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Our vision for Alexandra recognizes a great sense 
of local identity existing in the community.  We 
appreciate Alex’s rich heritage, vibrant culture, and 
mobilized community as important factors in the 
development of the projects.  Each group’s propos-
als studied the existing conditions in the site, trying 
to address the challanges of contensious land, 
housing improvements, public spaces, and historic 
nature.    
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Process

Alexandra was initially introduced to the group 
through a tour given by local architect, and mentor, 
Peter Rich, and his colleagues from the Alexandra 
Heritage Group.  The students worked in small 
groups concerning topics of public space, housing, 
and youth and culture.  They worked both on site 
and in the studio making presentations and meet-
ing with the key stakeholders of Alexandra Renewal 
Project.  The New School students organized an 
event at the Jukskei River Park to showcase the 
local talent and performer of Alexandra.  Residents, 
city officials, and the general public was invited 
to attend the final presentation of projects at Wits 
University on Wednesday July 19, 2007.

Projects

After the first presentations, students developed 
their projects further, redefining their scope and 
interests.  The public space group decided to focus 
their attention on the contentious Minerva site, 
promoting a dialogue between the Alexandra resi-
dents and the Alexandra Renewal Project proposal.  
The housing group separated into two groups; one 
concentrating on immediate upgrade strategies and 
understanding the existing nature of the yards and 

further developing proposals for new housing for 
new development.  A small-scale project developed 
from the youth and culture group, incorporating ev-
ery day objects into the celebration of public space.  
The name of the projects were:  [re]ward. 76, Yard 
Networking, Small Changes, Big Improvements, 
and Community Blocks.

Outcomes

The Alexandra in the Park event was a very success-
ful gathering of community groups.  It increased 
connectivity between organizations and community 
members through dissemination of information, 
artistic activities and performances.  There has been 
expressed interest in initiating a long-term strategy 
to sustain events & gatherings like Alexandra in 
the Park for various community celebrities, orga-
nizations, and City of Johannesburg officials.  The 
Global Studio designers were able to evaluate their 
design concepts and ideas better fit for participa-
tory planning and design

The  [re]ward. 76 collected information from the 
community by creating a community map and in-
terviewing residents at the event.  This information 
was incorporated into a spatial framework at will be 
presented to the ARP.

Executive Summary
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The Yard Networking hosted house-drawing 
competition and recorded personal histories at 
the event.  A heritage walk was designed to tell the 
formal and informal history of the Alexandra com-
munity.

Small Changes, Big Improvements worked with 
a specific yard helping residents improve their 
environmental conditions.  A document of this 
process was designed into a “self-help” DVD and 
instructional pamphlet, as a pilot project that can 
be further developed and implemented by local 
organizations.

Working with Mama Portia’s Orphanage, the Com-
munity Blocks group painted concrete blocks at the 
event.  These blocks became the design elements 
for the gathering space at the orphanage.

Alexandra
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The “Minerva Site” (Ward 76, Alexandra) is located 
on the southern edge of Alexandra, along London 
Road between 13th Avenue and 12th Avenue. The 
existing site is a mix of residential, educational, 
sporting and recreational facilities. Existing educa-
tional facilities at the Minerva site include
two primary schools and a secondary school. The 
existing facilities all seem to be in isolation and 
hardly in communication with one another. There 
exist minimal linkages between these various 
activities. This project aims to provide a new way 
of looking at how educational facilities can function 
better within the larger context of the community, 
and provides a network of learning and recreational 
spaces, which connects the various user groups 
within Alex, fosters local talent and showcases this 
talent on a city-regional level.

The Alexandra Township, near the Johannesburg 
City is one of the biggest examples of informal in a 
Formal settlement. The distinct Grid Iron pattern 
of the present day vehicular movement with the co-
existence of organic shack settlement is a contrast 
on its own.The township has an immense density 
in contrast to other Johannesburg township, and 
has IntroductionAlexandra . Yard NetworkingYard 
Networkinga very rich pedestrian culture thereby. 
The pedestrian movement is mainly along the Ve-
hicular Road and through the yards. Unfortunately, 

the yards now act as pockets along the main road as 
now the residents have blocked the yards from any 
inter-connection.

The site, yard number 45, on 12th Avenue, was 
chosen for its diversity of housing types and prob-
lems, high level of ‘ownership’ and the willing and 
positive attitudes of homeowners.

Mama Portia Mongake
Mama Afrika, Abangani Enkosini Orphanage
072 609 4444(011) 443 0682

The Site

Alexandra
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Alexandra, commonly known as Alex, is a town-
ship near the center of Johannesburg located in the 
province of Gauteng.  Historical records indicate 
that the land was annexed to become farmland in 
1904 by a man with the surname was Papenfus 
-- he named the area after his wife, Alexandra.   In 
1912, Alexandra was proclaimed a ‘native town-
ship’ before the Land Act of 1913 was enacted, and 
became one of the urban areas where black people 
could own land under a freehold title.   

Alexandra’s infrastructure was designed for a 
population of 70,000 persons.  However, popula-
tion estimates predict that approximately 350,000 
to 500,000 persons are currently living there – all 
within the area of one square mile.   The township 
has a privileged location within Johannesburg: it 
sits next to key roads as well as the principle high-
way linking Johannesburg to Pretoria.  It is also 
situated near the economic hubs of Sandton, Wyn-
berg, and other industrial and commercial areas. 

In 2001, the national government declared Alex as 
a presidential project site, with an emphasis urban 
regeneration and integrated upliftment of the com-
munity.  The Alexandra Renewal Project (ARP) was 
subsequently created to head-up this effort; it is 
described as “a joint urban regeneration project be-
tween all three tiers of government, the private sec-

tor, NGOs, and community-based organizations.”   
The Greater Alexandra Development Forum, which 
currently encompasses over one hundred commu-
nity organizations, functions as the mouthpiece of 
the community in negotiating with the ARP.  

Housing is a complex and contentious issue in Alex.  
Residents can be found living in formal houses, 
backyard shacks, hostel complexes, flats, and 
governmental bond housing.   However, the overall 
density of Alexandra, along with numerous infor-
mal dwellings, has made it difficult to maintain the 
existing infrastructure; in many instances, residents 
are often relocated in order to facilitate future 
development efforts. For example, Minerva High 
School and the adjacent primary schools and sports 
facilities have recently been identified for upgrad-
ing. As a result, outlaying informal settlements are 
to be relocated from this site.  The issue of reloca-
tion as a part of the land-development process can 
exacerbate tensions between residents, some who 
have been waiting for as long as ten years, for prior-
ity on government-issued housing units.

The populations of Alexandra experience several of 
the same health challenges that other South Afri-
cans face, however the established health care fa-
cilities in Alexandra tend to be more advanced than 
some of the other townships. There are currently 

Background

Global Studio Johannesburg 2007
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seven health clinics that provide a range of services 
including curative visits, immunization, family 
planning, sexually transmitted infections, tubercu-
losis, home visits, basic antenatal, postnatal, HIV 
and AIDS counseling, and health education .  There 
are also a large number of local NGOs that have 
been founded by individuals in Alex for the benefit 
of the community, and large informal healthcare 
networks that encompass education, counseling, 
and hospice care.  Communities in Alexandra are 
also negatively affected by the rise in opportunistic 
infections. Local health care professionals cite the 
highly mobile population, low levels of employ-
ment, and lack of food access as principle factors 
that increase the infection rates.  

Byline: Adriana Abdenur, Natalie Cline, Jessica 
Faith, Marybec Griffin, Monica Paz, Nicolas Smith

Alexandra
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Alexandra was initially introduced to the group 
through a tour given by local architect, and mentor, 
Peter Rich, and his colleagues from the Alexandra 
Heritage Group.  Taking a tour cutting across the 
one square mile township, the fact that “It was 
Happening In Alex” became very apparent. With-
out camera, students were asked to record their 
impressions of Alex through drawing and notes of 
informal interviews. The following day, working 
in small groups in the studio, students gathered 
impressions and questions in response to the group 
tour and site visit.  The New School sociology stu-
dents, who had been working in Alex, responded to 
the questions addressing their areas of expertise.  

After further discussion, the students broke up into 
3 groups: public space, housing, and youth and cul-
ture.  These groups worked through the afternoon 
to develop proposals for the evening presentation.
After the first presentation, students returned to 
the site during the following two weeks to gather 
further information, meet with residents, and speak 
with city officials.  The director of the Alexandra 
Renewal Project, Julian Baskin, hosted a discussion 
at his office to answer questions, as well as attend-
ing a presentation later on in the week at Wits 
University.  
The New School students organized an event at 

Process
the Jukskei River Park to showcase the local talent 
and performer of Alexandra.  This event created a 
venue for students to meet with residents of Alex, 
exchange their ideas, and receive feedback from 
the community.  

Residents, city officials, and the general public was 
invited to attend the final presentation of projects 
at Wits University on Wednesday July 19, 2007.
sequat verit prate tie endit, vullute consenit laore 
consecte tion voluptat ad ming eu facing et lum 
quam eum zzrit wisi te er sum vulputat.

Contacts

Thabo MopasiSecretary of Local Education Train-
ing Unit 4 (Letu)+27 739 038335

Mama Portia MongakeMama Afrika, Abangani 
Enkosini Orphanage072 609 4444(011) 443 0682

Julian Baskin and Darlene Alexandera Renewal 
Project+27 798 723733

Peter Rich
Peter Rich ArchitectsJohannesburg, South Af-
rica+27 837 250665

Global Studio Johannesburg 2007
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Site Name
Alexandra
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[re]ward.76
Alexandra
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Alexandra is a vibrant, growing community with 
a strong youth population. While this project has 
focused on the activities of children and youth, the 
propsed facilities will be utalized by all members 
of the Alex and wider communities. The youth of 
Alexandra engages in a multitude of sport activi-
ties, games and creative hobbies. The spaces that 
are provided to them as part of the public realm 
(e.g. streets and parks) and on private property 
(e.g. yards and homes) are often inappropriate in 
terms of safety, equipment, design or location. For 
other activities (e.g. ballet, ballroom dancing) there 
is a lack of facilities in the township which makes 
practicing impossible. 

The large number of simple games and sports ac-
tivities which do not need a formalized facility but 
rather a friendly and human-scale open space has 
informed the design process for the “Minerva Site”. 
Public space and open air facilities on Minerva will 
provide open space and facilities for a wide range of 
sports, recreation, arts and cultural activities that 
are part of the daily life of Alexandra’s youth today. 
With the additional infrastructures on the site, it is 
anticipated that opportunities to engage in sports 
and arts activities will be expanded.

The “Minerva Site” (Ward 76, Alexandra) is located 
on the southern edge of Alexandra, along London 

Road between 13th Avenue and 12th Avenue. The 
existing site is a mix of residential, educational, 
sporting and recreational facilities. 

Existing educational facilities at the Minerva site in-
clude two primary schools and a secondary school. 
The existing facilities all seem to be in isolation 
and hardly in communication with one another. 
There exist minimal linkages between these various 
activities. This project aims to provide a new way 
of looking at how educational facilities can function 
better within the larger context of the community, 
and provides a network of learning and recreational 
spaces, which connects the various user groups 
within Alex, fosters local talent and showcases this 
talent on a city-regional level. 

Existing sport & recreational activities include a 
football pitch, tennis courts and combination courts 
(basketball and netball). These facilities are used by 
the wider Alexandra community and the education-
al facilities in the area. However, these facilities are 
under-utilized. This is due to rigid policing by the 
Department of Sport & Recreation and the need to 
book prior to use, both of which act as a deterrent 
to use the facilities.  

The “Minerva Site” has also a youth centre which 
accommodates activities like dancing, theatre, 

Introduction

Alexandra: [re]ward.76

[re]ward.76  
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After intial observations, it was decided that the 
group should focus on streets within Alex. Streets 
in Alex play an important role in the everyday lives 
of all community members. Essentially, they are an 
extension of the home and yard, on which children 
play, informal trading takes place, rituals and cer-
omnies are held and community members gather 
and mingle.

However, focus finally shifted to the “Minerva 
Site”, which is made up of land parcels, which are 
currently used by the Departments of Education 
and Sports & Recreation. Additionally, portions 
of this land are occupied by infomal settlements. 
Due to the highly politicised situation with land 
ownership lawsuits pending, the group has taken 
a low key approach and has tried not to exacerbate 
conflict. 

The “Minerva Site”, as such, does not yet exist as a 
destination. The planning area has been identified 
by the ARP as an area for development. All schools 
are to be demolished and rebuilt due to health 
reasons (asbestos) and a major investment, an 
international skate park, is proposed for the site, 
which is anticipated to expand revenue and inter-
est in Alex. 

The following methods were used to develop design 
strategies and a masterplan for the “Minerva Site”:

Briefing by fellow researchers from a collaborating 
university program (New School, New York);

Observations and documentation of site (photos, 
sketches);

Interviews with community members; and

Methodologyacrobatics and computer training. The youth centre 
is also home to the Alexandra Development Forum 
(ADF).

Informal housing (shacks) exists on the “Minerva 
Site”. The shacks are built of temporary materials, 
with no proper layout pattern. However, these resi-
dences have recently been served notices to vacate, 
as their shacks are to be demolished. At present, 
there are no plans for the razed area.  

This project aims to expand on the current func-
tions on site to include Arts & Cultural and formal 
trading facilities.

Objectives
Primarily, this project investigated  better con-
nectivity between Arts & Culture, Education and 
Sport & Recreation within the chosen site, in order 
to increase economic opportunities and facilitate 
social interaction.

Further, this report aims to provide the community 
and the Alexandra Renewal Project (ARP) with 
a developmental vision, spatial framework and a 
program of activities for the “Minerva Site” (Ward 
76, Alexandra). The outcomes respond to the needs 
and potentials of the community, opportunities 
arising in the restructuring of educational facilities 
on site and infrastructure projects that are pres-
ently under development by the ARP.
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Meetings and consultation with the ARP.

Community particpation and input formed a ma-
jor part of  research undertaken. Data was collected 
from the following sources:

Conversations with stakeholders (informal traders, 
Alexandra Heritage Foundation, Thusong Centre, 
Architects, Johannesburg Department of Parks & 
Recreation, and Johannesburg Department of Arts, 
Culture & Heritage) and local residents;

Community input on sports, recreation, arts & cul-
ture by way of mapping of sites, interviews (audio, 
video and transcript) and photo documentation of 
children’s games and favorite sports; and

Guided tours around Alex by community youth 
leaders, and participation in Alex nightlife (an eve-
ning of braai and conversation with Baba Linda, a 
prominent and original Alex resident and former 
ANC freedom fighter);and 

Photo documentation by Alex youth of their pre-
ferred recreational areas.

Studio Timeline

July 5 
Toured Alexandra to see areas of interest (Heritage 
Sites, Community Centres and the planning site 
proposed by the ARP). Met representatives from 
the Alexandra Youth Development Forum and the 
Heritage Foundation.

July 6 
Students expressed their areas of interest and 
formed small thematical groups to develop first 
project ideas. Subsequent presentation amongst 
Alexandra groups.

July 7
Site visit, documentation and conversations with 
residents. Met community leader Mr. Linda and 
spent evening in Alexandra.

July 9 
Studio work and studio-wide presentations. Cri-
tique by mentors and project associates.

July 10
Visits at the community centres and meeting with 
the ARP leadership to get further input and to spin 
first ideas for reactions.

July 11 
Studio work and presentation of project ideas 
amongst the Alexandra groups. Critique by ARP. 

July 12
Studio work. Decision to address Minerva site. 

July 13
Site visit and documentation. Individual group 
members assisted other Alexandra groups.

July 14
Preparation of posters, materials and planning for 
the event on Sunday. 

July 15
Research and documentation activities at the cul-
tural event in Jukskei Park, Alexandra.

July 16
Evaluation of input from the research and photo 
material. Discussion of vision and spatial concept 
(framework and programme).

Alexandra: [re]ward.76
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Alexandra in the Park

Global Studio Johannesburg 2007
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Education

Education Facilities I:
Proposed site location- Southeast, bound by 13th 
Avenue, the football filed and Mixed Use Residen-
tial I.

The programming of this educational facility is 
proposed for the use by children between grades 
zero through three.  The facility is envisioned as a 
two story building which has a relationship with the 
football field below.  The connection between these 
two uses will be a gradual stepped seating unit that 
will compliment the existing topography and create 
a spectator seating area that is easily accessible 
from the educational facility.

Contained within this educational facility is the 
kitchen as well as Art studios for pottery and other 
fine arts that are currently housed in the Thusong 
center.  These uses should have a separate entrance 
in order to foster use after school hours and the se-
curity of the classroom facilities.  In terms of sports 
and recreational facilities, this site will incorporate 
a tennis and combi-court for the use of the imme-
diate students as well as for the other youth in the 
area.  We propose that the school also have a play 
ground that is for the exclusive use of the school.

As education is central to the programming of this 
entire site, this educational facility is also located 
adjacent to the centrally placed library and dance 
studio, which are housed in the same building.

Education Facilities II:  
Proposed site location- Northeast, bound by 13th 
Avenue, the northern most edge of the site and 
Mixed Use Residential III

The programming of the second educational facil-
ity is for grades four through seven.  This facility 
should have a strong visual connection with the up-
coming skate park to its west and the football field 
to the south.  The site will also incorporate a tennis 

and combi-court facilities that must be accessible 
to the community at large for the use after school 
hours.  The classroom facilities should be secured 
separate from these community serving courts.  
These courts will serve the Mixed Use Residential 
III which is proposed as multi- level apartment 
style housing complex, located north of this school 
via a pedestrian pathway.  This connection to the 
street perpendicular to 13th Avenue should be well 
lit and safe for 18 hour/ after school hour use.

The schools immediate relationship with this street 
will need to be addressed through a design inter-
vention that will allow for some transparency so as 
to bring the school life to the street but also ensure 
the safety of the school.

Education Facilities III:  
Proposed site location- Southwest, bounded by 12th 
Avenue to the west, two streets to the north and 
south and a Sports Center to the east.

The programming of the remaining educational 
facility is intended for grades eight through twelve.  
The location of this facility is central to the new 
swimming pool, sports center (complete with 
restaurant, vocational training facilities and indoor 
sports center), Mixed Use Housing IV (which will 
have commercial on the ground floor).  This school 
will be at the epicenter of many uses and 

The Project

‘Minerva Site’

Alexandra: [re]ward.76
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user groups allowing the school to access the many 
resources that are available.  In addition the school 
must be accessible to the larger Alex community.

Social / Public Infrastructure

The following three program uses are in response 
to the lack of sufficient facilities in Alexandra that 
offer art and sport related amenities.  The aim 
is to reintroduce the Thabisong and Ntokozweni 
facilities previously found in Bantu culture in the 
Northwest.  These prominent community  “places 
of pleasure” as related to arts, offer youth a place 
to hone their skills, talents, interests, and spend 
their leisure time in a positive environment.

Library/Dance Facility:
Proposed site location- West of the football field, 
in the “center” of the site where the pedestrian 
pathways terminate.

As previously stated, the programming of the total 
site is centered on the new two story library and 
thirds story dance studio.  The library serves as 
a central community facility for all user and age 
groups.  The library should provide a number of 
activities and resources (in a number of languages) 
such as multimedia, internet access, living history 
records and space for art exhibitions. The reason-
ing behind the library as the central community 
facility is its applicability to all the members of the 
community.

The third story of the building will combine uncon-
ventional uses.  Currently the Thusong Youth Cen-
ter provides some dance facilities although they are 
relatively small, not well light and limiting in the 
kind of dance they can accommodate.  A dance stu-
dio, used for lessons, rehearsals and perhaps small 
performances, will sit on top of the library as a way 
to diversify the uses found in one building.  The 
interface of these two uses do pose some challenges 
however with proper sound insulation and rein-
forcement a library and dance studio can occupy 
the same building and bring a variety of user groups 
in terms of age and purpose.  The dance studios will 
bring movement and life to the center of the site in 
the evenings as well as during the day.

We propose that this building have a very transpar-
ent and legible appearance at the street level.  With 
this in mind we propose the third story be have 
a glass or see through façade allowing the dance 
studio uses to have their own connection with the 
street ideally fostering safety through more “eyes on 
the street” (Jane Jacobs).  At the ground floor level 
closest to the Art studios we propose an art store as 
well as an opportunity for refreshments that can be 
enjoyed in the small public square that sits in front 
of the Library/Dance Center.

View Towards Library and Main Square

Global Studio Johannesburg 2007
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“We don’t have enough space to practice, so we only meet 
once a week” 

“The Poetry Sessions are really important to me, now each 
time we get together, i get inspired. . .”

Patricia is one of the youth performers from Alexandra in the 
Park.  A number of interviews with local youth were recorded 
during the event in order to understand the community needs 
in regards to Arts and Cultural activities.  Patricia is a student at 
Eastbank High.  She started writing 3 years ago, but just joined 
the Poetry Sessions at San Kapano last March.  Though she 
just recently started performing in public, Patricia is eager to find 
more opportunities to showcase her work. 

Alexandra: [re]ward.76
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Activity Centre

Proposed site location- Corner of the Pedestrian 
Square, opposite form the Library/Dance Facility.

This sports center is a multi-use facility that will 
relocate some of the current uses found in the 
Thusong Youth Center.  The facility will incorporate 
a gym for work out and gymnastics practice which 
is currently housed at the Thusong Center.  The 
other activities which will be reintroduced into this 
site from the Youth Center is a computer training 
facility.  In addition this site is intentionally located 
near the school (grades 8-12) in order to support 
the vocational training programs that will take 
place in this facility.  The potential of employing 
matriculates to teach training programs should be 
a long term goal that may be facilitated by the close 
proximity between the Educational Facility III and 
the Activity Center.  The final programmed use in 
the facility is a Restaurant.  This will offer opportu-
nities for the many of the surrounding users (sports 
participants, dancers, school children, residents, 
etc…) to come to the activity center for food as it 
is centrally located and ideally stay to observe the 
activates carrying on in the center.

Performing Arts Hall

Proposed site location- Corner of the Pedestrian 
Square, opposite the Activity center.

This facility is a direct response to the community 
input solicited at Alexandra in the Park, the Com-
munity event held by researchers focusing on Alex.  
The facility aims to incorporate many of the uses 
that the community has identifies (through various 
research methods) as a lacking or absent at pres-
ent.  The Hall will be a formal area for performing 
arts.  It should include a stage for Theater perfor-
mances as well Dance such as ballet, Zulu, Modern, 
hip hop, Gambu, Xhosa, in addition to poetry, spo-
ken work, singing, and many other performance 
types.

The Performing Arts Hall will have prominent 
place in the design of the site.  This entrance is 
for both vehicular and pedestrian access at which 
point the vehicular traffic will be funneled into a 
subterranean parking structure that sits under the 
Performing Arts Hall.  The ingress from 12th Av-
enue will have a landscaped edge that aims to draw 
people into the area and will also serve as spill over 
parking during major sporting events held at the 
upcoming Skate Park. 

Skate Park,Flexi-Space and Performance Hall

Global Studio Johannesburg 2007
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During the year when there are 
no major sporting events this 
green space can add to the flex-
ible space programmed just north 
of the Performing Arts Hall and 
the surface green/parking space.  
The flexi-space is an opportunity 
for the different user groups to 
make the space their own for 
activities that are not pro-
grammed.  Through discus-
sions with the community, 
many traditional dances are 
preformed strictly on the 
earth; this is one example 
of an art or recreational 
use for this space.  Other 
possible uses in this area 
are open air markets, church 
meetings, weddings, informal football 
games, other children’s games.  There is 
also a potential for having an outdoor movie 
screening.   venue as the Performing Arts Hall 
abuts the seating intended for the Skate Park.  
This could serve as back drop for a removable 
screen where the community can gather and 
watch films.   

Entry Point into Area from 12th Avenue

Spatial Framework

Alexandra: [re]ward.76
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Swimming Pool

Proposed site location- South of Educational Facil-
ity 3 and next to the Activity Center.

The programming of a new community swimming 
pool was intentionally located next to the school 
for youth and the activity center.  These three uses 
are complimentary and ideally with create a lively 
atmosphere both during the day and night.  The 
connection with the activity center, school and resi-
dential complexes it should offer a common access 
point that is secured at all times.

Commercial and Entertainment

Proposed site location- Southern most end of the 
Site, adjacent to London Road.

This programmed use is a result of many stake-
holders voicing their options on lacking facilities 
(namely name brand shopping opportunities) and 
opportunities to capitalize on the sites proximity to 
a major thoroughfare.  London Road is used as an 
arterial that connects to the freeway with the site in 
question on to its north and light industrial uses to 
its south.  This high traffic road lends itself nicely 
to creating a mixed use facility with commercial 

on the ground floor and residential on the second 
floor.  The development of residential at this loca-
tion should take into account defensible space and 
ideally will locate the housing units facing onto the 
insular street.  In addition there are some design 
interventions that must be implemented to improve 
the edge conditions of this area.  For example tight 
street edges and a friendly pedestrian entrance 
would be pivotal to drawing in the pedestrian cus-
tomers from surrounding areas.

This facility should also provide entertainment, 
refreshment areas and public parking subter-
ranean that will serve patrons from in and out of 
Alex.  There is also a great opportunity at this site 
for incorporating a public transit drop off point 
which will encourage the exploration of the site on 
a pedestrian scale.

London Road Commercial Area

Global Studio Johannesburg 2007
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Housing

Residential I:
Proposed site location- Southeast, bound by 13th 
Avenue, mixed use commercial to the south and 
secondary road to the west. The program of this 
space is mixed use housing with yards

Residential II:
Proposed site location- Southwest, bound by mixed 
use commercial to the south, secondary road to the 
east and the swimming pool to the north. The pro-
gram of this space is mixed use housing with yards

Residential III:
Proposed site location- North, bound by the skate 
park to the southwest, and Educational Facility II 
to the southeast. The programming of this site is in-
tended to function as a multi level apartment style 
housing complex with parking on the ground floor.  
Its proximity to both the proposed skate park and 
school facility mandates a mix of building heights.  
Please see refer to the housing/yard typology re-
search for detailed descriptions.

Residential IV:
Proposed site location-West, bound by the Ingress 
road perpendicular to 12th Avenue, 12th Avenue, 
Educational Facility 3 and the activity center.

The programming of this housing development is 
crucial to the edge condition along the main ingress 
form 12th Avenue.  The ground floor should be 
used as commercial space which will keep the street 
active and safe throughout the day.  The housing 
will come in on the second floor and will also foster 
more eyes on the street.  It is also a located in a 
prime area for viewing informal activities of the 
flexi-space and for activities taking place in Educa-
tional Facility 3.

Common Entrance into Activity Center and Swimming Pool 
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Finalise the Proposal 

The proposal developed by the group is concep-
tual and will need to be further refined to a more 
detailed plans of the area. The development of the 
plan will need in put from a wide range of stake-
holders. 

Community In put

There is need for a comprehensive framework to 
further engage the community and identify what 
their priorities are in regard to sporting and recre-
ational facilities. 

Management

Prior to the implementation of the proposals there 
is potential in achieving ‘quick wins,’ for example 
initiating a more effective approach in manag-
ing the existing sports facilities The community 
could also be engaged in the management of these 
facilities for example through empowerment of the 
already existing youth groups.  In addition improv-
ing adaptively reused facilities as rehearsal spaces 
is another pressing issue that can be a ‘quick win’.  
Many reused factory building, for instance, are 

severely dilapidated and unfit for recreation use. 
The minor upgrades that are necessary will ensure 
ownership of the facilities by the community and 
an influx of spaces of youth rehearsal and recre-
ation.

In the long run and after the proposal is consid-
ered for implementation, there are a few social 
integration strategies that may help better incorpo-
rate the potentially different user groups.  A world 
class international skate park has the potential 
of drawing a different socio-economic groups to 
Alex and social stratification may result leading 
to safety issues around theft due to lack of access 
for locals.  It is critical for stakeholders such as the 
ARP and the Department of Sports and Recreation 
(along with others) hold a meeting at which point 
strategies for minimizing this stratification can be 
discussed and implemented.  A suggestion may be 
a skateboard rental facility for Alex youth to par-
take in the use of the skate park.  This would allow 
the local youth to learn to skate as well as keep the 
facility well used.  

Another strategy that can be discussed by the ARP 
and the Department of Arts, Culture and Heri-
tage is ways in which Alex youth can have priority 
performances for greater exposure.  During sports 
competitions, local performers could benefit from 

Next Steps
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the exposure to a large, diverse audience which may 
help promote their talents.  This is a strategy that 
resulted from interviews with local artists who are 
struggling to make a name for themselves coming 
from Alex.  Some performers have noted that Alex’s 
reputation makes it hard to be a successful artist 
without leaving the community to purse a career in 
the performing arts.  A willingness to support the 
performers from Alexandra may aid in improving 
the reputation of the township while at the same 
time improving the chances of success for locals.

The final suggestion for long term success of this 
spatial programming is the implementation of an 
umbrella organization for youth and the perform-
ing arts.  This suggestion also stems from inter-
views conducted with local performing arts direc-
tors.  These mentors have take on more then the 
simple role of organizing a dance team, they are the 
fathers, mothers, social workers, fund raisers, and 
teacher.  There is no opportunity to focus on one 
objective and do it well when the others objectives 
need to be addressed as well.  For this reason it is 
suggested that the Department of Arts, Culture and 
Heritage talk with the Department of Trade and 
Industry in order to develop a public sector organi-
zation with the aim of organizing the youth arts and 
sports activity in Alex. The organization would be a 
resource center (complete with youth employment 
opportunities) which could address needed issues 
such as fund raising, programming of performanc-
es, social support networks for young artists, and 
existing facility improvement programs.  

Implementation Strategy

The project should be implemented in phases to en-
sure that some of the facilities are still in use while 
the others are undergoing renovation/ redevelop-
ment. 
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The Alexandra Township, near the Johannesburg 
City is one of the biggest examples of informal in a 
Formal settlement. The distinct Grid Iron pattern 
of the present day vehicular movement with the co-
existence of organic shack settlement is a contrast 
on its own.The township has an immense density in 
contrast to other Johannesburg township, and has 

Introduction

Alexandra . Yard Networking

Yard Networking

a very rich pedestrian culture thereby. The pedes-
trian movement is mainly along the Vehicular Road 
and through the yards. Unfortunately, the yards 
now act as pockets along the main road as now the 
residents have blocked the yards from any inter-
connection. 
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The first step was to analyze the existing situation 
in a SWOT way, before taking any further steps or 
suggesting any interventions. The following are the 
few points which can be categorised into:

Strengths

-The yard itself offers a third layer of connectivity.

-Community Space in a yard is enjoyed by all age 
groups. Like, people like to conglomerate at the 
house thresholds.

-Utility + Functional Space: The toilets induce a 
sense of social essence in the yard space and the car 
parking bays makes it multi purpose. 
-The open space is yard is just optimum for the 
light and ventilation. 

Weaknesses

-Quantity: The area is inadequate to cater all the 
desired services.

The SWOT Analysis
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-Sporadic infrastructure inserted spoils the visual 
coherence of the yard as a space.

-Sharing of services and the yard as a spaces and 
the yard as a space is not welcomed by the users.
-Sanitization is the biggest is issue. The existing 
sanitary infrastructure is in bad shape.

-Aspiration of each individual to have his own 
private yard.

Oppurtunities

-The slope at each yard can be utilized for waste 
water management.

-The yard system could be explored as a ‘Multi-pur-
pose’ Space, with the introduction of some physical 
enhancements.

Threats

-There is a danger of further encroachments in 
quest of more space or in search any new activity.

-The electricity normalization looks quite abnormal, 
as the process is shortsighted. 

-Sporadic infrastructure placements are again very 
short sighted.

Alexandra . Yard Networking
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Alexandra has a unique urban pattern, with a 
hierarchy in movement pattern with primary east-
west roads, secondary north-south avenue roads 
and a tertiary movement through internal yard 
spaces. The functioning of the yard is undergoing 
transformations which direct a threat to its charac-
teristic of an active social space. These vary from a 
very physical problem of maintenance, limitation/
restriction of its connectivity against how it was 
used by residents to move one yard to another. This 
restriction is generally a wall or an illegal encroach-
ment which restrict the pedestrian movement. 
Thereby the transverse movement through series of 
yard connections, now no longer exist in a legible 
pattern. 

Restriction of movement within yards has led to 
extinction of the inter-connectivity and various 
benefits from it. One of the impacts is the low/no 
maintenance of yard spaces by the community as it 
has become introverted and remote spaces from the 
reach of non-residents of a particular yard.

The interconnectivity is realized as a strong po-
tential to activate the connectivity, improve the 
existing yard situation as well as movement pattern 
through Alexandra also the yard system of cluster-
ing is utilized as the pattern for development of 
evolved housing typologies at sites such as Minerva.  

Thus the objective is to rejuvenate 
and celebrate Urban Pattern of Alex 
and its inherent characteristics.

Objective

Global Studio Johannesburg 2007
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Project Site . Project Title

Aeriel View of the open space between yards.

The yard as community space.
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Intervention in Alexandra can be approached at 
various scales and pace. The projects here are 
based on the premise of the uniqueness of the yard 
typology of structuring and then are carried for-
ward at two situations, if not scale.
 
After understanding the Micro-level and Macro-
level issues of Alexandra, a need of working at two 
different scales was realized. These are the physical 
level interventions at the yard level and extrapo-
lating the evolved typologies from the current 
strengths of the yard. 

 In the process of designing, the community has 
participated immensely. The first interaction with 
community was asking few general questions 
which made us realize the importance of the ‘urban 
pattern’ of Alexandra, and the conception of the 
project to work for and towards the ‘yard spaces’. 
This was supplemented with analysis drawings of 
the yard, various services. 

The First Stage - Observation

After translating the physical spaces on the paper, 
two layers were identified:

1. Permanent: Shacks, Houses, Backyards
2. Semi-Permanent: Toilets, Laundry, Postbox-
es, Electric and Telephone Poles.

Methodology

Above: The Figure-Ground of a yard in 7th avenue: The semi-
permanent layer disturbs the profile of open space and reduce 
its efficiency.
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The potential of the open space of a yard is only re-
alized when two layers are isolated. The open Space 
can be more effectively and efficiently utilized. It is 
currently used as social space for private purposes 
like meeting, sitting under the sun, washing-drying 
and playing. In abstract the open space is cur-
rently,
 
 Enjoyed by Children,
 Cherished by Youth,
 Utilized by Mothers,
 & Treasured by Elderly.

The other interesting thing which was discovered 
in the initial observation was the Typology of the 
Yard. The front part of a yard is mainly occupied by 
the ‘owners’ while the backside is generally rented. 
They have no vehicular access, and the pedestrian 
access is narrow. 

Project Site . Project TitleProject Site . Project Title

Above: The section through the yard, showing paved and 
unpaved area.

Left: The Figure-Ground of a yard in 7th avenue: The semi-
permanent layer disturbs the profile of open space and reduce 
its efficiency.

Below: The Elevation of the yard: The visual order is disturbed 
by the semi-permanent layer, i.e., toilets, laundries, poles etc.
.

Above: The Figure-Ground showing the Open Space character 
of the yard at 7th avenue. Green colur shows the RENTED 
space.

In the current scenario, most of these yards are act-
ing as pockets along the grid-iron vehicular roads. 
The inter-connectivity between the yards has been 
blocked and restricted by the residents. Most of 
the residents have constructed a wall or defined a 
defensible space.

Alexandra . Yard Networking
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On a larger scale, the main Alexandra settlement is 
bounded by Fast lines of Movement like the Lon-
don Road and Pretoria Road. The Grid-Iron pattern 
of inner vehicular roads facilitates the movement 
throughout the site. There are fragmented Public 
Spots in the site. Out of these Public places three 
nodes were identified: the Heritage Zone, Alexsan 
Kopano Center and the Proposed Minerva Site. The 
Twelfth Avenue can be seen as the major connector 
between these three nodes.  

The Second Stage - Action

After analyzing the issues of yard improvements, 
conceptual schemes were developed to increase 
the efficiency of Space and Services. The concern 
was to manage the discharge water at site, here 
yards, especially the grey water from laundry and 
car-wash.  Ideas like treating and using sewerage 
for urban agriculture was thought about. A need for 
rain water harvesting was also realized.  

Then it was time to move back to community. The 
second stage interaction was utilized to strengthen 
the housing typological diagrams and the impro-
visation of existing yards by asking them to draw 
their dream houses and yards. The feedback from 
the residents, including mothers, kids and youth, 

Above: The system diagram for using soil waste as a manure for 
urban agriculture.
Below: The system diagram for Wastewater and Rainwater man-
agement.

Above: Alexandra Aeriel View; The Twelfth avenue as a connec-
tor for three proposed nodes.
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inform of drawings proved as a review for our 
ideas. 

After coming back to studio, the drawings by the 
residents were interpreted. Noticebely, a sense of 
community and individual aspiration were reflect-
ing from their input. Thus, a need of providing 
variety in housing was realized.  

On parallel, feasibility and practicality, of ‘the 
Heritage Walk’ was under investigation. Hidden 
potentials of a yard like its extrovert nature in some 
places, and its presence along a movement paths 
was realized. This hidden potential is related to the 
Mixed-Use activities like opening up the front yard 
small commercial activities. There was a mixed re-
actions in response to these extrovert scheme, but 
mostly can be placed in the positive frame. There 
were levels of negotiation at the very physical which 
is needed to be resolved. These negotiations are 
mostly related to the issues like “defensible space” 
in a yard.

Right: The community participation in Design Process: Taking 
inputs from the Community, about not just about the quanlity 
& quality, also the spatial diagrams for their housing and yard 
space aspiration.

Below: Vusi,11, trying to sketch his aspiration abouth his house 
and lifystle.
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The Third Stage - Event

The final stage of the project was the Big Event 
which was organized at the Far East Bank Park, 
Alexandra. Different Approaches of the commu-
nity input were taken by the different groups. We 
conducted a drawing competition for children. The 
competition title was the ‘dream home-environ-
ment’. The participation was more then expected. 
The response in form of drawings was even more 
astonishing, as children were not only portraying 
images, but also drawing the spaces. They ex-
pressed themselves drawing enthusiastically. We 
realized that the kids are more aware then there 
parents about the consumerist things. They have 
individualistic aspirations but want to live in a 
community. Some harsh realities like security were 
also taken care by them and they understand the 
built-environment.

As this was a perfect platform for the interaction 
with the community, we took the advantage of 
getting some feedback on our proposals. We got 
some more reviews and feedback on our proposals. 
Feedback from the ‘housewives’ was also important 
as they are the biggest user of yard and open space.
Issues like ‘private and public’ were discussed. They 
were quite clear about having their own private 
space within a public domain. We also discussed 
the issues of utilizing extrovert part of their house, 
reactions were positive. They liked the idea of gen-
erating some extra income through commercializ-
ing the front area.

This third round of interaction further strength-
ened the cluster planning by asking them for an 
arrangement of spaces, including the rooms and 
the open spaces. 

Top Left: Children in search for their ‘dream environment’ at the 
Event Day.

Top Right: The Drawing by Bilal, 14 yrs: Shows his aspiration 
through the swimming pool and an Audi. Not to ignore is his 
sense of community; as he has drawn adjacent houses.

Middle: The ‘Dream House’ of Memorena, 13 yrs: An aspiration 
of beauty can be found in her drawing. The gate is inviting but 
disturbed by a‘barbed’ boundary.

Bottom: A sketch drawn by a ‘housewife’ shows that she wants 
a clear maximum boundary. She is also open open to idea of 
having a ‘tuck-shop’ for extra income.
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Further, the aim of celebrating the Urban Pattern 
of Alexandra which is under threat and transforma-
tion is realized by two projects:

1) Yard networking through Heritage as a catalyst.
2) Integrated Housing at Minerva, using yard sys-
tem of Clustering. 

Studio Timeline

July 5 
Visited Alex. Had a meeting at Mandela Interpre-
tation Centre. Visited Nearbye Yards including 
Historical Mandela Yard. Talked to people, tried to 
know the Culture.

July 6 
Sketched initial thoughts. Studio-wide presenta-
tions of first impressions. Decided to work on exist-
ing housing situation including individual houses 
and Community spaces.

July 7
Visited Alexandra. Critically analysed the spatial 
features of a yard including the services and sanita-
tion.

July 8 
Had a meeting with the whole Housing group. 
Identified the areas to work on. Decided to focus on 
Yard Spaces / things outside a house.

July 9 
Walked through the yard spaces in Alexandra to 
understand the Social and Spatial Structure. Identi-
fied few Heritage Structures in various yards.

July 10
Visited Alexandra. Met with Thabo and Tumi from 
the Heritage Foundation at Alexsan Copano Cen-
tre. Located the various Heritage Structures and 
an intense Heritage zone in Alexandra. Went for a 
meeting at ARP Office to know about their thinking.

July 11 
Formulised the idea of Yard Connection through 
Heritage Walk at Studio. Presented the Scheme to 
to ARP in the evening. 

July 12
Looked at the existing yard situation at the physical 
level and developed few efficient models. 

July 13
Visited the Yards to get a feedback and know the 
expectations of the residents through drawings and 
spatial arrangement exercise. 
Came back to studio to interpret the feedback. 
Developed  possible models considering different 
economic and spatial prepositions.

July 14
Visited the new ARP Houses in Alexandra to Anal-
yse the current Situation.  

July 15
The Big Event Day: Had a Drawing Competition 
for Kids, titled “My Dream Home”. Tried the same 
concept on young and mothers.Analysed the aspira-
tions of kids through their drawings. Worked on the 
house and yard model again.

Alexandra . Yard Networking
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Above: The Heritages are Social and Historical Narrators: The 
Church and the amalgamated School are actively used as a Com-
munity Space, and tell us about the changing values.

Below: The aerial map of Alexandra showing the Heritage zone 
between 1st avenue to 12th avenue vertically, and Jo Nhlanhla 
and Hofmeyer Roads horizontally.
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Yard as a tertiary system of movement is special. 
Also it is the contention and approach of the group, 
to intervene in the infrastructure spaces, such as 
public space, yards, public services etc rather than 
individual house units, such that their improvisa-
tion can network a whole change in the informal 
and formal settlements of Alexandra. 

The objective of the Yard networking project is to 
maximize the inherent potentials of yard space 
such as:

1) Functionally seeing the yard as a multipurpose 
space, and include various public and personal 
activities within it. For example a shop, commercial 
unit, services, combined rainwater harvesting for 
all units about that yard etc all could be planned 
within the yard itself. 

2) Physically the yard space needs to be impro-
vised, with proper sanitation; wastewater manage-
ment, pavement etc and residents need to take 
interest and initiative for its up gradation. 

3) Economically, the multifunctional character of 
yard itself is an opportunity to generate employ-
ment for women, unemployed youth etc through 
the house itself. 

4) Socially, the potentials of yard as a civic and so-
cial space is immense and it inherit in local culture. 

5) Connectivity through the yards would network 
a third legible movement pedestrians path, which 
would not be in conflict with the intense vehicular 
movement on the avenues.

The networking of yards thereby would then be able 
to form a necessary pedestrian link between facili-
ties and the urban fabric. Alexandra is boomed with 
rich heritage and public facilities that could cash on 
to that networking. Alexandra already has 25 iden-
tified heritage structures, which are associated with 
South African Aparthied struggle. Heritage here is 
expressed as its symbolic significance rather than 
the architectural value of the structure or its style 
Thereby, Heritage structures in the Alex were seen 
as the medium to connect appropriate yards and 
heritage structures internally. A physical Heritage 
Zone is then extracted after seeing the intensity 
and density of Structures between first to twelfth 
avenues vertically, and between Hofmeyer to Jo 
Nhlanhla Roads horizontally. 

Project 1- The Heritage Walk
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The Spots in ‘the Heritage Walk’
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An Initiator

The heritage zone, thus demarcated is easily walk 
able and is understood as an ‘initiator’ for the 
future planning developments as well as a catalyst 
to significantly affect the improvisation of existing 
areas, especially the yards. Therefore the idea of a 
‘Heritage Walk’ was conceived. The Heritage Walk 
would also be able to provide the necessary funding 
for yard improvement. 

The project thereby is able to achieve dual 
functions of Yard networking as well as Com-
munity networking, connecting heritage 
structures. The project involves Physical Yard 
improvisation, and adding new commercial 
functions, which the owners and residents can 
capitalize on. 

Top: The walk intends to go through the semi-public yard 
spaces. Drawing Source: Peter Rich Architects.

Middle: The Children enjoying the open space along the Heri-
tage Structure. This shows their liveliness.

Bottom Left and Right: The strategic Twelfth Avenue and its 
present condition.
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The approach is to build livable active communi-
ties with integrated mix of functions and uses. A 
healthy mix of housing amongst public and rec-
reational facilities in this case for a lively town-
ship, such as Alexandra achieves the premise of 
integrated development. The housing is designed 
in contrast to the present isolated and segregated 
RDP housing and ARP typologies. Instead it utilizes 
the potential and characteristics of yard clustering, 
and the social, physical benefits of that space. The 
interconnectivity within the yards is extended as 
a tool, ending in a more intense public space such 
that a civic spine is created, connecting all public, 
civic and social functions about it.

The possible site, to display the notion of inte-
grated housing and Yard system of housing clus-
tering is understood to be the much discussed and 
important node of Minerva. The Minerva site is 
an expression of new development in Alexandra, 
where an impetus of funding and new public func-
tions such as Skate Park are getting introduced. 
The site has a potential of redevelopment, with new 
program for educational facilities, removal of il-
legal shacks, existing youth centers and new public 
facilities. The content of this project is to introduce 
‘housing’ within this redevelopment project, with 
the understanding that mixed use arranged along a 
civic spine would rejuvenate this precinct and make 
it a space for all, Alex and the Outsiders.

Project 2 : Integrated Housing

Schools

Informal 
Settlements

Informal 
Settlements

London Road

Above: Aeriel View and Land-use of Existing Minerva Site, 
Alexandra.
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The housing disposition within Minerva is con-
ceived not as separated zones, but through a spread 
of use and activity, making no single area mono-
functional and inactive in any time of the day. The 
layout realizes the importance of transforming 
London road, and places a magnet of commercial 
development as a mixed use within a housing pre-
cinct as well as educational facilities. The precinct 
has three approaches, one from the 12th avenue, 
the other from the London road, and the third from 
13th avenue. All these avenues differ in character. 
The housing have been together disposed in three 
zones, which differ in typology and character. 
Two level of commercial, informal and formal are 
disposed within the layout, with functions such as 
housing and public institutions capitalizing on the 
mix. 

Top:Part of Existing Sports Facilities at Minerva.
Middle: 12th Avenue Approach Road.
Bottom: Apartments opposite Minerva.
Bottom Right :Proposed netwrking of Informal and Formal.
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Below Proposed Master Plan for Minerva
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Zone 1 is adjacent to skate board, and new educa-
tional facility is planned along with it. The hous-
ing is an apartment typology, with multileveled 
layering and interfaces with educational facilities 
through a continuous civic spine, which end in 
a public square at the Zone 2 mixed-use housing 
precinct. The civic spine within it self is a pos-
sible site for informal commercial activity, which 
intermingles with the formal commercial activity 
at the Northwest Square.

Zone 1

Top Left: Zone 1 Plan, showing integrated Housing along School and 

Civic Spine

Middle Left: Detail Plan showing interface between Housing and 

Informal Commercial

Middle Right: View Showing Multilevel Housing

Bottom Right: Section Showing Civic Spine, Vehicular Road and 

Housing

Far Bottom: Section showing relationship between Residential, Infor-

mal Commercial, Pedestrian and Vehicular Movement. 
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Left: The three floor level coneptual plans.
Bottom: The three-dimensional view.

Housing Typolology 1

With spaces distributed at three levels, this typol-
ogy seeks to meet the basic needs of a medium 
earning person such as privacy, ample space, as 
well as a chance to tap into the commercial oppor-
tunities along the street. At the first level, depend-
ing on the individual, one can have either a garage 
or a shop and a rentable room for Bed and Break-
fast purposes. At the second level, the individual 
has the sitting, Kitchen as well as dining areas. The 
third level then contains bedrooms and two outdoor 
spaces with one facing the street and the other to 
the yard.
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Zone 2

This zone is planned along a public commercial 
square accessed from 12th avenue and is combined 
with housing besides it. The housing is arranged 
along yard civic spines that have pedestrian access 
to this square. The zone is a block of 100m X100m 
and is planned as four blocks of 50 X 50. the grid 
followed within this is of 5X8, for the unit modules. 
A system of site and services housing typology is 
introduced within the block, such that services and 
infrastructure are laid beforehand. 

The evolution of housing unit as conceived would 
permit, a process of personalization. The pub-
lic edge of the housing, that is the one that faces 
the street, would wither have a garage space or a 
workshop area, or a space for urban agriculture or 
a commercial shop as required by the individual oc-
cupant. The units are to be flexible and designed as 
a module that can be upgraded.

The civic spine, moves thorough the diagonal of the 
block, connecting various yard and abutting it are 
public activities and institutions, commencing in a 
commercial zone at the public square.

:

Top: Zonal Diagram disposition of Uses.
Middle: Zone Plan.
Bottom: Grid Plan, Showing Yard networking within a block of 
50m X 50m with peripheral Vehicular Access
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Top Right: The Comparison of Services of Existing Alex 
Scenario and Aranya(a Low Cost Housing) in India. in Alex 
Services are Public in Nature while in Aranya they are private, 
services through a common Core. 

Top Left: The Unit Plan is a possible unit designed in strict 40 
sqm. situation. The services are located at corner, so as they 
form a common core between four Units.

Middle: The Figure-ground of the proposed layout.

Bottom Left:  5 x 10 sqm Grid Considered for layout design. 

Bottom Right: Plan Showing an alternate scheme of services 
and and informal Open Space. Based on Alexandra Existing 

Yard System and Efficiency of Aranya.

Housing Typolology - 2

Global Studio Johannesburg 2007



67

Zone 3

This zone is adjacent to the commercial magnet 
along the London road, and interfaces with public 
institutions and urban agriculture on the other 
edges. It once again celebrates the Yard system of 
clustering and arranging services and infrastruc-
ture before hand.

Top: Section showing the Event Corner and the Bus Stop.
Middle: Section showing the Taxi Rank.
Bottom: Zone 3 Plan, along London Road.
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Process of Community Participation 

The layouts as designed were discussed with the 
community and men and women both were encour-
aged to draw the house cluster and house unit as 
preferred by them. 
Through the process, the designers were able to re-
alize the aspirations of the local community. There 
were various common points of aspiration such as:

1) Most families aspired for non-attached hous-
ing without sharing of yard spaces. The situations 
when they agreed for sharing yard spaces, they 
were articulate to divide the yard as backyard and 
front yard, and provided accessibility through two 
separate gates at the two ends, which could be used 
at the choice of the owner.
2) Most wanted services to be located within the 
house, while a certain group of people also pre-
ferred service in the backyard, detached from the 
house itself but within the personalized yard. 
3) The common pattern was to organize kitchen, 
washing, laundry and backyard in a continuous ac-
cess and given a bigger area. These were the women 
areas, and needed a more logical planning.
4) Most needed an alternate life supporting activity 
such as a shop, space for urban agriculture, salon 
etc.
5) Garage as a space for car was also must for the 
locals
6) Most locals aimed for a Bond House instead of 
an RDP house. 
7) Most locals wanted to personalize their yards 
with trees and garden
8) Swimming pool within the yard was also a com-
mon aspiration
9) The size of units aimed was approx 12m X 6m
10) Most did not conceive of adding an additional 
floor above and preferred a life in contact with 
ground. 
11) A separated Visitors room or a living room, in 
close proximity to the kitchen.
12) Two bedrooms were seen as the minimum 
number
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Concluding Ideas 

The process of designing, continuous interac-
tion with the community and critiquing the RDP 
housing cluster has evolved our understanding of 
how the locals would be able to meet their housing 
needs.

RDP houses as already planned on Far East Bank 
Alexandra, are highly individualistic structures, 
and in no fashion would be able to accommodate 
the density of Alexandra. 

The precinct at Minerva is conceived as a dense and 
compact environment, where adequate social and 
physical infrastructure would cater to large number 
of people and uses. 

The RDP houses have demarcated boundaries, and 
most often individual yards that are not inter- con-
nected. The interconnection as observed should 
be left on the owner’s response. Though a more 
tangible solution of flexible/ removable fencing for 
yard spaces could be introduced. 

Most often it was realized that for the need for pri-
vacy at the time of owners absence did the locals re-
quire personalization. This personalization can be 
achieved by fencing that can be removed at certain 
occasions that would be able to combine neighbor-
ing yards to form one common space. This common 
space is an essential for the lifestyle of the locals 
as learnt from urban pattern of Alexandra itself as 
well as engrained within Zulu cultures. 

The yards are a tool to achieve all of the above. And 
it is through a sensitive yard networking within the 
integrated housing that the visions of a healthy and 
lively community can be achieved.

Alexandra . Yard Networking
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The Focus of the project was the yard improvisation 
and deriving the principles which can be further 
utilized in planning and designing any housing. The 
learning from the existing situation are important 
and can be further used to create a socially-sustain-
able society.

The project of Yard Networking and Improvisa-
tion has been through this report identified in two 
separate projects. The first project is of improving 
the existing yard conditions, and capitalizing on the 
yard space making it multi functional and increas-
ing their interconnectivity. This project of Yard 
Networking is driven with Heritage as an impetus 
and it is the imagination of the group, that Heritage 
Fund in correspondence with the ARP could de-
velop the project further, with accurate onsite work, 
on site negotiation between communities in respect 
to their position to changes within their own yard. 
Initial survey done by the group has suggested that 
the community is willing to accept the importance 
and need for yard connectivity to be revived, on the 
premise of added advantage to the locals them-
selves, economically, socially and physically.

The second project is resonating the Yard Cluster-
ing as a typological technique for master planning 
and typological decisions, within Alexandra, shown 
through a case example of Minerva which is already 

being considered in large scale for development. 
The design ideas are here, presented to ARP, to 
guide the design process and approach for Minerva 
master plan. This report is seen as a platform to 
convey essential design principles inherent in the 
yard system of planning as well as to articulate the 
voice of the local, and their desires from their living 
environment. 
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This project aims to improve the existing domestic 
living environments of Alexandra residents by as-
sessing the existing conditions and suggesting im-
provements local residents can make themselves. 
The project is premised on the fact that South Af-
rican RDP housing is slow and immediate changes 
and improvements are necessary to improve the 
domestic health and comfort of the people of Alex-
andra at little to no cost.

In order to accomplish this aim, four specific objec-
tives were developed:

•  To understand exactly what conditions 
people of Alexandra are living, and what would 
improve their domestic living environments.

• To develop a number of basic, low cost, 
accessible suggestions to address the key problems 
with existing housing. 

• Work with a specific group of homeowners 
to increase the community’s knowledge of environ-
mental design and to implement a range of devel-
oped suggestions.

• To  dissimenate the pilot project to com-
munity organisations and the government, encour-
aging large scale action to develop self-improve-
ment initiatives which address the existing housing 
problems.

Aim and Objectives

Alexandra . Small Change, Big Improvement
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The first activity was the assessment of the housing 
situation in Alexandra. A range of techniques were 
employed to gather data; informal conversations; 
sketching; photographing; interviews with resi-
dents, local authorities and local building profes-
sionals. 

Through these methods an understanding of the 
key housing problems was gained. A list of the main 
problems in the houses was generated, subse-
quently sorted from simple maintenance, to larger 
structural issues. 

Three local scrapyards and a hardware store were 
visited to understand what materials are availabe 
to use in the proposed suggestions. Costs were 
also analysed and documented, recognising that 
low costs are crucial if the suggestions are to be 
adopted. The team also liased with a Alexandrian 
‘architect’, Johannes, and a builder, John Ebok-
hosini, to understand any existing local solutions to 
the problems we identified. 

Having sourced this data, a brainstorming session-
highlighted the key aspects which urgently need 
addressing. We used our architectural training of 
environmental design principles during this pro-
cess to develop possible suggestions.

Having generated a list of key areas to address, a 
site was selected for a pilot project. The site, yard 
number 45, on 12th Avenue, was chosen for its 
diversity of housing types and problems, high level 
of ‘ownership’ and the willing and positive attitudes 
of homeowners. 

Indepth interviews and documentation of the 
chosen site followed. A 1:50 plan was drawn up, 
thorough lists of each home’s problems identified, 
and the needs and priorities of the residents were 
identified.

Having clarified the problems that would be ad-
dressed, a scope of work was drawn up, document-
ing the materials needed, project budget, time 
schedule and required personel. Letters to the 
residents confirming the time, project and their 
neccessary participation were hand delivered. 

Three days was spent on-site working together with 
the residents to carry out the housing and yard 
improvements. 

Using photos and video  footage from the pilot 
project, a 10 minute DVD has been produced. This 
documents the process and successful outcome of 
the pilot project, supporting the need for the project 
to be expanded and implemented on a wider scale. 

Methodology



79

In conjunction with this DVD, a pull-out cover is 
a quick reference information sheet with common 
housing problems and suggestions. The cartoons 
were developed together with the cartoonist for the 
local newsapaper, ‘City Vision’. It is anticipated that 
these cartoons describing housing improvements 
will become a weekly feature in a local newspaper.

Studio Timeline

Thursday, July 5th:   Alex Housing group formed, 
group discussions about directions of project.

Friday, July 6th:   Introduction to site by Peter Rich 
and local guides. General discussion on possible 
sub-groups within the Alex group.

Saturday, 7th:   The housing consortium sub-divid-
ed into 3 sub-groups. Our group decided to focus 
on the home and its immediate surroundings with 
a focus on small scale intervations. Site visit with 
local guides.

Sunday, 8th:   Refining group focus in studio. Clari-
fied large scale group [Relationship of the yard and 
the street and the community] and this small scale 
group [problems associated with housing, housing 
typologies and the environment].

Monday, 9th:   Site visit, intervews with Alex resi-
dents. Global Studio review.

Tuesday, 10th:   Site visit. Scrapyard visits. Meet-
ing with local resident Alex ‘Architect’, Johannes. 
Meeting in the afternoon with Julian Baskin from 

the ARP [Alexandra Renewal Project].

Wednesday, 11th:   Site visit, morning visit to 
finalise the pilot project site and confirm with the 
residents commitment. 

Thursday, 12th:   Site visit. Full documention of 
site including identifying specific housing issues. 
Hardware Store visit to confirm materials and 
hardware costs.

Friday, 13th:   Preparation of scope of work and 
budget. Site visit. Delivery of letters to residents. 
Finalised quote for materials. Taxi adventure.

Saturday, 14th:   Day one on-site. Construction. 

Sunday, 15th:   Day two On-site. Visit Alex ‘Event’ 
in East Bank park.

Monday, 16th:   Day three on-site. 

Tuesday, 17th:   Studio preparation of report, DVD 
editing and pamphlet.
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Introduction

Housing  is one of the main concerns for the resi-
dents of Alexandra (ARP). South Africa is unique 
in that its constitution states that ‘every citizen 
[should have] access to permanent residential 
structures, with secure tenure, ensuring internal 
and external privacy and providing adequate pro-
tection against the elements’.  However, this prom-
ised housing has, understandably due to demand, 
been slow to deliver. As the aims and objectives 
stated, this project is born from the need to deliver 
immediate improvements to housing. Regardless, 
there will always be those who do not qualify for 
RDP government housing, of which this project is 
ideally suited.

In Alexandra, as with many other informal settle-
ments, land tenure is a contentious issue. Land 
tenure security remains the number one priority 
for large scale housing change in Alexandra. Our 
project team decided from the outset to take this 
as a given, a problem we could not change, but we 
highly stress that this needs attention. The Alex-
andra Renewal Project (ARP) is the organisation 
responsible for upgrading, housing and develop-
ment in Alexandra. The ARP have no bottom-up 
programme to support Alexandrians to maintain 
and upgrade existing housing. 

It is from this siuation that our project team asked 
the question: “What is being done to improve 
existing housing conditions, and what support is in 
place to encourage residents to achieve this?” This 
question drove the focus of this project to address 
existing housing conditions.

This section is divided into three areas: the devel-
opment of suggested improvements, followed by 
an application and development of these in a pilot 
project in Alexandra and lastly an overall discussion 
of the project.

Development of suggested improvements

“My home is too cold”:
Regardless of housing type, bond house, con-
crete block or corrogated iron shack, “my home is 
too cold” was an issue expressed by all residents 
interviewed. Further investigation revealed it was 
not the lack of a heat source - electric heaters are 
widely used - but insufficent or no insulation aswell 
as sizable holes in the building skin through which 
the heat simply escapes. A low-technology ceil-
ing insulation system has been developed using 
recycled plastic straps, cardboard and Isotherm, a 
non-alergenic, non-flammable insulation.   

The Project
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“My roof leaks”:
The second most common problem concerned roof 
weathertightness.  The prevailing approach is to 
add another layer of corrugated metal sheeting, or 
any discarded material: matresses, chairs, chip-
board, car windscreens. A commercially available 
product, a waterproofing paint and membrane 
system, is suggested as a durable and easily imple-
mentable option. This process much cheaper than 
re-roofing. The challenges with roof sealing is the 
lack of fixity of roof sheeting to the superstructure, 
hence adequate connection is required before 
weathertighness can be addressed. 

“Shack fires are a big problem”:
Common concerns throughout Alex were about the 
danger and damage caused by regular shack fires. 
Residents attriuted these to unattended cooking 
equiptment, paraffin cookers, and candles used 
for lighting. While this is true, the high volumes of 
highly combustible materials laying on the roofs 
and between shacks esasperbates the damage but 
this did not appear to be widley understood. In the 
pilot project yard, there was a big cleanout, also 
reducing the nesting places for unwanted vermin. 
While this is not completly new information for 
residents, the cleaning was a great initial mobilisa-
tion tool to kick-start the pilot project.

“My home is very hot in summer”:
The corrugated iron roof which lets heat out during 
winter, is also responsible for overheating in sum-
mer. The installed ceiling insulation will greatly 
reduce the internal heat gain during summer. As 
well, it is recomended ventilation is achieved to 
enalble sufficient air flow. Time constraints result-
ed in the inability to install ventilation grills in the 
pilot project homes. This area needs an educational 
focus towards the health benifits of a well venti-
lated home as much as actual change. Many homes 
have vents already but are blocked up due to lack of 
insulation to mediate the internal temperatures. 

“I have no natural light in my home”:
Several reasons contribute to the lack of natural 
light in Alexandrian homes: security concerns of 
large glazed areas, glass and transperant sheeting 
availability, wetherightness and the cost of glass. 
Time constraints did not allow an increase in natu-
ral light in the pilot project homes, but a sugges-
tion is to use perspex rather than glass for cost and 
work-ability reasons. 

“My roof is falling down”:
Inadeqate roof structure is evident in most of the 
homes. The most important finding for this prob-
lem is the need to inform residents of adequate 
member sizings and orientation. Sagging roofs 
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were too commonly caused by rafters orientated 
with their face supporting the roof sheeting, reduc-
ing the structrual depth. Regardless, the major sug-
gestion is the removal of unecessary material from 
the rooftop to reduce weight.

“I spend a lot of money on electricity”:
Many residents were still using incandescent bulbs. 
While some were using compact fluorescents, 
eco-bulbs, they were not always aware these saved 
money and lasted up to four times longer. Educa-
tion is important as is the availbility of compact 
fluorescents. 

Pilot project

In order to develop and test these suggestions spe-
cific to the local conditions, a pilot project was un-
dertaken. The yard chosen, number 45, 12th street, 
had a range of housing types, from bond houses 
through to corrugated iron shacks. The yard pro-
vided a focused area to implement the changes and 
work with an already close-knit group of people 
keen to improve their living conditions.

In quantifiable terms; two homes had insulation 
installed, two concrete drainage chanells were laid 
in order to stop water ingress, thirteen roofs were 

cleared of rubbish, and eight roofs were sealed to 
stop leaks.

In qualitative terms, the project was also extremely 
successful. The residents all got involved, as did 
their friends, neighbours and relatives. Even before 
we had left the yard on the last day, a resident, 
Rebecca, had already sealed the roof, filled the floor 
slab with leftover concrete, and started to paint her 
home—all without our direct help, but the knowl-
edge she had gained from her neighbours and her 
observations over the last three days!

A short documentary DVD has been produced to 
demonstrate the pilot project activities. The cover 
of this DVD is a fold out pamphlet that outlines the 
common housing problems and suggested rem-
edies.  This DVD is seen as a precursor for a profes-
sional DVD, one which will act as a training manual 
to educate and empower Alexandra residents. 

Discussion

The project has been a learning experience for both 
parties. The project was far from a one-sided but a 
true exchange. The process of on-site construction 
and interaction built the capacity of the residents 
to assess and further develop solutions to address 
their own identified problems. The insulation de-
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sign process continued to evolve on-site, with the 
men covering up the rafters with card, an approach 
unconsidered by the project team during studio 
development. This is one of the many examples 
where, through participatory planning and design 
processes, solutions were reached together with the 
residents. 

As expected, the insulation was extremely success-
ful in reducing electric heating demand, and the 
need for many blankets at night. Helen, the first to 
get insulation excitedly noted, “Normally I sleep 
with four blankets, but last night I slept with only 
one, and this morning i didn’t even need to put my 
heater on”. 

Local women were more receptive when the new 
building systems were introduced and taught by 
women rather than men. As well, developemnts 
must be flexible to account for the varied and irreg-
ular nature of informal buildings, no shack is the 
same! Any suggestions need to be affordable, but 
not necessarily no-cost. Even though these people 
are ‘poor’ they do not necessarily accept anything. 
One resident initially refused insulation because 
he did not like the look of the recycled cardboard 
boxes for the ceiling as a cover for the insulation. 
The aim should be to provide many options, to al-
low the residents to choose for themselves. 

Security of tenure is important. Initial problems in 
selecting a site were exacerbated by the fact that 
many people do not own their home, but are rent-
ing. Residents have little incentive to make these 
changes if they do not own their home as they may 
be removed at any point.

Most Alexandrians have the mindset of simply wait-
ing for an RDP house. Many do not consider up-
grading their current situation, inconceivable given 
the common conception of RDP housing as slow. 
Nevertheless they wait. This project helps people to 
realise their own potential to make changes now, 
for themselves, to create a healthier and safer living 
environment for their families.

Pre-packaged housing solutions are seldom suc-
cessful as they negate local participation and 
involvement with their design, construction and 
resolution. While overall planning is necessary 
to ensure sustainable urban development, at the 
domestic level, this project emphasises the need for 
capacity building for low-cost, achievable, immedi-
ate improvements. This project supports the notion 
that, given the resources, support and encourage-
ment, the residents of Alexandra have the ability 
to improve their existing domestic living environ-
ments according to their own desires.
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The pilot project was very successful. We propose 
seven areas for future development.

Performance Testing
As we have only provided suggestions, performance 
testing is desireable to confirm the longterm perfor-
mance ability of the suggestions. One idea is to 
install data loggers in identical homes - one with 
insulation, one without. 

Development of suggestions
Our suggestions are by no means complete. Future 
developments could include urban agriculture, roof 
rainwater collection, agriculture drains, improved 
internal lighting, and further environmntal design 
applications. The other common comments from 
residents, which we did not have time to investigate 
were: 
“There is water sitting outside my front door.”
“Sometimes I can’t sleep because it is so noisy.”
“My home is unsafe for my children.”
“My foundations are eroding.”
“Cooking in my home is unsafe.”
“My windows are broken and my bedroom is cold.”

Weekly cartoons in local newspapers
The simple drawings developed for the DVD and 
‘pamphlet’ were developed with advice from the 
cartoonist for the local Alexandra newspaper ‘City 

Vision’.  It is suggested that these cartoons can be 
published in the local newspaper to provide regular 
housing advice for the local community.

Training Program
A training program with an explanatory DVD will 
enable the basic principles of environmental design 
and home maintenance to be disseminated not only 
to Alexandra residents but many South African 
informal settlement residents. All material from the 
pilot project can be incorporated in the making of a 
professional DVD. There is already enthusiasm and 
interest from the Alexandra residents themselves as 
well as a local film director. The support of the ARP 
and local NGOs will make this project attainable.

Upgrade Brigade
Another possible future direction is the establish-
ment of a an Alex “Upgrade Brigade” to disseminate 
these ideas and work with homeowners.   

Cost benefit analysis
To ascertain the effectiveness of the proposed sug-
gestions over the long term an in-depth cost benefit 
analysis is suggested. This could be aimed towards 
supporting the funding of this program by the ARP 
and government in terms of social and economic 
benefits.

Next Steps

Global Studio Johannesburg 2007



87

New housing applications
The environmental design principles suggested in 
this project are not solely for existing homes but 
should be considered by any housing authority 
developing new housing. As well, this project rein-
forces the need for residents to be informed about 
home maintenance to ensure the longevity of their 
homes.
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To celebrate the creative potential of everyday 
objects.

Recognising the ingenuity with which the local 
people have built their community and highlighting 
the fundamental materials they have used to shape 
their spaces.

To  build friendships through creative 
expression.

To encourage Mama Portia’s children to express 
their perceptions of Alex in a participatory manner, 
engaging with each other as well as local children 
and project facilitators. 

To engage children in the processes of forming 
their own spaces. 

Giving Mama Portia’s children the opportunity to 
work with one to one scaled objects that are 
commonly used throughout Alex.

Meet new communities that we normally 
wouldn’t interact with, thus learning new ways 
to communicate and design.

Over a series of encounters with Mama Portia’s 
children execute various exercises to build an un-

derstanding of their perceptions and how, through 
the eyes of a child, spaces are defined in expressive 
ways.  

Objectives
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To meet the project objectives the following meth-
odology was developed between July 5 and July 17.  
The methodology involved the following activities:  

 Site observations,
 Photo documentation,
 Informal interviews,
 Participatory design exercises,
 Precedent studies,
 Material research.

Site Observations 

Through analysing various sites within Alex we 
were able to select the places to implement the 
project. 

Photo Documentation

By recording the various ways in which local 
materials and spaces were utilized we were able to 
analyze, at various levels of detail, the objects com-
monly used to construct Alexandra.  

Informal Interviews

A series of dialogues were held to establish a 
broader understanding of the social and physical 
contexts which shape the perceptions of the Alex-

andra community.  

Participatory Design Exercises

To establish connections through  a common me-
dium of visual communication different activities 
were held to engage a variety of groups of children 
in drawing and painting.

Precedent Study

Existing public spaces were studied to increase our 
understanding of the potentials of participatory 
design installations involving different materials, 
scales, and locations.

Material Research

A variety of first and second hand research was 
utilised to investigate the potential uses and com-
binations of the materials to best suit the design 
requirements of the project.  

Methodology
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Studio Timeline

The following studio timeline demonstrates how 
the above methodology was developed.

July 5th
First site visit to Alex before project group forma-
tion.  

July  6th
Shared impressions of Alex. Joined subgroup ac-
cording to areas of further investigation: 
Community, Culture + Youth.

Group members:  Anushay (NS), Mary Bec (NS), 
Anita, Raven(NS), Natalie (NS), Kara (GS), Hugh 
(GS), Matthew (GS), Katie (GS), and Jenna (GS).

Presented initial ideas:
 Addressing poor communication and 
 networking between existing community  
 groups and services,

 Community mapping, 

 Cultural event with installation of display  
 furniture for art exhibition,
 
 Capacity building identified as a necessary  
 component of project.

Beginning to consider materials for  installation; 
concrete proves appropriate for its robustness - 

Hugh and Kara meet with Hugh Fraser for advice 
and support.

July 7th
Site visit to Alex for Greater Alexandra Women’s 
Development Forum meeting: lack of attendance is 
addressed and poor communication apparent sup-
porting need for further investigation into improv-
ing methods of disseminating information.

Met with local artists Cedrick and Billy who became 
interested in possible art exhibition.

Attended performance in churchyard on Tenth Av-
enue – observed lack of seating space, but modular 
block upturned in lieu of formal seat.  Met minister 
in charge of congregation.

Observed existing street intersections and public 
space, recorded existing street furniture and imagi-
native use of modular blocks.

Experience power cut and identified value of off-
the-grid humane street lighting (possibly to be 
incorporated into modular block elements).

July 8th
Reconvene with group plus Louise to identify two 
objectives for the project:

 Optimizing space utilization,
 
 Networking community groups.
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Methodology identified as:

 Community mapping, 
 
 A study of public space typologies.

Product identified as:

 Installation to possibly incorporate 
 interactive street furniture/map/directory,
 developed coincident with community   
 networking event. 

New School Students (NS) offer research to sub-
stantiate networking event which becomes their 
priority to organize. 

Hugh joins another group.

July 9th
Jenna and Kara spent morning with Hugh Fraser 
at Concrete and Cement Institute.  Although con-
crete offers interesting potential, time constraints 
limit viability for new fabrication.

Matt, Katie and Louise re-visit Alex.  Thabo and 
friend present different space typologies:  in-
formal settlement, freedom square, yard spaces 

and shops.  A corner plateau at an intersection was 
identified as a potential site for its capacity to act as a 
public space with strong street presence.  

Informal drawing exercises were conducted with lo-
cal kids depicting favourite things.
Foresee such a communicative tool to be an interest-
ing way to understand different perceptions.

Informal dialogues were held with herbalist, artist 
Steve Maqashela, Ruth, whose front yard provided 
a secure football field for children, a local painter 
whose house incorporated interesting found objects,  
and Jane, who discussed places of social interaction.  
Thabo also introduced us to Patricia Ledwaba; a 
senior social worker from MaAfrika Tikkun. Patricia 
shared with us the services offered for local orphans 
and child-headed households, identified need for 
greater involvement.

Evening presentation of initial research.  Strongest 
ideas identified as community mapping of present 
and future aspirations, notably working with chil-
dren and celebrating  the ‘everyday’.  

Group readdresses what can be offered by design 
students, and began to explore possible product 
based on initial research.  Blocks are recognised as 
essential to developing workable public space. Cres-
cent blocks are enthused upon for their modularity 
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and multi-use as a planter, wall, light, window, 
table, seat.  Investigation into their use for a public 
installation pursued by Jenna, Louise, Matthew, 
and Katie.

Kara leaves the group. 

July 10th
Present intentions of working with blocks to Alex 
group. Encouraged to involve stakeholder to claim 
ownership to ensure project adoption.

Site visit to Alex. 

Inspired by local cobbler using crescent shaped 
module for table support, foot rest as well as seat. 
Also identify alterative modules that could be used 
as a foundation.

Minerva suggested for possible site of community 
cultural event. Investigated potential to run a 
workshop on site during the proposed event. 
The intention of the workshop was to enable the 
interaction of community members with modular 
blocks so that we could learn innovative ways of 
using them to inform spaces.

Alternative site identified as Churchyard on tenth 
street because of the permanent stakeholder 
involved on site. Yard is empty and disused unlike 
performance day. Discussed with Minister possible 
installation. Co-operation declined as Minister an-
ticipates new buildings on the site in near future.

Minerva not suitable due to lack of community 
stakeholder.  Scheduled site visit for East Bank park 
as alternative.

July 11th
Documented methodology for presentation and 
criticism involving:

 Site observations,
 Photo documentation,
 Informal interviews,
 Participatory design exercises,
 Precedent study,
 Material research.

Feedback that contributed to the next steps:

 Must be aware to not spoil the freedom of  
 play and imagination within children’s   
 spaces.

 Strengthen idea of narrative and the use of  
 blocks as a medium to map the present and  
 future aspirations of children.

 Focus on the potential for deconstruction of  
 installation; allowing for the possibility of  
 adaptive reuse of blocks. 

July 12th
Eliminated potential alternative uses for block 
installation:
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 Heritage walk markers
 Safety house markers
 Off the grid lighting
 House numbers

Agreed upon the medium, the method, and the
 Stakeholder of the project.  Mama Portia’s or-
phanage was approached to engage in a participa-
tory design process involving drawing and paint-
ing over several encounters, with the end intention 
of having the children map their ideas on the 
crescent shaped blocks, and composing the blocks 
in a public space installation. 

Building upon our experiences with informal 
sketching exercises with local children, we decided 
to organise a more formal preliminary drawing 
exercise with a group of Mama Portia’s children to 
gauge their responsiveness to participating in the 
block painting exercise.  We wanted to make sure 
they were comfortable expressing themselves in 
this format.

Met local block supplier, however the blocks were 
not suitable as they were not appropriate for the 
design intentions.  Crescent blocks not produced 
in Alex, patent held by TerraForce.  

July 13th
Established budget totalling R1500 to cover the 
costs for the following  materials:
 Markers,

 Plasticine,
 Paint,
 Plants and Soil,
 Gravel and Sand,
 TerraCrete crescent shaped blocks,
 Paper,
 Snacks and Juice,
 Printing and 
 Miscellaneous costs.
 
30 blocks delivered to East Bank park.  

Preliminary drawing exercise engaged in with 26 
children at Mama Portia’s.  Children welcomed the 
exercise readily, and offered a range of enthusiastic 
responses.  Invited kids to Sunday block painting 
workshop.

East Bank park not suitable for permanent installa-
tion as existing installations suffice the needs of the 
park.  However, the space was selected to host the 
Sunday workshop, in cooperation with the commu-
nity event.

July 14th
Prepared for Sunday workshop. Rishie from Mica 
donated paint mistints to prime the blocks, and 
helped source supplies for event. We primed blocks 
in various colours while engaging with local kids who 
we invited to painting workshop.

Approached by Improved Housing group to possibly 
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integrate block arrangements in yard at Twelfth 
Avenue and Hofmeyer St.  Scheduled visit.

Questioned what we wanted to achieve by the sit-
ing, having multiple sites, or a single one.

July 15th
Set-up for event by arranging blocks in two rows, 
with enough space around them for children to 
paint on them.  Set out paints, and prepared bibs.  
30 of Mama Portia’s children arrived, and as the 
rest played, 10 began painting the blocks, with 
two children per block.  Mama Portia’s children 
engaged with the other children at the park, and 
pairs were formed amongst them regardless of 
whether they were from Mama Portia’s or not. 
As each block was completed, the artists’ photo-
graphs were taken, with the intention of distribut-
ing the documentation back to the person who had 
painted.

Billy was instrumental in making sure that the 
children signed their names and had their photos 
taken.

Site visit to housing identified the potential of the 
space for a block installation, however the site was 
not finalised pending further investigation to other 
potential locations. 
Left blocks in East Bank park over night as at the 
end of the event people were interacting with them 

in a productive and interesting way, and we were 
curious to know what the final outcome would be 
the next day.

July 16th
Found blocks thrown down embankment at East 
Bank park, we felt that a public space might be un-
suitable as it did not provide for the on-going care of 
the blocks.

Returned to yard at Twelfth Avenue and Hofmeyer, 
but decided that the siting would compromise inten-
tions of the project as the site was too closely associ-
ated with a single family.  

Mama Portia’s yard was ultimately selected as the 
blocks would remain with and be looked after by the 
children that created them. 

Designed final installation, and planned implemen-
tation for the following day. 

Prepared thank you notes for the children who 
helped paint blocks, including a photograph of each 
pair of children who painted the blocks, and a note 
of gratitude from the project team.

Kids assisted in arranging blocks in the yard, and 
immediately began playing with them.
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The project entitled Community Blocks is 
the design of a community installation that engages 
the participation of the users to inform the final 
product. The installation takes the form of a seating 
arrangement within two of the courtyards of Mama 
Portia’s orphanage built out of modular concrete 
crescent-shaped blocks of which void spaces were 
used to create surfaces to sit on or as planters. 

Using the above methodology, our cumulative 
observations were assessed and used to establish 
our four main objectives. Based on such objectives, 
we designed a project that was achievable within 
the time frame  we were allotted, and that would 
suit the needs of our identified stakeholder - Mama 
Portia’s orphanage.

As designers we had to establish the extent of 
our own interventions into the final product and 
determine where we would leave sufficient room 
for meaningful collaborations with the children. As 
such we took on the following design challenges:
 
 Material selection and acquisition
 
 Site assessment and approval
 
 organising the media and format of the   
 participatory design exercises.

Through colloboration with the children we hoped 
to learn about how they would use and arrange the 
blocks, and how they would tell a narrative through 
their paintings.

Preliminary drawing exercise

On Friday July 13th, we held our initial participa-
tory design exercise. Twenty six children were or-
ganised by Mama Portia to participate. Keeping the 
final product in mind, we decided to hold a drawing 
exercise with paper and markers to appropriately 
gauge the responsiveness of the children and assess 
the viability of requesting the children’s participa-
tion in a more formal design exercise.

We posed the children the same series of questions 
for the final workshop:

“What makes you happy?”

“What are your favourite places in Alex?”

“What do you want to be when you grown up?”

We set up four sheets of A1 paper. Initially children 
were tentative, with time children embraced the 
exercise with enthusiasm. They drew various scenes 

The Project
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of their friends, ideas of home, favourite objects 
and foods, animals and emotions.

Upon finishing drawing, they reciprocated and 
involved us in their dance games.  As we left, they 
thanked us in chorus.

Encouraged by their enthusiasm we invited them 
to participate in the workshop planned for Sunday 
with the confidence that the outcome would be 
positive.

Final painting workshop

On Sunday, June 15th, we organized a workshop to 
fit into the schedule of the all day community event, 
Alexandra in the Park.  The blocks  (30 in total) had 
already been delivered to the East Bank park site, 
and primed the day before with water-proof paint.  
The children (30 in total)  arrived from Mama 
Portia’s at twelve-thirty, with three care givers.  The 
children were not necessarily the same from the 
preliminary drawing.  There were many other local 
kids at the community event, and some chose to 
partake in the painting.  The children  from Mama 
Portia’s were asked to paint the blocks in pairs, 
with each other or with the local children, allowing 
for the interaction between the different groups 

during the painting.  

Because of material constraints, only ten children 
could paint at a time.  Each pair were given two 
paint brushes, a palette of various colours, and ac-
cess to brush water.  They were also provided with 
aprons to keep their clothes clean.  

Following the same format of the preliminary 
drawing exercise, they were asked to paint:

“What makes you happy?”

“What are your favourite places in Alex?”

“What do you want to be when you grown up?”

Once each block was completed, children were 
asked to sign their names and have a commemora-
tive photograph taken.

The photographs were used to make thank you 
notes, which were given to each child.

Final installation

On Monday , June 16th, we arranged to pick up the 
blocks from the East Bank park and transport them 
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to Mama Portia’s orphanage.  Upon arrival at East 
Bank, we discovered the blocks had been thrown 
down the embankment, four of which were broken.  
This made us realize the necessity for a site that 
was secure, with people to look after them.

At Mama Portia’s, two areas were designated for 
the blocks.  

On Tuesday, July 17th, we returned to arrange the 
blocks equipped with tools to level the site so the 
blocks would sit flat on the ground.  Some of the 
blocks were anchored to the site by filling them 
with soil and plants, while others were left mobile 
for later adaptations.  

At the project’s completion, we measured its suc-
cess against the  objectives we set forth to achieve. 

1. Build friendships through creative 
expression.

The project provided the opportunity for Mama 
Portia’s children to interact with each other, as well 
as other local children as demonstrated by their 
collaborative efforts on the blocks, and recorded by 
the photographs we took of each block team.  The 
memory of the interactions is ensured by the pass-

ing of the photographs from the project facilitators 
to the children.

To enrich this objective in the future, more orga-
nized encounters with different participants would 
be effective.  

2. To celebrate the creative potential of every-
day objects.

The TerraCrete crescent shaped blocks used in the 
project contribute to the success of this objective:  
Not only are the blocks used commonly in Alex as 
a building material for retaining walls, they are 
also used in a variety of creative adaptations.  By 
using them in the Community Blocks project they 
are further highlighted as an everyday object worth 
noticing.  In the final product they were used for 
seating and planters, and in the process they were 
used as a medium to bring children together to tell 
each other their stories and express themselves 
creatively. 

If the process were to continue, one way to 
strengthen the success of this objective would be to 
push the exploration of everyday objects into dif-
ferent areas of study.  This includes exploring some 
of the potential uses that we envisaged for the 
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blocks at the outset of the design process, including 
as a use for street line, but also with the incorpora-
tion of other commonly used materials.    

Meet new communities that we normally 
wouldn’t interact with, thus learning new ways 
to communicate and design.

The success of this objective was made by the deci-
sion of the design team to engage with the children 
of Mama Portia’s orphanage in the design process.  
By running the drawing and painting workshops, 
we learned stories from the children, saw how they 
communicated themselves through pictures, and 
developed a greater understanding of the context 
of their lives in Alex.  Also, by engaging with them 
in non-design aspects of the projects, we learned 
about their dances and games, and were touched by 
their sensitivity and capacity for feeling.

To enrich the success of this objective, a longer 
process of design would have to be implemented, 
including more formal and informal encounters 
with the children, and a greater reciprocation of 
stories and experiences.  Also, by expanding their 
inclusion into the design process, enabling them 
to interact more directly with the decision mak-
ing process, we could have learned more about the 

spaces they use, and how they would like to inhabit 
them.

4. To facilitate the empowerment of children to 
inform their own spaces

This objective was achieved by allowing the children 
to interact one on one with the materials that were 
ultimately used to inform the installation.  Giv-
ing children this freedom, hopefully they will feel 
encouraged in the future to explore other ways in 
which they can create their own spaces.  

To enrich this object, as mentioned above, the chil-
dren would have to be given more liberty to interact 
and arrange the blocks, to tell us how to place them, 
or to place them on their own.  Although we did take 
note of how the children used to blocks as seating 
and to play games, a more in-depth investigation 
would still be advisable. 
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At present the blocks are installed in two areas of 
Mama Portia’s orphanage.  The blocks were not 
mortared together – instead, they were simply 
arranged to make seating and planters, but their 
ultimate use if in the hands of the users.  Much like 
the blocks which inspired the investigation of this 
project, it is hoped that the people who use them 
will find inventive and creative ways to adapt and 
re-use them, fill or seal voids, further proving how 
the residents of Alex find innovation in even the 
most common of everyday objects.  

It is also hoped that the children who participated 
in the Community Blocks project will continue to 
pursue their interests in creative expression and 
the sharing of their stories through drawing and 
painting.  Although our time with them was very 
brief, we were very touched by their creativity and 
enthusiasm, and collectively we hope that such 
positive attributes carry forward.  

In terms of our own learning, we will carry the les-
sons learned in this process forward, back to our 
home countries, communities, and schools.  Col-
laborations can occur on many levels, and through 
working with the children of Mama Portia’s or-
phanage, we refreshed ourselves of the value of in-
nocence, the beauty of simplicity, and the potential 
of even the smallest things.

Contact

Mama Portia Mongake
Mama Afrika, Abangani Enkosini Orphanage
072 609 4444
(011) 443 0682

Next Steps
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