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Vanessa Watson is professor of city planning in the School of Architecture, Planning and Geomatics at the University of Cape 
Town (South Africa). She holds degrees from this University, from the Architectural Association of London, a PhD from the Univer-
sity of Witwatersrand, and is a Fellow of the University of Cape Town. Her research over the last thirty years has focused on urban 
planning in the global South and the effects of inappropriate planning practices and theories especially in Africa. Her work seeks 
to unsettle the geo-politics of knowledge production in planning by providing alternative theoretical perspectives from the 
global South.
She is the Global South Editor of Urban Studies and is on the editorial boards of a number of planning journals.  She was the 
lead consultant for UN Habitat’s 2009 Global Report on Planning Sustainable Cities, was chair and co-chair of the Global Plan-
ning Education Association Network, a founder of the Association of African Planning Schools and is a founder and on the execu-
tive of the African Centre for Cities at the University of Cape Town.
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“WORLD CLASS” CITIES OR PROPERTY DEVELOPER LAND GRABS?
NEW AFRICAN CITY PLANS:
Since the 2008 global financial crisis, international consultancy consortia of archi-
tects, planners, engineers and property developers have appeared on the African 
urban planning scene with new Dubai-like visions for proposed African cities.  
Touting their wares as smart, eco and world-class cities, most have secured strong 
political support usually by-passing formal planning systems. Yet there is a major 
disconnect between the realities of rapidly growing and mostly very poor African 
cities and the shiny, glass-box sky-scrapers on developer websites. The impact of 
these ‘fantasy cities’ on future urban Africa is likely to be profound and destruc-
tive. 
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