
    
 

Transforming southern African cities in a changing climate 

Leading Integrated Research for Agenda 2030 in Africa (LIRA2030) 

 

Overview 

The Transforming southern African cities in a changing climate project is part of LIRA2030; a 

5-year programme that seeks to increase the production of high quality, transdisciplinary, 

solutions-oriented research on global sustainability by early career scientists in Africa. The 

knowledge will be used to address complex sustainability challenges in the region. The main 

objective of the project is to better understand the extent to which transformative climate 

adaptation has been envisioned or implemented in the water sector in southern African 

cities, explore interventions that have transformative characteristics, as well as unpack 

how these can be more transformative in the future.  

 

Photograph courtesy of Aecom: Promoting Green Urban Development in Africa 

Problem 

Failing to address climate change effectively will seriously undermine efforts to make cities 

inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. In African cities, decision-makers are faced with the 

challenges of addressing the severe socio-economic inequalities stemming from a colonial 

history that still affect the vast majority of citizens. When it comes to making decisions for the 

future of African cities, the pressures and priorities resulting from decades of 

‘underdevelopment’, associated with high levels of unemployment, unsafe living conditions 

and poor basic service provision often do not leave much political attention, technical capacity 

and resources for adapting to climate change. Further, current traditional, incremental 

adaptation agendas often take a narrow view of tackling climate risks and impacts, not 

questioning the unsustainable or unjust aspects of the system that underpin climate 

vulnerability.  

Proposed response 

By linking the important issues of justice, equality and inclusivity with the climate change 

agenda, and dealing with the root causes of societal vulnerabilities, transformative adaptation 

https://www.aecom.com/za/projects/promoting-green-urban-development-africa/


has the potential to contribute to attaining, or working towards, many of the SDGs. Using 

Durban (South Africa) and Harare (Zimbabwe) as cases, the project will contribute to better 

understanding how ideas related to transformative adaptation play out in reality (if they do), 

as well as how existing interventions might become more transformative in the future. 

Considering both cities are faced with the challenge of managing water under changing 

climate conditions, water resilience interventions will be used as case studies.  
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Research approach 

 
The project team has reviewed academic and grey literature (including city-specific policy and 
project documents) to develop a current understanding of transformative adaptation, as well 
as how well the transformative discourse maps onto the agendas for climate change and water 

in Durban and Harare.  
 
Through this literature review, the team is also in the process of identifying interventions in 

Durban that have transformative characteristics. The research team will explore these cases 
through a series of learning events; unpacking the reasons for transformative approaches that 
have been adopted (i.e. the history of these cases), understanding the interventions within a 

broader systems perspective and mapping potential pathways along which these cases might 
become even more transformative in the future.   
 
Available literature is void of cases of transformative approaches to climate change adaptation 

or water provision in Harare. The barriers against implementing this approach will be explored 
with stakeholders in the water sector in Harare, and potential pathways mapped (or the 
beginning of these) building on the findings from the literature review. Findings from this work 

will be compared with opportunities and barriers that emerge through exploration of the 
Durban cases to contribute to the transformative adaptation discourse through a southern 
African cities perspective.  
 

Engagement approach 
 
Key points have been collated through the review of academic and grey literature on which 

engagements will build, including potential cases for exploration in Durban. The two cases 
that indicate a transformative approach or that include transformative characteristics are 
described below. 

● “Sihlanzimvelo project”: an integrated and systematic approach to the maintenance 
of streams in the eThekwini region targeted at creating employment opportunities for 
the youth from within the various communities where it is to be implemented (Ethekwini 
Municipality, 2011). 

● Water Service provision by EWS (general): Douwes (2018) introduces the idea that 
water service provision in Durban (through the Water Service Unit) is considered 
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transformative because of their approach to differentiated, innovative provision and 
water as a human right. Sutherland and others unpack this further and explain how the 

unit has strong connections with research institutions, and platforms for inclusive 
dialogue, but faces some challenges yet. 
 

As described above, city-focused cases with transformative characteristics have not been 

identified in Harare. It seems that most of the climate change work is being done at a national 
level, with a focus on agriculture (as key economic and employment sector). Efforts to support 
water services in cities generally focus on upgrading infrastructure such as the water treatment 

works. Water service provision will be explored further, particularly with regards to how a more 
transformative approach might be mapped, taking climate change into account.  
 

The engagements described below are suggested to explore these cases (to be validated by 
stakeholders in the city). 
● Introductory engagement: Explain the purpose of the project, present findings from the 

literature review, validate cases, confirm project plan with stakeholders, set up a guidance 

committee (if the city suggests), gather information on potential key informants 
● Learning engagement 1: Unpack the historical and current context of the cases - what 

has shaped these? Who was involved? What were the foundational principles? 

● Learning engagement 2: Exploring a transformative future - collectively map potential 
pathways for more transformative approaches taking future climate projections into 
account and co-design outputs from the study (beneficial for the city), as well as research 

gaps for further investigation. 
 
These three main learning events will take place between October 2018 and June 2019. A 
number of smaller, targeted engagements and meetings will inform these. 

 

Planned outputs 

In the end, the following outputs and outcomes are expected from the project: 

1. Deeper understanding of how the global discourses on transformative adaptation map 
onto southern African city realities. The perspectives of decision makers will be crucial in 
this message. This will build off the work of Douwes (2018), focusing on water. 

2. Criteria for transformative adaptation in southern African cities, with cases from Durban 
(related to water provision) to ground these. 

3. Mapped pathways for more transformative approaches to water provision in Southern 
African cities (mapped with stakeholders in cities). 

4. Communication output (e.g. brief, video and blogs) for the above findings (tailored to 
decision makers needs).  

 

Project contacts: For more information on the project, contact Alice McClure (PI) 
(alice@csag.uct.ac.za), Chipo Mubaya (collaborator in Harare) (mubayacp@yahoo.com) or 
Lulu van Rooyen (collaborator in Durban) (pretorius.lulu@gmail.com)  
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