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• Problem with ‘centrist’ urban ecology 
frameworks — including SES (Social-
Ecological Systems) AND UPE (Urban 
Political Ecology)

• These risk silencing experiences 
(particular in global South)

• Room for developing an alternative 
epistemological position (not systems 
centred).



Central thesis: 
peripheral ecologies

• to establish a location from where we 

can think differently and critically about 

urban ecology, transformation, and 

power.

• In particular in emergent cities of the 

global South.

• Alternative names: ‘doppelgänger ecologies’, ‘black 

ecologies’, ‘subaltern ecologies’ (have not decided…)



Central thesis: 
peripheral ecologies 

as location from where to do 

research
• “Peripheral ecologies” as a location from 

where to provide fresh ideas on how to 

think about urban ecology in a 

postcolonial world.

• An alternative theory without a centre. 

• A theory based on situated 

understandings.

See: Ernstson, Lawhon, Duminy (2014, Regional Studies); Lawhon, Ernstson, Silver (2014, Antipode)



Apartheid as urban 

ecology

• We need think differently 

about nature, ecology 

and the environment. 

• Sensitise to HOW nature 

and ecology is loaded 

with political content.



• Minister of the Interior: Need to 

divide the city “to eliminate 

friction between the races in 

the Union” (Group Areas Act, 

1950).

• From motorways and train 

lines, to green fields, sand 

dunes and nature reserves to 

create barriers to keep ‘races’ 

apart, apartheid. 

• The urban environment was 

mobilised—the ‘wild nature’ 

was domesticated in particular 

forms, to create barriers. 

Group Areas fusing 

ecology and racism in 
the city.



• Cities like Cape Town 
became a quintessential 

space through which 

ideologies and materialities 

of nature could be mobilized 
and fused together (cf. 

Swyngedouw, 1996, 2004). 

• The city was a way to put 
racist discourse into physical 

form, and the physical form 

became a way to enforce 
racist discourse.

Apartheid – a modernist 

political ecological project 



Criteria for research and 

practice

• Any hope of really 

transforming Cape 

Town needs to be 

thought through a 

political and 

racialized reading of 

its urban ecology.





1. A Cartesian way of knowing

“In simple terms, the data, targets, 

and [biodiversity] criteria are input 

into the spatial GIS system and the 

computer model runs a number of 

iterations and selects the sites and 

areas from those that are available 

to meet the minimum targets using 

the criteria [...].” 

/City of Cape Town report, 2007

Value of green areas is 

established by counting the 
number of different species 

they contain.



• Princess Vlei – and the campaign

• 2007 Civic-led rehabilitation project: humble project to restore fynbos plants, 

small organization by local baker mobilising schools and children

• 2007 MOU with the City Biodiveristy Branch, and SANBI (S African Biodiv 

Institute)

• 2010 – plans to develop a shopping mall was re-surfaced in the planning 

process

• 2010-2014 Mobilization: protest meetings, letters, engaging schools etc. ; 

even Desmund Tutu came to the vlei in 2014.

• 2014 the City backed off from its plan and bought out the developer.



Performativity of 

“peripheral ecologies”
• ‘Fynbos’ or ‘biodiversity’ no longer 

separated from history and unequal 
geography. 

• Urban nature narrated and known

through historical experiences of 

the marginalised.

• The ‘peripheral ecologies’ work 

both materially and discursively as 

a platform for action and counter-
narrative. 

• As a platform to re-define what 

spaces are for and who can define 

the city — to speak into its future.





• Urban ecology—as in vlei, plants etc.—

starts circulate in new ways, with 

memories of oppression.

• In contrast to:

• Market (vlei as real estate)

• Vlei as part of “Biodiversity Network” 

(a Cartesian practice)



• “Peripheral ecologies” could thus be 

performative for collective action, 

performing as mobilising 

spaces/structures; while also being re-

worked by people.

• They come back and haunt 

cities/centres that once tried to exclude 

and discard them—call them 

’doppelgänger ecologies’.



Thank you!
www.situatedecologies.net

Read about all our projects!



Situated practices to politicize urban ecologies —
Situated Urban Political Ecologies (Situated UPE)









3. Collaboration

2001



2. ‘Business case’ of knowing—ecosystem services



Friends of Die Oog
A stewardship group

• Started in 2003 in the ‘garden city’ of Bergvliet, former White classified area

• Caring for an old farm dam, dug by slaves under the Dutch in 17th century

• From a “fearful place”, “overgrown with alien vegetation”, “children were 

warned” and – “The beargies used to live [here], [the] homeless”. 

• To a bird sanctuary with increased number of species, school visits. 

• Fenced in.

• They developed close relations with City departments.



Opening

• Environmental stewardship — as part of 

a wider ‘global’ discourse of 

depoliticisation

• Two provocations on environmental 

stewardship — based on a social 

network study and ethnographic study in 

Cape Town

• Situated practice of research



Environmental stewardship (from Fisher et 

al)

• increasing trust and social capital 
(citing Kempton et al. 2001: 558)

• contributing to democratic practices

• supporting sustainable practices

• and generate “civic innovation”

They define environmental stewards as 

• “community groups that serve any of 

the following stewardship functions: 

conserving, managing, monitoring, 

advocating for, or educating their 

friends, neighbours, or public officials 

about the local environment.”



They define environmental stewards as 

• “community groups that serve any of the following 

stewardship functions: conserving, managing, 

monitoring, advocating for, or educating their 

friends, neighbours, or public officials about the 

local environment.”

• “environmental stewards, conserving, managing, 

monitoring, advocating for, and educating local 

people about a wide range of quality-of-life issues 

related to public and private resources in their local 

areas.”

• Examples include: XX and YY



Environmental stewardship networks of New York City

Connolly, J. J. T., Svendsen, E. S., Fisher, D. R., & Campbell, L. K. (2014). 

Connolly, J. J. T., Svendsen, E. S., Fisher, D. R., & Campbell, L. K. (2014). Networked 

governance and the management of ecosystem services: The case of urban environmental 

stewardship in New York City. Ecosystem Services, 10, 187–194. 

doi:10.1016/j.ecoser.2014.08.005





• 129 organizations interviewed 

• All those mobilizing on the urban environment—

from conservation, habitat and biodiversity—

—to political ecology issues like access to 
water, sanitation, & housing.

• From affluent areas of Constantia to poor shacks 

in Vrygrond

• A range of questions including ties to other 
organizations, govt, spaces, issues

• Field work 2013-2014





Social-ecological 
interaction at a wider 
scale

The placement of allotment gardens 

in Stockholm, their practices and 

norms, sustain a pollination network 

much wider than the actual spaces of 

social-ecological interaction.

A systems effect generated out of the 

intersection of biophysical properties 

(bumble bees and flowers), 

institutions (property rights), and 

social practices and networks.



• Social-ecological 
interaction sites 
with ‘local groups’ 
interconnect social 
practices with the 
support of 
ecological 
functions across 
various scales.

• Functionalist 
systems approach

• Translated by 
Fisher et al as 
“stewards”



‘global’ vs. situated
• I will use “environmental stewardship” as 

a location of how a supposedly ‘global’ 
discourse on environmental change 
operates…

• … and then use Princess Vlei in Cape 
Town as a situated location to test how 
‘global’ discourse travels and becomes 
‘accommodated’ in a new context

• —but also use Princess Vlei to speak 
back into theory.

• Aim: 

• A critique of how concepts travel in order 
to find ways to re-politicise environmental 
action and discourse through situated 
understandings.

• To find new categories to think with in 
order to link democratic and ecological 
thinking.

Scales or Levels

Parallel / Ontological Politics



Provocation #1

• What if we remove 

groups that are not 

environmental 

stewardship groups? 

What happens then?

What issues are most 

important to your 

organization? 



Provocation #2

• What if the term stewardship is too 

narrow to capture what is really going 

on in the city? 

• Who fits in the mold of ‘the steward’? 

• What does this mold mean to our 

political situation today? 



Provocation #1



Mode of coordination (Diani 2004; 2015) 

(simplified)

Social bonds

Regulates

boundary definition,

who are you? Ideology, 

fundamental values

Transaction ties

Regulates

resource allocation

(material & symbolic)

money, labour, ‘support 

other groups in media’

instrumental alliances 

social movement process







The removal of non-conservation groups

Social bonds

Regulates

boundary definition,

who are you? Ideology, 

fundamental values

Transaction ties

Regulates

resource allocation

(material & symbolic)

money, labour, ‘support 

other groups in media’



The removal of non-conservation groups

Transaction ties

Regulates

resource allocation

(material & symbolic)

money, labour, ‘speak 

up for in media’

Social bonds

Regulates

boundary definition,

who are you? Ideology, 

fundamental values

Modes of Coordination

We might misunderstand 

underlying structures of

collective action processes



Less issues seen as connected when

“non-steward groups” are not taken 

into account.





Provocation #1

• If we use a more elaborate way of 

understanding collective action from 

sociology and social movement 

research — we see how “environmental 

stewardship” narrows what we see and 

what is going on.



Provocation #2
• Investigation of global discourse formation 

(drawing broadly on Michel Foucault)

• And countering this with a situated 

understanding of urban nature.

• How is “stewardship” travelling the world?

• What politics does this entail?



Table Mountain National Park -
“postcard ecology...”

“Few cities can lay claim to as many 

spectacular natural attractions as Cape 

Town, and with a population as vibrant 

and inspirational as its features, it's no 

surprise that this beautiful city on the 

south-western tip of Africa is regarded as 

one of the world's premier tourist 

destinations.”

/My Destination webpage, 20 Jan, 2012, 

http://www.mydestination.com

Kirstenbosch Botanical Garden



Sentinel, Hout 

Bay
- ecology of violence





How is this situation handled in 

Cape Town by the state?



• Stewardship might function, at the level of 
discourse, to “domesticate” the many political 
energies involved among groups engaging our 
urban environments.

• ‘Steward’ as an inherently a good character

• Individualistic (how is class handled? Thus an 
ideological construct for our neoliberal governance 
times.) (Cf. how used by City of Cape Town)

• With origins in Christianity (what happens when it 
travels?)

Stewardship as depoliticizing

Summing up 



Final section

• Global discourse vs. situated 

understandings



A global discourse—
of depolitization

• Trajectory of a research 

centre… 

• Adaptive management (1990)

• Co-management (2003)

• Adaptive governance (2005)

• Stewardship (2010)

• Earth System Governance 

(2010)

• Planetary Stewardship (2011)

• Anthropocene (2005)

• Resilience (1973)

• Ecosystem Services (1990)





• The ‘Garden City’ (1902) —
an attempt to ‘grasp the city’
from a holistic perspective, 
putting everything in its proper 
place. 

• It also became a transportable 
model to influence practice 

elsewhere, and pointing out 
urban planners as being the 
experts of the city.

• In environmental discourse 
there are a set of general 
models or ‘frameworks’ being 
constructed to be moved 
around to explain various 
case studies.

Practices of Abstraction (Latour, and others)

Situated Knowledges (Haraway, Said etc.)





Silencing of
- Knowledge practices

- Values

- Political possibilities

Practices of Abstraction 
(Latour, and others)

Situated Knowledges 
(Haraway, Said etc.)



Conclusion
• Provocation #1 –collective 

action processes (based on 
SNA study)

• Provocation # 2—
‘governmentality’—the act of 
governing; the depoliticizing 
figure of stewardship 
(ethnographic)

• Section 3: The broader ‘global’ 
discourse of depoliticizing vs. 
thinking with situated 
understandings

• Cape Town as a location to 
think with today

• Towards situated practices of 
doing research and politicizing 
urban ecologies.



• Thanks to co-workers from global South urbanism, urban ecology & urban political ecol



Registers: 

quantitative & qualitative



Film 3 min
• Raw cuts from the film “One Table Two Elephants” by 

Jacob von Heland and Henrik Ernstson

• 0:00 - 1:18 — Emile “And whoever writes the history 
books determines what is fact?”

• 1:18 - 1:50 — Brad The Princess Vlei legend “that is her 
real name”

• 1:50 - 2:18 — The song Princess of the Vlei, “they plan 
to concrete away our memory”

• 2:18 – 3:16 — “because apartheid legacies are still 
embedded in us, eventhough we are the next 
generation.”



A “steward”



3. Conclusion

• Macassar Dunes study by Marnie Graham

• Collaboration around nature could be a 
‘zone of negotiation’—nature conservation 
has a legacy from colonial rule, and in 
postcolonial settings these legacies 
continue; but they can also be challenged.

• Vanessa Watson in planning theory 

• from ‘consensus’ � ‘conflict’

• conflicting rationalities



• History cannot be 

singular

• Time is not linear

• Space is not flat

• History becomes part of 

the present

Conclusion



Conclusion

• History 1 and History 2

• Time is not linear. Space is not even.

• Time is folded. Ghosts walks among us. 

And within us.





Cape Town has a physical geography of sand dunes, 

winds wetlands and a big mountain

But also a deep legacy of apartheid and one of the 

most unequal geographies in the world.







Two directions

• Urban Ecology based on Complex 

Adaptive Systems, so called SES –

social-ecological systems and resilience

• Lots of jargon

• Urban Political Ecology

• Metabolism, the 


