
50 TOWNSHIP  UPGRADING//HELENVALE



51

ANALYSIS
TOWNSHIP  UPGRADING//HELENVALE



52

SWOT-ANALYSIS
The SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and 
Threats) analysis is based on the inventory made 
in the area. The analysis will serve as a guideline 
when proposing future development in Helenvale.

STRENGTHS
THE EXISTING SOCIAL NETWORKS IN THE 
COMMUNITY   
The social life in Helenvale is admirable and creates a unique 
spirit in the community. When people live under poor conditions 
as the residents of Helenvale do, they become dependent of 
people in their close environment. Most of the inhabitants of 
Helenvale live very close to family, friends and neighbors, not 
only in a physical way. The social network also works as a safety 

for many residents. Help is always close if you need it and people 
often share the little they have. For example, there seems 
to be a joint responsibility for the children in the area where 
neighbors and friends look out for each other. Another ground 
for the high level of social life in the community is of course the 
issue of overcrowding, which leaves little space for privacy. 

GREENERY & CHANGING TOPOGRAPHY 
The green gardens and the changing topography create 
variation in the housing structure and the road network. 
It makes the form of the community more interesting and 
generates views over the surrounding areas and the rest 
of the city. Some points in the community offer views that 
stretch all the way to the city centre and the harbour. 
These elements provide identity and character to the area. 

A WELL CONNECTED & ACCESSIBLE ROAD NETWORK 
The road network is well developed within the area which 
provides good accessibility between most of the different 
parts of the community. It is easy to get around in the area 
and the possibilities to choose different streets to get to a 
certain place are good. The standard of the streets is also 
relatively good. The existing speed bumps help to increase 
the road safety in the area. All the streets in Helenvale have 
lighting which contributes to a safer street environment. 

LOCATED CLOSE TO THE CITY CENTRE & MAJOR 
EMPLOYMENT AREAS
Compared to many other poor townships in the northern parts 
of the municipality, the location of Helenvale is quite good. 
It is relatively close to the city centre, about 15 kilometers 
and surrounded by areas that offer employment possibilities 
such as Malabar, Korsten and a few major industrial areas. 
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THE TAXIS OFFER A FLEXIBLE & WELL FUNCTIONING 
TRANSPORT SYSTEM 
Taxis pass through Helenvale at regular intervals during 
the day, transporting people between different parts 
of the city. It is a considerable fast way to travel with 
fl exible routes that have no predetermined stops. People 
often use the taxis to go to work and to go shopping. 
 
PRIDE & COMMITMENT IN THE COMMUNITY
Many of the residents of Helenvale have lived in the area for 
most or all their life. This might be one of the reasons why people 
are so engaged and proud of their community. People attend 
meetings and workshops and join different civic stakeholder 
groups formed by the municipality as a way to communicate 
with the residents when planning for the future of the township. 

Young people volunteer in projects to activate the younger 
children on their school holidays and women work non-
profi t with collecting trash from streets and public spaces. 
This commitment is important for the future development of 
Helenvale. People want to take part and be a part of change.

INFORMAL BUSINESSES SERVE THE RESIDENTS BASIC 
NEEDS
There is a wide range of services and goods provided through a 
number of informal businesses in the community. The businesses 
that are widespread in the area are usually home based. The 
small spaza shops are the most frequent businesses which 
mean that all residents have access to the most basic needs 
near to their home. These small shops are very important to 
the residents considering the distances to the major shopping 
centres and many people’s limited means. The spazas can 
even consider giving customers credit when needed.  

WEAKNESSES
OVERCROWDING CREATES A LACK OF PRIVACY
Helenvale is not planned for 30 000 residents. Houses, sewage, 
streets and public facilities are not capable to handle the 
amount of residents that are actually living in the community 
today. Systems get overloaded which contributes to collapse. 
A two bedroom house is not suitable for 10 to 20 people since it 
is designed for one family. Lack of indoor space interferes with 
the private life and affects children because they have no 
space for doing school work. Privacy is not even guaranteed in 
peoples own homes because of the overcrowded conditions. It 
is also quite common to share a bed with several other people. 
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DEFICIENT PUBLIC TRANSPORT SYSTEM
The bus traffi c is quite frequent but the buses often leave 
empty since many residents argue that they prefer the 
taxis since they are both faster and more fl exible. The 
disadvantage with the taxis is that they sometimes become 
a danger to traffi c because they stop everywhere along 
the roads. Often the taxis get overcrowded as well 
since the drivers and barkers get paid by commission. 

HIGH CRIME RATES
Insecurity affects people negatively because it prevents 
residents to use the public spaces at night time which 
contributes to deserted areas in the township. It can also 
create suspiciousness between inhabitants which is a threat 
against the social life and the spirit of the community. Crime 
and violence also gives the township a bad reputation.      

LOW DENSITY HOUSING STRUCTURE
Helenvale has a very low and fl at housing structure that consists 
of almost solely one storey buildings. A low and fl at housing 
structure can easily decrease the accessibility to work, service 
and public transport. It also obstructs a more effi cient use of 
infrastructure. To limit urban sprawl the municipality has stated 
that a compact city structure and densifi cation of housing areas 
are preferable. In order to limit the residential developments 
of the city the NMBM has set a limit in the SDF that shows 
the maximum extension of the city, called the urban fence. 
Development outside this limit is not preferable and Helenvale 
is located right on this edge. By preventing the township 
to spread out the development and service costs are kept 
low and a more effi cient community structure is generated. 

UNEMPLOYMENT & SOCIAL ISOLATION
Unemployment affects the economic and social life. The 
businesses in Helenvale also get affected since few people are 
able to purchase goods in the existing shops. Unemployment 
can also create a sense of isolation from the society. 

POOR DESIGN & MAINTENANCE OF PUBLIC SPACES 
Playgrounds are usually badly maintained and are therefore 
not frequently used by children. A lack of proper and well 
designed playgrounds makes the street an important meeting 
area for children. This is not a safe playing environment 
considering the traffi c and design of the streets. The school 
yards are badly designed and only accessible during schools 
hours. The places that actually exist are not used effi ciently 
considering the lack of open space in the area. Outdoor 
space for adults to interact does not exist in Helenvale today.

LACK OF PUBLIC FACILITIES & SERVICES 
To use facilities such as health clinic, library, post offi ce, shops 
et cetera, residents are forced to move outside the community 
to the surrounding areas. According to the Sustainable 
Community Planning Guide (NMBM, 2007) the maximum 
distance to a local centre should be 800 meters from your home. 
Since most people get around by walking in everyday life, this 
creates a problem for the residents because of the distances 
they need to travel to get to the basic services and needs. 

POOR PEDESTRIAN NETWORK 
The lack of proper pedestrian and bicycle lanes in the area 
creates an unsafe street environment for pedestrians and 
cyclists. Missing or defi cient pavements have a negative effect 
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on accessibility and is particularly problematic for the safety 
of children and disabled. A well designed and safe pedestrian 
network is an important key in the development of the 
community since many residents use the streets on a daily basis.    

OPPORTUNIT IES
 
A SAFE & RELIABLE PUBLIC TRANSPORT SYSTEM
The residents of the community must be able to commute 
in a safe and affordable way. Therefore a reliable and 
effi cient public transport system needs to be developed. 

A TOWN CENTRE WITH THE BASIC FACILITIES & 
SERVICES
There is an intention to a small community centre in the 
area today. It contains a few small shops, but the different 
public facilities are spread out, most of them in the adjacent 
communities. A town centre would create the opportunity to 
gather the most important services and public facilities at a 
strategically location, accessible for all residents. This would 
make everyday life much easier to a lot of people and create 
an important meeting point that is lacking in the area today.  

EFFICIENT & USABLE PUBLIC SPACE FOR ALL 
RESIDENTS
Public areas can be improved with better lighting, playing 
equipment, maintained surfaces, vegetation, sitting areas 
and braai facilities. The play areas need to be well lit, safe 
and easy to access from all directions. The existing play areas 
are exaggerated in size and some parts of the areas are not 
used. For future development these recreation areas could 

have mixed-use with different functions for both children and 
adults. By making the spaces more effi cient, more elements 
and activities can be fi tted into the same place. Also new 
and alternative locations of public space in Helenvale are 
essential for residents to meet and interact. A possibility is 
to use the school areas, or at least parts of them for public 
use by removing the fences and adding new functions.  

DENSIFICATION & MIXED-USE DEVELOPMENT 
Since overcrowding is a major concern in Helenvale 
densifi cation of the housing structure is essential. Two and 
three storey dwellings need to be taken into consideration 
for future development of the community. Adding new 
housing types also gives an opportunity to develop mixed-
use buildings and areas. This contributes to increased 
safety and creates a sense of social control hence 
neighborhoods become populated throughout the day.

PLAYGROUND IN CENTRAL PORT ELIZABETH
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IMPROVED STREET DESIGN 
A refurbished road and a pedestrian and cyclist network in 
Helenvale would promote a safer environment and a more 
pleasant impression of the streetscape. The existing streets and 
pavements in the community are well used but not properly 
maintained. Improved pavements with appropriate lighting 
can increase the accessibility and safety for pedestrians. 
Developed bicycle lanes promote a higher usage of bikes.

THREATS
CONTINUED HIGH CRIME RATES 
If Helenvale persists to be a crime ridden community with 
organized crime and gangsterism the social life might 
eventually be affected. These circumstances will infl uence 
the residents’ sense of safety and affect the usage of public 
space. As a consequence of reports and newspaper articles, 
focusing on the negatives such as crime and gangsterism, 
the area get a bad reputation amongst the public. This might 
obstruct future development and investments in the township.   

FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF LOW & FLAT HOUSING
The houses being built in Helenvale as well as in other 
townships today are mostly detached one family houses 
each set out on small private plots. This way of building will 
not solve the overcrowded living conditions but only cause 
the urban area to spread even further out from the city. 
The houses being built in Helenvale today will practically 
occupy the last piece of open land within the community 
but only constitute a fraction of the amount of dwellings that 
is needed. To be able to accommodate all residents of the 
area a more dense housing strategy has to be developed. 

CONTINUING UNEMPLOYMENT & POVERTY 
Persistent unemployment in the community might 
affect the social and economic integration. The lack 
of income generation also affects the businesses in 
Helenvale since there will be less circulation of money.    

NO VACANT LAND FOR NEW DEVELOPMENT
The lack of open undeveloped land in Helenvale makes 
development more diffi cult. It makes it harder to implement 
new ideas and structures and might force a replacement of 
existing buildings in some places. This creates a challenge 
that will take a lot of effort, time and money. Incautious 
development of the area might result in loss of character and 
identity.

NEW HOUSING DEVELOPMENT IN HELENVALE
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TOWNSHIP  VS.  SUBURB 
- FROM A SOCIAL & SPATIAL  PERSPECTIVE
Port Elizabeth is, like many other South African cities, a 
segregated city where the distinction between the white 
minority and the black majority is still present. Despite 
racial segregation ending with apartheid in 1994 the gap 
between people remains, albeit to a smaller extent. The 
black and white population of the city still, to a large 
extent, lives in segregated housing areas. The majority of 
the black and colored population lives in townships, with 
a poor physical environment in the outskirts of the city, 
while most of the white minority lives in suburbs close to the 
city centre or in intermediate areas. The townships consist 
of small units and plots and are generally overcrowded 
with an average density of 5 square meters per resident. 
Contrastingly, the houses and properties in suburbs are a 
lot bigger, resulting in a density of 33 square meters per 
resident (Tilman & Wall, 1997).  In what ways do these 
diverse living conditions affect the social and public life 
of people, what are the major differences and why? How 
is the social life affected in the suburb when high walls 
surround the private property compared to the social life 
in the township with its poor physical environment and 
no space for indoor activity? Township versus suburb in 
South Africa, it is a matter of lifestyle, social life and public 
space. Based on our observations, we will in this section 
focus on the differences between living in a suburb and 
a township in Port Elizabeth from a social perspective.

The public life in a township is unique and is to some extent 
an outcome of the cramped housing conditions with limited 
space for indoor activities and privacy. Since the private 

unit cannot provide suffi cient space for social life, streets, 
pavements and the private garden becomes an urban 
living room. The public space serves as an extension of the 
private home, which benefi ts a vigorous street life within the 
township. Children and teenagers use the public spaces for 
various games, such as dice or soccer. Often streets and 
sidewalks or the private garden are used for recreational 
activities instead of the provided play fi elds that are usually 
littered and worn. The entire township becomes a place for 
interaction and gathering for residents, contributing to a 
vivid streetscape, full of energy and movement. In his book, 
Life between buildings, Jan Gehl (2003) states that life takes 
place on foot. According to Gehl, all meaningful social 
activities, conversations and intense experiences take place 
when people are standing, sitting, lying down or walking. In 
these situations people will have a meaningful opportunity 
to get in contact with other people and have time to 
experience, pause or become involved. In a suburb where 
most transport occurs via a car these meetings rarely occur. 

Residents in the township are more or less forced to interact 
and communicate in public spaces which create a wide 
network of neighbor contacts. The fact that many people 
are unemployed and poor decreases their ability to move 
between different parts of the city. A lot of the residents spend 
their whole day in the township since they have no access to a 
car and little money for public transport or a taxi. In the suburbs 
on the other hand, the car is a well used mode of transport 
that provides the residents with the ability to move freely 
through the city. Since people of a township generally spend 
most of their time within the community it is natural to develop 
important social connections to the people close to you, such 
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as neighbors. In the suburbs people tend to spend most of 
their time in other parts of the city, working or studying, which 
often results in a more dispersed social network. In the suburbs 
people are not as dependant on having their friends and family 
close since they are only a call or a few minutes’ drive away. 

A lively street that is populated throughout the day may 
provide social control which promotes the safety of an area. 
On the contrary, this might cause problems in the community, 
such as overcrowded public spaces, health issues and an 
increased amount of traffi c accidents.  According to Jane 
Jacobs (1961), social control is very important in all residential 
areas, rich or poor. The public peace and safety is not 
only kept by the police, it is kept primarily by the residents 
themselves. To feel safe in a neighborhood, there needs to be 
eyes on the street. The sidewalks must be used continuously; 

nobody enjoys looking out a window at an empty street. A 
lively street always has both its users and pure watchers. Even 
though statistics show that crime rates are generally higher 
in townships, the social control is a lot better here than in the 
suburbs as a result of the amount of people spending time 
outside. Because of the high walls and the fact that people 
normally do not spend any time in the streets and public 
spaces in the suburbs, social control almost does not exist. This 
creates a sense of danger when moving along these streets. 

“People are attracted to other people”
Jan Gehl

HUMEWOOD, PORT ELIZABETH
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Based on our visits to different affl uent suburbs of Port Elizabeth 
we observed defi cient public life and streetscapes that 
appeared unoccupied and impersonal. High walls, barking 
watchdogs, surveillance cameras and electrical fences are 
frequently used as a consequence of the fear of crime in 
the suburbs. The requirement of high security is undesirable 
but has unfortunately become indispensable. There is an 
obvious lack of outdoor activities and residents browsing in 
the neighborhoods, which signifi cantly infl uences the sociable 
environment. The requirement of high security can also create 
a chain reaction in suburbs and make safety proceedings 
a necessity. If your neighbors put up considerable security 
equipment it might cause you to do the same. This type of 
surrounding, with walls, fences and barb wires, contributes to 
deserted and monotonous roads with a lack of street life and 

movement. The streetscape appears empty and impersonal, 
and is an unpleasant place for browsing or interacting.

Gehl describes the value to see and hear other people 
in residential areas. Spontaneous and daily meetings 
with neighbors can give valuable information about the 
neighborhood and the existing social environment in the 
area. This is especially important for the social development 
of children who make observations from the surrounding 
environment and form a base for their future life. Being 
with and learning from others creates a sense of common 
knowledge and establishes a relationship with neighbors. 
Seeing and hearing other people is a source of inspiration, 
which means that looking at people creates new ideas and 
inspires one to action. For instance, to watch children play 

KOBUS ROAD, HELENVALE
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encourages others to join in. Wherever there are people, 
in buildings, shopping centres or in neighborhoods, others 
will gather. Children prefer to be where other children play 
and the same behaviour is seen by adults. A vivid city where 
people can interact and meet is stimulating hence it is rich in 
experiences. According to what we have seen during our visits 
to different areas, the conditions for these types of activities 
taking place are much higher in a township than in a suburb. 

“A well used city street is apt to be a safe 
street. A deserted city street is apt to

be unsafe”
Jane Jacobs

From observations in both townships and suburbs we noticed 
that the social life in a township is different from the social 
environment in a suburb. We observed two separate ways 
of living, the lively and interactive township and the quiet 
and deserted suburb, two residential areas with different 
conditions and qualities. The township might possess issues 
concerning health diffi culties overcrowding and gangsterism, 
but there are many social advantages, that do not exist in the 
suburb. Contrastingly, the suburb has a poor outdoor social 
life and a distinct defi ciency of street life, but on the other 
hand, a higher standard of living with facilities that do not 
exist in the township. This is the reality in the segregated South 
Africa; it is a dejected issue but unfortunately very present. 
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THE IMAGE OF HELENVALE 
- STRUCTURE,  PATHS & NODES
To be able to further analyze the physical structure of 
Helenvale we have studied different methods and theories 
of some of the leading planners and sociologists through 
the years. The discussion about the spatial environment is 
based on selected parts of these theories that we found 
relevant for this particular area. Urban planner, Kevin 
Lynch (1960), developed a method for analyzing and 
describing the physical form and shape of a city or a 
community, the imageability as he labels it. In the book 
The Image of the City he suggests a classifi cation of the 
city into fi ve different elements: paths, edges, districts, 
nodes and landmarks. Some of these identifi ed elements 
are especially obvious and noticeable when moving 
through Helenvale. Understanding how they connect 
and why they sometimes do not connect is important for 
the further development and suggestions we intend to 
make for the area. When analyzing the public life and 
movement we considered the theories of the Danish 
architect Jan Gehl (2003) about different types of 
activities that normally take place in a community and 
how they are connected to the spatial environment. 

The physical structure of Helenvale is in various aspects 
different from many other townships developed during the 
apartheid era. One of the main purposes of placing Blacks 
and Coloreds in these segregated group areas was to gain 
control over their ability to move unreservedly within the cities. 
This was accomplished by isolating the areas with buffer zones 
and major infrastructural systems and through only allowing a 
few entrances to the townships. This is often refl ected in the 

road and block structure of the communities. For example in 
Motherwell, developed during the 1980´s, the street structure 
is based on loops that obstruct the residents’ freedom of 
movement and sense of locality. In Helenvale, on the other 
hand, the road structure is developed more like a grid and is 
not so much typical of apartheid design. A grid structure, as 
pointed out by Jane Jacobs (1961), encourages the pedestrian 
movement and creates possibilities for spontaneous meetings 
to take place. Even though there are still missing links within 
Helenvale as well, the grid forms an opportunity to develop 
a highly accessible and lively community that is pedestrian 
friendly. 

LOOP STRUCTURE

GRID STRUCTURE
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PATHS – paths are the channels along which the observer 
customarily, occasionally, or potentially moves. 
They may be streets, walkways, transit lines, canals, 
railroads. People observe the city while moving through 
it, and along these paths the other environmental 
elements are arranged and related (Lynch, 1960). 

It is a bit hard to identify the paths in the community considering 
the amount of people continuously occupying the streets. The 
rather well connected system of streets provides road-users 
with several options on how to move about within the area and 
offers alternative routes to certain places. This makes all streets 
seem rather busy and crowded. Although crowded streets do 
not necessarily mean that people are on their way somewhere, 
the streetscape is frequently used for other purposes as well, for 
example business, games, playing et cetera. There is however 
a few streets that are used a bit more frequently than others. 

From observing the movement and public life of people in 
Helenvale we have noticed three different types of paths 
that we have put into two different categories, formal 
and informal paths. A formal path refers to the movement 
along the already existing streets, roads, walkways et 
cetera. Nevertheless, people do not always move along 
these constructed routes but often tend to choose the 
shortest way, as found by Jane Jacobs (1961). A missing link 
soon develops into a clear trail of worn grass or a beaten 
graveled track, what we would like to call an informal path. 

The formal paths can be divided into two kinds of movements, 
vehicular and pedestrian, and each has different purpose. 
The vehicular paths function mostly as a thoroughfare for 
people traveling into or out of the township, whereas the 
pedestrian paths are used for moving between different 
nodes within the area. The vehicular paths are few and 
mainly found along the public transport routes, since only 
few residents have access to a private car. The main path 

VEHICULAR PATHS PEDESTRIAN PATHS
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is Kobus Road, where both public buses and minibus taxis 
make stops. Kobus Road in a way represents the heart of the 
community, a lot of people gather here every day to catch a 
ride with the taxis, to shop at the small centre, to visit church 
or the Resource Centre or to go to school. The other vehicular 
paths also constitute signifi cant connections between 
various activities and places. Martin Street is the shortest road 
between the Liebenberg Shopping Centre in Gelvandale 
and the community centre of Helenvale and passes by 
the only high school in the area. Reginald Road comprises 
an important link between Barcelona and Gelvandale and 
connects the recent developed parts of Helenvale to Gail 
Road. Standford Road and Gail Road surround the community 
and are also major transport paths in a larger context.  

The main vehicular paths are also the main pedestrian 
paths, since many essential functions and services are 
located along these streets. In addition to this, a great part 
of the pedestrian movements in the township cross the 

vehicular paths perpendicular. This makes sense since the 
vehicular paths, lined with services and facilities, run parallel 
to each other. In some parts of the community, pedestrian 
walkways have been developed as an attempt to break up 
long housing blocks and make it easier to move around on 
foot. In other cases regular streets make the connection.  

Sometimes the possibility to move in the direction of the 
natural pedestrian path network is lacking because of 
defi cient connections and long, closed blocks. This is where 
the informal paths appear. Some of them are easily noticed 
from above as a complex network of trails in the large open 
public spaces all over the community. Others are a bit harder 
to discover and often extend over private land, right outside 
people’s front doors. Most of them are found in the latest built 
area where the street network is not as well linked and the lines 
between private and public are not as obvious as in the older 
parts of the township. This proves the need for additional and 
closer connections to make the pedestrian movement easier.

INFORMAL PATHS  PATHS

TOWNSHIP  UPGRADING//HELENVALE



64

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 
primarily junctions, places of a break 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 (Lynch, 
1960). 

A node often appears where paths intersect or somewhere 
along the extension of a major path. Nodes can represent 
many different activities and can be either spontaneous or 
constructed/intentional. The network of nodes is often closely 
linked and affected by the extension and design of paths. A 
node alone can contain several functions. When discussing 
the term node and its various functions it can be appropriate 
to compare it to the theories of Jan Gehl (2003) and his 
thoughts about public space and its use, which he refers to 
in his book Life Between Buildings. Gehl suggests that different 
types of movement and meetings between people originate 
in the environment of a city. The city is used daily for different 
purposes. According to Gehl these activities can be divided 
into three different categories; necessary activities, optional 
activities and social activities. He describes the different 
activities as follows.  

NECESSARY ACTIVITY – the necessary activities are those 
that take place under more or less all conditions, in a way 
compulsory activities in everyday life, for example going to 
school, work, shopping, waiting for a bus, running errands et 
cetera. Since these activities are necessary they are not so 
much affected by the physical framework, but will take place 
independent of the exterior environment (Gehl, 2003).  

OPTIONAL ACTIVITY – the optional activities only take place 
under favorable exterior conditions if there is a wish to do so 
and if time and place make it possible, for example taking 
a walk, hanging out, sitting and watching people et cetera. 
These activities are dependent on circumstances, for example 
the weather, as well as the actual physical environment and 
the qualities of spaces that it provides (Gehl, 2003).      

SOCIAL ACTIVITY – the social activities are dependent on 
the presence of others in the public space and appear 
spontaneously as a result of the necessary and optional 
activities. Children at play, conversations and different 
communal activities are all examples of social activities, as well 
as the most common of them all, passive contact, observing 
people. The social activities take place in many different forms 
and environments, from indoors to outdoors and in the private 
sphere as well as the public sphere. In this context we have 
only studied activities taking place in the public environment 
(Gehl, 2003).      
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During our visits to Helenvale we observed different types of 
nodes in the community that were used for different activities 
and functions. We made an attempt to place them into the 
categories above, according to Gehls classifi cation, to see if 
his theories about how the activities in a city or a community 
relate to the physical environment apply to Helenvale. We 
also discovered a fourth group of activities, more correctly a 
lack of activities, in spaces that have been clearly developed 
to work as a public space but fail to do so. We call them 
intentional activities.

INTENTIONAL ACTIVITY – this category refers to the lack of 
activities in constructed places that have been developed 
with the obvious purpose to create a public space but that 
for some reason ended up dysfunctional and deserted. 
The fact that they are not used can have different reasons, 
for example the location and design of them, or that they 
do not refl ect the needs of the community. It also includes 
places that, considering their location, should be more vivid 
than they are, for example where certain paths intersect. 

According to Gehls theory, poor quality outdoor space leaves 
the streets and public spaces empty as people hurry home on 
completion of their necessary activities. This does not seem 
to be the case in Helenvale as the streets are constantly 
full of life with people engaging in, as referred to by Gehl, 
optional activities, despite the poorly developed outdoor 
areas. An easy way of explaining this can once again be the 
overcrowded living conditions in the community. This provides 
people with no alternative but to spend most of their time 
outdoors. The optional activities in a sense become necessary 
or forced activities. There is also another important reason, as 
mentioned by Gehl that is signifi cant for public life, namely 
the presence of other people. When people use the outdoor 

environment, irrespective of the reason, others become 
attracted to this outdoor environment and a ‘domino effect’ 
is created where people preferably spend their time outdoors 
for different reasons – not only because they are obliged to 
do so. This should be considered when hopefully providing 
people with more indoor space in the future. When people 
are provided with more indoor spaces, the demands on the 
quality of the public spaces should also increase in order to 
preserve the public life that is so frequent today. The public 
spaces need to be developed in a way that attract people 
to use the outdoor space even if they are not obliged to do 
it as they were before. For optional activities to take place, 
new qualities and activities need to be implemented in the 
community to maintain the public life that is so characteristic 
of the area today. 

NODES
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INTOLERABLE HOUSING 
CONDIT IONS
As mentioned earlier in this report there is a vast need 
for housing in Helenvale as in many other similar 
communities in the country. At the same time there is 
a great uncertainty about the actual situation of living 
conditions in the area. Despite poor quality housing 
conditions, people often take great pride in their, 
extended and renovated, homes. All these factors make 
development and planning for the future a complex 
task. Our analysis of housing conditions incorporates 
statistical fi gures as well as a qualitative element, which 
draws upon our own observations. There is a great need 
to upgrade and increase the number of housing units in 
Helenvale. To achieve this, densifi cation of the already 
existing blocks is inevitable because of the lack of open 
developable land. 

In 1994, when the African National Congress (ANC) came to 
power, the government established the Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP) and committed itself to build 
one million low cost houses in fi ve years. Since 1994, two million 
houses have been built for poor families, who otherwise would 
most likely still be living in shacks. So far, the housing delivery 
has been focusing on the one-house-on-one-plot concept, 
as a continuation of the typical township planning from the 
years of apartheid, with some recent exceptions. In other 
words this development has in a way contributed to increasing 
the apartheid fragmentation and marginalization of the poor. 

The developed areas have to a large extent been extensions 
of the old township areas in peripheral locations and in many 
cases on unserviced land (SIDA, 2007a). 

The building of detached RDP houses encountered problems 
with fi nancing due to a lack of private investment and 
increased construction costs. This often resulted in the building 
of very small units, sometimes as small as 15 square meters. 
Most of the built houses also lacked fi nishes such as fl ooring, 
ceilings and internal doors and were simply core houses. As 
the Reconstruction and Development Programme ended 
with the completion of one million built units in 1999, the lack of 
housing for the poor was still immense. To create new minimum 

RDP HOUSE
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standards for the building of affordable subsidy houses, the so 
called metro house was developed. The model is a further 
development of RDP housing in line with the one-house-on-
one-plot concept. The metro house standards are at least 40 
square meters of living area, internal walls and indoor kitchens 
and bathrooms. Ceilings and exterior plastered walls were later 
added. The houses are built on an erf-size of approximately 
200 square meters. Today about 16 000 families live in a metro 
house in the NMBM and the number is still increasing (SIDA, 
2007a).  

During the past years, several strategic planning frameworks 
have been developed, on both local and national levels, 
contradicting this way of planning. Politicians and planners 
have acknowledged the method as untenable and worked 
out a new approach that revolves around creating dense 
and sustainable communities that are self suffi cient. Even so, 
the one-house-on-one-plot concept is still practiced and is in 
fact yet the most common design and layout of affordable 
housing, including in Helenvale. In the short run this concept 
is clearly a fast and affordable way of providing people with 

better living standards but from a longer perspective it is not 
a sustainable way to build as it causes the city to spread out 
even more. This means the cost for infrastructure will be high 
and people will live in more peripheral locations, far from the 
city and employment opportunities. 

The recent high density developments in the municipality have 
been more or less successful. Some areas have experienced 
problems with people having diffi culties with maintenance 
of their homes, causing the houses to fall apart after a few 
years. It has become obvious that some of the projects have 
been too focused on building new houses which has led to 
the neglect of other important issues such as social aspects 
and employment. A family who is given a house without 
having a proper income will naturally experience problems 
with maintenance. When households hardly have enough 
money for food and other necessities how are they supposed 
to pay for water and electricity and what happens when 
the house need repairs? This has become a major problem 
in Missionvale, one of the fi rst communities of high density 
subsidy housing, developed in Port Elizabeth. The problems 

MUNICIPAL METRO HOUSING (Architectural Division, NMBM)
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experienced in the community have led to the questioning 
of subsidy housing among some people.  But every project 
is seen as an opportunity to do things better and to learn 
lessons for the future (Schmidt, 2006). The new approach is 
also about creating areas and buildings with mixed-use with 
the purpose of encouraging local employment and business 
development. 

With a housing backlog of about 80 000 units in the NMBM and 
a very high level of urbanization it seem almost impossible to 
provide all residents of the municipality with a proper place to 
live within the near future (NMBM, 2006c). This lack of proper 
housing makes people settle in shacks, often located on public 
land set aside for other purposes, resulting in health hazards 
and defi cient infrastructural connections. Due to the large 
housing backlog and long waiting lists for subsidy housing 
many people do not have a choice, especially those moving 
into the cities from the rural areas. Informal settlements, as in 
public open space being occupied by housing and shacks, 
is not a major problem in Helenvale, which might depend on 
the lack of available open land since all the large school areas 
are fenced. However, there are many backyard shacks built 
on private plots. These shacks are often rented out to relatives 
or outsiders as a means of earning an income or serve as an 
extra room for the household. Normally they share electricity 
and toilet facilities with the main house, sometimes causing 
an overload of the systems. 

To plan for the future of Helenvale is a big challenge, not 
least because of the uncertainty in the statistical fi gures and 
the pace of change the community is undergoing. When 
comparing the fi gures from the 2001 statistical survey (DRA, 
2001) with the ones from the most recent demographic and 
socio-economic study carried out in 2007 (DRA, 2007b) you 

fi nd some major and sometimes unexpected changes. This 
has led to a certain amount of doubt concerning the actual 
conditions of the area. For the latest study a representative 
sample of about 700 households was selected. The interviews 
were then carried out with the head of the household, 
answering on behalf of all or most individuals within that home. 
One unexpected fi gure is the statement that only two per cent 
of residents in the area live in backyard shacks (DRA, 2007b). 
According to the survey from 2001 as much as 80 per cent 
of the households are stated to have at least one backyard 
shack (NMBM, 2006a). That makes about 2 800 shacks and 
although not every shack is used for accommodation, they 
should be able to hold signifi cantly more than two per cent 
of the residents. From our observations in the area we found 
it hard to make a generalization about the occurrence of 
shacks, since there are rather large differences between the 
different sub-areas within the community. Most of the shacks 
are located in the oldest parts of the township, while they 
are not as common in the more recently built RDP areas. The 
reasons for this might be many, for example the detached 
houses have not existed for as long and the need for more 
space might not yet have become a necessity. In other words 
people probably live under more cramped conditions in the 
older parts of the community, as a result of growing families 
and larger and larger households. The lack of housing also 
restricts young people from moving out of their parents’ house. 
A lot of people moving into the newly built RDP and metro 
houses are people that previously lived in the older parts of 
Helenvale, often leaving a part of the family behind when 
moving. Another reason may be the physical environment 
in the sense that the lines between properties are generally 
more obvious in the older parts than in the more recent. The 
detached houses are laid out on open land and therefore 
lack a private backyard in a way. The lack of lines in these 
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new areas complicates the relationship between public and 
private land which has resulted in people using private plots 
for shortcuts.

The socio-economic study also analyzed dwelling sizes and 
the number of people in each household. According to the 
survey there is an average of about three rooms shared by fi ve 
household members. The survey results found that dwelling 
sizes ranged between one to ten rooms and there could be 
one to 21 members per household (DRA, 2007b). Questions 
were also asked regarding the residents feelings about the 
community as well as their living conditions and homes. 
When asked about the size of their dwelling, two thirds of the 
respondents stated that it was too small while the other third 
was satisfi ed. The survey also shows that about 60 per cent of 
the residents are generally dissatisfi ed with their current home. 
Once again size seems to be the major concern as the single 

largest reason, about 70 per cent, given for dissatisfaction. 
Other signifi cant reasons for not being satisfi ed were the 
need for renovation/maintenance of the house and the 
unaffordability of a better dwelling. It is worth mentioning that 
the main reason for satisfaction was just having a house or a 
shelter, which is not something everyone can take for granted 
(DRA, 2007b).  

Helenvale suffers from a lack of options concerning housing 
alternatives. Most houses were built to a standard size and 
model resulting in people living in houses in the range of 
approximately 20 to 40 square meters independent of their 
needs or number of household members. Some families use 
a part of their home for informal business and some add 
shacks and extensions to increase the available space or to 
supplement their income by leasing the premise. The current 
four unit blocks, in the oldest area, make it hard to build 

NEW HOUSING DEVELOPMENT IN HELENVALE
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extensions because of the long and narrow plots with a width 
of approximately three meters in the mid-section. In some 
of the new high density housing projects in Port Elizabeth 
developing different types of dwellings has been a major 
concern. In the Red Location Pilot Design Project the architect 
created fl exible units with the possibility of commercial activity 
on ground level. The top fl oor of the three storey houses was 
provided with a separate entrance to create an opportunity 
for the household to put the room up for rent. The houses were 
carefully designed to enable extensions in different directions 
if necessary (SIDA, 2007a).  

With the large housing backlog of 80 000 units and the prediction 
that more than 80 per cent of the future residential demand 
in the municipality will be for low income housing it is obvious 

that the new ways of thinking about urban development need 
to be implemented (NMBM, 2006c). According to the Spatial 
Development Framework draft (NMBM, 2006c) the densities 
in future low income areas should be between 30 to 40 units 
per hectare, compared to the current municipal average 
of about 20 units per hectare. In Helenvale the overall net 
density is, according to our calculations, 23 units per hectare, 
excluding Barcelona. In addition to this we found it valuable 
and necessary to make a comparison of the densities between 
the oldest and most recent built sub-areas, because of the 
different structures and housing typologies used. We thereby 
found that densities vary quite a bit within the community. 
The densest part of the township is, not surprisingly, the oldest 
area (net density: 26 units per hectare, site density: 65 units 
per hectare) consisting mainly of four unit blocks. Comparing 
the site densities the differences are even greater, as a result 
of the plots being almost double the size in the new areas (net 
density: 19 units per hectare, site density: 26 units per hectare). 
This is defi nitely worth highlighting, since it further proves the 
contradiction between theory and practice. 

Although the municipality has developed clear guidelines 
about how to build sustainable and dense housing, this 
is still only implemented on a much too small scale. It is still 
considered easier and cheaper to continue with the previous 
way of building. The question is what it will take to reverse this 
development. Maybe some kind of replicable housing type, 
like the metro house, suitable for a more dense development 
needs to be developed. Today dense low income housing 
projects are often preceded by expensive and ‘sensational’ 
design competitions that are both expensive and time 
consuming. It is important that the denser options become as 
affordable and time effi cient as the current detached housing 
development. Attempts have been made to create a model MUNICIPAL METRO HOUSE (Architectural Division, NMBM)
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that can be replicated for other sites and areas but so far it 
only exists on paper. For example the designs of Missionvale 
and Sakhasonke Village were intended to serve as a model 
for future similar developments (Schmidt, 2006).  

To densify Helenvale should be considered highly justifi ed 
considering its location along a major transport route, 
Standford Road, and its proximity to the city centre and large 
employment areas. Even so, the lack of open space suitable 
for residential development and the amount of people 
residing in the community today may make it diffi cult to 
provide everyone with a home despite a densifi cation of the 
area. The municipality has considered voluntary relocation 
of people to other parts of the city as a possible solution. To 
reach the recommended lower density limit of 30 units per 
hectare, approximately another 700 units need to be built 
in the community. If additional 1 000 units are added to the 
700 the density reaches 40 units per hectare. Adding these 
units make it possible to provide a proper home for about 16 
000 people with an average household size of four people. If 
the number of residents in the community is in fact as high as 
implied in the Inception plan (NMBM, 2006a), 30 000 people, 
the housing units would have to be increased to more than 
three times current levels. This would create an average density 
of 80 units per hectare. A possible solution to approach these 
densities in Helenvale today is to develop attached and high 
rise buildings. 
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WAY OF L IFE  IN HELENVALE
PIENAAR STREET  -  FOUR ROOM UNIT

Errol 39, shop owner, Helenvale
Loretta 39, shop owner, Helenvale
Gershwin 19, works in his parents shop
1 dog

ERROL AND LORETTA HAVE BEEN RUNNING THEIR SHOP, WHICH IS OPEN DAILY, FOR 
THREE YEARS. ACCORDING TO LORETTA IT IS CONVENIENT TO HAVE THE SHOP IN THE 
HOUSE.

“Being a resident in Helenvale is what you make it”

“Helenvale is not safe night time” 
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 “The schools are not as good as they were a few years ago”
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WAY OF L IFE  IN HELENVALE
KOBUS ROAD –  TWO ROOM UNIT  WITH EXTENSION

Ben 48, Project coordinator, Central
Poen 45, Housewife 
Crystal 13, High School, Helenvale 
Tyson 18, just fi nished High School
Brendon 31, industrial work, Deal Party
2 dogs

THE HILES FAMILY HAS LIVED IN THIS HOUSE FOR SEVERAL YEARS. THE EXTENSION 
FROM A TWO ROOM UNIT TO FIVE ROOMS WAS MADE DURING 2007. THEY HAVE 
NO INTENTION TO LEAVE HELENVALE.

“ Helenvale is a safe community if you are aware of the 
boundaries”

“The alcohol and drug abuse is a problem”

“Helenvale is a vibrant and exiting 
community” 

“Overcrowding is a major concern”
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“Maintained public space does not exist in the area. Residents 
use these areas for garbage disposal” 
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WAY OF L IFE  IN HELENVALE
BONGO STREET  –  TWO ROOM UNIT

DOREEN LIVES IN A TWO ROOM UNIT WITH HER FIVE DAUGHTERS AND EIGHT GRANDCHILDREN. 
THERE ARE ALSO TWO FRIENDS OF THE FAMILY LIVING IN THE HOUSE.

Doreen 51, housewife
Sonia 33, unemployed
Marwin 30, collects money in taxi bus 
Chandelle 29, retail industry, Central
Sheney 29, retail industry, Central
Veronica 29, retail industry, Central
Marvy 22, retail industry, Central
Melanie 15, school, Helenvale
8 children 

“We do not like Helenvale because of the fi ghts and 
problem that existing in this community”
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“This community is not a safe place for children. They are only allowed 
to play in our yard”

“We usually buy our groceries at the 
local shops on Kobus Road”
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WAY OF L IFE  IN HELENVALE
KOBUS ROAD -  BACKYARD SHACK

ABRAHAM AND SHARLONE BOTH GREW UP IN HELENVALE. ABRAHAM MOVED WHEN HE WAS 
SIX YEARS OLD BUT LATER DECIDED TO COME BACK TO HELENVALE AND SETTLE DOWN.

Abraham 38, unemployed, gets income from a house he is renting out 
Sharlone 32, industrial work, Malabar
2 children 16 and 10, at home/school in Helenvale
2 dogs

“Helenvale is a nice place”

“We usually shop at the 
informal businesses in 

Helenvale”
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“We share electricity and toilet with the people living in the house” 
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KEYWORDS FOR 
DEVELOPMENT
Based on the inventory, background material and analysis 
we gained an understanding of the existing conditions 
as well as the historical development of the community. 
These studies resulted in the conclusion on four main 
issues; Densifi cation, Public Space, Accessibility and 
Integration, that we found need to be addressed in the 
future development of the community. These keywords 
provide a basis for our proposals.  

DENSIFICATION
Reducing Urban Sprawl
through dense housing development

Higher level of service delivery
becomes possible with a high population density, especially 
at certain locations and along main paths

Reducing costs
of infrastructure and technical systems

Decreasing the overcrowded living conditions
by adding more units to the existing building structure

PUBLIC SPACE
Playgrounds
that are safe and accessible

Green structure
that is continuous through the community

Social control and safety
created by a dense and integrated development with mixed-
use and well used and lit places

Effi cient use
of spaces and sidewalks by making them accessible and 
multifunctional 

Streets as places
Wide sidewalks and pedestrian areas can be used for different 
activities that create a vivid street life  

ACCESSIBILITY
Public transport 
providing residents with higher access to other parts of the 
city
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Pedestrian and bicycle lanes
that provide a safer street environment 

Higher level of public access
to former fenced areas as schoolyards and sport fi elds

INTEGRATION 
Mixed use development
limits the need to travel in everyday life and makes public 
facilities and services accessible to more people

A multifunctional community centre
that serves as a meeting place and a space where different 
public facilities are joint

Remove existing barriers
to make spaces and buildings accessible for more people 
and different activities throughout the day  
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PROPOSAL
TOWNSHIP  UPGRADING//HELENVALE



84



85

FUTURE DEVELOPMENT & 
UPGRADING
Upgrading of Helenvale is necessary for both future 
development and to improve the conditions for the 
residents. Our intention is to improve the living standards 
through providing adequate housing and by upgrading 
the outdoor environment. It is essential to make the building 
structure denser and to provide increased housing options 
for more people. We will also aim to preserve the social 
life in the community by upgrading and adding new 
public spaces and by improving the safety in the area. 
We recommend implementing separated pedestrian 
and bike lanes and a well connected public transport 
system in order to enhance accessibility and safety 
within the community as well as to other parts of the city.  
The strategy for improving the conditions in Helenvale 
is to divide the area into three levels of development, 
Small, Medium and Large. The main concept is to 
create a denser community by increasing commercial 
activity in the central part and then let it spread into 
lower densities in the periphery. The keywords that are 
consistent through our proposal are; Densifi cation, Public 
Space, Accessibility and Integration. These core themes 
permeate our vision and subsequently the proposals 
we make for the future development and upgrading 
of Helenvale. When making proposals we have tried to 
compromise and to have a humble approach towards 
development with the greatest respect of the people 
living in the community. 

We are aware of the skepticism and resistance many residents 
have to change and development. People are afraid that 
what they have worked hard for during several years will be 
taken away from them as new houses need to be added to 
the existing structure. It is understandable since a lot of people 
have lived all their life in the community and have put a lot 
of money into upgrading their homes. Discussions concerning 
higher densities and multi storey buildings may create unease 
amongst residents as they believe the change may impact 
on their current land/property ownership. To many people 
owning a house and a piece of land is important and they 
cannot imagine living in an apartment on the second or third 
fl oor. Since many people were deprived their land during the 
apartheid era, land ownership has become a very sensitive 
and important matter. Whilst we are aware of these issues, 
we still believe that building denser is unavoidable and is 
imperative to creating tolerable housing options and to 
further improve living conditions. The one-house-on-one-plot 
concept is unsustainable and does not benefi t the population 
in the long term. It will only cause the city to spread even more 
which results in increased infrastructural costs and lower levels 
of service delivery. It will also result in people living further away 
from the city and employment opportunities, which only further 
increases the marginalization of the poor. To prevent urban 
sprawl, densifi cation and multi storey dwellings are a must. 
This also provides more people with the opportunity to live in 
an adequate house. The current situation with people living in 
shacks and in overcrowded and old houses is not acceptable. 
Our intention is to preserve the qualities of Helenvale whilst 
also transforming the community into an attractive residential 
area for people to live and grow old in. 
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GUIDEL INES & STRATEGIES
Our strategy when planning for the future development 
of Helenvale is to divide the project area into three levels, 
Small, Medium and Large. The various stages consist of 
different densities and guidelines where Large constitutes 
the highest level of density and Small the lowest. The main 
idea is that the community will spread from the centre 
with two- and three storey buildings and well developed 
commercial activities into less dense areas in the 
outskirts. The urban zone will be highly accessible to the 
entire community and will offer a wide range of service 
facilities. This is a natural development and reinforcement 
of the existing town centre located centrally in the 
community. According to the Sustainable Community 
Planning Guide (NMBM, 2007), the maximum walking 
distance from the community centre to the periphery 
should be approximately 800 meters. This is achieved 
by the central location of the town centre in Helenvale. 
The urban area becomes a meeting zone where people 
from all over Helenvale meet and interact.

It is vital to create a natural transition between the different 
levels and a coherent building pattern that is consistent 
throughout the community. We propose clearly visible 
entrances to the community with a more dense and urban 
environment.  The scale of buildings can be bigger towards 
Standford Road to apt with the wide and open streetscape. 
To increase the accessibility to Algoa Park a link is added to 
connect this area with Helenvale. For future demand the 
buffer zone can possibly be used for development. Essential 
in our proposal is to provide a variety of housing options for 
the residents of Helenvale.

SMALL 
The areas under this category are all part of the late 
development of one family houses. Since most land is already 
occupied and the houses are still rather new we do not 
consider replacement of housing as an alternative. Therefore 
new or additional buildings should be in scale with the existing 
one storey dwellings to create a coherent housing structure. 
However alternative layout and design solutions, such as 
smaller plots and row houses, can be considered as a way 
of increasing densities without building several levels. Essential 
in the Small alternative is focusing on public space and the 
effi cient use of currently open and unused areas.  

MEDIUM
One- and two storey dwellings are used to create a transition 
between the other two levels and to generate a denser 
building structure. High priority is given to commercial 
activities, such as small scale trade. Mixed use is preferable, 
especially along main paths, with residential units on the top 
fl oor and the opportunity to create business units on ground 
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fl oor. It is important to provide space for businesses not only in 
the central parts of the community but where it is needed to 
preserve the existing nearness to basic services.  

LARGE
Mixed use and two- and three storey buildings can be 
implemented to generate an urban atmosphere.  The 
central part will have a touch of local business district with 
a concentration of services such as supermarkets and shops. 
These areas will have an urban character and a dense 
building structure creating the centre of Helenvale. Meeting 
areas such as small squares and parks are prioritized.  Focus 
on commercial activities is vital and a multi purpose centre is 
suggested to serve the residents different requirements in the 
community. It will also be a node for public transport. 
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The planning for the future of Helenvale should be 
fl exible and include different housing alternatives. Most 
of the current houses provide people with rather small 
living areas while families and households often consist 
of a large number of members. To be able to densify 
the community, smaller erf-sizes and additional housing 
fl oors need to be considered when developing new 
housing. We have especially considered three different 
methods for the development of housing in Helenvale 
that can be implemented in order to create a varying 
and stimulating structure. A lot of effort has been put into 
preserving the character of the community by careful 
renewal.  

The quality of houses varies a lot in different parts of the area. 
Generally the blocks north of Fitchard Road are in a worse state 
than the rest of the community, partially because of problems 
with soil and fl ooding. Another problem experienced in the 
community today is the backyard shacks. The shacks do not 
provide a proper and safe home for people and are actually 
built illegally. Hopefully, when enabling for making extensions 
and additional storeys formal, the need for shacks will not 
be as vast as it is considered to be today. When making 
proposals we have to assume that the shacks are removed 
and replaced by more sustainable building constructions.    

The lack of undeveloped land makes it necessary to have 
a closer look on the existing housing in the community to 

consider ways of improving and upgrading them without 
having to replace them. To be able to preserve the character 
of the area, housing is an important part. We believe in 
a combination between preserving the existing and new 
development, which is also refl ected in the following three 
methods for housing upgrade and densifi cation. 
 

ADDITIONAL STOREYS & 
EXTENSIONS
Replacing all housing in Helenvale would not only be fi nancially 
indefensible but also affect the character and identity of the 
area in a negative way. As a resident of the community it 
is important to be able to recognize the area through and 
after the renewal process. The major problem for residents 
concerning housing is evidently the lack of indoor space. 
Providing people with more space is thereby an important 
way of improving their living conditions. This can be achieved 
by adding storeys and extensions to already existing houses. 
Some houses in Helenvale already have extensions but the 
aim is to make them formal. It can also be a way of replacing 
the backyard shacks.   

LAND SWOP & LAND SALE
In some locations, especially in the older parts of the township 
where the houses consist of two- and four-unit blocks, it might 
be possible to adjust the land ownership. When a house 
is divided into four units, the two corner units have an erf-

HIGHER DENSIT IES  & 
HOUSING SOLUT IONS   
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size twice the size of the mid-units. This makes extensions of 
the mid-units rather diffi cult since their piece of land is only 
approximately three meters wide. A solution to provide the 
mid-units with more space could be a restructuring of the 
properties to make erf-sizes more equal or to make parts of 
backyards communal space. The land swop or land sale might 
then contribute to the building of extensions or an additional 
storey. 
  

MUNICIPAL LAND PURCHASE & 
REDEVELOPMENT
Another possibility is for the municipality to buy a larger piece of 
coherent land to enable redevelopment and replacement of 
existing houses. This might be a possible solution in particularly 
important areas where change and renewal is considered 
especially essential, for example in the central parts of the 
community and along certain roads. It can also be a way of 
replacing blocks or areas with particularly damaged houses, 
for example the northern part of the community. Development 
of public space and open land also falls under this category. 
New housing should be developed in conjunction with existing 
structures and be fl exible for future needs.   

We believe a balance between these three methods can 
contribute to the development of an exciting and interesting 
community with a lot of character and identity. Finding the 
right balance between old and new should be a major 
concern. It also holds the potential of offering residents a 
wider range of housing alternatives in different sizes which is 
another important issue. The aim is to make the future building 
structure fl exible with possibilities of extensions for home based 
economic activities and changing household needs.  
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE 
STREET  NETWORK
The road network in Helenvale is of relatively good quality 
but can be further developed. The existing problems 
with high speed, inadequate sidewalks and dangerous 
street environments for pedestrians, need to be taken 
into consideration when upgrading the street network in 
Helenvale.  In our proposal, we focus on increasing the 
road safety and improving the conditions for pedestrians.
The lack of maintained public space and the cramped 
housing conditions in Helenvale makes the sidewalks and 
streets popular meeting areas. The sidewalks are often 
occupied by children playing and residents interacting, 
which benefi ts a vigorous street life in the community. 
Instead of allowing cars to rule the roads, we want to 
design the street as a safe and enjoyable place for 
pedestrians. By keeping the streets and sidewalks as 
public spaces for the people, we retain one of the most 
important qualities in Helenvale, the vivid street life. Great 
concern is given how to improve the road system without 
interfering with the social street atmosphere. This will be 
consistent through our suggestions and great priority is 
given how to retain the vibrant street life in Helenvale. 

The streets in Helenvale are usually wide and open which 
encourage people to travel in high speed. Although speed 
bumps have been placed along many of the roads the 
problem with high speed still subsists. Since children and other 
pedestrians use the streets and sidewalks on a daily basis 
and are more exposed to danger than people travelling in a 
vehicle, the road safety needs to be improved. It is essential to 
design streets and roads in Helenvale that benefi t pedestrians 
and the disabled. The existing sidewalks are in poor condition 
which makes it very diffi cult for disabled people to move 
around in the community without assistance. All sidewalks in 
Helenvale should be refurbished wherever needed and be 
well lit. To increase safety, pedestrian crossings are strategically 
located on all roads with special consideration given to the 
location of crossings close to school areas.  Speed bumps have 
been placed on all the streets in Helenvale as an approach 
to limit high speed within the community. This has not been 
successful, perhaps due to the lack of visibility.  We suggest 
using the existing bumps, but in a more distinct and visible 
way with crossings indicating a difference in the street. This 
makes drivers more attentive and may cause them to slow 
down.
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Even though only few have access to a private car in Helenvale 
today, there is a need for parking spaces. Since the amount 
of existing car spaces is small, people park wherever there 
is space, for instance on sidewalks. For future development 
and demand, there needs to be accessible parking within 
the community. We suggest mainly on-street parking as an 
appropriate alternative for new parking spaces along the 
main streets but also on secondary streets where needed. 
On-street parking breaks up the visual impact of the street 
because of the traffi c islands in between the bays. Some of the 
bays can also be used for safe bus stops for public transport. 
We propose that the islands can be planned as small squares 
or hard surfaced meeting areas with paving, lighting, benches 
and plantings. In this way we can preserve the social street 
life whilst creating a safe environment for both travellers and 
pedestrians.

Essential in our proposal is to keep the social life on the streets 
and sidewalks whilst creating a safe environment. We suggest 
implementing small squares and meeting areas along streets 
for people to interact. Street corners can also be used as 
small squares with furniture, plantings and lighting. We believe 
that even though the public spaces will be enhanced with 
future   development in Helenvale, the streets and sidewalks 
will continue to be used as meeting areas.

To increase the accessibility for pedestrians, the main- and 
feeder streets can be divided into zones with lit combined 
walk- and bike lanes. The lanes are well connected through 
the area and easy to access from all parts of the community. 
The planned walkways through residential areas will provide 
space for both pedestrians and cyclists and connect with the 
main pedestrian/bike network to form a natural link through 
the area. The secondary roads will have sidewalks but no 

separated bike lanes. The limited amount of traffi c on those 
streets makes it possible for cyclists to share lanes with vehicles. 
A well designed pedestrian and cyclist network is essential 
since many people move around in the community by 
walking. According to the Sustainable Community Planning 
Guide (NMBM, 2007), the structure of a successfully sustainable 
community is based on walking. The pedestrian and cyclist 
network should be designed to prioritise safety, convenience 
and direct access and be separated from the major roads 
in the community. A well developed network is an important 
structural component connecting housing areas, schools, 
service centres, transport nodes and recreational areas. 

ON-STREET PARKING 
ALONG KOBUS ROAD
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WALKWAYS - A PLACE FOR INTERACTION & 
SPONTANEOUS MEETINGS
The existing walkways are located in between dwellings 
creating a narrow and pleasant streetscape which is 
uncommon in Helenvale today. Instead of using the walkways 
as a passageway where people hurry through to reach their 
destination, these areas could be planned as small squares or 
meeting spaces and be a place for interaction. We propose 
the lanes to be paved with concrete blocks, paving stone or 
other suitable paving materials. The existing narrow walkways 
are made wider so that both cyclists and pedestrians will 
be able to use the lanes.  Benches, bins, lights and trees are 
added to give people the opportunity to relax or converse in 
a pleasing environment.

STREET DESIGN 

PAVING 
It is necessary to refurbish most of the sidewalks in the 
community because of their poor condition. The walkways 
and the on-street parking bays and islands could be paved 
with a changing material from the road to indicate a different 
usage of the street. Also public spaces can possibly be paved 
with different materials. 

PLANTING
Even though Helenvale is a green township because of the 
private gardens, there is a lack of public plantations in the 
community.  Plantings, especially trees provide shadow and 
soften the streetscape. It could also be used to create narrower 
streets and to make a distinction between bicycle/walk lanes 
and roads. Trees can create a pleasant environment and also 
decrease traffi c pollution.

LIGHTING 
The lighting should be considered as a vital part of the street 
design since it has a major impact on the appearance of 
the streetscape. It should be in scale with the surrounding 
environment and placed along all streets in Helenvale to 
increase the safety for residents in the evening. Light sources 
of a reduced height can be used for the pedestrian lanes 
and in public spaces while an increased height is appropriate 
along the streets and roads. Instead of using a few tall light 
sources, as the current fl oodlights, many small lamps can be 
used on squares and other meeting areas. 

IMPROVEMENT OF WALKWAY
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FURNITURE
Street furniture is only offered on a few public spaces in 
Helenvale today and is rarely used. Since sidewalks are 
regularly occupied by people waiting for a taxi, playing, 
chatting or trading, adequate seating is required. Providing 
seating in public areas can be especially important for elderly 
and disabled people. In addition to lighting, street furniture 
should be a vital part of the street design. Benches and other 
appropriate furniture for a well functioning and appealing 
public environment should be located on sidewalks and public 
spaces, outside the local shops, at bus stops and in other areas 
where people interact and are in need of seating. 

KOBUS ROAD
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A SAFE & INTEGRATED 
TRANSPORT SYSTEM
Residents in Helenvale are depending on public transport 
since most inhabitants do not have access to a car. The 
existing two transportation modes, buses and minibus 
taxis, create an opportunity for people to travel to and 
from the community. The public buses are generally 
not well utilized and often leave the community with no 
passengers. Instead, residents use the informal minibus 
taxis, transporting commuters in a convenient and fast 
way. The taxis are more fl exible than the buses and stop 
anywhere along the road, which in some cases can be 
a danger to traffi c. Therefore, residents need a safe and 
reliable public transport system that runs through the 
area. We suggest to keep both the taxis and buses, but 
in a more effi cient and integrated way. 

The public bus is less used than the private minibus taxis and 
one reason for the declining popularity might be the relatively 
long bus trip with only a few stops along its route. The buses are 
less fl exible than the taxis and only stop at major destinations.  
The taxis have several advantages compared to the public 
bus. It is fast and convenient and stops anywhere along the 
route to pick up and drop off passengers. The disadvantage 
is that drivers are usually operating under pressure, since they 
have to make the business profi table. The rather high monthly 
vehicle fees are creating an almost desperate search for 
passengers. The competition is fi erce and hence a rivalry 
between drivers occur causing high speed on the roads and 
in many cases careless driving. A potential solution to avoid 

the current competition can be to convert the taxis into 
public transport operating under the same conditions as the 
bus. This can prevent the rivalry between drivers and create a 
safe and reliable transport system.  Both transportation modes 
are imperative in Helenvale, however they need to be better 
integrated. The minibus taxis can persist to offer fl exible and 
alternative routes making frequent stops. Our intention is to 
convert the current taxi system into a more organised and 
safe mode of transport, hence the taxis will only be allowed 
to stop at certain signposted places. The bus can make less 
stops and travel on a different route from the taxis. Residents 
need a transportation mode that runs according to a regular 
timetable. The bus can serve this purpose, with regular and 
scheduled routes. This is essential when people are working 
and need to be on time, especially shift workers who are 
travelling in all hours of the day. 

The public bus route currently offers eight bus stops within 
the community, although they are hard to locate, since they 
are neither signposted nor weather protected.  We suggest 
frequent bus stops for both transportation modes on certain 
routes within the community where the taxis and buses are 
allowed to stop. The taxi stops are strategically positioned in 
between the traffi c islands where it is safe to enter and exit the 
bus/taxi. The bus route is proposed along the central streets 
where it passes the main services and functions and reaches 
the most people. The minibus stops do not require as much 
space as a normal bus, therefore these stops can be smaller 
and located more frequent within the community. The stops will 
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be clearly signposted and provided with weather protected 
seating. It is essential that the bus stops are safe for residents 
to use at both day and night, therefore adequate lighting 
is important. All stops are located within walking distance 
from households and easy to access from the pedestrian 
network. According to the Sustainable Community Planning 
Guide (NMBM, 2007), the maximum walking distance from a 
household to a bus stop should be 400 meters. Most of the 
stops will be closely connected to the traffi c islands, which 
can help make these areas natural meeting points where 
residents gather, wait and interact. 

Today the minibus taxis got a barker calling out the destination 
through the window. This system in not very safe, instead a 
signpost clearly showing the destination would be a better 
solution. Today the taxis have no joint ticket system, which 
means you pay for each ride you take. If passengers need 
to change to a different taxi along the way to get to their 
destination, they will have to pay another fare entering the 
second taxi. This can make travelling by taxi rather expensive. 
When making the taxis a part of the public transport network 
we propose an introduction of a common ticket system for 
buses and taxis. This would make it possible to change the 
mode of transport using the same ticket during a certain 
period of time which makes travelling a lot more affordable. 
It also decreases the risk of competition between the two 
transportation modes and offers commuters a fl exible way to 
travel. 

To increase the connectivity, both within the community and 
to other areas, through effi cient public transport are important 
for the people living in Helenvale. It can contribute to social 
and economic growth and improve the access to service 
and work in other areas. Keeping both the minibus taxi and 

the bus creates an opportunity for people to choose how and 
where they wish to travel in a safe and reliable way. A well 
designed transport system is also essential for the environment 
and for the future sustainable development of Helenvale and 
the rest of the city.

To improve the accessibility within the area we suggest 
new pedestrian and vehicular linkages. It is essential for the 
overall structure of Helenvale. We recommend improving 
the link to the remotely located residential area north east of 
Helenvale along Standford Road. It is important for this area 
to improve the accessibility and connection with the rest of 
the community. Also a new vehicular link to Barcelona and 
Algoa Park are recommended. For future development and 
expansion of Helenvale, Algoa Park would be an appropriate 
area to connect to. 
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PUBL IC SPACE FOR 
PUBL IC L IFE
As mentioned previously, there is a lack of usable public 
open space in Helenvale. The existing spaces are rather 
few, but often quite large. A lot of the open undeveloped 
spaces are fenced and not available for the public but 
instead used for schools and other public facilities. We 
believe openness and integration between different 
functions and usages are the keys when developing 
these spaces to be able to retain the existing public life 
in the community. The spaces need to be accessible to 
more people and should be used more effi ciently for a 
mix of activities and functions. The current limited range 
of places and activities does not refl ect the needs of the 
community and its residents.

GREEN PUBLIC SPACE
The expression green public space does in this case not 
necessarily refer to parks and grassed areas. We mean that it 
can also include squares and hard surfaced areas that are for 
example planted with trees. Our intention is to make greenery 
more or less a part of all public areas using different means. 
The most important is to create a wide variety of places that 
meet the residents’ different needs. Today the public spaces 
are to a large extent focused on children while there is a great 
lack of public space and meeting places for adults. Another 
scarcity is the lack of seating in public areas. There are hardly 
any places to stop or spend time in the public environment.  
The key to well used and functioning public space is to create 

movement by a natural fl ow of people. Therefore our intention 
is to develop a high amount of small public spaces along the 
identifi ed and strengthened paths. This is where most people 
move and where the opportunities for spontaneous meetings 
have the best chance of occurring.  

The largest open areas, located in the outskirts of the 
community, are rather steep which is probably why they 
have not been used for housing development. Today they 
are littered and mostly used for shortcuts because of the lack 
of proper connections and sometimes for children´s play. We 
suggest a development of these areas into more usable green 
parks and nature areas with plantings, seating and proper 
paths for walking and cycling. With appropriate lighting they 
can become safe even at night. The change in topography 
can provide an exciting and eventful environment for both 
recreation and play. It also becomes a way of improving 
the connectivity within the community and to some of the 
surrounding areas.

The few more centrally located spaces hold the potential of 
becoming valuable for an intense public life. Today these 
areas are to a large extent set aside for playgrounds but 
could with their size easily hold more activities. For the future 
development it is important to make land use more effi cient 
which also applies for the public spaces. A way of achieving 
this is to integrate activities and to create spaces for mixed-
use. By using the existing public space areas more effi cient 
some parts of them might even be used for other purposes. 
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By developing a larger number of public areas they can be 
smaller in size, that makes them more accessible to more 
people as well as they are brought closer to people’s homes. 
When developing existing and new housing areas, public 
space need to be carefully considered to become a natural 
part of the block structure.

It is also important to make use of and strengthen the small 
residual spaces for example at a crossroad or along a street. 
These small areas can be just as important for the daily social 
contacts between people as the larger meeting places. 
They create a bit of a breathing-space along a road where 
spontaneous meetings have the potential of occurring.

Another major concern when upgrading the public spaces is 
waste removal. To be able to make the public environment 
more attractive than today, maintenance and waste removal 
are important pieces of the puzzle. Today there are no rubbish 
bins in the public environment, which makes people throw 
their rubbish on the ground. Each household though has a 
trash can that is supposed to be emptied on a regular basis 
by the municipality. This however does not seem to work 
from time to time. The high amount of residents also causes 
trash cans to fi ll up fast. This has resulted in some of the open 
unused public spaces becoming dumping zones for rubbish. 
A well functioning waste removal system that collects waste 
from the private households as well as the public spaces need 
to be implemented and rubbish bins need to be placed in 
public areas. 

GREEN SCHOOL AREAS
The four school areas in the community occupy large parts 
of the community. They often comprise an entire block that 

is normally twice the size a regular housing block which 
affects not only the structure but also the streetscape and the 
neighboring blocks of housing. In some cases the large areas 
obstruct the freedom of movement within the community as it 
makes people take detours. Currently large parts of centrally 
located areas are fenced and thereby inaccessible to the 
residents.     

The fi rst step of integrating the school areas with the rest of 
the community is to remove the fences and barb wires that 
surround them today. In this way we intend to make more 
space available to more people round the clock. From looking 
at the school areas today you get the impression that they are 
not very well utilized. They are often, just as the public areas, 
neglected and littered and to a large extent empty of children. 
This further justifi es a development of parts of the areas into 
multi-functional spaces where the schools meet the public in 
a more open and inviting way. Another way of making the 
schools a part of the community is using them for more than 
children’s schooling. To be able to ensure a safe environment 
around the schools even after school hours the buildings can 
be used for other activities as well, for example meetings 
and adult education. Another solution is to create areas of 
mixed use where services, housing and business all function 
together. This creates a natural movement of people which 
also contribute to a safer environment. More people moving 
through the areas can help prevent crimes as burglaries and 
vandalism instead of the former physical barriers formed by 
fences and barb wires. Where needed, the high fences can 
be replaced with other types of lower delimitations for the 
safety of the children. For example greenery can be used for 
softer demarcation along with low walls and fences. 
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The lack of public sport fi elds in Helenvale forces people 
to go to neighboring communities to practice sports and 
other activities. This despite a large part of the school yard 
at Gelvandale High School is a sport fi eld. The problem is 
that the school area is fenced, which makes the sport fi elds 
inaccessible for the public without certain permission. We 
propose to make a part of this school ground open for the 
public, in that way the sport fi elds can be co-used by the 
students and other residents. 

STREET SIDE GREENERY
Street side greenery mostly refers to tree plantations along the 
main streets and roads. This is a way of strengthening certain 
paths and connecting the green structure and public spaces 
within the community, to make the greenery coherent. Some 
of the streets already have random trees planted along the 
sides, but need to be supplemented. Greenery has a high 
impact on the experience of the streetscape when moving 
or spending time along a street and often makes a place 
more serene and attractive. It is not only the actual street that 
affects the experience but also the immediate surroundings, 
for example private gardens and houses, school areas 
and churches. It is important that these areas are properly 
maintained and looked after to be able to preserve an 
attractive street environment. 
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