well 
as accusations made against her in court concerning the misappropriation of funds for Nelson 
Mandela’s funeral in 2013 deepened mistrust. More recently, it was found that 12,000 state 
workers in the Eastern Cape had skimmed R16 million in South African Social Security Agency 
(SASSA) grants. 

Amid the mounting socio-economic desperation and controversy, research conducted by 
the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) in 2020 and 2021 found that much of the 
development discourse in the city and province had shifted from a focus on addressing 
poverty and building infrastructure to discussions about digital upskilling and smart economy 
restructuring. This new discourse was connected to the office of the provincial premier, Oscar 
Mabuyane, and to a wider national discussion about “smart” cities.

1 Estelle Ellis, a senior journalist at the Daily Maverick and an expert on Covid-19 in South Africa, claims that the death 
rates from the virus in Buffalo City have been among the highest the world. She writes: “according to the (health) 
department’s own epidemiological records, Buffalo City metro has the highest mortality rate at 293.6/100,000, followed 
by the Nelson Mandela metro at 273.5/100,000 and the Chris Hani district at 209.1/100,000. Compared with the World 
Health Organization’s Covid-19 data, these rates are among the highest in the world and significantly higher than those 
of Italy (175/100,000), the US (166/100,000), Spain (157/100,000) and Brazil (142/100,000)” (Ellis, 2021).

Plate 4.3: East London IDZ preferred location for undersea cable to land.
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3.3  HIGH-SPEED CABLES AND ECONOMIC 
REDEMPTION IN BUFFALO CITY

Both the premier’s 
office and the Border 
Kei Chamber of 
Business emphasised 
the need for the 
province and the city 
to equip themselves 
with the digital skills 
required to participate 
in the fourth industrial 
revolution.



In 2019, President Cyril Ramaphosa outlined 
the idea of the role that smart cities may 
play in South Africa in his annual State of 
the Nation address. The speech mentioned 
bullet trains passing through Buffalo City 
and invoked images of new smart-city urban 
developments in which the problems of 
the past could be left behind. TRamaphosa 
claimed that such developments pushed 
back against the principles of apartheid 
design which had “relegated so many people 
to the periphery”, although critics of his 
plans gave warning that smart-city projects 
would “simply reproduce and exacerbate the 
geographies of apartheid, and thus worsen 
the digital divide [because] a smart Jozi 
without a smart Alex or a smart Diepsloot is 
a non-starter” (BusTech, 2020).

In general, the focus of the national discourse 
on smart cities has been on Johannesburg; 
the Lanseria mega-city project, which only 
a large metro could afford; and the need for 
private-sector anchor investors in proposed 
new “smart-from-the-start” or “smart-in-
a-box” developments. All of which seems 
to imply that secondary cities, such Buffalo 
City, and peripheral regions fall outside the 
government’s imagination of where smart 
city transitions can take place. To an extent, 
the apparent scepticism at the national level 
about a role for secondary cities in smart 
development seemed to be shared by a 
number of stakeholders in the business and 
university sector in East London in 2020 and 
2021. HSRC’s research found that many 
of them were quite pessimistic about the 

possibilities of undertaking more on-line, 
and keeping up with the large metros given 
the current unstable and erratic broadband 
coverage in the area and the seeming 
resistance of the main cell phone companies 
to bringing 5G technologies and access 
to smaller cities such as East London. In 
this respect, some business people said 
that they feared being “left behind” as they 
became increasingly unable to use the 
software adopted by their head offices in 
Johannesburg or Cape Town because their 
internet connections were too patchy and 
slow. One architectural firm said that there 
were software packages that they could not 
run because of the city’s internet hardware 
problems. Meanwhile, university students 
complained about the cost of data and the 
lack of free internet services and hotspots, 
which had become widely available in other 
larger urban centres.

In this context, therefore, it came as 
something of a surprise when HSRC 
researchers found that the topic of 
expanding the digital economy in the 
Buffalo City and the Eastern Cape was 
a major focus of discussion at the 
municipality’s development agency and 
in the office of the provincial premier; and 
also seemed to be a source of considerable 
optimism among some business leaders. 
There appeared to be a consensus at 
the elite level that investment in digital 
infrastructure and training to leverage the 
benefits of this investment could lead to 
a significant economic turnaround in the 

region. At the core of this optimism was 
the belief that the Mauritian A-2 cable 
running along the Indian Ocean’s seabed 
would be able to land in the East London 
Industrial Development Zone (ELIDZ) and 
would, by providing the city-region with 
hardwired, secure, high-speed connectivity, 
establish the city-region as an information 
and communications technology (ICT) 
hub of great significance. Immediate 
opportunities would be created for banks, 
insurance companies, hospitals and 
government institutions requiring secure 
data storage and access to a 24/7 high 
speed service. In addition, the city would 
be able to attract a number of international 
call centres which could employ local 
graduates and even matriculants in 
the service industry. Recognition of the 
potential opportunities led the provincial 
premier’s office to launch a drive to foster 
programmes offering digital training to the 
youth. Another priority was to determine 
the gaps between post-school training 
and industrial needs in the digital field, so 
that further education could be provided to 
close this gap before the cables landed at 
the coast and new employers were asking 
for skilled labour. Both the premier’s office 
and the Border Kei Chamber of Business 
emphasised the need for the province and 
the city to equip themselves with the digital 
skills required to participate in the fourth 
industrial revolution.

67

Placing The Smart City   Chapter Four



68

Author: Leslie Bank

However, it is important to note that these discussions about the undersea cable and the 
benefits that it could bring to the city mainly took place within a quite narrow circle of senior 
bureaucrats and business people. The rationale for the exclusiveness of the debate seemed 
to be that the business sector was best placed to leverage the economic opportunities 
offered by the new connectivity; but that it needed to steer clear of red tape and politicking 
at the local level if it was to be at its most effective. Thus, the emphasis was mainly on 
making pacts between elites who appeared to agree that the smart-city discussion was 
best kept away from the council chamber. In this context, Mercedes Benz expressed its 
interest in the undersea cable making landfall in the city, even suggesting that it would 
contribute to the budget and infrastructure required to expand digital skills training in East 
London. Meanwhile, under the leadership of Chris Ettmayr, who was the director of the 
industrial development zone (IDZ) in the city and has also been a chair of the Border Kei 
Chamber of Commerce, a series of meetings and engagement were organised to lobby the 
provincial government for resources to fund the construction of a digital hub in the zone. 
The application, which was supported by Mercedes Benz, was subsequently approved by 
the provincial government and funds were allocated from the premier’s office to the IDZ for 
the construction of a digital training and storage facility. 

Amid the hype and the jostling to promote a smart economy in East London and amid 
the efforts to leverage the opportunities that the undersea cable could bring, there was 
also a striking lack of easy cooperation between the private and public sectors. Local 
government officials and business stakeholders seemed to holding each other at arm’s 
length at the same time that they tried to coordinate their efforts. The separation and 
apparent distrust between the two sectors may be seen as a function of the different logics 
that have underpinned the economic reproduction of the local business class and the local 
bureaucratic class respectively in recent years. From the 1990s, local businesses have been 
extremely exposed to the winds of competition after the national government removed 
subsidies for industrialists in the area and failed to produce or implement policies to protect 
their interests. Many entrepreneurs did not survive the hard times. Meanwhile, those who 
managed to survive only did so by adjusting their business models to leverage domestic 
and international capital flows more effectively or by making sure that they were embedded 
in the Mercedes Benz value chain. In other words, they found economic salvation elsewhere 
and not as a result of any connection with the local state. By contrast, the formation of 
the new black middle class in the city depended almost entirely on the state rather than 
any connection with national and international capital flows or commercial value chains 
in the productive economy. However, across this divide, both groups now recognised the 
economic potential that could be derived from access to the high-speed undersea cables 
running along the country’s eastern seaboard; and vied for influence to try and leverage the 
imagined arrival of game-changing technologies in the city and region in pursuit of their 
respective interests. 

In the debate about the digital economy and its potential impacts in South Africa and Buffalo 
City, the voice of supply-side technology experts or “techies” who declare which machines 
and capacities are required is a dominant one. In addition, private-sector stakeholders in 
East London have sought to keep the discussion about the landing and exploitation of the 
high-speed cable focussed solely on the IDZ, which is a space managed by industry and 
business in relative isolation. While this discourse and approach may seem to serve the 
private-sector’s interests, it can also promote silo-isation, which can produce significant 
challenges for broader economic development, as Tett’s (2015) analysis of the causes of 
the 2007/2008 crash of global financial markets indicates. In her writing on the fragility of 
the sub-prime mortgage market in the USA, Tett (2015; 2021) notes that the collapse from 
2007 was produced by a business sub-culture which had set itself apart from the rest of 
society. She describes conferences and meetings of financiers in the real-estate sector 
which she attended in 2006 and 2007, where the participants talked among themselves in 
a language that only they really understood – a jargon full of special acronyms, terms, and 
references. They had become a “tribe” with their own sub-culture which they practised to 
the exclusion of others. In her 2008 book, Fools Gold, in which she predicts the collapse 
of the financial markets, Tett writes that the cultural silos established in that sector were 
undermining its credibility and viability. 

Fast-forward to the present debate about the digital economy and the benefits that it 
may bring at the national and regional levels – and a similar jargon-filled discourse is 
emerging which tends to obscure the actual factors underpinning the proposed new 
economic model. This discourse seems to dominate among high-level business and 
political circles. In this regard, for example, the boosterism promoted by the private sector 
in relation to the undersea cable also appears to have informed the approach adopted by 
the office of the provincial premier and associated agencies run by senior bureaucrats. 

These officials have shown great interest 
in promoting the idea that the smart city 
which would be established once the 
cable made landfall will act as a catalyst 
for development across the entire region. 
Adopting this view, the premier’s office has 
focussed on how the new digital economy 
could broaden access to internet services 
across the province and eradicate the 
“digital divide” between urban and 
rural areas. In support of this vision, it 
has pledged funding to youth-training 
initiatives so that the younger generation 
will be able to take advantage of the new 
opportunities that, it has been predicted, 
will emerge in the coming digital economy. 
In particular, the premier, Oscar Mabuyane, 
has shown that he is keen on moving the 
potential new opportunities away from the 
metros to the rural hinterland, especially 
in the former Transkei. 

Eastern Cape premier, 
Oscar Mabuyane is keen 
on moving the potential 
new opportunities away 

from the metros to the 
rural hinterland, especially 

in former Transkei. 
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However, by contrast with the great interest shown by senior provincial bureaucrats 
and leading local business folk in the establishment of a new digital economy, ICT 
staff working for the municipality in Buffalo City have hardly participated in the 
debate about the undersea cables and what they might mean for the city. Instead, 
they have been largely preoccupied with trying to manage a new smart-billing 
system for revenue collection. In 2017, the local authority announced that it was 
planning a transition to a smart-meter system to measure water usage and bill 
accordingly. A local community newspaper, GO! & Express, reported at the time that 
“the days of ‘thumb-sucked’ water readings will soon be over for some Buffalo City 
Metropolitan Municipality (BCMM) residents as the metro is set to overhaul more 
than 3,000 water meters in its suburbs”. It was reported that R16-million had been 
allocated for the 2017-18 financial year to replace water meters. “Old infrastructure 
that has gone unreplaced for a long time are a cause of frequent pipe bursts in the 
city. We have teams out there replacing the old underground asbestos and steel water 
pipes with new strong plastic pipes which do not corrode,” one official reportedly 
claimed. The idea was that the scheme would stop leakages and prevent water 
wastage. Accordingly, by December 2020, the municipality reported it had installed 
18,440 smart electricity meters for electricity and 46,724 smart water meters; and 
that it remained committed to completing outstanding work on both programmes. 
However, the municipality’s new smart meter system soon fell into disarray. The 
local authority seemed unable to issue accurate bills to residents, while a number 
of households also faced large increases in rates at the same time that the local 
economy was struggling under enormous pressure from the Covid-19 related crisis. 
Suddenly, families were receiving bills for many thousands of rands more than they 
had expected for services and rates. The municipality failed to offer a reasonable 
explanation for the bills which seemed to have been arbitrarily inflated. In response, 
residents organised rates boycotts and protest actions. By 2020, revenue collection 
in the metro had reportedly dropped from over 80% to under 30%. The crisis inside the 
municipality caused by the failed “smart” transition made participation in the wider 
debate about the cable economy difficult, although a consultant was appointed to 
work on a smart-city strategy for the local authority. 

At the time that HSRC’s fieldwork research into the potential local impacts of the 
introduction of 5G technologies came to an end in early 2021, there was a quiet 
confidence in the IDZ and at the Border Kei Chamber of Commerce that East London 
was still the frontrunner in the race to land the A2 undersea cable routed via Mauritius. 
The local business elite had received the go-ahead from the office of the provincial 
premier to start developing data storage and training facilities inside the IDZ in 
preparation for the day that the actual connection would be made. In the meantime, 
various outside business interests in the technology and secure-data sectors were 
starting to enter the conversation and showing interest in the city, which, after Cape 
Town, looked set to become the second city on the south-eastern seaboard to make 
the transition to a digital-economy business model. At the same time, the discussions 
were quite secretive since East London did not want to be pipped at the post by 
competitors which included Nelson Mandela Bay and Amanzimtoti (near eThekwini) 
which already had a previous-generation cable link. 

However, by August 2021, it appeared that places other than Buffalo City which were 
seen as offering more, were now strong contenders for the new digital opportunity. 
This came as a major blow to the city, which had built a business-case and strategy 
around cable connectivity. One immediate consequence was that outside business-
processing and smart-city investors turned away, awaiting further information 
on the prospects of landing one of the other cables passing along the country’s 
eastern seaboard. Then in September 2021, the conversation changed again with the 
announcement of the entirely new state-funded smart city which was to be built from 
scratch on the rural Wild Coast. Was this to be the next destination of the magical, 
life-changing undersea cables? Would only one place be connected, and which 
one would the South Africa government choose, given that Cape Town had already 
managed to secure two global cables?
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Kregg Hetherington (2016) suggests 
that there is a future tense to any major 
infrastructure development project – a 
state of anticipation and hope for an 
imagined future place which will be far 
superior and advanced than the one 
currently inhabited. Larkin (2013: 329) 
says that infrastructures can “emerge out 
of and store within them forms of desire 
and fantasy that can take on fetish-like 
characteristics that sometimes become 
wholly autonomous from their technical 
functioning”. Thus, the desires and sense 
of possibility attached to infrastructural 
forms and projects create messages which 
can come to mould subjectivities and shape 
arguments about citizenship and belonging, 
including in the Eastern Cape. In this regard, 
the focus of this chapter has been on the 
role played by undersea internet cables 
in the imagination and narration of the 
regional economy. Undersea cables, unlike 
suburban houses or modern highways, 
cannot be seen by the naked eye. They 
lurk below the surface and operate in 
mysterious, powerful and invisible ways to 
deliver new forms of modernity, smartness, 
efficiency and change in everyday lives. The 
act of defining the meaning of any given 
infrastructural form is always a matter of 
categorisation and projected expectation, 
which varies according to the point of 
view and interests of the beholder. It is an 
expression of the desire for change which 
conjures up an imagined repositioning 
of citizens and subjects. Infrastructural 
development exists not only in a particular 
time and place, it is also conceived in terms 
of particular expectations of the kind of 
future that it may help to produce. In this 
regard, Hetherington (2016: 234) writes that 
infrastructural development “is progressive 
in the sense that it gathers past and future 
into meaningful narratives and turns the 
present into an unfolding anticipation.” 

This chapter has sought to explore the 
present trajectory for development in the 
Eastern Cape through the prism of narrative 
economics at a time when the supermarket 
economics of the post-apartheid period 
have clearly been in crisis (as was shown 
by the desperate looting of hundreds of 
malls across South Africa in July 2021). 
The suburban nationalism promoted by 
the ruling ANC, first through the basic 
urban services RDP programme and then 
through its human settlements’ starter-
house programme, promised inclusive 
participation in urban development and a 
globalised consumer society, but without 
attending to the productive economy that 
might support rising consumption. The 
consequences have been continuous 
service-delivery protests and more 
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3.4  CONCLUSION

recently the looting of malls. In this context, this chapter has considered how the idea 
of undersea high-speed internet cables changing the economic fortunes of the region 
has been framed. It has sought to place the arrival of these cables and the promise that 
they may bring in an historical context, describing how the productive economy in the 
province was dismantled after the introduction of democracy in 1994 as the winds of 
neo-liberal capitalism and supermarket economics laid waste to local businesses; and 
noting the emergence of a new consumption-based model for regional development 
driven by the establishment of a black bourgeoisie within the structures of state and 
the spread of government social grants. This chapter has also argued that this model 
carried within it the seeds of its own destruction since it depended on the province 
constantly selling the idea of its own poverty and inefficiency to external donors and the 
state in order to extract further funds. Indeed, the more dysfunctional things appeared 
(and were) the greater the chance of garnering external funding, as was shown once 
again when the national government was forced to intervene after it became evident 
that the provincial health system could not respond properly to the Covid-19 pandemic 
– which then led to a massive, corrupt reallocation of funding for PPE into the hands 
of the politically connected. 

Against this background, this chapter has described how the provincial leadership 
and the local business elite, especially those engaged in the productive economy, 
came to believe that one way to shift the economic narrative and pursue an 
alternative model for development was to promote a transition to a digital economy 
which was to be implemented by leveraging the online connectivity that a new high-
speed undersea cable was going bring.

However, one of the weaknesses of the new digital-driven discourse and practice to 
this point has been that two of the essential urban assets in moving this imagination 
of the economy forward, the universities and public hospitals in the city, are not yet part 
of the conversation. These sectors may not operate from a commercial perspective, 
but they can act as incubators for youth talent and technology that could facilitate 
the imagined transition, which will not occur overnight. The proposition in this book 
is that the future of the smart-city idea in Buffalo City should be lodged firmly in the 
transformation of the urban core and especially in the integration of higher education 
into this process. Accordingly, the next chapter provides an assessment, first, of the 
engagement of triple-helix partners in the city centre in an expanded digital economy; 
and, second, of the ways in which city students are participating in the digital transition 
in higher education. The chapter further proposes that urgent attention be paid to the 
kinds of support required to upgrade and expand digital infrastructure and services in 
the inner city, while ensuring that higher education in the city is competitive in a new 
era of on-line learning and digital literacy.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
A CITY LEFT BEHIND:
TECHNOLOGY AND THE TRIPLE HELIX 
IN BUFFALO CITY

5.1  INTRODUCTION
Buffalo City Metropolitan Municipality 
(BCMM), like other cities, has adopted a 
smart-city concept as its development 
strategy. Various debates have been held 
about what constitutes a smart city. For 
present purposes, it suffices to note that 
technologies, especially those information 
and communication technologies (ICTs), 
drive smart cities. ICTs stimulate economic 
development and the use of software 
enabled technologies can help municipal 
authorities to improve their management 
of urban spaces (Kitchin, 2014). The use of 
these technologies is supposed to improve 
the urban network, foster socio-economic 
development and raise the quality of life for 
all residents. 

The promise and rollout of undersea 
internet cables has underpinned the drive to 
establish smart cities in South Africa. The 
arrival of these cables has been anticipated 
by a number of cities, including BCMM, 
as a critical component or main cog of 
infrastructure development, technological 
innovation, and so-called “smart” growth 
especially when linked with the prospect 
of 5G connectivity. Meanwhile, innovation 
districts have been identified as the 
building blocks that can shape the spatial 
framework and foster the technological 
applications on which the establishment of 
smart cities depends. 

However, the establishment of smart 
cities depends on more than the mere 
implementation of new technologies. 
The technological infrastructures being 
introduced need to be embedded in the 
quest for, or in support of, new more effective 
and efficient forms of urban governance. 
This raises important questions around 
the politics of infrastructure, including how 
the promise of infrastructure can shape 
developmental narratives and the kind of 
impacts that may be produced in people’s 
lives by the particular approach adopted. 
In other words: who benefits from these 
initiatives; who are included or excluded 
from such investments; and what kinds 
of development objectives are likely to be 
delivered? 

Gartner (2016) contends that large 
investments toward infrastructure projects 
throughout the developed and developing 
world indicate great confidence in the 
ability of infrastructural systems to deliver 
development objectives. The connection 
between infrastructure and development 
is so widely assumed that a new term 
“infrastructure development” has entered 
the common parlance in academic and 
policy-making circles (Ibid). Nevertheless, 
actual success depends on the ways in 
which the infrastructure in question is 
implemented and delivered.

A key factor which has been acknowledged 
as underpinning successful implementation 
of smart-city strategies is the extent 
to which all the relevant stakeholders 
collaborate and contribute to the new 
vision of place being produced (Mora and 
Deakin, 2019). In the literature, emphasis 
has been placed on the need to foster an 
open, inclusive and engaging collaborative 
environment. In this regard, Mora and 
Deakin (Ibid) note the importance of 
instituting effective industry-government-
research relationships. The further note 
that civil society should participate as part 
of a quadruple-helix model to ensure an 
open, user-centric approach to innovation.
Against this background, Human 
Sciences Research Council (HSRC) 
conducted research to probe how the 
various stakeholders in the municipality 
understand the smart city concept and 
their role in implementing it, as well as their 
readiness for technological advancement. 
To this end, interviews were conducted 
with staff from the higher education, public 
and private sectors, as well as civil society 
stakeholders, including students. This 
chapter outlines the main findings from 
these interviews and critically evaluates 
the positionality of the various sectors 
in terms of technological infrastructure, 
advancement, skills and capacity. The 
study concludes by outlining how the 
experiences of stakeholders as they were 
expressed in the interviews indicate a city 
that has been left behind. A city in which 
the contemporary narrative economics 

have failed to acknowledge the extent and 
kind of the city-region’s economic plight 
and thus to advance a coherent, achievable 
plan for East London’s development.

The feeling of being left behind which 
emerged from the interviews with 
professionals in the higher education and 
business sectors may in part be attributed 
to the extent to which new advances in 
their fields and scopes of operation are 
increasingly the product of infrastructural 
development and a digital focus. The 
Covid-19 related crisis has accelerated 
this trend and exacerbated fears among 
these stakeholders that they are being left 
by the wayside and that the municipal and 
provincial governments seem unresponsive 
to their needs and the challenges that they 
face. A number of interviewees expressed 
anxiety about their capacity in terms of 
human and financial resources to keep 
pace with the academic and commercial 
competition both at the national and 
international levels. In particular, concern 
was expressed that the historically black 
universities in the city were finding it difficult 
to shift to digital and online teaching and 
learning platforms compared with their 
historically advantaged peers in the larger 
cities, such as the University of Cape (UCT) 
and the University of the Witwatersrand 
(Wits). Meanwhile, in the business sector, 
professionals in the media and other 
service industries complained that while 
their company offices in Johannesburg or 
Cape Town were operating smoothly using 
new technologies, they were unable to roll 
out these advances in East London due to a 
lack of infrastructure capable of supporting 
faster internet connections and a lack of 
appropriate training and skills among the 
local workforce. 

The research reported in this chapter was 
conducted between November 2020 and 
February 2021 before, during and after the 
second wave of Covid-19 infections in the 
province. Many face-to-face interviews 
were conducted just before the second 
wave began and some after it had subsided. 
Quite a few of the interviews had to be 
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5.2  HIGHER EDUCATION
administered telephonically or via 
Zoom. However, although the Covid-19 
related crisis created methodological 
challenges for the research team, more 
than ten in-depth interviews were 
conducted in each sector. The main 
questions and focus of the interviews 
were similar. They set out to establish 
the current situation and challenges 
which professionals were facing in 
the inner city, especially in relation to 
technology and infrastructure, and 
in relation to how they were adapting 
to the shift to smart technologies 
in their sectors and offices. The 
discussions interrogated the kinds 
of policies that organisations had 
established and implemented to 
manage digital transformation and 
what they saw as the opportunities 
for their sectors in relation to smart 
technologies, particularly in the inner 
city context. The interviews also 
explored the level of collaboration and 
interaction among similar institutions, 
including universities, colleges, 
hospitals, laboratories and firms 
in their local neighbourhoods. The 
survey participants were also asked 
to present possible solutions to the 
problems and challenges that they 
faced in terms of their collaboration 
and participation in the drive towards 
a smart city.

The higher education institutions sited in the centre of East London include the University 
of Fort Hare (UFH), Walter Sisulu University (WSU), the University of South Africa (UNISA) 
and Buffalo City College, which is a technical and vocational education and training 
(TVET) college. The presence of these institutions in or near to the urban core represents 
a unique development opportunity for the city. Urban redevelopment theories advance 
the use of knowledge institutions in the growth and development of cities in the era of 
globalisation (Perry and Wiewel, 2005). However, in East London, the synergy among these 
institutions, and between them and the municipality has been weak over the past years. 
Little collaboration has been observed, with the notable exception of a four-storey joint 
university library which was established at the intersection of Oxford and Church streets 
by UFH, WSU, and UNISA. This library represents an indication of the positive outcomes 
that co-operation among the education institutions in the city can produce – and perhaps 
a sign of a potential move towards collaboration to develop curricula, including in the field 
of new technologies.

Plate 5.1: Buffalo TVET College in East London city centre
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A key issue that emerged from the 
interviews was how new methods of 
teaching and interaction deploying 
online methodologies had to be forged 
and implanted once face-to-face 
learning was discontinued under the 
lockdown restrictions introduced to 
stem the spread of the Covid-19 virus. 
Prior to the pandemic the promise of 
digital infrastructure and its effects 
on teaching and learning had already 
become an important agenda item 
at universities across the country, 
particularly in the context of the 
potential spread of massive open online 
courses (MOOCs) within the higher 
education system and the broader 
deployment of the virtual world as a 
pedagogic space. However, despite the 
anticipation of online innovations in 
teaching, some lecturers were not well 
equipped to deploy the existing digital 
platforms properly or extend their use. 
They had to be trained. For instance, 
one of the lecturers at the Faculty of 
Social Sciences and Humanities at 
UFH stated that the only technologies 
ever used at the faculty were overhead 
projectors and microphones:

We only used projectors for our 
lectures. If the venue was bigger, 
we also used mics. We were 
thrown to the deep end when we 
were expected to deliver lectures 
online. Some of us had to resort 
to crash courses on how to deliver 
and present a lecture online. The 
Teaching and Learning Centre 
(TLC) and ICT department were 
helpful in assisting us get to 
grips with new teaching methods 
albeit with many challenges (UFH 
lecturer, 3/12/2020).

Meanwhile, university ICT departments, 
which had previously only played a 
peripheral supporting role, became 
increasingly central in shaping the 
teaching and learning processes. New 
relationships were forged between 
lecturers and ICT staff. These produced 
some significant challenges, which were 
exacerbated by a lack of appropriate 
infrastructure at institutions, as both 
sides were forced to enter unfamiliar 
and uncharted territory. But they also 
indicated how online technologies 
could produce new, improved methods 
of teaching and learning. 

Plate 5.2: Fort Hare, East London campus

In general, the universities were caught unawares by the Covid-19 pandemic, which 
produced more challenges than solutions, although the pace of adapting to the “new 
normal” under Covid-19 related restrictions varied among the institutions. In this regard, 
even UNISA, which as a distance learning-based institution would have been expected to 
adapt to the increased use of ICTs most readily, was significantly affected by the heightened 
demand for virtual operations. For example, it did not provide its students with laptops; 
nor could it provide proper infrastructure for its distance-learning students. One of the 
administrators explained the challenges thus:

We are a distance-learning institution. Unlike conventional universities that have 
more control over resources and infrastructure for their students, we are very limited. 
Our students are more independent but also rely on facilities at our centres, which 
they can’t access now due to the pandemic. That in a way has disrupted the normal 
operations as more  technology-based interactions are required (UNISA administrator, 
4/12/2020).

At WSU, official optimism about the capacity of the institution to adapt to the lockdown 
conditions which were imposed by the government from March 2020 was not always 
shared by those on the ground. For instance, although a university spokesperson stated 
that the institution had invested R98 million in laptops for 22,500 students in order to 
ensure teaching and learning could continue remotely (Yoliswa, 2020), some of the students 
interviewed said they had not received any assistance from the university:

We read about the assistance the university is giving to students in newspapers, but 
we are still waiting for communication from the university. Even the [pre-paid] data 
[capacity] that they had promised is still yet to come. I just wonder how the university 
will manage this since even the infrastructure at different campuses is inadequate for 
proper learning and research and requires upgrades (WSU student, 02/11/2020).

In general, there was inadequate infrastructure and an insufficient skills base at the 
universities to support the required shift to the heavy use of online ICTs, according to those 
interviewed. In particular, academic staff had to be trained to use digital platforms such as 
Blackboard for teaching and learning (previously this platform had mainly only been used 
to post assignments or marks). UFH’s Teaching and Learning Centre adopted a leadership 
role in upskilling staff and students, while WSU’s Technology Infused Learning Unit sought 
to develop lecturers’ ability to use instructional technologies and support students in 
accessing course content online.
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Plate 5.3: Phillis Ntantala multi-institution library, WSU-UFH-UNISA, East London city centre
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The speed and reliability of internet connectivity with frequent interruptions to the service 
presented a further major challenge to the local higher education institutions. Some 
university buildings could not access the network at all; while others could do so only 
intermittently as a result of inadequate internet infrastructure and capacity. In this regard, 
UFH embarked on a fibre-laying project to improve the connectivity between its East London 
and Alice campuses, which should improve internet coverage and signal strength.

Over the past months, the university initiated an upgrading exercise to speed up 
connections  between its campuses. Fibre provides faster speeds and is less susceptible 
to environmental conditions or changes unlike the satellite system. The aim is to have a 
reliable, fast and stable internet connection (ICT consultant, 27/11/2020).

It was envisaged that new fibre links would solve perennial connectivity problems at the 
university. The potential of “proper” infrastructure to solve problems was also referenced 
in other ways. For example, a lecturer in the university’s economics department lamented 
interruptions in connectivity, which impeded communication and the delivery of lectures.
Sometimes we have video lectures where we connect with specialists in the subject area, 
but when the network goes off during the session, there is little we can do. Yes, I understand 
that technology fails at times, but the frequency it happens at times points to more than 
systems failure, but to lack of proper infrastructure (UFH lecturer, 23/11/2020).

Despite the recent efforts that had been undertaken by the universities to upgrade their 
digital architecture, the general feeling was that the local higher education institutions 
were lagging in terms of internet connectivity and speed. Those who had been to other 
universities outside the province expressed particular dismay at the recurrent connectivity 
problems they experienced by contrast in East London. They placed the blame for this 
unhappy comparison on what they described as a generally laid-back attitude in the 
Eastern Cape and the city. There was, they said, a marked apathy in the uptake of innovation 
and a reluctance to adopt new ways of doing things. Thus, although they welcomed the 
technological advancement that 5G could bring, they wondered whether their institutions 
were ready to embrace the potential of such connectivity.

UFH embarked on a fibre-
laying project to improve 
the connectivity between 
its East London and Alice 
campuses, which should 

improve internet coverage 
and signal strength.
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I was a student at UKZN [the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal] for three years; there were 
never interruptions in connectivity that I 
recall. Skilled and experienced technicians 
operated the network infrastructure. I then 
moved briefly to the University of Pretoria. 
Their network was nearly flawless except 
one or two times, but overall, it was perfect. 
Yet here [at Fort Hare] disruptions are 
frequent, and in some buildings you cannot 
even access the internet. I feel there is need 
to catch up with other institutions (UFH 
lecturer, Nursing Sciences, 25/11/2020).

The way I see the lack of innovation around 
the city, be it government departments, 
universities, businesses, I doubt they will 
use opportunities even if presented to them. 
There is something about this place [East 
London] that is not working, despite the 
vast opportunities I see all around. Maybe, 
it is because no one is talking to the other 
(UFH lecturer, Sociology, 26/11/2020).

For the students, the pandemic caused 
great interruptions to their normal learning 
processes. When the national lockdown 
was enforced from March 2020, most had 
to return to their rural bases and some to 
their countries of origin in other parts of 
Africa. The traditional, face-to-face forms 
of learning thus became redundant. The 
cessation of day-to-day interactions with 
their mentors caused anxiety for many 
students. A lack of resources and access 
to affordable, reliable and stable internet 
connections compounded the problem. 
Students who had never used cell phones 
for research or study purposes had to learn 
and adapt fast. In addition, data capacity 
was too expensive to access and download 
study materials. For those in cities, places 
with free Wi-Fi connections, such as 
shopping malls, came in handy.

We have always had the challenges with 
internet connections, especially in our 
student residences. The university has 
been aware of this problem, but little has 
been done to correct it. Some are forced to 
go to campus late at night so as to access 
Wi-Fi and do their school work. And it is not 
safe to walk there (Student 1, 02/12/2020).

How are we supposed to join lectures and 
do research without laptops, proper cell 
phones and data? The university has to 
provide these to everyone before talking of 
online learning. We even struggle to feed 
ourselves, [let alone] buy these items just 
to study (Student 2, 02/12/2020).

I am a final year at Fort Hare. [Previously] 
I only submitted my assignments on 
Blackboard and  accessed some learning 
materials from lecturers. I went to the 
library for my research. But now I am 
expected to do everything online. It is 

stressing me because I am not a “technical 
person” and feel that I will be left behind in 
my crucial year (Student 3, 02/12/2020).

These statements indicate a lack of proper 
infrastructure and appropriate skills, as well 
as limited access to tools or instruments, 
including cell phones, laptops and data 
capacity, all of which are required for 
e-learning to be successful. In this regard, 
it is important to note that most of the 
students in these tertiary institutions come 
from disadvantaged backgrounds and 
may lack the resources and socio-cultural 
experience to take full advantage of the 
educational opportunities on offer at the 
best of times, let alone during a pandemic.

Physical and virtual access to the inter-
university library and its resources was also 
limited. Under hard lockdown, the library 
was closed to the public and materials 
could only be accessed online. In addition, 
despite the fact that online access was 
already being increasingly prioritised by 
the institution, some of the most relevant 
materials for students, including books, 
could not be accessed virtually, which 
damaged the quality of the off-campus 
learning being offered. One of the senior 
librarians had this to say:

For years, students have been 
using manual books, but the use of 
e-books was now on the increase. 
The advantages of using e-books 
are that users can access the books 
from the library wherever they are 
and at any time. The huge challenge 
for universities is getting soft 
copies of books that are within their 
curriculum. Another challenge is that 
many students do not yet know how 
to access and use these e-books but 
the university has tried to cater for 
students by doing trainings usually 
held by the university librarians every 
year, after every three months (UFH 
librarian, 02/11/2020).

The main challenge for the collaborative 
library has been making all the relevant 
books accessible online. The local higher 
education institutions have limited 
agreements and licences with publishers 
for the use and download of key study 
materials, especially books. Only hard 
copies of these books are available in 
the library and they cannot be accessed 
online. It is an area in which institutions of 
higher learning need to find new solutions, 
particularly in an era when virtual 
interactions have become increasingly 
commonplace. In this instance, it is 
commendable that UFH, like other higher 
education institutions, has recently started 
to offer the Snapplify application for 
accessing on-line textbooks.

Despite all the challenges in connectivity 
highlighted in relation to Covid-19 
lockdowns, and the shift to online learning, 
a number of students were positive about 
the progress achieved by their institutions 
of higher learning during this period. They 
said the universities had done their best 
under the circumstances. For instance, 
UFH students who had been supplied with 
laptops and data by the university were full 
of praise for the institution:

I was worried when I heard that 
lessons would be virtual as my phone 
is old and very slow. I really thought 
I was going to miss out and even 
fail my modules, but the university 
intervened and gave us laptops (on 
terms) and free data. This has made 
connectivity and access to learning 
easy. I commend the university for that 
(UFH student, 18/11/2020).

Some students also spoke highly of the 
assistance they had obtained from the 
library and how study material had been 
made available online:

We were used to physically going to the 
library for books and other materials. 
When you did  not find books or other 
study materials, you walked to the help 
desk and someone assisted you. We 
thought doing research and accessing 
all the required materials online would 
be a challenge, but the assistance from 
the library staff has been excellent. 
The transition from physical to virtual 
was made easy by assistance from the 
university and library personnel (UFH 
student, 18/11/2020).

However, the students were less sanguine 
about the extent of, and prospects for, 
collaboration among the tertiary institutions 
in East London. Most students noted that 
there was little collaboration, apart from on 
the sports field, and were sceptical of the 
need for greater cooperation among the 
institutions, although some were positive.
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We hardly engage with students from other institutions except in sports. I am not sure of 
other departments, but for the three years I have been here, I have not heard of any academic 
activities where students collaborate. Community engagement is one of the activities in 
which students are encouraged to participate (UFH Sociology student, 27/11/2020).

We interact with the city and the business community when we do our attachments and 
practicals. So, yes, the university works well and collaborates with other stakeholders in 
the city. Everything is well coordinated. Therefore, I think good relationships exist between 
different organisations. I did my attachment with Mercedes Benz [Daimler Chrysler, East 
London] together with other students. Others were attached to various organisations under 
the Border Kei Chamber of Commerce (UFH Commerce student, 19/11/2020).

In general, it seems that notwithstanding some areas in which the local universities appear to 
have deployed the new online technologies effectively in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic 
related restrictions, there is little evidence of broader coordination within and among these 
institutions, or with external government, private-sector or civil-society stakeholders along 
the lines envisaged by Mora and Deakin (2019) in their theorisation of how the smart-city 
model may be implemented.

Nevertheless, it is interesting to note the range of applications used by higher education 
institutions and how they assisted in the teaching and learning process during the pandemic.

The problem of slow, intermittent internet connectivity has been a perennial one for 
higher education institutions in East London; and in general, such solutions to the 
problems as have been found have been short-term and directed at solving particular 
technical challenges, leaving the underlying issue unaddressed. Within this context alone, 
investment in an upgraded technological base would reap great benefits. In addition, 
there are significant benefits to be derived from the introduction of new technologies 
that would allow the higher education institutions to collaborate more effectively among 
themselves and in partnership with other stakeholders in the city, including in the public 
and private sectors. In this regard, a quadruple helix approach to development has been 
shown to yield substantial results in other places. For example, in Bristol in the United 
Kingdom (UK), place-based leadership and partnerships involving the local community 
and fostering co-production efforts have complemented and supported the local 
municipality’s smart-city strategy (Lockwood, 2020).

In support of such development, there are clear opportunities for the local higher 
education institutions in East London to invest in curriculum development in the field of 
new technology. There are also gaps within the local smart-city development strategy 
which could be addressed and resolved by the universities. For example, higher education 
institutions elsewhere have developed new communication technologies, geo-positioning 
services, and cloud-computing paradigms which have played an important role in the 
implementation of smart city projects (Visvizi and Lytras, 2019).
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Against this background, the 
introduction of 5G presents 
the tertiary institutions in East 
London with a great opportunity 
to seek partnerships in upgrading 
and investing their own and the 
city’s technological infrastructure, 
from which all the partners to 
such collaboration would derive 
significant benefits.
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HSRC’s research found that a number of firms in East London, particularly in the ICT 
sector, recognised the centrality of infrastructure in smart city development. They 
expressed interest in adopting new technologies and innovative approaches to enhance 
their businesses. High-speed internet and connectivity play a crucial role in the 
sustenance and growth of enterprises in the field of information and communications 
technology such as Silulo Ulutho Technologies and EC Internet, which complained that 
their growth had been hampered by slow connectivity. As one technician working at 
Silulo Ulutho Technologies explained:

If we had faster internet speed and consistent network, our business would grow faster. 
Here, we service students from colleges and universities; we cater for unemployed 
people looking for work, for people coming into town looking for opportunities. Can 
you imagine what we could do with advanced and better equipment? With 5G speeds 
and supported gadgets, the sky is the limit and people would get world-class service 
(Silulo Ulutho Technologies technician, 25/11/2020). 

A number of big firms, banks and service providers said that they expected to benefit greatly 
from the introduction of new technologies in East London. In the meantime, they said, the 
lack of high-speed internet and connectivity was hindering the development of new products 
and the provision of new services. Some of these respondents blamed the municipality 
for failing to establish proper infrastructure capable of supporting the introduction of 
new technologies and networks. Some cited municipal by-laws as an impediment to the 
development of technological infrastructure in the city.

Think of driverless cars as an example. If Mercedes Benz wanted to manufacture those, 
would it be possible in this city? Would the big tech companies choose this city as a 
destination for investment? Yet there is great potential here and vast untapped resources 
that can work to our advantage. All we need are better strategies of pulling together as a 
city and business partners (Business executive, 03/12/2020).

Many small business owners said that if the internet was affordable and widely available 
to the public, they could easily find new ways of enhancing their businesses – but that 
such efforts were futile as long as most residents were unable to access the internet easily 
and quickly. Instead, physical interactions remained the preferred way of relating to, and 
reaching an understanding with, customers.

At the same time, some respondents expressed concern that the introduction of new 
technologies could lead to firms and their clients becoming distant from each other. A 
number of respondents also noted their limited training in, and understanding of, new 
communications and information technologies and their implications.
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You may introduce new forms of technology but people should first know how to use 
them. Some people are even against these new things because they are sceptical 
about the effects. It may bring diseases or render some unemployed by replacing them 
at work. It also interferes with human interactions and takes away vital relationships 
between businesses and their clients (Informal trader 1, 26/11/2020).

There were different levels of understanding among respondents on the subject of 
how new technologies may be deployed in their everyday lives and dealings. This was 
particularly true in the discussions about what 5G entails. To some, it meant improved 
internet speeds and artificial intelligence, which were viewed as benefits. For example, 
one entrepreneur in the Central Business District (CBD) said he was looking forward to 
a smart way of doing business and wished the city had already laid the infrastructure 
for such an approach. He further asserted that the impacts of the lockdown would have 
been minimal if the new, better ways of doing business had already been embraced:

I am starting to think that this Covid-19 is a wake-up call to every business owner 
to become innovative and adopt smart technologies. It is only now that we have 
realised how important working smart with internet is in our various businesses 
and workplaces, but the unfortunate part is that this came to surprise us; and, to 
be honest, it hasn’t been easy adopting to the new normal. We are still struggling 
(Small business owner, CBD, 26/11/ 2020).

However, to other respondents, 5G spelt doom and even the end of the world. A 
number of interviewees referred to fake news and rumours that the introduction 
of the new technology signified the arrival of the so-called end times prophesied 
in the Bible and that malign tech companies in league with the government would 
forcibly insert microchips under their skin. It was also claimed that the 5G spectrum 
damaged the environment and natural ecosystems.

We have seen videos circulating on social media where 5G towers are responsible 
for environmental damage such as trees and vegetation dying. We have seen people 
developing diseases associated with 5G, such as the Coronavirus. Some even say the 
lockdowns are deliberate so that they [can] introduce these deadly technologies in 
our cities. We are therefore not sure what these things will bring (Informal trader 2, 
19/11/2020).
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Frere leads the way with info tech

Plate 5.5: Frere Hospital leads in technology

5.4  THE HEALTH 
SECTOR

Smart cities are not limited to innovations in transport, industry, education and hospitality, 
but extend to services such as the provision of quality healthcare. A city that does not 
invest in the development of its hospitals and other similar facilities risks damaging its 
broader developmental trajectory. Practitioners in the health sector generally agreed 
about the importance of new technologies in caring for patients properly, with those in the 
overstretched public sector casting an envious eye towards the private sector, which was 
viewed as better equipped. One of the nurses at Frere Hospital had this to say:

Daily we attend to thousands of patients with various ailments. Sometimes machines 
such as X-rays are broken down and those needing them do not receive help on time. 
Sometimes we run out of oxygen, gas and other materials due to the big number 
of patients. The private hospitals are well equipped and use latest machines with 
advanced technologies (Nurse, Frere Hospital, 11/11/2020).
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In addition to shortages of advanced 
medical equipment and supplies, staff at 
the public hospitals noted the need for 
training and new IT infrastructure and 
tools to enable a planned migration to e- 
filing for record keeping. However, there 
was scepticism about the likelihood of the 
required resources being made available to 
upgrade the public health services in the 
province as planned. As one health worker 
at Frere noted:

To make services better, you need 
financial investment in the sector. 
But corruption is rife in the Eastern 
Cape. Money is diverted to personal 
use, leaving dilapidated and obsolete 
buildings and equipment. Some of 
the new machines that we hear of 
in other places will remain a dream 
unless there is leadership that serves 
the poor people (Health worker, Frere 
Hospital, 4/12/2020).

The sentiment expressed by this health 
worker appeared to be confirmed by a 
collapse of the ICT system in the health 
sector in the Eastern Cape’s major 
hospitals, including Frere, in June 2021. In 
response to non-payment of overdue fees, 
Delta 9 Hospital Software Solutions, which 
had been contracted to the Eastern Cape 
health department for more than 29 years, 
shut down access to its systems at three of 
the busiest public hospitals in the province 
– Livingstone, Frere and Nelson Mandela 
Academic Hospital. As a result, staff at 
these hospitals were unable to access 
patient information stored on internet 
servers managed by the private-sector 
contractor. Two weeks later, on 30 June, 
after further delays in payment and a lack 
of appropriate assurance from the health 
department, Delta 9 shut off access to 10 
other hospitals, including Cecilia Makiwane 
in BCMM (Cowan, 2021).

Such breakdowns in service provision produce severe consequences for the delivery of 
public healthcare. For example, diagnosis of ailments become unnecessarily haphazard 
without reference to the patient’s medical history. As one doctor noted:

We cannot prescribe medication without adequate information about the patient’s 
history, especially when their records can’t be accessed on the system. Relying on 
their word can be disastrous at times. Medical history needs to be obtained before 
administering any drugs for optimum benefits. The collapse of the system impacted 
negatively on the delivery of our healthcare provision (Medical doctor, Frere Hospital, 
25/07/21).

Meanwhile, doctors and other health practitioners working in private practice also noted 
that they were facing technological challenges in running their businesses. Acquiring 
new machines equipped with latest technologies was expensive, they said; and some 
of the machines required 5G connectivity, uninterrupted internet access and networked 
systems. A number of the new machines could only work properly if networked with similar, 
new-generation equipment. In this context, one doctor with a medical suite located in 
Southernwood lamented the lack of innovation in the medical field within the Eastern Cape 
and South Africa. He referred to the case of Rwanda where, he said, there was significant 
innovation in the delivery of health services:

In Rwanda, doctors and hospitals are so innovative. They use technology for 
consultation and diagnosis of patients; they use drones to deliver medications to 
their patients. They are better organised and have a clearer vision of where they are 
going. Compared to South Africa, they are poorer in so many ways yet they have 
invested where it matters most. We could learn from their experience (Medical doctor, 
Southernwood, 02/02/2021).

It also became clear from the interviews that the provision of new machinery and 
connectivity alone would be insufficient foster development in this field. The medical 
practitioners deploying the new technology would need to be trained to operate the latest 
gadgets properly. In addition, many of the new machines require the correct spectrum for 
optimum outputs. Clearly, there is a need to coordinate all the relevant stakeholders to 
produce an effective strategy that can achieve smart-city goals in the health sector.

Overall, some stakeholders in the medical sector considered Buffalo City a suitable place 
for their operations, noting its dynamic population and conducive environment, but said 
that its infrastructure needed to be upgraded. They also said that the municipality could be 
more inclusive in shaping its development agenda and should engage experts in a number 
of different fields as part of its planning processes. Without such collaboration and the 
benefit of new ideas, municipal planning would lag behind that in other places and the 
prospects of smart development would be severely diminished.
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Plate 5.4: Health care facilities and labs clusters in the city centre
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In his state of the city address (2021), 
the Executive Mayor of Buffalo City, Xola 
Pakati, stated that a number of public 
facilities, including local hospitals, and 
all municipal offices had been connected 
to a fibre network. He also said that the 
municipality was integrating systems 
and data as it sought to migrate from 
manual operations as part of its smart-
city strategy:

Part of the smart city strategy 
is the coordination of public-
private partnerships aimed at 
technological innovation and 
digitisation as one of the key 
strategies of leapfrogging into 
the fourth industrial revolution. 
It is with pride that many ICT 
and digitisation initiatives are 
proliferating in the city and these 
include the: ELIDZ Smart Park; 
provincial government digitisation 
services; BCMDA [Buffalo City 
Metropolitan Development 
Agency] free Wi-Fi installation; 
Think Wi-Fi; the MBSA [Mercedes-
Benz South Africa] Learning 
Academy; an MTN Data Centre; 
and many other initiatives.

The information in the mayor’s 
address was drawn from the 2021-
2026 integrated development plan 
which listed a Smart City Development 
Strategy as one of its key pillars (Pakati, 
2021). The document notes that efforts 
to transform BCMM into a connected 
city may be fostered through a number 
of infrastructural initiatives including 
the establishment of an undersea cable 
landing station, a hyper-scale data 
centre, a business process outsourcing 
(BPO) park, a data recovery centre and a 
science and technology park, as well as 
through the provision of free Wi-Fi and 
the introduction of 5G connectivity. The 
IDP also noted that there was a need for 
skilled personnel to adapt to the new 
demands and expectations associated 
with the digital world and outlined a 
significant role for a digital skills hub 
to be established with Harambee Youth 
Employment Accelerator, the ELIDZ 
Science Park and MBSA’s Learning 
Academy in this regard.
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The services sector within East London, which includes government services, contributed 
35.79% towards the city’s gross value added (GVA), according to the 2017 BCMM Socio 
Economic Review and Outlook. New ICT technologies and improved connectivity may 
boost the prospects for this sector considerably in the metro. However, government service 
provision faces a number of key challenges in seeking to leverage this opportunity.

The HSRC research found that issues affecting the municipal and provincial governments 
in East London in their quest for technological advancement were reported to include 
a lack of appropriate skills; inadequate service providers; an ageing workforce; and 
obsolete infrastructure. Meanwhile, the resulting failure to implement new information 
and communications technologies had undermined productivity and the delivery of public 
services. For example, widely reported slow-speed connectivity had led to long queues and 
delayed responses to public needs. However, one executive at a state-owned enterprise 
indicated that there was little that government departments could do to address and solve 
the issue of inadequate connectivity since they relied on established, external network 
providers for their signal:

The entities put these on tender for the provision of network. If a certain provider ticks 
all the boxes, they are given the tender to provide for a period of time. We cannot just 
terminate, but have to wait for the contract to expire. There are also those preferred 
providers by government. You cannot get rid of them even when they perform poorly 
(Eastern Cape Development Corporation [ECDC] manager, 05/12/2020). 

New challenges to the already ailing provision of services emerged under the pandemic 
when most civil servants had to work away from their offices. The majority of these 
possessed only elementary-level proficiency in using IT tools and were unable to learn 
how to work remotely, which led to a collapse in the provision of some public services. In 
this regard, government officials should be trained in the use of ICT as a priority. The local 
institutions of higher learning could help with this.

At the same time, it was noted that an ageing civil service might be unable to adapt to 
the introduction of continuously updated technologies and learn how to use the new 
applications properly. An IT specialist at the Eastern Cape Socio Economic Consultative 
Council (ECSECC) argued that older workers do not easily adapt to innovations:

Many people generally in many organisations are older than 50 and are about to retire. 
At that age, they do not learn quickly and adapt to using upgraded devices and new 
software; and us, as technicians, must deal with having to teach employees every time 
on how to use upgraded devices and software (IT technician, ECSECC, 4/12/2020).

Inadequate funding and a lack of proper trainers, especially in the ICT sector, may be seen 
as compounding the training challenge in government departments.

5.5  THE PUBLIC 
SECTOR

Author: Francis Sibanda, Aneza Madini & Ndipiwe Mkuzo



83

The experience of working from home under the lockdowns necessitated by the Covid-19 
pandemic produced a range of impacts for staff. Some were simply unable to provide a 
service since their work depended on actual physical social interactions. Others found 
ways of not undertaking required tasks and evaded the best efforts of managers to hold 
them accountable for their poor performance. Still others, however, performed better than 
they had in the office, which, according to one official, presented a dilemma, albeit a quite 
positive one. Should they allow staff to continue working from home post-Covid-19 related 
work from home periods? As a result, increasing attention has been paid to producing 
new, hybrid patterns of work, particularly given the departmental savings on travel and 
administration that can accrue from holding virtual meetings. As one manager noted:

We may in fact continue with this arrangement after the pandemic. We have saved a 
lot through less travel for meeting/conferences and more reliance on internet-based 
communication platforms such as Teams, Zoom, Skype, Duo, etc. (ECDC official, 
5/12/2020).

In general, there was a feeling that significant infrastructural improvements were required 
to enhance connectivity and foster an internet of things, although most of the respondents 
felt that South Africa was quite competitive in keeping abreast with technological 
developments.

Working virtually during the pandemic has proved to be helpful and convenient, but also 
has exposed some shortcomings that can be improved. It is so refreshing to work from 
home and setting your own times for completing tasks, but it is also a challenge when you 
consider things such as network disruptions, limited knowledge of some applications or 
software, and the proper environment. However, I guess we are not that far behind other 
developed countries in terms of our technologies (Human Settlements official, 04/12/2020).

At the same time, it was broadly agreed that the introduction of 5G would help to improve 
connectivity, which was considered particularly beneficial for departments seeking to move 
increasingly into the cloud and away from physical contact and travel. To this end, proper 
infrastructure and training would need to be established so that civil servants are able to 
use the new platforms and technologies effectively.
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e-government

According to the South African government, the purpose of e-government is to bring 
government services online; reduce the cost of accessing those services; streamline 
administrative processes; improve turnaround times; and strengthen accountability and 
responsiveness (see www.eservices.gov.za). The provision of e-government services 
depends on the deployment of quite advanced information and communications 
technologies, which can support the establishment of smart cities:

… smart cities make use of processing technologies, sensing, and communications to 
provide intelligence to the city, while offering connectivity resources, power supply and 
interoperability. These conditions facilitate the deployment of interconnected smart 
elements that provide services to citizens for efficient decision-making and to make 
better use of resources (Visvizi and Lytras, 2019: 194).

Many departments and municipalities have been steadily drifting towards providing 
services through ICTs. In East London, for example, the municipality installed smart 
electricity meters and established online administrative systems that enabled residents 
to lodge applications virtually; download statements; and make purchases (of electricity, 
for example). However, the municipality could go further in harnessing big data in order to 
enhance service delivery. In addition, there is little integration and coordination among the 
various departments deploying ICTs, thus rendering the strategy ineffective in relation to its 
capacity to forge a smart city.

There is also a clear disconnect between the municipality and other key technology role 
players. For example, municipal representatives often fail to attend meetings of the Eastern 
Cape ICT Working Group, which assesses progress in this field across the province. Similarly, 
there is little or no coordination between the East London Industrial Development Zone 
(ELIDZ) and the municipality on the many ICT-related projects fostered under the aegis of 
the industrial development zone. Such lack of coordination works contrary to the integrated 
approach required to achieve an effective smart-city strategy.

It seems that the lack of a clear strategic approach to transforming the city and an institutional 
inability to drive the smart city vision has contributed to the slow adoption of innovation 
systems in East London. In this regard, some of those interviewed noted a lack of leadership 
and a shortage of skills not only at the municipal but also at the provincial level.

The Eastern Cape has very few skilled people in ICT. There is a brain drain as people leave 
for other provinces. Our universities are also letting us down, as we do not benefit from 
their existence. Maybe their courses are not relevant to the current needs. We really need 
training in smart technologies to be competitive and catch-up to the rest (ICT Working 
Group official, 26/11/2020).

In conclusion, although the Eastern Cape government has assembled some working groups 
to implement and monitor a number of ICT projects and there has been some progress 
made towards adopting smart technologies at the municipal level in East London, there are 
evident gaps in the strategic approaches being adopted, most notably in relation to a lack 
of collaboration among the key role players.
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To assess further the readiness of the city and its various stakeholders, interviews were 
held with a number of people in leadership positions in the public, private and higher 
education sectors. These interviews sought to establish whether there was consensus on 
the adoption of smart-city development strategies through technology and innovation. 
The stakeholders were asked to rate the state of the existing infrastructure and how it 
may be improved. Their interest in collaborating with others to improve the inner city by 
turning it into an innovation hub was also gauged.

Representatives from the higher education sector expressed their support for the idea of 
a smart precinct project. They contended that making internet available 24/7 at faster 
speeds via 5G would add value to enhance their work. They said that improved connectivity 
would enhance the South African National Research Network (SANReN), a digital platform 
provided by the government to higher education institutions across the country, and the 
teaching and learning experience at universities more broadly.

It was also noted that the establishment of a smart city district could lead to strategic 
partnerships being forged among the institutions of higher learning, and between them and 
government, business and civil-society stakeholders. Such partnerships might entail the 
sharing of space, infrastructure, knowledge and innovations. In this context, one respondent 
from WSU recalled a proposed initiative between the municipality and the university to share 
internet provision and improve related infrastructure, which had failed to come to fruition:

We had agreed with the city authorities that we would jointly invest in infrastructure 
to provide internet to our students, the city offices and the public. This venture was 
going to have shared costs but a wider spectrum and easier accessibility. However, 
the city withdrew under unclear circumstances forcing us to abandon the joint venture 
approach (WSU ICT staff, 24/11/2020)

In addition to challenges in the relationship between the municipality and local universities, 
the study noted that relationships among the higher education institutions in East London 
were generally weak and even adversarial, with technological cooperation only taking place 
at the level of national discussions and not at the local level. The study established that 
WSU collaborates more effectively with Nelson Mandela University (NMU), particularly in 
relation to its medical programmes, than it does with UFH or UNISA.

Meanwhile, ICT staff at the higher education institutions generally welcomed the idea of 
a smart-city precinct on the basis that it would foster further innovations in research; 
improve teaching and learning processes and outcomes; and support the local community, 
in particular the youth, through the provision of free internet access.

The smart precinct is a welcome development. In fact, this is what has been lacking here in 
East London. As a university, you cannot implement some of these things by yourself; you 
require partnership with others. The vision needs to be shared by those sharing the same 
space or working together closely. The upgrading to 5G will add so much value to our work 
and produce some additional spin offs (UFH faculty dean, 03/12/2020).

Local business leaders also said that the establishment of a smart-city district was a 
welcome development, which could revive the inner city. In this regard, it was noted that 
most of the businesses in the tourism sector had left the city centre for areas such as 
Vincent, Berea, Beacon Bay and Nahoon, driven out by crime, inadequate office space and 
parking, as well as the CBD’s dilapidated infrastructure.
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5.6  ELITE VIEWS OF SMART-CITY EFFORTS

By introducing the smart district, we 
may be able to bring back some of the 
businesses that are fleeing the inner city. 
It is true that the inner city has more risks 
for some businesses. They are better off in 
their new locations, but small interventions 
such as an innovation park can have 
positive effects and attract both old and 
new players wanting to explore the space 
and grow their brands (Tourism official, 
13/11/2020).

One of the respondents expressed the hope 
that the new smart technology could be 
used for surveillance in the fight against 
crime, which would make the inner city 
more attractive. However, it has also been 
noted that such technology alone would be 
insufficient; it would have to be deployed as 
part of a multi-pronged strategy deploying 
a coordinated response among the various 
stakeholders in the crime-prevention 
sector. In this regard, this respondent 
further noted that crime was only one of 
the factors driving businesses away that 
needed to be addressed.

The study found that stakeholders in the 
tourism sector were supportive of the 
creation of a smart-city precinct in East 
London. The general view was that free, 
faster internet would enable more people 
to access tourism products and encourage 
the industry to create more online content, 
thus reaching a wider audience. However, 
there was scepticism about whether the 
municipality would be able to meet the 
infrastructural needs of the smart-city 
concept, including in relation to parking 
and construction.
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A smart city is more than the successful application of data and technology to increase 
efficiencies, optimise costs and enhance convenience; it is using these digital tools 
to enable a more liveable city and better outcomes for people (Lockwood, 2020). For 
a city to achieve better quality of life for its residents, it needs to have a clear, well-
coordinated strategy. It needs a comprehensive plan for rolling out both hard and soft 
infrastructures; and it needs to engage its residents properly in order to acquire the 
high-value place-based knowledge required to inform the integration and deployment 
of ICT-related urban innovations (Mathie and Cunningham, 2003).

To this end, the municipal authority has to have sufficient institutional capacity to 
implement and deliver the technological innovations, that is, the necessary skills. In 
other words, it requires a proper operational framework to guide the development, 
deployment and implementation processes (Nyberg, 2018); and there has to be a 
proper governance structure within the municipality to enable the migration to a 
technology-driven smart city.

In this regard, the findings of this study indicate that East London lacks the capacity 
and will to transform, although it is well positioned with all the competitive advantages 
required to establish a knowledge city. The presence of the automotive sector gives 
the city an edge in relation to the use of advanced technology at a wider scale. East 
London’s hosting of four public institutions of higher learning, and a plethora of 
hospitals and medical centres also present an important opportunity. However, there 
has been a lack of leadership and vision in harnessing all these advantages to the 
development and implementation of a new growth trajectory for the city.

The development of smart cities involves the adoption of advanced ICTs to enhance 
the performance of local urban services (Ramamoorthy et al., 2020). At the same 
time, the establishment of a smart city depends on more than technology; it requires 
the establishment of an appropriate governance model. This entails moving toward 
quadruple-helix collaboration; combining top-down (government-led) and bottom-
up (community-driven) approaches; forging an appropriate smart city strategic 
framework; boosting digital transformation by establishing a smart city accelerator; 
and adopting an integrated intervention logic (Mora and Deakin, 2019). At present 
the public, private, educational and civil- society sectors in East London are far from 
considering, let alone adopting such a model. Broadly, the findings of this study 
indicate that East London has fallen behind in terms of technological advancements 
and innovation despite its competitive advantages. Unless it starts to leverage these 
advantages more effectively, it will continue to face a brain drain and capital flight, as 
businesses relocate away; skilled personnel leave; and the youth, who may lead future 
growth and development, move to other cities.

Meanwhile, infrastructure should not remain a promise; it should not be stuck in politics, 
but should be realised for the benefit of all citizens. The merits of infrastructure in 
establishing a smart city can never be over-emphasised as they facilitate developmental 
objectives of economic growth and poverty reduction (Andrés et al. 2008). As Gartner 
(2016) asserts, the establishment of appropriate infrastructure can facilitate increased 
productivity, trade, investment and employment, as well as improved access to 
education, health, and other social services. In this regard, unless the various key 
stakeholders can learn to work collaboratively to develop the infrastructure required 
to establish a smart city in East London, it will always lag behind other cities which do.
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In her writing of the position of youth in 
contemporary Africa, Alcinda Honwana 
(2012) has argued that most of the 
youth on the continent are structurally 
excluded from the formal economy and 
find it extremely difficult to find gainful 
employment. She describes their condition 
as one of “waithood”, waiting for access 
to the job market and for the associated 
social transition to adulthood, which is 
often dependent of the acquisition of 
some means of livelihood. This concept 
has been more generally used to explore 
the social exclusion of youth (Oldfield and 
Greyling, 2015). In a recent paper on Niger, 
for example, Masquelier (2013) looks at the 
ritualised tea parties held by unemployed 
Muslim men who construct masculine 
fraternities to occupy their time. She 
explores how new bonds of friendship and 
fraternity emerge in a context of boredom 
and hopelessness. She focuses here on 
the question of time and the temporalities 
that youth develop through association; 
and provides crucial insights into how 
men and women build social networks in 
the absence of employment to build social 
capital and augment livelihoods strategies. 
The condition of “waithood” describes 
a structure of feelings as well as an 
anatomy of exclusion that is experienced 
by increasing numbers of graduates, 
especially but not entirely from historically 
black universities in South Africa. 

The extent of the unemployment crisis 
in South Africa, amid the arrival of a 
fourth wave of Covid-19 infection driven 
by the Omicron variant of the virus, was 
brought into stark relief by unemployment 
figures released by Statistics South 
Africa in November 2021. The national 
agency reported that the overall rate of 
unemployment, based on a narrow definition 
of the term, had risen to 34.9% in the third 
quarter of 2021 following a previous all-
time high of 34.4% in the second quarter. 
The agency said that under the expanded 
definition of unemployment, which included 
discouraged jobseekers, the rate rose by 
2.2 percentage points to a staggering 36.6% 

overall. Under the expanded unemployment 
definition, unemployment had risen to 
around 70% among youth, with high levels 
of joblessness among graduates especially 
from historically black universities. Political 
commentator and analyst Stephen Grootes 
(2021) wrote:

The apparent lack of resolve [from the 
government] to solve the country’s 
unemployment crisis is going to have 
huge consequences for our society – 
after the pandemic, it must surely be 
the most important threat we’re facing. 
As others have said, such is the scale 
and importance of our unemployment, 
that, if we do not solve this problem, it 
doesn’t matter if any other problems 
are solved.

The views of Grootes (Ibid) are shared 
by other analysts who feel that, unless 
something is done, the youth unemployment 
crisis could produce renewed waves of 
unrest, such as those seen during the 
looting of malls in Gauteng and KwaZulu-
Natal in July 2021. In 2010, James 
Holston produced a book called Insurgent 
Citizenship in which he wrote of the ways 
in which growing unemployment and 
marginality in cities was transforming what 
Honwana (2012) would call “waithood” into 
insurgency under neo-liberal conditions of 
expanding, sustained inequality in Brazil. 
Holston (2010) explained that forms of 
insurgent citizenship were less evident in 
rural areas, despite high levels of poverty 
there, but were mainly expressed in urban 
areas through “right to the city” protests 
which sought access to jobs, as well as 
improved housing, more effective services 
and the benefits required to live a more 
dignified life. The state’s promises of 
infrastructure and a better life has also 
driven urban insurgency in South Africa, 
where literally thousands of so-called 
“service delivery protests” are recorded 
every year. Indeed, South Africa has become 
known as one of the most insurgent nations 
on earth (Alexander, 2016; Roberts, 2018). 

CHAPTER SIX
DIGITAL CITIZENSHIP:
STUDENT INTERNET ACCESS AND ONLINE
LEARNING IN COVID TIMES

6.1  INTRODUCTION
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In relation to the rising levels of urban insurgency around service delivery in cities 
across the global south, there is a discourse now around the idea of infrastructural 
citizenship, in which it is argued that infrastructure delivery is a critical point at which 
marginalised and excluded communities engage with the state to establish their rights 
and expectations as citizens. McFarlane and Silver (2017: 37), for instance, argue 
that “the dialectical relationship between the city, state, citizenship and everyday life 
in popular neighbourhoods is crucial to the ways in which urbanism is produced and 
how poverty is shaped and navigated”. Lamansky (2019; 2020) notes that citizenship 
debates have overlooked how citizenship is embodied in the way that people intersect 
with infrastructure. 

This conceptualisation shifts the debate away from materiality, such as jobs, and 
technical elements in the built environment, to the more complex and inter-related 
questions of belonging, settlement and dwelling in the city (Sennet, 2019). 

The association between the promise and expectation of infrastructure is obviously 
critical to the way urban residents conceive of social change and time (temporality), and 
how waiting can create anger and a sense of injustice. In the South African context, von 
Schnitzler (2018) argues that the adoption of infrastructure, such as pre-paid meters, 
recalibrated collectivist understandings of urban citizenship in that such infrastructure 
transferred responsibility for monitoring and managing the supply of water or electricity 
to the households themselves – as they became, in the new language of neo-liberal 
urban management, “clients” and “customers”. In response, households resisted and 
engaged in struggles over what may be considered a fair system and the rates of 
payment they were prepared to accepts. Some scholars, such as Wafer (2019), have 
argued that composite infrastructure, including public housing, might also be included 
as an aspect of infrastructural citizenship, especially in a context where the houses 
that are promised are not delivered. It is also not difficult to see how the struggles for 
access to improved university education over the past decade, expressed through the 
nationwide #FeesMustFall movement from 2015 onward, might also been seen as an 
example of the politics of infrastructure, and how these politics have reconstituted 
ideas of citizenship. 

In this context, this chapter seeks to extend the concept of infrastructural citizenship 
to include internet access, particularly given that under the Covid-19 pandemic such 
access was required in order to access other urban services, including jobs. This chapter 
begins with a brief discussion of the extension of internet access to students during 
the Covid-19 crisis when there was a broad transition to online learning. Thereafter it 
reports on the findings of a survey conducted across all the higher learning institutions 
in East London’s inner city, using both the quantitative and qualitative data which was 
collected on students’ views and opinions. The analysis reveals a high level of anxiety 
among students around internet access and a growing sense that successful university 
performance has become increasingly predicated on access to online teaching and 
learning resources, which many students reported as being quite underdeveloped at 
their places of learning. The analysis distinguishes between the views and experiences 
expressed by the students at the different types of higher education institutions in the 
inner city, including the local public universities, technical and vocational education 
and training (TVET) colleges and the private colleges. The conclusion of the chapter 
circles back to some of the issues raised above in relation to the meaning and potential 
consequences of the incorporation of digital access into student understandings of 
citizenship and their right to middle-class membership.
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After Covid-19 was declared a global pandemic in March 2020, a number of containment 
measures, including lockdowns and physical distancing protocols, were introduced and 
implemented by national governments across the world. A number of countries decided 
to close schools and higher education institutions to prevent the spread of the disease, 
which significantly affected the learning of millions of pupils and students. Online learning 
became a preferred and even obligatory pedagogic method in many countries with the 
support of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
(Ferri, Grifoni and Guzzo, 2020). Although the new approach offered important solutions to 
the educational challenge under Covid-19, it also raised a number of issues, particularly in 
relation to access to the digital world for those without the means to acquire the necessary 
equipment or data capacity and/or for those without the appropriate connectivity – for 
example, pupils and students living in remote rural areas. In addition, the conditions of 
isolation from educational institutions imposed on pupils and student produced differential 
impacts relating to the kinds of socio-cultural support and capital available in their home 
settings, where they were increasingly forced to study.

After the South African government imposed a lockdown from March 2020 in response 
to the Covid-19 pandemic, higher education institutions across the country increasingly 
deployed new information and communications technologies to provide remote teaching 
and learning. In this regard, it has been argued that the pandemic and associated lockdown 
measures have become a catalyst for more effective use of digital devices, online resources 
and e-learning activities (Akcil and Bastas, 2020). The pedagogic shift to the online world 
may also be seen as having promoted greater digital literacy among students (as well 
as their lecturers) and having fostered what has been termed “digital citizenship” at the 
country’s universities.

The term digital citizenship has been coined to describe the new kind of belonging in the 
world that has been created as modern communications technologies have increasingly 
come to influence how people think; how they communicate with each other; and how they 
participate in society (Sadiku, Tembley and Musa, 2018). In order to become a fully-fledged 
digital citizen, one must acquire the necessary skills to navigate an increasingly complex, 
digitally mediated world. One of the ways in which such skills may be acquired is by using 
the internet at home or participating in web-based activities on a frequent basis. Such skill 
may also be acquired through participation in increasingly digitalised education processes.

In addition to fostering digital citizenship, the shift to online education can also support a 
more student-centred pedagogic approach. However, the deployment of digital technologies 
to produce an educational approach that can effectively develop the potential and creativity 
of the students depends on the acquisition of appropriate digital skills by both lecturers and 
students and the adoption of a more personalised and collaborative focus in the teaching 
and learning process (Mpungose, 2020). Students from disadvantaged backgrounds face a 
number of particular challenges in taking full advantage of the transition from face-to-face 
to online learning that has taken place under Covid-19, including in relation to access to the 
necessary equipment and data capacity, as well as spaces that are conducive to learning. 
In this regard, the requirements for effective and equitable access to online and blended 
learning and teaching in the South African context include ensuring timely delivery of 
needs-based educational content; and offering appropriate methodological and technical 
support (Mpungose, 2020). 

Against this background, the interviews conducted by the Human Sciences Research 
Council (HSRC) among students at universities and colleges in East London from March 
to April 2021 provided a vivid snapshot of the kinds of solutions and problems that may 
be produced through increased engagement in the digital world under current conditions 
in the city. A total of 274 students from Walter Sisulu University (WSU), the University of 
Fort Hare (UFH), Buffalo City TVET College and four private post-school colleges (I-college, 
MSC, Damelin and Academy) were interviewed about their digital skills and access to, and 
experience of, online learning and the internet. 

6.2  THE COVID CRISIS AND THE DIGITAL SHIFT
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5.3.1 Residential status of students during lockdown

When students were asked whether they had lived in the East London inner-city precinct in 
2020 during lockdown, the following responses emerged. 

It appeared that under Covid-19 restrictions, as face-to-face teaching and learning fell 
away, some students struggled to adapt to online learning while others were quick to 
devise new strategies for learning at home. Many students, who had previously lived near 
their higher education institutions in East London so that they could attend classes, now 
moved elsewhere. Those who moved to remote rural areas faced significant connectivity 
issues, both in relation to internet coverage and power outages. One student from the civil 
engineering department at WSU highlighted the difficulties she encountered studying from 
home in Engcobo during the pandemic:

At home where I come from, we always have problems of electricity that just shuts for 
days before I can mention the issue of internet. How does one work or connect to the 
internet if there is no power at all? When the power is back, I then struggle to connect 
because the area where my home is situated does not have network at all. We always 
struggle to connect even with our phones. Internet is the worst. There was no way I 
could have managed to do anything at home during lockdown in 2020. Being away 
from campus and the university residence where I reside when I am at school made 
everything difficult for me as a result. I am repeating two modules I should have done 
and passed in 2020 (WSU student, 5/04/2021).

Being away from campus was difficult for everyone, but experiences seemed to differ 
based on where the students were staying. Those who lived in the city seemed to fare 
better. For example, a final year marketing student at WSU, whose family live in Buffalo 
City Metropolitan Municipality (BCMM) and who was renting an apartment in the inner city 
indicated the issue of connectivity was not too much of a problem although sometimes 
it could be slow. Rather, he noted, the main problem was paying for data capacity where 
before the university has provided this.

I am not staying at res, and it has been two years since I stopped staying there. I am renting 
my own place about 6km away from the institution. I have experienced a huge change since 
we were restricted to access the campus. I started subscribing to Rain but the internet 
most of the time was slow and sometimes I would miss lectures and submission deadlines. 
Before lockdown, I would go to the campus when I did not have internet data, even on 
weekends (WSU student, 05/04/2021).

A law student from Fort Hare who had to go back home to Mdantsane township also 
described the challenge of paying for data capacity, as well as other problems that he 
encountered trying to learn while away from the campus and the university residence.

On campus and university residence, we were always connected to Wi-Fi, even though it 
would be down and slow sometimes. But I can see now as I must study from home that 
being on campus is much better than here at home. There are many disruptions here. 
Internet connection is not the only problem. Sometimes the noise from the streets as well 
can be a huge disruption taking me away from focusing on my studies. And sometimes 
I must make sure that chores around the house are done because I am home – that is a 
different story when I am on campus. Another main problem was internet data, sometimes I 
could not buy data and I would miss classes and could not download study material. I think 
2020 was a tough year for us all because we all had no access to the campus and could 
not even access the university library while we were supposed to do our assignments and 
attend classes (UFH student, 14/04/2021).

The survey revealed that most students 
in the inner city were concerned about a 
number of issues, including lack of access 
to devices, data, electricity or stationery, all 
of which are needed for remote learning. 
At the same time, the extent to which 
these were concerns appeared to relate to 
where the students were living during the 
pandemic when online learning became 
their educational lifeline. In general, it was 
found that students residing within the 
city had better access to e-learning than 
those staying outside the city. The finding 
confirms global data on this topic, as well 
as the general perception that those from 
wealthier urban backgrounds tend to 
derive greater benefits from online learning 
compared with students who may face 
multiple challenges, including overcrowded 
and stressed households, insufficient 
resources and a lack of connectivity due to 
their remote location.

Figure 6.1: 2020 residential status of students
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6.3  STUDENTS DIVIDED ACCORDING TO RESIDENTIAL STATUS

2020 residential status

In the campus 10%

In BCMM 43%

Other province 5%

Outside the province 0%

Other 6%

Else where in the province 36%
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The survey also revealed the kinds of problems encountered by students in private colleges 
who were either living locally with their parents or renting apartments in the inner city. Most 
of these students pay for almost everything themselves. For these students the cost of 
data capacity away from their campuses was considered quite prohibitive. A student from 
Academy college in the inner-city said:

We have always accessed the college internet only on school computers. With our 
own devices we are restricted from using the college Wi-Fi, only staff is allowed. I 
cannot say the pandemic has brought too much of a difference for me when it comes 
to connection and the feeling of being away from campus. Unlike public colleges, we 
most of us from the private colleges returned to classes earlier. We all are experiencing 
the same problems and the main one is access to internet in and out of campus. We 
buy everything for ourselves. We don’t have libraries, we don’t have bursaries and 
therefore we pay for everything ourselves. When students from public institutions were 
provided with internet data and other resources, we were excluded (Academy student, 
09/04/ 2021).

From the beginning of the 2021 academic year, students were allowed to return to their 
campus residences by Minister of Higher Education and Training, Blade Nzimande. At 
the same time, the academic year had to be adjusted to allow students to complete their 
studies from the previous year after these had been hampered by the previous government 
lockdown. The result of the new dispensation was that students flocked back to the 
university residences and apartments in the inner-city precinct, as is shown by Figure 
2 below. In 2021, the proportion of students living on campus rose to 23% of the total, 
compared with 10% the previous year; and the proportion staying in the metropolitan area 
outside university residences rose to 54%, compared with 43% in 2020. 

Figure 6.2: 2021 residential status

2021 residential status

On campus precinct 23%

Else where in BCMM 54%

Other province 2%

Else where in the province 21%
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A total of 54% of the students interviewed said that they could access the internet at their 
places of residence. Meanwhile, the other 46% were only able to access the internet away 
from their residences, such as on campus or at shopping centres such as Hemmingways 
Mall. In this context, the lack of free Wi-Fi spots in the inner city inhibited the ease with 
which students could access the internet. In many cases it was also found that, while 
landlords promised internet access when students took up residence, they did not actually 
deliver in practice. 

Many of the students who had no access to the internet where they were staying were living 
in rented accommodation – and many of these were private-college students. One student 
from i-college talked about the challenges she faced in this regard:

We only access internet through shared desktop computers when we are doing our 
assignments. We are not allowed to connect with our own devices, and I feel like this 
is a huge [challenge] for us as private college students. Internet is very important. 
There is nothing we can do without internet. It must be one regarded as a necessary 
resource for students, in fact, in all higher education institutions. In my college we are 
not given access to connect for free on internet. I do feel like this is supposed to be the 
responsibility of the school to pay for uncapped Wi-Fi so that all students can connect 
to for us to be able to do our work without struggling to connect. If not 100%, 90% of 
us do not have bursaries and are dependent on our parents to pay for everything from 
college fees and textbooks because we also do not have our own library. Those of us 
that stay far away from the inner city are even struggling to access public libraries 
and due to Covid-19 that has come with many restrictions. Public libraries have been 
closed, denying opportunities even for those that stay close and those who would have 
got the choice to go even if it is far due to the closure of schools. Internet data is very 
expensive. While some of us cannot buy internet data that can be enough for a month, 
there is still a lot expected from us equally whether you afford data or not (i-college 
student, 14/04/2021).

Cost of data

When students were asked about the cost of internet data, the following responses emerged 
(see Figure 5.3).

Figure 6.3.: Monthly cost of data as reported by participating students
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Cost of data

<R50 13%

R50 - R100 22%

R300 - R600 17%

R600 - R1000 6%

>R1000 4%
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Figure 5.3 above indicates that, 
notwithstanding the provision of free Wi-
Fi to some of those staying in residences, 
most students spent between R50 and 
R300 a month on data. This could be 
because of connectivity issues in the 
residences forcing students to buy their 
own data to learn and submit coursework. 
About 27% of respondents who purchased 
data spent more than R300 a month; 
and 4% of students said that they were 
spending more than R1,000 a month on 
data. Students at UFH and WSU who 
received free data bundles from their 
institutions, spent at least R50 to R300 
on data each month. Meanwhile, TVET 
students, who did not receive subsidised 
data, and the students at private colleges, 
who also did not receive data packages, 
had to buy their own. 

A final year civil engineering student from 
WSU said:

We have access to internet on both 
campus and our places of residence. 
But sometimes it does not work or 
becomes slow and that is when I have 
to buy my own data. More recently, I 
do not have to buy data at all because 
our institution is providing internet 
data to students every month; so, 
when the internet is slow, I switch to 
my cellphone data. This story was 
different when lockdown started when 
the institution was still in preparation 
of the internet data provision. I am 
one of the students who was affected 
by internet data provision delays, so 
I had to spend more than R500 per 
month on data so that I can submit 
my assessments and meet others 
online for discussions. Otherwise, 
I can say we are at advantage now 
because the school and residence 
Wi-Fi is supplemented by cell phone 
data provided by the institution (WSU 
student, 08/04/2021).

A social sciences student at UFH staying 
with her parents in Southernwood said:

I think I spend more than R500 on 
internet data per month because I do 
not have access to internet at home. I 
am doing research and therefore most 
of the time I come home, do necessary 
chores, and stay up until 12am doing 
my research work online. I get the 
opportunity to do my work online 
for free when I am on campus (UFH 
student, 09/04/2021).
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A public administration student from Buffalo City TVET college had this to say:

For us during this pandemic, it is a huge struggle. We were promised data but 
that never happened. The demand to do everything online has increased because 
we must adhere to Covid rules. I spend more than R700 per month on internet 
data for me to do my assignments and download materials for studying online. 
Since we are a public institution, I was expecting that the institution will assist us 
with internet data, but no, that did not happen. I use my NSFAS [National Student 
Financial Aid Scheme] money that I am supposed to be buying textbooks and food 
with to buy internet data (Buffalo City TVET College student, 12/04/2021) 

A financial management student from Damelin said:

I stay at home with family in Gonubie. At home we do not have Wi-Fi. I spend 
more than a R1,000 on internet for me to do my assessments at home. This is 
in addition to the fees, transport, and other college-related costs I must incur 
(Damelin student, 15/04/2021)

Another student at I-college echoed these sentiments:

We do everything online and therefore forced to always have internet wherever 
we are. Due to this pandemic, we must adhere to social distancing measure. 
Unlike before, we no longer attend classes every day, meaning that, when I am 
not in class, I am busy with my assessments at school. R500 on internet data 
per month is not enough. Therefore, I would say, I spend more than R1,000 per 
month on internet because all the time I am online. If I am not interacting with my 
classmates for discussions, I am busy catching up with what I have done in class 
or doing my assignments. So, everything is online and every time I must be online 
and all that needs internet data (i-college student, 13/04/2021).

A second-year tourism student at UNISA said: 

Unisa has always been doing this online learning even before Covid-19, but the 
demand and shift now has increased. We have always bought internet data for 
ourselves and for everything. We do have a library, but that benefits students like 
me who are studying full time at UNISA and not working. However, I do not use the 
library often because I am staying very far from the library; and that means I must 
access the library online and that would mean I spend more money on internet 
data (UNISA student, 19/04/2021).

54% of the students interviewed said that 
they could access the internet at their 

places of residence. Meanwhile, the other 
46% were only able to access the internet 

away from their residences.
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Internet dependence

When students were asked how many hours, they spent studying online each day, the 
following responses, illustrated in Figure 5.5 below, emerged.

Internet dependence

When students were asked how many hours, they spent studying online each day, the 
following responses, illustrated in Figure 5.5 below, emerged.

The hours spent online by students daily (see Figure 5.5 above) indicates that internet access 
has become increasingly important. It makes research easier; allows students to relearn 
material, for example, by re-watching lectures; and facilitates continuous assessment. 
Under Covid-19 lockdown restrictions and physical-distancing requirements, the internet 
proved an invaluable tool for teaching and learning. As universities moved to on-line tuition 
in 2020, the student population in South Africa became quite dependent on the internet for 
their education. The ability of universities to adapt to this sea change in how they operated 
varied among institutions. There was a digital divide in higher education, under which the 
large, well-funded formerly white, historically advantaged institutions tended to adapt to 
on-line teaching, learning and assessment more quickly and effectively than the historically 
black institutions, which were often located in areas with limited or weak internet access 
(Paterson, 2021). For example, it was found that some of the universities and colleges in 
East London had been slow to offer online teaching and learning. In the interim, students 
would take turns to attend classes, thus ensuring physical distancing, and then pool their 
notes with each other. When the move to online teaching and learning finally took place, it 
was hampered by inadequate connectivity. Notwithstanding the urban centrality of their 
location, 46% of students registered in East London’s inner city lacked ready access to the 
internet which impeded the delivery of online learning and contributed to the local public 
universities’ failure to complete the academic year for 2020 on time (although the decision 
to extend the academic year in 2021 was also a result of particular challenges faced by UFH 
and WSU on their rural campuses). 

Many of the students who were interviewed in East London complained of weak, intermittent 
internet access. In this regard, the many hours spent online by students during this period 
indicate the great demand for internet access, which would have had significant implications 
for connectivity (potentially overburdening a system with restricted bandwidth) and cost.

Figure 6.4:: Hours spent online as reported by participating students
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The hours spent online 
by students daily 
indicates that internet 
access has become 
increasingly important. 
It makes research 
easier and allows 
students to relearn 
material.

<1hr 3%

1 - 2hrs 14%

3 - 4hrs 17%

4 - 5hrs 12%

>5hrs 30%

2 - 3hrs 24%
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Free data capacity provision

Usually, students, academics and staff at 
public higher education institutions can 
access free Wi-Fi on campus. However, 
under Covid-19 several universities 
migrated much of their teaching and 
learning to the online sphere and, 
accordingly sought to provide their staff 
and students with the required data. 

Against this background, the students 
were asked whether their higher education 
institution supplied them with free data 
capacity. Although university students 
generally received free data packages, 
those at the TVET colleges did not. In total, 
only 37% of the students were supplied 
with data by their institutions. Students 
were further asked to report the amount of 
data they received from their institutions 
and the following responses, which are 
shown in Figure 5.6, emerged.

Figure 5.6 shows that only 63 of the students interviewed were receiving more than 10GB, 
with the rest receiving less data for their academic needs. A total of 146 out of 272 students 
did not receive any data at all from their institutions; and all these students came from TVET 
and private colleges. 

When the students were asked if they were satisfied with the free data capacity on offer (or 
not as the case may be), their responses varied.

A second-year tourism student at UNISA said:

UNISA has always been an online learning institution even before Covid-19. The 
institution initially accommodated students who have aims of pursuing distance 
learning due to many of their students working, but now there are many students like 
me who are studying full time at UNISA and not working. Before Covid, the institution 
was using the post office to send us hard copies of study materials but now that case 
has changed due to Covid. We use the internet and download most of the materials 
online. Yes, we do get some materials via post office but not all of them as we used to. 
The shift to online use has increased and is costing us a lot. The institution provides 
us with internet data only during exams, otherwise we must buy internet data for 
everything else, such as attending lectures, group discussions, assessments etc. We 
are only receiving 20GB to last us a month, and that is not enough because only 10GB 
is for the day and 10Gb is for the night from 12am. For me personally, that does not 
make sense because we work most during the day from 12 pm, I am already sleeping 
so practically I am getting 10GB to last me a month because I am not using the other 
10GB which is for the night starting at 12am. (UNISA student, 16/04/2021).

A student studying economics at WSU said:

The amount of data given to us differs among all of us, depending on the networks 
we use even though we are at the same institution. For instance, students who are 
using Telkom receive 40GB per month (20 GB for the day and another 20GB for the 
night). I am using MTN receiving 20 GB on which 10GB is allocated for the day and 
the remaining 10GB for the night. For me this is enough because I am staying at a 
university residence with free Wi-Fi. However, the Wi-Fi is always slow and weak and 
when that happens, that is when I switch to my internet data provided by my institution. 
(WSU student, 19/04/2021).

Figure 6.5: Amount of free data capacity supplied to students
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A law student from WSU said:

I stay at home in Mdantsane, I use 
Telkom and receiving 40GB for 
day and night. This is supposed 
to be enough, but Telkom network 
is always down and slow and that 
forces me to buy data for my other 
Vodacom device. In addition, I am 
at a disadvantage because I am not 
staying at the university res where I 
would be accessing their free Wi-Fi 
(WSU student, 15/04/2021)

A marketing student from WSU said:

I am using Vodacom and receiving 
20GB to use for a month. I am renting 
an apartment outside the university 
with no access to free internet. The 
20GB I am receiving from school does 
not last a month and, therefore, I need 
to buy internet data in addition. (WSU 
student, 14/04/2021)
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Although most of the students 
interviewed (73 out of 79) at Fort Hare 
and Walter Sisulu universities were 
given data, none of the students at 
Buffalo City TVET College received 
data from their institution (see Figure 
5.7 below).

Figure 6.6: Supply of data by type of institution

In addition, few students from the 
private colleges in the city centre – 
only 22 out of 92 – were supplied with 
data by their institutions of learning, 
the rest had to buy data for their 
studies. Figure 5.8 below indicates 
the amount of internet data used by 
students at public and private higher 
education institutions.

Figure 6.7: Amount of data used by the students at public and private higher education institutions
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Supply of data

Public institutions receiving data

Private institutions receiving data

Public institution Private institution

YES 73

NO 107

YES 22

NO 70

<1gb 17%

1 - 5gb 23%

>10gb 43%

6 - 10gb 17%

<1gb 1%

1 - 5gb 3%

>10gb 59%

6 - 10gb 37%
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Figure 5.8 indicates that students at public institutions used much more data than those 
from private institutions, with almost 60% of students at universities using more than 10GB 
of data a month. The variance may be because most public university students reported 
receiving free data from their institutions, while most students from private colleges are 
not supplied data by their institutions and must buy their own. Thus only 43% of private 
students reported using more than 10GB of data a month. Students from WSU and UFH, 
who generally received from 6GB to 10GB of data from their institutions, generally spent 
the least on data. Meanwhile, most of the students who spent significant sums of money 
on data were from private colleges, which did not generally provide their students with the 
data they need.

Figure 6.8: Internet connectivity problems experienced at home
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Most students did not feel that working 
from home was productive. Some reported 
that they were not able to work properly 
from home and that their studies had 
been disrupted as a result. Most of them 
noted that internet connectivity at home 
was slow compared with the access they 
enjoyed at their institutions. Indeed, most 
of the students reported some form of 
problem with connectivity while working 
from home (see Figure 5.9 below).

Access to relevant study materials, 
quality of online education provision and 
infrastructure support.

When President Cyril Ramaphosa called 
on the universities and colleges to shut 
down in 2020, he also advised them to 
find ways to offer lectures online as a 
precautionary measure (DHET, 2020). 
The call raised concerns that insufficient 
attention was being paid to ensuring 
the provision of study materials so that 
learning could continue uninterrupted. 
When students were asked about their 
access to study material online, the 
following responses emerged.

Figure above shows that, 62% of the 
students interviewed did not have access 
to relevant study materials, and only 38% 
had access.

6.5 EXPERIENCE OF 
WORKING ONLINE 

FROM HOME

The students were also asked whether they 
thought online learning was an adequate 
substitute for face-to-face teaching and 
learning. The findings reveal that most 
students were still coming to terms with 
online learning as an educational approach, 
with 56% of the respondents considering 
it as an inadequate substitute for face-
to-face learning. A final year engineering 
student at WSU said:

We were never ready for this online 
learning; we do not have enough 
resources to accommodate the online 
learning. The institution even took time 
to give us personal laptops and that 
delayed our academic programmes. 
As an engineering student, I must do 
practical on site as well because we do 
not have necessary infrastructure on 
campus to do the practicals. We look 
for companies with machinery, tools, 
and resources to assist us in doing 
practicals. The pandemic has even 
made that too difficult because the 
companies no longer accept a group 
of students to do their practicals on 
their sites (WSU student, 13/04/2021)

Author: Aneza Madini, Leslie Bank & Francis Sibanda



Figure 6.10: Readiness for 5G roll-out as reported by students.
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Figure 6.9: Student access to study materials

Access to study materials

5g rollout

It is evident that the higher education 
institutions were caught unprepared 
for the drastic changes required in the 
face of the pandemic. While the pace 
of adapting to the “new normal” varied 
among the institutions, the overall 
impression was that there were more 
challenges than solutions. A main 
challenge was the lack of adequate 
infrastructure to support expanded 
online teaching and learning. In relation 
to this, the students were asked 
whether they thought their university 
or college was ready for 5G rollout and 
if the existing infrastructure would be 
able to accommodate the services 
brought by 5G (see Figure 5.11 below). 
About 78% of students stated that they 
thought the inner city was prepared for 
the introduction of the new technology.

Although there are only a few areas 
with 5G coverage in South Africa, 
many people have heard about the 
technology and are looking forward 
to it being rolled out in their areas. 
About 64% of the students already 
knew about 5G and had heard 
about its benefits. The students 
were asked how access to a faster 
network such as 5G could improve 
their performance. They indicated 
that it would improve their ability to 
learn, particularly in the context of 
the increasing dependency on online 
modes of teaching and learning under 
Covid-19 related restrictions.

YES 38%

NO 62%

YES 78%

NO 22%
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Globally and nationally, universities and 
colleges are realising the importance of 
equipping students with the hard and soft 
digital skills that are increasingly required 
in the workplace, as well as to produce a 
broader digital literacy that enables them to 
communicate and socialise in a world that 
is increasingly shaped by what takes place 
online. In this context, it has been found 
that the so-called digital skills gap can in 
part be closed through frequent, effective 
use of the internet, although the main 
impediment to fostering the digital citizens 
of the future is generally regarded to be a 
shortage of resources and infrastructure. 
In seeking to address these issues, the 
HSRC survey asked students to assess the 
importance of digital skills and whether a 
lack of access to such skills was a factor 
that could contribute to unemployment. 

A second-year tourism student from the 
University of South Africa (UNISA) said:

Technology is a new way of living. 
Every day we are introduced to new 
applications, softwares and tools to 
use in our work to simplify things 
and move away from the old-time 
consuming processes of doing 
things. I remember, when I was a first-
year student, we were introduced to 
applications used by the university 
which are now upgraded and far 
different to some that have been 
introduced this year. However, I do not 
feel like we are trained enough to be 
able to use these new technologies, 
softwares and apps. It’s just a one-
day thing and we are done. We 
cannot be able to understand these 
complicated applications, let alone 
be prepared to use them in our daily 
activities now. Being able to use them 
in the workplace will be the worst. We 
are really falling behind when it comes 
to accessing technologies. I think the 
main problem is not just bringing or 
introducing them to us as students 
but who is going to train us if even the 
university staff too was never trained. 
I remember this one time we went to 
class and stayed for about 45 minutes; 
we could not do anything at the lecture 
that day because the lecturer failed to 
connect the projector. The pandemic 
has made things even worse because 
we always miss lectures or there are 
unplanned breaks in between the 
lecture, because the lecturers are not 
used to the apps and softwares they 
use. There are lecturers that are still 
struggling to use Teams and Zoom 
functions. It’s a problem (UNISA 
student, 15/04/2021).

An engineering student from WSU said:

We do not have access to digital skills 
at all. It is worse now that we must 
attend lectures virtually. We always 
encounter problems on the new 
softwares that we use. Sometimes we 
encounter errors that are disruptive 
to the lectures we attend. It is sad 
because the lecturers too seem not 
to be trained with these softwares 
and applications that we use. A lot of 
students from my faculty who have 
already left for work are complaining 
that they are full of theory, which is not 
useful in the workplace. Yes, theory is 
important [but] it must be accompanied 
by practical work especially in the 
engineering department. We are 
supposed to be more practical from 
school before we go to the workplace, 
because from the word “go” we work 
on the ground. It is only now that our 
university has introduced our faculty 
students to the South African Institute 
of Civil Engineering (SAICE) to help us 
with practical work. However, I can say 
it is 40% of what we need to know to 
be prepared for the workplace. It is not 
enough. The university is not equipped 
with necessary infrastructure and 
resources for us. Now that we have 
to adhere to Covid rules, we are even 
struggling to find sites to do practicals 
in which we are helped by SAICE 
because the sites which we have to go 
to, do not allow us in large numbers. 
The options we have now is to search 
for companies that can help us 
individually to complete practical work. 
I do feel like, if the university had the 
machines and everything that we need 
to know we would not be struggling 
like this. Having all these resources 
would help us a lot in having us 
prepared for the workplace. Right now, 
we have 90% theory and 10% practical 
knowledge. For us to get employment 
is very difficult, especially in the public 
sector, because they require exposure 
and experience which we do not have. 
Most of the students get internships 
from the private sector but the main 
issue remains lack of skills and 
exposure to the technologies used in 
the workplace. So, the company must 
train one before the person starts 
working (WSU student, 19/04/2021).

A marketing student at WSU said:

We are always online 80% of the time 
or even more and we are introduced 
to new softwares every day. [But this 
is] not to say we are trained to use 
them, we must find our own way out. 
Digital skills training in our institutions 
is very necessary and this would even 
prepare us for the work environment 
(WSU student, 20/04/2021).

Female students who were surveyed 
outnumbered their male peers by 72% 
indicating a high proportion of women 
students in East London’s urban core, which 
has important implications for access to 
higher education given that problems with 
crime and policing in the inner city have 
produced quite unsafe neighborhoods.

The survey found that only 54% of students 
said they had access to the internet from 
their places of residence. This represents 
a major constraint in a context in which 
on-line learning has become the norm and 
students may generally find themselves 
unable to study unless they have access to 
a personal computer, cheap or free data and 
a secure internet connection. These are the 
basic requirements for higher education 
under Covid-19 related restrictions and 
will likely continue to remain the basic 
requirements thereafter. Without secure, 
high-speed connectivity, the fees and 
residential costs paid by students, or on 
their behalf by the state, are wasted. In this 
regard, university students were the only 
ones receiving subsidised data in support 
of their online studies in East London during 
the pandemic. Students from the Buffalo 
City TVET College and private colleges 
had to buy data themselves, which could 
cost them more than R300 a month. In this 
regard, all students should have access to 
free (or at least cheap) and fast internet to 
maximize the benefits that should be being 
produced by higher education locally.

The survey also revealed that the 
municipality’s failure to provide free 
internet service in public spaces in the inner 
city had made it difficult for those without 
internet at their residences to access 
online learning materials. The free internet 
service planned by the municipality for 
the Southernwood and Quigney areas had 
not been established by 2019 due to the 
local authority’s failure to budget for the 
renewal of the required licenses. However, 
the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic 
have shown the importance of securing 
free internet in the inner city; and that this 
should be a priority for the municipality to 
ensure that the benefits of higher education 
are shared as widely as possible.

6.6  ACCESS TO DIGITAL SKILLS AND DIGITAL CITIZENSHIP
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Meanwhile, the survey’s findings on 
internet access and data use indicate that 
students are being forced to buy additional 
data from cell phone companies in part 
because of the absence of a fixed fibre 
infrastructure in East London’s inner city. 
In addition, many students complained 
that the internet service in the central 
university precinct was substandard. 
They said it was too slow and irregular for 
them to work efficiently, with the quality 
of the connectivity apparently varying 
considerably from household to household 
and from residence to residence. In 
this regard, it might be beneficial for 
the municipality to collaborate with the 
universities to help provide improved, more 
stable access to the internet at key sites in 
the city centre.

In addition, and despite increasing levels 
of proficiency, the survey identified a 
digital skills gap at local higher education 
institutions among both students and staff. 
Students expressed concern that their lack 
of access to digital skills was jeopardising 
their job prospects. Accordingly, it is 
recommended that universities should 
introduce comprehensive digital skills 
training as a matter of urgency not only to 
increase their students’ employability but 
also in order to produce the digital citizens 
of the future. At the same, the deployment 
of such training and the development of 
skills for digital citizenship depend on 
the provision of adequate infrastructure 
and connectivity – indicating the crucial 
importance of infrastructural improvement 
in East London’s urban core.

Moreover, there should be concern that 
in the absence of proper connectivity, the 
inner city might lose some of its student 
and working populations as work-from-
anywhere and study-from-anywhere 
policies and technologies become more 
popular and widespread. Meanwhile, the 
benefits for student life that may accrue 
from 5G connectivity would extend beyond 
online learning to include the provision 
and use of local transport and retail 
applications, as well as improved safety 
and surveillance. In this regard, free, fast 
internet would make the inner-city a much 
more student-friendly place, enhancing its 
youthful dynamic image, and help to secure 
its status as a smart precinct. In addition, 
the installation and improvement of the 
local internet infrastructure in the inner city 
to leverage the 5G capacity which may yet 
arrive would provide the local universities 
and colleges (as well as local businesses) 
with a crucial place-based advantage in 
the province.

In July 2021, South Africa experienced a wave of insurgent citizenship of the kind 
described by Holston (2010) as residents poured out of informal settlements and 
townships across Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal to express their rage and anger at the 
failure of the state to offer them jobs and protection during the Covid-19 crisis. They 
focused on different types of infrastructural installation, including industrial areas 
and warehouses, which they burnt and looted. However, the main focus of attention 
during these riots were the myriad malls and township shopping centres which have 
been established since the end of apartheid to provide citizens access to suburban-
style shopping facilities. Over a period of three days, the rioters torched and looted 
161 malls or shopping centres, damaging 3,000 stores and destroying 1,400 bank 
automated teller machines (ATMs). The estimated cost of the insurgency to the retail 
sector in KwaZulu-Natal was estimated at R20 billion. The cost to national gross 
domestic product (GDP) was estimated at R50 billion, which does not include an 
accounting of the resulting food shortages and inconvenience suffered by entire urban 
and suburban areas which went without shopping facilities for months (Warby, 2021). 
The rage and violence expressed in these protests were directed at infrastructural 
facilities and were catalysed by a deepening crisis of poverty and what Bank (2021) 
has called the thwarting of suburban nationalism – that is the decades-old promise 
made by the ruling ANC to make township lifestyles comparable with those enjoyed 
in middle-class white suburban areas across the country. He suggests the multiple 
crises of unemployment, service delivery failure and corruption which had been stoking 
the flames of urban agitation for 20 years, suddenly erupted into violence and anger 
the scale of which has not been seen before in South Africa since the introduction 
of democracy. It is precisely against this backdrop that political commentators such 
as Grootes (2021) and others have expressed alarm at the government’s seeming 
indifference to the growing unemployment crisis in the country.

One of the significant features of the mall insurgency was the extent to which private-
sector assets were targeted in popular protests. The scale of the looting and way in 
which urban residents from townships and informal settlements directed their anger at 
the retail and commercial private sector shocked South Africa and the world. There was 
something different happening here. Struggling and impoverished urban residents were 
no longer directing their demand for change at the state only, but they were addressing 
the real estate and commercial sectors too, the suggestion being that these sectors 
were acting in unison with the state to deepen the disadvantage and frustration of 
residents. Digital services, like shopping malls, are private-sector installations which 
are encouraged and facilitated by state policy. They are less conspicuous than modern 
shopping centres, which have been described as cathedrals of consumption under the 
new democratic dispensation, but they are nevertheless visible and could be torn down 
and destroyed with relative ease in targeted protests as the question of the digital 
divide in South Africa become more politicised and pronounced. Exactly how the state 
and the private sector address this question will have far-reaching consequences in 
the months and years ahead. It is unrealistic to think that the state, even working with 
the private sector, will have the means and expertise to resolve the divide in the short 
term. However, it is also clear that the inequalities in digital access and the different 
capacities of different places, cities, and institutions to access high-speed internet 
services is reproducing existing inequalities. The implications of the analysis provided 
above is that the sooner the inner-city knowledge and innovation zone in East London 
is rewired for cheap, secure, high-speed 5G internet access, the better for students, 
the government, the business sector and the public. In this regard, the establishment 
of free internet hotspots would go quite some way to addressing the deficits in digital 
access and citizenship which are currently being experienced.

6.7  CONCLUSION
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... a story has a special 
importance in planning 

that has neither been fully 
understood nor sufficiently 

valued. Planning is performed 
through story, in a myriad of 

ways... A better understanding 
of the work that stories do 

can make us better planners 
in at least three ways: by 

expanding our practical tools, 
by sharpening our critical 

judgment and by widening the 
circle of democratic discourse 

– Sandercock 2005: 299

The dominant perspective on smart-city 
planning is that it offers technical solutions 
to everyday urban problems through 
optimisation and efficiency based on the 
analysis of data collected on individual 
behaviours in urban systems. The idea 
is to develop efficient systems that work 
in one place and can be applied in others 
with minor adjustments. Such systems 
are sold by technology companies, such 
as Google or Cisco, to cities as a package 
to assist them with the management of 
urban flows and resources. The technology 
companies know which issues concern 
cities the most – that is, issues such as 
pollution, waste, congestion, crime and 
safety – and brief their technical teams 
to devise products that can address 
these. When solutions are found, they are 
presented to mayors and city councils, to 
housing estate managers and business 
park leaders, as applications which are fit 
for purpose and can be implemented in a 
myriad of different contexts. The company 
will sometimes offer after-sales service, but 
often the maintenance of the system will be 
left in the hands of the local authority which 
will manage its day-to-day functionality, 
and only return to the technology supplier 
if major problems are encountered. This 
kind of “technological solutionism”, as it is 
known in the literature (see Datta 2018), is 
often not sustainable in cities like Buffalo 
City because of the low digital skill sets 
of municipal employees and the lack of 
capacity within the municipal leadership to 
choose the right option – as was clearly the 
case in the decision to attempt to manage 
the provision of free Wi-Fi across the city 
internally, or the recent debacle around 
smart water meters.

This tendency to “technological 
solutionism” which addresses urban 
problems as if they were just technical and 
not social, economic, spatial, and political 
ones has been criticised. Scholars and 
planners have noted that such problems 
cannot be solved without engaging 
citizens or considering the nature of the 

social relationships that underpin material 
and spatial inequalities. Insofar as the idea 
of “smart cities” has been associated with 
such narrow technological solutionism, 
there has been a general move to replace 
the term with other ones indicating a 
wider view, such as “connected cities”, 
“networked cities”, “resilient cities” or 
“collaborative cities”. The telling point in 
this critique is that smart-city solutions 
can be designed and implemented in ways 
that entrench pre-existing inequalities 
and power relations. For example, even 
interventions such as the introduction 
of “free” Wi-Fi or expanded broadband 
access can fail to bridge the digital 
divide, since what appears to be “free” 
to the consumer generally comes at a 
cost, although this may be difficult to 
decipher for local users. In this context, a 
key challenge is to try and demystify the 
potential positive and negative impacts of 
smart city interventions for the benefit of 
local citizens and broaden their capacity 
to participate in debates and discussions 
about: what priorities matter most for 
them; what formats for service delivery 
make the most sense; and what kinds of 
knowledge and training local residents 
may need to make effective use of the 
new technology and apps. In this regard, 
there is significant resistance to smart-
city interventions around the world on 
the grounds that they represent a form of 
state collaboration with large firms which 
are using technology to control local 
people’s lives and access their income in 
ever more sophisticated ways in the age of 
surveillance capitalism (see Zuboff 2019).

It is for this reason that considerable 
emphasis has been placed on “humanising” 
the smart city concept over the past decade 
and encouraging a kind of “people’s 
science” approach, in which the residents 
themselves have access to the evidence 
and are able to co-produce strategies 
to improve urban well-being, including 
through the improved delivery of services. 

CHAPTER SEVEN
CREATING STICKY PLACES:
OCCUPY URBANISM, DIGITAL HERITAGE 
AND DECOLONISATION

7.1  INTRODUCTION
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In this regard, notwithstanding their initial appeal, top-down technical fixes tend to fail 
to produce sustainable, rooted solutions to urban problems because they exclude local 
people and their identities, memories and cultures. As a result, the consensus view is 
that, while digital innovation remains central to the smart city idea, there are limits to the 
insights smart-city computation can generate. 

Urbanists from the humanities and social sciences have increasingly sought to promote 
an alternative discourse around smart-city innovation which highlights the potential 
for a more democratic implementation of digitalisation and new ICT technologies so 
that a more social and inclusive city can be created. These scholars and practitioners 
speak of the socially smart city, which embraces:

…a vision of the city in which people use technologies to engage with the city and 
with each other; to actively influence or change their environment; to cultivate 
a sense of place and belonging in the city; and to communicate, collaborate, 
and build relationships with other urban residents and organisations. (Halegoua, 
2020: 189) 

Halegoua (2020) argues that the thinking behind the design of smart city interventions 
should focus increasingly on the complexities of connectivity and intersectionality. 
The design ethos should be one of constant reflection and review, as planners seek 
to relate their efforts to the actual needs of people and institutions on the ground, 
rather than simply focusing on speed, optimisation, and efficiency, which is where the 
technical experts are primarily focused. In support of this ethos, she argues, there is a 
need to utilise “university and local expertise more holistically by inviting sociologists, 
anthropologists, and humanists into smart city conversations alongside engineers, 
computer scientists and business professors” (Ibid: 45) to foster greater understanding 
of lived urban experience as more than just quantifiable data.

It is this issue of socially smart innovation and its application for place-making, 
dwelling and belonging that provides the focus for this chapter. Markusen (2007) has 
argued that urban renewal projects and programmes in core areas in the global north 
require what he calls “stickiness”, namely a sense of cultural affinity and association 
between those who inhabit these areas and the local built environment. It is this sense 
of closeness, she suggests, that drives investment and reconstruction. However, in 
former colonial cities, such as East London, the groups which are targeted in relation 
to urban renewal, such as African youth and the emerging middle class, generally lack 
such affinity for central urban spaces as a result of their family histories of systematic 
race-based exclusion from these areas under colonialism and apartheid. In the post-
colonial era, the older regimes of power which denied colonised people a right to the 
city often linger, making it difficult for new forms of dwelling to occur. This is evident 
in South Africa, where efforts to break down apartheid-era spatial divisions and 
inequalities have been patchy and only partially effective. 

In breaking through into new urban areas, migrants and former township residents 
have engaged in what has been described as “occupy urbanism” (Bank, 2019) which 
is essentially a process of political and economic reclamation that takes places 
often without long-term investment and cultural appropriation. In other words, these 
latecomers to urban areas from which they had previously been excluded tread lightly 
because they remain unsure about their sense of belonging and long-term future 
there. This remains an obstacle to sustained and successful urban regeneration, which 
requires that people become embedded in place. In this regard, successful urban 
renewal is a two-way street, it requires new state and private sector investment, but 
also a process of social and cultural immersion. Occupy urbanism makes this difficult 
in post-colonial settings, which is one of the reasons that inner city redevelopment in 
these places has lagged behind new forms of suburbanisation in the global south. The 
old is considerably less attractive than the new – and there is little newer than idea of 
the smart city.

In this context, the argument of this chapter is that social smartness can be an 
important device for bringing a sense of the new into the old, especially when it can be 
combined with efforts at re-narrating the past to create new connections. The chapter 
grapples with the challenges of occupy urbanism and the role of digital heritage and 
tourism as a socially smart intervention, which combined with others, can help revive 
these areas culturally and in the process augment their economic redevelopment. 

Author: Leslie Bank
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In his writing on the history of cities, the 
urbanist Lewis Mumford wrote in his 
1961 book, The City in History, that, when 
the rulers settled in capital cities, they 
invariably installed a “regiment of clerks and 
permanent officials” producing rules and 
significant quantities of paperwork, such 
as deeds, tax records and passports, all of 
which needed to be housed. In medieval 
Europe, he wrote, the classic example of 
the new apparatus that was required to 
accommodate this urban bureaucracy was 
the Uffizi (“offices”) which were created in 
Florence in the mid-16th century according 
to designs by Giorgio Vasari – and which 
provided an architectural template that 
was to be copied in cities around the world. 
“The repetitions and regimentations of 
the bureaucratic system” (Ibid: 58) — the 
work of data processing, formatting, and 
storage — left a “deep mark,” (Ibid) on 
the early modern city. In fact, the city’s 
informational role began even earlier than 
the medieval period in Europe. Writing and 
urbanisation developed concurrently in the 
ancient world, with early scripts — on clay 
tablets, mud-brick walls, and landforms 
of various types — being used to record 
transactions, mark territory, celebrate 
ritual, and embed contextual information 
in the landscape (Mumford, 1961). In this 
regard, Mumford (1961: 64) described the 
city as a fundamentally communicative 
space, rich in information:

Through its concentration of physical 
and cultural power, the city heightened 
the tempo of human intercourse 
and translated its products into 
forms that could be stored and 
reproduced. Through its monuments, 
written records, and orderly habits 
of association, the city enlarged the 
scope of all human activities, extending 
them backwards and forwards 
in time. By means of its storage 
facilities (buildings, vaults, archives, 
monuments, tablets, books), the city 
became capable of transmitting a 
complex culture from generation to 
generation, for it marshalled together 
not only the physical means but the 
human agents needed to pass on and 
enlarge this heritage. That remains 
the greatest of the city’s gifts. As 
compared with the complex human 
order of the city, our present ingenious 
electronic mechanisms for storing and 
transmitting information are crude 
and limited. 

Mumford’s (Ibid) city is an assemblage of 
media forms (vaults, archives, monuments, 
physical and electronic records, oral 
histories, lived cultural heritage); agents 
(architectures, institutions, media 
technologies, people); and functions 
(storage, processing, transmission, 
reproduction, contextualisation and 
operationalisation). It is presented as a 
large, complex and varied epistemological 
and bureaucratic apparatus: an 
information processor, to be sure. For 
Mumford (Ibid), the city is not just about 
management, control, and planning. It is 
also about communication and interaction 
which are based on memory, identity and 
location, and which build on archives 
and data that cannot be reduced to mere 
information or gigabytes. Patrick Geddes 
(2015) makes a similar point about the 
intangible nature of urban experience and 
the practice of planning. He argues that 
the intangible, cultural aspects of urban 
life, just as much as formal systems of 
management and control, are what give 
cities their character and charisma. It is 
the ways in which cities are shaped as 
social and cultural organisms that makes 
them such attractive places to live. In the 
context of this conception of the urban, 
the smart city’s capacity for surveillance 
and control casts a spectre over its 
potential to become a creative, liveable 
place. Emotion, belonging and desire 
cannot easily be reduced to an algorithm 
(also see Townsend 2013: 282-320 on the 
topic of “new civics” for smart cities). 

In relation to the ways in which smart cities 
may deploy information, the anthropologist 
Sharon Mattern (2021) draws an important 
distinction between libraries and archives. 
The latter, she notes, are usually hidden 
from view and comprise the raw materials 
from which analysts of various kinds can 
extract data to make meaning of the world. 
Access to archives, by contrast with the 
public nature of the access to libraries, 
is frequently regulated and controlled by 
the state, and the information in these 
places is only made available to those who 
have permission to use it. Mattern (Ibid) 
suggests that smart cities are machines 
for the creation of archives, for the coding, 
storing and amassing of evidence which 
can then be accessed and analysed by state 
officials, computer scientists, hackers and 
private businesses in the pursuit of profit, 
efficiency, social control and a particular 
idea of human progress. In this regard, the 
sinister aspect of surveillance, control and 
profit-seeking associated with mining the 
archive is highlighted by Shoshana Zuboff 
(2018) in her book Surveillance Capitalism, 
in which she urges the reader to “fight for 
a human future” at the “new frontier of 
digital power” by refusing to cede control 
of data to capitalists or the state. She 
focuses on the potential for untouchable 
power and profit in a smart world, in which 
money begets data and data begets power 
and more money. Yet, at the same time, 
the growth of the archive in conjunction 
with new technologies that can mine and 
make sense of it, can potentially enhance 
the capacity of humanitarians to measure, 
control and intervene in powerful, positive 
ways in human society. Steven Pinker’s 
(2018) book, Enlightenment Now: The 
Case for Reason, Science, Humanism and 
Progress makes this case. He argues that 
when evidence combines with science 
and is informed by logic and reason, the 
outcomes are beneficial to humanity. 
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7.2  CITIES AS ARCHIVES AND LIBRARIES



Meanwhile, Mattern (2021) in her micro-sociology of place-making and dwelling, 
decries the loss of spontaneity, serendipity, chance encounters and open access in 
the masterplans which underpin the establishment of smart cities. She views the 
dominant, top-down model for smart cities as a perversion of the need and capacity 
for cities to accumulate data and exercise bureaucratic control for the public good. 
Accordingly, she expresses her preference for the idea of the library over that of the 
archive, although she acknowledges that archives are becoming more democratic 
and “public-facing”, especially as campaigns for open access and open data have 
mounted. In her support for the idea of libraries and museums, she describes their 
virtues as critical public institutions: 

Modern libraries and librarians have sought to empower patrons to access 
information across platforms and formats, and to critically assess bias, privacy 
and other issues under the rubric of “information literacy.” They build a critical 
framework around their resources, often in partnership with schools and 
universities. Further, libraries perform vital symbolic functions, embodying 
the city’s commitment to its intellectual heritage (which may include heritage 
commandeered through imperial activities). Similarly, the city’s museums reflect 
its commitment to knowledge in embodied form, to its artifacts and material 
culture. Again, such institutions are open to ideological critique. Acquisition 
policies, display practices, and access protocols are immediate and tangible, and 
they reflect particular cultural and intellectual politics (Mattern 2021: 86).

In light of this analysis, the difficulty for the smart city is, therefore, not just the 
necessarily artificial, constructed nature of the sociability it creates, which is based on 
a collection of technical data rather than the less computable understanding of human 
memory, emotion, being and belonging from which cities derive their personality (as 
Geddes, 1915; Mumford, 1934; Jacobs, 1961; Sennet, 2018 and others noted long ago); 
it is also its tendency towards technocratic governance, its character as an “archive” 
rather than a “library” as Mattern (2021) would have it, which limits the power of 
residents to participate in its establishment and development. 

A further challenge is that the limitations of the “archive”-based approach toward 
planning promoted by the smart-city model can be exacerbated in places such as 
East London, where the trammels of the past inhibit engagement in the urban core; 
and where an open, public debate about the past, in the spirit of Mattern’s (2021) 
“library”, needs to be held in order to rehabilitate the inner city so that it can become 
a universal space in a way that it has never historically been. The next section 
considers the nature of this challenge in more detail.
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East London was created in 1848. The 
city was named by British colonial 
administrator, Sir Harry Smith, after the 
Seventh Frontier War or Xhosa War when 
Britain was tightening its grip on the 
Eastern Cape. Smith had great ambitions 
for the area known today as Buffalo City. He 
wanted it to become an enclave of British 
settlement on the south-eastern coast 
of Africa, imagining that it would flourish 
under colonial settler sovereignty. He 
was so enthused by the prospects of this 
new domain, just beyond the established 
frontier for the Cape Colony at the time, that 
he named the emerging port at the mouth 
of the Buffalo River East London. He wrote 
in his diary that the river port could develop 
into a fine city and become the London of 
the east. Smith also named the surrounding 
countryside after British counties, such as 
Cambridgeshire, Lincolnshire, and so on. 
His image of the landscape was a kind 
of fantasy or utopia, not entirely unlike 
the fantasies that smart-city developers 
develop in their minds when the map out 
smart-from-the-start cities in the middle 
of the desert or on a distant greenfield site. 
In the case of East London, things did not 
turn out, however, as Sir Harry Smith had 
imagined in large part because new settler 
families were reluctant to come to the 
region given its decades-long history of 
war. Indeed, for almost fifty years the city 
struggled to attract significant settlement 
and staunch local resistance to colonial 
occupation prevented the British from 
controlling the surrounding countryside.

East London’s establishment as a settler 
city thus only took definitive shape in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, when its 
colonial ambition was expressed through 
a dramatic architectural transformation of 
the city’s centre. Anchored by a magnificent 
city hall built in 1898, other buildings of 
stature mushroomed on nearby Oxford 
and Cambridge streets. Meanwhile, as 
these the colonial high streets increasingly 
became worthy of their lofty British names, 
the edges of the urban core were defined 
by public parks and places for recreation, 
sport and leisure, which sought to impose 
a moral and political order and definition 
on the city. There was the tree-lined Park 
Avenue boulevard at the top of Oxford 
Street, where gentlemen and ladies strolled 
on Sunday after church; the Pavilion and 
Beach hotels on the esplanade which 
attracted crowds all year round; and the 
iconic Queen’s Park near the harbour with 
its imposing, lockable gate, ornamental 
pond and exotic plants. 

7.3  IMPRINTED 
COLONIALITY

The difficulty for the smart city is 
the artificial, constructed nature 
of the sociability it creates.
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The fact that these public places were 
all sited at the end points of the urban 
tramlines which radiated out from East 
London’s centre indicated their importance 
in the city fathers’ imagination of the 
city, as well as the kind of values that 
the residents were expected to adopt. 
Public parks and public buildings, like 
their counterparts in Britain, projected the 
values of middle-class culture of “polite 
society” and an ideology of superiority, 
respectability, and improvement. Public 
spaces and especially parks were places 
that gave dignity, charisma and presence 
to colonial cities, but also expressed power 
and domination over the urban working-
class and indigenous people.

In Victorian Britain, access to parks was 
controlled to prevent working-class 
residents from taking over these spaces 
with disorderly, drunken and rowdy forms 
of entertainment. These places were 
invented by the Victorian middle classes 
for public education and as platforms for 
demonstrating how polite, respectable 
people were able to exercise control and 
calmness in public. In industrialising Britain, 
public parks helped to imprint a sense of 
order and stability, not to mention authority, 
on the rapidly changing urban landscape. 
They were meant to encourage disciplined 
behaviour and create an environment 
which fostered delicacy and restraint as 
higher moral and cultural values. In the 
colonies, urban parks were used in similar 
ways, as places of instruction where 
working-class and indigenous residents 
could observe restrained and civilised 
behaviour. In East London, as in many 
parts of Africa where white settlers were 
massively outnumbered, the maintenance 
of social etiquette was seen as critical to 
the capacity of the ruling class to enforce 
its power. As a result, Africans were initially 
not allowed to walk on the pavements of 
certain streets, as this would dishonour 
the places and the people who frequented 
them. In public, Africans were forced to 
stand down, and literally look down, when 
confronted by members of the settler 
classes. The city beachfront and esplanade, 
which opened up for public use in the late 
1890s, also bore the imprint of the colonial 
order of class and race as the western side 
of the esplanade nearest the harbour and 
the city was reserved for colonial hotels, 
guesthouses and residential development, 
while the Eastern Beach side remained 
wild and was reserved for working-class 
recreation, as well as black beachgoers 
who were allowed to occupy the most 
easterly parts of the strand.

Plate 7.1 and 7.2: Modernising Oxford Street: From colonial town to settler city 

The English-settler city-building project was expanded in and around the city centre with 
the rise of Afrikaner nationalism in South Africa in the 1930s as middle-class civic pride 
was directed to the creation of a new mid-town precinct which emerged around the main 
white public schools, Clarendon and Selborne, which had been established in the 1890s at 
the top of Oxford Street. The main public hospital, named after the colonial governor Sir 
Bartle Frere, was also established here in the late 19th century. In 1923, the East London 
Museum, which had originally been established in the downtown precinct, was also moved 
here in the grounds of Selborne Boys High School; and, by 1931, statuesque East London 
Technical College, with its colonial façade and imposing columns added an additional 
dignified presence to the precinct. 

7.3  IMPRINTED 
COLONIALITY
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The East London Museum, which was probably the most significant educational addition 
to the district, was run by Marjorie Latimer, a gifted, local young woman who was shown a 
Coelacanth fish at the harbour in 1938 which she passed to JB Smith at Rhodes University’s 
Ichthyology Department. The fish, which was a throwback to the age of the dinosaurs, was 
hailed internationally as a find of great importance, like the Mauritian Dodo, becoming the 
central tourist attraction at the new museum. It also acted as a catalyst for the growth of 
science at the museum, which expanded its marine and natural history collection under 
the enthusiastic guidance of Latimer. She used the Coelacanth to attract further funds; 
and employed new scientific staff, including a taxidermist, botanist and natural scientist 
in the early 1950s. Latimer penned a weekly column in the local press on natural history 
and the local environment and introduced a series of public lecture series presented by 
visiting scholars and scientists, mostly from Rhodes University. The institution’s natural-
history focus dovetailed with the local growth of landscape art and amateur photography, 
which was supported by the East London Technical College, which offered courses in fine 
art and photography. The work produced by local artists and photographers was regularly 
exhibited nearby at the popular Anne Bryant Art Gallery.

An equally important part of the museum’s work was to construct a version of the region’s 
human history in its displays and dioramas. The Border Historical Society, which focused 
on the documentation and preservation of settler histories and African cultural artefacts, 
used the new museum as its headquarters. Previously, Selborne College had housed family 
cultural collections, including artefacts, diaries and memorabilia. When the new museum 
opened next to the school, it drew on these collections and devoted an entire wing to the 
documentation of regional African cultures and the early settler history of the Border 
area from the time of the frontier wars. In the 1950s, the museum was popular, attracting 
some 50,000 visitors a year, many of them tourists or schoolchildren. Amateur scientists, 
historians, artists, anthropologists and photographers congregated around the museum. 
For example, Joseph Denfield, a renowned ethnographic photographer and “salvage 
anthropologist” (Mnyaka and Bank, 2012), who had worked as a medical doctor in Nigeria 
before moving to East London, mobilised local amateur settler historians and became a 
leading light in the Border Historical Society. The museum developed close connections 
with social and natural historians at Rhodes University, which was seen as the regional 
equivalent of Oxford University. Rhodes, which recruited many students from the Border 
region, was the academic headquarters of the English-settler cultural movement at the 
time and served as the intellectual home of the English-language movement in the country. 
Boasting a significant number of leading South African writers and historians of the period, 
the university was supportive of the English-settler cultural and political movement in the 
city against South Africa’s “Afrikanerisation”.

After the Second World War, the 
cultural precinct developed further 
with the opening in 1950 of a new, fully 
equipped modern museum next to the 
high school and then, in 1961, with the 
establishment of the sumptuous Guild 
Theatre, which was largely funded 
from donations by local residents. 
The public buildings in this precinct, 
which form part of the inner-city urban 
development zone, were designed 
in a similar style to South Africa’s 
monumental colonial buildings, which 
were inspired by the “beautiful city” 
movement in America. Frere Hospital 
was expanded and modernised in the 
1950s, and now included a college for 
African nurses. Several small theatres 
were also established in the district at 
this time. 

The physical reconstruction of 
the precinct was part of a broader 
movement celebrating and promoting 
English settler pride in the region. The 
Settler Monument in Grahamstown 
was also built at this time. 
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Plate 7.5 and 7.6: City parks and early colonial beachfront scenes

Plate 7.3 and 7.4: Modernising Market Square from colonial times to settler city
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Many of the exhibits and dioramas at the museum which are still on display today date back 
to this time (cf. Harrison, 2009), illustrating, if unintentionally, the concerns and views of 
the colonial cultural and intellectual project. So, for example, the Xhosa cattle-killing crisis, 
which bought an end to 100 years of armed resistance to colonial domination is presented 
as a self-inflicted injury in the Xhosa quest for political independence. This narrative 
ignores the prevailing colonial pressures, the prevalence of cattle disease at that time, and 
the connivance and manipulation which shaped this complex history. The displays further 
pay scant attention to the massive social change and modernisation of black lives in the 
late 19th and 20th centuries, especially in the city and on the mission stations. Instead, the 
museum presents the Xhosa way of life as a timeless, rural tradition that is as unthreatening 
and placid as the fauna and flora. This representation of cultural stasis contrasts sharply 
with the portrayal of the white settlers, who are presented as energetic pioneers creating 
their own worlds and histories through constant improvisation, acumen, endeavour and 
determination. Set side by side in the halls of the museum, these contrasting histories of 
African tradition and settler modernity set the scene for the white-settler nationalism in the 
surrounding city. 

The Guild Theatre, which was established in 1962 and which could house hundreds of 
patrons, also promoted settler culture in the city through its promotion of English literature 
and the dramatic arts. Most of its productions came from Rhodes in Grahamstown and 
there was also frequent collaboration between local actors and Grahamstown players in 
presenting Shakespeare plays and other performances. Indeed, shortly after the opening 
of the theatre, a debate emerged in the press as to whether it might not be a good idea for 
Rhodes University to move its fine arts and drama department to the city.

Clearly the mid-town cultural precinct was established to foster the white setters’ sense of 
belonging in the city at the expense of any sense of an urban African identity. However, under 
apartheid, the process of exclusion became even more virulent. Racial laws and oppression 
further restricted the ability of Africans to access the city. The aim of the apartheid policy 
was to remove large sections of the black urban population to the homelands and leave the 
city to develop further as a white enclave. 

Plate 7.7: A 1950s postcard of the East London Technical College in the city’s mid-town cultural precinct. 
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East London was 
created in 1848. 
The city was named 
by British colonial 
administrator, Sir 
Harry Smith, after 
the Seventh Frontier 
War or Xhosa War 
when Britain was 
tightening its grip on 
the Eastern Cape.
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Since the 2000s, the idea of occupying central space in cities has received much 
attention, especially as politically conscious youth have led insurgencies, taking hold 
of important public spaces in the process to express their opposition to dominant 
political and socio-economic regimes. Such occupations have taken over Tahir 
Square in Cairo and Wall Street in New York. In South Africa, similar occupations 
took place during nationwide #FeesMustFall (#FMF) protests in 2015, when 
students flooded into the streets, erected barricades in prominent public places and 
squares, and even destroyed or defaced colonial- and apartheid-era statues as they 
expressed their resistance to the state’s failure to address the imprint of coloniality 
on their campuses and in their cities. Through these actions, the students were 
declaring their “right to the city” in the sense in which the French sociologist Henri 
Lefebvre articulated this concept in the 1970s. Lefebvre (1996) argued that all urban 
residents had a right to the city and that they should struggle against exclusionary 
forces of capitalism by asserting this right politically. The symbolic significance of 
seizing prominent public squares, or barricading off parts of the financial districts of 
large cities, has generated considerable debate, including about the ways in which 
urban insurgents have tried to settle such prominent spaces by taking over buildings 
and creating small, alternative communities.

Meanwhile, another more enduring form of occupancy has arisen in recent decades 
at the margins of cities as urbanisation has prised open new spaces for occupation. 
Sometimes this process has gone relatively unnoticed – for example, when it occurs 
in places with little broader strategic, political or economic value, such as on the 
outer fringes of large cities. However, when the new arrivals embed themselves 
within the existing urban fabric, close to industrial areas, transport hubs or wealthy 
neighbourhoods, they attract more attention and are usually rejected by those who 
dominate these areas. In South African cities this process of occupancy urbanism has 
been gaining momentum for decades and is especially evident in successive waves of 
“land grabs” or occupations which have taken place across the urban landscape.

The occupancy urbanism of the land grabs represents a widespread, powerful response 
to the failure to eradicate the dynamic of the native/settler town divide in South African 
cities. Solomon Benjamin (2008) coined the term “occupancy urbanism” to refer to the 
ways in which communities at the margins of Asian cities seized territory to embed 
themselves politically and especially economically in the urban fabric. Benjamin (Ibid) 
describes how, in defiance of municipal master plans and bureaucratic prerogatives 
and formal property regimes, new forms of settlement and informal economic activity 
have been created outside the mainstream as land is claimed and held through a 
complex set of social relations, largely based on patronage. For example, in many parts 
of India, the poor on seized land trade their votes for informal land rights, which they 
then mobilise to create economic opportunities and jobs that will keep them in the city. 
Occupancy urbanism, in this sense, is a subset of the broader concept of subaltern 
urbanism, which is the process by which marginal communities assert a right to the 
city through insurgency and then attempt to embed themselves by “working the land”, 
to use Benjamin’s (2008; 2014) phrase. 

The “occupancy urbanism” described by Benjamin (Ibid) contrasts which the process 
of “occupy urbanism” referenced above in the context of the post-1994 developmental 
trajectory of East London’s inner city. Occupy urbanism is a more passive process 
economically but a more active one culturally. It may entail little more than taking 
hold of some land or a particular space, whether formally or informally, with the aim 
of making a political statement or asserting entitlement, without necessarily wanting 
to do anything with it economically or seeking to enhance its asset or livelihood value. 
Thus, occupy urbanism is deployed to oppose cultural domination and assert social 
and political control of space, but not necessarily to reap any significant economic 
gains from the occupation. 

At the same time that the apartheid state 
focused on social and political control 
in Buffalo City, it made little effort to 
further develop East London’s inner city 
or beachfront as part of a political project 
of class and racial modernisation and 
domination. The main interests of the 
apartheid state lay outside the city, in the 
hinterland, where homeland development 
for Africans was the primary focus of 
investment in the region, as new townships 
were established for relocated Africans, such 
Mdantsane and Zwelitsha in the Ciskei and 
Butterworth and Mthatha in the Transkei. 
The inner city and beachfront thus retained 
a fading colonial-city feel, although the 
institutions and infrastructures of the earlier 
white-settler period lacked the symbolic 
and social power they had once exerted, 
while the focus of white urban development 
moved to the suburbs. As a result, when 
democracy arrived in 1994 and East 
London’s character changed as it became 
the centre for the rise of a new black middle 
class, the inner city was quickly and quite 
easily re-occupied by a new ruling class. 
At the same time, little effort was made to 
redefine and redevelop the space. There 
has been little new development there, nor 
a refashioning of public spaces and building 
to announce the development of a post-
colonial order. It is for this reason that the 
mode of redevelopment of the city centre 
has been described as a form of “occupy 
urbanism” (Bank, 2019), focused on political 
reclamation rather than reinvestment and 
redevelopment. The current urban decay 
of the city centre may thus be seen as, in 
part, a product of a lack of commitment 
among the new ruling and middle classes 
to domesticate this space culturally and 
institutionally in the way that the settlers of 
the late 19th and early 20th did

7.3  OCCUPY URBANISM AND STICKINESS
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In the case of East London, black 
occupation of the city centre was initially 
contained after democracy through the 
implementation of by-laws and regulations 
established during the colonial era 
governing access to the city. The prohibition 
of informal trading in the central business 
district (CBD) may be seen a good example 
of the way in which formal rules from the 
past and the control of private property by 
ratepayers was used to restrict access to 
the inner city. After the African National 
Congress (ANC) came to power nationally 
and in the municipality, they sought to 
reform the cultural heritage of the inner 
city, supplementing the existing colonial 
statues with new icons, including a statue 
of Steve Biko which was erected in front of 
the city hall. However, the establishment of 
economic access for informal traders took 
much longer. A constant cat-and-mouse 
struggle with the police saw the informal 
traders operating likes crows in the corn 
field, taking flight when threatened and 
then returning to illegally occupy space 
as soon as the threat subsided. Gradually 
laws were passed, and concessions were 
made allowing informal traders to occupy 
designated sites and spaces in the inner 
city without prosecution. However, their 
access remained confined to office hours. 
After dark they had to pack their goods 
away and vacate the city centre. The 
occupancy they exercised was through use 
not settlement. 

Nevertheless, as time passed and white 
flight from the inner city gained further 
momentum in the democratic era the 
inner city was slowly transformed into 
a new kind of commercial space with 
informal traders and township consumers 
dominating the streets, although still 
as commuters rather than inner-city 
residents. At the same time, the growth 
of the historically black universities in the 
urban core brought thousands of new full-
time residential students into the inner city, 
which significantly changed the character 
of the places in which they stayed. 

The present demographic profile of the 
inner city shows that it is now home to a 
much more youthful population than in 
the past. In addition to the many students, 
young families and workers in local 
businesses and firms have increasingly 
taken up residence in flats and houses 
in the area, especially in the suburbs of 
Quigney and Southernwood. The character 
and feel of the city centre have changed 
as a result. The presence of this new 
population is not a product of seizure or 
insurgency but of formal occupation. 

At the same time, although character of 
the inner city as the area has Africanised, 
there is still a feeling of transience with 
many of the students and residents who 
live in the inner city still feeling connected 
to other places. Many feel that their 
local accommodation represents only a 
temporary abode, a place they are passing 
through. In part this may be attributed to 
the large number of absentee landlords 
in this area, who show low levels of care 
for their properties and extract as much 
rent as they can with the least possible 
investment, effectively operating as 
slumlords (Paterson and Bank, 2018). 

In this context, it is also noteworthy that 
the main points of congregation and 
social interaction in the post-colonial city 
mirror historical patterns of access and 
use. Black beachgoers, for example, rarely 
use Orient beach – the length of strand 
just below the old colonial pavilion which 
used to be packed with white beachgoers 
and holiday makers throughout the 
colonial and apartheid eras. Instead, black 
beachgoers prefer to gather at Eastern 
Beach beyond the old Marina Glen Park, 
which is the same spot where African 
leisure-seekers were permitted access 
to the beach under colonialism and 
apartheid. Similarly, Buffalo Street in the 
city centre, which is the part of the area 
closest to the East Bank township is the 
preferred congregation point for black 
consumers and commuters, and is the 
site of the main taxi rank. also Indeed, a 
mall, which is partly owned by local taxi 
associations, has been established here 
precisely because this part of the inner 
city remained so popular with black 
shoppers. Meanwhile, the old colonial 
parks and public squares are quite empty 
and run down. These include Queens Park, 
which now houses a zoo, as well as the 
parks at the top of Oxford Street which 
feature monuments commemorating the 
settler war heroes of the first and second 
world wars. The East London Museum, 
which attracted over 70 000 visitors a 
year in the 1950s, now receives only a 
few hundred visitors each month, mainly 
during heritage month in September when 
school children are bussed in to view 
local heritage sites. One of the perennial 
problems faced by the museum is an 
absence of funding which has meant that 
many of the old colonial displays and 
dioramas have remained in place. 
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In her work on inner-city regeneration 
initiatives in cities in the global north, 
Markusen (2007) argues that urban 
theorists who write about economic 
clusters, networks and forward and 
backward linkages as drivers of the 
regeneration of urban cores have failed to 
appreciate the cultural power and embedded 
histories of these places as assets for new 
settlement and neighbourhood-making. 
She argues that the built environment and 
public institutions located in inner cities 
are cultural symbols and resources that 
can easily be recovered and reworked 
by the er generation precisely because 
of their historical family and community 
connections with these sites. Many ethnic 
Irish, Italian, Jewish and Eastern European 
families who moved to the suburbs in 
the mid-20th century came from the 
city centres and surrounding areas. The 
families of the new wave of youth returning 
to the inner cities had historical links 
with these places, as evidenced by their 
photograph albums and by the memories 
that they shared of their social and cultural 
connections to these places. 

In her work, Markusen (Ibid) suggests 
that planners underestimated the cultural 
power of reclamation in attracting young, 
talented white Americans back into the 
urban centres. In this context, she posits, 
they found reoccupation inherently 
creative and artistic as they were, in effect, 
remaking their own home spaces. This 
was clearly not the case in East London for 
the new black bourgeoisie settling in there 
after 1994; and those who write about 
urban decay and the failure of inner-city 
precincts in postcolonial settings often 
miss this point. In cities like East London 
with long histories of racial exclusion, 
where occupation and dwelling can invoke 
bitter memories of pass arrests, cultural 
shaming, and forced removals, new 
investment, cultural appropriation and 
the pursuit of permanence is often more 
difficult and takes time. 
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In a recent book on post-colonial cities, Myers (2020) uses cases from the Caribbean 
and Zanzibar to explore how public spaces and colonial botanical gardens in parks have 
been repurposed since colonialism as local residents have sought to re-domesticate 
the city in their own way. In this regard, the capacity to move beyond earlier forms 
of occupy urbanism is perhaps greater now in cities like East London than in places 
like Cape Town, where colonial histories, public spaces and architecture have been 
refurbished and revalorised to meet the demands of tourists fascinated by the city-
region’s colonial history. By contrast, in East London, where the tourism industry mainly 
caters to the domestic market, the city-region’s colonial past is a history many visitors 
and locals wish to forget, which makes the need to invest in the heritage of the urban 
core even more pressing. But building new histories of belonging and attachment is not 
easy, as was revealed in 2020 when the national committee for place names in South 
Africa finally addressed the question of East London’s name. The committee suggested 
renaming the city, Gompo, which refers to a place on the coast associated with the 
ancestral water spirits of the Xhosa nation. However, the suggestion was ultimately 
referred following a heated and divisive public debate in which some argued that the 
proposed new name was still too exclusionary and ignored a number of local black 
histories and places of spiritual and cultural significance. A similar debate emerged 
around the suggestion that East London airport be renamed King Phalo Airport, after 
the founder of the Xhosa nation, although the local area was actually mainly inhabited 
by the ama-Gqunukwebe, a nation with mixed Khoi and Xhosa ancestry under the 
leadership of Chief Phato (Bank, 2020). 

One option for renaming the city which has been mooted is imonti or emonti, which is 
a term derived from the English word mouth and which refers to the city as the place 
of a river mouth. It is a hybrid term, which is appropriate to the history of the city. It 
applies just as much to the 20th and 21st centuries as it does to the 19th or before. For 
example, the route to Gompo as a site has probably been narrated by its distance from 
imonti, the great mouth of the Buffalo River, over many centuries.

In addition, the term imonti has the virtue of not seeking to reference some Edenic myth 
of ethnic purity located in an idealised precolonial past. In this regard, efforts to evoke 
early colonial or precolonial histories in the remaking of a modern city can be quite 
problematic in that this approach tends to invoke nostalgia rather than an appetite for 
the future. Furthermore, the whole exercise of renaming becomes little more than a land 
claim, which is essentially an act of occupy urbanism rather than one domestication. 
This approach also serves to ruralise blackness in a city that has a long history of 
migrant labour and is desperately in need of finding a new and positive urban identity. 

Taking the idea of rewriting and decolonising the colonial narrative of East London 
and its city centre, Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) joined forces with the 
Buffalo City Metropolitan Development Agency (BCMDA) in 2019. The aim was to retell 
the story of the city to help invoke a strong sense of identity with the inner-city zone 
and also to attract tourists. In setting out the parameters of this investigation, it was 
considered appropriate to focus on the modern history of the city, revealing the hidden 
histories of black communities and their association with the city centre as politicians, 
workers, sport stars, beauty queens, poets, academics, and musicians. A key goal was 
to embed these stories in a rereading of the city’s history in a way that made black lives 
matter. The inspiration for the endeavour came from the work of Leonie Sandercock 
(2005) and her writing on the power of story-telling as a device in city planning and 
rebuilding divided cities (Bank and Paterson, 2019).

7.4  HERITAGE AND RE-PLACING THE CITY

The present 
demographic 
profile of the 

inner city of East 
London shows 

that it is now 
home to a much 

more youthful 
population than 

in the past.
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Plate 7.8: East London Airport becomes King Phalo Airport in 2020

Sandercock’s (2005) book, Mongrel Cities, stressed the increasing diversity of the population 
and culture of northern and southern cities and the failure of conventional modernist 
planning regimes to deal with this diversity in productive and democratic ways. In this 
regard, Sandercock (Ibid) made the observation that urban planning as a technical field 
was often presented as value-free, neutral and apolitical. She suggested that this image of 
planning had emerged in the context of the professionalisation of planning as a technical 
discipline dominated by maps and measurement. In other words, urban planning became 
a platform for increasing urban spatial, social and economic efficiency based on evidence 
and a technical understanding to which only an elite group of professionals had access. In 
short, it was an endeavour of the archive rather than the library. However, Sandercock (Ibid) 
argues, this outlook is unsustainable because it fails to appreciate the narratives that are 
hidden beneath the technical proficiency of the plans – the diversity of which make this 
approach to planning particularly ineffective in modern, so-called “mongrel cities”. She thus 
proposes an alternative methodology for planning based on the narratives that underpin 
urban life. For Sandercock (Ibid), the radical or critical planner must seek to uncover the 
hidden stories embedded in the city and elevate them to the level of a plan – which is similar 
to the approach that should be adopted in producing a heritage policy. In East London the 
task then is to revisit the local histories of place-making and planning, reviewing how the 
city has been and is currently being represented, before assembling more inclusive stories 
from which to rethink inner city planning. In other words, the planning, including in the form 
of the city’s heritage policy, must relate to the many narratives that contribute to how East 
London identifies itself (Bank and Paterson, 2019).

Although the work undertaken to date by HSRC in relation to East London’s heritage (and in 
relation to the establishment of a knowledge precinct in the urban core) has not yet led to 
the implementation of a comprehensive plan for inner city redevelopment, it has produced 
some tangible outcomes including a range of new heritage products that challenge the 
dominant colonial narrative of the city, as well as current efforts to venerate bucolic life 
before the arrival of colonial settlement. A series of heritage boards which will be located 
along the promenade and in the city centre is being produced. These will inform local 
residents and visitors about the nature of black achievement in the history of the city and 
its development of its sense of itself. The aim is to help build a broader identity for East 
London outside the older narratives of the settler city. The series of stories that has been 
produced for public consumption seeks to present history and agency in a way that does 
not silence one group or social category, or privilege one over another. Rather the aim has 
been to find an inclusive route for mature engagement and appreciation of contestation; 
and to produce a joint commitment to urban modernity from the cosmopolitan influence of 
the past century.

Five of the heritage boards address the issue of freedom, attempting to capture different local 
constructions of what that concept has meant in the city and how it might best be achieved.

The first of these boards captures the spirit of the Gompo narrative under which, in the 
face of a genocidal war during the 19th century, local residents invoked ideas of imminent 
ancestral intervention, inflected with Christian concepts of resurrection, in the hope of a 
cataclysmic moment when the clock could be turned back to a time before colonial turmoil.  
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The board describes how such reconstructionist nationalism lingered on well into the 
20th century. Another board shows the influence of black American theology and politics 
in the city, especially through the influence of Marcus Garvey and his ideas of black self-
reliance and entrepreneurship as a route to freedom. The board presents an intellectual 
genealogy links shards of consciousness, scholarship, and activism together, which 
culminate in the black consciousness movement of the 1970s, led by the Buffalo City 
native, Steven Bantu Biko. There is also a board on the roots of the local movement to 
promote constitutional democracy, which describes the forms of black liberalism that 
were connected to factions within the ANC in the city and the region. The stories which 
are presented are not confined to histories of black nationalism and include movements 
and individuals, such as the campaigner and newspaper editor Donald Woods, who were 
embedded in white-settler politics but were also searching for more inclusive solutions 
to the complexities of this “mongrel” region.

In presenting these boards to the public for consumption and reflection, a social smart-
city format was chosen. The aim was to invite those who encountered the displays to 
activate their cell phones or tablets to retrieve additional stories, images and content 
related to the compressed histories presented on the boards themselves. In addition, the 
project sought to create a narrative of smart city development which would not only enrich 
the products that had been developed but would also create a pathway for planners to 
consider other social smart-city interventions, such as the conversion of colonial parks 
into smart parks; the provision of free Wi-Fi in public spaces; and the erection of digital 
display boards around the inner city that could carry all kinds of new content for users 
of this space.

If history is indeed, as the Eastern European novelist Milan Kundera once stated, a struggle 
of memory against forgetting in which one should never allow the burden of the past to 
erase the possibility of a more hopeful future, then digital place-making offers a powerful 
tool for reconstruction. In South Africa, where urban areas are characterised by deeply 
inscribed histories of colonialism and apartheid, and unresolved legacies of social and 
spatial inequality, there is a critical need for creative place-making. Such place-making 
can use smart technologies such as digital screens and interactive street applications 
to disrupt colonial heritages; uncover hidden black histories; build community pride; 
and produce new place-based identities and senses of belonging accordingly. Such 
interactive recasting of local histories may be deployed by heritage agencies and tourism 
bodies to tell and retell urban stories in ways that not only market local urban experiences 
but also activate the engagement of residents. 

In this context, several crucial place-making projects came together in 2020 which 
started to frame a knowledge and innovation transformation of East London. In addition 
to establishing a new heritage narrative to promote tourism, the BCMDA commissioned 
a physical redesign of the beachfront area, tagged the “Court Crescent” project, and 
committed funds to the production of a suite of new physical and digital materials to 
rebrand the city and its identity. These schemes have coincided with the process of 
renaming East London. 

Plate 7.9: Artist’s impression of Court Crescent beach front development.
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Plates 7.10 and 7.11: 
Public art and signage.
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Plates 7.13 and 7.14: Smart devices provide additional information as well as an interactive template for residents’ 
participation in city-building and place-making.

Plate 7.12: Artist’s impression of digitally interactive heritage boards at Court Crescent.
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Many smart city scholars, planners and practitioners are now asking whether investment 
in smart technologies and digital innovations ultimately contributes to improving the 
well-being of residents and/or creates innovation within the social economy of the city. A 
human-centric approach is thus increasingly considered key to making a city smarter. In 
Spain, for example, the government now deploys a complex definition of the idea produced 
by the Spanish Association for Standardisation and Certification: 

…the Smart City concept is a holistic approach to cities that uses ICT to improve 
inhabitants’ quality of life and accessibility and ensures consistently improving 
sustainable economic, social and environmental development. It enables cross-cutting 
interaction between citizens and cities, and real-time, quality-efficient and cost-
effective adaptation to their needs, providing open data and solutions and services 
geared towards citizens as people. (OECD 2020: 10) 

In this spirit, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) now 
defines smart cities as “initiatives or approaches that effectively leverage digitalisation to 
boost citizen well-being and deliver more efficient, sustainable and inclusive urban services 
and environments as part of a collaborative, multi-stakeholder process” (OECD, 2018: 12). 
The organisation thus recommends that smart-city planners should acknowledge:

The need to document better the contribution of smart cities to improving the life 
of people, while continuing to deliver solutions to some of the most common urban 
challenges in a sectoral or multisectoral fashion. (Ibid)

This chapter has argued that the deployment of social smartness in the inner city can be 
used to help retell the story of the city in public spaces and can also project a badly needed 
aura of newness in the inner city, which is still emerging as a new place in an old shell. 
Smart infrastructure can rebrand places and infuse space with a sense feel of youthful 
modernity. If the municipality and the public are prepared to engage and deploy creative 
and digital place-making applications across the inner city precinct they will succeed in 
not only changing the functionality of this area and vastly improve social services and well-
being, they will also start to redefine the meaning of the city as a whole, adding weight to the 
renaming process. One obvious and urgent site for engagement is around the history and 
heritage of the city, as suggested above. There would be plenty of scope for the involvement 
of schools in such a project, and for universities to take a leadership role. Living labs could 
be created at musuems and universities to generate content. Other beneficial applications 
could include the establishment of a suite of smart parks, smart taxi ranks and/or smart 
trading zones in and around the city. In developing such schemes, the approach should be 
to pilot such projects at living labs in the city innovation district rather than to adopt a one-
size-fits-all methodology. 

If and when the data collected and analysed at the living labs shows that an application 
might work, then it should be adopted incrementally to keep costs down and to test the 
intervention’s prospects of success. Home-grown applications and products should focus 
on activating local services and creating local economic opportunities. For example, one 
practical goal may be to facilitate access to locally produced food, delivered by local 
transport operators to local users, using technology to connect local know-how and 
products with markets cheaply and efficiently. Localising and domesticating the power of 
internet technology is crucial and should be guided by a place-making planning agenda. 
People do not live and work “everywhere”, they live somewhere, and that somewhere has 
to have a sense of identity, and a set of services and opportunities which make social 
reproduction possible. Halegoua (2020) asks: if technology is the answer, then what is the 
question? The aim of this chapter has been to try to address this question in the context of 
East London’s city centre.

117

7.5  CONCLUSION

This chapter has 
argued that the 
deployment of 

social smartness 
in the inner city 
can be used to 
help retell the 

story of the city 
in public spaces.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
BEYOND SMART METERS:
SOUTHERN CITIES AND
AREA-BASED PLANNING

8.1  INTRODUCTION
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For most urban residents in South Africa, the idea of the smart city finds it primary expression 
in the implementation of smart meters for electricity and water. Municipalities have been 
compelled by the National Treasury to implement these technologies to monitor wastage in 
municipal systems and to increase local revenue collection on services. The introduction of 
smart meters is one of the ways in which cities such as Buffalo City have tried to upgrade their 
billing and revenue collection systems. However, the introduction of smart meters generally 
entails bringing in the required technology and training from elsewhere. In other words, the 
municipality seeks to fix its measurement and billing problems from the top-down, imposing a 
new system of smart metering on residents and then teaching them to use the apps or devices 
which must be installed in their neighbourhoods and on their residential sites in order to operate 
the system.

In 2017, Buffalo City Metropolitan Municipality (BCMM) announced that it was planning a 
transition to a smart-meter system to measure water and bills accordingly. The local community 
newspaper, GO-Express reported that that “the days of ‘thumb-sucked’ water readings will 
soon be over for some Buffalo City Metropolitan Municipality residents as the metro is set 
to overhaul more than 3,000 water meters in its suburbs” (TimesLIVE, 2017). It reported that 
R16-million had been allocated for the 2017-18 financial year to replace water meters in King 
William’s Town, Bhisho and East London and that over 3,000 meters would be installed in 
the East London suburbs of Quigney, Saxilby, Winchester Gardens, Brookmead, Selborne and 
Scenery Park, as well as in Tyutyu North in Bhisho and Mzamomhle in Gonubie. In this regard, 
the scheme’s initial focus was suburban areas where residents paid for services and their rates. 
BCMM engineering services portfolio head Ncedo Kumbaca reported that the meters would 
be located outside people’s yards to make it easier to access and read them. He also spoke 
of infrastructure upgrading. “Old infrastructure that has gone unreplaced for a long time are a 
result of frequent pipe bursts in the city. We have teams out there replacing the old underground 
asbestos and steel water pipes with new strong plastic pipes, which do not corrode,” (Ibid) he 
said. The scheme would stop leakages and prevent water wastage. 

At the same time, BCMM announced it would be launching a city-wide project to replace old 
electricity meters with smart ones to increase the accuracy and efficiency of billing, while 
allowing consumer to have greater control over their power usage. The project started with 
a pilot scheme run by the municipality’s Enterprise Program Management Office (EPMO) and 
targeting 200 industrial and commercial sites. In 2019, BCMM announced that a transversal 
contract for the project had been agreed with the support of National Treasury, and that 189 
smart electricity units had been installed and integrated into it’s billing system. The municipality 
claimed that it was setting aside approximately R354 million to roll out the new smart system 
by 2020. The project would audit municipal supply systems, it was reported, and also offer 
consumers accurate bills and the capacity to monitor power usage via a mobile app, called 
Smart Wire. In December 2020, the municipality reported it had installed 18,440 smart meters 
for electricity and 46,724 smart water meters and that it remained committed to completing 
outstanding work on both programmes.
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However, by 2021, BCMM’s new smart meter system was in disarray. The municipality 
seemed unable to issue accurate bills to residents, while households faced large 
increases in rates at the same time that the local economy and urban households were 
struggling under pressure from the Covid-19 related crisis. Suddenly families received 
bills for many thousands of Rand more than they had expected for services and rates. 
The municipality failed to offer a reasonable explanation for the bills, which seemed 
to have been arbitrarily inflated. In fact, ratepayers’ associations and homeowners 
had been complaining since the beginning of the smart meter roll-out in 2019 that 
the municipal billing using the new technology was inconsistent and inaccurate 
– which defeated the stated object of the new system to improve the functionality, 
transparency, and quality of electricity and water delivery. Meanwhile, a new rates-
assessment system was implemented in 2019/2020, the basis of which was widely 
contested as rates rose sharply across the city. As the financial pressure mounted 
on a shrinking suburban middle class, early complaints turned into legal action with 
ratepayers’ associations joining forces to take action against the city. The crisis, in 
which accusations of municipal greed mounted, occurred in the context of the arrest of 
senior city officials for the theft and fraud of millions of rands from a fund established 
to pay for Nelson Mandela’s funeral in 2013. 

Then, on 13 March 2021, the Daily Dispatch newspaper revealed that local residents 
were paying the highest electricity tariff in the country. The municipality, it was reported, 
was buying electricity from Eskom for R1.06 a kilowatt and reselling it to city residents 
for R2.78 a kilowatt (Ndaliso and Nano, 2021). This revelation sparked further outrage 
and protest, which now combined with a threatened boycott of payments for rates and 
services and a broad lack of support for the municipality in the suburbs. At this time, 
it was also reported in the media that increasing numbers of local civil servants and 
middle-class residents were building lavish homes on communal land at the urban 
edge and then connecting illegally to the city grid, thus avoiding the punitive service and 
rates charges. Ratepayers wondered why the city tolerated such unregulated building in 
undeclared suburbs. They also complained about the municipality’s apparent failure to 
stem the widespread practice of hotwiring homes and businesses in informal settlements 
to the electricity grid, which along with cable theft in these areas, was costing the local 
authority R200 million a year (Ibid). It was alleged by some that the municipality’s 
apparent lack of concern about protecting its assets could indicate that some officials 
were actually working with the thieves. Against this background of mounting discontent, 
one contributor to the public debate remarked: “If the metro wants to charge maximum 
rates for its services, it should at least ensure that it provides services that are up to par 
with the larger metros – at present, it is woefully short” (Ibid).

Just as the botched roll-out of the smart billing system produced considerable 
resistance, so also other efforts to innovate through the introduction of new technologies 
produced expectations that could not be met. Research conducted as part of this study 
among students and inner-city residents found that they were frustrated by the lack of 
free Wi-Fi hotspots in their neighbourhoods despite the presence of dozens of poles 
in these areas advertising the provision of just such a service. They said that they had 
keenly anticipated accessing the new free service, which was to be made available 
in public places, only to find that it had stopped almost as soon as it had started. In 
this regard, it was reported that the municipality had resisted attempts from external 
service providers to come into the inner city and had instead tried to offer the service 
themselves (BCM official, 2019). However, the municipality had lacked the technical 
capacity to support the service it was seeking to provide in a sustainable way. Nor had 
it considered or budgeted for the cost of renewing the annual licenses required to run 
the service. 

Meanwhile, many university students in 
inner city residences said that they had 
been forced to spend hundreds of Rand 
every month from their National Student 
Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) grants 
to purchase data because the free Wi-Fi 
system did not work. In the townships too, 
people lamented the fact that relatives 
living in Cape Town and Johannesburg 
were able to access free Wi-Fi spots to 
send messages, conduct banking, follow 
the news, and look for jobs, while they 
were left with little choice but to buy 
data and surf the web on the back of an 
unstable infrastructure. The lack of faith in 
the municipality’s capacity to implement 
smart technology was also evident among 
professionals working in higher education 
institutions, medical facilities, government 
departments and businesses in the inner 
city (see chapter four). 

The scepticism has fostered the idea 
that the implementation of smart-city 
applications is beyond the capacity of the 
municipality; and these should not be rolled 
out in the inner city, which is dirty, run-down 
and quite dysfunctional. The view has 
been amplified by Chippy Olver’s (2019) 
book, How to Steal a City, which reported 
on endemic municipal incompetence and 
graft in the Eastern Cape. In the absence of 
signs that the metropolitan municipalities 
may be about to improve their performance, 
the perception has taken hold that new 
development concepts would be best 
implemented elsewhere, starting from a 
clean slate. Thus perhaps, justification 
may be found for President Ramaphosa’s 
approach to the smart-city idea, which 
emphasises creating such cities from 
scratch, such as at Lanseria, rather than 
addressing the challenges of retrofitting 
dysfunctional urban areas with smart 
technologies and organisational systems. 

Similarly, several local opinion-formers 
and business leaders in Buffalo City 
have apparently turned their back on the 
city and focussed instead on the East 
London Industrial Zone as a possible 
locale for smartness. The zone is seen 
as a secure, professionally managed and 
controlled environment overseen by a 
strong business-oriented leadership and 
supported by a major company, Mercedes 
Benz. From this perspective, it seems like 
the obvious place to showcase new ideas 
and seed smart technologies. 
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At the same time, it should be emphasised that South African cities are not the only poorly 
serviced, overcrowded, corrupt, and inefficient ones. Many other cities in the global south 
and elsewhere face similar challenges. In fact, some South African cities are better run 
than their peers in Latin America; and urban service delivery generally in the country is 
considerably better than in many parts of India, where population pressures and historical 
backlogs have created great challenges. Meanwhile, European smart cities and Chinese 
smart-from-the-start precincts do not always offer the best or the most relevant lessons, 
even though they can suggest ideal solutions for urban problems. In this regard, India’s 
smart city programme, which has been running for six years, offers perhaps one of the most 
useful points of comparison for South Africa. 

In this context, the aim of this chapter is to reflect on the high-profile Indian Smart City 
Mission of 2015, which has been widely publicised as a possible strategy for cities in the 
global south, exploring how it works and what it has achieved. The chapter focuses on 
the place-based nature of the programme and its anticipated contribution to area-based 
planning. Given this volume’s argument that smart city development needs to be spatially 
sensitive, a key point of interest is how this sensitivity is expressed in the Indian programme. 
In this context, this chapter also reflects on the new priorities expressed by India’s Minister 
of Finance Nirmala Sitharaman in her 2021 budget speech for the south-western state 
of Kerala, which respond directly to the economic changes wrought during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Based on this assessment, this chapter then returns to Buffalo City and the 
development of a smart city strategy there, with particular reference to the idea of an inner-
city innovation precinct and to the implementation of area-based planning in the city more 
broadly. It is observed that the Indian programme is not that easily adapted to South Africa, 
which only has half a dozen major cities and additionally lacks the required capacity within 
the government and the ICT sector to implement and sustain such a programme. 

However, key elements of the programme may usefully be embraced, including:
• Long-term investment from the central government in area-based urban 

innovation for an initial period of at least five years;
• A focus on neighbourhoods and precincts rather than whole cities as the 

correct scale for smart- city applications;
• A strong emphasis on retrofitting cities with smart technology and on 

rewarding projects with a basic service delivery and developmental focus;
• Elevating the role of higher learning institutions as partners in digital reskilling 

and development; and
• The need to stress the accountability of civil servants and national institutions 

in project management, triple-helix cooperation and the forging of public-
private partnerships.

This chapter argues that BCMM might 
consider utilising the public and private 
higher education institutions located in the 
inner city more fully to help manage the 
challenge of digital reskilling and smart city 
interventions, including by incentivising 
these institutions to create “living labs” 
and “city labs” which can address area-
based and city-wide problems. 

The establishment of such local “labs” to 
gather data and monitor progress in key 
areas of municipal service delivery may 
be considered crucial in the wake of the 
municipality’s recent failure to implement 
smart-city solutions. This failure may in 
part be attributed to the decision to adopt 
external software and systems which 
posed significant technical problems 
that the municipality lacked the capacity 
to address. It may also be attributed 
to the way in which smart solutions 
were introduced without any major 
community and business involvement and 
participation, which ultimately undermined 
their effectiveness. In this regard, the 
way forward should not be to outsource 
the smart city challenge, but to find and 
implement a more sustainable way of 
domesticating new forms of smartness 
in the city, ensuring that they are adapted 
to local conditions and meet the needs 
of local residents, businesses and other 
stakeholders. In this context, data collected 
by “city labs” assessing the municipality’s 
delivery of services could both improve 
the quality of such delivery and inform 
the implementation of the municipality’s 
spatial planning framework more broadly.

The aim of this chapter is to 
reflect on the high-profile 

Indian Smart City Mission of 
2015, which has been widely 

publicised as a possible 
strategy for cities in the global 

south, exploring how it works 
and what it has achieved.
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Plate 8.1: The location of the Indian smart-city mission projects.
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In the global south, India has been the most ambitious nation in adopting a serious 
programme to implement a smart city mission for the whole country. The programme, which 
was launched in 2015, challenged municipal authorities across the nation to choose an 
area in their city where a smart-city solution could be introduced. The broader aim was that 
the solutions thus produced by the various municipalities could then be replicated in other 
areas in these and other cities or regions with similar problems. The solutions might involve 
retrofitting an existing system or place-making with smart technologies from the start. 
They might entail creating a new settlement or innovation area as a greenfield development 
or supporting a renewal project building on existing infrastructure. The aim was to “create 
a replicable model which will act like a lighthouse to other aspiring cities”. The central state 
offered funds of $14 billion to support cities that joined the programme and submitted 
proposals for smart-city innovation. The India Smart City Council coordinated the initiative, 
evaluating the proposals, selecting a number of cities to be part of the mission in 2015 
and subsequently monitoring their progress. Preference was given to projects that were of 
public benefit, such as sewerage projects and other service-delivery interventions. Funding 
was offered to municipalities to refine their schemes and innovations. The scheme favoured 
a triple-helix model under which projects were delivered through partnerships among 
companies, municipal authorities and central government. Implemented under the national 
Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs in collaboration with the relevant governments of the 
various states in India, the programme included 99 cities as of January 2018 (Adapa 2018).

In order to qualify for the five years of financial aid on offer from the government to fund 
their smart-city programmes, each city had to create a special purpose vehicle (SPV) 
headed by a full-time chief executive officer (CEO) to implement the smart mission. The 
central, state and municipal governments then provided US$140 million in funding to the 
company implementing the area-based smart project. The company was obliged to raise 
additional funds from the financial market in the form of debt or equity. 

8.2  THE SMART-CITY MISSION IN INDIA

The national government used a 
competitive model for selecting cities 
for funding, based on the quality of their 
“area-based development strategy”. Cities 
competed with other cities within their 
states and then with one another across the 
country in a national Smart City Challenge. 
The cities that scored the highest were 
chosen to be part of the mission. By 2019, 
11 of the 99 selected cities had delivered 
on their proposals, with the others 
reportedly still working on their smart 
interventions. At the end of the competitive 
process, the top 20 cities will be become 
known as “lighthouse cities” and will 
receive additional funding to enable them 
to produce replicable templates from their 
area-based development models for others 
to use (Chakrabarty, 2019; Hoelscher, 2016; 
Prasad and Tooran, 2020).
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There was some criticism of the scheme for not imagining city-wide solutions and for failing 
to pay sufficient attention to the participation of residents. In this regard, it was argued that 
the preference for techno-organisational or managerial “smart solutions” clashed with the 
aim of making the interventions “citizen friendly and sustainable”. Some also questioned 
the extent to which local councils would be able to contribute to the programme because 
they were so indebted and cash strapped.

The charge of elitism in development was also levelled against a comparable competitive, 
public-private model for smart-city development implemented in the wake of the 2008 
financial sector collapse in New York City. In a bid to foster a smart precinct from scratch, 
the city decided to make the whole of Roosevelt Island, which housed a public penitentiary, 
available to any university that could transform it into a technology hub. The competition 
was opened to all universities and the winning bid came from Cornell University, which had 
put together a proposal which included a comprehensive physical plan and intellection 
programme. When it was implemented, the project transformed an underutilised tract of 
public land next to Manhattan Island into a world-class technology hub and medical facility 
at minimal cost to the city. At the same time, the project produced few benefits for the average 
New Yorker. It was primarily intended to foster cooperation among intellectual and business 
elites and promote joint efforts by them to diversity the local urban economy away from its 
heavy dependence on financial sector investment. Although this project was quite different 
from the Indian programme in terms of its scale and in that it was entirely driven and structured 
by the preferred bidder rather than involving collaboration between the government and the 
developing agency, it nevertheless leveraged the higher education sector, in this case Cornell 
University, as a crucial partner in realising a place-based intervention.

Another similarity between this model and that adopted by the Indian government was that 
both focussed on discrete area- or precinct-based planning as the basis for their smart 
urban development rather than seeking to work from a city-wide masterplan, which can 
entail costs and risks which project developers cannot, or are unwilling to, accept. 

In the Indian case, the central government provided half the funds for the companies taking 
on the responsibility of producing and leading area-based smart city solutions, with the 
other half coming from the local state governments and municipalities. The companies 
were also required to contribute some of their own capital indicating their commitment 
to sharing the risk. The incentive for the participating private-sector companies was 
that, if their scheme were successful, it would be rolled out nationally and make them a 
considerable amount of money as the originators of the scheme and owners of the patents 
which has been produced in its creation. 

Some of the participants in the Indian 
mission proposed new “smart-
from-the-start” city precincts, but in 
the majority of cases the proposed 
interventions were embedded in 
existing urban neighbourhoods. Smith, 
Pathakb and Agrawalc (2019) argue 
that the programme was created as an 
umbrella under which a huge diversity 
of projects was supported, many of 
which had less to do with digitalisation 
than they did with the development 
of the infrastructure to deliver basic 
services. In this regard, a striking 
feature of the India Smart city mission 
thus far has been the extent to which 
it has supported retrofitting across 
the urban landscape, rather than just 
focusing on new precincts which are 
planned as greenfield developments.

Plate 8.2: An Indian ‘smart-from-the-start city’ masterplan.
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Plate 8.3: An example of an embedded smart district in Bhubaneswar. 

In the state of Kerala, which is a tourism 
hub and tea-producing region in India’s 
south-west, a smart city development was 
established in the precinct of Kochi which is 
a special economic zone, much like the IDZ 
in East London. The project was anchored 
by a Dubai-based technology company, 
which also has interests in a smart-city 
development in the Mediterranean island 
state of Malta, while a local stakeholder 
controlled around 15% of the investment. 
The development which was planned more 
as a technology park than as an integrated 
neighbourhood of the city is located 14km 
from the city centre and the local airport 
and is a self-standing and self-supporting 
greenfield development. It is a classic 
smart-from-the-start project which aims 
to foster future investment in high-end 
technology and development and makes 
no pretence of addressing public-sector 
needs or service-delivery challenges in 
a place-based manner. As such is not 
part of the national Smart City Mission 
programme, although it has received 
some funds to support a vacuum sewage 
project in Kochi. In general, the precinct is 
quite similar to a South African Industrial 
Development Zone (IDZ) even though it 
markets itself as a smart-from-the-start 
or mixed-use precinct, rather than a re-
industrialisation area. 

Plate 8.4: Smart City Kochi, Kerala
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8.3  SMART CITIES, 
UPSKILLING AND 

START-UPS IN KERALA

Bhubaneswar Smart District
Bhubaneswar Municipal Wards
Roads
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At the same time and beyond the Kochi precinct, the state of Kerala has become 
increasing interested in the concept of smart development as a driver for economic 
growth, particularly in the context of the damage done by the knock on impacts of 
the Covid-19 pandemic to the tourism sector on which the relatively prosperous area 
has historically relied. Thus, in his 2021 budget speech, the state finance minister 
Thomas Isaac noted that the problem was not that local people lacked education and 
skills, but rather that there were not enough people with advanced information and 
communications technology (ICT) and digital skills to leverage the economic changes 
wrought under the pandemic effectively. The minister stated that in order to support 
development the state’s innovation strategy council would be restructured to include 
the leaders of universities and local training and innovation-oriented stakeholders 
alongside technology and industry experts to focus on producing a programme of 
upskilling for the digital economy (Isaac, 2021; also see Kurup, 2021; Prasad, 2021). 
He made it clear that he wanted skills sets to be developed that went beyond basic 
training, “Let me clarify that, what is intended here is not basic training like data entry” 
(Isaac, 2021: 44). 

The list of skills sought included: 
• Industry 4.0 skills in data analytics, machine learning, artificial intelligence, robotic 

processes automation, full stack development and cyber security; 
• Digital skills in the fields of design, content creation and delivery, marketing and media;
• Life skills such as in relation to communication, negotiation, financial management, 

understanding of legal and particularly labour-law issues and business ethics; 
• Language skills including in foreign languages and for Malayalam computing; 
• Functional skills in support of human resources, and finance, accounting, and auditing 

processes; 
• Domain skills in the fields of synthetic biology, genetic engineering, renewable energy, 

advanced communication technology, electronics and additive manufacturing designs, 
agricultural consulting, pet care, paramedical coding, and fashion and apparel design; 

• Skills in support of new opportunities in the fields of science, technology, engineering 
and maths in relation to urban planning, smart habitats, structural design and remote 
network administration; 

• Business skills, including in relation to business analysis, product development, project 
management and business process re-engineering; and 

• Company-customised fintech skills in the fields of banking, financial services and 
insurance. (Isaac, 2021)

Higher education and state agencies, Isaac (Ibid) explained, would provide leadership 
in the skills training, which would require a shift in institutional priorities. As required, 
new agencies would be formed, and separate training centres would be established. 
Much of the training would be conducted online or through blended learning.

In addition, he suggested that start-up 
innovation zones would be established in 
government departments to help solve their 
developmental issues. Isaac continued: 

Start-ups will be encouraged to 
transform the products coming from 
innovation promotion schemes into 
commercial ventures. Start-ups are 
relevant not only in the IT [information 
technology] sector, but wherever 
innovative concepts are utilised. 
Kerala has remained at the top of 
national rankings for the past two 
years in the creation of environment 
for promoting start-ups. (Isaac 2021: 
7; also see Kurup, 2021; Prasad, 2021)

Isaac (2021) also declared a five-point 
programme for promoting start-ups, which 
he considered a crucial aspect of local 
development efforts. 

As part of the programme:
• A venture capital fund would be created to 

support appropriate start-ups by matching 
investment provided by the private sector 
and with a pledge from the government to 
help cover losses.

• Funds would be earmarked to expand a 
Kerala fund for technology products, which 
would help to attract external venture 
capital for new ventures. 

• Funding would be made available to 
expand the development and production 
of innovative prototypes related to the 
developmental needs of the government.

• In major tenders issued by the Kerala 
government, start-ups would be 
encouraged to bid as consortiums and 
would be accorded priority in the process 
on this basis.

• Special initiatives would be formulated 
to strengthen the international market 
relations of Kerala start-ups and to link 
their efforts to those of foreign universities, 
research institutes, companies and 
organisations. 
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Living labs have been touted as a means of connecting communities to digital skills and 
opportunities in order to boost employment. Many job seekers in South Africa know that 
acquiring a job requires experience and references; but that obtaining such experience 
requires having had a relevant job. A lack of English proficiency can compound the 
problem for many of those seeking work. A number of initiatives have been established to 
address this conundrum. In Athlone in Cape Town, a South African-developed mobile and 
blockchain platform called Zlto has established a programme which tracks and incentivises 
social community work. Users “bank” hours spent on volunteer work, collecting Zlto digital 
currency in return. The currency can then be exchanged for donated items, or services 
indirectly related to finding employment, such as travel expenses, food purchases and 
education fees. At the same time, the app builds a profile of verifiable volunteer work 
experience and real-time references which essentially works as a digital CV for refugees 
and asylum seekers. Zlto is the 2014 brainchild of an innovation and upskilling hub called 
Reconstructive Living Labs (Rlabs), which won the Google Impact Challenge for South 
Africa in 2018 for its efforts tackling youth unemployment. Co-founder Senzo Masumpa, 
who is also a student at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT), said the idea 
was born when Rlabs staff realised that youth enrolled in an IT workshop were too hungry 
to focus. 

In a country with an  unemployment rate of more than 60% among youth aged 15-24, Rlabs’s 
Zlto gave users an edge over other inexperienced job-seekers. As the app picked up speed 
in Cape Town, headhunting companies started searching the Zlto database. Meanwhile, 
the partnering organisations who donated the items for which the digital currency could 
be exchanged were able to track the impacts of their corporate social responsibility work 
through the number of volunteer hours logged. Rlabs is one of a number of “living labs” 
which have been established on the principle of knowledge exchange between innovators 
and intended beneficiaries. An HSRC study by Irma Booyens and Alexis Habiyaremye (2019) 
showed that 935 Rlabs respondents reported having learnt new skills and indicated that the 
project was achieving its overall objectives. “User capacity building through collaborative 
learning can enable creators and users of innovations to overcome the hurdles of knowledge 
asymmetry, in order to co-create innovative solutions to tackle societal challenges,” noted 
Habiyaremye (2019: 15).

In this regard, research has increasingly shown that new technological innovations often 
run into diffusion difficulties in new settings. In some instances, the technology simply does 
not suit the context. A notorious example is the locally developed merry-go-round water 
pump – or PlayPump. The idea was to harness the energy of kids at play to pump water 
for rural communities. Instead, in some cases, women ended up laboriously turning the 
merry-go-rounds long after the children had tired; or the pumps were abandoned because 
there was insufficient underground water (Stellar, 2010). When communities are consulted, 
such costly mistakes can be avoided. The living labs approach takes this conclusion a 
step further by involving community members in the entire process of innovation, from 
conception through to implementation. This process can ensure the viability of the product 
and its successful diffusion, and help to upskill community members at the same time. 
The living labs approach arguably bridges a psychological divide as well as a digital one, 
positioning community members as active contributors to their own socioeconomic 
development. Participants of the various programmes have reported greater confidence and 
belief in their professional capacity, which is in line with the ethos of South Africa’s White 
Paper on Science, Technology and Innovation of 2019, following the one of 1996 which 
seeks to harness the technologies and opportunities of the Fourth Industrial Revolution 
towards inclusive development (Habiyaremye, 2019).

One of the best-known community-based living labs in South Africa is the Siyakula Living 
Lab on the Eastern Cape’s Wild Coast. The lab was the brainchild of researchers at Rhodes 
University who were involved in livelihoods research in the area in the early 2000s. By 
2010, the Siyakhula Living Lab was building a “multi-functional distributed community 
communication platform” in the vicinity of the Dwesa Nature Reserve – a deep-rural, 
marginalised community – with the aim of creating a ubiquitous, user-driven community 
ICT services platform. The project aimed to train and connect communities and people 
through ICT, thus developing and increasing their capacity and supporting the development 
and deployment of ICT systems in far-flung communities. The scheme also sought to 
encourage the commercialisation of products and develop tourism and craft production 
through online advertising. Broadly, the project acknowledged the growing importance of 
rural, marginalised communities as an untapped market in developing countries such as 
South Africa addressing their exclusion from the global knowledge economy (Coetzee, du 
Toit and Herselman, 2012).
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8.4  LIVING LABS AND 
CITY LABS IN SOUTH 

AFRICA AND THE 
EASTERN CAPE

What is a living lab?
A living lab is a 
research concept, 
which may be defined 
as a user-centered, 
iterative, open-
innovation ecosystem, 
often operating 
in a territorial 
context, integrating 
concurrent research 
and innovation 
processes within a 
public-private-people 
partnership.



As a result of the high profile accorded the Siyakula project, which is part of a Telkom Centre 
of Excellence, there has been a strong focus on living labs as a response to rural knowledge 
and education challenges in the Eastern Cape. The view is that they can be deployed to 
connect schools; build community platforms for information sharing; market products; and 
foster basic digital literacy. There are now three leading rural living labs projects in the 
Eastern Cape and a strong focus in the provincial ICT structures on bridging the urban-rural 
digital divide with new projects in Lusikisiki and other remote areas. It is also clear that 
there is a lot more going on in the innovation space in Nelson Mandela Bay and Makhanda 
(formerly Grahamstown) than in Buffalo City. A Makana Municipality apps project and 
a range of other initiatives in these locales have been established through the local 
universities in these towns, Nelson Mandela University and Rhodes University respectively. 
The living labs projects in the province are sited within local community spaces, while the 
researchers, students and innovators who work in them move between the university and 
the community. In all cases, the aim is to develop products that will work locally but can 
be replicated across the region or the country, or even the continent (Habiyaremye, 2019). 

Smart labs have also been established in some of the country’s cities, usually within 
innovation districts or on or near the campuses of local higher education institutions. Such 
labs tend to be issue-focused and aim to gather and analyse data from the city to enhance 
evidence-based planning while opening access to data and analysis to both community 
stakeholders and policy makers. These initiatives are often established at centres, institutes, 
and departments at universities. For example, the African Centre for Cities has established 
several labs of this kind at the University of Cape Town (UCT). These labs focus on a range 
of issues such as the challenges of densification; the use of public space; the impacts of 
climate change; and the improvement of transport and waste management services. 

The labs which are sited in metropolitan areas benefit from external research funding and 
play a critical role in creating an inclusive nexus (comprising mainly experts from various 
spheres) that engages with city-level problems. There are so many issues and challenges 
which could benefit from the attention of living lab or city labs, or some combination of the 
two. City labs need not be as ambitious and rigorously scientific and intellectual as those 
at UCT or the well-known Gauteng Observatory in Johannesburg. They could adopt more 
modest objectives initially and consist of a core team of just a handful of graduate students 
and a lecturer; or they could originate as living labs before evolving into city labs (Petersen 
and Kruss, 2021). 

An excellent example of a model for a city lab would be the tourism heritage project 
mentioned in the previous chapter. This project promoted the idea that East London should 
define its heritage from below to establish a new identity. This could involve establishing 
living labs, perhaps based at schools across the city, to collect hidden histories and 
encourage engagement in heritage activities and commemorations. 
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These labs could then be connected to 
a city lab which would develop products 
and installations within the innovation 
district, such as at the media studies 
school on the Walter Sisulu University 
(WSU) campus or in a space provided at 
no or little cost by the municipality where 
text could be produced and disseminated 
via apps, boards and signage. The fine 
arts department at the local Technical and 
Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
college and the music department at the 
University of Fort Hare (UFH) might also be 
engaged to produce public art and music 
around the heritage content. There could 
also be a food and cuisine focus, which 
picks up on the idea of food labs which 
are increasingly popular in many cities in 
the global north. The creative possibilities 
are manifold and could be leveraged to 
help transform the culture of East London 
and rebrand Buffalo City’s identity as a 
place. However, the establishment of such 
initiatives would require a fundamental 
change in the style and culture of the 
city’s governance and administration.
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In Buffalo City, where there are so 
many service-delivery and community-
development issues, there is great 
potential for the productive establishment 
of a wide range of living labs, not just to 
provide platforms for unemployed people 
to get a foothold in the job market, but as 
a means of gathering data and tracking 
performance on the delivery of services, 
such as public transport and health care. 
In this regard, a number of insights emerge 
from the above discussion of the Indian 
experience which are of relevance to 
South African municipalities seeking to 
implement smart-city transitions. 

First, the state has a critical role to play 
in forging relevant place-based policy 
instruments, plans, investment funds 
and other opportunities to ensure digital 
technologies become embedded in the 
urban fabric. The area-based focus in Indian 
policy offers a key lesson in this regard. 
This approach has enabled a balance to be 
struck between supply-side priorities and 
demand. Extrapolating from the approach 
adopted by the Indian government, the 
smart water-meter system which BCMM 
sought to adopt would not have passed 
muster. The council governing smart-city 
initiatives would have determined that 
the municipality lacked the capacity to 
implement the programme functionally on 
a city-wide scale within the required time 
frame. Instead, it would have advised the 
municipality to find a local partner with 
whom it could implement the programme 
and would further have advised that the 
municipality should start with one or two 
suburbs only before scaling up the system. 
At the same time, in this scenario, the Indian 
model would not have allowed for much 
community participation, which would 
have had the effect of inhibiting broader 
democratic ownership of the initiative. 
However, the virtues of the Indian model are 
that it prioritises practicable solutions to 
basic service-delivery problems, creating 
replicable systemic solutions that can be 
used elsewhere. In addition, by supporting 
what may be considered pilot projects in 
precincts and local neighbourhoods rather 
than across the whole city, the approach 
limits the financial risks being borne by 
both the state and their venture-capital 
partners, while also allowing for up-scaling 
in the case of success. Such a methodology 
may form the basis for spatially smart 
planning not only in Buffalo City, but across 
South Africa too.

A second lesson from the Indian model 
relates to Mazzucato’s (2015) inciteful 
analysis of the “entrepreneurial state” 
and the role of public funds in driving 
innovation. In this regard, the Indian central 
government has shown that it is prepared 
to invest generously in smart-city and 
start-up missions at the local, state level, 
while also insisting on the need to engage 
private-sector partners as a condition for 
releasing this public support. This differs 
from the model adopted in the United 
States of America (USA) and China, where 
the national governments may be prepared 
to bear a greater share of the risk. Under the 
Indian model, the private sector is required 
to share the financial risk in support of 
initiatives produced by academics and civil 
servants from the very beginning – and 
not, as in other models, come in at a much 
later stage once the financial and profit-
making potential of the programme is quite 
evident. In this regard, the Indian model 
may be seen as short-circuiting the pattern 
of “public investment, private gain” noted 
by Mazzucato in the USA (Mazzucato, 
2015). In this context, it seems clear that in 
the case of Buffalo City’s smart-meter roll-
out, the municipality took all the risk and 
committed funds to a programme which 
was actually something of an experiment 
– with the cost ultimately being passed to 
municipal taxpayers, who are now taking 
the city to court (an outcome which also 
undermined the relationships needed 
to foster collaborative problem solving 
and joint ventures locally). Given that the 
budgets of both South African and Indian 
local authorities are quite restricted, the 
public-private funding model adopted 
in India for smart-city development may 
prove a practical way of sharing the risk.

A third feature of the Indian model worth 
noting is how local state budgetary support 
was made available for municipal start-
up strategies, such as in Kerala. In South 
Africa, the equivalent would be to share 
funding support among the different tiers 
of government, including the provincial and 
municipal ones. In the context of supporting 
start-ups, though, it also important to note, 
again following the research of Mazzucato 
(2015; 2018) and her colleagues, that small 
is not always best. Older bigger companies 
can have a great deal to offer in a particular 
field of innovation. So, it should not be the 
size of the enterprise but its capacity to 
improve lives that should guide whether 
it is chosen as the partner in any planned 
intervention and investment on the part 
of the government. In the case of Buffalo 
City and the Eastern Cape, it may not be 

that feasible to establish partnerships with 
start-ups, given their relative lack of the 
required skills and business experience. It 
may be more practicable and effective to 
engage large firms which should then lead 
or integrate a consortium of local start-ups.

Another way of building capacity from the 
bottom up is to create “living labs” which 
can become incubators for future start-up 
initiatives and small companies, as has 
been seen in a number of South African 
cities. Following the India model, it is 
proposed that the Eastern Cape government 
should issue a call for proposals for 100 
new living labs to be created in towns 
and cities, including Buffalo City, and 
provide funding to establish place-based 
development projects using this approach. 
This model for smart development would 
encourage community engagement and 
participation and help to address complex 
local problems, including unemployment. 
It may also be advisable to promote the 
idea that the mission statements for these 
living labs should be connected to higher 
education institutions, which could offer 
crucial knowledge-based support. 

In Buffalo City, an early priority may be to 
establish living labs which could connect 
schools to each other and address the poor 
state of local education, especially in maths 
and the sciences. Registered university and 
college students at both public and private 
institutions could support these initiatives, 
processing the data and innovations 
produced by these living labs to develop 
and refine the projects in support of local 
communities. These living labs could 
also evolve into city labs in some cases, 
which could be then be integrated into the 
municipality’s spatial planning process 
and deployed to help embed the innovation 
district around the inner-city “Eds and 
Meds” into the urban communal fabric. 
Such city labs should be created at all the 
local public higher education institutions 
and central medical facilities with the 
support of the municipality. The labs would 
work with students in different departments 
and aim to reach out to local, urban 
communities and neighbourhoods. The 
activities undertaken at these labs could 
easily be integrated into the undergraduate 
and post-graduate curriculum and training 
at these anchor institutions.

Meanwhile, the East London Industrial 
Development Zone (ELIDZ) should not be 
allowed to emerge as a separate node for 
smart development simply because it is 
better placed to adopt smart technologies 
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and complex management systems. The IDZ is a great asset for municipality and, 
as such, needs to be nurtured as an integrated part of the urban innovation and 
management system, rather than as an alternative producer of economic governance 
to the municipality. The Indian case shows that, while private capital has a role to 
play in urban development, the government should not and cannot step aside from 
its responsibilities at the municipal level. The Council for the Smart Cities Mission 
established by New Delhi is firm on this. No-one is excused from the table, and there 
is no space for state incompetence or corruption either. This means that oversight 
processes must be put in place at all levels and that new developments should be 
monitored and assessed at regular intervals. In this regard, civil servants, private 
individuals, university professors and community representatives are all involved 
in overseeing India’s smart city initiatives. The Indian programme also encourages 
competition among cities, public sector institutions and personnel in the quest for 
smart innovation and better-serviced cities; and rewards and upscales success on 
this basis – the aim being to produce more efficient and effective smart-city models.

Taking into account the proviso that the municipality in East London should work 
closely with the IDZ in producing and implementing smart-city projects, it is also 
important to acknowledge that the IDZ is already well-placed to take a leading 
role in this regard. It is in the process of rebranding its innovation capabilities and 
embracing smart technology. The approved establishment of a digital data centre 
and skills hub at the IDZ could well enable it to play a wider provincial role in digital 
upskilling, although, it is advised, this should take place in coordination with the local 
universities and colleges in order to leverage the potential educational impacts as 
effectively as possible. Following the example of Kochi in Kerala, there might also be 
an argument to be made for reimagining the zone as a smart-from-the-start special 
economic zone in the city, deploying the possible arrival of the undersea cable and 
new investment in technology and artificial intelligence (AI) to this end. This would 
support the municipality’s efforts to rebrand the city and attract new technology-led 
investment. In this regard, it is noteworthy that the existing IDZ is anchored locally by 
battery and automotive manufacturers which are at the leading-edge of technology 
and innovation development at the global level. Making the IDZ a mixed-use precinct 
by opening it to the surrounding areas could also help to modernise the feel and the 
look of the zone, making it seem more like the mega-cities imagined by President 
Ramaphosa and the Department of Human Settlements than an old-style industrial 
development area. Perhaps this vision could be realised in the form of a “West Bank 
Smart City” in Buffalo City. 

At the same time, the municipality should maintain its development and investment 
focus on bringing the inner-city innovation hub to life. This precinct could become a 
public-facing place of innovation, youth culture and change. This is where students 
should be able to cut their teeth in smart projects and city labs and leave their 
universities and colleges willing and able to contribute to a smarter future for the city 
and the country. The medical facilities in the hub would also have a key role to play, 
expanding their remit beyond the delivery of basic health services by also fostering 
innovation and development in the field of bio-technology. 

More generally, Buffalo City must work towards feeling more like a science city, which 
is not presently part of its imagination of itself – and this is perhaps the nub of the 
problem. One of the points repeatedly made in this monograph is that innovation hubs 
and precincts are nothing new. They are the global norm in large, aspirational cities. 
Not having an innovation district today is rather like a city in the mid-20th century 
failing to have established an industrial park. The proximity and density of the Eds and 
Meds in downtown East London makes the city an ideal site for such an intervention. 
The policy framework is already there for an innovation district to become active. So, 
the outstanding question is: How and when will this become a reality? 

129

Placing The Smart City   Chapter Eight



Adapa, S. 2018. Indian Smart cities and cleaner production initiative – integrated framework and 
recommendations. Journal of Cleaner Production, 171, pp. 3351-3366.

Booyens, I. and Habiyaremye, A. 2019. South African Living Labs: What Innovation looks like. HSRC 
Review, 4, December 2019.

Chakrabarty, A. 2019. Smart mischief: an attempt to demystify the Smart Cities craze in India. 
Environment & Urbanization, 31(1), pp. 193-208.

Coetzee, H., du Toit, I. and Herselman, M. 2012. Living labs in South Africa: An analysis based on five 
case studies. The electronic journal for virtual organisations and networks, 14, pp. 1-20.

Datta, A. 2015. A 100 smart cities, a 100 utopias. Dialogues in Human Geography, 5(1), pp. 49-53.

Habiyaremye, A. 2019. Knowledge exchange and innovation co-creation in living labs projects in 
South Africa. Innovation and Development 10(2), pp. 207-22.

Hoelscher, K. 2016. The evolution of the smart city agenda in India. International Area Studies 
Review, 19(1), pp. 28-44.

Isaac, T. 2021. Government of Kerala Budget Speech, Minister of Finance, 2020-21. 15th January 
2021. Kerala State, India.

Kurup, S. 2021. Workforce Strategies for the Fourth Industrial Revolution, International 
Consultation on Transforming Kerala to the Knowledge Economy, CEO, ICT Academy of Kerala, 
22-23 January 2021.

Mazzucato, M. 2015. The entrepreneurial state: Debuking public vs private sector myths. New York: 
Random House.

Mazzucato, M. 2018. The value of everything: Making and taking in the global economy. New York: 
Random House

Ndaliso, B. and Nano, A. 2021. The great power rip-off: BCM electricity prices the highest in SA, 
Mthatha costs a sore point. Daily Dispatch Live, 13 March 2021. 

Olver, C. 2019. How to steal a city. Johannesburg: Jacana Press.

Petersen, A. and Kruss, G. 2021. Universities as change agents in resource poor communities: An 
empirically ground typology of engagement models, Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 
167.

Prasad, J. 2021. Design and vision of Kerala fibre optic network, International Consultation on 
Transforming Kerala to the Knowledge Economy, Director of Technology and ITC, Kerala, 
22-23 January 2021.

Prasad, D. and Tooran, A. 2020 What makes Indian cities smart? A Policy analysis of Smart Cities 
Mission. Telematics and Informatics, 55, pp. 1-15.

Smith, R., Pathakb, P. and Agrawalc, G. 2019. India’s “smart” cities mission: A preliminary 
examination into India’s newest urban development policy. Journal of Urban Affairs, 41(4), 
pp. 518-534.

Stellar, D. 2010. The PlayPump: What Went Wrong. Columbia Climate School: State of the Planet, 1 
July 2010. Available from: https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2010/07/01/the-playpump-what-
went-wrong/, accessed 13 December 2021. 

TimesLIVE. 2017. Guesswork in water metre reading over. Go!& Express LIVE, 15 June 2017. 
Available from https://www.goexpress.co.za/2017/06/15/guesswork-water-meter-reading/, 
accessed 13 December 2021. 

130

Author: Leslie Bank

REFERENCES



Covid-19 has placed higher education in a state of flux, and there are many uncertainties about the 
future of face-to-face teaching and class sizes moving forward. One thing that is certain, however, 
is that students will always need good on-campus accommodation... At Fort Hare, most of our 
students come from rural areas which means that when they are not on campus, they do not have 
access to vital resources, such as wi-fi, and social support, which are critical to a student’s ability 
to succeed. Our goal is to maximise student success through the provision of accommodation. 
- Professor Sakhela Buhlungu, Vice Chancellor, Fort Hare University, at the opening of the Fort Hare 
Student Village, 29 May 2021.

The coronavirus pandemic has fundamentally altered our world, but it also provides Wits with a 
fortuitous moment to hit the reset button and to envision our moon-shot that could dramatically 
change society for good…You do not usher in a vision in a moment of euphoria. You do it because 
the vision you are articulating is as important as the other challenges which must be overcome. 
- Professor Zeblon Vilakazi, Vice Chancellor, University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), Inauguration 
address, 29 April 2021.

CHAPTER NINE
THE 15 MINUTE CITY-CAMPUS:
POST-COVID AFRICAN UNIVERSITY 
PRECINCTS

In his 2016 article, Reimagining the city 
from the internet up, Dan Doctoroff argued 
that cities and towns that are based on the 
internet and the fourth industrial revolution 
could potentially look very different from the 
cities created by modernist planners in the 
second and third industrial revolutions of 
the 20th century. With his colleagues at the 
Sidewalk Labs innovation project in New York 
he argued that the fundamental shape of the 
city will need to change to accommodate 
the internet, accelerating processes of 
innovation and producing new urban forms. 
Cities, he argued, will need to become quite 
different places for society to realise the full 
benefits of digitalisation and the power of the 
internet. Doctoroff (2016) believed that a new 
situation had emerged similar to that at the 
turn of the 20th century when the Victorian 
industrial city was no longer tenable and 
had to be redesigned to eradicate slums; 
incorporate new innovations; address urban 
growth; and reduce poverty, disease and 
human degradation: 

Looking at history, one can make the 
argument that the greatest periods 
of economic growth and productivity 
have occurred when we have integrated 
innovation into the physical environment, 
especially in cities. The steam engine, 
the electricity grid, the automobile all 
fundamentally transformed urban life, 
but we haven’t really seen much change 
in our cities since before World War II. If 
you compare pictures of cities from the 
1870s and the 1940s, it is like night and 
day. If you make the same comparison 
from the 1940s to today, hardly anything 
has changed. Thus, it is not surprising 
that, despite the rise of computers and 
the internet, growth has slowed and 
productivity increases are so low…Our 
mission is to accelerate the process of 
urban innovation. (Doctoroff 2016, p. 12)

9.1  INTRODUCTION

131

Placing The Smart City   Chapter Nine



The turn of the 20th century and the crisis in 
urbanisation which accompanied it produced 
visionary urban thinkers such as Patrick Geddes 
and Ebenezer Howard, who promoted the idea of 
the “garden city”, an imagined new urban form 
for the new century. By the 1930s, as families 
gained access to private automobiles, and new 
machines restructured industrial work, the city 
was again reshaped into an even more spatially 
expansive social form, now sub-divided into 
different functional parts. Growth, productivity, 
efficiency and well-being came to be predicated 
on the idea that each area or zone in the city had 
to be designed to perform a specialised function 
which contributed to the working of the urban 
whole. Single-function spatial planning became 
embedded in planning practices and was seen 
as a pre-requisite to unlocking urban growth and 
development. This model also gained popularity 
globally because it was effective at segregating 
people, for example, by pushing aside minorities 
and entrenching white middle-class interests 
and dominance. Modernist planning regimes 
were also adopted in African colonial settler 
cities, where the northern models were adjusted 
to ensure that racial segregation was strictly 
enforced. In South African this planning regime 
has been called “racial modernism” (Bank 2011; 
Bozzoli 2004; Robinson 2006).

The broad acceptance of single-purpose 
modernist planning and its longevity was an 
important product of the nature of industrial and 
urban change during the 20th century; but the 
popularity of the approach was also a function 
of the politics of the era, which supported the 
new kinds of cities that were being created 
at this time. One of the greatest inventions 
of the modernist city was the creation of the 
suburbs. These spaces were constructed as 
a place where well-paid working- and middle-
class male breadwinners with private cars 
could break ties with the compact, inner-city 
tenements which had formerly been their 
homes. They could remake their lives and family 
forms in more affluent, open surroundings, 
which were also more rural and healthier for 
their children. In America, racial modernism 
produced the inner-city black ghetto (Dunier 
2016), which effectively left black residential life 
outside the pursuit of modernity, while in Africa 
colonial governments created ‘native towns’ 
(Fanon 1961) or what Huchzermeyer (2011) 
calls cities with slums. In his writing on the 
need for violence in revolutionary anti-colonial 
struggles in Africa, Fanon (1961) insisted that 
the liberated elites and their followers would 
always be tempted to seize the luxury of the 
settler suburbs for themselves. He argues that 
such neo-colonial strategies should be rejected 
in favour of a complete social and political 
transformation of the former settler city away 
from prejudicial Eurocentric planning models 
and colonial cultural tendencies (Ibid). 
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However, by the turn of the 21st century, the 
modernist model of urban planning had lost 
momentum, not only because of the decline 
of the male-breadwinner ideal, the impact of 
feminism and the growing ethnic diversity 
of cities, but also because the nature of 
capitalism and production changed with the 
growth of new services, technologies and 
financialisation in northern cities. Suddenly, 
leading former industrial cities of the 20th 
century were facing deindustrialisation, 
creating an urban crisis for working classes 
(Castells 1978). In the late 20th century 
and early 21st century, the focus shifted 
to centralising the city and rebuilding the 
urban core with new economic forms, and 
bringing residents back to the city centre. 

As part of such efforts, universities and other 
place- and knowledge-based institutions 
such as hospitals and museums which acted 
as urban “anchors”, played a major role in 
reviving the centres of major northern cities 
socially, culturally and economically (Perry 
and Villamizar-Duarte 2018; Bank 2019). 
Young and creative classes moved into the 
urban cores, enticed by falling real-estate 
prices, while commercial and industrial 
tenants moved out (Florida 2003; 2017). A 
new kind of creative endeavour refashioned 
heritage buildings, warehouses and lofts 
into new restaurants, music venues, art 
galleries and accommodation. Amidst these 
efforts, the role of the universities in the 
inner cities changed as they increasingly 
looked beyond the campus gates towards 
their neighbourhoods and host cities, often 
creating what became known as “innovation 
districts” in the process (Drucker, Kayanan 
and Renski 2019; Katz and Bradly 2013; 
Katz and Wagner 2014; Sharma 2012).

In a new book on the American experience, 
Anchoring Innovation Districts: The 
Entrepreneurial University and Urban 
Change, Costas Spirou (2021), provost 
and vice president at Georgia College & 
State University, celebrated this turn in the 
American university system which dates 
back to the 1960s and the creation of Silicon 
Valley, but gained enormous momentum in 
the 21st century. He cited as examples of 
the new approach the Boston Innovation 
District; Georgia State’s inner-city 
regeneration efforts in Atlanta; and many 
other university-city “incubators”, “city 
labs”, “hubs”, “start-ups” and “accelerators” 
across the country. At the same time, some 
critics expressed scepticism about the 
benefits of such developments, saying that 
these districts or precincts have driven 
spatial inequality and undermined the 
traditional mission of the university as a 
space for critical, non-utilitarian intellectual 
pursuit. At the core of Spirou’s (2021) work, 
and that of many others who champion 
the power of innovation districts, is the 

belief that capitalism is currently in crisis 
and rebuilding a new productive economy 
through “creative destruction” where older 
forms of value creation and accumulation 
are replaced by new forms. The knowledge 
economy of the university is seen to have 
a critical role to play in the process. In the 
United States (US), great faith has been 
placed in the private sector in driving the 
process at an arms-length from state 
intervention and control, while in Europe 
and Asia, especially China, the belief is that 
the state could play an instrumental role in 
the process and mitigate the possibility of 
excessive inequality and privatisation in city 
campus precincts (Ibid). 

One of the key issues in these debates 
is the role of anchor institutions, such 
as higher education institutions and 
hospitals, and their agency in the creation 
of new knowledge-intensive economic 
hubs (Drucker et al. 2019; Katz and Bradley 
2013). The idea of an anchor strategy 
is derived from the understanding that 
public sector institutions, like universities 
or museums and hospitals, are unlike 
businesses that can easily move to more 
favourable locations when times get tough. 
In many rundown precincts in cities, public 
sector anchor institutions continue to 
function, often under difficult conditions. 
An anchor strategy is an urban upliftment 
or development approach which builds 
place-based renewal those institutions that 
are “anchored in place” (Bank, Cloete and 
van Schalkwyk 2018). Innovation districts 
are places where city planners incentivise 
investment, especially for technology 
companies, for urban economic renewal. 
Where anchor strategies succeed, they are 
often supported with innovation districts. 
Innovation districts and anchor strategies 
thus have a great deal to do with the 
perceived need for new forms of capital 
formation, entrepreneurship, and innovation 
in the remaking of capitalism in the 21st 
century, but the entrepreneurial university, 
celebrated by Spirou (2021) is neither the 
necessary nor the inevitable outcome of the 
process of moving beyond the traditional 
university model. What innovation produces 
and the world it creates is potentially much 
more open than is often imagined, but that 
depends on the kind of social contract 
created between institutions of knowledge 
production, capital, citizens and the state 
(Perry and Villamizar-Duarte 2018).

The anchor-strategy and innovation-district 
debates have thus not been limited only to 
the US. They have also become central to 
discussions about the future of universities 
across Europe and Asia, where commonly 
adopted models for development have 
tended to involve a much greater level of 
state involvement led by municipal and 

regional planners than has been the case 
in the US. What is clear, however, is that 
this discussion about the urbanisation of 
higher education and the role of universities 
in new forms of capital formation have so 
far had relatively little impact in Africa, 
and especially not in the small towns and 
secondary cities on the continent. In the US, 
one of the driving forces behind the rise of 
innovation districts and anchors strategies 
has been a growing disillusionment with 
the state as an agent for urban growth and 
social change. In Africa, the debate has 
focused more on issues of decolonisation 
than economic integration or innovation. 
There has also historically been a closer 
relationship between universities and 
the state in Africa than in parts of the 
global north. The evolution of higher 
education on the continent has been 
closely connected with post-colonial state 
formation, with universities being regarded 
as infrastructures for nationalism and 
incubators for a new generation of civil 
servants and technicians. In many parts of 
Africa, senior university personnel, including 
deans, faculty heads and vice-chancellors, 
continue to be appointed by government 
officials and politicians rather than their 
academic peers. In addition, the general 
lack of industrialisation in Africa and the 
historical location of universities away 
from busy, overcrowded city centres has 
meant that some of the themes and issues 
in the northern debates have not seemed 
to have been that applicable, despite the 
developmental challenges associated with 
the continent’s urbanisation and the need 
for African universities to play a larger role 
in urban revitalisation.

In the first opening quote at the top of this 
chapter, Sakhela Buhlungu, the current vice-
chancellor of the University of Fort Hare, 
which is a historically disadvantaged South 
African institution that is closely associated 
with the history of African nationalism, 
expressed his satisfaction with the fruits 
of a huge new state investment in student 
housing on the university’s rural campus at 
Alice. He stressed the need for restitution 
and redress to allow the university to take 
its seat alongside the leading academic 
institutions in the nation. In the second 
quote, the new vice chancellor of the 
University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), 
Zeblon Vilakazi, seemed to embrace the 
integrated urban innovation model which 
has become so popular in the global north. 
He appeared to suggest that Wits must 
drive urban innovation in Johannesburg 
and across the continent. Both vice-
chancellors also referred to the impact of the 
coronavirus pandemic on their universities 
and the ways in which their approaches 
would assist with the adaptions required in 
the face of the outbreak. 
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The view of the two vice-chancellors represents 
a continuum between the reconstitution of the 
traditional university in the case of Fort Hare 
in Alice, but with a distinct focus on redress 
and restitution, and the re-imagination of the 
large formerly white metropolitan universities 
as anchor institutions for reshaping innovation 
and capital formation in the African city. 

Referencing these visions of change, this chapter 
focuses in some detail on the implications of the 
strategies suggested by the two vice-chancellors 
for the development of the African college towns 
and secondary cities. However, the discussion 
starts with the issue of how the coronavirus, 
as well as climate change and the arrival of the 
fourth industrial revolution, are already changing 
the way scholars are thinking about the city of 
the future. In particular, the paper considers 
the idea of the 15-minute city which has been 
developed by Franco-Colombian scholar Carlos 
Moreno at the Sorbonne in Paris (which has 
been adopted by a number of mayors, and been 
awarded the global 2021 Hendrick Obel Award in 
architecture), which offers a different perspective 
on “creative destruction” in the current moment 
of crisis (Moreno, 2019). He argues that the 
entrepreneurial cultures of the inner city, however 
compromised by de-industrialisation, are not 
worth recouping through new processes of 
urban intensification and capital accumulation. 
He argues instead for urban decentralisation and 
the destruction of modernist forms of Chrono-
urbanism, based on linear time, commuter 
lifestyles and a general disassociation with place, 
towards more sustainable urban forms that are 
locally contained and increasingly autonomous, 
but interconnected. 

The chapter begins with consideration of 
Moreno’s (2019) vision of the post-Covid-19 
15-minute city as a new post-capitalism vision, 
before exploring the dimensions of the double 
helix complex and decolonisation in South 
African (and African) higher education, where 
there is growing level of interest in anchor 
strategies and partnership models for university 
reconstruction. The chapter then shows how 
easily the Fort Hare redevelopment strategy 
brushed aside calls for greater town and gown 
integration, while some major, large metropolitan 
universities edged closer towards the innovation 
orientated entrepreneurial model of the global 
north. The paper concludes by suggesting that 
African higher education authorities, government 
officials and town planners urgently need to 
engage in debates on the function of universities 
in urbanisation and the future of the continent. 
The provocative suggestion of this chapter is 
that scholars would do well to think beyond 
Covid-19 and the entrepreneurial university by 
re-imagining college towns and even secondary 
city campuses through the lens of sustainability. 

Since the Covid-19 outbreak of 2020, which brought cities to a standstill around the 
world, fundamental questions have been raised about the future of central-place theory 
and the urban form against the background of a deepening global environmental and 
health crisis. One of the leading thinkers in this period has been Carlos Moreno (2019), 
who coined the term “the 15-minute city”. This concept proposes that urban life 
must shift away from automobile dependence, the need for hyper-mobility, economic 
inequality, and social alienation, in order to address the multi-layered crisis of 21st 
century urban living effectively. Moreno (2019) recommended scaling down significant 
elements of everyday existence to the neighbourhood level and in the process 
recovering forms of human existence which have been long forgotten. The new 
neighbourhoods, he argued, must be socially diverse, economically inclusive, walkable, 
mixed-used, green spaces for work and leisure. All the amenities necessary for urban 
living, including transit links to other places, as well as hospitals, shopping, parks 
and gardens, should be accessible within a 15-minute walk. Well before the Covid-19 
outbreak, Moreno’s (2019) work aimed to address the dominance of single-purpose 
buildings and neighbourhoods; the growing stress of urban work routines; alienation 
among neighbours in the city; and especially the continued influence of the automobile 
in urban planning. In response to these problems, Moreno (2019) demanded that urban 
life be scaled back; time be reclaimed; speed reduced; and urban life recentred to make 
neighbourhoods meaningful, social, and inclusive. Reconfiguring urban life, Moreno 
insisted, required making cities more liveable, resilient and equitable by encouraging 
mixed-use development and fostering a sense of place-based solidarity among local 
residents. This meant bringing people out of their homes into public spaces, and 
encouraging them to walk, cycle, meet, socialise and work locally. It meant reimagining 
life on the ground floor. Moreno (2019) sought to replace the functionalist models 
and automotive paradigm of the modernist era with something more intimate and 
environmentally sustainable. 

“Proximity” became a key word in Moreno’s (2019) conception of the new city. 
Everything had to be close-by, accessible by bike or a short walk. “Density” was another 
key word. The focus here was on finding appropriate densities in neighbourhoods to 
produce sustainable ways of life, rather than the commercial property-developer-
driven versions of the term, which merely entail increasing densities to maximise 
profits. “Diversity” was a third key principle embraced by the model. Here the emphasis 
was on the need to bring together diverse social groups and people with different levels 
of income in the same spaces to break down urban intolerance and spatial inequality. 
“Digitisation” was the fourth key component as Moreno and his colleagues imagined 
that the new neighbourhoods would be powered by smart-city technologies to 
enhance service delivery and connectivity. Services such as online shopping, cashless 
transactions, cyber-security, and virtual communication would be accessed from the 
home to allow work to continue there, saving commuting time and reducing the need 
for travel. 

Figure 9.1: The ‘15-Minute City’: Sustainability, resilience and place identity in future 
post-pandemic cities (from Moreno et al. 2021: 10).

15-MINUTE CITY
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Plate 9.2: The implementation of Moreno’s (2019) 15-minute city in Paris.

The vision was that neighbourhoods 
should be polyrhythmic (people have 
different social and personal paces) 
and polychronic (the uses of the places 
should vary according to time), while the 
city itself had to be polycentric to survive, 
that is it should splinter into a multiplicity 
of different neighbourhoods which would 
be self-sufficient in terms of services, 
opportunities and amenities. Moreno 
(2019) wrote:

The city of proximities seeks to 
combine social and environmental 
responsibility and well-being, in 
daily life, through the deployment 
of low carbon mobility, shared with 
local services, also supported by the 
possibility of digital technology. The 
new urban model proposes a virtuous 
cycle in which time, space, quality of 
life and sociability are closely linked. 

Moreno’s (2019) vision found some 
realisation as Covid-19 lockdowns were 
slowly lifted and people began to circulate 
in much quieter city precincts, while they 
continued working from home, and began 
to know and encounter each other in place 
in ways that they had never experienced 
before because they had been too busy, too 
hidden, too driven (in their cars), too private 
and too alienated from their local areas. 

In this regard, the impact of Covid-19 
restrictions in scaling city life down to the 
neighbourhood level and reducing speed 
and movement resulted in the rediscovery 
of place and an experience of urban life 
without the cars and the hustle – creating 
a time for reflection, walking and proximity. 
However, the new rules only fostered this 
new way of experiencing cities in the 
context of social isolation, which was a 
goal of government restrictions intended 
to contain the spread of the virus. By 
contrast, Moreno (2019) proposed 
remaking the city at the neighbourhood 
scale in the context of greater interpersonal 
contacts on the streets, in the parks and 
shops and at sports grounds, so that the 
entire ground floor of the neighbourhood 
could become a new kind of social space. 
Thus, Moreno’s work revisited the thinking 
of the great Swiss-French modernists, 
such as Le Corbusier, but also built on 
critiques of modernism, especially Jane 
Jacobs’ argument in her 1961 tome, 
Death and Life of Great American Cities; 
Lewis Mumford’s (1938; 1961) persistent 
criticism of suburbia and single-function 
planning; and a more recent body of work 
by scholars such as Richard Sennet (2018) 
on dwelling and building in cities. This 
literature stresses the centrality of place, 
public life and social connectedness to the 
value of the urban experience.

Moreno (2019) associated the rescaling 
and re-orientating of the city with a re-
engagement with place-based identities, 
as residents started to love and protect 
the places in which they lived. Accordingly, 
he promoted the notions of chrono-
urbanism, which relates to feelings of time 
and rhythm in the city, and topofilia, which 
relates to feelings of affect and affiliation to 
places and space. He also wrote about the 
role of well-crafted places in the economic 
growth and development of the city and of 
adjacent urban areas:

The place identity concept also allows 
cities to create anew or capitalise on 
their inherent and unique heritage 
like culture, art, education, health 
and others; thus, allowing them to 
remain competitive, while retaining 
their uniqueness and community 
heritage…. When place identity is 
well-crafted, deployed and achieved, 
cities are able to attract new business 
opportunities and in the long term 
manage to contribute to improving the 
quality of lives of their residents, while 
reverberating positively on adjacent 
urban areas. (Moreno et al. 2021: 100) 
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The idea of the 15-minute city idea has 
received great attention globally and has 
been adopted in various ways as a part 
of neighbourhood reconfiguration efforts 
in cities including Paris, Seattle and 
Melbourne. Dunning, Calafiore and Nurse 
(2021) highlight the genealogy of the 
15-minute city, while arguing that it still 
need to be effectively put in practice:

Moreno puts a new title to an older idea 
within urban planning – that of mixed-use 
high-density living. While elements of this 
model (proximity to urban green spaces 
and mixed-use communities) overlap 
with the Garden City movement, there is 
more than a nod to arguments by Jane 
Jacobs (who was a staunch critic of the 
Garden City movement) for higher urban 
density and mixed uses, ideas that were 
built upon through New Urbanism. While 
this is not the place to resolve the conflict 
between Jacobs and the Garden City 
movement, part of the apparent dichotomy 
is in the application of concepts for urban 
living on pre-existing urban forms or new 
settlements. Jacobs was driven by the 
actual, the Garden City movement by the 
possible. And so, the 15-minute city or 
20-minute neighbourhood, drawing on 
lessons from both, requires planning for 
the possible in the context of the existing.

Some of the insights in Moreno’s model are 
reinforced by Richard Florida (2021), whose 
work on the creative class and inner-city 
revival was behind much of the innovation-
district thinking of the early 2000s. In May 
2021, he wrote in the Bloomberg CityLab 
that city centres would not die as some 
pundits had predicted once office-workers 
and academics took their laptops home 
and disconnected from their inner-city 
neighbourhoods and offices. At the same 
time, he noted, these areas would not return 
to business as usual after the pandemic. He 
argued that the urban cores were too well-
placed, too infrastructurally connected and 
too crucial to the overall functioning of the 

city for them to lose their importance. But, 
at the same time, he predicted that office 
workers would only return to the city centre 
for between 50% to 75% of their working 
hours. This would mean that companies 
would need different types of spaces for 
workers, and much less space overall 
(Florida 2021). Skyscrapers and office 
blocks would need to be converted to other 
uses, including residential ones; and new 
ways of sustaining the density of people 
which had previously made these areas 
economically viable would need to be found. 
Meanwhile, new forms of work in third 
spaces, which were neither conventional 
offices nor home-spaces would also emerge 
and gain traction. He explained:

The office of the future will be less of 
a cubicle-farm where workers park 
behind their laptops and more an 
arena of social interaction. Offices 
will have to be healthier, more spread 
out, with more common areas and 
meeting places, and more outdoor 
space. Employers will need to ply their 
workers with amenities…. to coax their 
workers away from their home offices. 
(Florida 2021)

Florida suggested that the central business 
district would need to move away from 
single function uses and become a “central 
social district” in order to drive a return 
to the inner city. Indeed, Florida (2021) 
suggested that many inner-city or mid-
town districts in America had already been 
moving towards becoming 24/7 mixed-
use areas, with pedestrianisation and the 

installation of cycle paths, greater social 
diversity, and increasingly open physical 
and digital access. He recommended 
strengthening this trend by building 
much needed affordable housing in the 
inner-city spaces opened by the impacts 
of Covid-19 lockdowns and supporting 
the establishment of “minority-owned 
businesses” which encourage diversity. 
These measures, he suggested, would 
help to address the inequalities and hyper-
exclusion produced by the gentrification 
of central places. He concluded: “We have 
a once in a century opportunity to turn 
our business districts and our cities into 
something better, less divided, and more 
inclusive. Shame on us if we fail to grasp 
it” (Florida 2021).

Returning to Dan Doctoroff (2016) and 
his vision of the city of the internet, there 
appears to be two alternative visions here 
of what this “once in a century moment”, 
brought on by the coronavirus, may 
produce: a restoration of the urban core 
along the lines encouraged by Florida; or 
the creation of a radically different and 
decentralised, neighbourhood-based 
model for city- or town-building and urban 
development. In African urban contexts, it 
has been noted, centrality has never been 
as powerful a socio-economic force as has 
been the case in the global north. African 
cities, like many others in the global south, 
tend to sprawl over space, but there is also 
clustering around historic grids and existing 
infrastructure. In many African, cities layer 
upon layer of settlement is laminated 
over and beyond the old colonial city 

Figure 9.3: Public Spaces in the 15-minute city
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Plate 9.4: Fort Hare Student Village on the outer edge of campus, 2021. (Infrastructure News SA)

map, creating something new, expansive 
and polycentric. Moreover, the extractive, 
primary-resource-based nature of many 
African economies meant that African 
cities were generally not anchored by large 
industrial precincts close to the city centre, 
except in a few industrial cities in southern 
Africa, such as Johannesburg. The most 
common function of urban central places 
in Africa has been as centres for trade and 
administration. They are places of social 
density and mixed uses, with formal and 
informal markets (and increasingly malls 
and other shopping complexes) standing 
alongside government administration 
buildings. Meanwhile, education and health 
care were often not directly connected 
with urbanisation on the continent as 
some of the best schools and hospitals 
were located at or near former mission 
stations. Post-school training was often 
largely rural with agricultural schools and 
post-school training colleges scattered 
across small towns and urban areas. After 
independence, the new universities were 
symbols of nationhood and modernity. 
They were seldom concentrated in the 
centre of cities but were often strategically 
located on hill tops on the outskirts, 
with statues and modernist architecture 
befitting the new nation. In South Africa, the 
new “homeland” universities of the 1970s 
were always strategically situated on an 
elevated plain or close to a major road so 
that everyone could view these icons of 
the country’s progress. These symbols of 
modern national development were not to 
be diluted or diminished by being integrated 
into busy informal business centres.
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On 31 May 2021, the Minister of Higher Education, Science and Technology, Blade Nzimande, 
officially opened Phase Two of a new “student village” inside the grounds of the University 
of Fort Hare in the small Eastern Cape town of Alice. The phase was funded by the national 
Department of Higher Education, which contributed R128 million; the Development Bank of 
Southern Africa (DBSA) which provided loan capital of R278 million: and the university itself 
to the tune of R19 million. Nzimande said the R419 million new phase provided an additional 
1,440 beds which would enable the university to accommodate 70% of its students on 
its Alice campus. The establishment of the Fort Hare Student Village was in large part a 
product of the university’s 2016 centenary celebrations, which focused on the history and 
legacy of the Alice campus and set out to restore the stature and dignity of the university 
as an African institution of higher education. In this regard, the unveiling represented a 
seminal achievement for the university, which had been in urgent need of renewal both in 
terms of the restoration of its historic buildings and in relation to the provision of improved 
student accommodation. The project also demonstrated the capacity of the university to 
manage such a large infrastructure project with the support of government partners and 
local contractors.

At the opening ceremony, Nzimande commended the university for supporting small-scale 
contractors and black economic empowerment firms, creating over 1,000 employment 
opportunities in the process. The vice-chancellor of the university, Sakhela Buhlungu, said 
that the completion of the “student housing development is an important milestone for the 
university’s ‘decade of renewal’ master plan, which is setting the university on an ambitious 
trajectory of reinvention in the 21st century”. The CEO of the Development Bank of Southern 
Africa, Patrick Dlamini, said that the project provided essential infrastructure required to 
“contribute to economic growth, create local jobs and [build] strong vibrant communities”. 
(Engineering News 10/3/2021).

On the same day as the unveiling, Statistics South Africa reported that youth unemployment 
in South Africa had topped 72% and the national unemployment rate had reached its highest 
ever rate at more than 32% (Cape Times 10/3/2021) Meanwhile, students’ groups across 
the Eastern Cape were complaining that their degrees from Fort Hare and WSU were no 
longer that useful in the job market with new opportunities in the civil service falling away, 
and sought to draw attention to soaring graduate unemployment rates. In this context, 
although the opening of a massive new single-purpose, student housing complex behind 
the gates of Fort Hare clearly addressed historical backlogs and restored some dignity to 
an institution which had trained much of the leadership of African nationalist movements 
in the 20th century, its larger value as higher education budgets are being cut and national 
economic growth more generally has stagnated, is open to question. 

9.3  “UNIVERSITY-IN-A-BOX” AT FORT HARE, 
ALICE, 2016-21
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Plate 9.5: The Fort Hare Student Village nears completion. The town of Alice is in the background.

In an environment of austerity, in which university infrastructure spending has taken 
a backseat to the subsidisation of student fees, it is difficult to see how the national 
Department of Higher Education and Training will be able to replicate projects such as the 
Fort Hare student village on other urban and rural campuses in the next decade. The scale 
and stature of the project, which began in 2016, was linked to the centenary of the university 
and the feeling that the South African ruling party, the African National Congress (ANC), owed 
Fort Hare a historic debt for the role the institution had played in the liberation struggle. The 
Minister said that Fort Hare occupied a “distinctive and historical place, not only amongst its 
education peers, but also in the memory in the struggle against colonialism and apartheid” 
(Linden, UFH Website 7/6/2021). He suggested that the investment indicated a desire to 
disrupt the century long tendency to have historically privileged institutions and promote 
a century long trend of unequal spatial, social and institutional development. His greatest 
hop was to see Fort Hare rise, like phoenix from the ashes, in the small, struggling Eastern 
Cape town of Alice.  He insisted that: 

it is after all here (in Alice) where leaders such as Nelson Mandela, Govan Mbeki. Oliver 
Tambo, ZK Matthews, Chris Hani, Ivy Florence Metsepe-Casaburri ands pioneers such 
as writer Can Themba and South Africa’s the first black female doctor … honed their 
skills. We owe it to these pioneers that Fort Hare is restored to its rightful place in the 
development of our democracy (Linden, UFH Website 7/6/2021)

However, in the context of increasing pressure on public funds at the national level and the 
university’s own dependence on National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) grants, 
the construction of a student village where only one phase of a multi-phase project costs 
over R4 00 million may not represent the best, or most cost-effective way of regenerating 
this historically significant black higher education institution, especially if the host town of 
Alice remains insolvent and dysfunctional. 

In this regard, the Amatole District Municipality’s economic development agency, ASPIRE, 
suggested in 2011 that the viability of the town of Alice was critical to the future growth and 
expansion of Fort Hare and the local Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
college, and vice versa. 
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The agency argued that a 
small-town regeneration 
strategy should focus on three 
strategic objectives: 

• The integration of the university 
and Lovedale Public TVET 
College with Alice to help it 
become a true “university 
town”; 

• Supporting a sustainable 
community by preserving and 
restoring community assets 
and unlocking economic 
opportunities; and

• Developing an economically 
active, culturally vibrant 
community by encouraging 
investment.



The ASPIRE report suggested that these three strategic objectives should be underpinned 
by a number of key enablers, namely, the disposal of state-owned land; the upgrading of 
infrastructure; and a commitment to an integrated, inclusive approach to development. The 
report also noted that:

Two catalytic projects have been identified for implementation, namely the upgrading 
of the Alice business district and creation of a Civic Core, and the development of 
middle-income residential property and student accommodation. These catalytic 
projects will be supported by the promotion and development of agriculture around 
and agri-processing in Alice, the development of ICT infrastructure and services in 
Alice, and the preservation and restoration of heritage assets and development of 
heritage tourism in Alice (ASPIRE report, 2011: 10).

The report also called for intensified investment in the urban centre and greater integration 
between town and gown. The spatial isolation of Fort Hare’s campus in Alice and its limited 
connection with the surrounding town, along with its disrepair, were subsequently raised 
as critical issues by Professor Glen Mills in his contribution to a Long-Range Plan for Fort 
Hare produced in 2013 which attempted to align the university’s planning with the National 
Development Plan. Mills, a former head of architecture and design at Wits, noted that the 
historical character of the university had been overlooked; and its original fort building and 
related spaces had been ignored. He described how the student and staff experiences on 
campus were restricted in the absence of proper recreational, entertainment, commercial 
and cultural facilities, and any connection with a viable university town. Mills noted 
that Alice was suffering from neglect and a lack of vision or a spatial framework for its 
development as a university town. As a result, the place was run-down, derelict and lacked 
the infrastructure required for decent urban living. It also lacked, he said, visitor and tourist 
appeal, although it had great potential for urban and economic renewal. He concluded that: 

“More university buildings and facilities in Alice will intensify connections between the 
campus and the city and will be mutually beneficial for both citizens and scholars”; and 
“pedestrian and spatial linkages between the campus and the city are inadequate and 
this arrests the socio-economic performance of the whole” (Mills, 2013: 5). 
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Plate 9.6: Priority investment sites for the regeneration of Alice as proposed by ASPIRE 2011.

Special places

01 Gateway into town
02 Taxi rank precinct
03 Civic precinct & park
04 Railway precinct
05 Sports & education zone
06 & 10 Old Technical School
07 Corner McNab Dr & High St
08 Corner McNab Dr & Mitchell St ext.
09 Termination of Main St

Focal point



Plate 9.7: Location of the new student village.

It would seem that, before signing off on the student village plan which came to fruition in 2013, 
the university council considered the option of placing the proposed new accommodation in 
the town and discussed this with the Department of Human Settlements and the Department 
of Higher Education and Training. However, after careful deliberation, the decision was made 
to consolidate the university as a traditional gated higher education institution and not to try 
and engage with the complex issues of regenerating the town of Alice. The primary focus 
of the investment in the campus was to restore the integrity of Fort Hare as the national 
liberation university and bastion of African nationalism in southern Africa. The vice-chancellor 
and the ministry clearly felt that improvement of the university in its present manifestation as 
a traditional, single-purpose, self-contained campus facility should the the goal, rather than 
any effort to produce an integrated town and campus precinct.

In November 2020, Buhlungu told Engineering News that the new student housing 
development would increase the university’s capacity to accommodate students on 
campus from under 50% to more than 65% of the cohort. He said that the student village 
represented a timeless investment in the future: 

Covid-19 has placed higher education in a state of flux, and there are many uncertainties 
about the future of face-to-face teaching and class sizes moving forward. One thing that 
is certain, however, is that students will always need good on-campus accommodation 
… At Fort Hare, most of our students come from rural areas which means that when 
they are not on campus, they do not have access to vital resources, such as wi-fi, 
and social support, which are critical to a student’s ability to succeed. Our goal is to 
maximise student success through the provision of accommodation (20/11/2020).

In the same issue of the publication, John Schooling, a director at STAG African, a 
commercial student housing firm which was working on the project, said:

Good on-campus accommodation means providing more than just beds – it’s also 
about creating a safe space where students can learn effectively. Over 60% of learning 
at the tertiary level occurs outside of a lecture hall, within the communities we create 
on campus – this is known as the hidden context of learning (20/11/2020). 

Meanwhile, Matthew Beard, a contracts manager at Dewing Construction, which was 
also working on the project, noted that the development had contributed towards 
the general upliftment of Alice through job creation, and by creating demand for 
accommodation, food and other necessities, saying: “Local SMMEs [small, micro- 
and medium-sized enterprises] were brought on board to assist, and through learning 
and skills development, this project will positively impact businesses and residents 
in Alice in the long term.” (Ibid). Given that R63 million went missing from the money 
allocated for refurbishing residences during 2016 under then deputy vice-chancellor of 
operational affairs, Dr Jabulani Mjwara, it is a matter of significance that the new vice-
chancellor, Sakhela Buhlungu, stewarded the project to completion between 2017 and 
2021 without any further budgetary challenges (Ibid).
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Nevertheless, one is left wondering 
about the sustainability of investment 
in light of the poor infrastructure and 
lack of viability of the host town of Alice 
which has around 15,000 residents. The 
campus is gated and separated from 
the town; but with an open, integrated 
planning scheme, Alice and the Fort 
Hare campus could be brought together 
to form a 15-minute city precinct AS 
outlined by Moreno (2020). There are 
other historical schools and buildings in 
the town, such as the famous mission 
schools of Lovedale and Healdtown, as 
well as the old missionary-run Victoria 
Hospital. There is also a train station 
in the village and plenty of agricultural 
land for food gardens and woodlots. 
The campus and city are relatively flat 
and easy to transverse on bike or by foot 
within 15 minutes. What is missing is 
high-speed internet, digital connectivity 
and functional schools and facilities 
for academic staff and workers in the 
town. In 2020, Fort Hare was one of the 
South African universities which could 
not complete the academic year on 
time because it was unable to manage 
the transition to online and blended 
learning. The longstanding problem 
of poor internet infrastructure and 
connectivity on the Alice campus, which 
has hampered education there for some 
time, was a major factor in this. A more 
open attitude towards integrating town 
and gown combined with increased 
efforts to improve internet connectivity 
to enable teaching and learning to take 
place from anywhere, could produce 
significant new possibilities for small-
town regeneration in Alice, in line 
with some of the ideas expressed by 
Moreno in his conceptualisation of the 
15-minute city.

Intesification zone
Civic core
Conference centre
Sports & education zone
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Student
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In contrast to the traditionalist, double-
helix approach adopted at Fort Hare, some 
of the big urban campuses in South Africa 
have started to look outwards into their 
neighbourhoods in new ways (also see 
Mabin 2018). A good example is Wits. The 
urban integration appetite and ethos of 
the university was well expressed by the 
institution’s new vice chancellor, Zeblon 
Vilakazi, who said during his inauguration 
speech in April 2021:

The coronavirus pandemic has 
fundamentally altered our world, 
but it also provides Wits with a 
fortuitous moment to hit the reset 
button and to envision our moonshot 
that could dramatically change 
society for good…You do not usher 
in a vision in a moment of euphoria. 
You do it because the vision you 
are articulating is as important as 
the other challenges which must be 
overcome. (Macupe 2021).

Vilakazi emphasised in his address the 
importance of universities and strong public 
institutions in society, in particular the role 
of universities in developing active social 
citizens, leaders, intellectuals, innovators 
and critical thinkers. He also outlined 
three key priorities for the university: “We 
must focus on developing academically 
excellent graduates who leave their mark 
on society; we must continue to conduct 
world-class research and foster innovation 
and entrepreneurship; and we must use our 
location in the economic heartland of Africa 
to lead from the global south” (Macupe 
2021). One way in which Wits has sought 
to foster local development is through 
its efforts to transform the Braamfontein 
district of Johannesburg, which is in its 
immediate neighbourhood, and through 
that agency to help the city strengthen 
its position as an economic leader and 
innovator on the African continent. 
Vilakazi’s vision stressed the conventional 
themes of academic excellence and 
institutional advancement, while also 
embracing the wider challenges of the city-
region and the continent. At the same time, 
he was not suggesting that Wits connect 
with its immediate neighbourhood, city 
and region as envisaged under Moreno’s 
15-minute city model. 

In this regard, it is worth noting the 
techno-centric and commercial bent 
of the university’s sense of its own 
achievements in the neighbourhood, in 
particular its focus on its role in helping 
to establish the Wits’ Tshimologong 
Digital Precinct in Braamfontein through 

a corporate partnership with IBM. In June 
2019, IBM issued a press release hailing 
its relationship with the university as 
driving quantum computing efforts into 
Africa. The technology giant described the 
partnership as a gateway for academic 
collaboration across South Africa and 
the continent, including with the other 
15 African universities which, along with 
Wits, comprise the African Research 
Universities Alliance (ARUA). Vilakazi, who 
was deputy vice-chancellor for research 
and postgraduate affairs at the time, said 
the collaboration would “drive innovation 
in frontier-technologies and benefit 
African-based researchers, academics and 
students who now have access to decades 
of quantum computing capabilities at the 
click of a button” (in Moyo 2019). IBM said 
that the collaboration with Wits had brought 
the university into the IBM Q Network, which 
it described as a community of Fortune 
500 companies, start-ups, academic 
institutions, and research labs established 
to advance quantum computing and 
explore practical applications for business 
and science in Johannesburg and across 
Africa. It was anticipated that researchers at 
Wits would investigate the use of quantum 
computing and machine learning in the 
fields of molecular biology with a specific 
focus on HIV drug research and cosmology 
(Moyo 2019). 

This techno-centric vision contrasts 
with the vision of technology’s uses 
presented by Moreno, whose work has 
been guided by a conviction that cities 
should be, first and foremost, places for 
human habitation, livelihood-making and 
social solidarity, rather than places where 
humans submit to smart technologies 
and profit-seeking companies. In fact, 
Moreno et al. (2021 p. 105) criticised the 
smart city concept, which, they noted, was 
often “overshadowed by the enterprising 
orientations of ICT [information and 
communications technology] providers 
who are inspired solely by the lucrative 
profit margins that this model presents”. 
As a result, they suggested that smart-city 
solutions seldom sought to address social 
exclusion, embrace diversity and reduce 
economic inequality, but rather tended to 
be focussed on selling high-end services 
to those who could afford them or had 
the means and technical know-how to 
incorporate them into their daily lives. They 
also noted that the smart city concept 
was now being widely used in the housing 
market to deepen inequality and drive 
gentrification, with the rich gravitating to 
smart-city neighbourhoods. 

The strategy adopted at Wits, especially 
in the Braamfontein east campus 
precinct, is very similar to that adopted 
by some of the innovation districts in 
the big technology-anchored American 
cities where IBM is a major tenant. In 
this regard, one of the challenges for new 
development in South Africa has been 
that many of the new technology firms, 
including Amazon, are now gravitating 
toward Cape Town. This is partly due 
to the landing of two major, high-speed 
underwater cables in the city which 
guarantees the infrastructure needed 
for rapid technology-based expansion. 
In October 2021, Cape Town received 
another major boost in its ambition to 
become the Silicon Valley of Africa when 
the technology-focused 4 Africa Stock 
Exchange, a rival to the Johannesburg 
Stock Exchange (JSE), moved its 
headquarters from Johannesburg. 

Meanwhile, Vilakazi has not been alone 
in seeking to promote a new, bold, city-
facing vision for the African university. In 
February 2021, President Cyril Ramaphosa 
announced in his annual state of the 
nation address to parliament that a new 
comprehensive science and innovation 
university would be developed in the 
vicinity of OR Tambo international airport 
in the former industrial heartland of the 
East Rand, which is today the Ekurhuleni 
Metropolitan Municipality. The mayor 
of Ekurhuleni had been complaining for 
several years that the metro, which is home 
to over 3 million people, was the only one 
in the country without its own university. 
He had demanded that the government 
rectify that situation. In 2017, the strategic 
manager for special projects in the metro, 
Pieter Swanepoel, publicly announced 
that feasibility work for a higher education 
institute was underway. The plan was that 
the new tertiary institution would focus on 
improving the skills of youth, especially 
in the fields of science and technology, 
to support re-industrialisation and assist 
with the conversion of the OR Tambo 
airport precinct into an “aerotropolis”. 
Swanepoel said the institution would be 
“established as a comprehensive higher 
education institution that is funded by a 
combination of private and public entities” 
and that “continuous engagement with 
various stakeholders, private and public, 
will be given to flesh out the funding model, 
ownership structure, the vision, mission 
and fields of study” (Business Times 
21/9/2020).  
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In 2021, Ramaphosa confirmed that 
the university would become a reality, 
although he did not specify time frames 
for its development. Preliminary work on 
the university is now proceeding and the 
Department of Science and Innovation 
has indicated that it is open to alternative 
models for the funding and spatial 
integration/configuration of the campus. 
It seems clear that the new campus is not 
being imagined as a spatially disconnected 
and unintegrated facility in the metro, but 
will likely be located on a site adjacent 
to the airport so that it may be readily 
integrated into the imagined aerotropolis. 

Another model for future university-city 
engagement has been pursued for some 
years in Tshwane, where the integration of 
the University of Pretoria (UP) into its urban 
environment has gained considerable 
momentum following the declaration of 
an anchor strategy for the redevelopment 
of the Hatfield precinct. Working closely 
with other public and private partners in a 
project to maintain and improve the area, 
the university helped to establish a City 
Improvement District (CID) in the precinct 
in 2004. This produced a formal framework 
for a triple-helix relationship and has helped 
to shape spatial planning processes in the 
area, as well the university’s own identity. UP 
now contributes 50% of the levies for the CID, 
which seeks to maintain and improve safety 
and the integrity of the built environment in 
the neighbourhood by helping with policing; 
refuse collection; the removal of graffiti; 
and other basic improvement matters. In 
2020, the precinct attracted international 
funding from the Kresge Foundation in 
Detroit, which is closely involved in US 
innovation and anchor strategies. The 
funding has been earmarked to support the 
development of a Hatfield Campus Village 
Urban Design Framework over the next few 
decades (University of Pretoria 2021). The 
development of this framework will likely 
entail the introduction of some key elements 
of Moreno’s (2019) 15-minute city, such 
as reducing carbon emissions; increasing 
green spaces; and making the precinct 
walkable and more socially inclusive, 
diverse and sustainable. The Hatfield 
engagement embraces a model of multiple 
partnerships, although it’s more focused on 
real estate and the quality of the university-
city neighbourhood than on immediate 
opportunities for economic development 
through technological transitions. 
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It seems clear that thinking about the relationship between the university and the city 
is undergoing dramatic change in Africa, as appears to be happening for example in 
the large conurbations in the Gauteng city-region. This is not to say that the historic 
focus on universities as sites for training civil servants and supporting state formation 
has fallen away. Governments continue to demand loyalty and support from university 
faculty and staff members in many countries. However, at the same time, the economic 
landscape across the continent is changing rapidly, especially with the expansion of 
new ICT infrastructures which are creating new possibilities for economic growth and 
connectivity; and this has fostered new approaches to how universities see themselves 
in relation to the development of their regions and countries. There is an urgent need 
for more debate in Africa about the nature of universities as anchor institutions and the 
ways in which universities as knowledge producers might integrate more dynamically 
with the societies, places, economies, and institutional landscapes that surround 
them. The chapter started with the new liberalism of the entrepreneurial university that 
has emerged and evolved in the global north which embraces the idea that universities 
are at the centre of the creative destruction of capitalism in the current age. By 
compressing capital, knowledge production and abundant talent in spatial dense 
zones at the centre of cities, it has been projected that new forms of capitalism would 
be constructed that are able to replace old-fashioned forms of urban industrialism 
and non-productive economy of financialisation. It is an experiment through which 
America and parts of northern Europe, and China, are trying to reinvent and regenerate 
their cities and economies. Why is Africa so silent in this debate, what kinds of cities, 
precincts, economies, and knowledge production will allow Africa to rise up beyond 
colonial forms of extraction and even digital domination, or recolonisation (Bernal 
2021; Mbembe 2021; McCloskey 2021; Mazzucato 2015; 2018)?

In this context, this chapter has highlighted the possibilities of the “city of the internet”, 
and what it might mean for the nature of urban design, built form and experience. It 
has further noted the impact of the Covid-19 outbreak on moving forward the debate 
around how the cities of the future may be shaped as urban planners become ever 
more conscious in this moment of reset of the unsustainability of the 20th century 
modernist paradigm; a paradigm which was predicated on a particular configuration 
of core and periphery, a linear approach to time, rapid movement, and place-based 
disconnection. As part of a new wave of conceiving how cities may be remodelled, 
the Franco-Colombian intellectual Carlos Moreno and his team at the Sorbonne in 
Paris (Moreno et al. 2021) have tried to re-imagine a radically different alternative 
to the modernist city championed by planners such as the Swiss-French architect 
and urban visionary Le Corbusier in the 1930s but taking on board the critiques of 
modernism produced by Jacobs (1961) and others. Moreno (2019) has argued that 
radical decentralisation and urban re-orientation around the idea of the 15-minute city 
is needed to disassemble the toxic, destructive impacts on the environment and the 
human, lived nature of cities which have been wrought by modernist planning. 

9.4  CONCLUSION



This chapter also noted how the urban crisis 
of the late 20th century in the industrial 
cities of the global north started to produce 
a new model of the university in the city 
which has sought to place higher education 
at the service of intensified urbanisation 
and integrated it into circuits of capitalist 
value-creation and entrepreneurship. It 
further noted another model for integration 
that has been produced, particularly in 
lagging cities, which has emphasised the 
potential for universities to play a crucial 
role in reconstructing new, more socially 
diverse, tolerant, and creative kinds of 
neighbourhoods. 

In the context of this debate, Africa now 
appears to be embracing the urbanisation 
of the university with greater intensity than 
previously and with greater openness to 
entrepreneurial models and institutional 
configurations, as recent developments 
in Gauteng have indicated. At the same 
time, it is perhaps at the level of the 
smaller towns and secondary cities, where 
double-helix thinking and funding models 
for higher education have continued to 
dominate, that a new integration of town 
and gown may produce some of its most 
significant impacts. In particular, the 
model of the post-Covid-19 urban world 
imagined by Moreno (2019) may be readily 
applied with great benefit to small towns 
and secondary cities where universities 
and colleges are still generally kept quite 
separate from their urban environments. 
At present, the notion of integrating town 
and gown in these places is regarded 
with suspicion. For example, the council 
and the vice-chancellor of Fort Hare 
University decided against opening up the 
university to the surrounding town of Alice 

on the grounds that the scale of the local 
development challenges was too great and 
the institution should not risk becoming 
involved in an urban area that is widely 
seen as quite dysfunctional. In other small 
towns and cities around South Africa, 
there is less incentive for integration. 
This it is suggested is detrimental to the 
capacities of these campuses and cities 
to start leading the conversation in new 
directions that are more suitable to the 
debate about sustainable development 
than the centralising tendencies of the new 
innovation districts of the global north. 

In this regard, the experience of Rhodes 
University in seeking to support its 
host town of Makhanda (formerly 
Grahamstown) offers a salutary example. 
Rhodes, unlike Fort Hare, is not fenced 
off from the surrounding town. Cattle 
kept by local farmers are a common sight 
wandering on to the campus to graze. Yet 
the connectedness to the locality may 
be seen has having produced significant 
disadvantages for Rhodes. The institution 
has struggled to sustain itself in a context 
where the municipal infrastructure and 
services are collapsing, and a steady supply 
of clean water cannot be guaranteed. 
Indeed, in shouldering responsibility for 
trying to keep the city open for business, 
the university has arguably compromised 
the funding available for its core teaching 
and research functions.

If Rhodes and Fort Hare and many other 
universities like them across southern and 
central Africa are to survive as institutions 
of higher education there will need to be 
a fundamental shift in the way in which 
the state and other partners reflect on the 

value and sustainability of the university 
towns and other urban spaces in which 
these universities are located. Government 
funding and private-sector support need 
to be channelled to restore and rebuild 
these smaller centres and the universities 
they host, but not in the manner that has 
been pursued at Fort Hare’s rural campus 
over the past few years. Here the focus 
was on increasing the status and standing 
of the university through the isolated 
improvement of on-campus infrastructure, 
including student accommodation, without 
any significant effort to support the 
broader sustainability of the university in 
its small-town context. In this regard, the 
idea of the 15-minute city, developed by 
Moreno (2019), may usefully be adopted, 
not as a cookie-cutter prescription for the 
development of small-town campuses and 
secondary-city universities and their urban 
surroundings, but rather as a framework 
through which higher education and urban 
planners in Africa can start collaborating 
and thinking ahead to derive benefits from 
a more integrated approach, while also 
recognising the danger associated with 
new forms of colonialism and domination 
through external control of African futures. 
With large sums of money now reserved at 
the national level for uplifting the dire state 
of higher education at historically black 
universities, the co-called HBU’s in South 
Arica, an integrated and embedded place-
based, smart city inspired development 
model, such as that advocated in this book, 
might be good place to start with the HBUs 
in the East London inner city, and in other 
city campus environments like it.
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CHAPTER TEN
EMBEDDED SMARTNESS: 
AFRO-FUTURES, INFRASTRUCTURAL 
CITIZENSHIP AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

The release of the 2018 film Black 
Panther was a global sensation. The 
movie was based on the adventures of 
a Marvel comic-strip black superhero 
who first appeared in the popular series, 
Fantastic Four, in 1966. The Fantastic 
Four included “Mister Fantastic”, his 
girlfriend. “Invisible Woman”, her brother, 
the “Human Torch”, and their friend, “The 
Thing”. The four were ordinary Americans 
who gained super-powers and then stuck 
together through many adventures as 
science-fiction characters, exploring 
new frontiers of the universe, defeating 
villains, and defending earth from 
intergalactic threats. They evolved into 
the Avengers and were joined by the black 
American super-hero Black Panther, who 
proved so popular that he was awarded 
his own series. So, when the blockbuster 
movie came out in 2018, it was not the 
first time that Black Panther had been 
introduced to the public. He was already 
a superhero embedded in the popular 
culture and the American imagination 
with a strong following, especially in the 
black American community. The Black 
Panther film elaborated and expanded 
themes in the original comic books to add 
a new dimension to the global brand of 
American superheroes. The film grossed 
over a billion dollars worldwide, including 
significant sums in Africa. According to 
the Disney Corporation, the movie grossed 
R77.6 million ($6.5 million) in South 
Africa; 102.4 million Kenyan shillings 
(just over $1 million) in Kenya, Uganda, 
Tanzania, and Rwanda; and 642.5 million 
naira (or $1.8 million) in Nigeria, Ghana 
and Liberia, by March 2020. These figures 
are high compared with the normal 
earnings and performance of Hollywood 
blockbusters on a continent which boasts 
only a handful of formal cinema chains 
– and don’t take account of the many 
viewers who saw the movie elsewhere in 
homes or at informal venues. 

The global popularity of the film had a 
great deal to do with rise of the Black Lives 
Matter movement from 2013 in the US and 
the way in which the film’s narrative of a 
black superhero defeating the forces of 
evil in the imaginary future African nation 
of Wakanda resonated globally with the 
struggles of black people. In fact, praise 
for the movie stemmed from its race- and 
gender-conscious casting and costuming, 
including the Marvel cinematic universe’s 
first ever black director, Ryan Coogler, and 
an almost entirely black cast in the lead 
roles. In terms of the story, the epic revolves 
around the figure of T’Challa (Black 
Panther), a member of the royal family of 
the fictional African land of Wakanda who 
becomes a young king with superpowers. 
Wakanda is a place which features a 
peculiar mix of futuristic technology and 
traditional life, a dichotomy produced by 
the presence in the country of “vibranium”, 
a rare and nearly indestructible meteoric 
ore. After the death of his father, the 
villainous Ulysses Klaw, T’Challa claims 
the throne and the mantle of the Black 
Panther as he is exposed to a mystical 
herb that expands his strength and agility 
to near-superhuman levels. He dedicates 
himself to using his powers in the service 
of all humanity, equality and the well-being 
of Wakanda. T’Challa also travels beyond 
Wakanda, which is presented as a country 
that has been traditionally closed to the 
outside world, flying off to New York only to 
return to defend his kingdom against inter-
galactic forces seeking its destruction. 
It is a journey from vulnerability and 
loss, which mirrors African-American 
experience, to black power. In glorious 
cinematic style, the film shows Africans 
to be creative, resourceful, powerful, and 
technologically smart and imposing as 
they defend their land against the forces of 
evil and domination.

10.1  INTRODUCTION

145

Placing The Smart City   Chapter Ten

One way to explore stories 
that could help black 
people reimagine and 
redefine ‘blackness’ is to 
look to the Afro-futurist 
movement for inspiration. 
The Oxford dictionary 
defines Afro-futurism as 
‘a movement in literature, 
music, art, etc., featuring 
futuristic or science fiction 
themes which incorporate 
elements of black history 
and culture’ through 
the black perspective. 
Essentially, Afro-futurist art 
defies how ‘blackness’ has 
historically been defined in 
opposition to ‘whiteness’ 
and challenges creators 
to explore alternative 
presents and futures for 
black characters.  
- Rebone Masemola 2019, 
Why South African media 
should embrace Afro-
futurism.



In the commentaries on the film, many have located this work in the artistic genre of 
Afro-futurism, which is a creative field that has its roots in narratives that sought to take 
the African American story beyond the conditions of slavery and oppression from as far 
back as the 1920s. It has been noted that the striking feature of Black Panther in this 
context is that the movie and its leading characters are actually strangely disconnected 
from this history. They appear more as universal figures than as people embedded in a 
particular African or African-American history. In this regard, the film may be seen as 
invoking forgetfulness and a sense of leaving the past behind, in projecting an image 
of black power in the future – which is precisely the cultural and political effect, this 
volume argues, of the current wave of smart-city discourse and masterplan imagery in 
Africa today. 

This book’s introduction refers to the work of cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard 
(1981/1998) and his theoretical writing on the intoxicating power of “hyper-
modernity” as an aspect of the culture of consumer capitalism, in particular its 
capacity to create what he calls a “spectacular state of amnesia” that erases the 
past and seduces consumers into a mindset of forever moving forward into a 
glittering future. Baudrillard (1981/1998) argues that Americans were immersed in 
this state of mind most often when behind the wheel of their sleekly designed cars, 
which induced states of cognitive dissonance. 

Similarly, in his writing on the power of mega-city billboards in Kinshasa, the 
anthropologist Flip De Boeck notes that, while very few of these projects ever seem to 
materialise, the billboards constitute popular topics for public discourse and shared 
dreams that connect the rulers and ruled in the Congolese capital. De Boeck argues 
that these billboards, rather than depicting utopian visions that were unlikely to be 
realised, work as “mirrors of other-worlds”, providing ideological templates on which 
new forms of modernity could be engaged and imagined. De Boeck (2011: 323) notes:

And yet, it is this very same mirror that somehow also unites Kinshasa’s powerful 
and powerless, its beau monde and its demi-monde, its Big Men and its ‘petit 
peuple’. Kinshasa’s residents and its leaders do not only share the same longing 
for a better city, but, remarkably, they often also share the same dream of what that 
city should look like. … 

De Boeck suggests that this commonly shared longing for a better city offered Kinshasa:

a new heterotopia, a new space that escapes from the real order of things, its 
standard forms of classification and accumulation, … It is precisely in the spectacular 
qualities of the image of the new city, the very process of mirroring, [that the city 
is allowed] ... to overcome, even if only for a moment, the fragmentedness, the 
contradictions, and the ruptures that have scarred the face of the city’s existence 
for so long now (Ibid). 

The theme highlighted by De Boeck here is the way in which these billboards provided 
an opportunity to forget and to imagine the possibility of overcoming in a situation 
of hopelessness. The people know that the content on the billboards is unlikely to be 
realised and life will probably go on as normal, or that only a few elites will benefit from 
what may be achieved in terms of actual construction; but they use these moments 
of engagement and debate to engage in flights of imagination, forgetfulness, and 
escapism, such as also are offered to those viewing Black Panther. 
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In this context, the popularity and appeal 
of the idea of the “smart-in-a-box” or 
“smart-from-the-start” city in Africa thus 
has a great deal to do with the concept’s 
dual capacity to produce both hope and 
forgetfulness in a time of rapid social 
change and hyper-urbanisation. The 
political promise of fantastic new urban 
infrastructural forms and precincts seems 
to transport people away from the everyday 
grind of their actual urban worlds. Thus, 
the immersion of Cyril Ramaphosa and 
his ruling party in the African smart-city 
discourse seems to mark a moment of 
transition away from reality, a point at which 
South Africa’s beleaguered state seems to 
be dispensing with its older, incrementalist 
models of urban improvement and placing 
its faith in hyper-real fantasies. In fact, 
Ramaphosa has repeatedly stated that the 
smart city is one of the ways black South 
Africans can escape the past and embrace 
a new future. In this regard, the most recent 
fantasy being conjured by the ruling party 
is the vision that it has proposed of a smart 
city at Port St Johns which is supposed to 
bring hope, jobs, and poverty relief to the 
poorest of the poor in the rural Eastern 
Cape. The billboards for this development 
are not yet up but the promises have been 
made; the projected budgets discussed; 
the potential (Chinese) partners engaged; 
and the hope incubated. The millenarian 
narrative for the new project may be 
compared to that propagated during the 
disastrous Xhosa Cattle Killing of the 
19th century when communities became 
convinced that, if they killed their cattle and 
burned their crops, a brand-new world of 
plenty and prosperity would miraculously 
emerge as new people sprung from the 
soil and sea to save them from poverty, 
disease, war and oppression. 

The purpose of this book has been to 
temper this kind of thinking in the time of 
Covid-19 and amid the present economic 
catastrophe of mass unemployment to 
consider other options for smart city 
development in the region; options that 
might be more practical, achievable and less 
dependent on superheroes coming in from 
the outside to redeem a suffering people. 
In this regard, there is a disturbing trend 
in the region as a whole and in the former 
Transkei in particular, especially among 
local elites and traditional leaders, to turn 
to the external avatars of global capitalism, 
such as Australian dune miners and the 
Anglo-Dutch oil giant Shell, to save the day. 
However, the reality is that there are no black 
panthers in the offing who will bring greater 
sovereignty, prosperity, justice and equality 
to ordinary people, however tempting it may 
be to imagine that prospect.



Lingering a little longer on the theme of 
Hollywood, superheroes and the African 
imagination, it is interesting to recall the 
power of the Western movie genre and 
the iconic figure of Buffalo Bill as a role 
model for urban youth across southern 
and central Africa in the mid-20th century. 
Buffalo Bill was a frontiersman, adventurer, 
showman and hero from the old American 
West whose adventures were serialised 
and reimagined in comic strips, short 
stories and movies. The first Buffalo Bill 
movie to be shown in South Africa arrived 
in the country in the early 20th century, 
and Westerns became extremely popular 
among white and African youth audiences 
in the township movie houses from the 
1930s. But it was not in South Africa, but 
in the centre of the continent that the cult 
of “Billism”, as it became known, was most 
influential in shaping the native towns of 
colonial Africa. The power of the Buffalo Bill 
story for the construction of urban African 
masculinities and identities is documented 
in fascinating detail in Didier Gondolo’s 
2016 book, Tropical Cowboys: Westerns, 
Violence and Masculinity in Kinshasa. 
In this volume, Gondolo shows how the 
image and adventurous and violent style 
of the swash-buckling Buffalo Bill was 
culturally domesticated in the Congo and 
appropriated in urban areas in an African 
way by local youth, who built their own 
version of “Billism” based on their own 
histories and experiences. He writes that 
in post-war Kinshasa, global cultural flows 
could no longer be kept at bay in the city as:
…youths did not respond to the appeal of 
American Westerns by simply re-enacting 
some of their rambunctious scenes 
and appropriating their antics, sartorial 
elements, and ribald jokes, as other youth 
did elsewhere. Rather, they also parlayed 
these movies’ mystical paraphernalia into 
a hybrid culture, tropicalising the Western 
in such a way that it became almost 
impossible to examine … youth movements 
in Kinshasa without reference to the 
Western matrix (2016: 72).

Plates 10.1 and 10.2: Black superhero T’Challa/Black Panther; and Buffalo Bill with Sitting Bull

Plates 10.3 and 10.4: Mega-structures by Nigerian architect and artist Olalekan Jeyifous.
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Gondola shows how the stories of the 
Wild West, and the early movies of Buffalo 
Bill penetrated the towns of central 
Africa through Catholic missionaries who 
liked to show these movies to attract 
youth to the church. These film nights 
became hugely popular and youths soon 
extracted their own message from the 
legendary exploits of white frontiersman 
Buffalo Bill. Cultural transmission is often 
discussed as “cultural assimilation”, 
but this implies that different cultures 
meet as cultural wholes and continue to 
develop an unequal relationship, in which 
the “assimilated” culture remains an 
adjunct or subordinate form of the culture 
that produced it. By contrast, the idea of 
“cultural appropriation” is used to define 
a process of “claiming the right to use, 
make and own something that somebody 
else claims in the same way” (Refs). The 
emergence of “Billism” in central Africa, as 
Gondola’s work shows, is better defined 
by the later dynamic; as the Western was 
stripped of its whiteness and historical 
specificity and inserted into performative, 
violent, masculine cultures of urban 
domination and control in urban spaces. 

The argument presented here suggests that 
the smart city, which exists as a powerful 
point of reference in the popular imagination 
today, has yet to be appropriated as an 
economic and cultural form in Africa. For 
this to happen, it is argued, smartness 
needs to be embedded in existing cities 

and neighbourhoods and become a visible 
part of their internal dynamic as places. 
In the continental critique of smart cities, 
it is often suggested that a sectoral 
rather than a place-based strategy for 
the dissemination of smart technologies 
and applications should be adopted to 
democratise the uses and benefits of new 
technology. There are many examples of 
how this is already happening, including 
in the form of smart billing systems in 
South African cities and custom-made 
taxi-transport apps in West African 
cities which help drivers find residential 
addresses in even the most informal and 
remote parts of the city. The importance 
of such developments as a potentially 
beneficial alternative to the smart-from-
the-start approaches of some politicians, 
entrepreneurs, and global technology 
corporations has been acknowledged. Yet, 
at the same time, it has been argued that 
this approach is an insufficient modality 
for the transition to the smart city in Africa, 
in large part because it renders smartness 
invisible, which is a problem given that 
a major appeal of smartness both for 
residents and investors is its physical 
presence in the city as a sign and symbol 
of intent and ambition. Therefore, this 
monograph promotes the place-based 
development dimension as a critical and 
necessary component of effective smart-
city strategies in Africa, using the case of 
the former colonial city of East London in 
the Eastern Cape as an example. 

The smart-city movement requires 
appropriate places where new and hybrid 
forms of the smart-city idea can be 
domesticated and placed in highly visible 
and transformative ways, setting an 
example for others to follow and imitate.

Many Afro-futurists in Africa, unlike the 
creators of Black Panther, acknowledge 
the importance of the forces of history 
and the power of place and local culture 
in their creations and productions – 
as may be seen for example in how 
Brooklyn-based Nigerian artist, Olalekan 
Jeyifous, reimagines Lagos (see above). 
In this regard, many of the critiques of 
the smart city deride the creative class 
as foot soldiers of neo-liberalism and 
handmaidens of capitalism, although in 
Africa they have hardly ever been invited 
into the boardrooms where the smart 
city movement is taking shape. Instead, 
they generally speak from the margins 
about urban social change in evocative, 
challenging and embedded ways that merit 
close attention from smart-city experts 
and technology specialists. One of the 
interesting features of Afro-futurism in the 
current period – by contrast to the “Billist” 
sub-cultural masculine styles of the mid-
20th century – is the centrality placed on 
the agency of women and technology in 
change, as represented below in the cover 
of a recent book on Afrofuturism. 

Plate 10.5: Cover of Xtasha Womack’s 2013 book on Afrofuturism.
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Rebone Masemola (2019) laments the 
limited extent to which Afro-futurist 
cultural products in the arts and media have 
impacted South Africa. He suggests that 
the country remains trapped by apartheid 
tropes and continuing divisions between 
the township, the city and the suburb which 
present these spaces as inescapable 
places of destiny. This narrative of division, 
he argues, is continually reproduced in 
the media, including through productions 
such the television series Soul City and 
the 2005 movie Tsotsi, and, in the case of 
East London, the 2019 movie Knuckle City, 
which describes struggles to overcome 
cruelty and disadvantage, but without any 
redemptive or enabling narrative of hope 
for the future. 

Masemola (2019) calls on the creative 
sector to engage more widely with Afro-
futurism and show greater creativity and 
imagination to build stories of hope that 
will allow society to rebuild with vision and 
optimism. This is critical in East London 
if the city is to escape the tyranny of 
perpetual occupy urbanism and embrace 
the future. Masemola concludes that:

Artists are uniquely placed to create 
spaces in which black folks, especially 
black kids, can feel inspired to reimagine 
their experiences and their prospects for 
success through storytelling. We can show 
kids at an impressionable age that their 
stories have depth and are worth telling, 
even — and especially — when they are 
not solely rooted in tragedy and suffering. 
Hopefully, films by black creatives will 
begin to win awards not only when they 
capitalise on and romanticise the atrocities 
suffered by black bodies, but also when 
they celebrate black people as regular 
humans. The depth and inspiration of 
black stories need not be grounded in how 
much a black person has suffered in their 
lifetime. Our stories should be able to look 
beyond our trauma to depicting the things 
that help us push ourselves, that make us 
laugh and smile, and that inspire our love 
(Masemola 2019: 4).

The entrapment of black (and white) South Africans in the apartheid past and old 
binary realist modes of thinking is clearly a product of the reproduction of pronounced 
spatial and economic inequalities over the past 25 years. But it is also a product 
of the politically embedded power of infrastructural citizenship where white middle 
class suburbia stands as an aspirational pinnacle and the material destination 
of development in the new South Africa. This is not to suggest that black South 
Africans wish to reproduce and imitate the social and cultural forms that define 
the white settler city, but it has meant that infrastructure has been fetishized. The 
foundation for this politics was laid with the establishment of the Reconstruction 
and Development Programme (RDP) from 1994, which placed infrastructural redress 
at the centre of project to produce social, economic, and political transformation. 
This entrenched a narrowly materialist view of service delivery as a root to freedom, 
as the politics of the day were stripped of their African cultural and democratic 
content and reduced to a material pursuit, a means of enabling the population to 
“catch up”. The provision of suburban-style services was everywhere presented as 
a highway to freedom and opportunity. The smart-city movement in the country is 
another example where assimilationist material convenience is being placed ahead 
of social and cultural appropriation. 

Much has been written in recent years on this idea of infrastructural citizenship 
and how the promise of infrastructure has been deployed to incubate hope in 
neighbourhoods, cities and regions across the global south. Kregg Hetherington 
(2016) suggest that there is a future tense to infrastructure, like any development 
project, which projects a future perfect, an anticipatory state around which hopes, 
aspirations and an imagination of the future can be assembled in place far superior 
and advanced to the one currently inhabited. Larkin (2013) claims that infrastructures 
can “emerge out of and store within them forms of desire and fantasy that can take 
on fetish-like characteristics that sometimes become wholly autonomous from their 
technical functioning”. It is this sense, desire and possibility creates fantasy, promise 
and semiotic objects that can mould subjectivities and shape citizens.  In this view, 
infrastructures are not just out there, lurking below the surface and operating in 
“invisible way” to deliver greater modernity, smartness, efficiency, and rationality to 
everyday lives. The act of defining infrastructure, as a politician and engineer, a villager 
or a township resident, a student, is always a matter of categorisation and projected 
expectation. This is an expression of the desire for change and a conjures up in the 
imagination the repositioning of citizens and the subjects of development. There is 
thus always a time and a place to the understanding of infrastructure as there are 
horizons of expectation, a temporality which structures the imagination and desire. 
Hetherington writes that infrastructure time is more than merely chronological: “it is 
progressive in the sense that it gathers past and future into meaningful narratives and 
turns the present into an unfolding anticipation” (2016: 234). 

Some of the compelling and convincing of these analyses address how the idea 
of service-delivery is conceived in South Africa (Roy 2009; Lamanski 2020). Von 
Schnitzler (2016) reveals how these claims for social citizenship through access to 
services change with the privatisation of service delivery. She reveals how the smart 
water metres were introduced in South Africa to regulate water use and reduce 
waste, but also helped to refashion citizenship. A new citizen, she argues, that was 
now self-monitoring, responsible for his or her actions and engaged in practices of 
calculation. The transition for social citizenship and universal rights to neo-liberalism 
that delivered new forms of individualised moral behaviour in Soweto and other Reef 
townships, while breaking down the culture of non-payment and collection action. In 
the context of higher education when the passage through university is now dependent 
on on-line learning, students view access to free and fast internet is a basic right, a 
fundamental component of their right to digital citizenship, as we saw in chapter five. 
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It certainly seems to be the case that the South 
African state recognises this and continually 
returns to this theme in times of crisis, upping 
the budget for infrastructure spending as 
unemployment grows, or - in the context of 
this volume’s topic - promulgating plans for 
new mega-cities and roads as Covid-19 and 
unemployment bite. However, these forms 
of citizenship are also problematic because 
infrastructural investment cannot on its 
own provide a sufficient basis for producing 
lasting socio-economic change, democratic 
citizenship, or participatory development. And 
yet the state and citizens continue to believe 
that infrastructure delivery has a special power 
to remake their worlds and define their lives. 
Part of the reason such a notion of citizenship 
continues to be co-produced with such force in 
South Africa through the nexus of state-citizen 
relations is because residents of the country 
seem to understand modernity and freedom in 
material terms as access to services, or in the 
case of the new trend in Africa, access to the 
smart city. But without the cultural, political and 
social changes that extends beyond redress 
nationalism and involuted forms of occupy 
urbanism, the capacity for urban transformation 
and reinvention remains limited. 

In this regard, there is a circularity to the 
underdevelopment experienced in South African 
cities which is entrapping residents in poverty 
cycles. In seeking to address this challenge, 
this monograph rejects a simple infrastructural 
fix like that of fantasy smart cities. Instead, 
it favours a more embedded approach to 
smartness which goes beyond deploying smart 
technologies merely to facilitate technical 
processes that can improve urban service-
delivery and create more efficient municipal 
governance. The proposition at the core of this 
book is that infrastructural citizenship matters 
and should be embraced, but not in a way that 
disguises and/or supports pre-existing forms 
of occupy urbanism. Infrastructural investment 
in historical black universities in South Africa, 
for example, is often presented as evidence of 
improved academic citizenship, when the actual 
performance of those institutions remains poor.  

Thus, it is the argument in this monograph 
that major infrastructural investments are 
a necessary but insufficient condition for 
fundamental change in marginal South African 
cities, such as East London, which lack the 
profile and capacities of their larger metropolitan 
peers. For such cities to compete, smartness 
must be placed and become visible as a sign of 
political will. It must represent an expression of 
the appetite for change and indicate the content 
and direction of that change. 

Major infrastructural 
investments are 
a necessary but 

insufficient condition 
for fundamental 

change in marginal 
South African cities, 

such as East London, 
which lack the profile 

and capacities 
of their larger 

metropolitan peers.

Here, smartness should not just be 
submerged in cables and scattered 
hotspots; it should be compressed and 
represented at the very heart of the 
urban landscape where opportunities 
exist for the city to take a new 
economic direction. This dynamic 
must work beyond existing forms of 
occupy urbanism to enrich and enable 
a more prosperous and economically 
grounded future. Creativity, innovation 
and the imagination of Afro-futurism 
are critical to this endeavour.



As the research for this policy monograph 
was being conducted, it was announced 
in March 2021 that the South African 
government was planning to construct a 
new smart city on the Eastern Cape coast 
in the vicinity of Port St Johns. This was 
the first serious announcement from the 
state that it was planning to extend the 
smart-city agenda to peripheral rural areas. 
Against this background, the monograph is 
framed as an alternative to the hegemonic 
conceptualisation of the smart city in South 
Africa and Africa generally and the way 
in which these places are conceived as 
solutions to middle-class housing demand 
and as drivers of urban economic growth. 
In South Africa, the state has moved away 
from an urban retrofitting agenda and 
increasingly embraced a planning agenda 
that seeks to promote the creation of 
separate special economic zones and the 
establishment of megacities far from the 
urban core as sites for human settlement and 
the implementation of smart technologies. 
Accordingly, this monograph has sought to 
address the challenge of smart inner-city 
development in East London and Buffalo 
City in the context of this broader paradigm 
shift in urban planning.

Smartness and the economic benefits that 
may be derived from new technologies have 
also become an increasingly important 
subject as a result of the current Covid-19 
crisis in South Africa, which intensified 
towards the end of 2021 with the arrival 
of a fourth wave of infections driven by a 
new Omicron variant, and which has been 
exacerbated by a massive spike in national 
and youth unemployment. Since 2020, the 
provincial government in the Eastern Cape, 
together with business, has been searching 
for new strategies for economic recovery 
and growth. The smart city announcement 
at Port St Johns represents the culmination 
of one of these initiatives – but there are 
a number of others. This monograph thus 
responds to this challenge of having a more 
far-reaching discussion about the smart 
city idea at this critical point in time and 
how it may be applied more effectively at 
the municipal, regional and national levels.

The volume begins with an extended 
prologue which explores debates around 
the coloniality of the settler city and its 
impact on social and economic inclusion. 
The prologue suggest that the from of this 
city has produced legacies on exclusion that 
are difficult to overcome. It then explores 
how urban inclusion has been expressed 
since  the end of apartheid. The prologues 
ends by suggesting  that, despite significant 
changes in the labour market and  rise of 
the black middle class in recent decades, 

urban policies should develop a stronger 
inclusionary dynamic.   

The introduction to this volume critiques 
dominant smart-city models in Africa and 
tries to explain why a particular version 
of the “smart city-in-a-box” has emerged 
on the continent. It then interrogates the 
urbanisation dynamics and history of city 
building in South Africa, where there has 
been a deeper and longer engagement with 
(racial) modernist planning regimes than in 
other parts of the continent. 

The primary and secondary cities in South 
Africa arguably have more in common with 
“rust belt cities” in the global north than they 
do with post-colonial cities on the continent. 
The introduction makes a case for the 
application of northern approaches to urban 
renewal and smart-city development in 
South Africa by exploring how ideas relating 
to in-situ innovation districts, upgrading 
and anchor strategies have been forged 
and implemented as catalysts for inner 
city redevelopment. It argues that these 
approaches make particular sense at the 
level of city-campus precincts which have 
the capacity to expand the knowledge 
economy through institutions of higher 
learning and medical facilities. However, 
this approach can only be implemented 
if universities can be persuaded to think 
laterally about their role, function, and 
spatial identity at the local level. 

The second chapter discusses the general 
planning approach to the redevelopment of 
urban cores that has been adopted in South 
Africa and stresses that the emphasis here 
has been mainly on real estate regeneration 
and containing “urban decay”, as seen 
through the lens of neighbourhood safety, 
access and cleanliness. The chapter 
laments the lack of attention paid to 
the technology- and knowledge-driven 
economy in this rebuilding process. It 
suggests that, while Buffalo City remains 
a blank slate due to a lack of development 
and renewal in the inner city, it features an 
enabling ecology for redevelopment similar 
to that underpinning the models adopted in 
the global north. 

The third chapter focuses on infrastructural 
nationalism and mall riots of 2021. It 
argues that social and political identities 
have become intertwined with the state’s 
capacity to deliver on its promises of 
infrastructure delivery.

The fourth chapter takes a closer look at the 
economic development of the city since the 
introduction of democracy and concludes 
that it has been dominated by shopping-

centre and real-estate investment aimed at 
the new bureaucratic middle class. In Buffalo 
City, this process has created an illusion of 
development, while the productive economy 
and urban resilience has stagnated and 
even declined as key sectors, including 
tourism, have faltered. In the meantime, the 
government has supported the dominant 
automotive sector and consolidated a civil 
service in the city. Subsequently, recognition 
of a deepening economic crisis, especially 
after the arrival of Covid-19, led to a clamour 
for new options, with a focus on attracting 
new foreign direct investment. Thus, Shell 
was granted permission to explore for oil off 
the Wild Coast. 

In a similar vein, excitement mounted around 
the prospect of landing a high-capacity 
undersea internet cable as the basis for 
establishing a new digital economy. Against 
this background, the chapter explores the 
plans hatched to prepare the province for an 
envisaged bright, new digital future.

Chapter five considers the actual conditions 
in the inner city and how technology 
transfers, internet installation and the 
digital world have been experienced by 
the middle class in this area. It describes 
how white-collar workers in the city 
generally felt left behind and forgotten. It 
reports their complaints about crime and 
grime in the inner city and the common 
view that, without adequate internet 
infrastructure and investment, including 
in 5G access, the government, university, 
and business sectors will no longer be 
able to provide services on a competitive 
basis. The chapter reports a finding that 
some business activities requiring high 
speed cable connections had been left with 
no option but to relocate to larger urban 
centres. The chapter further describes how 
university lecturers struggled to make the 
transition to online teaching and learning, 
while hospitals workers experienced 
frequent connectivity problems which 
prevented them at times from retrieving 
patient records. The chapter further notes 
that the internal capacity to run and 
upgrade systems at these institutions 
was also reportedly lacking. The chapter 
concludes that the inner city is well-suited 
to innovation district-style development but 
that  critical infrastructure, such as free and 
fast internet, and new skills training need 
to be sourced to manage technological 
improvisation and change effectively. In this 
regard, the municipality’s heavy reliance on 
external service providers, mostly based 
outside the city, was identified as a major 
factor in exacerbating the gap between 
the theory and the practice of smart 
development locally.
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Chapter six focuses on student experiences of online learning, in particular how they were 
affected under Covid-19. It describes how students were unable to finish their academic 
year in 2020 by December due to difficulties in converting to an off-campus digital learning 
model. Many students said that new teaching and learning methodologies had failed to 
meet their needs; many also noted that they had lacked the required access and equipment 
to engage effectively online. Many wished for a return to class. The chapter notes how 
differences among the various educational institutions point to a need for more effectively 
integrated systems, increased sharing of software and greater equity of of access. In this 
regard, the chapter points out that while the government was reported to have spent a lot 
of money on students’ access to data, little investment had been made in improving the 
general ICT infrastructure in the inner city to the benefit all students. In this regard, most 
of the supposedly free Wi-Fi hotspots in the city were reportedly not working, which had 
further reproduced depravation and disadvantage. One obvious opportunity for the future 
here, the chapter suggests, is to use funds earmarked for historically black universities 
to upgrade the software and hardware capacities and connectivity at the local higher 
education institutions in the inner city. Similarly, there is scope to deploy the new digital 
technologies to introduce cutting-edge bio-technology applications and more efficient, 
fully digitised public healthcare management systems at the hospitals and other medical 
facilities located in the urban core.

The seventh chapter explores the transition of the inner city and associated beachfront 
from a colonial and apartheid space of racial exclusion to an inner city open to all during 
the democratic era. The main challenge for the redevelopment of the area has been the lack 
of sustained investment and care. This chapter describes the new forms of settlement in 
the inner city as examples of “occupy urbanism”, which is defined as a form of dwelling and 
occupation based on transience and reclamation rather than long-term investment and 
planning. This form of urbanism favours investors who seek short-term profits over longer-
term growth and development. The chapter also engages with the recent attempts to 
rename the city and some new and innovative uses of digital tourism that may be deployed 
to address colonial legacies and produce a more inclusive and empowering narrative for 
black life in the city. At the same time, the chapter notes a striking lack of imagination 
and political will in relation to efforts to transform the inner city in more creative ways, as 
indicated by the slow progress that has been made in redeveloping a 13ha “sleeper” site in 
the city centre. It is in this context, that some of the above discussion about Afro-futurism 
and the creative arts may be seen as of particularly relevance. 

In chapters eight and nine the discussion returns to the conceptual and comparative 
dimensions of smart-city models. Chapter eight considers the relevance of India’s National 
Smart Cities Mission and its modes of incentivising smart development and change, 
including through retrofitting and upgrading existing urban areas at the neighbourhood 
scale. The chapter describes how, although the programme was initially criticised as a 
neo-liberal, smart fix, it has proved to be far more complex and varied than expected. The 
chapter pays particular attention to the southern Indian state of Kerala and highlights the 
way in which the different levels of government, national, provincial and municipal, can 
collaborate to promote smart development. Chapter nine engages with the new concept 
of the 15-minute city advanced by the Colombian scholar Carlos Moreno as a planning 
tool and framework and how this may be applied in city-campus precincts in South Africa. 
Both chapters seven and eight emphasise the importance of developing appropriate tools, 
borrowed from comparable situations in the global north and south, to strengthen the 
opportunities for embedded smartness in South African cities. The overall aim of the work 
presented is not to reject smart-from-the-start development in South Africa, but rather to 
encourage incremental models based on area-based specialisation and planning that go 
beyond smart meters, cost-recovery schemes and service upgrades in urban areas. In this 
context, the belief is that city centres and city-campus precincts are endowed with special 
advantages that may be deployed to implement retrofitted smartness in African cities. 
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President Cyril Ramaphosa formalised a 
shift to smart city development in South 
Africa in his 2019 State of the Nation (SONA) 
address, when he asked South Africans to 
join him in imagining a new urban future 
with bullet trains, skyscrapers, digital hubs 
and tech parks, rising out of the bushveld 
to propel the South African economy and 
cities forward. By 2021, this imagination 
of new Greenfields, smart-from-the-start-
city development was extended beyond 
the big metros with the announcement of 
a new ‘district planning model’ that would 
embrace smart city development as a 
priority at the periphery too. 

Since then, three major new smart city 
projects had been announced in the 
Eastern Cape, Limpopo Province and 
the North-West, some situated in deep 
rural areas like Port St John’s or on the 
fringes of the Kruger National Park. 
These announcements have placed 
smart city development at the centre of 
government’s new economic agenda 
and secondary city development policy. 
But what does this mean for existing 
cities, especially the smaller ones, that 
struggle on many fronts? How can they 
benefit from a shift in development 
policy to smartness following decades 
of deindustrialisation, service delivery 
challenges and urban decay? 

This volume has addressed these issues 
through a critical appraisal of the smart 
city agenda across Africa and in South 
Africa, paying special attention to the 
plight and possibilities for South Africa’s 
secondary cities built under settler 
colonialism. It homes in on Buffalo City 
in the Eastern Cape as an example of the 
contemporary challenges facing settler 
cities hat have lost their former productive 
base. The volume has explored a range 
of complex issue related to the legacies 
of settler colonialism, the efficacy of 

smart city models, the dynamics of urban 
renewal, infrastructural citizenship, racial 
inequality, and urban inclusion. 

In the end, the volume makes the case for 
retaining a strong policy and investment 
focus on existing urban areas in South 
Africa with particular emphasis on their 
core, inner-city precincts as primary sites 
for new smart city investment and socio-
economic re-development. The new district 
development model seems to have great 
potential here, not only for the creation 
of new smart-from-the-start cities as 
envisaged in peripheral regions, but also 
for retrofitted city precincts within these 
cities themselves. Former settler cities 
like Kimberley, Mthatha, George, Nelspruit, 
Queenstown, and Pietermaritzburg are all 
struggling secondary cities, anchored in 
district-level economies and desperately 
need of revitalisation and new productive 
investment. They are also centres with 
hospitals, higher education, government 
institutions and business embedded in their 
urban cores. A lack of skills and investment 
in technology hinders their development, 
while urban renewal effort tend to focus 
on cleaning the city centre and minor 
alterations in the built environment. 

Few of these programmes have actively 
involved the higher education sector or 
harnessed ideas around the knowledge 
economy and reskilling in the process of 
urban renewal – Kimberley is a notable 
exception – nor have they searched 
for strategies to rebuild the productive 
economy right at the centre of these 
cities. In this regard, the suggestions and 
analysis presented above for Buffalo City 
has wider significance for future policy 
and practice as the state embraces a new 
district level development strategy that 
aims to rebuild cities and regions beyond 
large metros of Johannesburg, Durban 
and Cape Town.

10.5  CONCLUSION

The new district development 
model seems to have great 

potential for the creation of new 
smart-from-the-start cities.
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Since the economic recession of 2008, the idea of building brand-new, smart-from-
the-start cities in South Africa has gained considerable momentum, especially in 
the large metros such as those in Gauteng province. Here Chinese investors joined 
forces with local developers and city planners to announce a series of new smart-
city initiatives that they alleged would be ‘game-changers’ for the city-region. The 
developers argued that the ultra-modern, new cities on the urban edge would create 
tens of thousands of new jobs, restructure the urban economy and refashion urban 
living for the 21st century, projecting a global vision for South African cities beyond 
the legacies of colonialism and apartheid. 

President Cyril Ramaphosa formalised this shift in state policy in his 2019 State of the 
Nation Address, when he asked South Africans to join him in imagining a new urban 
future with bullet trains, skyscrapers, digital hubs and technology parks rising up on 
the highveld in places such as Modderfontein, Mooikloof and Lanseria. By 2021, this 
imagination of the smart-city development had been extended beyond the big urban 
metros with the announcement of a new district development planning model in South 
Africa which would embrace smart-city development as a priority at the periphery too. 
Since then, three major new smart-city projects have been announced in the Eastern 
Cape, Limpopo province and North-West, some situated in deep rural areas, such 
as Port St Johns on the Wild Coast, and on the fringes of the Kruger National Park. 
These announcements have placed smart-city development at the centre of the 
government’s new economic agenda and future policy-making. But what does this 
mean for existing cities that are struggling on many fronts? How can they benefit from 
this shift in development policy to smartness? What is there in the new policy for the 
country’s secondary cities blighted by decades of deindustrialisation, service delivery 
challenges and urban decay? 

This volume addresses these issues through a critical appraisal of the smart-city 
agenda across Africa and in South Africa, paying special attention to the plight and 
possibilities for the country’s secondary cities built under settler colonialism as 
racialised social forms. It homes in on Buffalo City in the Eastern Cape as an example 
of the challenges facing secondary, former settler cities. The volume explores a range 
of complex issues related to the legacies of settler colonialism, the efficacy of smart-
city models, and the dynamics of urban renewal, infrastructural citizenship, racial 
inequality, and urban inclusion. In the end, the volume makes the case for retaining 
a strong policy and investment focus on existing urban areas in South Africa with 
particular emphasis on their core, inner-city precincts as primary sites for new smart-
city investment and socio-economic re-development.
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