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PREFACE
In May 2005 we received a Minor Field Scholarship from 
SIDA, the Swedish International Development cooperation 
Agency, and late August 2005 we left Sweden for three 
months of diploma work in Port Elizabeth, South Africa. The
diploma work is the final project of our 4, 5 years studies at 
the programme of Spatial Planning, Blekinge Institute of 
Technology in Karlskrona, Sweden. 

Our goal has been to make proposals which will present ways 
of how to improve the physical environment in the former 
township Motherwell. We have used all our knowledge as 
Swedish planning students, but the big challenge has been to 
apply it in a completely different planning context. We found 
it very important to get familiar with the area in different 
ways, to be able to make proposals which reflect current
needs. We read municipal documents about Motherwell and 
spent a lot of time making our own observations in the area. 
But this was not enough, to really understand the situation it
was very important to talk a lot to residents and hear their 
thoughts about Motherwell. 

Our hope is that our work can be an inspiration for planners
in Port Elizabeth and others involved in the future 
development of Motherwell and other townships in Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan Municipality. 

We really appreciated our time in Motherwell and Port 
Elizabeth; it was an adventure that gave us experiences and 
knowledge, which we will carry with us in the future, both as 
planners and individuals.
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Abstract
Our project takes place in Motherwell, a former township and 
suburb located 20 km from the city centre of Port Elizabeth in 
the metropolitan area that constitute Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan Municipality. Motherwell Township was 
planned and built during the 1980s as an isolated residential 
area for black people. The location and the segregated
physical structure within the area was a result of apartheid 
politics. Today the area is flat and featureless with a number 
of sites, for example school sites, which remain undeveloped 
resulting in very low density. Density in the area must be 
increased to create a critical mass and make it possible to
provide public facilities and transportations. Our main focus 
has been to develop proposals in order to increase density, 
improve accessibility within the area and to surroundings, 
improve the conditions for pedestrians and create well 
defined usable public spaces.

Information about the planning conditions was gathered 
during our three months stay in Port Elizabeth, through 
municipal documents and inventory of the project area. As a 
theoretical background and analyse methods we used, the 
City Structure analysis by Kevin Lynch, a Space syntax 
analysis provided by the municipality and the book “Life 
between buildings- Using Public Space” by Jan Gehl. Our
inventory and the theoretical background led to the 
formulation of three guiding principles for our proposals;

densification, accessibility and public space for public use. The
proposal is made at two levels, an overall structure of land use 
and detailed proposals of high density residential and 
development of nodes-local centres. 

In the overall structure we propose a grid structure on the 
vacant land next to Motherwell Town Centre which will be a 
dense area; primarily for residential purposes, but public 
functions will also be integrated in the area. To densify the 
Neighbourhood Units we propose; infill housing on 
undeveloped school sites and public places, and multilevel
houses with mixed use in local centres- nodes. New
pedestrian links and design interventions on streets in the 
existing residential area connected to the new part will lead to 
a higher accessibility and a more pleasant street environment.
Improvements in the overall structure of public space are 
suggested through developing existing spaces and adding 
several new ones within the new residential area. Some of
these will be connected to “Green links”, which are pedestrian 
and bicycle lanes planned to function not only for 
transportation, they also aim to fulfil recreational purposes. A
structure of high density blocks with dwellings, public space 
and facilities and design principles for a node- local centre 
with mixed use are presented in our individual parts of the 
project. A proposal of high density residential is made by 
Karin Telldén and proposals for nodes- local centres are made 
by Ulrika Hellsten. 
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INTRODUCTION
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Our project takes place in Motherwell, a former township and 
suburb located 20 km from the city centre of Port Elizabeth in 
the metropolitan area that constitute Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan Municipality.

Motherwell Township was planned and built during the 1980s 
as an isolated residential area for black people as a result of 
apartheid politics and it is still poorly integrated with the rest 
of the city. Motherwell is spread out over a large area and 
accommodates today approximately 250.000 inhabitants. The 
infrastructure is well developed; all houses have got 
electricity, are connected to sewerage and water supply, and 
most roads are of good standard. The area is functioning in 
these aspects, but the physical environment is poor and there 
is a lack of public facilities.

Many of the residents are low income earners or unemployed, 
but the middle income group in Motherwell are steadily 
growing like the black population in South Africa as a whole
which gets higher incomes.

The Municipality has started a process to integrate 
Motherwell with the rest of the city and develop it into a more 
urban area. This process is supported by governmental 
initiatives such as the Urban Renewal Programme, which is a 
product of National Government’s Urban Renewal Strategy. 
Motherwell was selected as one of eight pilot areas in the 
national Urban Renewal Programme. The aim of the 

programme is to concentrate national resources to a few 
selected municipalities and use them as good examples for 
future development in South Africa. 

There are several ongoing projects in Motherwell today which
is an outcome of the Urban Renewal Programme. Some of 
them are founded by the Swedish International Development 
cooperation Agency (SIDA), such as the introduction of the 
high density residential area, Sakhuluntu Village and the 
development of a Community Support Centre.
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Map 2. Map 1. 
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Aim and objectives
The overall aim of our study is to make a plan of how to 
develop the vacant land around Motherwell Town Centre and 
existing Neighbourhood Unit 5 and 6. Our main focus is on 
means to develop proposals in order to increase density, 
improve accessibility within the area and to surroundings, 
improve the conditions for pedestrians and create well 
defined usable public spaces. In Motherwell there is plenty of 
vacant land offering a development potential to be used as 
residential areas, providing a mix of different housing 
typologies and public spaces of high quality. The proposal 
aims to support the transformation from a typical apartheid 
suburb into a neighbourhood with good living conditions.

Vacant land close to the Town Centre
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Map 3. 
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Method
We started our project by three months of field work in Port 
Elizabeth, South Africa. The first week we got an overall
understanding of the contrasts in standard of living in 
different residential areas. We met town planners from the 
municipality, architects and others involved in the 
development of Motherwell. They described the current 
planning situation, their visions for the future and gave us 
necessary policy documents and maps regarding Motherwell 
and the Metropolitan as a whole. 

Our main focus during the stay in South Africa was to 
experience Motherwell as a whole and document our project 
area at a more detailed level. Mostly we walked around taking 
notes and pictures, to document the project area, to register 
how pedestrians move within the area and how people use 
public space. We visited the area during both day time and 
night time to see the differences in street life. We were also 
interested to see how much the high mast lighting and the few 
conventional street lights light up the area. On our walks we 
met a lot of residents and took the opportunity to interview 
them; it was mainly informal meetings that occurred on the 
streets, these meetings gave us a feeling of their views and 
thoughts about the area. 

To analyse the project area and also its connection to the rest 
of Motherwell, we have chosen to use the Space syntax 

analysis made by consultants for the municipality. We have 
also made two analyses of our own, based on the methods of 
the City Structure Analysis by Kevin Lynch and the SWOT 
analyse method. The Kevin Lynch analysis helped us to sort 
out the features of the area. The analysis Motherwell today 
was based on the SWOT method and used as a help to analyse 
the current situation in Motherwell. Based on our inventory 
and analysis we propose three Guiding Principles; 
accessibility, densification and public space for public use. As
a theoretical background for our discussion about public 
space we have used the book Life between buildings by Jan 
Gehl. Planning principles from the Sustainable Communities 
Project, proposals and principles from the Masterplan for 
Motherwell Urban Renewal Programme have been used as a 
foundation for our proposal. 

Before we left South Africa we made a presentation for town 
planners and consultants involved in the development of 
Motherwell. We presented our basic planning concepts, 
analysis of the area and our structural proposal of how to 
develop the project area (NU 5, NU 6 and vacant land close to 
the town centre). This occasion gave us feedback, which we 
have considered in our further work with our proposals. Back
in Sweden we continued to compile the report and our 
individual parts of the project, which constitute more detailed 
proposals of how to develop nodes and high density 
residential on vacant land. 
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Documenting the project area 

Interview residents

Driving around in project area

Taking a shortcut
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South Africa is a land of contrasts; a middle income country 
according to Swedish International Development cooperation 
Agency but so far is it only a minority of the population that 
has the living standard you can expect from a developed 
country.1 Most people are poor and lives in suburbs, so called 
townships, in the outskirts of the cities, Port Elizabeth is no 
exception.

Port Elizabeth
Port Elizabeth is the fifth largest city in the country and the 
major city in Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality, 
which consists of three urban areas, Uitenhage, Despatch and 
Port Elizabeth. The city has one of the most important 
harbours in the country; it dates back to early 19th century.
Port Elizabeth has a beautiful location by the Indian Ocean, 
with some of South Africa’s best beaches.

The population today is estimated to be 1 million inhabitants, 
but it is growing fast. Nelson Mandela Metropolitan
Municipality has a huge housing backlog, many people move 
from the countryside into the rapidly growing suburbs 
outside the city. It is a segregated city where the class 
distinctions are obvious through the various standards of 
living which appears in different parts of the city.

1 SIDA, varför ger Sverige bistånd?.
100

View over Port Elizabeth and Indian Ocean

Govan Mbeki Street, Port Elizabeth (Dahlgren Carolin 2005)
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Apartheid city
South Africa has a history of segregation of the different 
ethnic groups within the population, during almost all of the 
20th century. The apartheid system divided the population 
into different groups after the colour of their skin. For the non-
white population this meant to be discriminated in all aspects 
of life. Different groups should not interact, and therefore stay 
in separate areas. These ideas had and still have a big impact 
on the spatial structure of South African cities.

One of the first steps towards institutionalising separate 
development came in the early 20th century, with a legislation 
that limited the black population’s right to own or lease land. 
During the time period after the First World War the state also 
initiated housing schemes, which provided further means to 
implement racial segregation on an urban level between 
different population groups.2 In 1948 the National Party
gained political power and began the formalization of 
apartheid ideology, that is the separation between whites, 
africans, indians and coloureds. The apartheid laws limited 
the rights for non-whites to work and move within the city 
without permission. The city centres had a mixed population 
but where demolished and the non white population was 
removed to newly built locations, so called townships.3

2 Lind, E. (2003).
3 Nationalencyklopedin (2006).

Housing extreme

A shack



20

The townships where located far away from the “white city” 
as a way of minimizing the interaction between the different 
racial groups. The goal was to control the population and the 
physical structure of the townships was an outcome of this. 
Townships where surrounded by a buffer zone of 
undeveloped land with few access roads connected to the city 
centre. Motherwell was planned during the 1970s when the 
Greater Algoa Bay Planning Authority saw a need for a new 
black residential area. The area was being located on the north 
side of the Swartkops River (see map 4 page 21) for squatter 
families living in shacks. During the 1980s Motherwell was 
established and became the largest residential area for black 
people in Port Elizabeth.4

The planning of Motherwell had to conform to the legislation 
at the time, which prescribed;

- Provision of a buffer zone of between 150m–270m
around Motherwell, which was to be left undeveloped, 
for maximum control.

- Provision of a town centre. All needs of the residents 
should be provided within Motherwell, to eliminate the 
needs to commute to and thus interact with, other 
areas.

4 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (2004). Masterplan for MURP.

It was becoming more obvious that the policy of treating black 
people as temporary urban dwellers in the city was no longer 
sustainable. That is why Algoa Bay Guide Plan Committee 
emphasized the proposed new settlement to be fully planned 
and provided with a range of facilities, within the community. 
Motherwell was one of the first areas, which incorporated 
other functions than only residential, for example a shopping 
centre. The intention was for the township to be a self-
contained unit.5

A Masterplan for the development of Motherwell was 
approved in 1981. This was to be used as a guide for the 
development of a new suburb; Motherwell was estimated to 
accommodate approximately 96.000 people when fully 
developed, in nine Neighbourhood Units. The Masterplan
proposed mixed housing types for people in different stages 
in the life cycle.  Despite this, almost all of the residential built 
in Motherwell is small detached one storey houses, as usual in 
most townships. 

The Masterplan recognized that the black population was not 
a homogenous group. There where people with different 
levels of incomes, education and social classes. Thus 
Neighbourhood Unit 5 and Neighbourhood Unit 6 were built 
for high income earners.6

5 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (2004). Masterplan for MURP.
6 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (2004). Masterplan for MURP.



21

Map 4.
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After 1990
In the 1990s the National Party initiated the democratic 
transformation in South Africa after a shift of leadership. The 
apartheid state had been unmanageable in many ways, 
because of economic stagnation, amounting national 
opposition from civic and political organisations as well as
sanctions by the international community.7 Apartheid was 
abolished and a new era began. Nelson Mandela was released 
from prison 1994. One of his first speeches was held in 
Motherwell for thousands of people. 

Motherwell Township has grown to accommodate
approximately 250.000 inhabitants. All of the Neighbourhood 
Units from the original Masterplan have been built today. 
Since 1980s Motherwell has been extended in the north by 
four new residential areas, and two new Neighbourhood 
Units are under construction.  Many of the facilities proposed 
in the Masterplan 1981 were never realized, or only partly 
developed, for example the Town Centre, but land was 
reserved for this purpose. This is why Motherwell has a lot of 
vacant land today.8

Still, despite the abolition of apartheid, the township is 
isolated and poorly integrated with the rest of the city. Few 
access roads, only one bridge crossing Swartkops River and 

7 Lind, E. (2003).
8 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (2004). Masterpaln for MURP.

poor public transportations makes it difficult for the township 
to develop. The spatial structure restrains people to interact 
within the area and the city of Port Elizabeth.

Prisoners released from Robben Island, a start of a new democratic era
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Map 5.
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MUNICIPAL PLANNING GUIDELINES
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Below we shortly summarize the two most important 
policy documents that have been the basis for our plan 
proposal; Motherwell Urban Renewal Master Plan and 
Sustainable Communities Project.

Motherwell Urban Renewal 
Programme
A Masterplan has been developed for Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan Municipality by consultants Matrix and 
Metroplan. It is a part of the Urban Renewal Programme and 
sets the overall framework for the future development in 
Motherwell, socially, economically and spatially. Five 
important principles for the spatial development are
presented.

1. Densification; undeveloped spaces can be developed as 
residential areas. In order to create a critical mass, to
make it possible to provide a higher level of service and 
facilities. Densities should be increased from the 
current 19 units/hectare to above 30 units/hectare in 
Motherwell as a whole (see map 13 page 48).

2. Integration; create better accessibility between 
Motherwell and the rest of the city. Develop three 
activity corridors. Tyinira Street as a central high 
density corridor, with mixed use activities such as 
housing, commercial and transportation; Addo road as 

a one tourist/multifunctional corridor that serves the 
whole of Motherwell and at last a green edge corridor 
along Swartskops River. Create a grid between these 
corridors (see figure 1 below).

3. Urban structure; create a more urban structure with 
higher densities along the streets, to define a
streetscape.

4. Transportation; create better conditions for pedestrians 
to walk safely within the area and more efficient public 
transportations.

5. Better facilities; social services can be placed in a 
cluster. Increase accessibility by location.

Fig. 1. Activity corridors (NMMM 2004)
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Sustainable Communities Project
Sustainable communities’ project is an overall planning 
concept that will be used when finalized in 2006 by Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan Municipality as a complement to other 
planning instruments such as the Integrated Development 
Plan and Comprehensive Urban Plan. The goal with this 
planning concept is to achieve a more balanced urban 
structure based on integration and sustainability and to 
present ways of how this can be done.9

We find the following principles relevant to apply in
Motherwell;

• Mixed development to promote functional integration 
and improve accessibility.

• Higher densities to create a more compact city with more 
efficient public transport, better use of infrastructure at 
lower costs and contribute to long term sustainability.

• Variation and flexibility to improve the image of a 
community and allow socio-economic integration.

9 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (draft report). Sustainable 
Communities project.

• Sense of togetherness requires community involvement.

• Safety and security is supported by physical design in 
housing areas, street patterns and pedestrian 
walkways.

• Local economic development provides employment and 
income within the community and is a basis for local 
service provision.

Important elements in the physical structure of a sustainable 
community are;

• Housing clusters; several housing types in small units 
and a varied urban environment. This promotes safety 
and a sense of togetherness.

• Neighbourhood units; good access to basic services, 
commercial, recreational, social and cultural facilities. 
Alternative economic activities and marketing of local 
produce.

• Central nodes; mixed use. High density housing 
development, higher order commercial as social, 
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municipal, community services, business support 
centre and public transport node.

• Activity corridor; mixed development and mixed uses.
Varied housing development with high density. 
Flexible land use provision, informal to formal 
establishments. Good access for pedestrians.

• Public transport corridors; an efficient bus system 
connecting the sections of the community to the main 
employment areas and main centres; co-ordinated with 
local feeder buses or taxi-routes and with links to the 
main walkways.

• Pedestrian walkways; with direct access to 
neighbourhood centres and other important facilities 
within the neighbourhood; designed for a safety and a 
pleasant use.

• Business Parks and Support Centres; to support and 
develop the local economic. These should be located 
near main centres and transport nodes. 

• Public open space; a hierarchy of open space within the 
housing cluster, neighbourhood and community level; 
safe and convenient pedestrian access to open space.

Fig. 2. Illustrates the maximum convenient walking distance 
of 2 kilometres, according to Sustainable Communities 
Concept. The distance depends on the existing conditions and 
the physical structure, with higher densities the distances 
could be shorter. The estimated size of a Sustainable 
Community would be at a minimum 65 000 people.10

10 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (draft report ). Sustainable 
Communities Project.
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(Larsson, S. (Power Point Presentation)Fig. 2.  Maximum convenient walking distance



30

Ongoing projects in Motherwell
The projects described below are either presently being built
or under construction. 

Sakhuluntu Village
The Sakhuluntu Village will consist of 112 houses and 93 
rental apartments. At present, ten houses have been built as 
show houses in a housing exhibition.  Sakhuluntu Village 
covers an area of two hectares, this gives a gross density of 
approximately 100 units per hectare (compare with maps on 
page 48) , and it consists of semi-detached one storey units, 
double storey semi-detached and double storey row houses.11

Imizi
The Imizi Social Housing Project consists of 230 rental units in 
eight blocks. The area comprises approximately three hectare, 
this gives a gross density of 77 units per hectare (compare
with maps on page 48). The housing stock comprises single-
room units, two-bedroom units and three-bedroom units. The 
two- and three-bedroom units are double storeys and the one-
room units are placed in a building of three floors.12

11 Handout, Sakhuluntu Housing Exhibition 2005.
12 Expo, Nelson Mandela Metro.

Sakhuluntu

A model of the Imizi Social Housing Project



31

Map 6.
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Nelson Mandela Peace Park
When Nelson Mandela was released from prison in 1994, he
held one of his first speeches in Motherwell. As a memory of 
this occasion a park will be developed on the vacant piece of 
land in Neighbourhood Unit 3 where the speech was held. At
present the park is under construction but the visions for the 
park are that it will be a park for the whole community such 
as St. George’s Park in Central, which provides several 
recreational activities. The park will hopefully also be a tourist 
attraction, which brings foreign people and others to 
Motherwell. 13

13 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (2004). Masterplan for MURP.

Nelson Mandela Peace Park today 

St. George´s Park 
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Kuhlani corridor
Khulani corridor is a proposed public transportation link with 
a feeder bus system. It envisages movement from the 
employment area Korsten via the township KwaZakhele to 
Motherwell Town Centre. Along the corridor there will bee a 
series of pick-up and drop of points. The aim is to reverse the 
current one-directional movement pattern of public 
transport.14 Parts of this transportation corridor are presently
being built.

14 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (2004). Masterplan for MURP.

Map 7. Khulani corridor (NMMM  2004)


