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R E I MAG I N I N G U R BAN P L ANN I N G I N A F R I C A

This book analyses urban planning in Anglophone, Francophone and Lusophone

Africa, exploring its history and advocating for new approaches. In a climate-

changing world, cities need to be reimagined and designed to be more sustainable.

But despite being one of the fastest urbanising continents, Africa has generally

weak urban planning systems. The chapters adopt multi-disciplinary and transdis-

ciplinary approaches, combining insights from urban studies and policy sciences,

emphasising existing gaps, particularly in decision-making, planning practice and

inclusiveness, to offer an in-depth analysis of urban planning in Africa. The authors

advocate for the reimagination of urban planning, debating new institutionalism,

digital infrastructure, climate urbanism, gated communities and smart mobility.

The chapters provide both theoretical and practical contributions, and advance

thinking, policymaking and implementation of sustainable urban planning

approaches in Africa, thus making the book indispensable for advanced students,

researchers and practitioners alike.

patrick brandful cobbinah is Senior Lecturer in Urban Planning in the Faculty

of Architecture, Building and Planning at the University of Melbourne, and a

member of the Planning Institute of Australia and the Ghana Institute of

Planners. He serves as senior associate editor for the Journal of Urban Affairs

and was recently recognised among the top 40 rising star researchers in Australia.

eric gaisie is a Tutor in Urban and Environmental Planning at the Faculty of

Architecture, Building and Planning at the University of Melbourne. He is also a

Research Affiliate at the Climate Change Adaptation Lab and an Adjunct Research

Fellow in the School of Humanities and Social Sciences at La Trobe University.

His research examines the socio-spatial contexts and impacts of planning for

sustainable and resilient futures. He is a member of the Planning Institute

of Australia.
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Foreword

As a dynamic process committed to mediating and directing urban outcomes in ways that

protect public, economic and environmental values, the discipline/profession of planning

needs constant renewal and reconfiguration regardless of where geographically it is embed-

ded. Planning for African cities, however, puts much higher demands on planning theorists

and practitioners to think differently. Blighted by an extractive urban past, mired in

multiple contemporary urban crises but blessed with possibilities of a different and brighter

urban future, the African city is the test of what planning could enable and how it might

better serve the poorest of the poor.

Mindful of the lacuna of serious intellectual engagement by planners with the past, present

and future of urban Africa, editors Patrick Brandful Cobbinah and Eric Gaisie have drawn

together this timely collection,ReimaginingUrban Planning in Africa. It offers a thoughtful and

provocative recasting of the big ideas that need traction to change our view on the values that

planners foreground and the ways that urbanites might implement progressive changes through

shifting assumptions about planning modalities. Across the chapters we discover African ways

to unlock a systematic refreshing of planning practices that range across policy, law, spatial

thinking and innovation in institutional systems including land management and finance.

Compared to other parts of the world, planning for African cities faces elevated challenges

and demands especially innovative planning responses. There are several reasons for a robust

recalibration of the failing status quo, some of which have to do with capacity, some with

money, some with the wider state of the world and Africa’s position in that configuration.

Before reading Reimagining Urban Planning in Africa, it is worth highlighting the impera-

tives for this sort of sustained evidence gathering and critical thinking.

First, what serves as the urban planning canon for Africa is not fit for purpose. As made

abundantly clear by the cases in the book, which provide wonderful back castings to the

planners of the mid-twentieth century, while nowhere are cities managed entirely through

inherited town and country planning legislation, across the continent of Africa the distor-

tions and failures of colonial planning practice persist. The selective and segregationist

applications of planning and also the persistence of the colonial practice of omitting large

parts of the city from the plan, allow the vast majority of settlements to develop without

oversight but also without foresight.

Second, the demands on planners are greatest when there are limited resources and

substantial needs. As the poorest continent that is characterised by rapid urbanisation,

xix
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clusters of high fertility and generally inadequate economic prosperity, stylised high-cost

solutions to address the urban crisis are misplaced. The book is careful to articulate ways to

reconfigure planning to work with existing urban conditions and limited city budgets while

holding on to the planning ideal of a better urban future. As such, the issues of informality,

in situ upgrading and self-building – horribly under-debated elements of planning in poor

cities – are foregrounded in cases such as from Angola, Nigeria, South Africa, Tanzania

and Zimbabwe. Mainstreaming what were once seen as exceptionalist debates in planning

theory and bringing the issue of how to plan the future city from a platform of informality is

one of the core contributions of the book.

Third, the backlog of sustained and meaningful collective investment in African cities

(often justified as the outcome because of a failure of planners to provide a stable and

predictive environment for investment) means that ad hoc, self-interested planning decisions

increasingly dominate the African urban scene as the rich opt out into private, smart

settlements beyond the realm of public planning structures. The inability to address medium-

and long-term planning frameworks necessary to secure public infrastructure interventions

for these rapidly expanding cities not only drains resources away from Africa but the lack of

investment then has the circular effect of reducing the influence of the planner in city building

andmanagement and of reducing the role of the state in the cities themselves. Planning, while

not entirely a state enterprise, does need credible government.

Fourth, Part II of the book is clear in demonstrating how weak planning not only

precludes effective investment in infrastructure but also exacerbates risk and makes it

difficult for cities to absorb new migrants. Sidestepping the imperative to plan the city as

a whole (and not just provide household shelter) has left millions of urban Africans

vulnerable to risks including flooding and water-borne disease. Across the chapters the

message is clear – a reimagined urban future has to have not just social and economic

security but also ecological integrity as an African planning value.

Fifth, the volume embraces, albeit critically, the implications from and for Africa of the

global turn to more sustainable planning values that are prompted by the climate and

biodiversity emergencies and informed by the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda.

Noting the imperative of and tardiness to implement climate urbanism in Zimbabwe, or the

barriers to post-COVID planning in South Africa, the overall arguments of the book gather

momentum around the theme of ensuring reimagined planning in action to address the

spatial configurations appropriate to enhancing urban Africans’ quality of life.

The success of Reimagining Urban Planning in Africa in making a case that planning

can and must be different lies with the authors, who are grounded in the realities of Africa

and who bring both the harsh reality and the satisfaction of working in fluid, demanding

and surprising contexts. Rich and varied chapters enable the reader to see the city from

Africa. The book thus serves to give voice to African urban planning scholarship. Even in

the emergent literatures of the global south, African voices are muted. Here in full voice,

the contribution planners can make to cities of Africa by Africans is forcefully articulated.

Susan Parnell (FAcSS, FRSA and FSAGS)

Professor of Human Geography (University of Bristol) and

Emeritus Professor (African Centre for Cities, University of Cape Town)
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Preface

Urban planning imagination has assumed a central place in contemporary analyses

of Africa’s informal-oriented urbanisation, spatial transformation, climate uncer-

tainty and sustainable development. Since the end of colonisation, rapid urban

population growth and unplanned urban expansion, both underpinned by colonial

urban planning imagination, have become the dominant mode of urbanism in

Africa. These challenges have been recently compounded by the complications

of climate change and health epidemics. The prevailing planning imagination has

been inept in framing and shaping the orientation of African cities. Positioning the

ongoing discussion of African urbanism within a larger body of scholarship on

sustainable urban development, scholars have linked the growth and dominance of

urban pathologies to urban planning inadequacies, which have been progressively

subordinated to the state’s pursuit of entrenching colonial urban planning imagin-

ation. Resistance to this problematic colonial planning imagination pursued by

urban citizens, often through petitions, lawsuits and protests, demonstrates the

highly contentious, ineffective and politicised nature of urban planning systems

across many African cities. Housing, land governance, economic activities and

transport as well as climate change adaptation actions are framed and primarily

shaped by planning imagination. Yet urban planning has failed to acknowledge and

positively engage informality to improve urban functionality.

The centrality of planning imagination to existing scholarship on Africa’s

contested urbanism, however, requires re-contextualisation and re-problematisation

to improve the functionality of the continent’s cities. Reimagining Urban Planning

in Africa addresses this requirement by offering a standard and comprehensive

analysis of the urban planning discipline from multiple perspectives: climate

change, sustainable development, land governance, migration, education, new

futures (e.g., gated communities and new cities) and technology. The pressures

of unplanned urbanisation and climate change in Africa, coupled with international

interest in the sustainable urban development narrative, have created an urgent need
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to re-contextualise and re-problematise urban planning on the continent to improve

the livelihoods of citizens, generate benefits for the environment and secure the

future of cities. The chapters are produced by established and emerging researchers

who work and/or live on the continent and provide significant insights into the

theory and practice of urban planning in African cities, highlighting the geo-

historical antecedents, the contemporary anatomy and optimism for the future.

The editors and contributing authors of this book hope that this project presents a

defining moment in invigorating rigorous and nuanced debate on strengthening

urban planning theory, laws, systems and practices in Africa.

xxii Preface
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