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ABSTRACT
The overall aim of our study in South Africa has been to make 
proposals about the future land use of Helenvale, a degraded 
township north of Port Elizabeth. The intention has been to 
create a dense housing area with high accessibility and well 
functioning public facilities and public transport. This includes 
analyzing the area’s building structure, internal and external 
connections and linkages, nodes for services and public 
transport, greenery and public spaces. A proposal was then 
made about the future land use and development. It also 
includes making suggestions on a smaller scale of the spatial 
layout of streets and blocks within the area.  The focus of our 
proposal has been how to increase the density of Helenvale, 
to improve the spatial linkages and public transport and to 
create defi ned public spaces and facilities. The fi nal part of 
the project presents two individual proposals on a smaller 
and more detailed scale. We have each focused on different 
neighborhoods within the area and suggested a future land 
use. 

South Africa, offi cially the Republic of South Africa, has a 
population of 47.3 million and is an ethnically diverse nation 
with the largest white, Indian, and racially mixed communities 
in Africa. Racial strife between the white minority and the 
black majority has played a large part in South Africa´s history 
and politics, culminating in apartheid. In South Africa, the 
term township usually refers to the urban residential areas 
that, during apartheid, were reserved for non-whites (Africans, 
Coloreds and Indians/Asians) who lived near or worked in 
areas that were designated “white-only”. The townships were 
often poorly developed in terms of services, infrastructure et 
cetera. 

Port Elizabeth is South Africa’s fi fth largest city in terms of 
population and the second largest in terms of area. The 
population of the city is estimated to be 1.1 million inhabitants. 
Port Elizabeth is part of the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality 
(NMBM). Helenvale is a 129 hectares residential area located 
15 kilometers north of Port Elizabeth. The township, which was 
established in the early 1960´s, is one of the oldest in Port 
Elizabeth. The location was the result of apartheid politics as 
well as its physical structure. Helenvale is an overcrowded 
residential area with a lack of service delivery and public 
space and with non functioning infrastructure. Even though 
the township is densely populated there is a shortage of 
housing in the area. The existing housing structure is very low 
and fl at, which results in a low housing density. The township 
has a very poor predominately coloured population of which 
75 per cent have no income. These living conditions have 
resulted in the rise of gangsters, drug lords and prostitution. 

The fi rst step of our project has been to study the different 
policies and documents established by the municipality. This 
was essential in understanding the planning issues they are 
dealing with and their intentions for the future development for 
different parts of the municipality. These documents have also 
had a signifi cant impact on our proposal. Information about 
the physical structure of Helenvale was collected during our 
two months of fi eld work in the township through inventory 
and interviews with residents. We studied the existing physical 
environment of housing, public space and connections within 
the area and to the surroundings. Another important part of 
the inventory was to make observations concerning public 
life and social activities.
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To analyse the structure of Helenvale we have studied 
different methods and theories of Kevin Lynch, Jane Jacobs 
and Jan Gehl. We also did a SWOT-analysis to identify confl icts 
of interest and needs of the area as well as possibilities and 
potential opportunities. Based on own observations, the 
different methods, inventory made in the area, interviews 
with residents and the municipal guidelines we created four 
keywords for our proposal. The keywords are Densifi cation, 
Public Space, Accessibility and Integration. We have based 
our suggestions for the future development and upgrading of 
Helenvale on these core themes. 
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AIM & OBJECTIVES
The aim of our study in Helenvale is to make a proposal for 
the future land use and the physical structuring of Helenvale, 
a township in Port Elizabeth, South Africa. This includes 
analyzing the area’s building structure, internal and external 
connections and linkages, nodes for services and public 
transport, greenery and public spaces. A proposal is then 
made about the future land use and development. It also 
includes making suggestions on a smaller scale of the spatial 
layout of streets, public space and blocks within the area. 
The focus of our proposal is how and where to increase the 
density of Helenvale, to improve the spatial linkages and 
public transport and to create defi ned public spaces and 
facilities. Our proposal is based on observations made during 
our fi eld study in the area and the planning concepts of the 
Sustainable Community Planning Guide (NMBM, 2007), the 
Spatial Development Framework Plan draft (NMBM, 2006c) 
and the Inception Plan (NMBM, 2006a).

Today Helenvale is an overcrowded residential area with 
poor housing conditions and a lack of service delivery and 
public space. By introducing the planning concept of mixed-
use the area will become more sustainable and accessible 
for its residents. The concept, that refers to the Sustainable 
Community Planning Guide (NMBM, 2007), is to make the 
neighborhoods self suffi cient within walking distance. The 
intention is to create neighborhood units with mixed use of 
facilities, services, job opportunities and housing. This will both 
increase the residents’ accessibility and lower the cost of and 
need to travel every day.
 
Even though Helenvale is densely populated there is a shortage 
of housing in the area. The existing housing structure is very low 
and fl at, which has resulted in a low housing density. Higher 

density can be used to limit the negative effects of urban 
sprawl and would make it possible to provide a better basis 
for services and public transport. If low density development 
is allowed to continue in Port Elizabeth, land available for 
urban uses will be used up in a relatively short period of time. 
Higher densities will consequently mean that land within the 
urban areas will be available for longer and can be a way 
of preventing the need to incorporate more rural land into 
the urban area. The infrastructure costs of an expanded city 
will also be minimised through densifying development. One 
way to increase the density can be to introduce double and 
triple storey buildings in the area and multi-unit residential 
buildings. The density of low income areas, such as Helenvale, 
is estimated by the municipality to be at least 30-40 units per 
hectare in the future, compared to the current average of 20 
units per hectare (NMBM, 2006c).

Since Helenvale is a very poor area with a lack of public 
facilities and services people depend on well functioning 
public transport in their daily life. Higher housing densities 
along the bus routes would make the public transport system 
more effi cient. It is also important that bus routes support 
public facilities and the local town centre. In the proposals 
we have considered the best locations and design of these 
nodes with public facilities and public transport in relation to 
housing density.

One part of the project has resulted in two individual proposals 
on a smaller, more detailed scale. For this part of the proposal 
we have each focused on different areas within the community 
and suggested a future land use. We will also address design 
and layout issues. These two proposals constitute our individual 
parts of the project.
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METHOD
The fi rst step of our project was to study the different policies 
and documents established by the municipality for example 
the Sustainable Community Planning Guide (NMBM, 2007), the 
Spatial Development Framework Plan draft (NMBM, 2006c) 
and the Inception Plan (NMBM, 2006a). This was essential 
in understanding the planning issues they are dealing with 
and their intentions for the future development for different 
parts of the municipality. These documents have also had a 
signifi cant impact on the proposals we made. The literature 
studies were a good base for our fi eld study. To understand 
the area and the residents’ needs we made a detailed 
inventory of Helenvale and the surroundings with help from 
a local guide. We studied the existing physical environment 
of housing, green structure, public space and connections 
within the area and to the surroundings. Another important 
part of the inventory was to make observations concerning 
public life and social activities. In order to get the residents´ 
views on different issues concerning the current situation and 
the future, and to understand how they perceive their living 
environment, we conducted informal interviews. 

The analysis identifi ed confl icts of interest and needs of the 
area as well as possibilities and potential opportunities. The 
analysis is based on theories of Kevin Lynch, Jan Gehl and 
Jane Jacobs. We also made a SWOT-analysis to gain a 
better understanding of the structure and perception of the 
environment.   
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YESTERDAY
TODAY

TOMORROW
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SIZE: 1 221 000 km2 (3 x Sweden) 

POPULATION: 47,3 million, 79% Black, 
9,6% White, 8,9% Colored, 2,5% Indian/Asian 

CAPITAL: Pretoria, administrative capital
                Cape Town, legislative capital
                Bloemfontein, judicial capital 

GOVERNMENT: Republic  

LANGUAGE: 11 offi cial languages, Afrikaans, 
English, isiNdebele, isiXhosa, isiZulu, Sesotho sa 
Leboa, Sesotho, Setswana, siSwati, Tshivenda 
and Xitsonga

MEDIAN AGE: men 50 years, women 53 
years (Sweden, men 78, women 83)    AIDS, 
PREVALENCE RATE AGE 15-49: 18, 5 %*

INFANT MORTALITY RATE:  43 deaths/1000 live 
births (Sweden 3 deaths/1 000 live births)

BNP PER CAPITA:  3 911 US dollar (Sweden 38 
993 US dollar)

(*SIDA 2008/NE)

APARTHEID//RACIAL 
SEGREGATION

South Africa, offi cially the Republic of South Africa, has a population 
of 47.3 million and is an ethnically diverse nation with the largest 
White, Indian, and racially mixed communities in Africa. South 
Africa has a history of segregation dating back to early 19th 
century when European settlers arrived to the country. Racial strife 
between the white minority and the black majority has played 
a large part in South Africa’s history and politics, culminating in 
apartheid, which was instituted in 1948 by the National Party. 
Apartheid, meaning separateness, was a system of controlling 
black people to the benefi t of the white minority. The South Africans 
were divided into four groups; Whites, Coloreds, Indians/Asians 
and Blacks. Laws and rules controlled the country, and people of 
different colors were not allowed to travel in the same ambulance 
or use the same beaches, buses or toilets et cetera (Brickhill, 1991). 

The 1913 Land Act made it illegal for black people to purchase land 
outside their territory of 7 per cent, also known as reserves. The law 
also prohibited Whites to lease land to black people outside the 
reserve which made many people homeless. The Land Act created 
an even more divided South Africa than before where the white 
minority legally owned 87 per cent of the land. In 1923 the white 
government introduced a new law, Natives Urban Area Act. As a 
result of this, black people could live only in certain areas and the 
number of Blacks in urban areas was controlled. These areas were 
usually located far away from the white communities (Brickhill, 1991).  

The South African government also used passbooks to control 
the movement of Blacks but also to prohibit them to move from 
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one district to another without a signed pass. The books 
stated where they were allowed to work and live and 
that they were not allowed in the streets (Brickhill, 1991).

In South Africa, the term township usually refers to the urban 
residential areas that, during apartheid, were reserved for non-
whites (Africans, Colored and Indians/Asians) who lived near 
or worked in areas that were designated “white-only”. The 
townships were often poorly developed in terms of services and 
infrastructure. The design was typical of apartheid, with limited 
entries to the township and with a 400 meter buffer zone around 
it to make it easier to control. The government constructed 
houses in the form of four units, consisting of 20 square meters 
each to form a rectangular block. The unit was subdivided into 
two rooms. These blocks were spaced regularly over the terrain 
and at the back, separate from the houses, an ablution facility 
was built that was shared between four units (du Preez, 2004). 

From 1960 up to early 1980´s, the government implemented 
a policy of ‘resettlement’, to force people to move to their 
designated ‘group areas’, townships. Black South Africans 
and many countries raised their voices against apartheid 
after the Sharpville demonstration in 1969 when the police 
killed 69 people. This led to hardening of attitudes on both 
sides. Nelson Mandela and other African National Congress 
(ANC) members were sent to prison at Robben Island. The 
government announced a state of emergency and 1960 was 
a turning point for the country. Foreign companies imposed 
sanctions against South Africa which lead to fi nancial crisis and 
the country of apartheid stood virtually alone (du Preez, 2004). 

In 1992, after the fi rst democratic election in South Africa, 
it was decided to sell the units to the residents. This was 

implemented from 1996 when houses were sold for a nominal 
amount or given away for free. Today almost 100 per cent 
of the houses are privately owned. Eventually, ANC leader, 
Nelson Mandela, was released in 1990 after 27 years in jail 
at Robben Island. In 1994 formal racial segregation ended 
with apartheid and Nelson Mandela was elected President. 
Even though, the gap between the black majority and the 
white minority is still present in South Africa (du Preez, 2004). 
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THE DIVIDED CITY//THE 
FR IENDLY CITY
Port Elizabeth is South Africa’s fi fth largest city in terms 
of population and the second largest in terms of area 
(SIDA, 2006). It is located on the south eastern coast of 
Africa, in the province of the Eastern Cape. Port Elizabeth 
dates back to the beginning of the 19th century when it 
was founded and established by 4000 British settlers that 
arrived by sea and became the fi rst permanent residents 
in the area. Before the discovery of gold and diamonds in 
the northern parts of the country the city and surrounding 
areas developed as one of the major commercial cities 
in South Africa, trading in wool, mohair and ostrich 
feathers. Since 2001 Port Elizabeth is part of the Nelson 
Mandela Bay Municipality (NMBM), also including the 
urban areas of Uitenhage and Despatch and a part of the 
Western District Council (NMBM, 2006c). The city is now 
an important centre for the automobile industry and is a 
major transport hub, with its well equipped airport and 
harbour port, linking Southern Africa with other national 
and international destinations. Furthermore Port Elizabeth 
is a major tourist destination with a constant increase in 
the tourist industry (SIDA, 2006). The population of the 
city is estimated to be 1.5 million inhabitants (NMBM, 
2006c).

The NMBM covers an area of approximately 1 950 square 
meters and has over 100 kilometers of coastline along the 
Indian Ocean. It is estimated that approximately 15-20 per 

cent of the metropolitan area is built upon. The remaining 
land is considered undeveloped containing small agricultural 
land holdings, land for possible future expansion and open 
space areas (NMBM, 2006c).

The building structure of the municipality is spread out and 
consists of mostly low density development. Only half of the 
municipal area is considered to be contiguously developed. 
The rest is either not developable, because of steepness 
or fl ood risk, or has not been developed due to ownership 
patterns or the fact that the infrastructure has not been 
extended (NMBM, 2006c).  

SOUTH AFRICA IS 
DIVIDED INTO 9 
PROVINCES
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Port Elizabeth is, like most other South African cities, faced with 
historically segregated suburbs, poverty and a lack of proper 
infrastructure and housing in low-income communities. A lot 
of housing areas in particular are separated from each other 
with wide buffer zones and major freeways. To this day, many 
communities within the municipality are still isolated. It has 
also resulted in a lack of service delivery in poor parts of the 
municipality. Residents of these areas, many of whom cannot 
afford it, are required to travel long distances to use different 
facilities and services (NMBM, 2006c). 

One of the major planning challenges for South African cities is 
the urbanization and constant infl ow of people from the rural 
areas, a development that is likely to continue but hard to 
quantify. The urbanization of Port Elizabeth increased rapidly 
during the 1990´s when the migrations from the rural areas 
into the city were no longer regulated. This is when informal 
settlements began to appear because of the lack of housing in 
the overpopulated city. The settlements are often established 
in areas set aside for other uses like school sites or areas not 
suitable for housing, resulting in poor living conditions (NMBM, 
2006c). 

People from the rural areas coming to the cities are often poor 
and uneducated and hope for employment and a better life 
in the cities. Since there is a huge housing backlog in the cities, 
including Port Elizabeth, many people have no choice but to 
reside in informal settlements in the outskirts of the city far from 
employment opportunities and service facilities. This results in 
a high number of unemployment and people living under 
poor conditions. For the cities it is an economical as well as an 
environmental burden causing the cities to spread out even 
more. The NMBM is still struggling with a housing backlog of 
about 80 000 units for lower income groups (NMBM, 2006c).

CITY HALL
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Over the years the tourism industry of the city has developed 
and grown rapidly. Besides the long coastline and the well 
known beaches the metropolitan area also provides an 
interesting landscape with its many rivers and ridges (NMBM, 
2006c). For years the city has been known as ‘the friendly city’. 
This expression has now become an important trademark for 
the marketing of the city.

According to a Retail and Offi ce Market Analysis from 1999, 
Port Elizabeth and Uitenhage have an over supply of offi ce 
and shopping space. The growth of the municipality has 
resulted in decentralisation of business to the suburbs over the 
last 20 years. This has resulted in a decline of the importance 
of the Central Business District (CBD) as the heart of the city, 
leaving empty premises in the centre. Despite this, the main 
street, Govan Mbeki Avenue, still contains the main civic 
facilities together with the buildings around Market Square. 
The city centre is still considered to be the ideal place for 
social integration since it has always been available for all 
population groups (NMBM, 2006c). During 2007/2008, Govan 
Mbeki Avenue went through a major change of character as 
part of the reinforcement of the city centre.

The decentralisation has also had a signifi cant impact on 
districts just north of the city centre with a background of 
commercial and small scale industrial activities. These types 
of activities tend to relocate to the upper class areas, south 
and west of the city, further away from the former black and 
colored areas north of Central (NMBM, 2006c).

To counteract the development of employment opportunities 
moving from these parts of the city, the Coega Industrial 
Development Zone (IDZ), is being developed, north of the 
city centre. The zone comprises an area of 11 470 hectares 
and will be connected to a new deepwater harbour, Port of 
Ngqura. This is expected by the municipality to become the 
new centre of industrial growth and will also create a high 
amount of employment opportunities in the northern areas 
(NMBM, 2006c). 

MAP OF NELSON MANDELA BAY MUNICIPALITY WITH THE URBAN FENCE 
(DARK GREEN) AND EXISTING URBAN AREAS 
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HELENVALE//A DEPRIVED 
TOWNSHIP
Helenvale is a 129 hectares residential area, consisting of 
approximately 2 700 units, situated about 15 kilometers 
north of the centre of Port Elizabeth. The township, which 
is one of the oldest in Port Elizabeth, was established in 
the end of the 1950´s as a Group Area Act Establishment 
for people of color during the apartheid era when 
communities were forcefully relocated. Consequently 
the location of the township was the result of apartheid 
politics as well as its physical structure. That is one of 
the reasons why Helenvale is poorly integrated with the 
rest of the NMBM. Today Helenvale is considered to be 
one of the poorest communities within the NMBM and 
the population is still predominantly colored, 98 per cent 
(NMBM, 2006a). Most of the land in Helenvale is in private 
ownership, with some land owned by the municipality and 
by the state. The housing density of Helenvale, including 
Barcelona, ranges between 16 and 28 households per 
1 000 square meters (DRA, 2007a). The governance in 
Helenvale is at local government level. 

According to 2001 statistical fi gures, the township 
accommodates approximately 14 600 inhabitants in small 
and old houses. The population is constantly growing and 
from observations in the area it is estimated that the current 
population might have doubled over the past six years to 
approximately 30 000 inhabitants. To be able to plan for future 
needs of the community a new demographic and socio-

economic survey was carried out by the municipality during 
2007/2008. Because of this massive increase of population in 
the community, the households are becoming more and more 
cramped for space, resulting in people living in overcrowded 
conditions. In most cases a two bedroom house is occupied 
by more than two families and more than ten people. These 
living conditions have turned out to especially affect children 
in a negative way, causing them to loose interest in schooling 
since they have little or no space for doing school work 
(NMBM, 2006a).  

The community is also facing problems of unemployment and 
incomplete education levels. According to the municipal 
statistical survey from 2001, 75 per cent of the inhabitants 
claim to have no income. The average income per household 
is estimated at 400 rand per month. At least 7 per cent of the 
residents have no formal education, 87 per cent has some 
primary, complete primary, or some higher education. The poor 
living conditions have resulted in drug and alcohol abuse and 
the rise of gangsters, drug lords and prostitution. According 
to a recent study of the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
area organized crime and gangsterism is the highest in the 
Helenvale area (NMBM, 2006a). 

In May 2006, the Executive Mayor of the NMBM, Cllr Nondumiso 
Maphazi, made a statement during her inauguration saying 
that comprehensive strategies and plans must be developed 
within the municipality to be able to reverse the poor living 
conditions of communities such as Helenvale. On 10 September 
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2006, the President, Mr Thabo Mbeki visited Helenvale during 
his visit in Port Elizabeth. After observing the suffering and poor 
living conditions of the community, the President requested 
the NMBM to designate Helenvale as a node for urban 
renewal (NMBM, 2006a). 

Partially due to these statements the NMBM Council took the 
initiative to establish Helenvale as the municipality’s next Urban 
Renewal Programme. The aim is to make a programme similar 
to the one of Motherwell, one of the major township areas of 
the NMBM. The Motherwell Urban Renewal Programme (2006b) 
is a product of the National Government’s Urban Renewal 
Strategy that aims to concentrate national resources on a 
few selected areas in different municipalities throughout the 
country. The programmes developed are then supposed to 

serve as good examples for future development in South Africa 
(Inception P, page 8). In 1999, Motherwell was identifi ed, by the 
President, Mr. Thabo Mbeki, as one of these eight nodes and 
therefore received national funding for the establishment of 
an Urban Renewal Programme (NMBM, 2006b). The Helenvale 
Urban Renewal Programme (HURP) however was initiated by 
the municipality itself and will at this stage not receive funding 
from a National Government level. 

So far the municipality has been working on a status quo 
analysis and a baseline study of the community in order to 
measure the impact of projects to be implemented in the 
HURP (NMBM, 2006a). The results of these studies were fi nished 
during spring 2008. 
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MUNICIPAL GUIDEL INES
SPATIAL  DEVELOPMENT 
FRAMEWORK DRAFT  (2006c)
After the formation of the Nelson Mandela Bay 
Municipality, incorporating Port Elizabeth, Despatch, 
Uitenhage and a part of the Western District Council, 
there was a need for an overall spatial plan covering 
the new metropolitan area (page 5). The study that was 
fi nanced by the former Port Elizabeth municipality and 
the Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (SIDA) was completed in 1999 and resulted 
in the Comprehensive Urban Plan (CUP). The Spatial 
Development Framework draft (SDF) is the next step 
of the municipalities comprehensive spatial planning 
that seeks to guide investment and decision making 
for the future. The SDF is to a large extent based on the 
background work of the CUP from 1999. 

The SDF emphasizes a few important planning guidelines for 
the future development of the municipality. We found three 
of them applicable when planning for the spatial structure in 
Helenvale. 

INTEGRATION, EQUITY & QUALITY OF LIFE  
As the city is spreading out and extending its boundaries it 
is getting increasingly inaccessible for a growing majority of 
the people. The intention of integration is to create a spatially 
more equitable and unifi ed city where people have access to 
a similar range of opportunities, facilities, places and events. 

DENSIFICATION 
In order to achieve integration, densifi cation is an important 
mechanism. By densifying existing areas through infi ll and 
corridor development, more people will be able to use 
public facilities and services. Corridor developments is a way 
of improving the accessibility for more people by densifying 
areas along the main transport routes and create mixed-use 
nodes with a higher concentration of public facilities and 
services. 

ACCESSIBILITY, TRANSPORT & ACTIVITY CORRIDORS 
By increasing both residential and commercial densities 
along the main transport routes the infrastructure will be 
more effi ciently used. This will result in higher accessibility for 
more people as well as a cost effi cient development of the 
infrastructure networks. 

Another important guideline described in the SDF draft 
is planning areas as Sustainable Community Units (SCU). 
These defi ned areas of the municipality are intended to be 
developed as a self contained community unit in terms of 
housing, employment opportunities and public space and 
facilities et cetera. This development would minimize the 
need to travel in everyday life. However, it is still important 
that the different units are connected to each other with 
some form of transportation route. Since the majority of the 
people in the municipality is depending on public transport 
and walking, the size of the SCU´s is determined by the 
maximum walking distance from the centre to the periphery. 
The walking distance is set to be approximately 2 kilometers 
or a 30 minute walk. The intention is also that the SCU´s should 
include different types of housing with different densities. The 
Helenvale area, including Barcelona, has been pointed out 
as a Sustainable Community Unit.   

TOWNSHIP  UPGRADING//HELENVALE
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SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY 
PLANNING GUIDE (2007)
The planning guide is produced by the Nelson Mandela 
Bay Municipality in partnership with SIPU International 
and SSPA, and funded by SIDA. The overall aim with 
the guide is to address and improve conditions of 
communities and introduce new development and 
planning principles relevant for South African cities. The 
Sustainable Community Planning Guide is intended to 
contribute to a better understanding of the planning 
process and how to achieve integrated and sustainable 
cities with a better urban environment.  

The following planning principles are relevant and adaptable 
when planning for a new physical structure in Helenvale.

INTEGRATION 
The aim is to create interactive housing and working areas 
which contribute to accessibility to different types of services. 
This also benefi ts local income and reduces the need to 
travel. Integration can be achieved through higher densities 
and mixed-use, for instance residential units on top fl oor and 
trading/business units on ground fl oor. The school areas can 
be better integrated with the community by using them 
for different social and cultural events. By creating housing 
clusters that include play areas and meeting places local 
participation and responsibility can be achieved.  

Commercial activities such as small scale trade, crafts 
production and markets benefi t increased employment 
opportunities and an economically successful community. 
Informal businesses should be supported to develop into an 
established business and remain in the community. Agriculture 

SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY PLANNING IS BASED ON THE HOUSEHOLD PERSPECTIVE AND FOCUS IS PUT ON 
ACCESSIBILITY OF WORK, SERVICES AND RECREATION WITHIN WALKING DISTANCE.
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is suitable in poor communities since it provides food security 
for households, income for the family and supplies the area 
with vegetables. 

ACCESSIBILITY & TRANSPORT
It is important that the road network promotes safety for both 
vehicle users and pedestrians. It is also emphasized that all parts 
of a community should be well connected and accessible 
through public transport. This is important, especially in poor 
communities, since few people have access to private 
vehicles. A well developed pedestrian network should be in 
focus and the daily life requirements should be within walking 
distance in a community. While planning for the pedestrian 
network the possibilities of bicycle paths should also be taken 
into consideration.  

SAFETY & SECURITY
It is essential for the residents in a community to feel safe without 
fear of crime. By planning for mixed-use development and 
higher densities areas are used and populated throughout the 
day which creates a sense of social control and contributes 
to a safe environment. Appropriate lighting in housing areas, 
parks and public space contributes to safety night time.

DENSIFICATION – REDUCING URBAN SPRAWL
A more compact housing structure in a community increases 
the accessibility to work, service and public transport. It also 
provides for a more effi cient use of infrastructure.  Densifi cation 
can be achieved through mixed development and alternative 
housing types. To limit urban sprawl it is necessary to create 
compact urban structures and densifi cation of housing areas 
in a community. The development and service cost are also 
lower in dense structures compared to low density areas.

PUBLIC SPACE – MEETING AREAS
Open areas can be used for play grounds, meeting places, 
trading areas and recreation activities. Since many poor 
communities are overcrowded with lack of indoor space, the 
outdoor activities become important in the daily life. Public 
space should be well lit, safe and easy to access from all 
directions.

TOWNSHIP  UPGRADING//HELENVALE



AFFORDABLE HOUSING & 
TOWNSHIP  UPGRADING
During the post apartheid era the ANC government has 
invested a large amount of funds and effort into township 
upgrading and social housing. In 1996, Port Elizabeth, 
along with two other South African municipalities, 
became a part of the SIDA-fi nanced Urban Development 
Programme. The main aim of the ten year long programme 
was to contribute to a sustainable and integrated urban 
development. The main focus of the project has been 
poverty alleviation and improved living conditions for 
people in disadvantaged communities. Here are a 
few examples of projects implemented during the last 
decade, some of them in cooperation with SIDA (SIDA, 
2007a).

THE TREE PLANTING PROJECT
The project that ran between 1997 and 2000 aimed to 
green poor areas, to create employment opportunities 
and environmental awareness and to promote sustainable 
thinking. The project encompassed an upgrade of the 
physical environment of impoverished areas as well as 
community development through education, participation and 
awareness campaigns were just as important (SIDA, 2007b).

RED LOCATION PILOT DESIGN 
PROJECT
The pilot housing project that was embarked on in 1998 was 
supposed to encourage the use of alternative materials, new 
designs and high density housing. The project that consists of 18 two- 

PART OF THE TREE PLANTING PROJECT RED LOCATION PILOT DESIGN PROJECT
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and three storey units, was a challenge to the old township building 
concept of one-house-on-one-plot. The units, each built on a plot of 
approximately 100 square meters, vary in sizes between 42 and 69 
square meters. The construction is fl exible and enables extensions 
and mixed use of residential and commercial activity. The project 
also inspired other high density housing areas in the municipality, 
for example Sakhuluntu and Sakhasonke villages (SIDA, 2007a).

SAKHASONKE VILLAGE
The Sakhasonke Village, located in Walmer, was built on the 
initiative of the General Motors Foundation between 2000 and 
2006 after the design of a local town planning consultant. The 
area consists of approximately 350 double storey and semi-
detached units, arranged in small housing clusters. The average 
density is 77 units per hectare. The design of the area is inspired by 
other high density residential projects in the municipality such as 
Missionvale and Red Location (Social Housing Foundation, 2006).

THE SAKHULUNTU SHOW VILLAGE
The show village, located in Motherwell, is the result of a Swedish 
– South African architectural design competition, held in 2004. 
The objectives of the competition that also included an area 
in Buffalo City Municipality were to show high density quality 
housing alternatives and to include sustainable technical 
solutions. In Port Elizabeth the competition resulted in one 
Swedish and one South African winner and the construction of 
ten units, based on the winning proposals. In 2005, as this fi rst 
phase was fi nished, the show village became the place for a 
conference and exhibition to promote the concept of affordable 
and alternative high density housing. Today the units are used 
by different Community Based Organizations (CBO’s) for their 
daily activities. The intention is to continue the construction of 
the area with an additional 200 housing units (SIDA, 2007a). 

SAKHASONKE VILLAGE

THE SAKHULUNTU SHOW VILLAGE
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HOUSING DEVELOPMENT 
& STRUCTURE
The housing structure in Helenvale is low and fl at which 
contributes to a very low density. Most of the land in 
Helenvale is today in private ownership. In 2005, the 
municipality gave the plots to the residents. The housing 
backlog is a major concern in the area and people 
are living in overcrowded and old houses. The living 
conditions in Helenvale are bad and a two bedroom 
house can be used by more than ten people or in some 
cases two families (NMBM, 2006a). Lack of indoor space 
is an issue in the community since the houses are small 
and occupied by many people. This makes gardens, 
pavements and streets popular meeting areas. The public 
environment becomes an urban living room since the 
private unit cannot provide suffi cient space for social life.   

The initial house in Helenvale was a 26 square meter 
concrete house divided into two rooms with no indoor 
toilet facility or electricity. Running water was provided 
outside the building and in 1993 the residents got access 
to electricity. Sanitary facilities were shared between two 
households and were located in the backyard. The houses 
were connected in blocks of four adjoined units with space 
for four families. Eventually families increased and some 
four unit houses transformed into two units with space for 
more residents. However, the majority of the dwellings in the 
community are preserved as the original four unit block.

Shacks are common in Helenvale due to the lack of adequate 
housing. Almost 80 per cent of the houses have one or two 
additional shacks normally located in the backyard. The 
shacks, which are commonly built of timber or corrugated 
iron, have no sanitation facilities and are usually rented 
out to family members or to other families (NMBM, 2006a).

Some houses in Helenvale experience problems with ground 
water infi ltrating fl oors and causing swelling of building 
materials and eventually structural collapse. This also causes 
sanitation problems, especially when it comes to usage 
of toilets (NMBM, 2006a). The majority of the dwellings in 
the community have toilets but they are normally used by 
between ten and twenty people which affect the sewage 
system negatively.  Today approximately 85 per cent of the 
households have access to piped water inside the yard 
and 13 per cent have piped water inside the dwelling. 
Approximately 20 per cent of the households in Helenvale 
have access to a telephone in the dwelling. Most people 
use a public telephone close to their house (DRA, 2001).    

The main building materials in Helenvale are concrete, brick 
and asbestos.  Since most of the dwellings are jointed in rows 
to form a rectangular block the units are painted in different 
colors which provide a certain identity and separateness. 
The majorities of dwellings are single storey and connected in 
rows of four or two units. Today many houses are refurbished 
and the owner has built additional rooms to the building. 

TOWNSHIP  UPGRADING//HELENVALE
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FOUR UNIT BLOCK TWO UNIT BLOCK

BACKYARD SHACK

RDP HOUSING

FOUR UNIT BLOCK WITH EXTENSIONS

DETACHED SINGLE FAMILY HOUSING
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STREET  NETWORK 
& DESIGN
Helenvale is set by three major roads surrounding 
the area. The main arterial, connecting the northern 
suburbs and districts and the city centre, is Standford 
Road. It runs north east of the community, through the 
buffer zone, separating Helenvale from Algoa Park on 
the opposite side. Southwards, Gail Road connecting 
Standford Road with Bramlin Markman Arterial, forms 
the boundary of the community. Bramlin Markman 
Arterial, also separates Helenvale from Barcelona. 

From Gail Road there are a number of entrances to Helenvale 
of which Kobus Road is the main one, leading to the small 
centre of shops and the Helenvale Resource Centre. Some 
of the main streets of the area are planted with trees and 
have pedestrian walkways on both sides. Even some of the 
secondary streets have sidewalks that are either paved or 
made of concrete blocks, but most of them are hardly usable 
because of lack of maintenance throughout the years, 

leaving them in poor condition. The streets in the community 
are generally wide with a lot of unused space. Some of the 
spaces that could be used for pedestrians contain piles of 
waste and rocks or are being used for garbage disposal. 

The street structure varies in the different parts of the area. In 
the central and oldest part the structure is basically built up 
around a few long, straight and parallel streets joint together 
by smaller secondary streets almost forming a grid structure, 
though not quite as strict. In some parts the shifting topography 
has infl uenced the street network as well. In the south western 
area that was built a few decades later, some of the blocks are 
a bit wider with short cul-de-sac streets serving only six one family 
houses each. The overall structure divides the township into 
long and narrow housing blocks with four large school areas.
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The traffi c along the main roads, in particularly Kobus Road 
and Gail Road, is rather dense with people travelling in high 
speed. To limit the speed of vehicles speed bumps have been 
placed along most of the streets in Helenvale, but this still does 
not solve the problem completely. One of the reasons for this 
may be the layout of the wide and open streets, not creating 
any defi ned streetscapes. Since the streets are used frequently 

for social activities as well as businesses and most people get 
around in the community by walking there is a need for well 
functioning pedestrian areas. At some points in the community 
pedestrian walkways join streets through small openings in the 
housing blocks. These areas are often poorly designed and 
without lighting. All streets within the community have street 
lights and the area is lit up by a few high rising fl oodlights.
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FITCHARD STREET
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PUBL IC SPACE & PUBL IC 
L IFE
Since Helenvale is an overcrowded area with rather small 
housing units, there is a need for well functioning public 
space. The residents of Helenvale spend a lot of their 
time outdoors, despite there being few public spaces 
available. The streets and sidewalks are often occupied 
by children playing and used by people socializing and 
conducting informal business. Especially for children 
this is not a safe environment because of the traffi c 
and the conditions of the streets. Even some people’s 
houses and yards have developed into spaces where 
people meet and interact. Some houses have become 
social meeting places containing pool tables and TVs 
where people gather to watch sports and other events.   

Most of the public open spaces in the area are not properly 
maintained and therefore they are also not being used by 
the residents. Most of the public spaces in the community 
look the same and have the same character. They consist 
of a large open grass area that is fenced and sometimes 
barb wired, with only a few narrow entrances. The reason for 
fencing the public areas is to separate them from surrounding 
streets in order to create a safe playing environment. 
Although by limiting the openings to only a few it can also 
have the opposite effect as exits can easily be blocked.  

The existing public spaces are, to a large extent, 
planned as playgrounds and focus on children. The 
playing equipment provided at some of the places 
are old and poorly maintained and the spaces 
themselves are usually littered and not very usable. 

At the crossing between Kobus Road and Martin Street 
is a small concreted space with a few tables and seats. 
The height difference between the two streets has been 
used by making a step from Kobus Road. The step is often 
occupied and used for seating, and children use the 
space for playing soccer and other activities. The playing 
environment is not very safe though, since it is located in the 
crossing of two of the main roads through the community.
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Behind the shops along Kobus Road, an attempt has been 
made to create a small square and meeting point with 
trade booths for informal businesses. The square that was 
designed in 1993 is today deserted and littered. The trade 
booths are small and dark and designed like bus stops and 
have not been used regularly. A part of the problem seems 
to be the lack of connection between the square and the 
shops. Instead of making the shops and the booths a unit 
and a place for interaction, the square is turning its back on 
the shops with the booths creating a wall between them. 
Instead the space faces the Helenvale Resource Centre 
that was built during the same year as the booths and the 
Bayview Primary School. Since the Resource Centre area 
is fenced and closed after opening hours, as well as the 
school area, the connection with the square is limited.

There are a lot of open spaces connected to the four 
schools in the community. All of these places are fenced 
and most of them look neglected in terms of maintenance. 
The school areas often contain sport fi elds but they are not 
available for the public after school hours. The only public 
sport fi eld within the area is situated in the northern parts, 
besides that, residents have to move outside the community.

TOWNSHIP  UPGRADING//HELENVALE
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GREEN STRUCTURE
Helenvale is a green township with many private gardens 
and tree plantations. Some of the plots in Helenvale 
have a small garden or agriculture production which 
creates a pleasant impression towards the street and 
the overall structure of the township. Gardening benefi ts 
both the house owner and surrounding neighbors hence 
the garden is well visible from the street. Lawns and 
grass areas are hard to maintain because of heavy 
usage. It is unusual to see planned footpaths on the 
plots and the forecourts appear badly maintained. 

The 300 meter wide buffer zone that surrounds parts of the 
township is normally very green but not accessible since it is 
deserted and wet. The existing green playfi elds in Helenvale 
are not maintained properly and are literally falling apart. 
Few children use the provided play facilities today and these 
areas create a desolated impression of the township. No 
connecting public green structure exists in Helenvale today.    

STANDFORD ROAD AND THE BUFFER ZONE 
SEEN FROM HELENVALE
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MODES OF TRANSPORT
Most people in the community get around by 
walking since only a few have access to car. This has 
resulted in people depending on public transport 
to move from Helenvale to other parts of the city, 
for example to go shopping or to get to work.

The public transport system in Helenvale consists of a bus taking 
people to the city centre and the major employment areas 
around the city. The bus departs once every hour during the 
day and every 15 minutes in the mornings and late afternoons. 
The eight bus stops in the community are not sheltered or even 
signposted which makes them diffi cult to identify. The public 
transport meets tough competition from the informal minibus 
taxis that transport people along partially the same routes. 
Since the taxis are faster than the public buses they are used 
more frequently, leading to that the buses often are empty. 
The minibus taxis are fl exible and make stops anywhere along 
the way to pick up and drop off passengers, which in some 
situations can cause a danger to traffi c. In Helenvale the 
taxis and buses both travel along Kobus Road and Fitchard 
Street. To travel within the community and to go to the closest 
shopping centres, some residents have started their own 
informal transport business, using their private cars as taxis.
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PUBL IC FACIL I T IES 
& SERVICES
The main streets in the community lead to the small centre 
of shops, that was built during 1963, centrally situated 
in the area1. Although this is the main node in the area 
there is a lack of public facilities and services. The node 
contains a few small grocery shops and one clothing shop. 
Besides this, people shop at the Liebenberg Shopping 
Centre in Gelvandale and Cleary Park Shopping Centre 
3.5 kilometers north of the area. These shopping centres 
contain the most important services and facilities such as 
supermarkets, banks, post offi ces et cetera and also gas 
stations, some clothing shops and other retail trading. 

The public facilities are spread out in the community, most 
of them placed in the outskirts of the area. Along Gail Road, 
on the edge between Helenvale and Gelvandale, you fi nd 
the local police station, health clinic and post offi ce. Next to 
the police station there is a Magistrate Court and a municipal 
waste depot. Since 1993 Helenvale has a Resource Centre 
which functions as the offi ce of the local councilor and staff. 
The building also contains a community hall, where public 
meetings and other events take place, and makes the base 
for different organizations and community groups in the area. 

The schools in Helenvale consist of three primary schools, 
all built in 1963, and one high school. Some of the children 
attend school in Gelvandale. All of the primary schools 
have pre-primary classes for the ages of four- to six year 
olds. The only existing crèche in the area is located close 

to the Helenvale Primary School. The high school is for the 
ages of 14 to 18 and also provides hostels, inside the school 
area, for students coming from outside the community1.

The only public sport fi eld in the community is located in the 
northern corner of the township, close to Barcelona. The rest 
of the sport fi elds are within the school areas and require 
special permission to be used outside of school hours. The 
most frequently used sport fi eld is outside Helenvale, east of 
Standford Road. There are four sport clubs in the area, two 
rugby, one cricket and one soccer club. There is a lack of 
organized activities for women and children since all of the 
sport clubs are only for men. Other facilities used by the 
residents of Helenvale are the swimming pools in Gelvandale 
and Algoa Park. The closest library is located in Gelvandale, 
in close proximity to the Liebenberg Shopping Centre. 

BAYVIEW PRIMARY SCHOOL

1Ben Hiles, resident in Helenvale, interview on 8 December, 2007
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To some members of the community the churches serve as 
important meeting places. Within the area there are fi ve 
churches. People have even started their own informal church 
services in their backyards. Next to one of the churches an 
informal extension has been constructed on public space. 

Besides from the public facilities and the shops along Kobus 
Road, some of the residents have started their own informal 
businesses in their homes. To many people this is a way to make 
an income for the family. The most common informal businesses 
are small spaza shops and taverns (pubs), but you also fi nd hair 
saloons, taxi services, car washes and mechanics. The small 
informal shops in the community are very important to some 
of the residents since they can buy their necessities on credit. 

COMMUNITY CENTRE

HELENVALE RESOURCE CENTRE

CHURCH

INFORMAL BUSINESS
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TOPOGRAPHY
The topography in Helenvale is varying, with the highest area 
south west and the lowest part north east of the community. 
Occasionally the north eastern part of Helenvale gets 
fl ooded as a consequence from the ground- and rainwater 
that streams from the higher lying area. The residential area is 
highly affected by the water, and wet fl oors and gardens are 
common in this part of the community. The south eastern part of 
Helenvale is fl at and low and has no signifi cant topographical 
features. The 300 meter wide and relatively fl at buffer zone 
that runs east of Helenvale forms a distinction between 
the community and Algoa Park, east of Standford Road. 
West of Barcelona, a large and hilly green area is situated.

HELENVALE SEEN FROM ALGOA PARK
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