
Mobilizing Urban Issues1 
 

1). Thinking Through Cases 
We are going to look at little further at how urbanization processes help to generate 
issues of public concern, using the example of environmental justice activism in the 
South African city of Durban. This case can be used to elaborate on the threefold 
analytic framework discussed in Week 3, ‘Doing Things with Theory’. We will look 
at how processes of uneven economic development and apartheid-era urban planning 
helped to produce a place-specific concentration of industrial air pollution with 
potential public health impacts on local residential communities. The health impacts 
of living ‘cheek-by-jowl’ with polluting industries, and the wider issues of social 
justice that they crystallized, have been actively made into public issues through the 
efforts of activists and ordinary citizens. And, in turn, these campaigning efforts have 
led actors at different spatial scales – from a local urban level, through provincial and 
national levels, to an international scale – to respond in different ways to demands for 
action to mitigate, monitor or make right the harms produced by ‘dirty industries’. 
We will use the case of South Durban, then, not just to ‘apply’ general theoretical 
ideas, but more in the spirit of learning lessons from this place (see Sutherland et al 
2018, Lawhon 2013, Nel et al 2018; see also Parnell and Oldfield, 2018). Taking the 
process of making public the problem of industrial pollution in Durban, South Africa, 
as our case study, we look at what has taken place in order for significant numbers of 
people to come round to the idea that it is unacceptable for communities to have to 
suffer the ill-effects of living in close proximity to dirty industries. 
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The main emphasis this week is less on the question of how urbanization and urban 
ways of life generate problems, and more on how urban spaces are also sites in which 
responses are developed and put into practice. We will see how place-based actors 
have degrees of discretion in shaping the spatial processes in which their lives are 
implicated. We will see that responding effectively to urban challenges is more than a 
matter of finding ways to collectively articulate anxieties and afflictions. It also 
requires that claims and demands be followed through, in order to have some 
influence on decision making. And will see again in the context of Durban’s dirty 
industries, the decisions that matter most for local communities are not necessarily 
made locally. This means that to be effective, interventions need to reach out and gain 
purchase on the sites or the scales from which the agency behind the problem 
emanates. 

Taking the process of making public the problem of air pollution in Durban, South 
Africa, as our case study, we look at what has taken place in order for significant 
numbers of people to come round to the idea that it is unacceptable for communities 
to have to suffer the ill-effects of living in close proximity to dirty industries. 
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2). Private Troubles, Public Issues 
The causal conditions that generate industrial pollution in a particular locality, like 
South Durban, can be traced back to the intersection between apartheid-era planning 
and the imperatives of capitalist growth. There is, in fact, a great deal of scope for 
making use of the story David Harvey tells about the mutual interplay of capital 
accumulation and urbanisation in explaining the distinctive qualities of South Durban 
(e.g. Scott 1993; see also Chari 2010, Freund 2001). In this story, investment and 
accumulation are concentrated in certain areas at the expense of others, in a process 
political economic theorists refer to as uneven development. In Durban this 
concentration was exacerbated by apartheid-era urban planning, resulting in high 
degrees of place-specific industrial pollution. 

 
Since the end of apartheid in South Africa in 1994, the national imperative to promote 
economic growth has led to certain localities being identified as strategically 
important sites of investment. This in turn has meant that highly localised 
mobilisations are peculiarly empowered to contest national economic plans by virtue 
of both their physical proximity to these sites of accumulation and their capacity to 
access broader spaces of engagement. In South Durban, as well as in other places, 
growth-led development visions for South Durban ran up against the longstanding 
grievances of local communities over the quality of living environments in the area 
(see Chari 2009, 2017. This proximity of residential neighbourhoods to sites of 
national strategic economic importance has, however, provided the opportunity for 
social movement organisations to generate highly visible and contentious expressions 
of the tensions between ‘dirty growth’ on the one hand and social justice on the other.  
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One of the strengths of Marxist theory is its insistence on keeping the divisions of the 
social world in the forefront of any analysis of political mobilisation. With its interest 
in the way tensions and conflicts in urban contexts manifest themselves in struggles 
over the built space of the city, Marxist urban theory has come some way from the 
more limited focus on class conflict in classic Marxism.  
There is still, however, a sense in most Marxist urban theory that an experience of 
injustice – once the intervening distractions and cover-ups have been cleared away – 
will itself be enough to generate the necessary political action. The emphasis here is 
on thinking about how experiences of urban life are actively made into public issues. 
In South Durban, particular communities find themselves caught up in a scalar 
politics of accumulation, social reproduction, and national democratic consolidation. 
But this is not just a story of people who remain on the receiving end of combined 
state directives and the demands of capital accumulation. It is a narrative in which the 
very conditions that make Durban pivotal as a site of industrial development and 
capital accumulation also provide opportunities for its citizens to have a voice 
(Barnett and Scott, 2007a). 
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3). Mobilising an Environmental Movement 
In South Durban local communities have for many decades been experiencing serious 
health problems that they believed to be strongly correlated with their exposure to 
localised sources of industrial pollution. The emergence of a broad-based 
environmental movement in the post-apartheid period has involved connecting a 
longstanding conservation movement, traditionally the preserve of privileged white 
communities, with the distinctive concerns about health and everyday living space 
that characterise poor communities living in the vicinity of centres of industrial 
production. South Durban first emerged as a publicly identified ‘environmental 
hotspot’ in the mid-1990s, during a period of intense administrative restructuring of 
the local state. Sharad Chari charts the rise of the new environmentalism: 

“Post-Apartheid environmental activism in the South Durban basin began in 1995, 
when the iconic leader of the new nation, Nelson Mandela, stopped en route to the 
Engen refinery to speak to protesters outside. The South Durban Community 
Environmental Alliance (SDCEA) was formed in 1997 to link environmental 
groups across the racial divides, to fight a demon that knows no colour: air 
pollution. With its strongest base in Wentworth, through the Wentworth 
Development Forum (WDF), SDCEA has tried to represent all communities of the 
South Durban Industrial Basin. Bobby Peek of SDCEA has since helped found 
South Africa’s main environmental justice organization, GroundWork, in 1999, 
with its key concerns in oil and air pollution from chemical industries, health care 
waste and incineration, and hazardous waste. GroundWork has since become a 
branch of the global network called Friends of the Earth. A persisting strength of 
the SDCEA/WDF/GroundWork alliance is that it can link scales and forms of 
activism, from militant protest to legal struggle to transnational advocacy, and in 
relation to all levels of government.” (Chari, 2008, p. S64) 

SDCEA’s political roots lie in a network of civic and community-based organisations 
whose origins go back to mobilisations against apartheid in the 1970s and 1980s. In 
addition to these civic organisations from historically black areas, SDCEA includes a 
number of conservation organisations and ratepayers’ associations from formerly 
white areas together with individual church and women’s groups. Its strongest base is 
in the former Indian area of Merebank and the former Coloured area of Wentworth in 
South Durban, but it has succeeded in coordinating campaigns and mobilisation 
around issue-specific concerns across spatially separated, racially and class-divided 
communities. 
SDCEA is, in turn, one important node in a network of organisations that constitute a 
nascent environmental justice movement in South Africa that includes the 
Environmental Justice Networking Forum, Earthlife Africa and the non-governmental 
organisation GroundWork, which works closely with SDCEA (see http://sdcea.co.za). 
 

3.1). Making pollution visible 
A fundamental challenge for this activist network has been to generate evidence to 
support its claims-making strategies. 
Much of the task of forming a viable and effective post-apartheid environmental 
justice movement has been about bringing together communities with diverse 
backgrounds. For two decades, SDCEA has sought to demonstrate the level of its 
popular support by attracting high turnouts at its protests and meetings. 
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But it is even harder to make the effects of pollution clearly and incontrovertibly 
‘visible’ than it is to show evidence of a broad base of community support. This is a 
challenge that environmental movements have frequently faced when making the case 
for the negative health or ecological impacts of industrial processes. It is this demand 
to prove the existence of an object of contention that is one of the most crucial ways 
urban problems involving more chronic and ‘slow onset’ impacts differ from those 
that are sudden and spectacular.  

Environmental issues – especially those involving gradual and cumulative effects of 
toxic substances on living bodies – can be much more difficult to make visible.  

SDCEA’s legitimacy as a representative of local communities has been enhanced by 
its ability to successfully broker between local lay knowledge and more formalised, 
science-led forms of policy participation. This has also involved establishing strong 
relationships with local, national and international news media. In activists’ 
interactions with news organisations, much has been gained by putting the stress on 
local experiential and lay knowledge (Barnett and Scott, 2007b). However, this 
strategy initially left environmental activist organisations vulnerable to the criticism 
that their evidence was merely anecdotal and lacked scientific credibility. 

Providing evidence and getting it accepted by others is especially challenging when it 
comes to proving that specific places or communities are disproportionately suffering 
the ill-effects of environmental pollution, for this raises questions of social justice as 
well as environmental harm. It then becomes a matter not just of proving harm, but 
also of proving that one has the right to speak on behalf of others about their 
grievances (Chari 2008). 
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3.2). Community participation and scientific evidence 
One of the key ways that environmentalist organisations working in South Durban 
have countered their critics is by developing tactics that provide scientific evidence 
and consolidate their ties with local people at the same time. They have achieved this 
by enrolling affected communities themselves in the gathering of data, in various 
forms of ‘citizen science’ (Scott and Barnett 2009). 

One important example was that of the Bucket Brigade, a tactic developed by US-
based environmental justice activists that had already proved successful in campaigns 
in Louisiana and California. Organised by SDCEA, GroundWork and Global 
Community Monitor, the South Durban Bucket Brigade involved local residents 
taking their own air samples in and around their own homes and neighbourhoods 
using a simple bucket device. 

The initial Bucket Brigade activities in 2000 revealed benzene levels around the 
Engen refinery four to fifteen times higher than World Health Organization 
guidelines. These results enabled activists to confront both government and 
businesses with facts about levels of toxins in the air, substantiating the more 
‘anecdotal’ evidence linking pollution to health problems. 
The Bucket Brigade benzene findings generated widespread media coverage that 
focused on the ability of community organisations to produce scientific evidence 
about pollution where the government had signally failed to do so. 

 

 
 

Community-based projects of data collection of this kind helped mobilise local 
people, building on their experience and knowledge (Barnett and Scott, 2007b). They 
helped to bring otherwise disparate communities together around a shared set of 
issues, and made it more apparent that local people and environmental organisations 
were working in concert. 
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These strategies were complemented by innovative strategies for the dissemination of 
formal scientific knowledge to communities, developed by SDCEA in collaboration 
with GroundWork and the Danish environmental organisation Danmarks 
Naturfredningsforening (DN) (Society for the Protection of Nature in Denmark). For 
example, the development of a geographic information systems pollution map 
included the collection of individual experiences of air pollution, and local 
community members were invited to log their spatial locations along with their local 
knowledge. The graphic and detailed maps produced on air pollution events were 
widely used at many different meetings to advance the cause of SDCEA in local 
communities. 

More than this, by attracting mass media coverage helped convey the problem of 
living daily with airborne pollution to others not immediately involved (Barnett 
2003). It made it possible for other actors to ‘see pollution’, bringing it to the attention 
of powerful national politicians and policy makers. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

  



 9 

4). Where is Public Space? 
The achievements of environmental justice campaigners in Durban show how those 
who are affected by a problem, by ‘publicising’ the issue, can teach others further 
afield to also ‘be affected’ (see Barnett 2014a, 2014b, Barnett and Bridge 2012). This 
directs our attention to the importance of dramatic and communicative capacities by 
which an otherwise under-acknowledged situation is worked up into a fully-fledged 
issue, such that ‘outsiders’ can be drawn in and convinced of its salience. 
The case of publicising pollution in Durban’s Southern Industrial Basin raises 
questions of what it is we mean by ‘public’ and ‘public space’.  
Making an issue out of something, making it public, is likely to include the following 
elements: 

• the processes that trigger concern or grievance 
• the people who are or may be affected 
• the venues at which concerned people gather 
• the apparatuses used to bring contentious things into visibility 
• the claims and the performances through which effects are linked to causes 
• the platforms from which findings are announced 
• the media through which concerned people communicate with each other 

and with the wider world. 

It is worth recalling here Kurt Ivesen’s approach to thinking about the relationship 
between urban processes and public-making that was discussed in Week 3. In terms 
of Iveson’s distinction between three dimensions of urbanized public communication, 
we can see each of these at play in the example of environmental activism in Durban 
discussed last week: 

• In terms of the idea of urban places as venues for public communication, an 
important aspect of this organized mobilisation was the holding of regular 
community meetings and dramatic street protests around refineries and in the 
public spaces of Durban city centre. These practices remain embedded in and 
draw on much more diffuse communicative life worlds of affected 
communities, in which shared narratives of dispossession, discrimination and 
ill-health are circulated and reproduced. 

• In using a variety of communication strategies, the objectives of campaigners 
were to make certain sorts of urban spaces into an object of public debate. 
This is the second of Iveson’s three dimensions. In this case, this has involved 
efforts to identify and publicize the causal processes responsible for high 
concentrations of toxic industrial pollution. 

• This example of spatial politics has sought to identify specific place-based 
institutions as having responsibility to act in response to these public concerns. 
In the Durban case, however, while aspects of urban processes provide 
important resources for contentious politics and claims-making, mobilisation 
in and through the communicative mediums of urban environments has not 
necessarily involved claims being addressed only to city governments or 
urban–regional state agencies. The claims made by activist organisations have 
extended far beyond the city of Durban itself, to the national and international 
scales.  
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5). Issue Formation in Urban Spaces 
With the complex sense of publicness in view, let’s reflect a little further on the links 
between the causes of industrial pollution in South Durban and the practices involved 
in mobilising support in order to make this into a public issue.  

The pollution that affects communities in South Durban can be thought of as an urban 
problem, in at least two senses: in the general sense that concentrations of industrial 
plant have been one of the definitive features of modern urbanisation; and in the more 
specific sense that apartheid-era urban planning designated Durban’s Southern 
Industrial Basin as a strategic site of investment and growth. 
 

 
For all the negative health impacts of this dense, place-specific concentration of air 
pollution on local communities, however, the emergence of public controversy has by 
no means been spontaneous or straightforward. It has taken a concerted and multi-
pronged effort to ‘work up’ the predicament of exposure to pollution into an issue 
capable of holding the attention of others within and beyond the affected area. 
We have seen how this process of making issues public, in the case of South Durban’s 
pollution problem, has involved a range of agents and the enrolment of an array of 
objects, procedures and technologies. In the course of this process of issue formation, 
the urban locus of Durban has itself played a crucial part. 
It is in the urban spaces of Durban that the otherwise ‘indefinite’ and ‘obscure’ 
phenomenon of pathogenic air pollution has been brought into visibility through a 
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series of collective actions – actions that have also helped local communities to 
recognise their own shared grievances and common interests. At the same time, the 
situation of diverse and differentiated populations living in proximity is itself a 
definitively ‘urban’ condition. In this regard, according to a certain conception of 
urbanism or city life, it is the very experience of living alongside others, and learning 
to identify with those who have different backgrounds that offers a precondition for 
forms of organisation that work across difference. 
So, a case might be made that Durban’s vibrant, diverse and densely interactive urban 
environment provided both a venue for public mobilisation around pollution and a 
platform from which to communicate the issue to a much wider audience. In this 
sense, we might view the public sphere that emerged in Durban as a kind of 
circulatory space of address, involving a range of appeals to a wider audience that 
attracted a variety of responses. 
What we need to keep in mind, however, is that the making public of the issue of air 
pollution in South Durban has involved networks of interaction, communication and 
circulating resources that already reached far beyond the city itself. 

We have already seen that the problem of living with pollution in South Durban was 
always more than a matter of localised conditions. Much of the worst pollution was 
known to have come from oil refineries owned by multinational companies such as 
Shell, BP and Petronas, which meant that campaigners were confronting corporations 
whose headquarters were a very long way away – they had to address an issue 
generated by spatially stretched-out and dislocated forms of causality. 

 
 

In Durban, from the very outset, the making public of the air pollution problem also 
drew on resources that were in their own way as extended as the causalities they 
confronted. Much of the success of SDCEA came from its strong connections with 
other activist groups at the national level, including GroundWork. 
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The organising theme of appeals for environmental justice in the Durban campaign 
points to a still wider set of exchanges, because the linking of environmental harm 
with socio-economic disadvantage and racial discrimination is itself a product of 
struggles in the USA. More specifically, the Bucket Brigade tactic was borrowed 
from the US environmental justice movement. 
As well as these ‘circulating’ resources, more direct connections with overseas 
environmental organisations also played a vital role in Durban. GroundWork, for 
example, as the South African chapter of Friends of the Earth International, had a 
dense network of international relationships that it drew on for fundraising, 
choreographing protest events and organising workshops in Durban (Barnett and 
Scott, 2007b). 
SDCEA’s collaboration with DN was also crucial. DN is the largest citizen-based 
organisation in Denmark, and mobilised both its technical expertise and its popular 
membership base in support of SDCEA’s activism. 

One of the key outputs of this collaboration was a comparative scientific study that 
showed how sulphur dioxide emissions in South African oil refineries were far above 
those in Denmark. This enabled South African activists to demonstrate how refineries 
in their country failed to live up to standards elsewhere in the world. 

The important point here is that a locally embedded public did not simply form in the 
vicinity of polluting issues and then broadcast its concerns to a wider audience. 
Appealing to a wider audience – at the city level, the state level and beyond – was 
central to the process of publicising the air pollution problem in South Durban from 
the beginning. And this extended reach was itself facilitated by connective and 
communicative networks that already wove the city of Durban into a much wider set 
of spatial relations. 
So, the Durban example can help us to think about urban spaces as venues for the 
gathering of publics and the identification of issues. Community meetings, street 
protests and participative data gathering were at the heart of mobilisation around the 
pollution problem. But at the same time, these practices remained embedded in and 
drew on more far-reaching networks of circulation and communication. In this sense, 
the urban plays a vital role in the formation of publics, not simply as a distinctive 
place, but as a nexus where communicative flows and mediations are particularly 
concentrated. As a site for the making public of issues, the city of Durban is at once a 
place with a collective identity of its own and a node in a circulating public discourse 
that extends far beyond the city limits. 
To this we can add that – as a case of effective environmental mobilisation of 
relatively disadvantaged populations – South Durban has itself become an example. 
Accounts of the politicisation of industrial pollution in Durban now circulate widely, 
informing and inspiring people in other places to convene around problems of their 
own. 
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6). The ‘Whereabouts’ of Decision Making  
So far we have addressed two aspects of the issue of pollution in South Durban. We 
have briefly looked at ways of explaining the causal conditions that gave rise to the 
predicament of some people, in some locations, having to live with damaging levels 
of air pollution. We have spent more time looking at the way concerned parties 
convened around the predicament of exposure to pollution and worked this up into an 
issue that drew in a much wider audience and put the problem firmly on the agenda at 
local, national and even international levels. 

But making an issue public, no matter how widely and how intensely, still leaves 
another set of questions: 

• What to do about the problem? 
• What sort of action is required? 

• Who is able to act effectively and appropriately? 
As we have seen, the politicisation of pollution in South Durban has involved the 
spatial conjuncture of a scalar politics of accumulation and social reproduction, a 
place-based history of activism and the emergence of national and transnational 
networks of advocacy focused on issues of industrial pollution and public health 
(Barnett and Scott, 2007b). 

The question to which we now turn concerns the distribution of the responsibility and 
capacity to act. Or, to put it another way, the question of the ‘whereabouts’ of 
decision making that might make a real difference to the quality of urban life in South 
Durban (see Allen, 2004). 

 
 

In this section, we look more closely at questions of having responsibility and 
capacity to respond to air pollution in South Durban. The demands for change made 
by environmental activist have targeted local and provincial government, national 
government, and multinational corporations. 
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3.1). The Demands of the Environmental Justice  
How much leverage can social movement organisations, acting in the interests of 
communities or citizens in one city, have over the state? 
We need to approach this question in relation to claims that economic globalisation 
has compromised the ability of states to manage their own national economies, 
leading, as some theorists would have it, to a ‘hollowing out’ of the powers of the 
state. This is particularly relevant to an analysis of the South African context. Here, 
the end of apartheid coincided with the reinsertion of the South African economy into 
global circuits of production, investment and consumption. 
Newly enfranchised citizens had growing expectations about what their government 
should be able to do for them – including regulating economic uncertainties, 
providing health care and housing and improving education or environmental quality 
– just at the time when the South African state appeared less able to intervene in the 
ways in which citizens might now expect (Barnett and Scott, 2007b). 

But, as was suggested in the discussion of the emergence of the Durban 
environmental movement, there are good reasons to question any simple diagnosis of 
the weakening or withdrawal of the state. During and after the transition from 
apartheid to formal democracy in the 1990s, South African politics was shaped by a 
strong impulse towards full inclusion of its citizens in structures of governance and 
policy making. In consolidating its authority over newly enrolled citizens, the state 
has unfurled new forms of communication and deliberation with ordinary people. In 
turn, this opens up new opportunities for citizens to make their own demands on the 
agents of the state they have caught a glimpse of. 
An important part of the process of the post-apartheid state’s attempt to legitimise 
itself in the eyes of previously marginalised and disenfranchised populations has been 
the promise that people will see substantive improvements in their everyday living 
spaces. Much of the political task of addressing the basic needs of citizens has been 
devolved to local government level. As well as delivering basic services to the poor 
and widening political participation, local governments are expected to encourage 
economic growth. 

Durban’s status as a strategically important site of industrial development – and the 
pollution problem resulting from ‘dirty growth’ – has brought these different 
imperatives into conflict. We have already seen how locally embedded actors 
mobilised around the industrial pollution problem. An important feature of the 
activism has been its focus on engaging decision makers in the hope of bringing about 
substantive changes to policy and procedures. One outcome, in the early 2000s, of 
this mobilisation was a national government response to the demands of activists that 
implemented a programme of pollution monitoring and research into health problems 
in the South Durban area. This programme empowered local government as the 
authority for environmental assessment and regulation, opening new opportunities for 
activist engagement (Barnett and Scott, 2007b). 
With this devolving of authority, environmental justice organisations from South 
Durban could exert greater pressure on local government to act in accordance with its 
formal obligations. This has included successful legal challenges by SDCEA that 
have forced local governments to ensure that local industries have complied with 
environmental standards. 
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One way of understanding the possibilities for effecting change that have been prised 
open at the level of local government is to see it as a process of claiming of rights as 
previously disenfranchised populations are drawn into the systems of governance. 
When activists pressure local governments to intervene over the quality of the 
environment, they are in a sense appealing to the state. For it is the South African 
state, in its constitution, that has made a declaration of the rights to which all citizens 
are entitled. The rights recognised in the South African constitution include basic civil 
liberties and rights to democratic participation. They also include the right to a clean 
and healthy environment. As Chapter 2 of the constitution states: 
Everyone has the right 

1. to an environment that is not harmful to their health or well-being; and 
2. to have the environment protected, for the benefit of present and future 

generations, through reasonable legislative and other measures that 
o i. prevent pollution and ecological degradation; 

o ii. promote conservation; and 
o iii. secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural 

resources while promoting justifiable economic and social development. 
(Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, Chapter 2, No. 24) 

Rather than talking about the weakening capacity of the state, it is perhaps more 
helpful to think in terms of variable and shifting relations between the state and other 
levels of effective decision making. As we have seen, this involves a reach of power 
and agency that connects that state with local government and other localised actors, 
but also allows local actors some discretion to lay claim to the authority and the 
resources of the state. In this sense, a key dimension of social movement activity 
arising out of Durban has focused on ‘making government work’ (Barnett and Scott, 
2007a). 

However, we have also seen that a number of major polluters in South Durban are 
foreign-owned corporations. This means that decisions are being made about 
activities within the territory of South Africa by agencies located far beyond its 
national boundaries. This in turn raises questions about the capacity of South African-
based actors – from the state all the way through to local governments or place-based 
activists – to enforce binding legal and regulatory obligations and decisions on these 
companies. 
 
3.2). Going Global 
In looking at the ways in which Durban-based activists put the issue of pollution on 
the agenda, we have seen the importance of networking with international social 
movement organisations. National and international organisations helped local 
campaigners present evidence of harmful emission levels in South Durban – whatever 
the source of those emissions. 

Turning to the question of how to enforce compliance with environmental standards 
on foreign-owned companies brings a new pertinence to the capacity of place-based 
activists to join forces with organisations with much wider spatial connections. 
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This has meant that as well as pulling resources in – as in the case of the Danmarks 
Naturfredningsforening evidence of better regulation of emissions from Danish oil 
refineries, or the Bucket Brigade tactic – Durban activists have also reached out to 
engage with corporations at the international level. 

 
For example, SDCEA and GroundWork have established links with the 
environmental organisation Milieudefensie, the Dutch arm of Friends of the Earth. 
Milieudefensie has a long-standing involvement in the politics of industrial pollution 
in the Netherlands, not least in relation to the national and international impacts of 
Shell, an Anglo-Dutch owned company, and the owners of the SAPREF refinery in 
Durban. 
Working with their South African partners, Milieudefensie campaigners have shown 
how Shell has been able to work around local authority-administered regulation in 
Durban.  

Extending their quest to make Shell more responsible and accountable in Durban, 
SDCEA and GroundWork have joined an international campaign coordinated by 
Friends of the Earth that has put pressure on Shell over its record on environmental, 
labour and human rights issues. By 2007, the Shell Accountability Campaign had 
drawn together activist organisations from the Philippines, Nigeria, Brazil, the USA, 
Russia and South Africa, among others. The campaign brought activists from all of 
these locations together to lobby and protest in person at Shell’s annual shareholder 
meetings in London and The Hague. SDCEA and GroundWork jointly own a single 
share in Shell, which enabled them to attend the shareholders’ meetings and raise 
challenging questions about the company’s operations around the world. 

In this way, connections have been established over distance between similar 
campaigns located in different places around the world but joined by common 
experiences of and shared grievances towards the same corporation. Bringing together 
representatives from these campaigns to directly lobby the companies who are 
responsible for the polluting industries in those different places can be seen as 
creating new forms of political proximity between place-based actors. 
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7). Spaces of Engagement 
Pollution in South Durban is a place-based problem, in the sense that a lengthy and 
complicated history of economic, political and administrative decisions has come 
together to position certain communities in close physical proximity to ‘dirty’ 
industries. Comprehending these causal forces, as we have seen, also requires that we 
have a grasp of the way in which many of the most crucial decisions have been made 
at a distance from Durban itself. 
Publicising the predicament of local communities exposed to pollution, as we have 
also seen, has involved forms of claims making that have drawn in actors, resources 
and tactics from beyond South Durban. At the same time, these claims have 
successfully appealed to audiences not just in Durban but also across the nation and 
even beyond South Africa. 

So too we have seen that the key decision makers who have been challenged by 
activists to put in place the necessary pollution-mitigating measures have been located 
not just in Durban but at a range of different sites. These have included centres of 
state power in South Africa as well as capital cities outside South Africa where 
multinationals are based. 
Such dispersed targeting reflects an understanding on the part of environmental 
campaigners that locally scaled decision-making bodies or structures of governance 
do not necessarily have the capacity to respond effectively to the demands they are 
making. It shows that place-based actors – if they can tap into the right contacts and 
resources – may be able to gain a degree of leverage over decision makers at a 
distance. 
There are two related ways we might conceptualise the spatial relations through 
which it is possible to impact on key actors who are both near and far from the 
specific urban venue in which problems are experienced and political issues have 
been ‘worked up’: 

1. In terms of scales of governance, which is about attending to the movements 
between the different levels at which decisions are made 

2. In terms of practices of reach, which entails accounting for the ways in which 
place-based actors are able to take advantage of connections and networks to 
gain purchase on agents who are geographically dispersed. 

 
7.1). Scales of governance 
We have seen that the South African state has devolved much of the responsibility for 
rolling out basic provisions, liberties and rights – including the right to a clean and 
healthy environment – to local governments. But at the same time the ultimate 
authorisation of these entitlements lies with the state, as prescribed in the South 
African constitution and national legislation. 
In this sense, there is a shifting between scales of national and local government at 
play here – a movement that goes up and down rather than just from the top down or 
the bottom up. What’s important for our purposes is that environmental campaigners 
in Durban have, at crucial moments, been able to take advantage of these multi-scalar 
relations in order to compel both local and state actors to deliver on their promises 
over environmental standards. 
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This leads to a more general point. As the geographer Kevin Cox has observed, most 
of us depend for our material well-being and sense of identity on more or less 
localised or place-based social relations. However, these relations are not necessarily 
congruent with another set of extra-local relations that he refers to as ‘spaces of 
engagement’. Spaces of engagement include all those broader sets of relationships – 
such as at national or international levels – where decisions are made that impinge on 
and shape what goes on at local levels (Cox, 1998). 
This means that the capacity of localised actors to act effectively – which is fixed in 
place in certain ways – is constantly coming up against the scalar mismatch with vital 
centres of decision making. As Cox explains, if place-based actors are to have an 
influence over the decisions that partially shape or govern their lives, then they must 
find ways of ‘jumping scales’ to participate in the wider spaces of engagement – of 
making their place-specific concerns mobile across space. As he puts it: 

“bringing influence to bear on the appropriate and ultimate decision making 
powers, whether state or otherwise, may … depend on building up a much more 
elaborate network of connections to other centers of social power: centers, in other 
words, that can exercise some leverage over that decision making.” (Cox, 1998, p. 
16). 

As we have seen in the case of South Durban-based environmental activists, this 
jumping of scales into broader spaces of engagement has not only entailed putting 
pressure on national government. It has also involved finding ways to engage with 
powerful multinational corporations like Shell at a transnational or global scale. By 
networking with overseas or international activists, Durban campaigners have been 
able to exert some degree of influence over the companies whose decision-making at 
far-away headquarters was impacting on the health and well-being of people in 
neighbourhoods in South Durban like Merebank or Wentworth. 

 
But as Cox (1998) reminds us, it is not only a matter of jumping from the local or 
national scales to the global. We need also to be attentive to the ways in which agents 
can move down scales. There are times when spaces of engagement with powerful or 
decisive actors may be even smaller than the usual place-based life-worlds. This is 
how we might conceive of dramatic protests at the neighbourhood level, aimed at 
drawing attention to the non-compliance of overseas companies with national 
pollution standards and regulations, for example. 
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7.2). Practices of Reach 
Another way to conceptualise the lack of correspondence between agency and 
location, and of ways of working through this non-congruence, is to think in terms of 
variable spatial extension or reach. 

By the concept of ‘reach’, we mean to draw attention to the variable relationship 
between spatial scope and intensity of force that characterises different modalities of 
power. 
We have seen how the South African state reached out, as it were, to incorporate 
previously disenfranchised and marginalised populations into its sphere of influence. 
We have also seen how place-based actors have been able to reach back, taking 
advantage of the state’s techniques and practices of spatial inclusion to gain at least a 
degree of purchase over the state decision-making and law-enforcing functions. 
Likewise, we have seen that Durban and other South Africa-based environmental 
campaigners have reached out to establish connections with overseas-based 
organisations. 
Following the geographer John Allen’s lead (Allen, 2005), we might recognise two 
distinct modes of reach: 
• Reaching out to pull in resources 

• Reaching out to influence others who are far away. 
In both cases, the relationship between near and far, distance and proximity, is not 
pre-given, but is reordered through the ongoing reconfiguration of relationships of 
interaction. We can see both these forms of reach at work in the politics of locating 
responsibility for air pollution in South Durban. 
We see activists reaching out to pull in resources that enable citizens to enforce 
demands close to home. This can be seen most clearly in the way Durban-based 
campaigners have been able to pull in resources and expertise from Dutch, Danish, 
US and other overseas environmental organisations in order to put pressure on the 
South African state to enforce pollution regulations and enact new legislation. 

What we can also see are strategies that involve Durban activists reaching out to 
influence or gain leverage over other actors or processes that operate at a distance. A 
good example of this is the way Durban-based campaigners have joined forces with 
international environmental organisations in order to put pressure on multinational 
corporations – at their distant headquarters or sites of decision making – that have 
operations in South Durban and many other locations. 
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Exercising power or influence over distance in both these ways involves the 
utilisation of networks and flows of information, materials and people. In some cases, 
it may entail setting up new infrastructures of communication and transmission. But 
often it is more a matter of putting existing media or channels to new uses.  

It is also important to note that when people, ideas or matter move along networks 
from one place to another, they are likely to be transformed in some way as they enter 
contexts that are more or less different from their place of origin. In this way, we 
should think of the reach of power as conditional on “the series of mediated 
relationships through which power is successively composed and recomposed” 
(Allen, 2004, p. 27). 

 
7.3). The Politics of Place Beyond Place 
These ways of thinking – in terms of different scales of intervention and the variable 
reach of power – both imagine spatial relations that allow locally embedded actors to 
gain leverage over decision-making processes beyond their immediate jurisdiction. 
In conceiving of action over distance, both suggest that the lack of correspondence 
between the locations where communities are affected and the sites at which decisions 
are made imposes limits on the ability of situated actors to determine the conditions 
under which they live. 
But at the same time, notions of multi-scalar movements and spatial reach also point 
to occasions when this incongruence can open up opportunities, enabling actors to 
harness new resources in order to engage decision makers at a distance.  

From the example of environmental activism in Durban, we can see that this capacity 
to act at a distance is not available only to a relatively privileged global class of 
professionals, business people and entrepreneurs. The achievements of Durban-based 
campaigners suggest that it is possible to act on behalf of poor and marginalised 
groups of people across spatial scales and distances, all the way up to the 
transnational level. 

 
The Durban case therefore suggests that the capacity for consequential decision-
making has no fixed or privileged location. As a centre of governance, ‘the state’ is 
composed of myriad agencies, and action is also facilitated by non-state actors whose 
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reach extends from the very local to the properly global. Rather than simply being 
indicative of a hollowing-out of the nation state, or an attenuation of its capacities to 
govern, this might better be viewed as making a case for the multiplicity of spaces of 
political participation, and for the multiple and shifting relations that exist between 
these different spaces. 
This also suggests that the city, town, municipality or borough should be seen as 
something other than a straightforward level or scale of decision making with a 
definitive character of its own. Rather than viewing urban centres as the seats of a 
particular mode of governance or participation, we might more usefully conceive of 
the urban as a kind of nexus through which various modalities of power and influence 
pass. 
Urban spaces, in this sense, can be seen as particularly dense nodes or switching 
points for the transmission of power; as complex sites where capacities to act may be 
relayed between scales or from one network to another. If this means that the urban 
can be viewed as a site of potential opportunity for political participation, the case of 
Durban should also remind us that there is inevitably a play of limitation and 
possibility in urban capacities for effective intervention. 
We need to recall that the concentration of polluting industries in South Durban has 
much to do with a national-level commitment to economic growth – at strategic 
industrial centres – as a means towards redressing the inequalities that carry over from 
the apartheid era. In many ways, the tension between adhering to imperatives to 
economic growth and improving the quality of life of disadvantaged sectors of the 
population continues to be played out in a range of institutional contexts. 

 
As in the case of other South African cities (and indeed cities in many poorer or 
transitional economies), Durban has been tasked with pursuing major developmental 
goals. But the city has also sought to temper technical and pro-growth strategies with 
a vision of widening opportunity and participation. This has involved the city-wide 
consultation of communities in the development of strategy documents (Ballard et al., 
2007). 
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As in so many other places, what it is possible to implement in Durban remains 
heavily dependent on economic resources. This means that whatever leverage can be 
gained by environmental activist organisations over the level of pollution control or 
the mix of more or less ‘dirty’ industries in Durban’s Southern Industrial Basin, 
limiting growth itself is not a serious option. 
While both local and national government have an interest in boosting investment in 
industrial growth, state environmental agencies – tasked with protecting the 
environment and promoting health and well-being – may have other priorities. This 
means that there are conflicts within the state itself that activists can sometimes play 
to their own advantage. But it also means that they have more chance of influencing 
agents within the state who have less economic ‘clout’. 
As we have seen this week, the case of Durban supports the idea that there are ways 
in which ordinary people can organise themselves so as to gain some leverage over 
the material conditions of urban life. However, the experience of Durban also reminds 
us that how people are positioned institutionally, and where they are situated in fields 
of power relations, continues to condition what they are able to achieve. 
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8). Conclusion 
Environmental activism in Durban has become a case study used in various fields of 
academic research (e.g. Aylett 2010, Leonard 2013, Leonard and Pelling 2010, Lodge 
and Mottiar 2015), and has also become a reference point for wider campaigns around 
issues of environmental justice.   
Looking at the example of environmental activism in Durban, we have focused on 
three aspects of urban problems or issues.  

1. The emergence of a contentious urban politics of environmental justice in the 
city of Durban since the mid-1990s might be explained in part using the 
framework discussed in Week 3. It is a story about the uneven development of 
urban space, shaped on the one hand by investment in built environments of 
industrial production and distribution, and on the other by the radicalized 
imperatives to reproduce cheap labour power under apartheid. The 
intensification of this pattern of ‘dirty’ industrial growth since the 1990s also 
fits in with Harvey’s narrative of the intensification of capitalist accumulation 
in this period. 

2. We have looked at the way a situation experienced as problematic by some 
sector of the urban populace may get worked up into an ‘issue’. The fact that 
awareness of harmful exposure to airborne pollutants in South Durban in 
certain communities preceded this ‘issue formation’ by several decades 
suggests that there is no obvious and necessary path from being affected to 
concerted action. 

3. Rather, the ability to transform a concern or affliction into an issue – the 
capacity to publicise it – depends on certain conditions. It requires, among 
other things, venues in which a public can gather, resources to sustain this 
conversation and activity, and media through which this gathering of people 
can communicate with one another and relay their appeal to others. 
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The process of making public the problem of industrial pollution in South Durban into 
a public issue was enabled by the ability of activist organisations to bring people of 
different backgrounds together in the struggle for a cleaner, healthier environment. 
What was also crucial was their effectiveness in finding ways to render visible the 
toxicity of air pollution in a manner that had an effect on audiences beyond the 
immediate vicinity of the offending industrial plants. In both respects, one of the keys 
to the making public of pollution was the aptitude of locally embedded activists to 
enrol in their cause environmental organisations with both national and international 
connections. 
There is more to effective intervention, however, than publicity. Durban activists also 
had to find ways of ensuring that the targets of their campaign were obliged or 
compelled not merely to acknowledge the problem but to change their offending 
practices. To make the move from publicising the problem to having concrete 
demands acted on necessitates another step. It requires that campaigners gain some 
degree of purchase on sites of decision-making implicated in the cause of the 
problem. 

For the Durban environmental movement, this meant applying pressure on local 
governments to enforce regulations and standards on polluting industries, as well as 
finding ways to reach out to national government when it was necessary to further 
legitimate their claims. What it also called for was finding some means of reaching 
beyond territorial bounds of the nation state to access the decision-making centres of 
multinational companies whose Durban-based operations contributed to the pollution 
problem. 
In this way, Durban’s environmental justice activists were able to gain a certain 
amount of leverage over structures of governance at a range of spatial scales and 
across widely distributed locations. In other words, they successfully negotiated 
‘spaces of engagement’ well beyond the vicinity of the affected communities, thus 
achieving a certain correspondence between the ‘whereabouts’ of their own 
interventions and the scales at which the decisions impacting on South Durban were 
being made. 

The process of issue formation and publicity therefore illustrates a range of ways of 
conceiving of the public dimensions of ‘the urban’: 

• As a venue in which diverse groups of people come together over a shared 
concern 

• As a site of performance of various acts of visualisation for a wider audience 
• As kind of nexus in which to tap into networks of circulation and 

communication capable of extending public discourse far beyond the locality in 
question. 

Likewise, an understanding of the different scales or distributed sites at which 
effective intervention takes place also activates different ways of imagining urban 
space. In particular, it points us towards conceptions of the urban as a site where the 
global and the local play through each other in shifting and flexible ways. 
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