Einaudi Research Travel Grant Application 07, K.G. Tidball

“Urban Community Greening to Reduce Violent Conflict In Cape Town, SA”
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Abstract: 

Organizations in Cape Town, South Africa, such as Trees for Africa and the Table Mountain Fund, are reported to have been successful in using urban community agriculture, horticulture, and forestry to reduce violence in “townships,” informal settlements of black South Africans or refugees from nearby countries close to metropolitan areas, often characterized by civil unrest and high levels of dangerous crime.  Reports claim that these “urban community greening” (UCG) efforts transform neighborhoods, reduce invasive species and increase ecological awareness, but most importantly, drastically reduce violent conflict.  This research asks 1.) How can we characterize UCG efforts in Cape Town? 2.) What evidence currently exists demonstrating the effect of UCG in reducing violence?  The answers to these questions in the Post –Apartheid South African context are expected to shed light on current research on the role of community greening in urban resilience and in community efforts to reduce violent conflict.
Proposed Project

Background  
In 1999, when I was an International Affairs Specialist at USDA’s International Cooperation and Development office, I began working in South Africa on a joint US-South Africa project to increase urban school teacher’s exposure to agriculture and natural resource issues.  Since that time, I have spent many months in South Africa and have had the opportunity to observe Post-Apartheid South Africa closely in the last eight years as it has struggled through the transition from the Apartheid regime to a nascent democracy.  I have developed an understanding of the various government agencies and NGOs working at the nexus of environment and civil society, and have meaningful relationships with key individuals in these agencies within South Africa.  Many of those individuals have shared with me over the years their private concerns about rapid urbanization and environmental degradation, as well as concerns about the role of stressed natural resources in conflict.  My current work is devoted to this nexus of environment and civil society in urban contexts, especially in conflict prone urban areas in the developing world (see http://www.dnr.cornell.edu/mek2/page/research-ce.php
& http://www.sci-links.com/greensecurity.html).

According to Harris (Harris 2003), new forms of conflict and prejudice have emerged in Post-Apartheid South Africa, for example, xenophobic hostility towards foreigners, extra-legal vigilante actions of "crime fighting", and socio-economic struggles around issues of land and services. Harris worries that new trends and explanations of conflict, together with the persistence of old patterns of violence, threaten South Africa's fragile democracy. He argues that they challenge the notion that legislated change and a human rights framework will automatically bring an end to violence within an already violent, militarized society. The persistence of violence within South Africa also highlights what has been termed a "culture of violence" within the country (Simpson, Mokwena et al. 1992; Hamber 1998). 
It is not a surprise that South Africa experiences much of its violent conflict in cities, as Africa is the world's most rapidly urbanizing continent, a process the Commission for Africa identifies as the continent's second greatest challenge after HIV/Aids. Only about 35% of Africa's population is currently urban, but it is predicted that this figure will jump to 50% by 2030 (Worldwatch 2007). Norton, imagining the worst case scenario within an urban culture of violence, has coined the term “feral cities” to refer to urban areas where major incidents of social violence, such as war, urban terrorism, riots or street protests, lead to the total breakdown of order. Writing four years ago, Norton claimed, “While it may be premature to suggest that a truly feral city—with the possible exception of Mogadishu—can be found anywhere on the globe today, indicators point to a day, not so distant, when such examples will be easily found”(Norton 2003).  Others have argued that the failed state, which received so much attention in the 1990's, is being replaced by the emergence of “failed cities”, in which the collapse of civil order not only threatens city residents, but also may pose a regional, national, or even global security risk(Liotta and Miskel 2004).

Despite these gloomy scenarios, the work of Organizations in Cape Town, South Africa such as Trees for Africa, Botanic Gardens Conservation International, and the World Wildlife Fund’s Table Mountain Fund are reportedly successful in using urban community agriculture, horticulture, and forestry to reduce violence in “townships,” informal settlements of black South Africans or refugees from nearby countries close to metropolitan areas, often characterized by civil unrest and high levels of dangerous crime.  The work of these organizations in “community greening” efforts is said to transform neighborhoods, reduce invasive species and increase ecological awareness, but most importantly, drastically reduce violent conflict.
I have argued elsewhere that urban community greening and other “civic ecology” approaches have the potential to reduce risk from disaster, conflict, and other violence in cities through helping communities to develop resilience before a perturbance, and to demonstrate resilience after a crisis (Tidball and Krasny 2007).  Though I have not claimed that community greening is a panacea for reducing violent conflict or a silver bullet to tame “feral cities,” my research to date suggests that urban community greening may be an effective and efficient mode of urban asset based community development that reduces conflict and violence.   Further, I have suggested that urban community greening be thought of as a form of “Environment Shaping” (Weinstein and Tidball 2007) and of “Environmental Peacemaking”(Conca and Dabelko 2002), a kind of environmental cooperation that has gone almost unexplored as a means of peacemaking, even though it opens several effective channels: enhancing trust, establishing habits of cooperation, lengthening the time horizons of decision makers, forging cooperative trans-societal linkages, and creating shared norms and identities.
This project will build on published research documenting the role of urban greening in individual and community well-being, including improving physical and mental health (Verderber and Reuman 1987; Tennessen and Cimprich 1995), (West 1986), creating a sense of connectedness to the community and reducing crime (Kuo, Bacaicoa et al. 1998), and creating a sense of empowerment and building skills necessary to participate in civic life (Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny 2004), (Westphal 2003).  It will also expand notions of “Environmental Peacemaking” into urban contexts.  Where previous investigation into the role of urban community greening in reducing conflict and increasing resilience in developing countries  has relied on media or other second hand reports and anecdotal observations and interpretations to support hypotheses, an opportunity exists in South African urban centers to actually gather both quantitative and qualitative first hand data on this potentially important phenomena.
Problem and Research Questions
The issue this research deals with is that as the world urbanizes, both ecological problems and conflict are predicted by many to increase.  The empirical question, then, is given the above, what effective, efficient, economical and realistic societal responses exist that can mitigate these interrelated concerns of global urbanization?  My hypotheses are that (1) enhancing community resilience within socio-ecological systems such as cities is an effective, efficient, economical and realistic societal endeavor to address the concerns of global urbanization; and (2) that urban community greening (agriculture, horticulture, and forestry) is particularly well suited to build and enhance resilience, on many levels, in socio-ecological systems such as cities.  In simple hypothetical terms, if community resilience is enhanced through urban community greening efforts, then the twin challenges of global urbanization, increased ecological problems and violent conflict, can begin to be mitigated in effective, efficient, economical and realistic ways.

Given the above, the research questions for this project are: 1.) How can we characterize UCG efforts in Cape Town ? 2.) What evidence currently exists demonstrating the effect of UCG in reducing violence?  

Research Design

This research is designed to survey UCG initiatives and their efficacy in reducing urban violent conflict.  Through a participatory field-based approach and by scaling “Environmental Peacemaking” principles down to the urban neighborhood level and conceiving of them as metrics and indicators, it is hoped that a greater understanding of the role of UCG in urban conflict will be gained. 

My research site will be the Cape Flats area of Cape Town, SA, an area with numerous linked UCG initiatives
. To characterize UCG initiatives in Cape Town (research question 1) I will: use qualitative methods to document and characterize UCG efforts in Cape Town; review program evaluations; conduct directed interviews of key players in appropriate organizations and of residents in greened areas and nearby neighborhoods focusing broadly on characteristics and attitudes about greened spaces and greening projects; compare and contrast interviews of all stakeholders in greened sites to ground truth reports on effectiveness of UCG to reduce violence  (includes photo documentation, proxemic analysis, comprehensive “gray” literature review).

To answer question 2 I will: review crime data; develop a Likert scale survey (translation with partner assistance in country) to measure the degree to which stakeholders believe that UCG reduces violence and is a form of environmental peacemaking: Does it meet Conca and Dabelko criteria: 1) enhance trust 2)establishing habits of cooperation 3) appeal to policy makers/ decision makers 4) forge cooperative trans-societal linkages 5) create shared norms and identities.
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� See:  Abalimi � HYPERLINK "http://www.abalimi.org.za/index.html#bottom" ��http://www.abalimi.org.za/index.html#bottom�


Cape Flats Nature � HYPERLINK "http://www.capeflatsnature.org/?sid=1&pid=1" ��http://www.capeflatsnature.org/?sid=1&pid=1�


Trees for Africa � HYPERLINK "http://trees.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=21&Itemid=31" ��http://trees.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=21&Itemid=31�


Botanic Gardens Conservation International � HYPERLINK "http://www.bgci.org/index.php?option=com_article&id=0330&print=1" ��http://www.bgci.org/index.php?option=com_article&id=0330&print=1�


Table Mountain Fund � HYPERLINK "http://www.southafrica.info/ess_info/sa_glance/sustainable/edithstephens.htm" ��http://www.southafrica.info/ess_info/sa_glance/sustainable/edithstephens.htm�

















