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ABSTRACT

This design dialogue offers a
glimpse into a collaborative
environmental design project: Sister
Cities forthe Anthropocene (scA).
The core idea of scA is to reactivate
and reimagine the SiSter Cities
International program of the mid-20th
century for the exiStential crises of
the 245t century. In the introduétory
section of this dialogue, the envi-
ronmental anthropologists

who conceived Sister Cities for the
Anthropocene detail the key
principles of the concept as well

as its scientific basis. The conver-
sation then turns toward engagement
with colleagues in Cape Town and
Reykjavik, with expertise in issues of
climate adaptation, environmental
justice, and ecological syStems in
their reSpective cities. This dialogue
exemplifies the fir§t phase of the sca
design process: a series of brain-
Storming sessions among experts on
what the optimal goals and forms that
a Sister Cities for the Anthropocene
relationShip might take.
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Respondingtothis specialissue’'s promptto engage design more
directly in the struggle for planetary habitability and coexistence, we offer
a glimpse into a collaborative environmental design project in-the-making:
SisterCities forthe Anthropocene (Howe &Boyer,2024).The core idea of Sister
Cities forthe Anthropocene is to reactivate and reimagine the Sister Cities
International program of the mid-20t" century forthe existential crises of the
245t century. In the introductory section of this dialogue, the environmental
anthropologists who conceived Sister Cities forthe Anthropocene—Cymene
Howe and Dominic Boyer—detail the key principles ofthe conceptaswell as
its scientific basis. We then turn to a conversation with colleagues in Cape
Town and Reykjavik with expertise in issues of climate adaptation, environ-
mental justice,and ecological systemsintheirrespective cities.This exempli-
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fies the first phase of the design process: a series of brainstorming sessions
among experts onwhatthe optimal goals and forms thata Sister Cities forthe
Anthropocene relationship might take.

Astworesearchers based in Houston, Texas, we are keenly aware
that we live and work in a petropolitical metropolis that is driving global
warming: the oil and gas industry situated in the greater Houston region
is responsible for melting Icelandic ice and worsening the conditions of
sea-levelrise in cities like Cape Town. In this design exercise, we are drawn
toward these kinds of paradoxes, since surfacingthe often-unseen conneétivi-
ties of climatological disruptionis the key goal of Sister Cities forthe Anthropo-
cene.Inthatspirit,we are looking forawayto make the shared connections of
the Anthropocene—climate change, species extinction, extractivism, toxicity
and pollution, resource crises, and environmental inequality—more visible
to people so thatits causes and consequences can be identified, mobilized
around, and eventually reversed (Wood, 2022).

The original design of Sister Cities International (‘People to People”
asitwasfirstknown)was a Cold Warinitiative to foment citizen diplomacyand
international cultural understanding and cooperation. In U.S. President Eisen-
hower's words,itwas meantto “help build the road to an enduring peace”(Sister
Cities International, 2006, p. 98). In practice, Sister Cities was mostly focused
on economic cooperation, educational experiences, and travel. Sister Cities
forthe Anthropocene would align with the peace and cooperation goals of its
namesake. Butit would also refocus on how the impact of the Anthropocene
stress is destabilizing political and social orderacross the world. Like the mili-
tarythreats of the Cold War,the Anthropocene erademands urgentand collec-
tive action, notjust by governments, but by communities across the world.

There are differentways ofimagining a Sister Cities forthe Anthro-
pocenerelationship. Many cities are experiencing, forexample, similarforms
of catastrophic drought, storms, and flooding, and their resilience activities
could serve as plausible basis for collaboration. But we have decided here to
explore a less obvious kind of Anthropocene entanglement between Reyk-
javik, lceland,and Cape Town, South Africa.

Because of anthropogenic warming, Iceland nowadays loses 11
billion tons of glacial ice each year to the world ocean. NAsA-yPL's Gradient
Fingerprint Map—a modeling tool that determines where melted ice contrib-
utesto sea-level rise—reveals that,ofall the coastal cities inthe world, no city
is more impacted by the melt of Iceland’s glaciers than Cape Town (Howe &
Boyer,2024). Cape Town, meanwhile, faces its own Anthropocene challenges
in the form of drought and rising sea levels, which intensify historical lega-
cies of exclusion and inequality. Iceland’s capital and only large city, Reyk-
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1 See https://resource.
capetown.gov.za/documentcentre/

Documents/City%20

strategies%2C%20plans%20

and%20frameworks/CCT_
Climate_Change_Action_Plan.pdf

javik,is no strangerto climate change, but Cape Town and Reykjavik otherwise
seemto be anodd SisterCities pairing:they are culturally and geographically
distinctin manyrespects.There is no substantial shared colonial, linguistic, or
economic history that ties them together. But they are now connected, invis-
ibly, by the deterioration of the cryosphere and the warming expanse of the
world ocean.

What we are aspiring toward is not, at least initially, a policy
framework. Sister Cities, historically,emphasized building person-to-person
connections between faraway places as a means of fostering cooperation
and peace. This idea intersects with the terrestrial turn in design (e.g., Tironi,
2023). As Arturo Escobar argues, a pluriversal and ontological approach to
design can help address the “deeper civilizational crisis” manifesting in the
Anthropocene trajectory (20418, p.5). He further suggests that “the rethinking
of community or, perhaps more appropriately,the communal’ (2048, p.5)isa
critical feature of this approach. Sister Cities forthe Anthropocene, we hope,
is a contribution to this cause.

Our guiding design problem is: How can the largely invisible
Anthropocene connections between Cape Town and Reykjavik be made
more public and catalytic? In our best-case scenario for this design exercise,
Sister Cities for the Anthropocene could provide a platform for future forms
of partnership and alliance between the two cities, and Iceland and South
Africa more generally. At the outset, we are deliberating design strategies to
denerate compelling sparks.

How are Cape Town and Reykjavik respondingto the Anthro-
pocene thus far? Are there new Anthropocene-related
initiatives—cultural, political, or otherwise—taking place at
acitylevel? Are Anthropocene vectors like climate change
matters of significant public concern?
Nikiwe: In Cape Town, we have climate change-related initiatives in the
political arena, civil society, and grassroots communities, as well as in busi-
ness and academia,and all have different priorities and concerns. Sometimes
they are at loggerheads, even when well-intentioned. Cape Town's Climate
Change Action Plan® has ten focus areas, ranging from water, fire, air pollution,
landscape management, biodiversity,and infrastructure projects, each with its
own action plan.|am mostfamiliar with the strategies around water, many of
which were an outcome of the 2017—20418 drought, which almostled to Cape
Town's water supply being completely shut off. Along with other academics
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and government officials, | was part of an initial critique of the strategies that
prioritized a neoliberal focus on economic growth.

We were able to mountchallenges and ask:What doesthat mean
for people who have experienced South Africa’s history of apartheid? What
does that mean for ecologies if we think only in terms of economic advan-

A REFLECTIVE DIALOGUE

tages orabP outputs? When the water strategy was released,itwas a bit more
inclusive inits approachtojustice because academics and governmentwere
involved, and in direct conversation with grassroots communities and civil
society.

TOWN AND REYKJAVIK

Cape Town faces different Anthropocene challenges depending
on the season. From January to March, we have significant wind, and itis our

RETHINKING SISTER CITIES FOR THE ANTHROPOCENE: CAPE

driestseason.This leadsto majorfires,especiallyinthe township areas.They
are essentially a tinderbox because of the materials used to build informal
structures. This is exacerbated by the heating effect of the city. One study
portrays the unequal distribution of heatin Cape Town: high-income areas or
air-conditioned spaces experience maximumtemperatures between 20 and
25 degrees Celsius. Inlower-income communities and informal settlements,
residents sometimes experience temperatures of 40 degrees Celsius within
their spaces. This heat variation, just within one city, means different lived
experiences, different health outcomes, requiring policies to be informed by

NIKIWE SOLOMON

how heat operates unequally in the city.

And then most of the rain that we getin Cape Town comes during
ourwinter season, from May to September, when we also get flooding. Again,
poor infrastructure in informal settlements exacerbates the problem. The
construction rate in Cape Town is also an issue because more surfaces are
being covered with impermeable materials, reducing water absorption into
theaquifer.And again,these phenomena affect different communitiesinvery
unequal ways.

SOLVEIG ASTA SIGURDARDOTTIR

MAGNUS ORN AGNESAR-SIGURDSSON

So, in sum, we are dealing with multiple urban metabolisms that
are being disrupted. But people have also come together to try to address
these issues: from creating co-ops to working with researchers. A group of
students even designed a fire-retardant paint, and we have seen the imple-
mentation of innovative alarm systems for fires, for example.

Cymene: |appreciate how youtook usthrough the cycle of the year.This is
one way in which design also comes into play: the seasons are different, and

CYMENE HOWE
DOMINIC BOYER

theirimpacts are quite distinct. We have flooding versus fire. If we approach
responses in terms of a design project, we are encouraged to calibrate initia-
tives overtime, andinacyclical manner. Anthropocene responses, evenin one
single city, must be heterogeneous, agile, and, importantly, able to account
forvariation over the short and long term—the annual cycle is one temporal
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bracket, but the longer spans of 20, 50,100 -year horizons also push us to
take time seriously.

Magnus: For Reykjavik, we cannot paintas holistic a picture, butitwould be
interesting to think in terms of the annual weather cycle. Iceland has typically

A REFLECTIVE DIALOGUE

seenitselfas an environmental exemplarwith its abundant renewable energy
production since the 1960s-1970s. That goes for Reykjavik as well, and we
definitely fit the narrative of cities being at the forefront of climate response.
From a policy perspective, Reykjavik is about 10 years ahead of the country
asawhole.

TOWN AND REYKJAVIK

In 20412, Reykjavik approved its first climate action plan, which
included both adaptation and mitigation measures. It was quite ambitious

RETHINKING SISTER CITIES FOR THE ANTHROPOCENE: CAPE

atthe time, and the national government has always looked to Reykjavik for
climate policy. In terms of responding to the Anthropocene, the City of Reyk-
javik is probably the most visible government entity in the country.
Sea-levelrise is an issue most citizens are aware of in relation to
climate change, regarding Iceland specificallyand on a global scale. Sustain-
able water managementis increasingly a topic in Iceland, with intensified
precipitation being one of the majorconcerns associated with global warming.
Sea-level rise has a class dynamic here, too. In many places, the

NIKIWE SOLOMON

mostexpensive properties are by the seaside. Any decisions to eitherprotect
that property or to have the state buy out properties require assessments of
costly real estate. There are indications that these kinds of properties may
become prioritized in adaptation policy, effectively creating adaptation
privilege and furthering the inequalities already presentin climate change
impacts (Marino, 20418).

Biodiversity inthe wetlands connected to oursmall central lake is
likelythe mostvisible ecological adaptation measure inthe city. This initiative
is incorporated into educational projects for the public, specifically for kids

SOLVEIG ASTA SIGURDARDOTTIR

MAGNUS ORN AGNESAR-SIGURDSSON

and bird enthusiasts.
Sodlveig: As Nikiwe was saying, there is often a discrepancy between what
policies are in place and being enacted and the public’'s awareness of them,
which leads to frustration. But we are trying notto be too pessimistic. In terms
of the visibility of the Anthropocene in Reykjavik's public spaces, we have, for
example, a beloved outdoor sculpture, the now-extinct Geirfugl (great auk)
(Palsson, 2024) by artist Ol6f Nordal, that sits in the ocean close to the shore
and is covered by the tides coming in, illustrating this anthropogenically-in-
duced reality.

In Reykjavik art spaces, itis very common to find Anthropocene
commentary or language regarding climate change, and in the educational
sector, itis atleastvisible, if not always a top priority.

CYMENE HOWE
DOMINIC BOYER
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Ifyouwere to imagine a Sister Cities forthe Anthropocene

(scA) program or series of initiatives for Cape Town and

Reykjavik, what could those look like,and who would we want

to bringtogether? Which local Anthropocene concerns could

and should be effectively addressed through an scA program?

Letus considerthis as a blue-sky exercise forthe moment,

and notworry so much aboutlogistics, finances,and so on.

Cymene: Cape Town and Reykjavik,as we know from the physical modeling
tool (the Gradient Fingerprint Map), are having their watery connection through
the world ocean deepened: as Iceland melts, Cape Town's coast receives that
water. On the one hand, we have this traceable, physical connectivity—what
the science shows us. But justas importantly, | think, is the relative overall lack
of social, linguistic, and historical ties between these two places. Thatis not
to say there is none, of course, butin general, we do not have significant histo-
ries of extraction or colonial abuse between these cities, or between these
two countries. | wonder if that creates an opportunity. The relative absence
of long historic ties—especially troubled ones—may help us design more
innovative Anthropocene interconnections that are not freighted with past
deeds or economic dependencies. Colloquially, these two places are relati-
vely “baggage-free” with each other, meaning that this could be a good time
for great firstimpressions.
Nikiwe: Looking at how materialities are moving between these spacesis
key. But | would like to ask: What are we trying to do here in a broader sense?
What can we do that is not already being done by an organization like C40
Cities? And, what is unique about this pairing between Iceland and South
Africathat foments a different language or set of tools? Off the top of my head,
I work with water. Thinking about the currency of the current, how does the
current move,and what are the currencies in play that connect these different
spaces?

In Cape Town, sea-level rise adaptation strategies center on
building more infrastructure: building walls. While they are constructing sea
walls, they are also mining oursand dunes and depleting our natural barriers
to sea-levelrise.

The city has two major bays. Table Bay has the more expensive
properties, and insurance comes into play quite a bit. Forinsurers, sea-level
rise is considered a value risk and increased risk exposure, which means
customers pay higher premiums. On the False Bay side, we have extensive
sand dune mining.Thisis also where the largest informal settlementin Cape
Town, Khayelitsha, is located. Residents such as those in Khayelitsha will be
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2 A Ramsarsite is awetland of
international importance under
the Ramsar Convention, known as
the International Convention on
Wetlands.

the mostvulnerable to sea-level rise. There is no proper infrastructure, and
wastewater treatment plants are also sited there. It is a disaster waiting to
happen (see, e.g., Green etal., 2025). With sea-level rise, there will be contam-
ination of local rivers and the aquifer, which is just underneath Khayelitsha.
These multiple, overlapping dynamics require a full suite of tools and people
who can account for the bigger picture.

Dominic: Picking up on Nikiwe's question, part of the reason we selected
Sister Cities was as an alternative to the C4o0 model. C40 has done dreat
things, but it is thinking and operating at a global scale. Something that we
find valuable in the Sister Cities conceptis how it seeks to cultivate dyadic
and distinct relationships between individual cities. Perhaps the Sister Cities
paradigm allows for more bespoke city-to-city relations than a global network
design such as C40's.

Nikiwe: Wetlands could be a key connection point between us because
we are categorized as a wetland city. Many of our wetlands are Ramsar sites,?
including bird protection zones.

Magnus: Thisemphasis on excavating Anthropocene connectionsisan inte-
resting metaphor, and the model Cymene and Dominic are offering us—the
Anthropocene connection through the world ocean—is inherently interesting.
The focus on material, physical connections is distinct from the Sister Cities
International program, which creates “twin” or “friend” cities.

Sélveig: Aswe have been discussing, the wetlands and birds, such as the
Arctic tern, could be key points of connection. People in Reykjavik know about
these ecological issues, and they matter to them, which might make them
more interested in building a Sister Cities forthe Anthropocene relationship.
Magnus: |alsoappreciate thatyou mentioninsurance companies, Nikiwe,
because when it comes to adaptation, insurance companies are at the fore-
front due to theirrisk assessments and attention to profit. They are also very
dlobalized. Looking at supply chain connections between Cape Town and Reyk-
javik could be interesting too, especially as adaptation policy today considers
global and transboundary risks.

And, as Sélveig mentioned, we do have the Arctic tern, which

migrates to Antarcticaannuallyand flies through South Africa. So,these cities
already exchange birds every year!
Nikiwe: I love the connection of the birds because we have a large birding
community here in Cape Town, and many of our preserved wetland sites are
in some of the most polluted areas of the city. One direction might be to trace
contaminant flows from water carried by different vectors. What does ice or
melted water carry from Iceland to Cape Town,and how do currents from Cape
Town affect Reykjavik?
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Cymene: Anotherpotential approach could focus on youth, maybe in the
form of an educational exchange program. Getting the next generation involved
in the conversation will be fundamental, not just for reviving Sister Cities as
a concept, but for making it more impactful moving forward.

A REFLECTIVE DIALOGUE

It strikes me, too, that both of these cities have really strong art
scenes,with arealemphasis onthe arts and the imaginative workthat people
are doing. | can see that becoming a lively, creative way of visualizing these
connections, or making them audible, or experiential, to create awareness
and collaboration across continents and across the ocean through the arts

TOWN AND REYKJAVIK

that are already vibrant in both cities.
Nikiwe: From the Cape Town side, definitely. One of my projects, after

RETHINKING SISTER CITIES FOR THE ANTHROPOCENE: CAPE

completing my PhD, was to look at a specific river here in Cape Town and
connectitfromthe source to the sea, making associations between commu-
nities along the way. Art pieces that could elicitthose connections would be
brilliant. And youth are integral here because we are thinking about futures.
What futures do they imagine, and how do they express them artistically?
Cymene: Itwould be amazingto bringa group of street artists from Reykjavik
to Cape Town and a group of artists from Cape Town to Reykjavik to create dual
mural projects that center on the connections to the sea. This could foment

NIKIWE SOLOMON

more awareness of these changing hydrospheric conditions and, ideally, moti-
vate people. It would also be a learning experience for the artists who would
travel, engage with an international group of artists, and meet with commu-
nitiesin both places.

Sélveig: It goes without saying that these ideas would offer wonderful
opportunities for scholars and artists on our end. We have recently seen an
increased appreciation for South Africa overthe lastyear, especially following
the genocide case brought before the International Court of Justice. Our gover-
nment has not supported it (yet), but people have been looking to South Africa

SOLVEIG ASTA SIGURDARDOTTIR

MAGNUS ORN AGNESAR-SIGURDSSON

for guidance in these times.

Dominic: lalsolike the idea of engaging birding communities, inthatitisan
associative activity people are already quite passionate about. Birders might
be people already primed to appreciate the importance of global intercon-
nectedness in the form of migratory birds. In their disregard for nation-state
boundaries, birds truly are global citizens of a certain type. This opens up a
more-than-human way of thinking about what kinds of exchanges a Sister

CYMENE HOWE
DOMINIC BOYER

Cities relationship might recognize and foster. And birding could also serve
as a vehicle for talking about other Anthropocene ecological impacts and
challenges, such as the salination and pollution of wetlands.
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What challenges could you foresee in developingansca
program between Cape Town and Reykjavik? If anticipated
inadvance, are there ways these challenges could be
minimized?
Nikiwe: Ithink one ofthe obvious concerns would be how the contexts and
histories differ. And the North/South relationships would have to be navigated
quite carefully. For a long time, a lot of knowledge and resources have been

A REFLECTIVE DIALOGUE

extracted from the Global South, and people have become wary of who they
work with and how they work. If we are building the framework, it needs to be

TOWN AND REYKJAVIK

inclusive from the start. This means not inviting partners late in the process
as add-ons because we didn't think aboutthem atthe beginning. We need to

RETHINKING SISTER CITIES FOR THE ANTHROPOCENE: CAPE

be careful about the politics of the knowledge economy and who is involved
from the beginning of these conversations.

Solveig: It requires some really hard thinking about who you are assem-
bling, and on what grounds.

Magnus: It would be wise to learn, too, from the academic critique of the
Anthropocene as an unnecessarily homogenizing term (Davis & Todd, 20417).
The word itself can lead people to see climate harm as being equally the fault
of all humans (the “anthro” of the Anthropocene), when in fact it is northern

NIKIWE SOLOMON

industrialized countries and particular corporate actors that have produced
the crisis we all now collectively face. By the same logic, we would wantto be
careful to note that the experience of the Anthropocene has distinct quali-
ties in Cape Town and Reykjavik. There may be connections, but each city is
facing unique challenges. These two cities and countries have very different
histories that have made them very distinct places.

Itisveryimportantto keep inclusivity atthe core.This ties backto
the youth program idea mentioned earlier because it underscores the inter-
generational justice aspectwithinthe time horizon of the Anthropocene.The
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younger generationis also an expertininclusivity.

Nikiwe: Theterm Anthropoceneis still very much restricted to academic
spaces in South Africa. Itis now being used within government, too, but without
the nuance found in academia. And if | were to go to a township like Khayelitsha,
theywould have no idea what | was talking about with the Anthropocene. We
need to think about alternative terms for talking about these issues. That is
an obstacle to considerin later stages.

CYMENE HOWE
DOMINIC BOYER

Soélveig: There have been concerns raised here in Iceland thatwe areina
sort of backlash moment with regard to ecological commitments and nature
preservation. | know we appreciate nature, butitis also reallyimportantforus
to support projects that concern the appreciation of worlds beyond nation-
states.
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Dominic: Indeed, you have retrenchment against ecology, and also retren-
chmentagainst globalism, by which critics usually mean neoliberal globaliza-
tion.There are plenty of valid reasons to want to resist further neoliberalization.
Butthat doesn't mean we don't also need alternative ways of thinking about

A REFLECTIVE DIALOGUE

transnational connection and cooperation. Those will be vital for managing
the environmental crises that we are all sharing in different ways.

Nikiwe: I think the idea of Sister Cities does something else as well,
because within an African ethos, there is Ubuntu and the idea of accountabi-
lity to others through kinship. So, | stand strongly forthe Sister Cities concept
because it suggests relationships that cannot be broken so easily.

TOWN AND REYKJAVIK

Cymene: Thankyou for making that point, Nikiwe; it is really important. |
also like the kinship aspect of the Sister Cities concept because kinship, for
better orforworse, creates lifelong bonds of responsibility. The other aspect

RETHINKING SISTER CITIES FOR THE ANTHROPOCENE: CAPE

I like about Sister Cities, to follow the family metaphor, is thatthose relations
also change over time. We behave differently with our siblings when we are
six years old versus when we are 60 years old. And that temporal aspect of
relationality could be interesting to explore in a Sister Cities context.

Dominic: Wonderful! Thank you all for a fascinating conversation. Just to
summarize the main ideas, after contextualizing Anthropocene initiatives in

NIKIWE SOLOMON

Cape Town and Reykjavik, we talked about collaborative art projects, youth
exchanges, and possibly even activating birdwatching communities on both
sides of multi-species migration. We considered engaging global actors like
the insurance industry. A lot emerged from this design brainstorming session,
with really stimulating ideas to think with and iterate further.

Looking ahead, we (Cymene Howe and Dominic Boyer) will
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continue to organize a series of small group brainstorming sessions with
different partners (see Gatt, 2017)—thinkers, artists, and activists from Cape
Town and Reykjavik. We intend to expand the conversation and palette of
ideas and initiatives that could become elements of an scA program. As
discussed, we prioritize creating a design environment that does not repro-
duce extractive practices in terms of knowledge, time, effort, and resources.
Potential project partners and stakeholders need to be identified earlyon,and

CYMENE HOWE
DOMINIC BOYER

responsibilities must be clearly defined.

That said, many creative ideas are already emerging: from
migrating birds to artistic collaborations. Once more ideas are on the table,
we will convene a larger stakeholder gathering, likely a conference, to talk
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through different elements and pathways toward an scA program, as well as
how that program might be funded. From there, we will work toward a collab-
orative prototype ortrial programto see whatkind of response andimpactan
scArelationship could generate. Although many programmatic options exist,
all would emphasize the watery materiality that connects these two global

A REFLECTIVE DIALOGUE

cities,evenas otheraspects oftheirrespective histories might separate them.

Pivotal to any design for the Sister Cities forthe Anthropocene
programisthe recognitionthatwe are livinginan erainwhich modernist prom-
ises of human command and control over environments are fracturing under
the weight of the sprawl of instruments, infrastructures, and lateral effects
characteristic of northern modernity (Thomas, 2022; Tsing et al.,,20417). scA

RETHINKING SISTER CITIES FOR THE ANTHROPOCENE: CAPE
TOWN AND REYKJAVIK

recognizes this fracturing as both an existential challenge and a compelling
opportunity, which— ifapproached with creative optimism—could generate
novel collaborations across continents that mightyield better, more equitable,
global futures. [@
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