perspective

noun
a particular attitude towards or
way of regarding something;

a point of view.
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2. EMBEDDING URBAN INNOVATION: PERSPECTIVES,
TRENDS AND EXPERIENCES

Geci Karuri-Sebina

Introduction

Cities are good at generating problems and the city
fabric is problem rich... “ [but city environments also
have a] problem solving nature.

(Johnson, 2008:149,153)

Although urban innovation has not had any discernible, singular origin, definition or theory behind it, it has
been emerging globally as a point of reference alongside the rising international interest in issues of cities and urban
development.The concurrent interest is not surprising given that cities are increasingly recognised as playing a vital
role in the social and economic development of countries (South African Cities Network, 201 I; Johnson, 2008).













































Latin America: Brazil, Colombia

In the Guangzhou Urban Innovation Awards analysis, South America emerged as having applications that mainly
concentrated on social programmes, safety programmes, mainly crime and disaster response, and Information
and Communications Technology and big data initiatives. Some of the leading projects were:

*  Aguascalientes, Mexico: The Green Line: Social Development Comprehensive
Plan.

*  Buenos Aires: Public Participation in Commune 8.

2012 *  Curitiba, Brazil:The Green Areas of Curitiba — linking environmental preservation
to urban development.

*  Medellin, Colombia: Medellin Digital.

* Mexico City, Mexico: Support for Social Participation in Action for the
Conservation and Restoration of Ecosystems.

*  Antioquia, Colombia: Knitting regional territory through innovation in education
*  Bogota, Colombia: Zero Waste Program: a focus in reuse with social inclusion
*  Buenos Aires,Argentina: Dialogue for decision making for urban projects

*  Porto Alegre, Brazil: Datapoa — the open data project of the City of Porto

2014 Alegre

Recife, Brazil: Recife, part for life — urban safety management)
*  Rio de Janeiro, Brazil: Using big data for integrated risk management and action

* Sdo Paulo, Brazil: State Program for Prevention of Natural Disaster and
Mitigation of Geohazards

Researching and Documenting Innovative Responses to Urban Pressures
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There is unlikely to be an urban development practitioner in the early 2Ist century who does not recognise
the cases of Bogota (Colombia) and Curitiba (Brazil) as popular urban innovation legends in the areas of urban
governance and public transportation systems; or Medellin (Colombia) for its famed achievements in urban
safety and community development;and its Metrocable, using sky technology for public transportation; or Brazil’s
’Lula Moment’, a notable period where the country not only achieved growth but also significant reductions in
poverty and inequality over the first decade of the century.In formal terms, Brazil has been the leading champion
of innovation in the region, having driven towards a national System of Innovation since its 2007-2010 Action
Plan for Science, Technology and Innovation.This initiative had set specific funding targets and was committed to
articulating science, technology and innovation in industrial policy. This evolved into the Greater Brazil Plan 201 |-
2014, which intended to counter de-industrialisation by restructuring Brazil’s industrial base so as to develop
endogenous, high-productivity industrial capacity (Cypher, 2013).

The rest of the region has long been considered to have weak innovation systems, and it is only in the past
decade that the region’s innovation performance has been considered as moderately improving (Rosanis, 201 I;
Alcorta and Peres, 1998). However, Latin America also has a rich history of social movements and dynamic, if
volatile, leadership. It has often enabled home-grown experimentation and solution-building, backed with political,
popular and institutional support, including international development assistance.

Brazil and Mexico, the two largest markets in the region, have both had a significant commercial focus on big
data and analytics, driven by the need for resource optimization and process efficiencies. Following their big
northern neighbour, the United States of America, with its teeming technology and applications, the region
seems poised to leverage the big data trend towards urban and social innovation. Notably, it is being driven
by emerging trends in the region of start-ups influenced by increasing consumer empowerment and social
awareness as well as administrations that seem relatively open to creative experimentation and co-production.

From the Latin America case, South Africa may wish to consider:

e The characteristics of urban leaders and managers, as well as their governance and administrative systems,
which can enable innovation to thrive.
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*  How to unleash and leverage the creative potential of communities for urban innovation through grassroots
innovation and co-production.

*  How new and emerging technologies can be harnessed towards addressing local developmental needs, and
not just commercial opportunities.
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North America

The balance of the regions applying to the Guangzhou Urban Innovation Awards (Africa, North America and
Oceania) had relatively few applications, totalling less than 10% of total applications. They were therefore too
small a sample, covering too wide a range of themes, for generalising any trends.

For North America, the leading projects were:

Vancouver, Canada: Visionary Vancouver: Creating a welcoming and sustainable
place for all.

2012

e Boston, United States of America: Empowering youth through participatory
budgeting.

Dubuque, United States of America: Smarter Sustainable Dubuque.

2014

Ottawa, Canada: Ottawa’s Innovative Spirit: Transforming an economy through
diversification and entrepreneurship.

e Vancouver, Canada:West End Community Plan.
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The United States of America is probably the most renowned region of the world for innovation, having had a
proven ability and track record to give birth to whole new range of industries over a relatively short history.
Examples include innovations in steel, logistics, electricity, food, financial systems, Information Technology (IT),
warfare, corporate structure, governance, and so forth. Somewhat reflective of this, the American submissions
to Guangzhou awards were, while few, interesting hybrids of public and private involvement, and most with a
strong local focus.
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Being home to firms like IBM, Apple and Google, the United States of America is world-renowned as possibly
the most fertile innovation ecosystem, pushing the boundaries of innovation at industrial and international
levels. It generally has both an institutionalised, corporate and university-based, and a diffuse innovation base
comprising Small and Medium Micro-Enterprises (SMMEs), households and individuals. Here, innovation really
seems to be anyone’s and everybody’s business. Significantly, the systems of governance and administration are
also driven to innovate and to partner with any other public or private actors to continuously solve, modernise
and advance.

To give but one example of the United States of America’s active pursuit of innovation, American cities are
recognised as the best sources for government innovation (Centre for an Urban Future, 2013). New York City
Mayors like Rudy Giuliani and Michael Bloomberg are world-recognised for the stream of innovative practices
and policies introduced during their terms. Over the years, the city has studied local and international innovative
policies and models that could be used to address challenges faced by their own complex city.

Canada has been a role-model for the South African public service in various ways and, while often overshadowed
by the United States of America in terms of innovation, it has seemingly been considered the better benchmark
for South Africa on the level of values and context (as evidenced by policy influence in sectors such as finance
and planning). Canadian governments have, for many years, recognised the need for and the value of social
innovation in achieving development in a context of democracy and diversity. Toronto is hailed as one of the
most socially innovative and sustainable cities in the world. It is an achievement credited in no small part to the
city’s “passionate, creative and energetic” (The Innovation Lab, 2102) public service, and the contributions of
research, business and civic actors. Importantly, Canada has a long history of active civil society that serves as a

useful source and repository of development knowledge and innovation.
From the North American case, South Africa may wish to consider questions such as:

*  How an innovation ecosystem can be actively enabled so as to have a steady flow of supply and diffusion of
innovation in the society
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*  How the full National Systems of Innovation (NSI) can be activated to contribute towards urban innovation
practice and activism; this could be achieved by leveraging investments made into research and educational
institutions and the public science councils, while activating civil society as key contributors to urban
innovation
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Africa and Innovation Systems for Development

It is important to understand South Africa’s urban innovation story within the challenges and opportunities of
its broader context, as they are likely to be interconnected. Several continental plans and strategies, such as
The Consolidated [Africa] Plan of Action, Africa Vision 2050 and Africa Agenda 2063, clearly depict Africa’s
aspirations. As a continent, Africa hopes to have greater food security, eradicated poverty and greater access
to efficient energy sources. It seeks to be protective of its natural resources, adaptive to climate change,
competitive in its economic endeavours, integrated in the digital age, peaceful and populated with healthy and
skilled individuals. While these goals are progressively being translated to the city-level (United Cities and
Local Governments of Africa, 2015), it is also acknowledged that it would take both political will, and effective,
inclusive innovation systems to achieve these lofty goals (Kraemer-Mbula et al., 2014).

The continent is complex and sometimes contradictory. “Africa today is home to inventors and entrepreneurs,
high- and low- end technological innovation, tinkerers and dreamers... Poverty, inadequate social services, poor
infrastructure, low agricultural productivity, preventable diseases, limited sanitation and clean water also characterize
the continent” (Adesida et al., 201 6:8). African innovation systems remain largely dysfunctional: innovators struggle
to find investors, investors struggle to find suitable incentives and programmes; community members struggle to
find suitable research outputs; and all around innovation has failed to scale up to its transformative potential at a
societal level thus far (Africa Innovation Summit, 2014; Adesida and Karuri-Sebina, 201 3).

It has been said that, while there exists a level of capability and innovation that is indeed taking place in Africa to
some degree, the region’s innovation systems are not fully developed for several reasons. Reference is made to
the need for robust policy frameworks and more dynamic and effective institutions supporting innovation and
entrepreneurship (Adesida et al.,, 2016). More fundamentally, scholars have argued for alternative conceptual
frameworks to neo-classical economic theory to understand and engage with the problems and challenges of
persistent underdevelopment in Africa. Indeed, the innovation systems approach is considered to have significant
potential in this regard. Learning case studies across Africa have been used to suggest that Africa can indeed
extend beyond discrete and random innovation events and islands to fostering more systemic innovation (ibid.).
Southern Africa, Cape Verde, Kenya, Nigeria, Ghana, Egypt and Algeria offer cases in point.
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An Africa Innovation Summit held in 2014 concluded that African countries would need to deliberately and
decisively act to develop and nurture their innovation systems. These are the key propositions made (Africa
Innovation Summit, 2014:71):

e Get and maintain the basics in place: Build the critical mass needed of skills, financing, productivity, and
appropriate governance.Also have explicit and contextually relevant National Systems of Innovation (NSI)
policies, and Science, Technology and Industry agendas.

*  Align key systems to achieve the virtuous cycle: Get the politics, policies, programmes, platforms, people and
partnerships right. Ensure that national development agendas are pro-innovation, stakeholders are moving
in the same direction, and encourage demand-led innovation.

*  Scarcity requires that we be resourceful and responsive: Be creative in using scarce resources, funding, core
competencies, and talent. Leverage all available knowledge resources, build home-grown solutions, learn
from others, and be very creative in building towards endogenous innovation systems that are robust,
efficient and productive.

*  Promote experimentation: Build systems that encourage trial and error in order to build knowledge
and insight.

*  Learning and collaboration: Create platforms to promote and invest in quality education and research; new
approaches to learning for today’s ‘networked/knowledge economy’; standards and systems of accreditation;
collaboration within and between educational institutions and industry; and regional collaboration and
cooperation in building innovation systems.

*  Everyone must be engaged: Recognise that government, industry, academia and communities must play
critical roles. Within each of the groups, it is important to have ‘creative entrepreneurs’ that forge and
promote the necessary disruptions to stimulate innovation.
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Table 2.1 (below) outlines the high-level roles identified.

Table 2.1: Roles for various National Systems Innovation actors

GOVERNMENT ACADEMIA PRIVATE SECTOR

COMMUNITIES

Political will and
alignment of intent
and action

Policy
experimentation
Commitment to
evidence based
policy
Long-term vision
and consistency
Horizontal
coordination and
policy coherence
Promote social
innovation and
address barriers
to entry

Demand-driven
education and
research

New types of
scientists that
understand social
needs. Inter- and
trans-disciplinarity
Creative innovations
and reforms in
the education and
research systems
Collaboration and
learning without
boundaries (using
Information and
Communication
Technologies,
regional
collaboration,
mobility, diaspora)

Source:Africa Innovation Summit (2014)

Identify and nurture
entrepreneurship
from an early stage
Mentor and coach
Align skill formation
to business needs
Identify and pursue
social impact
markets

Recognise non-
technology and
non-research-and-
development-based
innovation
Brokerage across
innovation cycle
Bridge the gap to the
market

Promote value
chain upgrading and
integration

Researching and Documenting Innovative Responses to Urban Pressures

Be active actors for
innovation; raise
awareness and
capacity to articulate
Creative approaches
for knowledge
appropriation and
open innovation
Communication
strategies for the
dissemination

of research

and innovation
achievements
Support "learning
communities” or
learning platforms
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Lessons and Conclusions

Government does have a role to play in providing the people
and the infrastructure to ensure that nations and regions
have the knowledge and creativity they need to compete,
along with the capacity to generate new knowledge, ideas

and innovations for the future.

(Michael Goldberg, 2006:648) , ,

This review of the scholarship and international experiences reinforces the message that, beyond a technology
bias,achieving effective and systemic innovation is largely an institutional issue. For innovation to be developmental,
rather than discrete and ephemeral in South Africa, requires a two-pronged approach: first, a systems view of
innovation that considers the key elements and actors, in conjunction with an innovation ecosystem perspective
that recognises the environment for innovation; and second, policy regimes and institutional support to deal
with barriers. Taking the city context into consideration, it is necessary to recognise the important roles of
various actors in the urban innovation system. Effective Systems of Innovation are not just about individual
innovators, or about government actors or levels, or only industry. It is about all of these and more. A systems
perspective would require considering opportunities for effective partnering and co-production, rather than
assuming a top-down, 'delivery-to-client’ posture.

As cities are indeed problem rich, urban innovation can look locally for demand, grounding, and inspiration to
solve problems and leverage opportunities. However, an important city-level lesson seems to be that cities also
need to look out and go beyond their limits to be effective and sustainable as innovation systems. For example,
the system may have to look regionally, or even globally, to fully explore relevant linkages, scope for competition
or application, as well as understand scalability.



Generally, the following points summarise key institutional influences that might positively enable urban
innovation in South Africa (Spruijt, 2015):

¢ Smart infrastructure, hard and soft.
*  Decent quality of life with labour quality, housing and leisure amenities.

e Cosmopolitanism in the form of attractiveness for highly educated personnel, a world-wide reputation, a
good atmosphere, a shared purpose, highly motivated people.

*  Talented human capital.

e A creative cultural environment, attracting and exploiting personal talent, while reinforcing community
culture.

*  Trust, which promotes knowledge sharing.
*  ldentity, with individual members sharing a sense of purpose with the collective.

*  Diversity, and recognising that knowledge diversity stimulates creativity and innovativeness of the actors in
the network.

Specifically, and considering the South African pilot innovation programme and the lessons learnt from this
chapter, these points should be borne in mind:

*  Thediscrete innovations need to be connected to an innovation system.VWhat national and local systems exist
and where do these innovations connect to them? It will thus be necessary to consider inter-governmental
issues and ownership at national, provincial and local levels, as well as the roles of other actors, the private
sector, civil society and academe, in relation to the effective diffusion and uptake of the innovations.

e The challenges to effective innovation are often institutional, and therefore the question arises of how
conditions involving the infrastructure, the regulatory environment and other support and capabilities
regarding facilitation, flexibility and experimentation will be ensured, or deployed, to enable and extend the
innovations.

*  Where there are systemic or thematic issues, a high intensity of innovation support is likely to be required in
the form of large-scale, multi-year funding for networked teams and collaborations. This requires a strategic
and sustained, long-term perspective on supporting innovation, and not just an episodic approach .

These are three useful issues to keep in mind as each innovation project is reviewed. Indeed, South Africa has
only recently started to focus on its urban innovation potential, and in a general context of economic constraints
and social pressures. It will be important to beneficiate and learn from our experiences as we journey along.

Researching and Documenting Innovative Responses to Urban Pressures
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