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This policy brief argues that due to the failure of local municipalities, political instability, and corruption, hazards act synergistically with unequal and complex power relationships to reproduce and disproportionately distribute hazardous landscapes, particularly in the low-income communities of South Africa. It argues that when municipal bureaucrats hide behind a façade of claiming to do something about hazards and the associated challenges they present for low-income communities, but in reality take no action, they reveal their “dangerous mindscapes” which have devastating effects on low-income communities. The author defines “dangerous mindscapes” as the deliberate and consistent insistence that municipal bureaucrats are distributing and will distribute basic services to everyone in South Africa. This consistent insistence is rooted in an ideological mantra that the government is committed to distribute basic services, but in order to justify their failings; they construct basic service provision as dependent on class and citizenship. This study adopted a qualitative research design, grounded on the descriptive phenomenological approach. The study covers the period between 2015 and 2019. Twenty-four (24) in-depth interviews were conducted in the greater Mangaung low-income communities. The brief explores and highlights the climate change-urbanization nexus as politically propelled with devastating spatiality outcomes, where low-income community residents of Mangaung are forced to navigate a hazardous landscape that forces them to “walk at their own risk” because when hailstorms come, the residents are exposed to human excreta from improvised toilets that runs inside their houses and on the streets.
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INTRODUCTION

Leading to the collapse of local municipality-provided sanitation infrastructure such as public toilets and Ventilated Improved Pits (VIP) and other facilities, the crisis of inadequate sanitation provision has forced local communities to employ alternative strategies to access sanitation in South Africa. Their struggle to access this basic service is intensified when hailstorms come. The low-income communities of Mangaung (Figure 1) are therefore, exposed to human excreta that comes out of their improvised toilets and runs inside their houses and on the streets (Figure 2). Aware of how hailstorms and inadequately provided sanitation affect low-income communities, the local municipal bureaucrats1 choose to hid behind their ideological mantra that insists and claims “the government is committed to providing basic service to all,” but the reality is quite different. Consequently, the municipal bureaucrats disregard their responsibilities of ensuring safe and healthy environments as mandated by the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa.

The main argument of this policy brief is that hazardous landscapes (Figure 3) are a product of unequal and complex power relationships that are disproportionally distributed through the unpreparedness of the municipal bureaucrats to handle hailstorms when they come and inadequate sanitation provision in low-income communities of Mangaung. Furthermore, the inadequate provision of sanitation in low-income communities of Mangaung, is a direct and continuing result of constructed spatialities of race and class, instituted by the colonial-cum-apartheid regimes and now perpetuated by the municipal bureaucrats (Bekker and Leildé, 2003; Atkinson, 2007; Watson, 2009; Neely and Samura, 2011). Often, during and after hailstorms, government interventions are reactive, substandard, and inconclusive, especially affecting low-income communities negatively (Bauer, 2000; Smith, 2004). These inactions reveal the “dangerous mindscapes” and blatant neglect by a retreating government that is controlled and manipulated by these local municipal bureaucrats. The author defines “dangerous mindscapes” as the deliberate and consistent insistence that municipal bureaucrats will distribute basic services to everyone in South Africa. These dangerous mindscapes are rooted in an ideological mantra that the government is committed to distribute basic services equally to all, but in order to justify their failings; they construct basic service provision as dependent on class and citizenship status (Mphambukeli, 2019).

This policy brief is part of a wider research project that advocates for the incorporation of social justice in planning within the context of Global South cities. After this introduction, the methodological considerations are outlined, followed by a brief discussion on the climate change-urbanization nexus in post-apartheid South Africa. Thereafter, a discussion on the politics of basic service delivery in post-apartheid South Africa will be presented. The experiences of how low-income communities of Mangaung navigate the dangerous landscapes during and after hailstorms are outlined and illustrated as a case study. The policy brief further provides actionable recommendations and concludes with the policy brief discussion.



METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

This study adopted a qualitative research design, grounded on the descriptive phenomenological approach. According to Creswell (2013), a phenomenological study describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences. The study covers the period between 2015 and 2019. Twenty-four (24) in-depth interviews with an average duration of 60 min each were conducted in the greater Mangaung low-income communities. The sample included local residents, ward councilors and officials from the Mangaung Metropolitan Municipality. Ethical Clearance, Number UFS-HSD2015/0002, was obtained from the University of the Free State prior to conducting the study.



CLIMATE CHANGE-URBANIZATION NEXUS IN POST-APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA

The fact that climate change currently traverses the globe—albeit disproportionately felt at individual, societal and institutional levels and presents urban areas, in particular, with rising occurrences and intensity of water shortages, persistent drought, floods, storms, and increase in temperature—requires policy attention. This policy brief is unique in the discipline of urban and regional planning in that it recognizes, explores, and highlights the climate change-urbanization nexus as politically and economically propelled with devastating spatiality outcomes for low-income communities. It questions the complexities produced by the climate change-urbanization nexus, and situates the argument within the dangerous landscapes and mindscapes that are constructed by the political scape of South Africa. The role of planners, humanitarians, municipal bureaucrats, health professionals, the private sector, and other relevant critical stakeholders in facilitating the policy options that are realistic, context specific and actionable cannot be over emphasized.

The urbanization literature in South Africa articulates a historical angle of policies such as the Natives Land Act (1913) that controlled the movement and settlement of people (Mabin, 1992; Reintges, 1992; Todes et al., 2010). Furthermore, the Population Registration Act (1950) categorized all South Africans into a number of racial identities, and the Group Areas Act (1950) defined where each racial group should live (Mphambukeli, 2019). Even before apartheid, Africans were prohibited from owning private property (Feinberg, 1993; Kihato, 2013). Other discriminatory legislation includes the Immorality Amendment Act (1950) and the Suppression of Communism Act (1950) that built upon a long history of colonial intervention and dispossession of African land as a means of reducing Africans to mere laborers for the colonial-cum-apartheid economies (Mphambukeli, 2019).

Other literature on urbanization tends to focus on informal settlements and presents them as a problem resulting from uncontrolled or disorderly urbanization (Kihato and Napier, 2013, p. 92). Yet, little attention has been paid to how the climate change-urbanization nexus contributes to the vulnerability of low-income communities in South Africa. For instance, in 2016 the World Bank released a report on the “Impact of Rapid Urbanization and Climate Change on Durban's Environment” (eThekwini Municipality Newsflash, 2016), and in 2017, another report on “Greening Africa's Cities: Enhancing the relationship between urbanization, environmental assets and ecosystem services” (White et al., 2017). Both reports emphasized the impact of urbanization on the environment and are silent about how hazards, are constructed and produced through lack of planning, bureaucratic mechanisms, and the politics associated with them. The negative impacts of climate change on low-income communities when disasters hit, are not mentioned in these reports. This silence “blinds us to the ways in which ordinary urban dwellers respond to [inadequate and lawless] government frameworks and economic barriers” (Kihato and Napier, 2013, p. 93).



POLITICS OF BASIC SERVICE DELIVERY IN POST-APARTHEID SOUTH AFRICA

The persistence of apartheid oppressive urban planning tools such as town planning ordinances and schemes 26 years into democracy has not assisted South Africa's transformation (Christopher, 1999, Mariotti and Fourie, 2014; Mphambukeli, 2019). The task of reconstructing, integrating, transforming and restructuring spatially segregated, highly fragmented, and dispersed urban societies has dismally failed (Donaldson, 2001). Politically constructed hazards are emerging where accountability for adequate basic service provision is assigned to negligent local municipal officials (Mufamadi, 2017; Reddy, 2016). These officials mostly lack the necessary skills and understanding of complex systems required for effective basic service delivery in post-apartheid South Africa (Eales, 2008, p. 1; Pithouse, 2018). However, this neglect is not a South African particularism, even in the Global North, municipalities are struggling (Heffer and Willoughby, 2017). Furthermore, since access to adequate basic services such as water, housing, sanitation, electricity and storm water drainage, is generally a complex issue, the politics of basic service delivery, along with violent protests, xenophobic attacks, and corruption, have become customary and continue to reproduce contestations and complexities embedded in power relationships within post-apartheid South Africa (Mphambukeli and Nel, 2018).

The most pressing challenge that requires actionable policy change is the failure of the state to tackle the climate change-urbanization nexus through adequate basic service provision. The state fails because of political instability, corruption, lack of necessary skills and adoptive systems. Indeed, high migration patterns, burgeoning of informal settlements at the periphery of cities, soaring unemployment rates, and poverty are some of the most intractable problems besetting the current South African urban political landscape (Pieterse, 2005, p. 139; Pithouse, 2008). The state failure, consequently, forces low-income communities to employ different local strategies such as digging pits using shovels for sanitation or collecting water from nearby communal taps to access basic services such as water, sanitation, electricity and storm water drainage when disasters hit (Mphambukeli, 2015).



HAILSTORM AND HUMAN EXCRETA: EXPERIENCE AND EVIDENCE FROM LOW-INCOME COMMUNITIES OF MANGAUNG, SOUTH AFRICA

In October 2016, the greater part of the Mangaung area was inundated by hailstorms and floods, leading to the collapse of the inadequate state-provided basic services, such as public toilets, ventilated improved pit latrines and other facilities. Taken by surprise, many residents ran helter-skelter as toilets, filled and overflowing with water, made its way to homes, shops, restaurants, salons, and crèches. Streets were submerged with water filled with human feces. Caregivers, mothers, fathers, parents and guardians struggled with securing their properties as well as restraining their young ones from playing in the contaminated water. As the smell of the petrifying human feces diffused into the air, homes and streets that suffered the storms became apprehensive of diseases such as cholera and typhoid. Nearby homes not affected by the floods were also thrown into asphyxiating conditions (Aon South Africa, 2016; You, 2016). Thus, within the affected and unaffected areas nearby, there was great fear of impending disasters. During and after the floods, the water was contaminated with human excreta/feces, making it a toxic and hazardous landscape. It produced the potential for public health crises such as cholera, typhoid, diarrhea, malaria, and rashes. How people survived in this landscape is a mystery as this is a land of misery and sorrow, a land of calamities of frogs, toads, mosquitos, flies, fears, and ill-feelings. Instead of rejoicing when the rains come, low-income community residents now pray that it does not rain. On this hazardous landscape, you “walk at your own risk” as the situation forces children to cross dangerous flood areas, risking their lives and health in an environment of poverty that already compromises their immunity. Sometimes when it hails, children are washed off and killed, on their way to school.



CAUSES OF DANGEROUS LANDSCAPES IN MANGAUNG


Institutional Failures

In reality, the government does not seem to deliver the necessary provisions and predictions that will help people to prepare for hailstorms. However, on paper it does. For instance, Section 14.1 of the Mangaung Disaster Management Plan (Mangaung Metropolitan Municipality, 2018) acknowledges, “disaster risk management is a national priority but it is institutionalized at the local sphere of government hence conditional grants must be disbursed to the City.” Thus, the municipal bureaucrats have somehow convinced themselves in their offices that hazards can be minimized. Their ideological positions demand that they sit in meetings and discuss the issues without genuinely joining the communities and building with them. From an interview with one of the top officials responsible for disaster management, it became clear that there is a level of blame casted to the low-income communities.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. The Mangaung metropolitan municipality within the free state province.
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FIGURE 2. Hailstorm and human excreta in low-income communities of Mangaung.
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FIGURE 3. Navigating the hazardous landscapes in low-income communities of Mangaung.




Lack of Political Will

The politicians' priorities in Mangaung are misplaced or skewed—with the same breath, they can host world-class multimillion festivals but appear powerless and lost when disasters hit local municipal areas, unable to support the low-income communities of Mangaung to deal with tragedies, thereby exposing the inability of government to make the necessary provisions or prevent disasters.



Government as an Accidental Distributor of Hazardous Landscapes

This policy brief tells the eloquent story of ways in which government have failed to properly plan for the climate change-urbanization nexus that is gradually overwhelming the African continent, especially post-apartheid South Africa. From 2015 to 2019, every time there was flooding in Mangaung and I visited the areas to inquire how the Mangaung municipal bureaucrats had assisted the low-income communities, the same answers were provided by the residents “Pula ya re sulafalla le ha re e hloka” meaning “rain brings us miseries even though we need it” in Sesotho.




ACTIONABLE RECOMMENDATIONS

Social justice in planning is presented as an arching point in bringing the people out of the dangerous landscapes. I use the example of access to adequate sanitation that has the potential to reduce vulnerability of low-income communities when hailstorms hit.


Recommendation 1: Effecting Attitudinal Change

Both government and ordinary people must be ready for attitudinal change that will influence values, processes, and practices toward access to sanitation. Municipal bureaucrats must be willing to take implementable actions.

Government: The extent of the problems associated with sanitation in urban areas is still huge. In South Africa, water-borne sewerage systems are considered to provide the highest level of sanitation. Yet, it is the most unsustainable system in a water stressed country and a shaky global climate change environment. Hence, they need to admit that they have failed to provide adequate sanitation that prepares and prevent negative impacts of hailstorms that ends up mixing with human excreta, on low-income communities. Only when the municipal bureaucrats' attitudes have changed , can an understanding of how their ideological insistence that they are doing something about hazards when they are not, be improved.

General public: Regrettably, much of the world's population, particularly in developing countries, remain without access to adequate methods to dispose of human excreta. This is the case in low-income communities of Mangaung, where residents are forced to use plastic bags and buckets to dispose of human excreta at open streams near their residential areas. These actions are problematic when hailstorms hit. However, some local residents who are impacted negatively by the inadequate sanitation delivery crisis, in and through formal local government processes, employ alternative strategies to access sanitation. For instance, those residents who can afford, hire tractors to dig deeper holes as they improvise on accessing waterborne free sanitation. If the general public is willing to learn from these improvised access to sanitation strategies, can develop resilience when hailstorms hit.



Recommendation 2: Developing Cultural Capital

There is a need to develop cultural capital. Government must understand and document informal coping strategies employed by the low-income community residents when disasters hit, and this will allow them to accumulate situated or contextualized community-based knowledge. In short, the municipal bureaucrats must leave their offices, join local constituencies, and build together with them. Through dialogue and fair representation, they should link with local residents in low-income communities.



Recommendation 3: Mapping the Shifting Hazardous Landscapes of Mangaung

To make room for people to know where and when a tragedy will strike and not forcing people to be spectators of disasters that affect their lives, the Mangaung municipality should identify flooding hotspots and ask themselves which kinds of technologies can be employed to manage disasters when they strike? In this way, they will not be stuck with non-implementable policies that do not yield performance. In addition, the government should ensure that a supportive system is in place during the construction of houses in low-income communities, especially in informal settlements. Through a piece by piece scaling up process, strategic spatial planning can be a useful tool. For instance, municipalities must provide for everyday needs and uses for water and sanitation. However, this recommendation should be considered along with the mapping of the rate of urbanization taking place in Mangaung. This mapping should be realistic and not just based on data from Statistics South Africa.



Recommendation 4: Co-production Mechanism

The emerging communities in low-income communities indicate a strong willingness to employ sanitation technologies that promote water-free sewerage. Therefore, through co-production. a reconceptualization of access to sanitation and storm water drainage systems is urgently needed in Mangaung where all critical stakeholders, including local people and the private sector come together to seek solutions.




CONCLUSION

What then are the implications of the produced politically constructed hazardous landscapes on the lived experiences of the low-income communities for urban planners, humanitarians, municipality bureaucrats, health professionals and other relevant stakeholders? This policy brief has argued that the government is dismally failing in protecting the low-income communities of Mangaung against hailstorms when they do not adequately provide access to sanitation and prepare in advance for hailstorms. An actionable climate change-urbanization nexus policy is therefore urgently needed in Mangaung South Africa. Through the implementation of this proposed policy, there is potential to build holistic resilience against hazards in South Africa. The policy further suggests that a systematized transdisciplinary lens be adopted when developing the climate change-urbanization nexus policy. This means the involvement of multidisciplinary stakeholders, professionals and low-income communities in the process of developing the policy must be prioritized. In this way, all critical stakeholder voices will inform the policy.
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FOOTNOTE

1Municipal bureaucrats within the context of this policy brief are primarily black and white middleclass elites who now occupy positions of power within the local municipalities of South Africa. They seem to be detached from the social and material world of the poor.
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