RE-IMAGINING
AFRICA'S CITIES
Words: Kim Gurney

Designers, entrepreneurs and citizens are changing how people
live and move in the world’s fastest-growing metropolises
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STANDING UNDER A CAPE TOWN FLYOVER
offers an unlikely view of the city’s potential future.
This gritty, voluminous space is punctuated by tall
columns supporting the highway and the reverberating
percussion of tyres passing overhead. It forms part
of the de-industrialising hinge of Maitland, with
its polluted Black River and crumbling industrial
infrastructure bisected by an economic spine called
Voortrekker Road, which connects the northern
suburban node to the central business district. A sleek
rocket marks a scrap-recycling centre. It’s a vital signal
of the repurposing spirit at this area’s heart, in turn
captured by a design scenario that re-imagined three
emblematic sites for future living. The selfsame flyover
morphs into a pop-up Pentecostal church, complete
with baptismal pool and adjacent market. This took
its cue from businesses that on weekends became
temporary churches.
“It’s a suggestion of how to use the demand people
have, in a cool way, to activate an otherwise dead area of
Maitland,” said workshop participant Andrew Fleming,
a senior researcher at Cape Town Partnership, a
non-profit organisation working to transform the city.
This approach of observing people’s current
use of neighbourhood space, which often involves
repurposing existing infrastructure, uses the logics of
the existing city rather than inventing something from
scratch.
This approach is evident elsewhere – for instance,
UK architectural group Assemble, shortlisted for
this year’s Turner Prize for contemporary art, has

Saves sign and a clothing factory. “The whole story of
Cape Town is around us,” Pieterse offers, as students
pile out of a college door. Pan-African street-side
entrepreneurial hubs, working-class retail, fast-food
franchises, churches and warehousing are all markers
of recent change in the area. “In the planning ideal,
there is always talk about ‘mixed use’ but it’s always a
very romanticised idea. Maitland is already mixed use
– the problem is, there is no articulation between [its
components],” Pieterse says.
That problem was solved in some futuristic design
scenarios called Density Syndicate, run last year by the
ACC together with International New Town Institute
(INTI). In addition to the pop-up church, disjointed
public space in this node was addressed with shipping
containers repurposed for student housing, pavements
reactivated and the railway station becoming high-rise.
The main idea was to acknowledge that challenges
like population growth require densifying existing areas
rather than exacerbating urban sprawl, Fleming told
Ogojiii. Interviewed at a public exhibition showing the
design scenario results, he said it was also to innovate
inclusive opportunities across income spectrums to
avoid displacement. “These are just suggestions to say:
how can we create structures that are cost-effective,
that help make public spaces more people-scaled, that
also tie in to existing economic structures of the area?
This is just one step out of many in considering what
bold options we should play with.”
Cape Town, he noted, has a very polarised
development and formalised planning structure, and a
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ANY CITY THAT IS GOING TO BE SUCCESSFUL
WILL HAVE TO CONFRONT THESE QUESTIONS
repurposed a disused motorway undercroft in the East
End of London as an arts venue and public space that
included cinema, performance and a play (Folly for a
Flyover). The temporary re-imagining of the site’s past
led to permanent infrastructure investments.
One of Assemble’s first notable projects was its
conversion of a petrol station forecourt into a pop-up
cinema in 2010.
Back in Cape Town, turning from the Maitland
flyover and walking into a large adjacent parking
lot offers a panoptical scan of the city’s economic
transition, according to Edgar Pieterse. He heads the
African Centre for Cities (ACC), an institute generating
knowledge and networks about urbanism from a Global
South perspective. Competing signage in this 360° city
snapshot includes auto-electricians and motor spares,
an electrical store, fresh produce, a hotel, a Jesus
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very informal reality for different parts of the city. “As
we densify, one of the challenges is to bridge those two
and use the informal aspects of our urban development
to our advantage and ... activate the very creative
aspects of informal living in a truly Global South way.”
Like Maitland, many African cities face a challenge
where the scale and form of the urban fabric need to be
reoriented for a contemporary context, says Pieterse.
Speculations like the Density Syndicate are important
to understand how to achieve greater resource
efficiency and also social integration – to get people
from different class backgrounds to live in proximity
and have a richer quality of life, he adds. “Any city that
is going to be successful over the next 10, 20, 30 years
will have to confront these questions; they will be
the leading cities and will weather the economic and
ecological storms that are coming.”
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Lagos: at last, an
ambitious new 2030
transport plan
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Part of the reason there are such pointed pressures
on city living is increasing urbanisation: humanity is
now 54% urbanised, according to the UN, up from 30%
in 1950. A 2015 Deloitte Africa report (A 21st Century
View) highlights urbanisation along with a rising
middle class, exponential population growth, youth
dominance and fast adoption of digital technologies as
five key trends. Between 2015 and 2050, according to
the UN, 90% of all urban growth in the world will be in
Asia and Africa, with Africa’s the fastest urbanisation
rate, albeit slowing down, says ACC’s Pieterse. The
population is also set to double within 30 years,
increasing the scale and complexity of the challenges.
A very specific burden on African cities is the
sprawled urban form, he says. Here Pieterse evokes the
largely Anglophone and Lusophone colonial context
that led to more privileged urban cores serviced by
dormitory-style accommodation for predominantly
male workers. In the postcolonial period, this sets a
template for the formal development of suburban
elites and relative precarity for the less-privileged, who
self-build on typically peripheral land that continues to
sprawl outwards.“Even though cities are still growing
and expanding, they have a very inefficient urban
form. This is, of course, in part a legacy of the colonial
planning system that has endured in the postcolonial
period but, most importantly, is a consequence of
the absence of effective planning. One of the starkest
manifestations of that is the mobility systems,” he adds.
The majority of urban dwellers rely on non-

motorised transport – mostly walking. “Really
thinking about mobility systems with non-motorised
imperatives at the apex is a planning requirement that
has to define African transport planning. That will
fundamentally recalibrate the public policy discussion
and the investment priorities,” Pieterse says.
In the absence of planning, legislation and
investment, however, semi-formal mobility systems
have become the dominant mode of motorised
transport for most people. Examples include minibus
taxis in South Africa, minibuses called matatus in
Kenya or motorbikes called okadas in Lagos, Nigeria.
This sector is partially regulated but not funded by the
state; such modes form the backbone of cities and serve
urban trading and movement patterns, Pieterse says.
They also pose a challenge to policymakers:
“How to retain the energy and entrepreneurship of
that organic growth, but also subject it to the right
kind of regulatory framework and incentives to grow
that system; but at the same time not snuff out the
innovation and ingenuity that underpins it”.
Those modes also have problematic economic
structures that result in mechanisms of exploitation,
and imperatives for growth that ignore issues of
safety, Pieterse adds. “Figuring out that balance is a
conversation that has to happen across African cities.”
It also needs to be struck alongside more formal
improvements to urban public transport systems, in a
context where technology can now create efficiency –
smart ticketing, smoother mobility flows, the tracking
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of vehicles, goods or services. “This is coming to
the forefront of a lot of agendas, because the private
sector and state are realising these inefficient mobility
systems are hampering growth,” he adds.
An interesting lens to look at this issue is the Bus
Rapid Transit (BRT), an innovatiove public bus system
modelled on the successful Latin American prototype
and adopted in various African cities.
Rehana Moosajee, a consultant and the former
councillor responsible for transport in Johannesburg,
had a ringside seat when the city implemented the
BRT system in time for the Soccer World Cup in 2010.
Johannesburg went the high-end route, with enclosed
stations and exclusive rights of way in a phased rollout
that is still continuing.

Johannesburg: looking
backwards and forwards
Joburg, like other South African cities, is at odds with
itself. It is looking both forwards and backwards, says
Moosajee, having to plan for increased urbanisation
while dealing with the legacy of apartheid spatial
planning. Cities were purposefully constructed and
people divided so that central business districts,
for instance, were reserved for the privileged white
minority, while the disenfranchised black majority
was forcibly removed and relocated in the peripheral
areas. Transport is a lever South African cities can use
to reconfigure the situation, says Moosajee. “For this
reason, the development of integrated, multimodal
transport, supplemented with decent non-motorised
transport interventions, is really non-negotiable for a
city like Johannesburg, which is projected to grow very
quickly and where quality of life is likely to deteriorate
in the absence of transport interventions.”
Yet most South Africans have not yet understood
what it means to overturn a legacy that has in many
ways been concretised rather than transformed, she
says. Policy decisions have historically been made
by those who can afford cars, and the importance of
transport such as minibus taxis in the economiy is not
being considered by the formal sector, she says.
Mobility and transport are central to the African
agenda, Moosajee emphasises. “The issues of Africa,
African development and the importance of a
integrated transport system, for freight and logistics
and for passenger transport, is really what is going to
unlock Africa’s economic potential.”
While each city needs to plan around its own
reality and context – “it’s not about just cutting and
pasting” – there is a lot more room for the sharing of
discussion, she adds. “In the African context, the voice
for public transport and its improvement belongs
to the marginalised. We need to start changing who
contributes to the discourse.”
The dominant discourse, even though they're in the

WHAT MAKES A LIVEABLE CITY?
EDGAR PIETERSE

“Whether women and
children are on the
street at night, walking
by themselves, gives
an indication of safety,
belonging and presence,
but also indicates the city
works at night. The other
[indicator] would be a very
diverse and vibrant sense
of the public realm – the
street is active and used
and serves a wide spectrum
of classes in society. A very
good example is Bangkok not so much the tourist trap
parts but the rest of the city.
There is something really
striking and moving about a
city being able to offer that
to its residents, especially if
you are from South Africa.”

FILIP DE BOECK

“I like cities with something
off-edge, off the beaten
track. Each city has its own
rhythm. In Kinshasa, it’s the
rhythm of syncopation; it’s
the offbeat - it’s never on the
beat. It’s always just before,
after, always unexpected,
which is frustrating. At
the same time, it makes
you listen to music in a
different way. The rhythms
of syncopation that run
through a city like Kinshasa
open up the city space in
an unexpected way, which
is also what makes it a city
of the present, the now, of
improvisation.”

REHANA
MOOSAJEE

“Post-democracy, we have
been building our cities
based on fear. We need
to create public spaces
available to all … What we
can’t do for every South
African in the private realm,
we certainly can do in the
public realm.
“Liveable cities are cities
where people are happy,
there is cultural diversity
and time for people to realise
their potential. It’s about
redesigning space and how
we measure what cities are
about. Cities can’t just be
about a one-dimensional
‘what’s your contribution to
GDP of the country?’ There’s
so much more that happens
in cities ... Everyone needs
voice and agency. Liveable
cities create that agency of
the people who shape those
cities.
"Roads are the biggest
shared space we have in our
urban centres. Mobility says
a lot about who and what is
valued – consider quality at
the airport versus a taxi rank.
The transport discussion
remains very much about
power relations and justice.”

OLUKAYODE
TAIWO

“Cities that are socially
inclusive in design and
plan are liveable. Other
factors include integration
with multimodal transport
systems, good roads and
infrastructure with adequate
traffic management
systems.”

minority, is thta of the private car user: “It’s an overall
ethos that exists in society that needs to be completely
overhauled.”
This difficult terrain includes accepting the
minibus taxi industry. “My personal view is there is
no way you can talk African mobility and think you
are going to leave the informal transport sector on the
periphery,” Moosajee says.
Rea Vaya, however, was more than a mobility
project; it was also about spatial and economic
transformation. “My own experience of Johannesburg’s
Rea Vaya project is that so-called intangibles and
soft issues like trust, integrity, human relations were
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Kinshasa: immaterial
infrastructure

TOP 10 MOST
LIVEABLE CITIES
IN AFRICA
1. CAPE TOWN,
SOUTH AFRICA
2. ACCRA, GHANA
3. NAIROBI, KENYA
4. JOHANNESBURG,
SOUTH AFRICA
5. GABORONE,
BOTSWANA
6. LIBREVILLE, GABON
7. TUNIS, TUNISIA
8. DAR ES SALAAM,
TANZANIA
9. WINDHOEK, NAMIBIA
10. KIGALI, RWANDA
Source: KPMG
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One of Africa’s largest cities also has one of its youngest
populations: about 75% of this city in the Democratic
Republic of Congo is under 25 years old. Events register
on a forceful scale, questioning our understandings of
what a city is, says Filip De Boeck, research coordinator
of the Institute for Anthropological Research in
Africa at Belgium's University of Leuven. Kinshasa in
particular attracts him because of its preoccupation
with the present. Its formalised economy and political
organisation is minimal: “It’s a very dynamic place
but also with a very short-term memory, a city that
seems to have to reinvent itself every day. It doesn’t
really remember where it is coming from, although all
its different colonial and pre-colonial pasts continue
to run through the city and form the city – very
often people are unaware of this, the exact historical
trajectories but also in terms of where the future of
Kinshasa lies. There is no clear pathway or roadmap. It
is very much a city that lives in the moment,” De Boeck
says. Kinshasa heads towards its future in a very unplanned way, calling for improvisation and responding
in the moment to opportunities. This is also where
religion and notions of the miraculous enter – since the
start and end point of a day is tenuous and there is little
to hold onto in-between. People talk in terms of the
miraculous, mystical or unfathomable, he adds.
De Boeck describes Kinshasa as a post-political
city where the state does not define what the public
sphere ought to be. It therefore re-invents itself outside
the institutionalised context. He explains how this
informality is generative, but also creates problems
and is far from an ideal. “That apparent freedom and
the chaotic nature of the city at the same time also
come down to a very prescriptive mode of action
that generates a lot of social violence because of the
proximity of people and the fact that you have to fight
for a place in the city ... Former models of belonging and
togetherness don’t function very well anymore. At the
same time, the proximity regenerates possibilities to
survive.”
In his earlier work, De Boeck foregrounds less
visible aspects of a city’s infrastructure, “Not in terms
of concrete and cement, but as a mental space, a state of
mind, that exists in people’s imagination.
“The body is actually the only thing you have, it is

your house that you constantly carry with you ... one
thing people cannot take. So that is what you have to
put into the urban struggle, and that is how urban space
is designed, in a way – you just move your body forward
and you occupy a space. Occupation becomes a kind of
infrastructural form.”
The way people live in a city is also commonly
through movement, because people often cannot
hold onto physical belongings – a house or land, for
instance. That kind of constant mobility really forms
the city, De Boeck says, formatting, developing and
inventing urban space. For many, however, there is
inward mobility, an almost semi-nomadic existence,
which is constantly informed by basic needs. This
is because everybody is searching – for food, for an
opportunity to make some cash. “That searching is the
driver of the city. So it takes you back to the body, to
the belly that needs to be filled, and that generates the
mobility to move. In that way, the city beyond its built
form is [being constituted] through those dimensions.
And the body, with all its affective and emotional states,
is what makes a city,” he says.
De Boeck’s current research approaches from the
opposite direction, exploring the importance of the
city's material plane and the role of infrastructure.
This includes the generation of satellite cities that are
springing up to cater to a growing middle class. “They
create new geographies of exclusion, no doubt, but the
real living city is so overwhelmingly large and powerful
that it obliterates the impact of these new cities and
they remain something marginal,” he says.
He describes his research work as urban
acupuncture; selecting spaces relevant to the creation
of publics – like a building, field, burial site or
crossroads – and inserting an analytical needle. “By
writing an ethnography of that place, from that nerve
centre the nerves radiate and connect with other places,
from spot to spot, to try tell the story of that horizontal
plane. By [inserting] the needle, you go into the deeper
layers in the longue durée of the city, and you touch
all the histories that very much continue to be there –
such as land, who owns it, who opens it up for the city,
constellations of power, and so on.”

Lagos: future-lite
Many African cities have common historical
antecedents like colonisation and development focused
upon capital cities, points out Olukayode Taiwo, Deputy
Director of Safeguards at the Lagos Metropolitan Area
Transport Authority. This confronts cities with similar
urban development problems, including the notorious
transport challenges in Lagos. Part of the problem has
been years of loose regulatory and control measures
on urban transportation by the government, leading to
the emergence of the informal bus system, Taiwo says.
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absolutely vital to the final launch of that project.”
There is great potential in the continent, Moosajee
adds, to look at softer elements of mobility to find
creative solutions. This final point segues into another
city, Kinshasa, and a different view on infrastructure
that is less about the physical world and more about
what propels it.

Cape Town: transport
is a lever South
African cities can use
to reconfigure

←
A CITY IS NOT ONLY CONCRETE AND CEMENT
BUT A MENTAL SPACE, A STATE OF MIND
Another defining historical factor is lack of regulation of
land use, resulting in urban sprawl and encroachment
on right of way, he adds.
An ambitious new 2030 transport plan aims to
change things, by integrating modes of mobility
including water taxis, buses, rail, cable car and road.
The idea of the Lagos Urban Transport Project is to offer
more choice that is attractive, convenient, affordable
and accessible, says Taiwo. It sets out to reduce
emissions, optimise road network use, integrate land
use development with urban transport planning, and
secure long-term financing.
Lagos is also busy with a project to develop
and maintain the road network, trying to untangle
congestion hotspots and enforcing "good
driver" behaviour, he adds. The benefit of formal
transportation plans is to remove uncertainty that
comes with price fluctuation and variable travel times,
while facilitating even spatial distribution of transport
systems and helping sustainable socioeconomic
development. But it has also involved systematically
removing existing modes of transport from certain
routes, a bone of contention in some areas.
The flagship project of this transport plan is
BRT-Lite, a more pragmatic version of the high-end
prototype implemented in 2008. It forms an interesting

comparison with Johannesburg: the service-omitted
level boarding, exclusive rights-of-way and enclosed
stations. Taiwo calls BRT-Lite modestly successful, with
some issues concerning fleet management. In Tanzania
Dar es Salaam started developing the BRT system in
2003, but the service has yet to commence.
BRT is treated as a self-evident good which must be
the leading form of investment in mobility in African
cities, and that needs to be questioned, says Pieterse.
“The experiments under way in Dar es Salaam, Lagos,
Johannesburg and a few other places need to become
part of a wider pan-African conversation of pros and
cons, thinking about the majority of urban residents
and what is affordable.”

Pop-up futures
Moving from the empty Maitland flyover to the busy
dual-carriageway of Voortrekker Road, the front
entrance of the scrap recycler comes into full view.
Two metal figurines about half the size of a human are
assembled from spare car parts and perched on its wall.
One looks out through makeshift binoculars, seeking a
sign on the horizon. Stenciled alongside on the rocket,
in elegant capital letters, reads the business of today:
Fine Trading.
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