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with excessive urban population growth rates,
produced poverty-driven rapid urbanisation with
a rising number of people in slums (Myers, 2011).
Furthermore, although Africa is regarded as the
‘last frontier’ for real estate (Watson, 2014) and
anticipated with rising middle class and domestic
consumer market expansion, Foreign Direct
Investment (FDI) (Grant, 2014) has yet to solve
the issues with inaccessibility to water, basic
sanitation, proper housing, and secure tenure
(Grant, 2015).

Scholars have examined the progress of

housing policy in Africa, and the emerging
consensus suggests that the combination of

all aforementioned factors have fuelled the
government’s preference for quick-fix mega-
housing projects that often ignore the existence of
slums and poverty, and ultimately fail in achieving
sustainability and resilience (Watson, 2014; Cain,
2014; Croese et al., 2016; Zoomers et al., 2017).
The infamous ‘ghost town’ at Kilamba City,
Angola is a case in point. The housing project,
funded by the Industrial and Commercial Bank

of China through a public—private partnership,
aimed to build 750 apartment buildings, schools
and more than 100 retail units in 2010. However,

it stagnated and sat empty for two years due to
unaffordable house prices (Cain, 2013b). It created
empty spaces in the central city with high land
values, while displacing the original inhabitants
and informal settlers, expropriating the assets and
savings of the poor (Cain, 2013a). The government
eventually had to lock-in its budget to heavily
subsidise these properties. This resulted in a

lack of spending on what otherwise would be
sensible policies, such as in situ urban upgrading,
strategic urban infrastructure geared towards
slum prevention (Muchadenyika, 2015), health and
education (Dasgupta et al., 2014).

The popularity of urban expansion based on the
construction of new satellite cities also has dire
environmental and social implications (Turok, 2015;
Lindley et al., 2018). This is because expansion
encroaches on the surrounding environment

by destroying nature’s provision of ecosystem
services (e.g., agricultural production, freshwater
availability, toxic-filtration), and by contributing to

global environmental change (e.g., greenhouse

gas emissions, deforestation, and the deterioration
of habitat and biodiversity). Moreover, satellite
developments will add to urban sprawl and do

little to reduce urban dependence on automobile
transportation; it will also exacerbate the difficulties
of poor Africans who travel on foot (Sietchiping et
al., 2012).

Given the negative economic, social and
environmental implications and the reliance

on undependable and profit-driven FDI, the
current trend of housing policy in Africa is

both unsustainable and non-resilient. Solving

the housing problem requires an integrated
system and interdisciplinary approach. It means
considering the historical and contemporary
context (colonial past; emergence of cash flow),
and prioritise ‘inclusive urbanism’ (Patel and
Baptist, 2012) as opposed to ‘privatised urbanism’
(Herbert and Murray, 2015). It also needs to
refocus on people’s needs of everyday livelihood
and embrace the creative spirit and resilience of
the informal economy in reimagining African cities
and their future possibilities (Grant, 2015).

The project, iShacks, represents a promising
example of sustainable slum-upgrading at the
informal settlement of Enkanini, Cape Town.
Under the cooperation of the local community,
researchers, NGOs and the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, it uses fire resistant, low-cost
materials for building construction (zinc sheets
coated in flame-retardant paint) and solar energy
for lighting, mobile phone charging, and powering
a 12-volt television (Luque-Ayala et al., 2014).

As the project is implemented at a household-
level across the community, social cohesion

and capacity building are generated in the
process of learning, purchasing, and protective
vigilance (to protect units against crime). This
subsequently prompted their engagement with
central and municipal governments by requesting
green subsidies and accelerated upgrading
(Swilling, 2013). This example demonstrates the
potential and benefit of a context-specific and
people-centred policy approach in the face of
sustainability and resilience crisis.
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considered in order to avoid the creation of ghost
towns and the displacement of people (Zoomers et
al., 2017). For the development of sustainable water
resources, attention to the water needs of all people
is essential; simple solutions such as rainwater
harvesting are effective with multiple benefits.

Both important 21st century challenges show that
despite the urgency and scale of the problems,
mega-projects and smart technologies are not a
panacea (Watson, 2014; Kaika, 2017).

Stakeholders, including the local community,
policymakers, privatised firms and scholars, need
to work together to form a consensus, and focusing
on the ‘discensus’ can also be useful (Kaika, 2017).
This means a critical examination of where, how,
why, and by whom conflict and disagreement

are generated. It involves empowering vulnerable
groups and local communities so that ‘being
included’ does not mean being forced to accept
legitimised inequalities and accept compensation
(Kaika, 2017). The mechanism of justice-seeking
needs to go beyond compensation and provide
strong legal protection based on sensible policies.
‘Right to city’ and slum upgrading in the case of
housing (Zoomers et al., 2017) and a pro-poor water
subsidy (Dos Santos et al., 2017) will be able to
provide a much more direct, efficient and effective
solution to problems people face in everyday life
and overcome any potential shocks and stresses
(e.g., extreme weather brought about by climate
change).

Returning to the question of urgency and
magnitude of urban housing and water issues,
there is an emerging consensus that the focus of
sustainability and resilience should be on small
and medium developing cities with populations
between 500,000 and 5 million, located in Africa
and Asia (Birkmann et al., 2016). This is because
these cities are growing at a rapid rate and they are
more widespread. Across the globe, populations in
small/medium and large/mega cities are projected
to rise by more than 32% and 26% between

2015 and 2030 respectively, a rise of 469 and 203
million more people, respectively (Satterthwaite,
2016). This is compounded by the fact that the
former typically have higher poverty rates, much
poorer basic infrastructure, limited political power,
personnel, and resources, a realisation that leads

to a different set of challenges and opportunities
than if growth were confined to a limited number
of very large cities (Cohen, 2006). Additionally,
mirroring the rapid transformation of the urban
landscape, the governance of cities throughout the
developing world has also undergone a process of
decentralisation, delegating power towards local
and municipal institutions; this is due to the rise of
civil society, democratisation and political pluralism
(Sharma, 2004). Relying on national government

or international organisations to do the job is risky,
since they have less legitimacy and familiarity with
local conditions (Turok, 2015). This emphasises
the urgency to capacitate local governments into
managing the negative sustainability and resilience
problems that accompany rapid urban growth
(Cohen, 2006).

The opportunity for a more sustainable and resilient
future is clear. However, in the 2015 SDGs and
Habitat IlI's 2016 NUA, there is yet to be an explicit
focus on small/medium developing cities (Birkmann
et al., 2016). Studies have shown that smaller cities
are easier to manage than megacities (Kraas et al.,
2016), and that sustainability and risk reduction
embedded now can develop as cities grow. The
negative impacts of extreme events, and the benefit
of reducing these, are felt more directly. Also,
harmonisation between different stakeholders is
more achievable in smaller cities. Academia should
therefore help policymakers realise the potential
benefits in this approach. Research in how context,
community involvement and interdisciplinary
coordination might shape outcomes, should be
further explored through in-depth urban studies
(Dos Santos et al., 2017).

One of the most notable gaps in academic
discourse and in the practice of urban resilience

is a systems thinking approach for cities and their
development. This element is frequently displaced
in definitions of resilience, especially those drawn
from engineering and ecology (Vale, 2013). To
advance the prospects of cities, Vale (2013) argues
that there is a need to combine the visions and
ideas from the various professions and disciplines
that use urban resilience as a framework, inputting
these into a bigger system with interlinking factors
and feedback loops, between those whom are
proactively and reactively involved in solving the
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