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Editorial - Urban and spatial challenges in South Africa:
Continuing (and extending) the conversation

During 2018 the World Bank issued an important systematic country diagnostic report on
South Africa . Its central message was that whilst the country has come a long way since the
advent of democracy in 1994, South Africa has recorded “an incomplete transition”. In
particular, it was argued that notwithstanding political transition to majority rule that the
economic transition from a system of exclusion under segregation and apartheid remained
still to be completed. Although the title is sometimes contested with Brazil, South Africa
remains the world’s most unequal country. In addressing exclusion the World Bank argues
that the imperative is for expanded job creation, most especially for the country’s youth.
Several key constraints are identified for the reduction of poverty and inequality in South
Africa. These include insufficient skills, the highly skewed distribution of land and
productive assets, and low levels of competition and integration into global value chains,
which impacts in particular opportunities for small enterprise development. Two further
critical issues are the limited or expensive spatial connectivity associated with under-serviced
historically disadvantaged settlements and the overarching threats posed to economic and
social development in South Africa by the calamity of climate change (World Bank, 2018).

It is against this backdrop of the enormous policy challenges facing the country that this
collection of fifteen papers seeks to provide new research and fresh policy insights
concerning certain of the urban and spatial challenges that confront South Africa. Arguably,
no set of papers could possibly address all the multiple and complex questions raised by the
2018 World Bank diagnostic report about South Africa’s ‘incomplete transition’. Indeed, this
collection was never conceived with any such an objective in mind. The special theme issue —
in preparation well before the appearance of the landmark World Bank report - has more
modest goals. During 2013 the editors of Urbani izziv encouraged the preparation of a group
of research papers which were published in July 2014 as a special issue under the broad title
of “Addressing South Africa’s Urban Challenges” (Rogerson et al., 2014). Five years later
the journal editors accepted a proposal for a second special South African issue. This
particular collection of 15 articles is the end-product. It was prepared within the context of
the stated mission of Urbani izziv being the dissemination of new knowledge and discussion
of contemporary spatial issues through top quality scholarly articles. The collection here
continues the multiple conversations about the urban and spatial challenges facing South
Africa that began to be discussed in this journal five years ago (Rogerson et al., 2014).
Subsequently, these conversations have been enriched also by the appearance of a number of
other South African research contributions which have been published in Urbani izziv
between 2014 and 2018 (Campbell, 2016; de Vries & Kotze, 2016; Rogerson & Rogerson,
2016). In addition, the collection seeks to introduce certain new themes of growing interest to
South African urban and spatial researchers and which are embedded in an appropriate
international research scholarship.
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Within the papers included in this special issue are represented several established themes
which are of core interest to Urban izziv. These include policy-relevant considerations around
national spatial planning, regional and local development, housing, and changing urban
landscapes. Environmental concerns and gender are also critical foci for extended
investigation. Beyond these issues other research foci are under scrutiny in this special issue.
As Southern Africa is a region of the world that is anticipated to experience some of the
worst impacts of global warming (Ziervogel et al., 2014), the theme of climate change is
interrogated both as a threat and opportunity. Moreover, in respect of South Africa’s policy
imperative for job creation, the sector of tourism as a labour-absorptive activity is gathering
increased policy attention. Accordingly, in this collection questions are raised around the role
of tourism and recreation particularly in the context of the country’s emerging new planning
orientation towards the ‘blue economy’. Finally, as the ‘incomplete transition’ of
contemporary South Africa can never be understood without an understanding of the legacy
of the past, the collection includes some historical reflections on issues around urban
economic development issues, in this case surrounding the critical sector of tourism. Overall,
it is submitted that this special issue contributes to further advance the body of research and
scholarship about urban development, planning and the spatial challenges of South Africa.
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