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Cape Town – The post-
colonial (Mother) City

• Diverse and complex post-apartheid city with history of 
inequity and segregation – ‘Deep unresolved difference’ 
(Watson, 2009)

• High standards of governance with some resources 
(though limited)

• Facing Infrastructure deficits in WASH, housing etc along 
with climate change impacts, biodiversity loss, rising 
inequality 

• Features on many climate action international networks  
e.g. ICLEI, C40, 100 Resilient Cities

• Dynamic policy landscape and open to experimentation 
with climate solutions  such as Nature-based Solutions 
(NbS) to address flooding, drought, food insecurity

• But …NbS are not necessarily virtuous 

• Results can range from green gentrification to more 
transformative outcomes 



850 
Monofunctional 

stormwater ponds

“What are the 
opportunities for 
repurposing stormwater 
ponds into 
multifunctional NbS in 
Cape Town?” 

The PaWS project approach (2019 – 2025)
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• Ponds and green spaces prone to invasion by informal 
settlements - Seen as unsafe spaces to be constantly 
under surveillance or fenced off

• City’s infrastructure development haunted by 
apartheid legacies of exclusion, dispossession, violence 

and enduring mistrust between communities and the 
city

• RESISTANCE to the PaWS project from the community 
Racism, aggression, xenophobia, suspicion

     ”Why are there Africans working at the Pond?”



Total retrofit cost: ~ R300 000 (16 500 USD) 



Multifunctionality as place: The Biodiversity 

knowledge garden + Mural + Benches 



Fostering literacy on biocultural diversity 
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“When is the work 
going ahead? 

People feel more 
should be 

happening.”

Stimulating stewardship and (re)negotiating roles 



- In contexts of deep difference “scaling deep” as primary NbS 

implementation pathway in marginalised areas.

- Allowing research & climate action encounters to be spaces of 

‘resistance & refusal’ (hooks, 1998; Canãs, 2020). Addressing long 

standing anxieties about dispossession & extraction                             

– A decolonial stance became key to tap into desires of ‘marginalised’ 

- Problematising ‘consensus-based’ notion of participation

- Knowledge coproduction and cocreation of multifunctional landscapes a 

slow, negotiated process. Accountability. Failure.

- Relational approach – Navigating difference requires prioritizing 

relations, learning and engagement processes over results. Trust-

building, centering values, relations and interests (Chambers et al., 

2021; Sellberg et al., 2021)

- Researchers' role as ‘bridges’ - intermediaries between different 

interests. Reflexivity about our positionality too. The margin itself is 

fluid

- Giving the landscape and non-humans agency - privileging material 

changes, enhanced biodiversity and amenity

- Tangible nature-based benefits – Providing clear value to 

communities i.e., livelihoods support, amenity etc

- Seeking restorative environmental justice 

- Inclusion of diverse voices and ways of knowing (Trisos et al., 2021)

We can now tell 
them (the kids) 
the reason the 
(sandbag) wall 

was built…so that 
the water stays 
here, and the 

council cannot 
steal it from us.

Scaling deep – Centering resistance, refusal and desire in decolonial praxis



Nature-based Solutions as ‘disruptors’? 

• NbS disrupt existing people-nature-infrastructure 
relations (Raymond et al., 2023; Mguni et al., 
forthcoming)

• Moment of suspending the urban fabric and socio-
ecological relations inscribed in it

• May lead to broken promises and reproduction of 
inequitable processes e.g. green gentrification

• OR allow for reworking of socio-ecological-technical 
relations towards inclusion and justice

• Or somewhere in-between?

• How do we avoid burdening communities with 
responsibility without resources and power?

• What are the different roles for managing 
multifunctional infrastructure?

• It’s been difficult to get the community to form a civic 
group. The margin itself is fluid…

• Transformation remains an emergent...
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Thank you for listening!
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