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Festival Report

Empowering the Civic



In this complex and changing world, how do we really empower and motivate people to consciously 
participate in the transformation of South Africa’s cities and towns? What are the big opportunities 
if people and places are empowered by technology to achieve our objective of inclusive, resilient, 
safer and liveable cities and towns? And how can an all-of-society approach to activating citizens 
be ensured if tech remains inaccessible to many South Africans? Introducing this year’s Urban 
Festival theme: Empowering the Civic - an exploration into how the physical and virtual world can 
be harnessed to engage people in reimagining and shaping their own cities, both in these strange 
and uncertain COVID-19 pandemic times, and into the future.  

The relationship between people and their government has always been critical to building a 
responsive and vibrant society, and is the bedrock of South Africa’s democracy given our past. 
And today, with a global pandemic that has been thrust upon our lives, this is an important moment 
to examine whether our cities and towns work for us and how technology - old or new - can 
empower people and communities to drive and champion change where they live and beyond.

The challenges and the opportunities come hand-in-hand, as a need to physically distance from 
one another has pushed us into a virtual work environment that before this seemed many years 
away. Technology has suddenly become integral to our way of life but it is imperative to apply 
this beyond the way we work, to close the gap between city governments and those who live in 
cities. And in particular, to accelerate the goals of South Africa’s Integrated Urban Development 
Framework (IUDF) centred on enhancing access, growth and governance and achieving spatial 
transformation.

The Empowering the Civic edition of Urban Festival will therefore provide a platform to explore 
the potential of civic-tech to overcome current challenges and barriers and leap forward into new 
ways of civic engagement and mobilisation for urban development. Through this, it will aim to 
connect different parts of society, foster collaboration and seek solutions.

How can new technologies improve governance and accountability, and make cities work better? 

Can it be used to bridge digital divides and support service delivery? To power town hall meetings, 
promote learning and improve democracy?

Who is being left out, and how can we bring them in?

Why can’t it be used to build trust, educate, share information and make processes more transparent?

What if it could be used to unlock the youth population and try innovative processes to really 
activate and build engagement?

How can the use of Civi-Tech empower the people?

Curatorial Statement



Urban Festival 2020 was hosted by South African Cities Network (SACN), Civic Tech Innovation 
Network (CTIN), The Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs (COGTA), 
Open Cities Lab (OCL), WITS Journalism and Media Lab (JAMLAB), Our Future Cities (OFC), 

ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability, and others. The festival ran from 1-31 October 2020, 
culminating on World Cities Day.

The intention of this annual series of urban conferencing has historically been to provide a platform 
for cities to lead discussion about their urban development work as linked to the Integrated Urban 
Development Framework (IUDF). The idea this year was to explore the potential of technology as a 
catalyst to engaging and enabling civil society to drive their own urban development. While this civic-
tech focus was certainly aided by the pandemic context, it is a tool that is growing in prominence in 
city development globally. Additionally it is a valuable tool for engaging and including citizens in the 
co-development of their environments. 

The festival consisted of 78 virtual events; from book launches, to panel discussions, to Instagram 
takeovers. Events were run by both the partners listed above and a series of emergent hosts who 
responded to our Open Call. These events were enjoyed by a total of 3,700 attendees from around 
the world.

The theme of this first edition of Urban Festival was ‘Empowering the Civic’, with a focus on inclusivity, 
accessibility and digital innovation.

This report synthesises the findings, feedback, insights and lessons learnt at this year’s edition of 
Urban Festival. It begins with a short interview with three key partners that sets the context for the 
festival’s inception. This is followed by a snapshot of the festival’s key metrics and a short description 
and summary of each of Urban Festival’s 78 events. The learnings and insights from the festival are 
then discussed by curator, Rashiq Fataar. Post-event feedback is analysed in section 9, followed by 
a summary of the festival marketing. Lastly, the report closes with a statement by Sithole Mbanga, 
CEO of SACN, on the lessons learned at Urban Festival and the recommendations we can take 
forward into next year’s edition.

About Urban Festival
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With the advent of urbanization firmly gripping the globe, urban centers are the places where most opportunity to 
drive global sustainable development exists, but they are also the largest sources of global social and environmental 
challenges. It is this conundrum that makes the city development so engaging and yet simultaneously so perplexing. 
South African cities face not only the legacy of an unjust past, where Apartheid spatial planning crippled and 
maimed our cities. Leaving behind an unequal and dysfunctional urban economy. We also have to deal the 
challenges of the present, such as; climate change, urbanization and the disruptive force of technology. We find 
ourselves having to change both the past and present, while trying to plan for the future. This is no easy task. 

As the world was gripped by a global pandemic, Covid-19 added another challenge to the already complex set of 
challenges facing South African cities. Here in the southernmost tip of Africa, we found ourselves having to adapt to 
a new reality. But in true South African style, rather than sit and wait, we instead agitated and innovated. We found 
new ways to find each other. Covid-19 has brought us closer together. As we found new ways of using technology 
to communicate, engage and find new forms of expression. 

The Urban Festival was a grand exploration into creating a virtual public square. Hosted entirely virtually, for one 
month from the 1-31 October 2020, we brought together people from all corners of society and many parts of the 
world, to celebrate, discuss, share and engage on the city issues. For one-month, South Africa was in conversation 
about the future of our cities. Everyday citizens, expressed their hopes, dreams and needs. We hosted 75 virtual 
events and 18,000 participants joined in from 99 countries. The festival demonstrated the power of citizen voice 
and the importance of bringing everyone together to make a contribution.

Moreover, we gave credence to the single truth. That in South Africa, we are at our best when we make space to 
listen to one another. That the problem of solving the city can only be achieved by bringing everyone together to 
not only talk about the problems but to figure out ways in which to solve them. This is what we do best. During 
this month, we crowdsourced some of the most innovative ideas, we heard from South Africans and we were 
astounded once again, by the sheer scale of creativity and innovation. 

We will be using the conversations to move our cities forward. These insights are valuable in providing further clarity 
and emphasis on what matters to citizens. It must find its way into the policies, plans and projects of municipalities 
across the country. Importantly, we now have a mandate to develop an implementation plan for our Integrated 
Urban Development Framework (IUDF). This represents an important step towards building cities and towns that 
are more inclusive and sustainable.

I am very proud to have been part of the Urban Festival 2020. At a time of great uncertainty, it was wonderful to 
see the energy, creativity and drive that exists in people to champion development. I am inspired to see that the 
Integrated Urban Development Agenda is alive in people and places. It gives me great hope to see and hear of 
all the amazing work being done in our cities, towns and villages and it makes me believe that the IUDF has an 
exciting role to play. 

Open dialogue and engagement are the cornerstone of our democracy. The ability for the Urban Festival to foster 
democracy is indeed worth celebrating. It certainly has provided an inspiring model for continued engagement 
moving forward and makes me eager with anticipation for the Urban Festival in 2021. 

Once again thank you to all those who participated and to the amazing work carried out by the event organizers. 

Yours faithfully, 

Deputy Minister Parks Tau
Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs

Forew
ord
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 Sumayya Vally: Why don’t you reach out to the Jerusalema challenge? 

 Rashiq Fataar: What has that got to do with urbanism?

During a phone call with Sumayya Vally, the lead of Counterspace architectural studio, a spark was created which guided the 
curatorial approach to South Africa’s 1st ever Urban Festival. 

Vally and I were discussing the festival’s theme of Empowering the Civic and how her contribution along with several others 
in the context of a Covid-environment and a month-long virtual event could give real expression to the theme.

The Jerusalema song performed by musician and producer Master KG and vocalist Nomcebo Zikode, and the subsequent 
Jersulama Challenge became a viral dance phenomenon which reached a diverse global audience during South Africa’s 
national lockdown.

There was of course much wisdom in her question. 

With our expectations intact of what could be achieved from this first foray into the virtual-festival arena (our website did 
reach 99 countries) I was aware that our programme of events needed to go beyond our self constructed urbanism-and-
cities-bubble (and circles) and find new formats and ways to reach people.

Living in our Zoom-to-next-Zoom world I was adamant that the month would not simply be a collection of webinars. Through 
our Open Call and our networks we engaged with new groups and urban actors which spoke more to the ideals of the IUDF, 
that being to reach and engage all sectors of society.

Geoff Bickford and Geci Karura-Sabina provided the openness and freedom to experiment with this curatorial direction. 
Rather than seeing the festival as a fixed space with fixed goals, a tapestry of thoughts, ideas and actions was considered 
to be more important as an outcome.

The intention was that Urban Festival would become a part of everyday life in a way that suited each person be it listening 
to music in the evening while cooking or following an Instagram tour led by a skateboard urbanism group while relaxing on 
a Saturday morning with a strong cup of coffee. The programme comprised events ranging from the very official and very 
formal (with speeches included) to the relaxed, informal and spur-of-the moment. 

Working outside of our silos and sectors and collaborating with the Urban Festival partners, hosts and our emergent 
programme was an essential element, before, during and will be key after the festival. It provides a strong platform to tackle 
several challenges in South African and African cities, and gives value in the longer-term to the efforts made during this 
edition of the festival. 

In Emmah Mabye, a spoken word poet, we found the perfect words to open all our events, with 5 specially created pieces 
providing the kick-start to all events from week to week and reminding hosts and participants of our theme.

To give some structure to the festival, each day of the week was given a different theme or format to work with or around 
while still allowing for new events to be added or slotted in if they responded to our theme directly. Music, poetry, social 
media live events, Instagram stories, workshops, webinars, masterclasses, films, theatre and more led to some incredibly 
valuable insights which live on in recorded format at the website archive.

As our world and society continues to transition into a New and Newer Normal within aCovid-environment these learnings 
provide practical guidance and inspiration for the implementation of the IUDF by all sectors of society , and include how 
local governments in particular can give new energy to the goal of Empowering the Civic. 

At the start of 2020, very few of us fully knew how significantly our lives and world would change overnight. Who would have 
thought this Urban Festival would come as a gift allowing us the time to challenge why civic engagement was stuck in the 
past and to gather ideas as to how we might leapfrog, supported by technology but not ruled by it.

The future editions of the Urban Festival in whatever form it takes will surely become a strong part of the cities and urbanism 
landscape of South Africa.  
    
On behalf of the curatorial team, we say thanks to all 

Rashiq Fataar
Director, Our Future Cities

Curator’s Statement





Urban Festival 2020, a virtual conference running throughout the month of October, not only fulfilled 
South African Cities Network’s (SACN) mandate of organising an annual urban conference, but 
provided a fitting celebration of World Cities Day on the 31st of October. This year’s festival entailed 

a virtual offering of dynamic events (webinars, virtual tours and exhibitions, panel discussions, networking 
and conversations – to mention a few) that aimed to engage the civic and get ordinary citizens thinking 
about the development of their cities, as per the Integrated Urban Development Framework (IUDF) as 
well as actually starting useful conversations and sharing ideas about the IUDF and its various levers at an 
implementation level. The theme of this year’s festival was therefore Empowering the Civic. 

SACN’s Geoffrey Bickford says, “In the Urban Festival 2020, our intention was to explore the potential 
of technology to engage and enable civil society to get involved in driving urban development… The 
festival felt more connected as broader networks were able to be engaged through the approach, it 
felt more flexible as people could join or engage as and when available due to the variety and spread 
of sessions, it felt more authentic as different actors led diverse events and it felt more contemporary 
and relevant being able to use the various media platforms.” Civic Tech Innovation Network’s (CTIN) 
Geci Karuri-Sebina believes the festival was successful in achieving its goal of engaging citizens - “It was 
refreshing to see government coming into sessions and listening, and to see new faces I don’t already 
know from the relatively small community of loud urban voices in South Africa. So for me the memory will 
be one of inclusion and exposure to new ideas and connections.” Stefanie Chetty of the Department of 
Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs (CoGTA) agreed that this was a real learning experience 
for those working in government and says she learned “… how important it is to activate the voices in 
“all of society”, how important it is to involve communities in decision-making in order to be and feel a 
part of our cities, and how important the role of civil society, business, academia, and government is to 
come together to plan and implement the IUDF together”. Ultimately, these key partners in the festival’s 
inception and subsequent facilitation and organisation all believe that is was successful in achieving its 
aims and has helped them, and hopefully others, to see the IUDF implementation in a clearer light, with 
a wide variety of learnings from the great diversity and multi-faceted nature of events throughout the 
month. 

In terms of key metrics, Urban Festival 2020 hosted a total of 78 events, 7 days a week over 31 days. 
The 6 partners (Our Future Cities, SACN, CTIN, CoGTA, Wits Journalism and Media Lab Jamlab and 
ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability) were responsible for 47 of these events, with 19 emergent 
events from the Open Call and 11 external events. It is estimated that over 3700 people attended, with 
an average of 48 people per event. Events included 18 webinars, 16 workshops, 14 panel discussion, 8 
networking and conversations, 5 Instagram takeovers, 5 film screenings, 3 exhibitions, 2 virtual tours, 1 
book launch and a video workshop. The website itself was also well received with over 18000 views, 8500 
unique visits, and 350 of these coming from across the world. Additionally, social media analytics showed 
that the festival’s Facebook page reached over 35 000 people, with 820 engagements per post. The Our 
Future Cities Twitter account posted 600 related tweets, attracting 466 000 impressions. Each event was 
recorded and uploaded to the South African Cities Network YouTube channel, resulting in 1415 channel 
views. 

The programme itself was initially curated around themed days of the week. Meet and Greet Monday 
was a day dedicated to meeting a new person or company, or even exploring or coming to grips with a 
new idea. Tech Tuesdays were reserved for all events that dealt with technology as their focus. Workshop 
Wednesday was for learning a new skill or delving deep into a new concept or area of research. Café 
& Networking Thursday aimed to host events on a smaller scale or with a more conversational flow in 
order to encourage conversations, discussions and potential synergies between attendees, in a more 
relaxed and casual atmosphere. Fresh Fridays were about new ideas, new concepts, new challenges, 
new ideas and a new way forward. Shine Saturdays shone a light on a particular emergent event, or gave 
the stage to a youth community or subculture not normally heard from. These events took the form of 

Executive Summary



Instagram tours or takeovers, making them more lighthearted and appealing for weekend attendees. 
Finally, Sunday Film Nights were the night for kicking back with an urban related movie, usually followed 
by a Q&A with the crew or director. To read more about each event at this year’s programme, see section 
6 below and visit the digital archive. 

There was much to learn at Urban Festival, with the diversity and variety of events, hosts and discussions. 
These insights are really important for local governments to take forward, and will assist practitioners 
with how to think about and respond to the IUDF. The key questions were; What does empowering the 
civic really mean? And how can the civic truly be empowered? Curator Rashiq Fataar highlights these 
insights in more detail in Section 7 of this report. There are 4 core themes around which these insights are 
gathered. First, the power and potential of the built environment was highlighted. Not only can it work 
to exclude and disempower certain voices and segments of society, but indeed it has the power to bring 
these voices and others back into the conversation. Public space is of vital importance, as is the fostering 
of spaces of “community” where members are invested and feel as if they belong. It is crucial not to 
ignore the existing built environment, in particular informal and poor areas, in fostering engagement and 
solutions as this constitutes our lived experience and should be worked with, rather than against. 

The second core theme is the importance of data and its potential to improve public policy and institutional 
effectiveness if correctly utilized. It is an important reminder that data is supposed to make the lives of 
officials easier, in that it could improve access to the demographics, needs and wants of their constituents 
and enable more relevant, easily-implementable and effective policy to be written. It is crucial that we 
harness big tech to help build our cities in a more sustainable, public and transparent way rather than let 
it slow us down and further exclude those without access. 

Thirdly, Urban Festival showed us once again that collaboration and engagement with citizens across 
the spectrum is absolutely key in developing cities that are liveable, inclusive and sustainable. Individual 
stories are infinitely complex and variable, but they will inevitably find commonalities with one another, 
and being afforded the opportunity to share our diverse identities will result in less generic approaches 
to development, and more tailored solutions for particular communities and areas. Communities must 
co-create their environments; and to do so they must be armed with an understanding of how decision-
making happens. It is therefore imperative that the government is transparent and accessible to everyone 
as far as possible. 

Lastly, it is only through engagement and equal consideration and inclusion that the civic can hope 
to be empowered. The public is an integral part of public space creation, as is the community itself 
when it comes to community place-making initiatives. Without trust between the public, developers and 
government, it is unlikely that co-creation and synthesis in these endeavours can be achieved, reducing 
the chance of project success. Responsive cities can only be achieved if everyone is able to participate 
equally, and authenticity in reaching out is the key to real connections with people and meaningful 
participation in decision-making.

At the festival’s conclusion, two surveys were sent out to a vast cross-section of both hosts and participants. 
This enabled a short section to be built into this report that provided valuable feedback on what festival 
goers and hosts enjoyed most about the festival, what they learned about Empowering the Civic and how 
they were inspired. Attendees reported enjoyment of and high satisfaction with the festival organisation, 
website and programme with a common regret that there were just too many events on offer and it was 
impossible to attend everything. In terms of what was learnt, many came out of the month with a renewed 
appreciation for the work that is out there being done to improve our cities, felt inspired to go back into 
their communities and do more, and keen to adopt a whole-of-society approach. Hosts generally found 
it easy to apply for a slot at Urban Festival and organise their event, but there was some difficulty in the 
actual hosting of events - indicating that many people are not yet totally comfortable with virtual and 
online platforms. However, hosts also praised the rich variety of content that was discussed at the festival, 
and the networking and connections that could be made with others in their same field or different fields 
entirely. The festival created a space of sharing, learning and asking questions, facilitating a conversation 
that empowered the civic itself, while it tried to answer that very question of “how”. 
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Marketing for Urban Festival aimed to reach a wider audience, as well as encourage those already working 
in government and the built environment to attend. The website itself was a key marketing tool, designed 
to have a youthful and vibrant look, and the Open Call for event submissions encouraged any and all voices 
to apply to host an event at the festival. Email newsletters were sent out twice-weekly, advertising the 
upcoming programme highlights. Hosts, partners and Open Call applicants were provided with festival 
branding and collateral and encouraged to reach out directly to personal and professional networks. 
Social media platforms such as Twitter, Instagram and Facebook were also used to share daily updates 
and links to events and host live streams. Star speakers such as Sumayya Vally (Counterspace Studio) and 
Alfredo Brillembourg (Urban Think-Tank) were included in the programme to attract attention from the 
broader urbanist community. The virtual and free nature of the programme also meant that there were 
very few barriers to attending, and viewers could tune in from across the country and the world, and catch 
up anything they missed on the website with timeously added content and summaries. The festival was 
featured on various online publications such as ArchDaily, the Cape Institute for Architecture, Architect 
Africa, Times LIVE and the South African Council for Planners. 

In conclusion, the following recommendations from SACN CEO, Sithole Mbanga, were made in order to 
take lessons from the festival forward into a set of actions to enable all actors to be a part of South Africa’s 
urban transformation. Leaders need to be connected and empowered to drive more collective action. 
Mechanisms need to be developed, for improved partnering between government and communities, 
that are less inhibited by procedures and regulations but rather empowered by a focus on joint 
developmental objectives. Action needs to be the focus, and providing support for anyone in society 
to contribute. A national programme of ongoing urban dialogues to inform action is required to keep 
the conversation going - connecting and harvesting ideas and inspiration. The inclusion of artists, poets, 
musicians, writers and other creative professionals added immense value to the substance and texture 
of the Urban Festival, and therefore they should be better included. Research, documentation and 
knowledge is critically important for learning and engagement, in order to foster growing awareness and 
continued improvement. And although the far-reaching potential of technology was explored through 
this festival, it is also crucial that we do not rely upon it to solve all urban challenges. It has to be utilized in 
conjunction with the above efforts to work together, democratize processes and communicate effectively 
and honestly.

Urban Festival 2020 was therefore not an isolated event or simply a moment in time, but rather the start 
of a movement towards energizing an all-of-society approach to urban development. 





This year, Urban Festival was hosted by a coalition of 6 partners; South African Cities Network, 
(SACN), the Department of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs (COGTA), Civic Tech 
Innovation Network (CTIN), Our Future Cities (OFC), ICLEI Local Governments for Sustainability 

and the Journalism and Media Lab at Wits University (JAMLab). Each partner had a specific direction 
and point of view for the festival, and this collaboration resulted in a festival that took into account, and 
responded to, a diverse range of objectives and ideas. To better understand the motivations behind the 
festival, and the key successes of the month, we interviewed 3 of the festival’s main partners; Geoffrey 
Bickford from SACN, Geci Karuri-Sebina from CTIN and Stefanie Chetty of COGTA. 

Q:  Where did the idea of organising a virtual Urban Festival come from?
A:  The Urban Festival was a response to the COVID virtual context to ensure that the usual Urban 
 Conference intention was fulfilled during 2020. SACN along with the CTIN, the curation team and 
 other host partners agreed to provide a month long series of engagements and position the  
 events more creatively. The idea of a festival was agreed as it allowed more flexibility into the 
 future and didn’t lock future iterations into any particular time period or month.  

Q:  What did SACN, in particular, want to achieve with the festival? 
 And was it achieved?
A: The intention of the series of annual urban conferencing has been to provide a platform for cities 

Geoffrey Bickford
SA Cities Network (SACN)

Q&A - Meet the Partners



 to lead discussion about their urban development work as linked to the Integrated Urban    
 Development Framework (IUDF) and always designed to lead into World Cities Day celebrations. 
 In 2018 the Urban Conference focused on the notion of activating an All-of-Society approach 
 and brought in actors from across society to engage. In the Urban Festival 2020 our intention was 
 to explore the potential of technology to engage and enable civil society to get involved in    
 driving  urban development. 
 
 The civic-tech focus was usefully aided by the COVID context but is a growing area of city 
 development globally.  We also wanted to bring excitement to the urban discussions and locate 
 the IUDF within what people are already doing to improve places, people’s lives and the economy 
 in cities and towns. A key part of this was trying to reach non-typical audiences from across society 
 especially those from grass roots community level. The festival was also an experiment to explore 
 new ways of engaging. 

 Overall I would say the Urban Festival was a successful demonstration of partnering with others, 
 allowing a programme to emerge and have others lead and set the conversation and provide 
 space for non-typical actors to get involved and be part of the conversation while creating interest, 
 thinking and inspiration around urban development. The number of sessions and reach in 
 participation and virtual engagement is far higher than any other conference event held previously, 
 importantly the content was diverse and engaging and the cost of the event was far less. The    
 extent to which we were able to reach and include grass roots level community actors requires 
 consideration  and improvement and the digital divide is something to consider in this format of    
 engagement, but we certainly reached more people and a larger diversity than in previous years.    

Q:  What was the best moment or memory during the festival?
A:  It has to be Emmah’s opening poem, it set the tone and flavour for the Festival and immediately    
 opened my mind- to carry this through all the way to the closing reflections on how young creatives 
 can get involved in more authentic ways and shape hearts, minds and actions was very inspirational.

Q:  What is one thing you hope to take forward from the festival?
A:  To carry forward the lesson that providing a platform for others can sometimes be a simple but effective way
 of channeling energies and providing more systematic opportunities for people from across society to be   
 engaged.

Q:  How did the festival get you thinking differently about Empowering   
 the Civic?
A: Empowerment starts with self— often we think that someone must empower someone else, but 
 the stories and experiences shared by people and teams during the festival is that empowerment 
 starts with getting up and doing something and then continuing to work at achieving a desired 
 result. There is a role to play for government, businesses and NGOs to facilitate and enable    
 energy, but it starts with a sense of self and what ‘I’ want to do and have energy for. Leadership is 
 dispersed across society and not held in titles.

Q:  How did this festival contribute differently to the Urban Month of 
 October?
A:  The festival felt more connected as broader networks were able to be engaged through the    
 approach, it felt more flexible as people could join or engage as and when available due to the 
 variety and spread of sessions, it felt more authentic as different actors led diverse events and it 
 felt more contemporary and relevant being able to use the various media platforms, having a 
 consistent website updates.  

13



Q:  Where did the idea of organising a virtual Urban Festival come from?
A:  SACN has had a long-standing Urban Conference, evolved into an IUDF event inclusive of 
 celebration of World Cities Day, and CTIN has an annual CTIF (Civic Tech Innovation Forum). 
 
 As both organisations were being forced to innovate with virtualisation around COVID, Stacey-   
 Leigh (SACN) & I (CTIN) developed this idea of a collaborative event that would focus on: tech + 
 cities + civil society (our early name for it was “civiciTies”), and also on a partnership-based 
 approach (linked to IUDF’s “whole of society” approach). But I guess it really came together when 
 other partners (COGTA, Future Cities SA, JAMlab, Open Cities Lab, etc.) came on board and 
 were enthusiastic about the concept.

 Bringing Our Future Cities on board helped us to shape and strengthen the concept.

Q:  From CTIN’s perspective, how did the festival align?
A: It was actually easy to make the connection because people – even urbanists – increasingly 
 acknowledge the importance of data and technological innovation in driving change. We were 
 able to roll with this combined with the focus on virtualisation which is everyone’s new reality.
 The  civic tech movement is all about empowering the civic, typically through leveraging 
 innovations in digital tech and new methods and media for public purpose. We also have an 
 urban sub-theme that aligned well.
 

Q:  What was the best moment or memory during the festival?
A:  There were several. I really enjoyed the diversity of content and voices – from artists (the talented 
 Emmah Mabye, musicians, filmmakers, etc.) to various urban actors both local and 
 international, all were afforded the stage/mic equally. It was refreshing to see the government    
 coming into sessions and listening, and to see new faces I don’t already know from the relatively    
 small community of loud urban voices in SA. So for me the memory will be one of inclusion and    
 exposure to new ideas and connections.

Q:  What is one thing you hope to take forward from the festival?
A:  There are several! For example, I was exposed to the Afro-futurist works of Russel Hlongwane at 
 the Urban Fest and we are already planning to have his experimental film showcased at the    
 UNESCO futures summit in Paris (well, now virtual) in December and there are already people 
 interested in supporting the full-length film. We (CTIN) also got to build a relationship with a new 
 funder who is interested in the intersection between tech and cities. There’s lots more.

Q:  How did the festival get you thinking differently about Empowering   
 the Civic?
A: Not sure it’s different as opposed to validation of what I suspected, but it really did show that 
 there are many people out there who are doing interesting things and want to share them if 
 the system (IUDF/ government / cities) cared to listen and connect. We have so much talent, 
 creativity, potential and energy in SA that isn’t weighing into the serious problems we are faced 
 with. I hope that Urban Festival 2020 has been the throwing open of a window to an amazing 
 panorama of potential that we can all embrace. I am so proud to have been part of this! But it’s    
 just a beginning…

Geci Karuri-Sebina
Civic Tech Innovation Network (CTIN)



Q:  Where did the idea of organising a virtual Urban Festival come from? 

A: This was an initiative from SACN as the Secretariat of the IUDF, the concept was presented to the Deputy
  Minister and he supported the idea. We usually have an annual 2 day conference and this year due to Covid
  and the restrictions to gather and travel, we decided to host a Virtual Month Long programme..

Q:  What did COGTA learn from the multitude of conversations? 

A:  How important it is to activate the voices in “All of Society”, how important it is to involve communities in 
 decision-making in order to be and feel a part of our cities, and how important the role of civil society, 
 business, academia, and government is to come together to plan and implement the IUDF together. We 
 need to strengthen our partnerships.

Q:  What was the best moment or memory during the festival? 

A:  Tours on Instagram, the movie nights and the sessions that I personally facilitated and spoke at (UN Habitat 
 25 years of safer Cities Innovation, Developing Safety Indicators, My IUDF Sessions). I think in general the 
 whole ambience that this festival brought.

Q:  What is one thing you hope to take forward from the festival? 

A:  To continue to activate the voices of society and reach out. For example, “Seed funding for small initiatives” 
 made a huge impact and we need to find more ways to further contribute to making more smaller impacts 
 on the ground for our society. 

Q:  How did the festival get you thinking differently about Empowering   
 the Civic? 

A:  We need to engage them more, and create more platforms for a series of engagements to better involve 
 them in the work that we do as government, with the IUDF.

Stefanie Chetty
Department of Co-operative Governance and Traditional Affairs (CoGTA)
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Urban Festival was run over 31 days, from 1 October to 31 October 2020. There were a total of 77 
events, and these ran over every day of the festival. There were 47 events run by the 6 partners 
(OFC, SACN, CTIN, COGTA, Jamlab, ICLEI), 19 emergent events that came out of the Open Call 

and 11 external events. There were approximately 36 different hosts. Our estimates show that over 
3700 people attended events over the course of the month, with an average of 48 people per event. 

There were 11 different types of events across Urban Festival 2020. The majority were Webinars (18), 
followed by Workshops (16), Panel Discussions (14) and Conversations and Networking (8). This 
indicates the interactive nature of the content and event offering during the festival. There were also a 
number of  more creative events, such as Instagram Takeovers (5), Film screenings (5), Exhibitions (3), 
Virtual Tours (2), a Book Launch and a Video Workshop. There was really something for everyone. 

These events were categorised on the website by their general theme, and out of the 9 different 
categories, the majority of events were classified as “Discovering Cities” (16) followed closely by 
“Civic Engagement “ (15). There were plenty of “Governance” events as well (11), “Future Cities” (9), 
“Smarter Cities” (7) and “Sustainable Cities” (5). There were also a handful of “Data” (4), “Mobility” 
(3) and “Tech” (3) events. It is clear that Urban Festival covered a wide range of topics while really delving 
into the Empowering the Civic theme. 

The website itself, where the event programme was housed, had approximately 8500 unique visits 
and total visits of approximately 18000. It had global reach with over 5000 visitors from South Africa, 
but the remainder made up of over 300 visits from the USA, 250 from the UK, 134 from Kenya and 114 
from Germany. There were website visitors from 99 separate countries spanning every continent and 
the most visited webpage was the 2020 Programme with over 6,000 views. Exhibitions such as the 
Visualisation Studios and 31 Days of Innovation also proved popular with over 250 views of each. 

The Urban Festival was very well received on all social media platforms. The Facebook page (@
urbanfestival20) reached over 35 000 people, with each post reaching 8 900 people on average. The 
engagement increased by 254% to 820 engagements per post. The team posted 600 Urban Festival 
related tweets on the Our Future Cities Twitter account (@ofuturecities) through the month. These 
garnered 466 000 impressions and 4 100 profile visits. All Urban Festival events were recorded and 
uploaded to the new South African Cities Network YouTube channel (SACitiesNetwork TV), which resulted 
in 1 415 channel views and 5 702 impressions. 

Festival Statistics



Key Statistics

8500
unique website visits

18 000
total website visits

5000+
300+
250
134
114

visitors from South Africa
visitors from the USA
visitors from the UK
visitors from the Kenya
visitors from the Germany

99
countries reached

35.2k people reached

+170 page follows

8906 people reached per post

820 post engagements per post

Facebook
@urbanfestival20

Twitter
@ofuturecities

466k impressions

4100 profile visits

600 tweets

152 mentions

YouTube
SACitiesNetwork TV

5702 impressions

1415 channel views

165.5 hours

+35 subscribers

EVENTS

WEBSITE

SOCIAL MEDIA INSIGHTS

11 external events

19 emergent events

47 emergent events

18 webinars
14 panel discussions
16 workshops
8 conversations and networking

5 instagram takeovers
5 film screenings
4 Q&As
3 exhibitions

2 virtual tours
1 video workshop
1 book launch

Types of Events

6
partners

average 48 per event

3700
attendees

77
events

31
days
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The programme was organised by themed days of the week in order to bring some excitement 
and structure to the proposed events by partners, and try to create a cohesive feeling for 
each week when slotting in the emergent events and external hosts. Each event was started 
by playing one of Emmah Mabye’s four poems, written and conceptualised specifically for 
the event. Each event is summarised below.

Weekly Lineup

Meet & Greet Monday
A day for interviews, Q&As and more one-on-one 
conversations

A day focused on innovations, projects and ideas 
related to technology.

Tech Tuesday

A day to learn a particular skill, through smaller groups 
and breakaway sessions.

 Workshop Wednesday

A day for networking, cafe-style events and more casual 
engagements.

Cafe & Network Thursday

A day to learn about a person, group, organisation or 
ideas that is a new or ‘fresh’ initiative.

Fresh Friday

Instagram and Facebook-based tours and showcases. Easily 
and conveniently enjoyed from home.

Shine Saturday

Kick back with some popcorn and enjoy an urban 
themed movie night.

Film Night Sunday

Programme Summary



Each Monday was dedicated to interviews, Q&A’s and interactive conversations. Events ranged from 
being actual conversations and discussions, to being about building better conversations and 
opening the conversation between citizens and government. Topics included the Urban Studies 

Conversations series tackling urban research from an academic lens, to GovChat presenting their model 
of creating a direct line between citizens and governments.

Urban Studies Conversations 1-4
1. Ideas for recovery and reset in city and township economies
2. Social and Environmental Sustainability 
3. Mega Projects  
4. New and Creative Platforms

What: The South African Cities Network (SACN) in partnership with the 
National Research Foundation (NRF) has recently appointed three new Urban 
focused research chairs, adding to the work of the existing NRF urban research 
chairs. Each interactive panel discussion was around a particular urban theme.
When: 5, 12, 19, 26 October
Who: SACN, NRF Chair, Prof. Ivan Turok, Jak Koseff, Rob McGaffin, Kate Philip, 
Prof. Hope Magadimisha, Prof. Anel du Plessis, Prof. SIjekula Mbanga, Prof. 
Phil Harrison, Prof. Edgar Pieterse, Geci Karuri-Sebina, Prof Amira Osman.

Summary
The first session looked at several strategies for the economic 
recovery and development of townships, namely social grant 
disbursements, Public Employment Programmes and micro-
development strategies that take a multi-pronged approach to 
solving systemic issues. These were discussed within the context of 
the Township Economic Development Act, and how the latter could 
enact and support these strategies. The conversation navigated 
from challenges around regulation barriers and specialised financing 
for township firms, to enabling access to infrastructure for township 
enterprises, de-risking township enterprises and using backyard 
real estate development to drive widespread prosperity and give 
townships real high streets.

The second session focused on the complexity of achieving 
balance between sustainability, liveability and inclusivity - especially 
since liveability is mainly place based and yet African cities more 
often than not, rank poorly on different livability indices - the issue 
of insufficient data as a water service delivery challenge, and a 
discussion on urban space production; how cities and municipalities 
respond to urban migrants and the importance of trans disciplinary 
approaches when it comes to engaging communities among other 
issues that touch on the concept of urban space creation and 
management.

The third session, Mega Projects, dealt with these high-risk, long-
term investments into infrastructure, as a mode of development, 
and its tendency to ignore or overlook the urban poor and be 
co opted by neo-colonial interests. After analysing the business 
models of several global megaproject case studies it became clear 
that their value as a mode of development relies on them being 
conceptualised and contextualised to fit the urban fabric and not 
displace other actors or frameworks which are in place within the 
cityscape. 

The fourth and final session drew out a number of thematic issues 
concerning design and practice in the built environment. These 
included the need for urban and design practitioners to explore the 
interface between public and space and digitization in the context 
of socialization, the need for design practitioners to capitalise on 
maintaining an intersectional approach when dealing with the urban 
environment which often exists in multiple fragments and layers, the 
great value in building the capacity of different stakeholders within 
the urban context to enable them to respond efficiently to policies 
and make a positive impact, the role of architect as active agent 
in society, and the understanding that the question of identity is 
unique to each country, city, locality and even individual. 

Empowering Children as the Civic
What: This webinar was embedded in an event that more broadly interrogated 
the rights and needs of children in cities, indicators for measuring the safety of 
children in cities and advocacy for child-centred public policy and practice.  It 
was co-curated by Play Africa and Mimosa Reggio Emilia School and focuses 
on  participatory child centred approaches to play, learning, investigation and 
co-creation. 
When: 12 October 
Who: Wits University, Play Africa & Mimosa Reggio Emilia School, Phillip 
Harrison & Barbara Holtman 

Summary

Meet & Greet Monday



This session focused on participatory child-centred approaches 
to play, learning, investigation and co-creation. Built environment 
professionals have a lot to learn from listening to children and their 
experiences. 

The approach of the Mimosa Reggio Emilia School emphasises 
children’s rights as citizens from birth. Play Africa shared some of 
their work which aims to catalyse innovations in creative learning, 
children’s rights, and societal cohesion, such as a city-wide children’s 
museum model in Johannesburg. 

This is based upon the idea that every child deserves access to 
safe environments for play and discovering the city. Play Africa 
also introduced a new project which asks the question ‘How would 
children re-imagine cities after lockdown?’ 

A virtual kids’ town hall was hosted to workshop this idea. Key 
themes included the importance of effective engagement with 
families and children and the idea that children are urban citizens 
who can exercise their citizenship from a very young age.

Beyond Basics and Developing 
Future Cities
What: A video tutorial of Akhile’s digital Municipal Sustainability Tool. 
When: 19 October
Who: Akhile 

Summary
This video tutorial explains how Akhile’s Municipal Sustainability 
Tool works. It gave a demonstration of how the platform enables 
municipal employees to make instant decisions that are supported 
by data. 

The platform creates a connected network of contributors that 
leads to the empowerment of citizens who now pay an integral part 
in spatial transformations by sharing data and experiences, and 
actively participating in municipal initiatives. 

The video gives a clear and useful overview of how the platform 
works and what opportunities it presents for facilitating data-driven, 
informed decision-making for municipal officials. 

It also introduces the Digital Sheriff, which will communicate with 
the public through virtual channels of their choice. It allows banks 
and debt collectors to save time and money and interact with the 
‘digital native’ generation on their level.

GovChat Citizen Government 
Insights
What:: The founder and CEO of GovChat demonstrated the GovChat 
management portal and showcased how the citizen government engagement 
platform adapted its technology during the Covid pandemic impacting 
millions of South African citizens.
When: 19 October
Who: GovChat, Eldrid Jordaan.

Summary
The GovChat platform utilises technology to connect South African 
citizens with the government and its services and is an incredibly 
powerful tool for greater accountability and responsiveness of 
public officials. 

Eldrid took attendees through the platforms key features such 
as real-time feedback and reporting through its mobile device 
ChatBot, available across multiple channels, namely WhatsApp, 
Facebook Messenger, USSD and SMS, the ability to drop a location 
pin and find out who the closest public representative is in your area 
and the rating and reporting of government institutions. 

The platform is also being used to assist in the fight against the 
COVID-19 pandemic by partnering with the Department of Health 
and providing citizens with the ability to self-screen, locate their 
nearest public or private testing facility and apply for much needed 
social grants. 

The presentation was concluded with a live demonstration of the 
GovChat management portal displaying all of the relevant data and 
infographics generated by the platform. 
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Partnering During the Pandemic:
Lessons for Building Better, Together
What: This session extracted broader governance lessons from EDP’s 
experience of convening a Food Relief Forum that resulted in the 
establishment of new, proactive and accountable relationships between 
NGOs, community organisations and government officials.
When: 19 October
Who: SACN, Western Cape Economic Development Partnership (EDP), 
Danga Mughogho and Andrew Boraine

Summary
The event centred broadly around the idea of a “second pandemic”;  
one of hunger and food scarcity. How could we as a community 
overcome this and tackle food security by having more public 
gardening and active public transport? COVID-19 has shown us that 
we can do things differently, with grassroots community kitchens 
and recovery programmes set up to support the vulnerable, but 
the question is how to extend this and broaden it to the level of 
policy and governance, better including formerly excluded informal 
communities. 

Without holistic and sound governance it is very hard for the public 
sector to partner well with donors, civil society and researchers but 
with Food Forum (EDP’s food relief forum), an adaptive approach 
brought everyone together at the decision-making table with 
accountability and action being the norm. 

The lesson is in taking these stronger relationships between 
government and civil society forward, beyond the pandemic, and 
how government can better support and enable community-led 
ideas and actions. 

Power to The People: Opportunities 
of Human Agency for Building a 
Resilient City
What: This webinar explained the research findings of a human-centred 
approach to building community resilience using a case study of a project 
undertaken in Noordgesig, Johannesburg.
When: 26 October
Who: Shaakira Chohan

Summary
Shaakira Cohan’s research looked at the opportunities for human 
agency in building a more resilient city, by using a case study of a 
project undertaken in Noordgesig, Johannesburg.  

Although climate resilience was initially the drawcard for Shaakira 
research, her work morphed into resilience for communities as she 
realised the deep spatial and socio-economic equality that makes 
migrants, those on the periphery, the poor, the working class more 
vulnerable to change in the urban realm.

Unequal distribution of this vulnerability, Shaakira argued, makes 
communities much more susceptible to multiple stresses from 
climate change, unemployment and racism. 

She emphasised the need for transformative development 
approaches to work toward overcoming the systemic vulnerabilities 
that Johannesburg and other cities in the Global South  are prone 
to. They ought to be at the heart of sustainable governance to 
empower and aid these vulnerable communities, making them 
more resilient into the future.



From Backyard plots to Bachelor 
Flats - Understanding the Bitprop 
Process
What: In this webinar, Bitprop explained their approach to small-scale 
property financing, and how to transform the inherent value of a property into 
an income-generating asset.
When: 26 October
Who: Bitprop, Claire Du Trevou

Summary
Based on the popularity of Bitprop’s Instagram takeover early in 
the Urban Festival programme, this webinar aimed to provide an 
informative session on how the organisation works with property 
owners to leverage the inherent value of their property, and 
transform it from a dead asset into an income generating asset. 

Bitprop’s work responds to the problems facing the housing sector; 
apart from the issue of rapid urbanisation, the increasing housing 
demand, coupled with a lack of systems and supply, results in high 
property prices across most African cities. 

Bitprop enables large scale investment into small scale property 
development that creates wealth for the landowner and returns on 
capital while significantly uplifting living conditions for those who 
need it the most. 

Claire Du Trevou, a Bitprop architect, explained how they unlock 
value in the short term by helping micro property owners to be 
included in the global financial system. They work with local 
contractors and offer support and training thereby allowing the 
contractors themselves to be upskilled in their field of work. 

Their business model ensures that the Homeowner obtains the 
necessary Property Management knowledge and skills, while the 
Tenant obtains the required rental management information when 
coming on board. 

Their work is important for addressing some of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG’s) particularly number eleven speaking 
about “Creating Sustainable Cities and Communities”.
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Tuesdays were dedicated to technology, in all its different forms. Projects, innovations, research and 
ideas related to tech were showcased, discussed and brainstormed. 

Smarter Cities 1-4
1. Consciousness
2. Imagination
3. Participation
4. Policy and Action

What: The “Smarter Cities” series are weekly “Prime Time” virtual webinars 
for international perspectives, cases, and demonstrators on cities & 
technology. The series is organised by the Civic Tech Innovation Network 
(CTIN) in partnership 
with the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung’s Strong Cities 2030 programme. 
When: 6, 13, 20, 27 October
Who: CTIN, CoGTA, SACN, ASToN Network, GeOsm, Housing and Urban 
Studies at the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), Anuraj 
Gambhir, Geci Karuri-Sebina, Julien Carbonell, Simina Lazar, Jokudu Guya, 
Avril Williamson, Sithole Mbanga, Engela Petzer, Derrick Demeveng, Charlynn 
Ainembabazi

Summary
The first session, Consciousness, looked at the use of technology 
in making cities better places to live. The term ‘smart cities’ means 
different things in different contexts.

Anuraj Gambhir spoke about many forms of futuristic tech that will 
bring great change to our cities. There are three different “horizons” 
of tech that companies/governments find themselves in: 1) the 
improvements to the existing; 2) the next generation of the current; 
3) the completely new/transformative and visionary. A popular 
question was whether Big Tech would use this data for insidious 
purposes, considering the track record of Alphabet/Facebook etc., 
and whether there will be a distinction drawn from the privatisation 
of public data and the commercialisation of it. 

The second session, Imagination, focused on the question of: 
(how) can we transform our cities and settlements towards more 
sustainable and fulfilling possibilities, through engaging our 
imaginations? What kinds of imaginings interest or excite you when 
you think about the future (African) city? 

The panelists engaged with films and drawings from architects 
and urbanists to substantiate the argument that utilising creativity 
to reimagine our spaces could lead to their transformation. They 
also emphasized the importance of returning to our roots and our 

history, as we move Africa forward into the future. Reimagining our 
cities is indeed an iterative and tactical process. 

The third session, Participation, focused on initiatives that are 
championing smart cities in the form of digital solutions in the urban 
context and ongoing research regarding the same.

Julien Carbonell presented his research concerning stakeholder 
engagement in smart cities, focused on the cities of Tel Aviv, 
Tallinn and Taiwan as case studies. As they do not own any natural 
resources, these cities have invested in the digital economy. The 
next presentation was by Derrick Demeveng, a representative from 
GeOsm, a location intelligence platform created to connect and 
empower citizens and decision makers through data. 

The platform is built on open source technology that is simple, 
highly scalable and useful to empower different sectors such as 
town planning, security, infrastructure among others. Simina Lazar 
presented on the progress that the ASToN Network has achieved 
in providing digital solutions and transformation to cities across 
Africa as a catalyst for sustainable growth. Charlynn Ainembabazi 
explained how they were working with ASToN to educate the public 
about mobility through the program Entambulayo; an incident 
management tool that helps in handling traffic congestion in the 
city. 

The concluding sentiments included the fact that there is no single 
way of engaging the public as well as the importance of endorsing a 
collaborative effort among all stakeholders involved. 

The final session, Policy and Action, featured an array of 
knowledgeable panellists who were tasked with discussing the 
actions that South Africa is taking to write and enact smart city 
policies. The session featured Cooperative Governance and 
Traditional Affairs (CoGTA) Deputy General Avril Williamson, Sithole 
Mbanga, CEO of SA Cities Network, and Engela Petzer, senior 
researcher in Housing and Urban Studies at the Council for Scientific 
and Industrial Research (CSIR). 

DG Williamson opened the session by introducing and providing 
background on the Smarter Cities Framework, pioneered by 
President Cyril Ramaphosa, and noted how the CoGTA department 
is committed to delivering a draft of the framework in November 
2020. She was followed by SACN’s Sithole Mbanga, who began by 
setting the context in reference to Africa, and South Africa’s colonial 
history, and how it manifests in planning fraternities as well as the 
built environment. 

Mbanga made reference to three ‘waves’ of disruption faced by 
cities, namely, the 2008 Global Recession, Climate Change, and 
COVID-19, which have each shaped our cities on multiple levels, 
and how the notion of Smarter Cities addresses them. Engela 
Petzer set the context in which South African cities operate in their 
endeavour to implement Smart City Principles. 

Through each of the presentations by the panellists, as well as the 
questions and comments by audience members, the core theme 
of Empowering the Civic took precedence, with all parties in 
agreement that without the inclusion and prioritisation of all people 
of all classes, genders and abilities, Smart Cities cannot be realised 
in South Africa, and elsewhere on the continent.

Tech Tuesdays



The Lekgotla: Facilitating Public 
Engagements on the Gauteng 
Township Economic Development 
Draft Bill
What: This session introduced the provisions and aims of the Gauteng 
Township Economic Development Draft Bill.
When: 6 October
Who: SACN, Department of Economic Development, Nomfundo Dlamini, 
Mathhopane Masha

Summary
This session looked at the provisions and aims of the Gauteng 
Township Economic Development Draft Bill. Mathhopane Masha 
from the Department of Economic Development spoke about 
the aims of the bill, explaining that it is to instigate fully fledged 
economic activity in informal areas, especially opening business 
and supporting new emerging industries as a driver of formal 
and informal economies. Another aim of the bill is to establish a 
regulatory framework upon which all municipalities can function and 
prosper. 

How can the bill strengthen and aid these informal economies to 
develop into micro hubs of social and economic activities? 

This was an engaging discussion with questions on public 
transportation, empowering municipalities to embrace the bill, and 
the mitigation of tension between established large corporations 
and small informal traders.

Unpacking Inclusive Mobility in 
African Cities
What: This event hosted by ICLEI focused on how we can move from 
buzzwords to reality when it comes to inclusive mobility in African cities.
When: 6 October
Who: ICLEI, Open Institute, Flone Initiative, Paul Currie, Jehan Bhikoo, Gail 
Jennings, Crystal Asige, Naomi Mwaura, Alex Johnson, Lerato Seakamela

Summary
This session,hosted by Paul Currie and Jehan Bhikoo of ICLEI Africa, 
took a closer look at mobility in Africa. Gail Jennings discussed 
the concepts of accessibility and inclusivity in mobility, two multi-
faceted considerations and approaches. Crystal Asige of Open 
Institute highlighted work undertaken by her organisation that 
included the mapping out Nairobi’s accessible and inclusive zone. 
She emphasized that diversity is the driver of innovation, hence 
the need to include citizens from different interest groups at the 
discovery, development and delivery stages of designing of our 
public spaces. 

She concluded by mentioning that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
given us the opportunity to design our city’s infrastructure in a 
way that engages all citizens and stakeholders.Naomi Mwaura, 
explained how her organisation, Flone Initiative, is lobbying for and 
supporting women public transport operators in Kenya. 

Having recorded that 52% of female public transport operators 
lost their jobs due to the pandemic, the organisation has written 
policy papers, given policy recommendations and established 
a cash transfer fund for the women that have been adversely 
affected economically. Alex Johnson from Ghana explained how his 
department in Accra uses public data to improve transport systems 
across the city. 

Having conducted precedents from Japan, the data brought 
insights about how people travel across the city and analysing if 
it is the most efficient method of travelling and also making the 
data accessible to the public. The last speaker, Lerato Seakamela, 
a transport planner from South Africa, explained how the city of 
Tshwane is proposing to roll out guidelines regarding the planning 
and implementation of non-motorised transportation across South 
African Cities. 

24



City Economic Development
Manager’s Forum 1 & 2
1. Engaging Civil Society on City Economic Recovery
2. Building Back Greener

What: These sessions focused on the economic recovery of South African 
cities post-Covid and on building a green economy.
When: 13, 20 October
Who: National Treasury, City Support Program, The Solidarity Fund, 
eThekwini Municipality,  C40 Cities Programme, Trade and Industrial Policy 
Strategies (TIPS), Karen Harrison, Wendy Tlou, Nicola Galombik, Shunnon 
Tulsiram,Caterina Sarfatti, Zarina Moolla, Hastings Chikoko, Avra Moodley, 
Gaylor Montmasson

Summary
The first session, Engaging Civil Society on City Economic 
Recovery, focused on the economic recovery of South African cities 
post-Covid. 

The majority of the session was centred around a conversation with 
two executive heads of the Solidarity Fund, Wendy Tlou and Nicola 
Galombik, and Shunnon Tulsiram, Head of Economic Development 
and Investment Promotion at eThekwini Municipality, in which they 
reflected on the impact of the Covid-19 and resulting hard lockdown 
on the individuals in our communities, our cities and society as a 
whole. 

Throughout this discussion, it was emphasised that partnerships 
between government, NGOs, faith-based networks and other civil 
society organisations were key in driving the Solidarity Fund relief 
efforts. 

The lessons to take forward in terms of building such partnerships 
include the co-creation of solutions, a shared understanding of the 
problem and drawing from the knowledge of civil society operating 
in close proximity to these communities. The pandemic has forced 
us to have a renewed sense of urgency when it comes to establishing 
partnerships and co-creating solutions. 

To conclude, it was stated that collaboration between civil society 
and government as well as integration will be key to the creation 
of more resilient cities - an important consideration in the medium 
term when the next crisis is bound to be upon us.
 
The creation of partnerships might be time and resource consuming 
but cities need to ensure that they extract the most value from civil 
society with the least amount of effort. 

The City Economic Development Manager’s Forum: Building 
Back Greener was hosted by the National Treasury and moderated 
by Kate Harrison. The forum was centered around the green 
economy and had the following objectives: 

- To give participants an understanding of green economy recovery  
measures that were in place in various South African cities

- To expose participants to international case studies in the green 
economy sector that South Africa could learn from, and

- To explore opportunities and key challenges faced by green 
economy recovery in cities. 

The pandemic has presented the opportunity for city officials to 
push for green recovery measures as part of reinvigorating our cities. 
These strategies will not only be relevant to help cities recover post 
pandemic, but they will also be instrumental to building a greener 
and more sustainable future for cities across the world. 

Green economy measures need to be embedded in municipalities 
and governments and other stakeholders should collaborate to 
enable successful knowledge exchange. The green economy 
should not just be a topic for conversation among environmentalists 
but among all city stakeholders. 

Advancing Education with 
Educational Partnerships for 
Innovation in Communities — Africa
What: This event, hosted by Dr Mzime Murisa, introduced the EPIC 
(Educational Partnerships for Innovation in Communities) model
When: 13 October
Who: ICLEI, START International, eThekwini Municipality, U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency, University of Nairobi, Kenyan Climate & Development 
Knowledge Network, University of Zambia, Paul Currie, Dr Mzime Murisa, Dr 
Anthony Socci, Dr Sean O’Donoghue, Edna Odhiambo, Dr Gilbert Siame

Summary
This event, facilitated by Dr Mzime Murisa, a programme Specialist 
at START International introduced participants and to the speakers 
who have successfully implemented the EPIC (Educational 
Partnerships for Innovation in Communities) Africa Network across 
their respective cities. 

Essentially, EPIC is an effective model that systematically matches 
the real world needs of local governments and communities with 
the skills and creativity of university students to greatly enhance the 
capacity of cities to develop more sustainably, build resilience and 
adapt. 

Since 2017, the EPIC Africa Model, a segment of the greater 
EPIC Network, has been growing across the continent. Dr Sean 
O’Donoghue, who works at the eThekwini Municipality managing 
the Climate Change Adaptation Branch, emphasised that the EPIC 
model is central to his work as it takes away the standard theoretical 
knowledge that has often been taught, and replaces it with real life 
changes for students to engage with. 

Edna Odhiambo, who is a lecturer at the University of Nairobi and 
serves as a country lead for the Kenyan Climate & Development 
Knowledge Network (CDKN), highlighted that the EPIC Nairobi 
Program has helped students problematize issues better as they 
are exposed to real life scenarios. She observed that the student’s 
ability to think in a solution oriented approach had increased as they 
are now able to gain hands-on experience in their field of study. 

Dr Gilbert Siame, a lecturer and researcher in the Department of 



Geography and Environmental Studies at the University of Zambia, 
has a project focusing on how to help the city of Lusaka implement 
its slum upgrading and prevention strategy. He explained that 
during this project, the EPIC model has helped collaborations 
between local governments, students and communities as  students 
were able to produce quality maps for the city and the community 
has an improved conceptual understanding of the problems they 
face. 

The Role of People in Places
What: This event, hosted by Places Plus, discussed the role of people in 
place-making and public space.
When:  20 October
Who: Places Plus, Johannesburg Inner-City Partnership, Alan Cameron, Cara 
Reilly, David van Niekerk

Summary
This event, hosted by Places Plus, discussed the role of people in 
place-making and public space. Cara Reilly introduced the topic, 
starting the session with the question: what makes places great? 
David van Niekerk, the CEO of the Johannesburg Inner-City 
Partnership, shared their project, The Walkable Network, which is 
a package of interventions in targeted streets and public spaces 
in Johannesburg aimed at creating a clean, safe and welcoming 
experience.

David gave attendees an overview of the process of creating this 
Walkable Network, including sharing which stakeholders were 
involved, how various streets were selected, and how the process 
was implemented. Alan Cameron’s presentation focused on public 
space. Alan spoke about the benefits of public space - which includes 
health benefits and economic benefits. He discussed the context of 
South African cities, and particularly Cape Town, where people are 
often forced to enjoy ‘public’ space in a privatised setting. 

Cara Reilly shared a summary of an ongoing project in Durban, as 
part of the Go Durban project, a neighbourhood mapping exercise 
working towards living a safer and more liveable city. People’s 
involvement is key to ensure that what’s provided in public space is 
what people actually need. 

Communities must be both active and empowered, with enabling 
structures that allow projects to be realised. The case study 
highlighted crucial points such as social gender inclusion, ablution 
facilities, pedestrianisation safety, universal accessibility that must 
be considered when designing public spaces.

Learning from the eThekwini Edge 
Open Data Portal
What: Focusing on the eThekwini Open Data Portal, this event discussed 
how cities can learn from open data repositories to improve evidence-based 
decision making.
When:  20 October 
Who: SACN, Lumec, The Urban Edge Open Data Portal, Jonathan Wilson, 
Tshegang Chipeya, Joanne Parker

Summary
Using eThekwini’s Urban Edge Open Data Portal, a collaboration 
between SACN and Open Cities Labs, as an example, the event 
took a look at the use of open data repositories to improve 
evidence-based decision making. 

The programme sought to make data accessible on an open 
platform as a way to inform all stakeholders in order to improve the 
city’s growth. In speaking about the challenges and benefits of the 
portal, Tshegang Chipeya, noted that the primary purpose was to 
make economic insights accessible to all stakeholders to streamline 
and increase economic growth. 

Joanne Parker from Lumec noted that one barrier to the programme 
is the lack of internal capacity in eThekwini to ensure its accessibility 
and digestibility for the wider public. Overall, there are a multitude 
of benefits for any city or town in South Africa to have open data 
portals given adequately resourced teams. 
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Wednesday was a day for teaching, learning, workshops, tutorials and how-to’s. These took 
place in a variety of formats; learning a particular skill in smaller breakaway groups, deep-dive 
masterclasses into key themes and concepts related to the civic, and hearing from global thought 

leaders. Alfredo’s Brillembourg’s book launch was a Wednesday stand-out as he took us through the ins 
and outs of not only accepting, but enhancing the ubiquitous “informal”. 

Civic Tech Masterclass 1-4
1. Digitalising Governance 101
2. Public meetings and COVID-19: how can online deliberation empower
    citizen engagement and participation? 
3. Digital Activism
4. Using Public Data

What: A weekly masterclass hosted around governance, engagement, digital 
futures and data-driven policy. 
When: 7, 14, 21, 28 October
Who: CTIN, JAMLab, Wits School of Governance, Citizen Lab, Amandla.Mobi, 
CPSI, Koketso Moeti. 

Summary
The first session of this series highlighted how the country of Estonia 
was able implement key policy reforms by making use of technology 
and data science over the past 10-12 years and how South Africa 
could learn from this example and the major trends happening in the 
space of data processing. Because our data volumes and our ability 
to process this data has increased, it grants us the opportunity to 
engage in more creative and innovative ways to think about policies 
we implement. The first step is breaking out of old policy making 
models which seem to be going around in endless loops. 

The second masterclass tackled citizen engagement, by 
showcasing the work of Citizen Lab - facilitating good, evidence-
based, decision and policy making by providing an e-democracy 
platform that enables co-decision making between communities 
and governments. The platform also aids in building and regaining 
trust between the civic and policymakers, acting in accordance with 
their overarching intention to facilitate and aid online deliberation to 
empower citizens to engage and participate. 

In the third session, Koketso Moeti, founding executive director of 
Amandla.mobi delivered the masterclass on Digital Activism. This 
masterclass sought to share ways in which citizens can use civic 
technology for new ways to collaborate, campaign, mobilise and 
exchange information. Moeti showed the class how she has been 
using tech in her work and gave the participants practical guides 
on how they can use social mobilisation and activism to empower 
themselves and their communities. 

And in the fourth and final session the use of public data was discussed; 
whether it is truly being used effectively to solve problems, or merely 
creating inefficiencies? The session dives into how data can align 
with and support positive spatial planning solutions and initiatives 
now and going into the future, the potential of data to tackle key 
social issues like Gender Based Violence and how data reveals some 
the ramifications and implications of Apartheid Spatial Planning, 
manifested in increased crime rates in certain neighbourhoods.

Map my City with HERE
What: Digital mapping training session that aims to impart GIS mapping skills 
to attendees who can then update their map, on Map Creator, to reflect the 
realities of their communities, neighbourhoods and regions.
When: 7 October
Who: HERE Technologies, Lenah Kitenge.

Summary
Lenah Kitenge presented this informative and engaging training 
session in which she showed attendees how to use the HERE 
Map Creator tool. HERE is the world’s leading location data and 
technology platform, and their maps are used by organisations such 
as Facebook and Garmin. 

Although they source their data from government and private sector 
sources, the map creator tool allows communities to ensure the map 
reflects the reality of their own local area. 

HERE provides free tools online ranging from Map Creator which is 
user friendly for people with no experience, to the HERE API and 
Developer Platform aimed at those with GIS expertise. 

Lenah showed participants how to add and edit features on the map 
such as roads, places including hotels and shops, house numbers 
and building outlines. She outlined the many potential uses for 
the map data, which can be used by NGOs, private organisations, 
university students or anyone who is interested! 

Workshop Wednesday 



Remembering our Relationship With 
Water
What: The event is intended to help re-member, re-think and re-establish 
our human relationship with water and explore different ways and initiatives 
that can empower citizens/civil society – the civic -  to take active measures 
to protect and preserve this precious resource for ourselves and future 
generations.
When: 14 October 
Who: SACN, Liteboho Makhele

Summary
This event, hosted by SACN, included a range of interesting 
speakers who discussed the theme of our relationship with water. 
The discussion ranged from the significance of water in many 
indigenous cultures, to ancient patterns of migration, to water’s role 
in 21st Century architecture and place-making. It was presented by 
Liteboho Makhele and began with the thought-provoking question 
‘what is your earliest memory of water?’ 

We then heard from an array of inspiring speakers who spoke about 
our relationship with water, from different perspectives. Among the 
speakers was Rutendo Ngara, who reflected on the sacred value of 
water in many indigenous knowledge systems. 

Dr Sechaba Maape was another speaker, who considered the 
importance of land, place, and belonging in relation to water. 
Thought-provoking questions raised by this session included; Have 
we designed water out of our cities?

Towards City Transformation: Let’s 
Play Citopoly
What: A game of digital “Citopoly” with various stakeholders attending 
the session. The game uses play to sheds light on systemic, institutional 
and societal issues facing built environment practitioners and the network 
of implementers in built environment projects (civil society, private sector, 
politicians etc).
When: 14 October 
Who: SACN, Kayla Brown, Rehana Moosajee and Siwe Ntombela

Summary
The building blocks for the Citopoly game are based around a 
report from the South African Cities Network entailing the successes 
and struggles faced in the built environment sector; why aren’t built 
environment practitioners achieving spatial transformation at the 
pace they want, and what is happening in our institutions that is 
allowing/not allowing for spatial transformation? 

Citopoly was created so that built environment practitioners could 
engage with the reports’ material in a fun and exciting way instead 
of just reading it. Attendees played the game together virtually in 
the session, and this was followed by a discussion about how the 
game tackled issues of spatial transformation, and how our built 
environment projects might be focusing more on institutional value 
at the expense of societal value. 

A key point highlighted from the game was that actions taken by 
leaders in the built environment sphere have certain consequences 
that they would need to account for, to avoid detrimental 
consequences for the societies they wish to serve. 

Another principle highlighted from the game was that better 
alignment and coordination needs to happen between government, 
private organisations and communities to ensure sustainable 
transformation in our cities. 

The game provides a better understanding of the challenges 
built environment practitioners face and how systems need to be 
improved to get as much societal value from the projects that are 
implemented. 

Imbizo Urban Economies Table Talk: 
The Launch of the Urban Economies 
Paper Series
What: This paper series explores how to grow urban economies through 
improving local conditions for enterprise, the urban space economy, 
the informal economy, township economies, sustainable cities, ensuring 
inclusive economic infrastructure and services and building innovation-driven 
economies. 
When: 21 October 
Who: SACN, Nomfundo Dlamini 

Summary
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The conversation looked at the disparities between South African 
cities and the regions in which they are located. It highlighted 
the importance of increased collaboration and strengthened 
relationships with other African cities; offering expertise and 
contributing to growth of their markets not only to build greater 
solidarity but a more prosperous continent and a more financially 
secure future for all countries, including South Africa. 

At the local level, different communities face different conditions 
due to South Africa’s notorious inequality gap and a comprehensive 
understanding of what’s happening in our economy at a local level 
is essential to maximise the potential of local economies. The 
integration of the informal economy was also discussed from a 
governance perspective. 

Although cities have predominantly viewed the informal sector as a 
nuisance and as a sector that requires alteration, it is a fundamental 
part of our cities and our economies within the South African and 
African context. Collaborating with the digital economy is one 
of the groundbreaking ways to impact and accelerate township 
economies sustainably.

Communicating the Urban 
Agenda to Empower the Civic
What: A webinar that looked at how city governments can creatively 
communicate issues of urban development, city governance and actively 
engage all citizens to co-create safer and more inclusive cities.
When: 21 October 
Who: SACN, CoGTA, ROTH Communications, Nelson Mandela Bay 
Municipality, Shaun Watson, Lebogang Lechuba, Luncendo Njezula, Josiah 
Lodi, Josiah Lodi, Siphelele Ngobese, Stuart Rothgiesser, Luvuyo Bangazi, 
Siwe Ntombela

Summary
This session was an open discussion on the themes of public 
participation, community involvement and communication in 
relation to the urban agenda. The session provided many interesting 
insights into the challenges and opportunities when communicating 
research, policy and information. 

All panelists brought their unique views about, and experiences 
of, communicating the civic agenda; from the challenges facing 
government agencies tasked with adequately communicating such 
a broad and collaborative process as the IUDF, to the complexities 
of accounting for irresponsible media and the necessity of 
communicating government jargon in the simplest, most easy-to-
understand terms. 

Clearly communicating the key essence of the message or policy or 
framework is absolutely vital, ensuring that it is widely understood 
and more difficult to be obfuscated by the media. 

Additionally, government actors must be willing and open to 
communicating and engaging, otherwise properly implementing 

the IUDF and truly co-creating cities will not be possible. 

Through exhibiting and explaining the Visualisation Studios project, 
asking citizens how they imagine their future cities and creating 
artistic interpretations of these visions, participants were shown that 
in fact they were already implementing the IUDF without knowing it 
- through their day-to-day engagement in the city and participation 
in the workshops. 

The discussion concluded by touching on important topics such as 
building trust in community engagement, how urbanisation affects 
everyone and therefore the IUDF is relevant for everyone, and the 
true meaning of the term ‘all of society approach’.

Promoting Participatory Democracy 
through Community Based Planning
What: A discussion highlighting the importance of the Community 
Based Planning Model as part of participatory planning, and promoting 
community action. It looked at ways to enhance community involvement in 
the provision of public service and increase people’s control over their own 
lives and livelihoods.
When: 21 October
Who: City of Joburg, CoGTA, Centre for Asset Based Development & 
Entrepreneurship, Planact, University of Johannesburg, Deputy Minister Parks 
Ta, Councillor Nonceba Molwele, Sadi Motsuenyane, Professor Hanna Nel, 
Mr Mike Makwala

Summary
The success of participatory democracy lies in the meaningful 
participation of the citizenry. This event highlighted the need to 
ensure cities are sustainable, involving an improvement in urban 
planning and management in participatory and inclusive ways. 

Benefits of participatory democracy include the allowance for 
government to play more of a facilitating role and ensure that citizens 
are at the forefront of defining public priorities. It was pointed out 
that real development lies with people; communities should be the 
drivers of development, and transformation is a collective process in 
which all stakeholders should be involved. 

Although we might have a progressive policy and legal framework, 
however, there has been a poor implementation of the community 
needs. Have we really succeeded in ensuring that our communities 
feel that they are an integral part of our municipality? 

The way South Africans experience the state rests upon the 
collective ability to make community based planning an exceptional 
citizen experience. It is essential that the local community 
participates in the drafting of the Integrated Development Plan 
as a community driven focus will offer far greater opportunities for 
collective problem solving and gathering important insights on how 
the national budget should be spent. 



Alfredo Brillembourg: “The Architect 
and the City”
What: Urban-Think Tank’s founder, Alfredo Brillembourg launched his latest 
book, The Architect and The City; Urban pilot projects from the informal city.
When: 21 October 
Who: Alfredo Brillembourg, Rashiq Fataar, OFC

Summary
The book launch session for Alfredo Brillembourg’s book ‘The 
Architect and The City: Urban Pilot Projects from the Informal City’ 
was hosted and moderated by Rashiq Fataar, the director of Our 
Future Cities. 
The 600-paged book is not just a story about architecture, but a 
detailed narrative through which Alfredo and Hubert Klumpner’s 
diverse experiences that have taken place for 20 years are 
interwoven. The book is about ideology, idealism and pragmatism 
which are necessary and important to embody whilst working in the 
built environment. 

Over time, Alfredo has developed an interest in themes such as 
migration and African Mobility. Alfredo’s presentation entitled 
‘Architecture and Social Immobilities’ highlighted the dichotomy that 
Africa often finds itself in, between the ‘Africa Rising’ phenomenon 
and high levels of inequality in Africa’s cities and towns. 

Given that the evidence of failure of equitable resource allocation 
is in the scarcity witnessed in many parts of the continent including 
South Africa, architecture and design ought to be at the forefront in 
bridging these gaps brought about by inequality. 

Unfortunately, design practitioners have taken part in cementing 
the numerous divides that already exist in our cities because it is 
the practice of architecture that spatialises and materialises the 
ideologies that already exist within a society. 

The opportunity, however, is for design and urban practitioners to 
prioritise a hybrid architectural philosophy in their work that unifies 
the formal and informal city. The challenge that Alfredo gave to all 
participants, particularly those working in the built environment, is 
to move and work boldly towards realizing the ideology of the world 
they would like to live in. Only then, can we create an inclusive and 
resilient society through design.

Rules of the Game: What Rules 
Govern Urban Development 
Practitioners In Your City?
What: This discussion allowed participants to engage with a current SACN 
research project called The Rules of the Game, empowering them to better 
understand how decisions are made and what determines how development 
takes place. 
When: 28 October 
Who: SACN, Kayla Brown 

Summary
After an interesting exercise in which participants shared the written 
and unwritten rules that guide their organisations, Kayla Brown 
gave us an overview of the research process and the background 
to this session; how the rules of an organisation can influence which 
projects are approved and rejected, and how decisions get made. 
Practitioner behaviour is not random, but rather it is governed by a 
set of institutional rules. 

Informal rules are often ignored in this kind of research, but they are 
very important in understanding the ways that institutions function. 
Other research was also presented which shows that municipalities 
work more effectively when employee performance is measured 
along the same lines as the overall organisation goals. 

Practitioners shared their views that there is a lack of collaborative 
planning in municipalities, and teamwork can be improved.
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The festival had one day specifically dedicated to more casual networking, and events that relied 
on interactivity and direct discussion. Thursday was a busy day with the festival’s core My IUDF 
programme taking place weekly, that really aimed to engage with participants on how best to 

understand and embed this city development framework, as well as CTIN’s Urban Jam Cafe that brought 
music and a creative flair to the programme. 

My-UIDF 1-4
1. Re-shaping Our Cities
2. City Storytellers
3. Government as a Partner
4. Empowering Action 

What: The IUDF is the most important document guiding the future of SA 
cities and towns. This bootcamp took us through 4 weeks of weekly sessions 
to become “IUDF-fit”. Featuring some of the most innovative minds thinking 
about urban transformation and government partners.
When: 1, 8, 15, 22 October
Who: SACN, South African Local Government Association, Ikhala Trust, Afesis-
Corplan, Service Dining Room, Mandela Bay Development Agency, National 
Treasury, Department of Human Settlements, CoGTA, Intermediate Cities 
and Spatial Planning, Keketso Mopai, Oliver Dickson, Siphelele Ngobese, 
Tlholohelo Mokgere, Dr. Kira Erwin, Oyama Vanto, Elekanyani Ndlovu, Bernie 
Dolley, Ronald Eglin, Karen Cain, Sibongile Mazibuko, Dr Zoleka Sokopa, 
Sithole Mbanga, Seana Nkhahle, Stefanie Chetty, Nomkita Fani

Summary
The first session, Re-Shaping Our Cities, looked at the experience 
of the city at various levels. The host, Oliver Dickson, launched the 
conversation by asking participants what they loved most about their 
cities. The hosts spoke about how knowledge and understanding of 
the IUDF can empower people of all ages, incomes, mobility and 
vulnerability to be an empowered and active Civic.

The second event of My-IUDF session encompassed Lever 7 of the 
IUDF: Empowered Active Communities. Dr. Kira Erwin, an expert in 
public sociology, spoke about the power of ‘stories’ as a tool that 
empowers the civic and can get communities active in shaping their 
public spaces. 

Dr. Erwin’s project told stories from a chorus of voices of migrant 
women from all over Africa who have made Durban home whose 
specific experiences and perspectives are vital to consider in the 
creation of responsive and inclusive policy frameworks. The project 
built a multi-tiered educational and awareness strategy from the 
research and was transformed into a theatre production called ‘The 
Last Country’. 

The third installment of the My IUDF session centred around the 
topic of ‘Government as a Partner”. Bernie Dolley, the Director of 
Ikhala Trust, argued that governments, civil societies and corporates 
have to see communities as assets to prevent the current socio-
economic problems from persisting. 

She emphasised that if we continue to view communities, 
particularly communities that are materially poor, as just recipients 
and beneficiaries of services, the current socio-economic problems 
will continue to persist. Ronald Eglin, a sustainable settlements 
specialist at Afesis-Corplan, shared similar sentiments and stated 
that an asset-based community development approach should not 
just address the community’s needs, but be able to build upon the 
community’s assets. He emphasised that there needs to be a shift 
in thinking from government towards working with communities on 
issues of housing and informal settlement upgrading. 

Karen Cain, and Operation Manager at Service Dining Room, 
has dedicated most of her work to being of service to homeless 
communities. She shared with the audience that most of her projects 
during the COVID-19 pandemic where she tried to partner with the 
government, did not come to fruition. She highlighted that due to 
a lot of bureaucracy within government systems, she would rather 
find her own plans to tackle issues facing homeless communities.

The fourth instalment of the My-IUDF session was centred around 
the theme of ‘Empowering Action”, which was essentially a response 
on the practical steps we can take from the suggestions raised in the 
previous three My-IUDF sessions. 

Government needs to ask itself how it can feed off the energy from 
these civil societies and drive the Integrated Urban Development 
Plan as this has great potential to grow the South African economy. 

Dr Zoleka Sokopa, Chief Director of the Human Settlements 
Strategy at the Department of Human Settlements, noted that the 
government has not engaged with civil society adequately. She 
emphasised the importance of multi-stakeholder engagement 
to encourage improved social interactions, social integration and 
economic development. Sithole Mbanga, Chief Executive Officer 
of the South African Cities Network (SACN), emphasised that 
the government should work on a tool that makes government a 
partner of communities rather than just a deliverer of services to 
communities. 

Seana Nkhahle, the Portfolio Head of Built Environment at the 
South African Local Government Association (SALGA), emphasised 
that the government has been forced into agility, innovation and 
inclusiveness that was probably implicit before, but needs to 
be particularly focused now. Stefanie Chetty, Director of Urban 
Policy Development and Management at the Department of 
Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs, highlighted that 
the predominant voice coming out from these IUDF sessions is the 
voice of the community. Nomkita Fani, Director for Intermediate 
Cities and Spatial Planning, reiterated the importance of considering 
the migrant experience in South African cities. 

Cafe & Network Thursday 



Jam Café 1-4
1. Re-imagining Public Opinion and Satire
2. Re-imagining New Narratives
3. Re-imagining New Media and Voices
4. Re-imagining Policy and Governance

What: These weekly sessions hosted by CTIN and JAMLab featured a diverse 
range of speakers, musicians, artists and change-makers. Discussions focused 
on narratives, public opinion and media.
When: 8, 15, 22, 29 October
Who: CTIN, Jamlab, Magamba Network, Africans Rising, Open Institute, Big 
Cabal Media, Africa Communications Media Group, Twaweza East Africa, 
Human Sciences Research Council in South Africa, Department of Trade and 
Industry, Noni Khumalo, Politically Aweh, Stephen Horn, Masoud Kipanya, 
Tafadzwa Tseisi, Michael Mutisunge, Noel Phoya, Coumba Toure, Anirban 
Dutta, Al Kags, Tomiwa Aladekomo, Mimi Kalinda, Aidan Eyakuze, Paul 
Plantinga, Lerato D. Mataboge

Summary
The first Jam Café session was opened with and closed with a 
performance by Tasha Hendrix, which reinforced the session’s 
theme: ‘reimagining public opinion and satire’. Stephen Horn, 
producer of the South African political satire platform, Politically 
Aweh, spoke on the role of comedy and satire in media and political 
commentary. 

Mainstream news has experienced a reduction in readership, and 
media outlets are required to adapt and appeal to the youth in 
order to remain relevant. The next speaker was artist, cartoonist and 
activist, Masoud Kipanya, whose political satire has been making 
waves and activating the civic spirit in East and Southern Africa for 
almost two decades. Kipanya’s political satire critically evaluates the 
censorship and freedom of speech in politics and media.

The last guest, Tafadzwa Tseisi, founded Magamba Network, an 
award-winning organisation which uses creative forms of youth 
activism to build a democratic and just Zimbabwe. 

The second installment of Jam Café was kicked-off by a 
performance from the South African singer-songwriter, Pilani Bubu.

The host, Noni Khumalo, posed a question to the audience: as the 
future of cities and societies change, what role do our narratives 
play in the shaping of those spaces? Michael Mutisunge Noel Phoya 
(Muti), a Malawian artist, author and filmmaker, designs and delivers 
projects that tell stories challenging the Malawian status quo. 

He highlighted four key areas that should guide African storytellers 
as they push towards re-imagining new narratives for their contexts: 
the ownership of stories, creating meta-data, creating thriving local 
ecosystems, and ensuring inclusivity and showing up on the global 
stage. Coumba Toure, a coordinator for Africans Rising, highlighted 
the importance of creating and showcasing narratives that promote 
women in everyday scenarios. 

Finally, Anirban Dutta, a filmmaker and photographer pointed out 
that stories tend to build off each other and before one gets to 

share a story, it is important to embed oneself in the community.

The third instalment of the Jam Café started with a performance by 
Afro jazz-funk band, ‘Shef and the Kitchen’. Al Kags, founder of the 
Open Institute, shared six insights on the interesting developments 
in the media space such as the rise of community media where 
people are no longer homogeneous and the decline of traditional 
media houses. 

Tomiwa Aladekomo, the CEO of Big Cabal Media, made reference 
to the importance of this discussion as the End SARS campaign 
in Nigeria is gaining traction. We can learn a lot from the protest 
coverage provided by new digital platforms and its use as an 
effective tool to shape the narrative and help communicate the 
different concerns of community groups. 

Mimi Kalinda, the Group CEO and Co-Founder of the Africa 
Communications Media Group (ACG), took the opportunity to 
mention that our own African media houses should do a lot better 
to cover the issues surrounding the African continent rather than 
just the news stemming from the West. The rise in new media 
platforms has allowed for the most vulnerable groups amongst us 
to have a voice.

The fourth and final installment of this series kicked off with a 
performance from Sabelo Mthembu. Aidan Eyakuze, the Executive 
Director of Twaweza East Africa, started out by framing the issue 
of governance. He argued that the best quality governance should 
characterised by decisions that are inclusive, execution that is 
competent, and distribution of costs and rewards that is equitable. 

Aidan concluded his remarks by stating that new media and social 
media are at the core of quality governance as new media is 
transforming governance by shaping truth and disrupting trust. Paul 
Plantinga, a specialist in the Impact Centre at the Human Sciences 
Research Council in South Africa, discussed his three areas of 
research: open innovation, open research evidence and open data. 

He went on to explain how his work uses new digital systems to 
transform policy in government sectors. Lerato D. Mataboge, the 
Deputy Director-General for Trade and Investment in the South 
African Department of Trade and Industry, highlighted that from 
a policy implementation standpoint, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has given them the opportunity to test innovative ways of doing 
business and reaching their stakeholders. 

One the country went into lockdown, the department had to start 
thinking about innovative ways to deliver digital solutions which 
would help to sustain the economy. Digital solutions helped 
the department to become much more inclusive and provide 
information to a wider audience. 

Mobily & 4IR
What: This event was hosted by Future Cities South Africa, looking at how 
future mobility trends will shape South African cities, using global examples. 
When: 8 October
Who: Future Cities South Africa, Ben Combes, Monica Zolzer, Bob Kabeya, 
Bambatha Hlubi, Roland Hunter 
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Summary
This event, hosted by Future Cities South Africa, looked at how 
future mobility trends will shape South African cities. Ben Combes, 
the first speaker, discussed the digital divide in this sector and the 
need for mobility tools to be made more widely available.

Monica Zolzer then expanded on the South African context and 
ways in which to empower the civic, and the need for a better 
understanding to ensure effective and equitable solutions.

Bob Kabeya discussed the impact of COVID-19 on the resilience 
of various cities and the ability of technology to address the issues 
exposed by the pandemic. 

Bambatha Hlubi spoke about the taxi industry and the importance 
of bottom-up engagement in the industry. Although usually seen as 
auxiliary, technology should be central to the mobility solution for 
South African cities and towns. 

City Intelligence as a Civic 
Empowerment and Activation Tool
What: The session, hosted by Monique Damons, explored city intelligence 
and the role it plays in facilitating civic action in urban spaces.
When:15 October
Who: SACN, OpenUp, Monique Damons, Adi Eyal

Summary
The session, hosted by Monique Damons, explored city intelligence 
and the role it plays in facilitating civic action in urban spaces. 
Attendees were privy to honest reflections and discussions around 
barriers to civic engagement even in contexts where information 
and experience have been shared. The discussion was centred 
around three main key questions. 

Firstly, it investigated whether citizens are interested in receiving 
information about the state of their cities and towns. Secondly, if 
so, it asked what the most effective forms of engagement will be 
to empower residents. Finally, it looked at the current and future 
barriers of civic engagement. It was noted that academics, private 
corporations and civil society should be working together to bring 
about noticeable change. 

Adi Eyal from the tech startup Openup, spoke on tools aimed at 
educating residents about the civic process, with the ultimate 
goal being to aid them in making their voices heard within their 
neighbourhoods. One project was specifically aimed at encouraging 
the younger generation to submit suggestions to the Integrated 
Development Planning (IDP) in order to identify projects supported 
and driven by the youth. 

It was noted that the current planning regime in South Africa is 
inaccessible. Planning should ideally be a collaboration between 
the community and professionals in the field. Overall, the event had 
strong themes that identified the opportunities and gaps to further 

community consultation. Co-design and community consultation 
will allow us to build more inclusive and equitable cities and towns.

Co-Creating the Future City
What: This event introduced the Visualisation Studios exhibition
When: 15 October
Who: SACN, Siphelelisiwe Ntombela, Kgopotso Radebe

Summary
This session, hosted by Siphelelisiwe Ntombela of the South African 
Cities Network was an insightful discussion on the creation of the 
Visualisation Studios exhibition. 

The process, which engaged 160 participants, took place virtually 
across 9 cities from April to September 2020. Participants from 
each city took part in online studios to seek collective images and 
narratives. 

The aim for the project was to give insights to future cities based 
on different people’s lived experiences in response to the current 
imbalances that are present in South African cities. 

The project consisted of three unique studio experiences; 
introductory sessions, open sessions and one on one sessions, 
with each session being more in depth and interactive than the 
previous one. The success of the project was the willingness of the 
participants to be vulnerable with their experiences. 

Kgopotso Radebe, an artist who took part in the studio, attested to 
the fact that the project opened her eyes to see life in a different 
way. At the end of the session, the Visualisation Studios exhibition 
comprising the resulting visualisations and their summaries, was 
launched. 



Upscaling Integrated Area-Based
Violence Prevention Interventions
What: The Upscaling Integrated Area-based Violence Prevention Interventions 
webinar was hosted by Inger Harber of Isandla Institute, Thomas Hellmann 
of the Inclusive Violence and Crime Prevention Programme (GIZ-VCP), and 
Gianna Maita and Sarah van der Walt of Violence Prevention through Urban 
Upgrading (VPUU NPC). 
When: 22 October
Who: Isandla Institute, Inclusive Violence and Crime Prevention Programme 
(GIZ-VCP), Violence Prevention through Urban Upgrading (VPUU NPC), 
Thomas Hellmann, Inger Harber, Gianna Maita, Sarah van der Walt

Summary
This webinar, hosted by Inger Harber of Isandla Institute, Thomas 
Hellmann of the Inclusive Violence and Crime Prevention 
Programme (GIZ-VCP), and Gianna Maita and Sarah van der Walt 
of Violence Prevention through Urban Upgrading (VPUU), marked 
the introduction of a collaborative initiative between these institutes 
that promotes safety and security. 

A presentation by Gianna Marta of VPUU introduced the concept 
of area-based violence and crime prevention through social, 
situational and institutional strategies. The “Guide to Designing 
Integrated Violence Prevention Interventions”, developed through 
a collaboration between practitioners and government officials was 
also introduced. 

Next, Thomas Hellmann from GIZ, gave a comprehensive breakdown 
of the joint Violence and Crime Prevention initiative, which will 
include capacity development, policy alignment and knowledge to 
enhance collaboration with city residents. 

The initiative will comprise a laboratory pathway and a learning 
network pathway. The laboratory pathway is focused on capacity 
building for municipalities and NGOs while the learning network 
pathway will provide the opportunity for CSOs to participate 
in a series of learning network events. The initiative focuses on 
empowering the civic by prioritizing collaboration between civil 
society and local government in area based interventions, enabling 
the civil society sector to support each other.

Just ‘Digital’ Transition to Smart 
Cities
What: Hosted by the UK Prosperity Fund and Future Cities SA, this panel 
discussion highlighted the policy ideas and grassroots actions which are 
critical for the equitable digital transformation of South African cities. 
When: 29 October
Who: UK Prosperity Fund, Future Cities SA, Department of Communication 
and Postal Services, Shabari Shaily-Gerber, Yandise Sokhanyile, Mariam Paul, 
Monique Griffth

Summary
The Just ‘Digital’ Transition to Smart Cities, hosted by the UK 
Prosperity Fund and Future Cities SA, spoke about essential 
policy ideas and grassroots action critical for an equitable digital 
transformation of South African cities. 

The panellists probed the prevailing digital divide in the Global 
South and ironed out what the real value of having access to 
technologies that promote citizen engagement is. 

Yandise Sokhanyile spoke about the digital divide the exacerbation 
thereof caused by COVID-19 while Lucienne Abrahams argued 
for a holistic approach to this issue and the need to both drive up 
investment for digital infrastructure and invest in knowledge gaps to 
ensure we nurture and train a new generation of digital users. 

Mariam Paul from the Department of Communication and Postal 
Services said that, although there has been a drive for change, 
the lack of progress can be attributed to a lack of government 
collaboration. 

Monique Griffth spoke about the need for the government to 
engage in multi-stakeholder collaboration to achieve its objectives. 
Overall the panellists recognised the current prevailing digital 
divide and sought to rationalise and explore tangible solutions 
addressing this. 

The digital divide is not just a barrier to inclusive growth, but also 
to citizens using technology to access critical processes that affect 
our cities and towns.
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Yi’Ma 40-Day Safer Cities Challenge
What: Hosted jointly by the Sibikwa Arts Centre, SACN and CoGTA, this 
event presented the Yi’MA initiative as part of UN Habitat’s 40 Days Safer 
Cities Challenge.
When: 29 October
Who: SACN, CoGTA, SIbikwa Arts Centre, Eriel Huang, Caryn Green, 
Phyllis Klotz, Stefanie Mills Chetty, Siphelele Ngobese, Juma Assiago 

Summary
The Yi’Ma 40-Days Safer Cities Challenge, moderated by Eriel 
Huang, was hosted jointly by the Sibikwa Arts Centre, the South 
African Cities Network and the Department of Cooperative 
Governance and Traditional Affair. Caryn Green of the Sibikwa 
Arts Centre kicked off the session by highlighting the UN 
Habitat’s 40-Days Safer Cities Challenge, which runs from the 21 
September until 31 October. 

In light of the high rate of gender-based violence in South Africa, 
the Yi’Ma initiative focuses on raising awareness on safer cities, 
urban crime prevention and promoting active citizenship as part 
of the solution. 

A video screening, which featured interviews with girls and young 
women, preceded a panel discussion around the perception of 
women in public spaces and the inclusions of various disciplines 
and stakeholders in fostering safety and security for women in the 
urban environment with prominent female officials and leaders. 

The panelists called for more co-creative practices in the 
planning, design and implementation of public spaces. The 
education system of South Africa was also mentioned as a sector 
that ought to react better to crime and violence against women. 
Phyllis Klotz suggested that a creative arts approach could be 
employed within the school system to deal with issues around 
violence against women and as a mode of expression for the 
students involved and society as a whole. 

In response, UN Habitat’s Juma Assiago recounted a collaboration 
between UN Habitat and Plan International that developed safe 
spaces for young girls and adolescents in 5 pilot cities globally 
that leveraged the arts to facilitate dialogue. It was concluded 
that every member of society and every stakeholder has a part to 
play to achieve safe and inclusive cities for women.

Urban Water Resilience: Change 
Through Story-Telling
What: This webinar hosted by the World Resources Institute addressed the 
multi faceted challenges of urban water resilience.
When: 29 October
Who: World Resources Institute, eThekwini Municipality, Thomas Reuters 
Foundation, Code for Africa, Marlena Chertock, Tricia Govindasamy, 
Rogier van der Berg, Kim Harrisberg, Sandile Mbatha

Summary
This webinar, hosted by the World Resources Institute’s Marlena 
Chertock, preceded a call for proposals for a story grant from 
the World Resources Institute awarded to journalists based in 
Ethiopia, Rwanda and South Africa to support them in telling 
stories on inclusive urban water resilience in their respective 
countries. 

The webinar addressed the multi-faceted challenges of urban 
water resilience and included professionals from the fields of 
journalism, data science and the public sector. Kicking off the 
conversation, Kim Harrisberg, a journalist at the Thomas Reuters 
Foundation, recounted a story she covered in Mpumalanga, an 
area facing high environmental pollution including the ‘pit of 
death’ which is one of the 6,000 derelict coal mines across South 
Africa. 

This challenge had led to the rise of the Khuthala Environment 
Movement, a community based action group who see themselves 
as environmental watchdogs and spearheaded numerous 
environmental activities. Next, Rogier van der Berg, director of 
urban development at WRI Ross Center for Sustainable Cities, 
spoke about the importance of approaching water as a system 
rather than a utility in order to manage the resource in urban 
areas. 

African cities ordinarily grow outward, and yet most water 
resources for urban areas are usually located at the periphery of 
the city, urban sprawl therefore infringes on the reliability of these 
resources. Such challenges can be addressed through a systems 
approach and nature-based solutions to improving urban water 
resilience. 

Sandile Mbatha, senior manager at the research and policy 
advocacy department at eThekwini Municipality introduced 
the link between anthropological and modern water resilience.  
Although academia often informs concepts that shape our city 
policies, it is argued that communities should be involved in this 
process as people’s practices continue to be influenced by their 
cultural context. 

Tricia Govindsamy led the final point of discussion, which looked 
at the connection between data and civic empowerment as it 
relates to urban water resilience. 

Data plays an important role in identifying and understanding 
urban water resilience as it lends credibility to sources and aids 
in the personalisation, verification and visualization of stories. 
Besides adding nuance and depth to a story, data also plays a 
critical role in decision-making.



A day for something new, fresh, innovative and exciting - whether this be a host, an idea, and initiative 
or simply something that hadn’t been showcased at the festival just yet. Fridays brought many 
offerings that came out of the Open Call, such as the Young Urbanists amazing race across Cape 

Town and the University of Pretoria’s showcase of student architecture work, and played host to OFC’s 
weekly Lunch & Learn slot that connected panelists and participants on various urban projects. 

OFC Lunch & Learn 1-5
1. Urban Cafe
2. Public Spaces
3. Mobility
4. Housing
5. Smart(er) Cities. 

What: A virtual show-and-tell of OFC’s past and current work, with panelists 
from across a range of sectors. Each workshop focused on a different urban 
topic and encouraged questions and networking.
When: 2, 9, 16, 23, 30 October 
Who: OFC, Rashiq Fataar, *get other panelists from sheet

Summary
The first informal Lunch & Learn went through the history of Our 
Future Cities and the Director, Rashiq Fataar. A big theme was the 
strategy of using incremental steps to achieve better planning 
outcomes and fostering meaningful connections. Questions ranged 
from how we could make informal areas more liveable and more 
accessible to how we could transform urban spaces to be more 
creatively beautiful. 

The second installment covered OFC’s work on making public 
spaces truly ‘public’. Guy Briggs, of DHK Architects, spoke of his 
work with OFC on the proposal to replace the freeways with an 
at-grade (ground level) road, lifting the city grid over and above it 
towards the harbour. The much-loved ‘Parklet’ was also discussed, 
whereby OFC reclaimed a single parking space that ordinary people 
could use use for lunch, or just to relax, free of charge. 

They also spoke about their attempts to placemake a public park 
in Tafelsig via bench building, murals and tree-planting, which has 
received widespread community and even government support. 
Olamide Udoma, also shed light on Future Lagos’s work in ‘Playable 
Cities’ that used playful experiences to improve the experience of 
moving around a heavily congested city. 

The third session reflected on the work Our Future Cities has done 
with various partners on the accessibility, mobility and walkability of 

South African cities. The only way to put non-motorised transport and 
movement at the centre of the discussion is to follow a collaborative 
approach and the pandemic has broadened our conversations 
around mobility; the transportation system is ready for disruption, 
facilitated by the private sector. Much of inner city traffic can be 
blamed on corporates, so it is their responsibility to try to reduce 
congestion. 

Although we know that a suitable mass transport system is the 
solution, one panelist argued that we need a short term intervention 
in the interim as 80% of vehicles coming into the CBD are single 
occupant vehicles. Faldi Samaai (Nadeson Consulting Engineers), 
who was part of the CityLIFT project proposal team, also advocates 
for a multi-disciplinary approach to mobility within the city. Bold 
thinking is required in order to transform our cities and make them 
spaces where people can thrive. 

We often attempt to overthink solutions but motorists will naturally 
adapt and find alternatives if we implement interventions that put the 
pedestrian at the centre. Walkability moves beyond the quality of a 
sidewalk, to the feeling of safety, the lighting, and overall perception 
of the area. 

In the fourth session Our Future Cities introduced their work on 
housing, which aims to co-create innovative future-focused areas, 
precincts and communities. This ranges from building development 
visions and urban strategies for particular areas, to overseeing 
design and planning competitions, to developing communication 
and branding strategies for housing projects. The discussion 
focused around the complexities of affordable housing; it is difficult 
to define, to develop and find funding, and there are many complex 
stakeholders to engage with. Rahla Schaffer of the developer Blok 
spoke about working with OFC to facilitate engagement in this 
complex environment when working on the 80/20 project. Other 
guests included Alfredo Brillembourg of Urban-Think Tank, and 
Khalied Jacobs of Jakupa.

In the fifth and final session Our Future Cities shared some of their 
work in the field of building more collaborative and smarter cities. 
This involves encouraging effective public-private cooperation, 
bringing together different fields, disciplines and practitioners, and 
fostering spaces for collaboration. Nichi Walker from the Dutch 
Embassy spoke about a collaboration with Our Future Cities, creating 
the #co-create Design Festival. 

Conversation focused on topics such as using data to drive decision-
making, encouraging effective participation, and opening up access 
to data and information to everyone. A key point was that ‘smarter 
cities’ does not only refer to the use of technology in cities, but also 
to other processes such as engaging stakeholders in ‘smarter’ ways.

Fresh Friday 



From Backyard plots to Bachelor 
Flats - the Bitprop Process
What: An Instagram takeover showcasing Bitprops process, clients and past 
work. 
When: 2 October 
Who: Bitprop

Summary
The Bitprop group took over the OFC social media for the day 
to share their work and story. Bitprop teams up with homeowners 
to build backyard rental accommodation on any available space. 
Bitprop isn’t a construction company, it’s a finance company. It 
connects investors to locals who would like to further develop their 
property and gain income streams. 

They shared their work and processes over Instagram and viewers 
could get a great sense of their construction and design. They also 
introduced us to some of their happy clients, and explained how 
one could get involved or benefit from their work. 

Youth & City Space
What: This panel brought together young scholars, professionals, organisers 
and creatives to discuss the state of cities, institutions and the capacity of 
youth to contribute meaningfully to shaping/visioning of future cities. 
When: 9 October 
Who: SACN, Siphelele Ngobese

Summary
What should our cities look like, how can we achieve spatial justice, 
and how can we form strong youth networks across youth networks 
capable of collectively effectuating change? 

The discussion meandered between panelists, each sharing their 
experience of being a youth in the city. They spoke about survival, 
and the ways their mobility was affected by COVID-19. 

They discussed diversity, cultural richness, xenophobia and how 
Johannesburg could become more Afro-friendly. They touched on 
post-1994 transitions of arts and culture, from anti- to pro-black and 
how this has shaped the city - but also how it does not feel that 
decision-makers really consider the youth when planning for the 
“public” interest. 

Policies need to interact with society, and they need to be 
implementable as well as updatable. Youth in the built environment 
can use their power to understand technical jargon and try 
to communicate that equally to society. Education is key to 
accelerating spatial transformation, and an eventual decolonisation 
of our society. 

Overall the event was a rich discourse among young practitioners 
and youth on what barriers and possibilities exist in the city. Youth 
are serious about shaping their city, further entrenching democracy 
and ensuring that everyone’s voice is heard in the fight for a fairer 
and more inclusive city. 

Facing Homelessness
What: A video showcase and discussion of the responses of different South 
African cities to provide safe space to street homeless persons during 
Covid-19. It showed ‘the empowered civic’, both at work and obstructed, with 
resultant outcomes.
When: 9 October 
Who: Unit for Street Homelessness, The Community-Oriented Substance Use 
Programme (COSUP), University of Pretoria, Prof. Stephen De Beer, Melene 
Rossouw, Raymond Perrier, Wayne Renkin and Sasha Lalla

Summary
For a long time, homelessness and homeless people have been 
invisible in government policies and in the minds of general 
citizens. However, over the course of lockdown, new visibility and 
collaborations were made that brought certain issues relating to 
homelessness into the public eye. 

The mini-documentary began by highlighting some of the multiple 
voices and interventions that have been made in this regard across 
South Africa’s cities. The panelists were engaged around their 
connections to and thoughts around the issues of homelessness. 
There should be a shared vision and purpose and a shared sense 
of urgency between governments and non-government institutions 
when it comes to tackling issues of homelessness. 

The differences in cities’ responses to homelessness when 
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COVID-19 struck, highlights that national government may not have 
taken these issues seriously enough in previous years. If the political 
will, collaboration and correct investment is available, we will be 
better suited as a country to tackle these issues, including those 
like substance abuse that actually push people into homelessness 
in the first place.

Showcasing 25 years of UN Habitat 
Safer Cities Innovations
What: The event presented 25 years of UN Habitat’s work on safer cities, 
building on the prevention of crime and violence in cities and towns. In 
particular on promoting community social capital through a systematic and 
integrated urban planning, management and governance approach at the 
local government level.
When: 9 October 
Who: UN Habitat, COGTA, DHS, SACN, Juma Assagio

Summary
UN-Habitat’s Safer Cities Programme was launched in 1996 at 
the request of African Mayors seeking to tackle urban crime and 
violence in their cities. The Safer Cities Programme has evolved 
over time as knowledge on the drivers of urban insecurity has been 
gained and approaches to addressing it have been refined. 

Today the Programme embraces a holistic, integrated, multi-level 
government and multi-sectoral approach to improving the livability 
of cities and quality of life for all urban residents, predicated on 
the confidence that good urban governance, planning and 
management can improve the safety of neighborhoods. 

Juma Assiago, the Safer Cities coordinator took us through 25 years 
of the Safer Cities Programme and 8 years of the Global Network on 
Safer Cities. Taking us through the evidence of what works and does 
not work at the municipal level on the ‘local governance of safety’ 
and the ‘co production of security for all’. 

Combating crime and violence is the responsibility of all levels of 
government as well as non-state actors such as the UN-- the police 
and criminal justice systems alone cannot bring meaningful results 
alone in the reduction of crime and violence.

Smart Villages: introducing the 
CityZEN dashboard
What: An interactive exploration of the Smart Villages and CityZEN 
dashboard, a new kind of civic tech that aims to improve municipal service 
delivery by using the same thinking that guides marketplace platforms such 
as Uber and Airbnb: transparency, consistency, and affordability.  
When: 16 October 
Who: UnicornZebra, JOY, George Gabriel, Robin Niemack

Summary
The idea of the CityZEN dashboard was conceptualized during the 
Cape Town water crisis where people and organisations needed to 
rethink and quickly act to change their behaviour in order to avoid 
the taps running dry - cue the Day Zero Campaign. The success 
of this social campaign could be attributed to the simplicity of the 
messaging and the goal. 

CityZEN applies this thinking to municipal service delivery; it is an 
incentive based rewards program for municipalities that supports 
an active and engaged citizenry through an on-demand service 
delivery platform resulting in a more productive and sustainable 
city. The platform allows residents and property owners to efficiently 
transact and interact with their local municipality, business and 
community through inclusive design, behavioural science and data 
analytics. 

It is built on the premise that you can influence people’s behaviour to 
do the right thing by incentivizing them with services and products 
they need. While walking the participants through a model of the 
dashboard, George emphasized that even though the dashboard 
carried a lot of personal information for each of its users, the data 
belongs to the citizen. 

Other entities such as municipalities or corporate entities can only 
access the data with the user’s permission. The dashboard proposal 
was applauded as a significant step from citizen apathy and abstract 
dialogue towards citizen engagement and actual solutions that will 
influence our societies in the future. 

The CityZEN dashboard is set to be built and actualized next year.



Exploring Public Interest Design
What: An exhibition of Honours students’ work that considers the role 
of architects and technology in design solutions when working in informal 
contexts in South African cities. 
When: 16 October
Who: Department of Architecture at the University of Pretoria 

Summary
Exploring Public Interest Design is a presentation of student work 
that considers the role of architects and technology in design 
solutions when working in informal contexts in South African cities.

The session took viewers through the online exhibition, which 
is presented in the form of a website, which showcases the 
contributions made by University of Pretoria architecture students in 
the “Urban Citizenship” and “Climate Adaptation” studios. 

These two studios mapped and investigated two informal 
settlements, Melusi and Plastic View, in the City of Tshwane. The 
exhibition presents a critical inquiry into informality in South African 
cities under COVID-19.

Creative Procurement for 
Empowering the Civic

What: A two part event that explored ethical, transparent and creative 
procurement processes to allow for communities to both participate more 
actively in public procurement processes and hold municipalities and service 
providers accountable. 
When: 23 October 
Who: SACN, Rehana Moosajee, Kayla Brown, Danga Mughogho, Prof. Jaap 
De Visser, Kris Dobie, Nontando Ngamlana, Zukiswa Kota, Bernie Dolly, 
Sascha Haselmayer, Prof. Steven Friedman.

Summary
The role of communities are paramount to hold service providers 
accountable and the public needs to have more ownership and 
access to procurement. Currently, it is seen as a closed-off and 
elitist process, although it affects all South Africans. This lack of 
transparency leads to the mismanagement of public funds. 

The panelists agreed that due to COVID-19, there is a chance to 
rewrite how procurement is done, and how the public could more 
easily access these processes, making them more accountable. 
Citizen engagement and inclusion is  therefore our best tool to fight 
corruption at the local government level. 

Overall, everyone concluded that an increasing presence of civic 
participation in the procurement process is paramount to solve 
the current corruption problems that taints procurement in South 
African cities and towns. 

Get in the Time Machine: What Will 
Our Cities Look Like in 2040?
What: A video showcasing the answers of city thought-leaders to the following 
questions: What will cities look like in 20 years from now? What actions will get 
us to inclusive, resilient, smart and prosperous cities? 
When: 23 October 
Who: Future Cities South Africa, SACN, Dan Claasen, Bronwyn Williams, Flux 
Trends, Musa Khumalo, City of Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality, Craig 
Kesson, City of Cape Town
Geci Karuri-Sebina, Bob van Bebber, Boogertman + Partners Architects, 
Omeshnee Naidoo, Dmitry Pozhidaev, UN Capital Development Fund, 
Juanita Clark, Digital Council Africa, Jonathan Wilson, Oualid Ali, Siphelele 
Ngobese, Thabo Mofokeng, Information Technology Association of South 
Africa

Summary
Bronwyn Williams, Foresight Lead and Trend Analyst at Flux Trends, 
highlighted that the concept of a ‘diaspora or distributed city’. 
She gave the example of Hong Kong where we now see cities 
characterised by ideologies rather than geographical location. 
Musa Khumalo, Head of Shared Services at the City of Tshwane 
Metropolitan Municipality, shared one of his insights that cities 
could become safer with smart surveillance technology. 

Craig Kesson, Chief Resilience Officer and Chief Data Officer at the 
City of Cape Town, envisioned cities 20 years from now as being 
more resilient to the shocks and stress that our natural environment 
might present. 

Geci Karuri-Sebina, an Associate at the South African Cities 
Network, highlighted the  possibility of utilising technology to work 
with people in inclusive ways to design cities that become more 
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expressive of the character of their inhabitants. 

Bob van Bebber, Director of Boogertman + Partners Architects, and 
Dmitry Pozhidaev, Global Advisor at  the UN Capital Development 
Fund, envisage that the future will contain a lot less cars on the 
roads and a shift towards more sustainable  and alternative forms 
of transport. 

Omeshnee Naidoo, Chief Information Officer at the City of Cape 
Town shared that citizens would have embraced new sets of 
technologies as opposed to the monolithic type of Enterprise 
Resource Planning (ERP) systems we have now. Juanita Clark, Chief 
Executive 

Officer at Digital Council Africa, highlights that as technology is such 
a fundamental part of our lives, it is important to teach our children 
the necessary skills to adapt and utilise technology in whatever 
industry they are in. 

Jonathan Wilson, an Urban Data Project Manager at South African 
Cities Network, hopes to see cities where technology can be used 
to democratically place citizens at the centre and go beyond just 
information dissemination. Oualid Ali, the President of the Future 
Cities Council, highlights the richness of Africa will bring great 
opportunities for tech start-ups in multiple industries. 

Siphelele Ngobese, Researcher of Inclusion and Wellbeing at the 
South African Cities Network, hopes that there will be a significant 
reduction in crime and violence in our cities and a shift towards more 
inclusive economies and spaces. 

Thabo Mofokeng, President of the Information Technology 
Association of South Africa, sees the potential of new technologies 
and machinery will help reduce the long working hours that plague 
several industries. 

Young Urbanists Amazing Race
What: A virtual race around cities of the world, working together in teams to 
complete challenges and explore art, history and iconic buildings from the 
comfort of your home.
When: 23 October 
Who: Young Urbanists 

Summary
Through their Twitter page, the Young Urbanists took participants 
on an ‘Amazing Race’ tour of Cape Town, asking 20 urban-themed 
questions with the winner taking home a book voucher prize. 

Participants were told ‘You’ve just landed. Welcome to Cape Town!  
You’re here for the weekend to study a handful of key sites of civic, 
political and economic contestation in the City, all of which have 
involved public participation processes and “embracing the civic” 
in some shape or another.’ 

They then had an hour to answer the questions in this fast-paced 
event. 

Seeding Civic Action
What: An exhibition and Q&A session that discussed urban civic action with 
our Seed Funding recipients and looked at their 8 Projects that aim to change 
our communities for a better quality of life.
When: 30 October 
Who: SACN, Jokudu Guya 

Summary
This webinar showcased the local urban change makers that secured 
Seed Funding under the Open IUDF initiative. 

The eight projects covered different scales, locations and functions 
but all related to engaging with the civic to deliver better towns and 
cities. 

Meebone Tsotetsi spearheaded a project called “Bucket Farming” 
where the community grew food inside buckets. Meebone provided 
the knowledge and training to guide and nurture her community, 
who didn’t have the necessary land to buy food. Sanele Ncayiyane’s 
project called “Poultry Farming” is an educational initiative aimed at 
teaching young Grade 4 learners skills in poultry farming and small 
scale production, encouraging them to be engaged, independent 
and and active in helping their communities achieve greater food 
security. 

Agri TV presented a project called “Rabbit Farming” that 
empowered communities with the knowledge and resources to 
erect and manage a rabbit farm, helping them to provide income 
for the local area. Nomcebo Myeza’s “Sand Mining Awareness” 
was about raising an awareness about the negative impact on sand 
mining in the area. 

Nomcebo noted that sand mining had escalated rapidly in the last 
decade, resulting in negative impact on the environment and a loss 
of life and livestock. Nkululeko Mthembu’s project “Open Oceans,” 
aims to provide a platform for practitioners and researcher to 
come together and work to ensure our waterways and oceans stay 
environmentally sound. 

Leigh Nudelman Sussman’s project called “D-I-S-T-A-N-C-C” 
involved twelve artists coming together in a public park to bridge 
the gap caused by COVID-19. 

Leigh reflected on Jewish white South African’s identity being fraught 
in post-Apartheid South Africa, with a siloism in these communities 
that haven’t really integrated to the rest of South African society. Our 
Future Cities (OFC) headed a project of “Place-Making in Tafelsig” 
that sought to beautify a public space in Mitchells Plain.

Ciske from OFC spoke about the community coming together to 
actively change their public spaces. Overall, the session covered 
the importance of being an active citizen, highlighting how change-
makers are contributing to transforming their communities.



Investing in Cities for a Green and 
Equitable Future
What: A webinar on investing in cities to deliver a low-carbon, resilient and 
inclusive COVID-19 recovery and the launch a brand-new partnership focusing 
on the implementation of South Africa’s Integrated Urban Development 
Framework (IUDF) and supporting a green recovery for South Africa’s cities 
from the COVID-19 pandemic.
When: 30 October 
Who: South Africa National Department for Cooperative Governance 
(CoGTA), the World Resources Institute Ross Centre (WRI) and the Coalition 
for Urban Transitions

Summary
In this discussion, the panellists ranged from local and national 
government leaders, city stakeholders and international experts. 
South Africa is going through a host of challenges with regards 
to its urban development strategy, with one of the most notable 
challenges being the COVID-19 pandemic. It is therefore essential 
that our South African cities play a pivotal role in the process of 
driving our reconstruction agenda. 

The implementation of the National Urban Policy, through the 
Integrated Urban Development Framework (IUDF), would have to 
take these challenges into account and showcase bold and decisive 
steps cities can take to combat these challenges. The two forms 
of disruption that have contributed to institutional instability in 
city government are the impact of climate change, and financial 
instability.

Three focus areas were suggested to overcome this; enhanced 
public mobility, equitable land tenure and inclusive land 
settlements, and capturing the value presented by technology and 
the digital revolution. Investing in cities for a greener and equitable 
future should be the highest priority for any government across the 
world, as the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed their vulnerability 
and provided a once-in-a lifetime opportunity to transform how we 
understand, plan and finance these iminent risks.

Investing in our cities should be at the forefront of our recovery 
plan. The session proceeded with panellists from all over the world 
who are partnering with The South African National Department for 
Cooperative Governance for the implementation of South Africa’s 
Integrated Urban Development Framework.
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On Saturdays we took a break from the week of webinars, panel discussions and workshops and 
allowed our cities to shine through Instagram and Facebook tours, easily joined from the comfort 
of one’s home. 

Tour the Civic 1-3
1. Cape Town
2. Polokwane
3. Johannesburg

What: A weekly series on the Our Future Cities Instagram page. Each week 
we visited a different South African city through the eyes of one of Our Future 
Cities colleagues.
When: 3, 10, 17 October
Who: Our Future Cities

Summary
The first iteration of “Tour the Civic” took viewers on a journey 
through a few public parks in the Cape Town CBD. The tour kicked 
off with Green Point Park, taking a look at the biodiversity garden, 
the play areas for children and the multi-function lawns where 
people relax or play sport. 

From there, Battery Park in the Waterfront precinct was visited. 
The tour gave some background on the significance of the site (it 
contains remnants of Cape Town’s oldest structure, the Amsterdam 
Battery) and looked at resources provided, such as free WiFi and a 
skate park. 

The last park in the city centre was De Waal Park, a dog owner’s 
dream. The park features diverse plant life, ample space for dogs 
(and people) to run about and a safe children’s play area. As a 
contrast, the tour took viewers to Tafelsig Park in Mitchell’s Plain. 
The difference in resources allocated to a park outside of the city 
centre was clear. 

The second iteration of “Tour the Civic” took viewers on a journey 
through the city of Polokwane, Limpopo. The tour explored the 
Municipality of Polokwane’s phasing in of a newly integrated public 
transport system called Leeto la Polokwane. The tour engaged 
viewers on their personal experience with taking public transport 
in their city. In South Africa, it is known that public transport is still 
plagued with several challenges. 

These challenges include low ridership, equity imbalances, 
congestion and lack of accessibility in rural areas. It was noted to the 
viewers that, with all these issues still faced by the public transport 
sector, citizens have to acknowledge that public transport is a more 

efficient and sustainable mobility solution than single occupant 
vehicles. Successful public transport systems have to address 
questions of affordability, overcrowding and accessibility to major 
economic hubs. 

The tour concluded by showing the viewers some of the main 
amenities the bus will pass through in the Polokwane Central 
Business District.

The Johannesburg edition of ‘Tour the Civic’ was an arts and culture 
themed exploration of contemporary African art, alternative retail, 
cultural activities, and public spaces. 

The tour started in Braamfontein, the creative heart of Johannesburg 
where the streets were teeming with activity. The first stop was BKhz, 
where a solo exhibition by Nkhensani Mkhari called ‘Porous Borders’ 
was being showcased. The exhibition’s content was a layered 
narrative about ‘a set of associations or memories’. Next, the tour 
stopped at the Kalashnikov Gallery, where Isaac Zavale’s ‘Joni Ya 
Milenge’ collection was showcased. The body of work focuses on 
the accessibility and inequity of the Johannesburg CBD. 

The last stop took viewers to the recently completed Jewel City 
precinct, a stone’s throw away from popular and established 
Maboneng Precinct where we walked through the new colourful, 
vibrant public square developed by Atterbury Property, Divercity, 
and Itemba. The square was busy and appeared well used, as well 
as supported by mixed retail stores, restaurants, new residential 
apartments, as well as a new school.

Urban Exploration Through 
Skateboarding
What: This Instagram Takeover explored the relationship between 
skateboarding and urban spaces, unpacking the concept of ‘skate urbanism’.
When: 24 October
Who: City Skate Tours, Ayanda Mnyandu

Shine Saturday 



Summary
The session started with Ayanda Mnyandu, founder of City Skate 
Tours, explaining the relationship between skateboarding and 
urban spaces and unpacking the concept of ‘Skate Urbanism’. 

He posed the question: how can skateboarding help build inclusivity 
in city spaces and invigorate forgotten parts of the city, making 
them more accessible and people-friendly? 

Throughout the day, we watched Ayanda skate through the 
streets of Johannesburg, intriguing us with sweeping views of the 
streetscape, and captivating aerial footage capturing the vibrancy 
of the city, its people, and art.  

It was argued that skating as a form of expression, not solely a sport, 
provides people, from all walks of life, especially vulnerable young 
adults and children in the city, with a positive and social outlet. 

Through this video, and educating and engaging the wider public 
about skating and skateboarders, Ayanda hopes that perceptions 
around skating culture and skating communities begin to change so 
that we can better integrate skateboarding into city spaces. 

Once skateboarders are seen as urban citizens with equal rights to 
the city, we can empower this long-marginalised and ostracised part 
of the civic.

A Certain Section, Reclaiming 
Westbury
What: This film screening and panel discussion was hosted by Local Studio
When: 24 October
Who: Local Studio, Thomas Chapman, Alexia Kolatsis, Shawn Constant, Amy 
Leibbrandt

Summary
The short film started with an image of the Melville Koppies, the 
backdrop of the Johannesburg suburb of Westbury, in the late 
afternoon. 

Thomas Chapman, founder of Local Studio, then introduced us 
to the setting, by speaking about the social and spatial makeup 
of the suburb and its history and urban composition in relation to 
apartheid spatial planning and spatial injustice. 

Alexia Kolatsis, architect at Local Studio, noted that the area has 
been moulded by its community, evident in the appropriation of 
some spaces. This theme is present throughout the urban fabric 
of Westbury, both organically and through interventions by Local 
Studio such as Croesus Corridor and Westbury Bridge. 

Shawn Constant, director at Local Studio and Westbury community 
member, touched on the concept of murals as a form of expression 
and public engagement. 

The vision of the Croesus Corridor to develop the space and its 
secondary functions in such a way that it engenders a sense of 
ownership in the community, and in doing so, limits vandalism.
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Sunday is the perfect night to kick back with a film so these evenings did just that. The films focused 
on hearing the forgotten or hidden voices of ordinary people, and were usually followed by a Q&A 
and discussion with the film’s cast or directors.  

HUTCHINSON: SHUNTED (2020)
What: The film paints the picture of Hutchinson - a forgotten town in South 
Africa’s Northern Cape, representative of numerous similar towns and 
railway communities around the country, similarly abandoned or neglected. 
The film also poses a challenge to both Government and Transnet to take 
responsibility for the impact of changes to these communities, and indicates 
that there are slender possibilities of a brighter future.
When: 4 October 
Who: Eric Miller, Laurine Platzky, Alison Todes, Philip Harrison

Summary
The session started with a screening of the film after which a Q&A 
was held with the directors. Eric Miller highlighted the importance 
of showing genuineness and authenticity to the community that one 
is interested to learn about and do a project within. 

Communities, especially small towns like Hutchinson, are very well 
knit and engaging them efficiently is likely to be a huge task for a 
foreigner. 

Another fundamental discussion was a point raised by Laurine 
concerning Hutchinson and other railway towns in South Africa 
that have since suffered after the SA Railways company laid off so 
many people as steam trains were phased out due to technological 
changes. Each time the technology changed, the community 
suffered. 

The question of the resilience of towns that emerge due to fast and 
ever-changing technology provide a slippery foundation for such 
towns - and this is an issue that urban practitioners and stakeholders 
need to grapple with as urbanization rises rapidly around the world. 

The discussions centered around how Eric Miller stumbled upon 
Hutchinson and opted to tell its story, the challenges around 
working with a small community and the political hurdles that the 
directors had to overcome, how Hutchinson still exists as a town 
with no economic base, the hope of the town that beams through 
the youth who live there, the sad fact that Hutchinson is simply one 
of the towns that have suffered technology changes over time, and 
the tragic neglect of the town by bodies such as Transnet that still 
hold on to a huge chunk of the property in Hutchinson.

The Disappearance of Robin Hood 
(2015)
What: The film looks at the rise and fall of London’s iconic 1970’s housing 
development, Robin Hood Gardens estate, painting intimate portraits of 
residents expressing the emotional, humorous, and complex story of the 
project. 
When: 11 October
Who: Urban Think-Tank

Summary
We were lucky to get the chance to view the short film The 
Disappearance of Robin Hood, produced by Urban-Think Tank, as 
part of the Urban Festival. It is a thought-provoking and touching 
look at the Robin Hood Gardens housing estate in the East End 
of London, which was constructed in the post-war period. In this 
period, the prevailing ideology was one of social welfare, and that 
everyone had the right to a home. 

The innovative design of the estate was focused around a central 
garden, which residents described as peaceful and safe. In the film 
we met characters such as long-term residents of the estate and the 
caretaker, with a backdrop of news excerpts and media commentary 
about the garden. 

The film demonstrated that although the estate appeared shabby 
and was decreed as derelict by the local authority, it was home to 
many happy residents who had built a thriving community. 

The film raised many interesting questions about how to navigate 
the pressures of increasing land values in city centres, balanced with 
the fundamental right to an affordable home for all. 

Film Night Sunday



Sophiatown Theatre Production 
What: This filmed presentation of the quintessential South african play 
Sophiatown is performed by Sibikwa Arts Centre’s Inclusive Creative Arts 
Programme learners and directed by theatre stalwart and founder of Sibikwa, 
Smal Ndaba. 
When: 18 October 
Who: Sibikwa Arts Centre, Smal Ndaba, Phyllis Klotz

Summary
The play, created by the Junction Avenue Theatre Company, 
Malcolm Purkey and Pippa Stein, tells the story of a diverse and 
vibrant community of artists and journalists and politicians in a place 
synonymous with urban African culture, rhythm and style. Based on 
life experiences of activists that defied apartheid laws and freely 
thrived in Sophiatown, the dynamic hub of culture, it celebrated 
local legends and a South African way of living. 

The Q&A discussion with Phyllis Lotz and Smal Ndaba, the director 
of the Sophiatown Film took place after the screening, highlighting 
Sibikwa Arts Centre’s significant and visionary role in using theatre to 
educate young people about South Africa’s history and its relevance 
in their lives. 

History is an important part of any person’s story and knowing 
our roots helps us identify ourselves in our present. The cast of 
Sophiatown consisted mainly of young people from the centre’s 
Inclusive Creative Arts Programme; an out of school out of work 
training program funded by the National Arts Council. 

The multi talented mixed ability cast worked on the production from 
March 2020. The program seeks to empower marginalized youth 
from South Africa’s townships and create confidence, belief and a 
great future for them through performance. 

The production team and cast worked on the script throughout the 
lockdown period and this involved translating it to other languages 
like Zulu and Sotho which the cast was more familiar with, so as to 
articulate the dialogue in the scripts. 

The understanding brought by their native languages enabled them 
to actualize their characters more confidently, be authentic and 
allow for improvisation during the performance. 

The Amavuso Project (2020)
What: The film presents audiences with a sense and feel of the interactions 
between ‘blessers’ and ‘blessees’, profiling uncomfortable truths of this reality 
in our society through the intriguing story of a young woman called Sara.
When: 25 October 
Who: Sibikwa Arts Centre, Phyllis Klotz, Zimkitha Kumbaca, Pro Helvetia 
Johannesburg, Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC)

Summary
The Amavuso Project is a collaborative production between Sibikwa 
Arts Centre of South Africa and the Nhimbe Trust of Zimbabwe. 

The Q&A discussion was hosted by Phyllis Klotz and Zimkitha 
Kumbaca, the director of the production, which consisted of a 
hybrid of movie and theatre techniques, creating an interesting and 
innovative experience. 

The project started with the submission of video clips as part of the 
audition process and the use of Zoom and WhatsApp video calls 
for the call backs and the rehearsals. Despite the ordinary energetic 
theatre sessions that included improvisation games, the challenge 
of data connectivity and the availability of data for the participants 
were the schedule determinants as the theatre ran virtually. Other 
challenges included inconsistent lighting, unwanted sounds from 
the neighbourhood during rehearsals and even participants sharing 
devices to connect virtually. 

All in all, the director noted that the driving force for all this was the 
opportunity to tell an important story which she believed needed 
an audience, with a cast that was as devoted and enthusiastic about 
it as the director. As an issue affecting society and instigated by 
social media, authentic and diverse perspectives on the ‘blesser’ 
phenomenon was worth exploring. Both groups, the Sibikwa Arts 
Centre and Nhimbe Trust were grateful for this opportunity and 
hoped to showcase the play to a live audience when opportunity 
arises.
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SOUTH AFRICA’S FIRST EVER 
VIRTUAL URBAN FESTIVAL

Ways to better ut i l ise and implement 
the Urban Development Framework ( IUDF)

How to Empower 
the Civic?
Include the diverse and 
varied perspectives of 

different individuals and 
groups.

It’s important that we really listen to 
the stories of the individual, as we all 
experience the city in a different way. 
Instead of aggregating this, we should try 
to understand and acknowledge the unique 
voices that make up the civic, and their 

Look around you - 
there’s always better 

design waiting to 
happen in our cities.

Urban planning has a long-lasting effect 
on a city or community - for better or for 
worse. South African cities for example 
continue to bear the scars of Apartheid-era 
planning. But history is a fundamental part 
of who we are and informs who we hope to 
be in the future. Better and more relevant 
city design is a function of our past, present 
and future.  

Actively co-create and 
co-develop with the 

communities in question

Let the public be part of public space 
creation, and involve the community itself 
in development within that community. The 
more connected a community is, the more 
they are invested in their future and their 
development. Urban and rural futures are 
dependent on proper community building. 

Embrace the potential 
and viewpoints of 

subcultues.

There are so many ignored groups that 
could contribute to our understanding of 
what the city needs; for example, children, 
the homeless, transport operators and 
skateboarders. The potential of these 
sub-groups might far outweigh their 
“nuisance”;  skateboarders may help 
to activate derelict parts of the city, 
encouraging regeneration and improving 
safety.  

Don’t overlook societal 
value at the expense of 

institutional value.

If institutional frameworks can actually 
include the informal sector and other sectors 
of society normally left out, then this would 
be a far more sustainable approach to 
development.

Remember that borders 
between people and 

places can be intangible 
as well as physical.

Without realising it, there are invisible 
borders between all of us, but engagement 
can overcome this as long as it is not done 
in “silos”. Collaboration between academics, 
private and civil society is more likely to bring 
about a noticeable change.

Harness big tech to build 
sustiainable, public and 

inclusive cities.

Data is vital for better policy-making, and 
we should harness the vast amount of 
public data being collected in order to 
create policy that is more implementable, 
relevant, useful and adaptable. 

Sidelined communities 
end up being self-
destructive; aim 
to empower all 
communities.

Exclusion in urban space production has 
become a concept that many African 
countries are adopting, particularly with 
increasingly privatised cities. Ignoring some 
sectors of society in favour of others, and 
hoping that these favours eventually trickle 
down, can only have detrimental effects as 
the ignored must do what they can to survive. 

Embrace multiple and 
diverse approaches 
to participation and 

engagement.

There isn’t one way to be informed and to 
participate. People are always willing to 
be engaged and be part of the solutions 
in society, it is simply a matter of how. We 
should embrace creative, dynamic and 
alternative methods to include the civic - 
and not feel bound by the limits of just one 
approach.



Urban Festival brought out some incredibly valuable insights; both in terms of implementing the IUDF, 
and how governments and local governments in particular can truly begin to Empower the Civic. These 
insights can be grouped around 4 key themes.

Everywhere we look in cities, there is better design waiting to happen. The impact of urban planning, 
whether positive or negative, is bound to have a lasting effect on a city or community (just think of 
the legacy of apartheid planning). History is a fundamental part of who we are and a great case study 
for where we hope to be in the future. Borders between people, places and objects exist - these are 
both physical and ephemeral or intangible - and exclusion in urban space production has become a 
concept that many African countries are adopting particularly with increasingly privatised cities. In fact, 
the distinguishing feature of urban space seems to be the phenomenon of exclusion and our cities are 
thriving on this concept. It is worrying that there are no targeted development policies towards this trend 
which aim at inclusivity. There must be a focus on longevity when creating new homes and communities 
and try to understand not only the magic ingredients to thriving communities, but the consequences 
of displacing people from their long-term homes. If liveability is premised on place, it is a very complex 
issue in South African cities, and highly varied across the geographical spectrum of each city. 

Built environment projects might be focusing more on institutional value at the expense of societal value. 
Systems need to be improved to get as much societal value from the projects that are implemented. 
Institutional values in the public sector need to be transformed; currently, public actors minimise co-design 
and co-participation in the planning system. There is a significant mistrust between the government and 
civil society. Institutional frameworks which include the informal sector form a more sustainable approach 
to development, particularly within Africa. Strategies geared towards informal settlement and township 
economies should not marginalize these areas but they should be looked at as part of the greater urban 
economy. It is therefore crucial to actively involve citizen engagement in realising the potential of this 
sector through innovative ways. Neglecting the reality of townships and informal settlements is to ignore 
the reality of cities.

Data is vital for better policy-making and is transforming the way in which we engage in public policy. 
Policy reforms are not a once-off process, requiring constant engagement and reiteration, and data 

The Power and Potential of Our Built Environment

Data and Technology can Help us Shape our Cities

1
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Key Insights



There is a need for a significant shift from the traditional public ‘community engagement’ approach 
to co-planning and co-implementation. Collaboration between academics, private and civil society is 
more likely to bring about a noticeable change and knowledge should be exchanged, not transferred 
between academe, public, private sector and community groups. The concepts of liveability, inclusivity 
and sustainability are not automatically intertwined and coordination between government, private 
organisations, and communities is necessary to ensure sustainable transformation in our cities. National 
government has the capacity to spur this sustainable development, by enabling local and municipal 
governments financially and through legislation. 

For the IUDF to succeed, it is crucial to co-create with communities. Citizens should be empowered 
in decision-making regarding their own development; if communities can better understand how 
municipalities and governments work, they can develop their own agency in dealing with the issues they 
are facing. If you feel that you belong to a community, you act as both creator and contributor, therefore 
it is essential to ensure people feel that they belong. The question is whether community participation 
translates into accountability, and whether communities feel that they are integral to the municipality. 
National urban policies have the ability to inspire and authorize city developments which can be carried 
out by municipal governments. Urban development should be thought through inclusively and not just 
for the benefit of a particular group of people.

We need to consider a wider range of groups in society. For example, children and youth and the homeless. 
When we are thinking about new forms of transport, we need to consider the transport operators, and not 
just the transport users. When we are considering regeneration, we should be thinking of skateboarders 
who activate derelict parts of the city, encouraging regeneration and improving safety. 
Identities shape perspectives and everyone has different needs and wants based on their individual life 
experiences and conditions, whether race, class or disability. Each of these factors needs to be considered 
to achieve equity when shaping our cities. What would a city designed by women look like? There is 
diversity in community - the civic can only be empowered if all people are considered, including foreign 
nationals - and diversity can also be a driver of innovation (many innovations made for specific interest 
groups have benefited the greater human population). 

is vital for the prospect of increased knowledge, effective management and sustainable development. 
Policymaking is usually done in a repetitive endless loop and as technology and data-capturing methods 
improve, governments need to start leveraging this public data to drive their key decision-making 
processes. We need to ensure that governments in less developed areas are accessing the right kind of 
data to implement new policies. Big tech needs to be harnessed in a way that it can help to build cities 
in a sustainable, public and inclusive way but how do we harness the power of technology to improve our 
citizen engagement? 

Smart cities mean different things in different places and it’s just a buzzword at this point. Different cities 
are on different trajectories to being “smart”, and a better understanding of each individual trajectory is 
needed, rather than a one-size-fits-all approach. How do we make use of data to better improve services 
provided by Governments? Improved technology can be used to connect citizens to their governments, 
with platforms such as GovChat allowing for local leaders and officials to be held more accountable for 
their actions. These kinds of interconnected, data-driven responses to municipal challenges are what is 
needed. New realities present new opportunities and new ways of seeing the things that we have been 
used to for a long while.

Collaboration and a Whole-of-Society Approach is Key

3

48



Inclusive design involves the understanding that different people relate to information in different ways, 
therefore we need to listen to the stories of the individual. The language we use is really important as it 
can be exclusionary, alienating and become a barrier to engagement. Storytelling from the perspective 
of the ordinary person is crucial for understanding the civic and building better policy. Another key is 
not to over-explain or dictate the civic’s understanding of messaging whether it is political, artistic or 
societal. The media is often given the biggest voice when it comes to determining our ideas about space 
or a place. In reality we need to be mindful of whose stories we listen to - is it the rich and powerful, or 
the ordinary person? Individual stories and discussions can bring more understanding and change than 
“research” but it’s essential to ensure that these stories get to the right ears (government, planners, 
developers). Connect and collaborate with communities by listening to their stories, aspirations, and 
then translate them as appropriately, and sensitively as possible.

The public must be involved in creating public spaces - communities should be active and empowered 
in place-making initiatives. But there is an existing lack of trust between the public and developers and 
municipalities, and building loyalty is a fundamental part of civic engagement that could overcome this. 
Jargon and technical information are not necessary when communicating policy or research to the public. 
There should be a focus on creativity and innovation in the creation of public spaces. If you provide 
people with well designed and facilitated places, not just spaces, they’ll use them, wander through them, 
and linger within them. Without civic buy-in projects fail and structures crumple or are vandalised. How 
can all stakeholders in a city be included in its evolution?

Responsive cities can only be achieved when everyone is able to participate equally, and authenticity in 
reaching out is the key to a real connection with people, and meaningful participation. It is important to 
remember that there isn’t just one way for citizens to be informed and participate. Civic activation can 
exist in many forms including art, music and other media as a catalyst for engagement in civic and spatial 
issues. We should endorse bottom up approaches to democracy where the citizen is the centre of all 
processes. However, the civic cannot be truly empowered if subcultures are suppressed. The arts have 
great potential to empower communities, particularly for those that may be marginalized or have not 
been able to access fundamental opportunities. The arts are woven into each aspect of urban life – be it 
temporary or permanent and these works have an agenda and a voice that can empower the civic. Locals 
and migrants or foreign nationals can use art as a shared language to communicate their experiences of 
cities. A collaborative experience enables the exchange of ideas and the breeding of new ones

People want to be engaged, and be part of the solutions in society. When people are empowered, they 
thrive, when they are deprived, they will do what they can to survive. Communities form the core of the 
quality and performance in a given town or urban area. Activities and institutions around the community 
are only a reflection of the community that supports them. Economic growth goes hand in hand with 
human development. Urban and rural futures are dependent on community building, and we need to 
leverage off and strengthen the existing positive actions and attitudes that are in place, and merge 
them with new and innovative solutions. For example, disadvantaged people are in need of new ways 
to enter the formal economy; it’s not that there isn’t any enthusiasm for it, there just haven’t been that 
many attempts to include them. Access to housing finance and land ownership could be used as a tool 

Empowering the Civic through Inclusion, Engagement and 
Consideration
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• Local government has previously been hesitant to engage with diverse groups in our society, and 
 lack the tools to do so. City leaders need to consider how to overcome this challenge and engage 
 with the varied groups that use our cities, from skateboarders to waste collectors. 

•  Local government needs to be incentivised to use creative methods to build engagement models 
 and engage with society.

•  There are fears related to the expectations and promises of more creative ‘visioning’ processes. 
 Local government needs to focus on societal value creation rather than compliance metrics. 

•  Local government needs to take decisive steps to end the exclusion of certain sectors of society, 
 such as migrant groups from across Africa, which is driven by language differences, fear and lack 
 of trust. Migrant groups are users of our city spaces and must not be excluded.

•  Local governments need to improve their communication. Often communications agencies  
 working for local government are pursuing a political agenda rather than a genuine communications 
 and engagement strategy. This must change if local government truly wants to empower the  
 civic. 

What do these insights mean for the role of city 
governments? 

for wealth creation and a ticket out of poverty.  Many people who don’t have land or property cannot gain 
funding to develop that because they are outside the formal financial system, 

Tactical urbanism interventions don’t need to be solitary, and can form part of a greater vision for a 
place or space. Mega vs grassroots projects often differ in their longevity and meaningfulness, but the 
approach to larger projects deserves the same level of nuance as tactical interventions, whilst maintaining 
practical considerations. Urban practitioners always need to consider how to contextualise all levels of 
projects into the existing urban fabric, in order to mitigate their risks and ensure their embeddedness - 
increasing their chance of success.  
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Both participants and hosts were provided with a short 1-minute survey to answer, in order to share 
their experiences of Urban Festival 2020 with the organisers. The responses were generally positive, 
with a few key learnings that we could build on next year. Most of the positive comments on both 

the host and participant side focused on the depth and breadth of this year’s programme, as well as the 
striking visual identity and easy-to-use website. 

While many of the negative comments on the hosting side were a function of a lack of preparation 
time; not always receiving enough hands-on help from organisers in hosting their event and 
feeling like their events could have been advertised for longer. On the participant side there 
were very few negative comments at all. In addition to the survey, all event partners sat together 
for a debrief session following the festival, running through the logistics of what worked and 
what didn’t. The below provides a snapshot into the experiences of both hosts and attendees of 
Urban Festival 2020, and lastly a summary of partners’ organisational experience.

About the event:

Most people found out about the festival via a direct mail from someone in their network. The average 
number of events attended by participants was between 3 and 5. Almost all participants found the website 
easy to use, and really enjoyed starting each event with Emmah’s poem of the day. When asked how the 
festival inspired them, answers ranged from feeling like working with the government was no longer a 
waste of time, to thinking more broadly about urban studies, being more active themselves in their own 
public space and pledging to share their own knowledge and skills in their communities. 

About the content:

Participants were inspired by the multi-themed events, gaining contacts and sharing new ideas and one 
person felt that “…It has inspired me to do more. not just for myself but for others as well. It has sparked 
and tapped in me the idea of wanting to bring change in my community and other communities as 
well.” Others were encouraged “...to think about ‘cities’ in some new creative ways” with “…a better 
understanding of what people want”. Seeing “...so many people...doing so many great things in our 
cities’’ made participants “...eager to adopt the whole-of-society approach in practise and action…”

About what they gained:

In terms of how the festival helped them to better understand the theme, Empowering the Civic, there 
were a myriad of responses. One participant put it succinctly; “Better understanding of systems = better 
access to resources =  better growth in communities.” Others saw its long-term nature, and critical 
place in planning cities; “…empowering the civic is an enduring, critical challenge” coupled with the 
importance of “transparency and collaboration” and that “digital platforms can be essential… tools”. 
If “everyone can combine efforts and make a difference”, “there [is] a lot that [can] be done for urban 
development in South Africa”. 

The importance of knowledge management was highlighted by participants, in order to better 
understand social issues and service delivery. Many felt that empowering the civic meant taking their 
own civic duties and responsibilities more seriously, a call to “serve my country”, “by not waiting just 
waiting for government to implement projects that benefit society” but that the ideas and engagement 
of ordinary people can have a small change on someone’s life or a larger impact on one’s community. 
“An empowered civic is critical to achieving sustainable success” by “…planning with the people, not 
just for the people.” 

What Participants Said...

Feedback Summary



About the event:

Feedback from hosts indicated that they too learnt a lot and were inspired by Urban Festival. Some 
had trouble with the hands-off style of hosting, as this year’s festival required all event hosts to run their 
own sessions in their entirety. This was a bit challenging for those who did not feel totally comfortable 
with virtual platforms. This is a key learning for next year to perhaps dedicate a central hosting team to 
virtual events. Otherwise, most hosts indicated that they found it easy to organise their event as part of 
Urban Festival, and many did manage to achieve the attendance they desired. This was in spite of the 
challenges of short lead times for marketing. In addition, almost all hosts really enjoyed starting their 
events with the spoken word pieces by Emmah Mabye, commenting that it helped to set the scene. 

About what inspired them:

In terms of what most inspired them, many hosts enjoyed learning from other professionals in their 
field and “...making links between culture, the city and the civic that are not always clearly evident”. 
Following the festival they felt “inspired to partner with other organisations”... and it was encouraging 
to learn “... that there are so many people who care about urban form / public space and people in 
them”. Hosts enjoyed a shared sense of purpose and community knowing that “...there are think-tanks, 
people, organizations who are just as invested in making cities better as I am.” The virtual nature of the 
festival brought together many people from various angles who would not necessarily have met if it was 
in person. The festival was applauded for having a great energy, organisation and team work and hosts 
enjoyed the wide range and diversity of events available. They saw it as a “...democratised platform for 
discussion” highlighting the energy out there for taking urban development forward in many dimensions. 
It was “...great to have so many viewpoints on these important topics and to have a platform to share” 
with “[inspiring] conversations on topics and issues that would otherwise get lost in the practicalities”. 
However, the importance of continuing the conversations in other ways was also outlined - “...in various 
other ways and platforms in order to reach audiences we do not necessarily reach through our work”. 

About what they gained:

Hosts walked away with many learnings about Empowering the Civic. This included becoming aware of the 
enormous variety of work ongoing in all kinds of spaces, and therefore the potential for and importance 
of multi-faceted engagement opportunities. Empowering the civic “... requires participation, access and 
knowledge sharing” - “nothing for us without us” is how one host put it. “...every city resident/citizen has 
a right to the city irrespective of the role they play or occupy in the city...that said, cities, specifically, city/
municipal and government officials can do a lot more to create better future cities.” This recognises that 
“...there is value in providing [a] platform that connects doers and gets them inspired and able to see 
[the] potential opportunities to expand or work together”. 

Essentially, people are crucial to the success of any project, not only community engagement during 
the design phase but investment in the community and leaders after the project. “Public investment 
should be both building projects and people, working somewhere in between top-down and grassroots-
up”. In fact, communicating clearly and packaging information clearly enables communities to better 
participate in governance matters, and shows them that their involvement is wanted and needed. “Giving 
communities meaningful opportunities and platforms to get involved” also signals that their voices are 
truly important - “collaboration is key, but decision makers need to be on board”. Urban Festival showed 
hosts “that it is possible to hold events that are truly creative and collaborative”. 

What Hosts Said...
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About the event:

Partners described the festival using the following words: “Kick-ass”, “community”, “eye-opening”, 
“achievement”, “inspiring”, “fulfilling”, “iconic” and “abundance”. In terms of what worked, 
partners believed the website, poetry event openings by Emmah, diversity and volume of events, 
people’s energy to engage, providing opportunities to present through the Open Call, mix of 
formal and informal events and ease of access to all events were all really successful. 

About what could be improved:

There were however several things that partners flagged for not working as well as they could 
have, or would be needed to improve the festival in the future. These included organisational and 
preparation timelines that were too short to achieve a more carefully balanced programme and 
a much-needed intensive social media marketing strategy, poor interaction of partners on social 
media, an overlap in event topics and themes, possibly too many events making it difficult to attend 
everything and more dedicated inclusion of communities normally on the margins or excluded 
from these kinds of conferences. 

About lessons learned:

In terms of what learnings could be taken forward, partners agreed that a clear theme is key, using 
influencers and non-urbanist popular figures to engage a wider audience, allowing more time for 
planning and preparing the programme, keeping up the momentum of the festival by hosting 
intermittent events throughout the year, providing data to communities who may need it to access 
events and utilising more accessible platforms, such as social media, to include actors outside of 
the urbanist world. 

With the above feedback in mind, we can be sure that next year’s Urban Festival will be even better. 

What Partners Said...



Marketing for this event was approached through the lens of “reaching a wider audience”, 
kicked off by both the website, designed to have a youthful and vibrant look, and the 
Open Call for event submissions, an attempt at including unique, often silenced, voices to 

the programme. 

The Open Call was sent out to a variety of urban practitioners, students, universities,  organisations, 
start-ups and small companies in South Africa and could be accessed via the website. It consisted 
of an “entry form” through which participants could apply, with details of their proposed event and 
its connection to this year’s theme, Empowering the Civic. We received almost 40 very high quality 
applications, of which more than half were selected to be part of the programme. We also asked all 
successful Open Call hosts to share their event widely, encouraging their networks to attend. This 
enabled us to reach out to a wider and deeper audience through these successful candidates, who 
had direct connections to the more niche voices that may not have heard about the programme 
otherwise.

Once the festival started, the website became the first point of call for all things Urban Festival 
- featuring summaries and recordings of the past events and three galleries exhibiting “31 Days 
of Great Civic Ideas”, the work from the Visualisation Studios and the My-IUDF artworks. These 
exhibitions promoted traffic to the platform and gave a voice to another section of civil society 
often excluded from conversations surrounding urbanism: artists. 

Throughout the month, the team sent out twice-weekly newsletters via Mailchimp, a newsletter 
distribution platform, to our extensive contact list comprising 2 000 individuals from various 
government organisations, the private sector, academia and civil society. Event hosts were provided 
with branding collateral and encouraged to reach out to their respective networks. This allowed us 
to inform all walks of life of the events taking place during the week, adding to our overall aim of 
creating an inclusive and accessible virtual festival. 

Social media platforms such as Twitter, Instagram and Facebook were put to extensive use for 
marketing purposes with posts advertising the day’s events, live tweeting and live streaming of 
events to Facebook.  

The event was further featured on various online platforms such as ArchDaily, the Cape Institute for 
Architecture, Architect Africa, Times LIVE and the South African Council for Planners. 

Star speakers Sumayya Vally, a South African architect and founder of Counterspace Studio, a 
Johannesburg-based architecture firm, and Alfredo Brillembourg, co-founder of the interdisciplinary 
design firm Urban-Think Tank, are well-respected in the architecture and urbanism field and were 
instrumental in attracting a global audience to the events. 

The virtual nature of the event, likely to become the norm in a post-pandemic society, made the 
sessions accessible to people from across the globe and enabled both our event partners and 
emerging hosts to gain incredible exposure and create valuable networks likely to last for years to 
come. 

Marketing Summary



Each day of the Urban Festival featured a different innovative or tech-inspired idea or person. Where 
possible the featured initiatives are South African or African focused.

The ideas were grouped into four themes:

The Smart and Data-Driven City
Mobility and Logistics
Sustainable Urbanism
Citizen Engagement

Launched in November 2016, Sqwidnet 
enables the Internet of Things (IoT) network 
in South Africa which allows municipalities 
to collect real-time data from millions of 
objects including water meters, waste 
bins and traffic lights. This data helps to 
solve issues related to electricity and water 
demand, and waste management. The IoT 
is a huge part of ‘Smart Cities’, allowing 
municipalities to save time, money and 
have access to real-time data. In Cape 
Town the IoT network has reduced water 
usage and energy consumption up to 10% 
by reducing data-capture errors and waste 
in these systems.

Think Wifi brings fast, free Wifi to 
underserved communities across South 
Africa. It aims to close the digital divide, 
and enable both young and old to use 
technology like never before. Their aim is 
that ‘everywhere there are people, there 
will be free uncapped wi-fi available.’ Think 
Wifi also works with local communities 
on digital education and employment 
opportunities.

IBM Research Africa work from their 
lab based at the University of the 
Witwatersrand, where they take a data-
driven approach to understanding 
and improving African cities, and a 
multidisciplinary approach to building 
a ‘science of urban ecosystems’. This 
involves viewing the city as a ‘system 
of systems’ rather than an artefact. This 
approach helps to achieve sustainable 
and resilient urbanisation. One project 
involves using anonymized traffic data 
from TomTom, combined with data from 
Twitter, to create a traffic optimization 
recommendation tool, which will help to 
reduce traffic congestion in the City of 
Johannesburg.

SqwidNet Think WiFi IBM Research Africa

31 Days of Civic Innovation



Open Up develop and support projects 
that empower citizens. Open Up partners 
with government, organisations, industry 
leaders and civil society to identify, 
gather and make accessible information 
that supports open communities and an 
empowered citizenry. Projects include 
Vulekamali, which aims to make South 
Africa’s budget more accessible to all, and 
Wazimap, which provides easy access to 
census and election data.

NIMA Codes is a simple yet powerful 
phone number based system to allow 
people without formal street addresses 
to reliably communicate their location. 
The Senegalese start-up works through 
a simple app, using AI and mobile 
technology to capture a reliable address 
which can be shared securely. NIMA 
Codes also offers a messaging platform 
helping people to find nearby services. 
NIMA Codes hopes to expand to 15 
African countries in 2020.

Project Isizwe works with both the public 
and private sector to bring free public 
WiFi access to low income communities in 
South Africa. Project Isizwe believes that 
the best way of addressing inequality in 
these communities is the deployment of 
free public WiFi, for educational purposes, 
economic development, and social 
inclusion. 

Bilikiss Adebiyi-Abiola is a Nigerian 
social entrepreneur and  the founder 
of WeCyclers. WeCyclers offers waste 
collection and recycling services to the 
informal settlements of Lagos, where 66% 
of Lagosians live. WeCyclers uses specially 
adapted bicycles to pick up waste for free 
and provides rewards for residents - points 
sent by SMS for every kilogram recycled. 
These points are then redeemable against 
food items or cell phone minutes, in 
partnership with large organisations such 
as GlaxoSmithKline.

Utopia is an urban innovation group 
focused on emerging cities in Africa, 
Asia and Latin America. Utopia looks 
to move away from a Western model of 
development and create a fresh emergent 
blueprint for the world’s emerging cities. 
Utopia is creating a network of CITYLABS, 
urban hubs for entrepreneurs and start-
ups.

Fibre, founded by the young entrepreneur 
Obinna Okwodu, is a real-estate rental 
platform designed to make the process of 
renting a home in Lagos more streamlined. 
Fibre connects potential customers with 
properties in popular locations online, 
and strips away the complicated admin 
involved with renting a home, allowing 
residents to browse and reserve their 
home online.

Open Up

NIMA Codes

Project Isizwe

We Cyclers

Utopia

Fibre
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Swvl provides an alternative to public 
transport in Cairo, Egypt, offering buses 
to every neighborhood. Swvl offers 
buses at fixed times, prices and routes, 
ensuring reliable journeys. Buses can be 
pre-booked via the Swvl app. Swvl was 
founded by three young Egyptians all 
under the age of 27 and now offers over 
600 routes.

Bernice Dapaah is a Ghanaian social 
entrepreneur. She is the founder of 
Ghana Bamboo Bikes, a NGO that aims 
to create local jobs and promote low-
carbon transport. Ghana Bamboo Bikes 
employs women to turn bamboo, which 
is abundant in Ghana, into bikes, making 
cycling an even more sustainable mode 
of transport. For every bamboo plant cut 
down to make a bike, the NGO plants ten 
more, and each time a bike is sold, the 
NGO donates one to a schoolchild in a 
rural community who has a long walk to 
school. More than 3,000 bikes have been 
sold so far and Dapaah aims to donate 
10,000 bikes over the next five years.

Safeboda, founded by the entrepreneur 
Ricky Rapa, aims to restructure the 
previously informal Okada or motorcycle 
industry in Nigeria. The Safeboda app 
is similar to Uber, but Safeboda also 
ensures that users are booking rides with 
trusted drivers, have access to helmets 
for safety, and pay a fair price for their 
journey. Safeboda riders are therefore the 
safest and most professional riders on the 
streets.

2-year-old Colin Mkosi founded Cloudy 
Deliveries in February 2020, offering a 
bicycle delivery service within the township 
of Langa, Cape Town. Throughout the 
Covid-19 lockdown the business has seen 
steady growth, offering deliveries for 
older or more vulnerable people who do 
not want to go out during the pandemic. 
Cloudy Deliveries delivers groceries 
and medicine as well as hot meals from 
restaurants. In the future Cloudy Deliveries 
aims to have an online store.

Bongéni is a Mauritius based online 
platform which connects a fleet of 
independent drivers to individuals and 
businesses who seek home delivery 
and moving services. It is a scalable 
technological solution responding to the 
emerging digital economy and online 
marketplace in Mauritius. Bongéni offers 
same-day delivery and customers can use 
it to transport anything from a bunch of 
flowers to an entire house or apartment 
move.

Twiga Foods connects grocers in Kenyan 
cities with rural smallholder farmers, 
and has become the largest domestic 
distributor of food produce in Kenya. Twiga 
Foods aims to eliminate the inefficiencies 
that grocers experience when sourcing 
perishable food daily, creating a more 
competitive and efficient market. Twiga 
Foods creates an efficient, fair, transparent 
and formal marketplace, bridging gaps in 
both food and market security.

Swvl

Ghana Bamboo Bikes

Safeboda

Cloudy Deliveries

Bongeni

Twiga Foods



The South African Energy Business 
Incubator (Sarebi), is based in the Atlantis 
Greentech Special Economic Zone, 
outside Cape Town. Sarebi is a business 
incubator specifically for technology 
startups working to solve problems in 
the energy, water and resource efficiency 
sectors. Sarebi has supported close to 190 
entrepreneurs since its inception.

Toolz is a French creative studio providing 
graphic design solutions to urban planning 
issues. It has developed the award-
winning ‘Smart Favela’ technological 
prototype. Smart Favela is a 3D model of 
a Rio Favela. The model has been created 
in order to facilitate the implementation of 
sustainable urban development solutions 
and improve democracy in decision-
making around urban projects.

 M-Kopa is a solar power provider with 
a mission to make high-quality energy 
solutions affordable to everyone. M-Kopa 
has connected 750,000 homes and 
businesses in Kenya to affordable solar 
power. This has saved its entire customer 
base the sum of $400m. M-Kopa has 
received many prizes including at the FT/
IFC Sustainable Finance Awards and the 
Zayed Future Energy Prize.

The PHASER (Printed Humanitarian Aid 
Settlements for Emergency Response) 
project aims to solve both the problem of 
widespread plastic pollution, and provide 
aid in the situation of humanitarian 
disasters. The project, based in the PK3 
Refugee Camp in the Central African 
Republic, proposes 3D printing using 
recycled plastic bottles to create shelters 
for humanitarian aid.

Jean Bosco Nzeyimana, based in Rwanda, 
is a young entrepreneur and founder of 
Habona, a clean and renewable energy 
company. Habona transforms waste into 
briquettes, which are an affordable and 
greener alternative to wood charcoal. 
Habona provides both local employment 
and a cleaner environment.

Easy Solar is a company operating out 
of Liberia and Sierra Leone, aiming to 
make energy and life improving products 
accessible to all. Easy Solar offers high 
quality solar products, with the ‘plug and 
play’ sets available on affordable and 
flexible payment plans. Available products 
include lamps, phone chargers, stoves, 
fans and TVs. In 2019, Easy Solar reached 
the milestone of 300,000 users in Sierra 
Leone.

Sarebi

Toolz
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PHASER Project
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Nicole Nomsa Moyo is a South African 
architect and urban designer currently 
living and working in Toronto, Canada. In 
2018 she was recognised by ANTENNA 
as one of the world’s top twenty design 
graduates. Nicole’s award-winning 
master’s thesis Ukubutha presents a 
socially driven architectural solution to 
waste-to-energy management. Ukubutha 
combines modern, green technology and 
ancestral African architecture to create a 
township hub. It provides a safe meeting 
place, clean water, on-site fabrication and 
recycling.

GovChat is a South African technology 
platform that facilitates 
conversation between citizens and their 
elected officials. The platform makes it 
easier for citizens to find information and 
enter a dialogue with the government. 
During the Covid-19 pandemic GovChat 
partnered with UNICEF specifically to 
advance children’s rights, providing crucial 
information through the platform.

Creative Nestlings is a creative network 
and research and development 
company that focuses on the growth of 
young African creatives. The platform 
encourages innovation, creativity and 
entrepreneurship. Creatives can upload 
a profile and portfolio to the platform 
where they can be discovered for potential 
projects. 

Rapelang Rabana is a South African tech 
entrepreneur. Her innovative platform 
Rekindle Learning provides digital micro-
learning opportunities which allows 
employees to learn in more flexible 
ways. This allows companies to adapt to 
the changing world of work, especially 
in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Rekindle Learning aims to integrate 
learning more seamlessly into our day-to-
day lives.

Anne Githuku-Shongwe is the founder and 
Chief Executive of Afroes Transformational 
Games - a company based in South Africa 
and Kenya that builds mobile game-
based learning platforms. Anne has the 
vision of revolutionising learning in Africa, 
focusing on delivering positive Africa-
focused mobile phone entertainment to 
the youth market. From observing her 
own children Anne realised that children 
absorb information and ideas when 
playing games, therefore she decided to 
use a game-based format to promote her 
positive messages.

Nakita and Chloe are the founders of 
Safe Space, launched in August 2020. 
Safe Space is a female-run non-profit 
organization that aims to fight Gender 
Based Violence using an innovative 
website. This website will rely on user-
generated data to generate a map of 
hotspots which can then be avoided. The 
website also contains many resources 
useful for anyone who may experience 
Gender Based Violence.

Ukubutha
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Amandla.mobi was founded by Koketso 
Moeti who has a long background in civic 
activism. Amandla.mobi aims to turn every 
cell phone into a democracy building tool, 
to build a more just and people-powered 
Mzansi. Current campaigns focus on 
ensuring safety in schools post-Covid and 
asking the South African Parliament to 
adopt the Climate Justice Charter.

Action for Transparency (A4T), Kenya, is a 
pioneering project that fights corruption 
and mismanagement of government funds 
by putting the power to change in the 
hands of citizens. Using a mobile phone 
with Internet access or the website, anyone 
is able to check the amount of government 
money pledged to each school and health 
clinic – and the amount actually spent.

It empowers citizens and government 
employees to act on corruption experienced 
in their everyday lives, by exposing which 
institutions and individuals are involved 
in corruption and providing the data to 
journalists and activist groups they hope to 
can make corruption less attractive.

Level Finance was founded by Raeesa 
Gabriels with the aim of providing a socially 
responsible daily money management 
platform for workers in low-income 
communities in South Africa. Level Finance 
hopes to eradicate the exploitative payday 
loan industry by working with employers to 
help employees save, budget and reduce 
their debt.

Vuleka is a Gauteng-based startup which 
connects big FMCG companies with a 
network of informal business owners, 
who provide vital goods and services to 
the residents of informal settlements . 
Vuleka helps informal business owners 
to negotiate discounts from large 
corporations, and also connect with one 
another. The owners can use the Vuleka 
app to place orders of goods which will 
be delivered to their shop within 24 hours. 
For the large corporations that it works 
with, Vuleka can provide data about where 
products are being sold in the informal 
markets. Vuleka hopes to expand across 
South Africa and to other African countries.

Amandla.mobi

Action for Transparency

Level Finance Vuleka
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The Urban Festival 2020 was not an isolated event or simply a moment in time but rather the start of a 
movement towards energizing an all-of-society approach to urban development. It is thus important 
to take lessons from the festival forward into a new set of actions that can enable all actors to be a part 
of South Africa’s urban transformation. 

Below are some of the key lessons and recommendations taken away from the experience to inform 
future action:

Leadership is dispersed across society and the system and not held in a title. The Urban Festival 
highlighted many actors in our society are leading urban change. Leaders need to be connected and 
empowered to drive a more collective action.

Government has failed to partner effectively and open the space and enable others to contribute 
towards the development of communities and cities. Partnering with others is not only critical but 
it creates the magic that makes innovation possible. Mechanisms need to be developed to foster 
improved and easier partnering between government and communities that are less inhibited by 
procedures and regulations but rather empowered by focus on joint developmental objectives.

The inspiration felt during the festival comes from celebrating action. Urban transformation is about 
considered action, the festival shows a new and exciting way to connect actors to South Africa’s urban 
policy to inform conscious and considered actions. Action needs to be the focus of our work going 
forward and providing support for anyone in society to contribute.

Listening more actively to communities and people is an important part of urban development work. 
Local government needs to be listening more actively to the stories of people and communities it 
serves. By listening to stories new insights are drawn from the emotion and connectedness of human 
stories. A national programme of urban dialogues that provide platforms for ongoing dialogue to 
inform action is required to keep the conversation going and continue to connect and harvest ideas 
and inspiration.

Creative industries have a generative role to play. The inclusion of artists, poets, musicians, writers 
and other creative professionals added immense value to the substance and texture of the Urban 
Festival, it contributed to expanding minds and exploring new ideas in exciting ways.

The Urban Festival has highlighted how urban research and knowledge can come together to inform 
better understanding and assist action. Research, documentation and knowledge is critically important 
for learning and engagement that allows for growing awareness and continued improvement.

Technology has a clear role to play in empowering the Civic. As it can enhance access to evidence-
based decision making, transparent processes and connecting people to information. The more 
people that can be linked to information and decision making the better. But technology cannot 
be relied upon to solve all urban challenges it has to be utilized in conjunction with efforts to work 
together, democratize processes and communicate effectively and honestly.  

Sithole Mbanga
SA Cities Network CEO

Lessons & Recommendations





Lebogang Mashego, Our Future Cities

SA Cities Network

This is the first festival report of Urban Festival. A 
series of virtual engagements held from the 1st to 31st 
of October 2020.

Dr. Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma, Minister of Cooperative 
Governance and Traditonal Affairs (CoGTA)

Parks Tau, Deputy Minister of Cooperative Governance and 
Traditonal Affairs (CoGTA)

Stefanie Chetty, Director of Urban Policy and Development, 
Cooperative Governance and Traditonal Affairs (CoGTA)

Avril Wiliamson, Deputy General Cooperative Governance and 
Traditonal Affairs (CoGTA)

Xolo Pakati, Executive Mayor, Buffalo City
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