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In this chapter we will present our analysis of Motherwell,
which is based on two analyse methods, views of public space 
by Jan Gehl and on our own observations. 

Space syntax analysis
A Space Syntax analysis has been made as a part of the 
Motherwell Urban Renewal Programme; to be used as help 
when developing design proposals. The aim was to 
characterize Motherwell’s syntactical configuration. This 
means to analyse how each space in the spatial structure is 
related and connected to the others. The analysis was carried 
out in two phases, at first the current situation was analysed 
and in the second phase new design proposals were analysed 
to check the effects they might have on the spatial 
configuration of the settlement. The level of integration in the 
spatial configurations will influence the social functioning of 
built environments. When people choose urban spaces for 
informal activities such as talking and sitting, it reflects the 
proximity to areas with good visual connection that are well 
integrated in the system as a whole. A space like that is well 
suited for one of the main occupations of those using urban 
space: watching other people22.

The main tool in a Space Syntax analysis is the axial map, in 
which all the spaces in a spatial system are represented by 
lines. The integration value of a line depends on the number 

22 Hillier, B. (1990).

of other lines that must be used to go from that line to every 
other in the system.  The axial map is a graphic illustration of 
the quantified integration measures for movement spaces in 
the spatial system of Motherwell. The most integrated lines 
are deep red in colour, the least integrated are blue (the most 
segregated lines). Between these two opposites there is a 
spectrum from yellow to green. An axial map can also show 
how connected a space is to other spaces, the connectivity. In 
the processed maps for connectivity, the spectrum is reversed. 
The most connected lines are in blue through and the least 
connected in bright red.23

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

”Dead end” street
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Figure 3-5 shows the axial maps for the existing situation in 
Motherwell.

Fig. 4. “Local integration is a measure of a more localised 
relationship between spaces. […] it is a measure of a 
space's relationship to all other spaces three steps away 
from that line.” (Masterplan annexure B, Space Syntax)

Fig.5. “Connectivity is a measure of how 
connected a space is to other spaces. The value is 
arrived at by a simple count of the number of 
spaces that are directly connected to that space” 
(Masterplan annexure B, Space Syntax)

Fig 3. “Global integration is a measure of the 
spaces in a systems 'relationship to all other
spaces in the system.” (Masterplan annexure B, 
Space Syntax)
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Result of the analysis
The result of the analysis highlights that Motherwell 
constitutes of a fragmented and segregated spatial system; it is 
segregated from the surroundings as well as within the area. It 
is a system of enclaves within an enclave, a tree like pattern, 
which works very effectively for total control of the residents.
The structure contributes to long distances between starting 
point and to various destinations. For the residents in 
Motherwell this means that many trips have to be made, to 
reach the finale destination. The Neighbourhood Units “[…]
appear to be structurally segregated lumps in the urban fabric 
rather than well-structured parts of the whole.”24 It is no 
continuity within the grid and many streets end in 
unconnected dead ends. 

In part two, the effects of the design interventions proposed in 
the Urban Renewal Proposal were analysed. The aim was to 
create new connections to make the structure more grid-like,
to break down the enclave nature of the parts within the 
whole.25 Map 21 shows the new connections proposed at the 
neighbourhood level to the larger scale system.

The result of the analysis showed that these new connections 
will lead to a closer contact with all other spaces in the 

24 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (2004). Masterplan for MURP.
25 Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality (2004). Masterplan for MURP.

configuration. If these measures would be applied in all the 
other Neighbourhood Units it will probably improve the 
connections and integration of the spatial network as a whole.

Map 21.
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City structure analysis
The content of the city image are according to Kevin Lynch 
referable to physical forms which can be classified into five 
types of elements: paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks.
These elements will be general, since they will appear in many 
different types of environmental images. 26 We have used the 
method by recognizing the physical elements in the project 
area. Analysing the elements and how they stand in relation 
with each other has been used to discover visual qualities and 
characteristics in Motherwell. Knowledge about the elements 
makes them usable as a help to increase the legibility and 
discover new elements, which can be added within the area.

Paths
“Paths are the channels along which the observers usually, occasionally, or 
potentially move. They may be streets, walkways, transit lines, canals, 
railroads. For people these are the main elements in their image. People 
observe the city while moving through it, and along these paths the other 
environmental elements are arranged related.”27

We observed that the main mode of transportation in 
Motherwell is walking, primarily along the main roads. We 
think it depends on following factors; this is where the people 
feel safe, there are few other alternatives, and it is the main 

26 Lynch, K. (1960).
27 Lynch, K. (1960).  p. 47

pick-up and drop-off points for public buses, minibus taxis 
and local taxis “Jikelezas”.

Pedestrians always walk the shortest way; this is clearly 
visible in Motherwell. People have made their own paths, 
over vacant land and along streets where sidewalks are 
missing, leading from the Neighbourhood Units to the centre.
An important informal (minor) path is the Railway Reserve,
which stretches through the whole of Motherwell and 
connects the northern and southern parts. It is necessary to 
distinguish differences in movement during day and night.
During night the choice of paths are limited, as there is no 
lighting along the streets, except in one part of W. M. Maku 
Street. There are good conditions for vehicles, but a lot of 
missing links in the pedestrian network. 

The Railway Reserve
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Edges
“Edges are the linear elements not used or considered as paths by the

observer. They are boundaries between two phases, linear breaks in 
continuity: shores, railroad cuts, edges of development, walls. They are 
lateral references rather than coordinate axes. Such edges may be barriers, 
more or less penetrable, which close one region of from another; or they 
may be seams, lines along which two regions are related and joined 
together. These edge elements, although probably not as dominant as paths, 
are for many people important organizing features, particularly in the role 
of holding together generalized areas, as in the outline of a city by water or 
wall.”28

Nzunga Street and parts of Tyinira Street are edges that 
separate residential areas from the large area of vacant land.
On the western side of the project area, the buffer zone 
constitutes the edge element, which separate residential from 
the Nature Reserve. It was planned as a barrier, today it can 
be seen as an asset, since it can be a link to the Nature Reserve.
We found one barrier, the stormwater drainage channel, 
which only have two transition points. 

28 Lynch, K. (1960). p. 47

Districts
“Districts are the medium-to-large sections of the city, conceived of as 

having two-dimensional extent, which the observer mentally enters “inside 
of” and which are recognizable as having some common, identifying 
character.”29

Three districts can be distinguished in our project area; the 
residential area (NU 5 and NU 6), Motherwell Town Centre 
and the vacant land. The two Neighbourhood Units are seen
to be one district, because there are no differences in density, 
usage or design. If you are not familiar with the area, it is hard 
to tell which neighbourhood unit you are entering. 
Motherwell Town Centre is the district that consist main retail
and social facilities. The vacant land is a large part of the 
project area, it needs to be developed and connected to the 
centre and the residential areas. 

29 Lynch, K. (1960). p. 47
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Map 22.
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Nodes
“Nodes are points, the strategic spots in a city into which an observer can 

enter, and which are the intensive foci to and from which he is travelling.
They may be primary junctions, places of brake in transportation, a 
crossing or convergence of paths, moments of shift from one structure to 
another. Or the nodes may be simply concentrations, which gain their 
importance from being the condensation of some use or physical character, 
as a street-corner hangout or an enclosed square.”30

We have identified on major node, Motherwell Town Centre, 
two minor nodes in Neighbourhood Unit 5 and 6 and two
“mini nodes”, one in each neighbourhood. Motherwell Town 
Centre is the largest and most developed node, it shall 
provide the whole of Motherwell with necessary facilities, but 
it appears to be just a local centre, when many facilities are 
lacking. The minor nodes in the two Neighbourhood Units are 
small concentrations of retail for daily needs, which are 
gathered along the Ringroad. Given a higher concentration of 
facilities these nodes can be strengthen. The two “mini nodes”
both consist of a supermarket and public phones located in a 
junction.

Landmarks
“Landmarks are another type of point-reference, but in this case the 
observer does not enter within them, they are external. They are usually a 
rather simply defined physical object: building, sign, store or mountain.” 

30 Lynch, K. (1960). p. 47

[…]”Some landmarks are distant ones, typically seen from many angels 
and distances, over the tops of smaller elements, and used as radial 
references.”[…] “Other landmarks a primarily local, being visible only in 
restricted localities and from certain approaches. These are the innumerable 
signs, store front, trees, doorknobs, and other urban detail, which fill in the 
image of most observers.” 31

It is difficult to distinguish any distinct landmarks in the 
project area.  It does not necessarily need to be a very high 
building to be visible on a long distance in Motherwell, 
because of the flat terrain with no organic shapes. We have 
identified four landmarks, Community Support Centre,
Motherwell Shopping Centre, Raymond Mhlaba Sports Centre 
and Ndebe´s eating house and tavern in Neighbourhood Unit 
6. The Community Support Centre, the Shopping Centre and 
the Sports Centre are all large buildings with architectural 
qualities and they all provide important functions in the 
society. Ndebe´s eating house and tavern are a more local 
landmark. The big sign on the facade and large amount of 
people outside creates a landmark.

When analysing the elements together it appears that 
Motherwell has a lack of clear elements, and visual qualities. 
The environment is vague and difficult to grasp, by this we 
mean there is nothing in the physical environment that gives 

31 Lynch, K. (1960). p. 48
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Motherwell a strong identity. New paths are needed to create 
new links for a grid structure, to increase accessibility to the
major nodes and between the different districts. The identity 
of the residential areas can be strengthen by landmarks and 
better defined nodes. There are no visual differences between 
the Neighbourhood Units, but for the residents it is very 
important to tell in which unit you stay, it is a part of their 
identity.

One of the minor Nodes

Buffer Zone

Raymond Mhlaba Sports Centre
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High intensity Close friendship

Friends

Acquaintances

Chance contacts

Low intensity Passive contacts

Public space
The subject of Jan Gehls book ”Life between buildings- using
public space”, is the interaction between the physical 
environment and activities in outdoor public spaces- “life
between buildings”.

Gehl describes three types of outdoor activities, necessary 
activities (ex. going to school or work), optional activities (ex. 
take a walk to get some fresh air), “resultant” –social activities 
(ex. activities depending on other people for example a 
braii/barbeque), which takes place in the outdoor 
environment. Different activities have different demands on 
the physical environment, poor physical environment results 
in few optional- and social activities. In a good physical 
environment where people feel safe and comfortable, people 
spend more time and interact with others. In public spaces of 
a city or a residential area there are many opportunities for 
meetings, daily activities and just to be among others. You can
choose if you want interact with others or just be an observer 
of the public life.

Social activities can be in a range from passive contacts as 
passing people on the streets (low intensity contacts) to close
friendship (high intensity contacts). From low-intensity
contacts other forms of contacts can grow. Life between 
buildings, offers an opportunity to be with others in an 
unconstrained way. 

The physical structure of a residential area can support the 
desired social structure of the area, to make people interact in 
their daily life. “The hierarchy of social groupings is reflected
by a hierarchy of communal space […]”32 “Family members 
meet in the living room, the inhabitants of the residential 
group meet in the group square, and residents from the entire 
neighbourhood meet on the main street”33.

32 Gehl, J. (2001). p. 59
33 Gehl, J. (2001). p. 59

Fig. 6. Different levels of activities (Gehl, J.  2001)
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The communal space is an arena for daily unplanned activities 
(ex. short stays and play), and simple social activities (ex. talk
to the neighbour when passing his or her front door), and if 
the residents desire closer form of contacts can develop.34

In a residential area there are private and public spaces which 
can be more or less private or public depending on the 
physical structure.

Fig. 8. Shows the structure of a housing area with private 
(front yard), semi private (communal space in a housing 
cluster), semi public (pocket park within a block), and public 
spaces (large park in the neighbourhood). A clear structure 
strengthens natural surveillance, helps the inhabitants know 
which people “belong” to the area and improves the 
possibility for making group decisions concerning shared 
problems.35

34 Gehl, J. (2001).
35 Gehl, J. (2001).

PUBLIC

Semi private Semi private

Semi private

Private

Semi public

Fig. 7. A cluster of houses organized around the two communal 
spaces: the outdoor square and the indoor community house. (Gehl, J.
2001)

Fig. 8. The relation between public spaces according to Jan Gehl



70

It is important to have transition zones “a soft edge” between 
public and private, for example the communal space you enter 
before heading off to the more public streets in the 
neighbourhood.

Motherwell’s structure with spread out dwellings leads to an 
excessive spread of people and events and limits low intensity 
contacts to occur, because the physical structure is planned to 
limit people to meet and interact. There are a lack of semi
private and semi public spaces in Motherwell and no “soft 
edges”, smooth transitions between the private and public. 
We consider the “cul-de-sac” streets in some parts of 
Neighbourhood Unit 6 have got a potential to function as a 
semi private area. Approximately 15 houses are assembled 
around each of these “cul-de-sac”. According to Gehl, 15-30
households have been found to work well as unit when 
encouraging social networking. Gehl writes “People come 
where people are” we consider this is a very important 
statement to have in mind when planning public spaces.

Many people we met in Motherwell had a fear of crime 
(realistic or not) that made them prefer to stay at home or at 
least not go outside alone. This can lead to a vicious circle if 
everyone stays away from the streets, having in mind that 
“people want to see people”.

The public open spaces in Motherwell are often too large and 
not designed for public life, there are no squares, benches, 

playgrounds and other components which could make them 
usable, and attractive for longer stays.  The South African way 
of planning has been programmatic, for example X residential
units generates X primary schools, X secondary schools, X 
square meters of public place and X amount of waste and so 
forth36. This can be one explanation to the sometimes odd 
location and size of public open spaces in Motherwell. 

36 Tillman, H. (1997).

“Cul- de- sac” street
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What is a public space?
Our proposal is to a large extent in line with principles and 
proposals applied in the Masterplan for Motherwell Urban 
Renewal Program by Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
Municipality. Below we want to describe our views on public 
space since they differ from those presented in the 
Masterplan.

Public open space according to the Masterplan
Public space is zoned for public use and can be provided 
through;

• Nature Reserve 
• Community Parks 
• Neighbourhood Parks 
• Local Parks 
• Playgrounds 
• Orientation Features and Public Squares

The Masterplan makes a distinction between active and 
passive public open space. By active they mean organised 
sport activities in a sport centre or a football stadium and 
passive public open spaces are parks with playgrounds for
informal activities. Public open space can also be classified 
into either hard or soft. A hard open space can be a square, 
playground or street. Soft open space refers to areas, which 
are green, like parks, sports fields and nature reserve. The 
provision of public open space are planned on the basis of a 

standard of 1.24 hectare per 1000 people of which, 35% of the 
spaces should be for active and 65% for passive open space.

Our understanding of public space
In our report we consider public space to embrace all space for 
the public, such as parks, playgrounds, squares etc mentioned 
in the Masterplan. Streets are included in our definition of 
public space, since we share Jan Gehl´s thoughts about streets
as an important arena for public life. In our proposals we will 
consider needs of different kind of public spaces, but we will 
not use, the terms soft, hard, active and passive open space or 
the planning standards for the provision of public open space. 
We want to present a comprehensive view on public space, 
with focus on the usability and not separate them into 
different categories. When we specifically mean parks and 
squares we will use the term public open space. 
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Motherwell today
The purpose of this part is to clarify the Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats in the area as a help 
when suggesting strategies for future development. The basis 
of this analyse comes from our inventory, discussions with 
people we met in Motherwell, as well as from the Masterplan,
Space Syntax and Kevin Lynch analysis.

Strengths
• Lively nodes;
- We have found one spot in each Neighbourhood Unit 
that is very lively and has qualities to become a strong 
node.

• Despite the poor environment people feel comfort;
- People we have met (especially in NU 5 and NU 6) seem
to like their homes and their Neighbourhood Units.

• Close to Nature Reserve; 
- The location of Motherwell close to the river and Nature 
Reserve is a big asset; it can be more usable and accessible.

• Nelson Mandela Peace Park;
– An asset that can bring tourists in to the area as well as 
being a quality for the people living in Motherwell. 

Weaknesses
• A lot of vacant and undeveloped areas;
- Dumping of garbage on vacant land. 
- People are afraid of getting assaulted in these areas.
- Over dimensioned school sites, which are not possible 

to use, are scary gaps in the environment during 
evenings and holidays when the schools aren’t open. 

• Lack of public facilities;
- Motherwell centre has a limited range of shops, only 

one post office and one library in the area. 
- Expensive to go to town, many people are therefore 

depending on the facilities in Motherwell.

• High crime rate and unemployment 

• Only detached housing;
- This makes it difficult to find a flat for young people 

who want to move within the area or elderly people 
who can not stay by themselves and take care of a 
house.
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• Flat and featureless;
- The neighbourhoods all look the same; you can not tell 

if you are in Neighbourhood Unit 5 or 6. All the houses 
have the same height and appearances. 

- There are few larger buildings with architectural 
qualities.

• Low accessibility within the area;
- The physical structure is planned to limit people to

meet and interact. 
- Only two main entrances to each “Neighbourhood 

Unit-part”.

Opportunities
• Densification to achieve;
- Better basis for service, economic activities and public 

transportation, a critical mass.
- More pleasant environment, streetscape for lively 

streets and places.
- Possible to gather events and assemble people.

• Possible to improve street design;
- Street lighting
- Streetscape
- Identity

• Motherwell Urban Renewal Programme;
- Founding’s for investments in the area.
- The Masterplan provides an overall picture.

• Development of “public spaces”;
- Create small spaces within the larger space. 

• Kuhlani corridor;
- Efficient public transportations, which stops at the 

main workplaces.

Threats
• Continued urban sprawl;
- Expansion of residential areas towards Uitenhage, 

instead of densification within the area. 

• A feeling of insecurity; 
- Once fear of crime becomes a problem, everyone stays

away from the streets – a vicious circle has started.

• Shopping centres;
- Motherwell shopping centre can not compete with

Greenacres and other shopping centres.
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A mother walks her child to the pre-school.
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