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It takes 20 years to
change a city…
The built environment is a story of the past – in a present changing at
bewildering pace. Cities, towns and precincts need to anticipate tomorrow’s
needs and challenges. Then figure out how to meet them.
The figuring it all out takes months, maybe a few years. The change takes place over decades.
Freedthinkers has participated in place-making for more than 20 years. We facilitate, shape and
distill new thinking, help build resilience, and initiate action. What follows are lessons learnt along
the way.

Placemaking is the deliberate shaping of an environment to facilitate social
interaction and improve a community’s quality of life 				
MIT Urban Studies
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Cranes over Newtown
The chapter that changed my story
A vision is a story the people tell themselves
Rich Bradley

In 1995, I wrote a book with
unexpected consequences. Inspired
by what was happening in the newly
democratic South Africa, my book
was a collection of positive scenarios,
projecting 10 years on. One chapter,
‘The Joburg Jol’, looked at the inner
city of Johannesburg, then a morass
of untenanted buildings, grime and
crime, as a leading light of African
renaissance.
Soon after it was published, I received
a call.

That was my introduction to the world
of place-making. Neil, a perceptive
and patient man, soon knew I had
passion without process. He enlisted
Rich Bradley, a board member of the
International Downtown Association.
Rich had facilitated vision processes
for major American cities.

and politicians. We needed to go broad
and deep, to analyse and synthesise. To
develop crosscutting goals that break
through silo thinking and suspicious
minds. To build common ground. We
cannot see the future – yet we can
co-create it.

Rich talked about visions as stories of
a wanted and possible future. Stories
that come from citizens - rich and
poor, old and young. Stories shared by
business and civic leaders, investors

“Hello, I’m Neil Fraser of Central Johannesburg
Partnership. We’re about to do a visioning process for
the Joburg inner city – I read your book and would
like you to facilitate it.”
CHANGING PLACES
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The process takes time: three to five years to build
alignment, another five to 10 years for seeds to take root,
and another five to 10 years for momentum to build.
Allowing for hiccups along the way.
Twenty years after a vision that highlighted the prospect
of a cultural arc spanning the river of steel between two
decaying precincts, a reinvigorated Braamfontein and
cranes hovering over Newtown, joined by an iconic bridge,
tell their own story. While misalignments persist and
structures remain fragile, positive change is evident. Now
it must be sustained.
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The Cultural Arc and River of Steel
Bold Visions need Bold Action
One of the Johannesburg visioning goals was a ‘day and
night City’ – to close up at 5pm wastes the melting pot of
energy that vibrant inner cities generate.
The strategy supporting the ‘day and night City’ was
to develop the cultural arc from Braamfontein, which
boasted the gracious Civic Theatre and hosts Wits
University, to Newtown, where the iconic Market Theatre
and Kippies provided edgier drama and jazz.
Braamfontein was sliding from hip to hapless. Newtown
was pulled down by the desertion of the fresh produce
market and closure of the power station that once pumped
electricity through the city.
The precincts were separated by a mass of railway lines,
dubbed the River of Steel. This river connected Joburg to
the continent, while splitting the city.
To realise the goal of a cultural arc, the river of steel
needed to be crossed, simply and safely. It was also the
opportunity to make an iconic statement. And so the
Nelson Mandela bridge was conceived, funded and built.
CHANGING PLACES
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Why spend money on a bridge when there were homeless
seeking shelter in crumbling, disused buildings?

THE NELSON MANDELA BRIDGE WAS BUILT BECAUSE:
 it was a logical cascade from goal through to strategy
			 and plan
 it was a catalytic project, enabling two precincts to turn
			their fortunes around
 it can be the symbol of a new dawn, an African 		
			renaissance
Today both precincts begin to thrive, despite unexpected
setbacks. The Wits Arts Museum (WAM) in Braamfontein,
which has its home where a motor dealer once stood,
houses an extraordinary collection of African art, while
Turbine Hall in Newtown is home to commerce and
world-class events.
Practicalities, like the lack of basic service provision and
ongoing urban management, have stalled progress. Placemaking needs everyday care, as well as bold dreams.
Otherwise, the big complaint is that the bridge is not wide
enough to accommodate the new traffic.
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Burning Platforms Rings of Fire
When Vision is Needed
Inner city decay had spread like a fungus through
Johannesburg, infecting Africa’s tallest building.
Just 22 years after the 50-storey Carlton Centre had
opened in a blaze of glory, with ad agencies and financial
services vying for space, it was 95% vacant. The towers
of commerce around it were becoming empty shells.
Property values had plummeted.
It was a burning platform that called for action.
A town on the fringe of the Namib Desert, built for
mining diamonds, sees the resource dwindling. Diamonds
are becoming harder and more expensive to find.
Mines become mined out, fisheries become over-fished.
All extractive industries that create human settlements
to serve them need a Plan B. Ideally, Plan B is launched at
the birth of extraction. But we don’t live in an ideal world.
Oranjemund, like thousands of towns across Africa built
on extractive industries, also has a burning platform

Noordhoek is a thriving village in Cape Town’s Deep
South – which is also home to the deeply troubled
townships of Masiphumulele and Ocean View. Noordhoek
cannot continue to be an island of haves isolated in a
landscape of have-nots. Like the City of Cape Town,
instead of a burning platform, it is surrounded by a
ring of fire. Conflicting agendas of developers and
conservationists threatened to fuel the flames.
As social inequality becomes starker, as our environment
becomes more hostile, and extractive industries near the
end of life, burning platforms and rings of fire light up the
built environment.
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When will I grow rich?
Rebuilding Shoreditch
When will you pay me?
Say the bells at Old Bailey.
When I grow rich,
Say the bells at Shoreditch.
From the Nursery Rhyme ‘Oranges & Lemons’

Many places take far longer than 20 years to breathe new life.
I was born in Shoreditch, in the East End of London, in the
aftermath of the Second World War. It was originally an
Augustinian Priory, until Henry VIII’s tiff with the Pope and the
dissolution of the monasteries.
Shoreditch enjoyed a reputation as a ‘suburb of sin’ for 400 years.
It was home to brothels, gambling joints and London’s first
playhouses where Shakespeare’s early work was staged. By the
turn of the twentieth century, overcrowding, poverty and crime
jostled alongside artistic expression. Later the East End became a
refuge for Jews fleeing the pogroms in Russia and Poland.
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During World War Two, V2 rockets rained down, reducing
neighbourhoods to rubble. These ruins became urban playgrounds.
They also held the seeds of rebirth. Now the East End has been
rebuilt, and Shoreditch is an epicentre of hipsterism, tech and art.
Shakespeare would feel at home, if he could afford it.
Things often have to get bad before they get good. Built
infrastructure that outlives its purpose becomes an obstacle. What
do you do with an empty, one-time 5-star hotel in the middle
of an edgy downtown? Or ship-building yards in Spain, when
ship-building moved to the East? Or the rash of dying and empty
malls across America? They are sinkholes in the urban landscape,
shuttered up magnets for grime and crime.
The bombs of Shoreditch, like the floods of Bilbao, took them to the
top of the urban regeneration list. Whilst many other urban nodes
limp along, on the edge of a slow decline.

When will they grow rich? A visioning
process is a good start.
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Where there is no vision, the people perish*
Cascading the Dream of a Better Future
We need hope rather than despair. We hope for a better life for ourselves
and our children. This life is shaped by where we work, where we live.
But a politician’s platitude doesn’t cut it. We need more than an empty
promise. We need to have a say about the kind of future we want. And
we need a route-map.
‘WITHOUT GOALS, THE VISION WILL PERISH’
A place vision rests on a network of goals that cut across
functional silos, clustering sustainable and distinct
benefits for place and community. For instance, the
goal of ‘a safe, walkable city’ becomes a workstream that
involves traffic, pedestrianisation, safety, signage and
sanitation departments.

WITHOUT STRATEGIES AND TACTICS, THE GOALS
WILL BE OUT OF REACH
Strategic guidelines channel investment. Early victories
and game-changers propel forward momentum. Not
all actions work out – tactics need to be revised, perhaps
even the strategy. Co-creating the future needs clear
minds, resilience and agility.

WITHOUT A STRUCTURE, THE EDIFICE COLLAPSES
This is the tough bit. Does any existing structure have the
capacity and trust to achieve the goals? If not, how do we
build one fit for purpose? How can a structure be devised
that is both inclusive and decisive? These structures are
fragile – leaders and agendas change. Alliances dissolve.
How do citizens become meaningfully involved?

A VISION IS A STORY PEOPLE TELL THEMSELVES
As plans are executed and progress is made, the story
builds. So does belief. A vision is a long-term commitment.
*(Proverbs 29:18 Quoted by John Kennedy on the eve of his assassination)
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Many minds make
the future work
Place-making, at its best, is a distillation of insights, hope and
wisdom, sifted through the filters of feasibility.
Co-creation and communication grow changemakers across
political parties, bureaucracies, business and civil society.
It’s a bumpy road, especially at first…

CHANGING PLACES
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The Filters of Possibility
The Placemaking Process
What do people want of the places where they live, work,
learn and play - for themselves and the next generation?
It’s best to ask them. This means holding broad and deep
dialogues, sharing ideas, listening for consensus to emerge,
as well as the outliers that make new sense.
The desirable is progressively refined through the filters
of feasibility. How might what is wanted, actually be done,
timeously and sustainably?
The final filter identifies the most powerful possibilities.
What is catalytic? Catalysts, both large and small, trigger
growth through their ecosystem, multiplying return on
investment. This multiplier effect attracts capital. And
when catalysts flow from what people want, they gather
widespread support.
The process is grounded in IDEO’s Human Centred Design
principles. Dreams and desires, when articulated, assessed
and given life, fuel the future.

CHANGING PLACES
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First Encounters
Building trust
‘We offered to build a police
station outside our building and
they said no. How can we help
them if we can’t talk to them?’

Six months later, both leaders were on the podium when Thabo Mbeki
launched the vision: ‘Johannesburg Mayivuke - let Johannesburg
awake’.

Banking Leader – Johannesburg Inner City Vision Process, 1996

Think of your children, grandchildren, or other
young ones you care deeply about? What kind of
Johannesburg would you like them to grow up in?

‘We have our official,
consultative policies’
Trade Union Leader - Johannesburg Inner City Vision Process, 1996

Banker and Unionist gave me different histories of the City. Yet their
views of the future converged with a simple prompt:

When even the most uncooperative think of a young one they
hold dear, they become invested in the long-term future. Then the
difference goes out of their words.
Emotional connection to a shared future makes the divisions of the
day easier to put aside. But trust still needs to be built. The minefields
of now need to be navigated. I was reminded of this almost 20 years
later, on the edge of the Namib Desert.
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As fractious negotiations between town council and
business over the issue of dog licences dragged through
its second hour, I wondered whether my training and
experience in place- making had come to this. Would I be
the facilitator who failed the dog licence test? Eventually
I squeaked a pass – more importantly, so did municipality
and business. Trust is built on some give and take, some
mutual problem-solving and a chunk of accountability.

‘When everything gets really complicated
and you feel overwhelmed, do three things.
First, get the cow out of the ditch. Second,
find out how the cow got into the ditch.
Third, make sure you do whatever it takes
so the cow doesn’t go into the ditch again.’
Anne Mulcahy, CEO Xerox, on best business advice she had ever received.

First encounters are as much about managing the now, as
preparing for the future. Get the cow out of the ditch.

CHANGING PLACES
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Gathering the Wisdom of Crowds
Seven steps to clarity

FIGURE OUT WHO YOU
WANT TO TALK TO
We mix careful sampling
with serendipity. In-depth
dialogues distill the wisdom
of thought leaders. We hold
group discussions with
communities of geography
and interest. Intercepts
in public places and social
media activations take the
pulse of place. School art and
essay competitions bring in
mission critical constituents
who often show the rest of us
a clear vision, unadulterated
by set agendas.

KNOW WHAT TO ASK

MAKE AN EVENT

RECRUIT LOCAL TALENT

Asking people to create
from a blank slate in a
limited time is really
hard. Possibilities need to
be generated, examined,
modified, discarded and
re-created as the process
unfolds – for a city this
takes months, for a town
or precinct the dynamic
unfolds in weeks.

A Vision Week (or Fortnight)
becomes a festival of
optimism and creativity. With
a fair dollop of grumpiness.
A series of dialogues, events,
and media support increase
interest and participation.
Daily insights, ideas and
challenges, raise new
questions, open other paths to
be explored. We set up an ops
centre and the vision team
decorates it with sticky notes
and flipchart sheets so the
community can view progress.

While outsiders are often
needed to guide the process,
it will only be authentic if a
group of locals do a chunk
of work – whether they are
young adults conducting
and analysing intercepts,
or facilitators trained to
moderate groups.
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ANALYSE AND SYNTHESISE

RAPID RESPONSE

MOVE TO PRE-FEASIBILITY

It is a two-step process. Cluster
suggestions around broad themes;
identify goals, strategies, early
victories and game-changers. Then
develop the richly-layered story that
will capture hearts and minds.

A town hall top-line feedback within
a month of the Vision event keeps
interest and participation high. Visions
are living pieces of work, with ongoing
course corrections and new inputs.
When they become tick-box exercises
without timeous feedback, visions die.

As soon as goals and plans are made,
they need to be tested. What can be
done, what should be done? What
are the risks and potential rewards?
Continued investigations filter and
refine the wisdom of crowds

CHANGING PLACES
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Diplomacy & Sidebars
Managing conflict
These seven steps incorporate quite a few side-steps,
and occasional gridlock. When things get stuck, they
need to get unstuck.
A major property company, concerned with collapsing
value, helped to initiate and sponsor an inner city vision.
The process was well under way until a rival property
company cried foul. Their rival’s wishes may be given
undue weight, they claimed, especially as one of their
leadership was on the oversight committee. The process
stalled and high-speed shuttle diplomacy began.
Would the rival consider an equal sponsorship with equal
status on the oversight committee? Equal status yes, any
financial contribution no, and the independent leader of
the process needed to step aside as ‘he was compromised
by eliciting and accepting the sponsorship.
The facilitators should step aside, too.’

CHANGING PLACES
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Eventually, a ritual sacrifice was made – the blameless
leader recused himself – some give and take was
negotiated, feathers were unruffled and the process
continued to a successful conclusion.
Visions touch raw nerves amongst corporate and
political rivals, the haves and have nots, developers and
conservationists, young and old, black and white. Shuttle
diplomacy eases tensions and re-establishes common
ground, before angry confrontation and sullen noncooperation leave the process in tatters.
In law, sidebars are conferences between the judge
and attorneys, held outside the jury’s range of hearing.
Agreements are made, deals are struck. Vision sidebars are
much the same. Stakeholders ask ‘If we do this, will you do
that?’ to test the waters without loss of face or negotiating
position.
Placemakers need to be structured and agile – able to elicit
and absorb a wealth of perspectives, while initiating ways
to resolve issues, frame solutions and bring clarity.

CHANGING PLACES
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Vision Week in Noordhoek and Oranjemund
Identifying the catalysts
There are a thousand kilometres of west coast between
Cape Town’s Noordhoek and Namibia’s Oranjemund, as
well as quite a different time-scale.
Oranjemund was in its diamond mining heyday during
the second half of the 20th century, while Noordhoek was
a surfing, horse-riding hippy hang-out the other side of
the republic of Hout Bay, dedicated to the preservation of
the Western Leopard Toad. Today they are on opposite
ends of a curve.

Oranjemund – what happens to remote diamond mining
town in the Namib desert when diamonds become
unprofitable to mine?

Noordhoek – how does a village on the edge of a city

Both are challenged by the increasing speed of change.
Both seek clarity on a desired future; and the distinctive
catalysts that will trigger this future.
For Oranjemund, the catalyst is the magnificent
emptiness and eerie beauty of the Namib Desert. It is a
unique tourism destination as well as a unique place to
live. Catalytic to tourism is the granting of concessions
to the previously restricted Sperrgebiet – 26 000
square kilometers spanning the Atlantic Ocean from
Oranjemund to north of Luderitz.

balance development with conservation?
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Horses are catalytic for Noordhoek. They engender a
resilient economy that employs hundreds of grooms.
Beach and bush trails, therapeutic riding for special needs
children, recuperation for injured racehorses, and threeday events are woven into the character of Noordhoek.
Nothing is wasted, composted horse manure has nurtured
many a locally grown vegetable crop. Catalytic to that is
a preservation mindset, from fynbos to the endangered
Western Leopard Toad.
Oranjemund and Noordhoek each had a vision week
in early 2015. Each looked towards 2030. Both have
collected a core of people working together for a desired
and viable future. Both have already registered early
victories. They are on their way.

SLOW

Toads
Crossing
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Unpacking the Vision
See the needle move
In Noordhoek Vision Week, 2015, four facilitators
conducted 25 group and 15 in-depth dialogues, while four
students logged up 368 intercepts. Oceans of data were
analysed to uncover common themes and shared goals for
2030. These six goals for Noordhoek 2030 fall into three
categories that are relevant for cities, towns and precincts.

Each goal has a core strategy that is further unpacked into
Early Victories and Game-Changers, gathered from the
Vision Week, then tested at a Meeting of the Minds with
over 100 residents.

1. Getting the fundamentals right
2. Finding the next level of economic activity
3. Focusing on the Sustainable differentiation of place
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Achievements by 2018

“MY VILLAGE MY SKILLS”
developed and linked to
new Noordhoek Ratepayers
Association (NRPA) website

Local businesses using

LOCALLY GROWN

PRODUCE

More conscious use of

SOCIAL MEDIA
to promote local labour
and services

FIBRE
in parts of Noordhoek

Wednesday market at
the Village in line with

2030 GOALS

Two high functioning

ORGANIC FARMS
and more in the Valley
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Seven Ribbons
Breaking old mindsets
By 1996, four Johannesburg Inner City visions had been
facilitated – for Business, Council, Community and Province.
We had six hours one Saturday to find consensus amongst
150 delegates who were taking tentative steps to bridge deep
divides. We needed to give them a little nudge.
We chose ribbons – each one of seven colours. As
delegates registered, they were given a ribbon to wear, in a
successive colour. As the four parties tended to register in
clumps, their delegates received different coloured ribbons
and these colours sowed the seeds of new belonging.
After an analysis of shared and divergent vision and goals,
delegates divided into seven distinct groups, guided by the
ribbon they wore, to find their shared hope and belief.

As the seven ribbon groups reported back, it became
clear that new alliances had been formed. Delegates from
business, government and community seemed to forget
traditional hostilities in the clamour and partisan support
for blue, red, yellow and green. Without the heavy weights
of the past attached, colours began to collaborate and
unified voices emerged..

Every act of creation is first of all, an act
of destruction.
Pablo Picasso
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How Dreams
become Actions
You need resources. You need resilience. You need a dynamic balance
of cold-eyed analysis and warm-hearted compassion. You need the
collective will to put the public good ahead of partisan gain. You need
to be able to take a punch.
Developing a vision is an event which needs a lump-sum investment. Implementing the vision is a process.
It requires ongoing funding which, when managed with expertise and care, delivers significant and
sustainable returns.
The original Joburg vision process was funded by the large property owners whose inner city portfolio was
being downgraded to near worthless. The implementing Johannesburg Development Agency (JDA) earns
over 70% of its income from project management fees.

A champion is someone who gets up when he can’t.
Jack Dempsey
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Making the Investment
Beyond money
In Northern Spain, renewal agency Bilbao Ria 2000 became
self-funding through degraded city land being given to the nonprofit, who developed and monetized it, in sustainable ways.
Guggenheim Bilbao, the iconic gallery designed by Frank
Gehry, was the high-profile proof of concept - reclaiming
dead space.
City development strategies are typically funded by local
and municipal government, with private sector assistance.
Forward-thinking mining houses fund vision processes for
their communities. Business and Community Improvement
Districts raise funds through levies on commercial and
residential property owners. Rate-payers associations raise
money through donations, sponsorships and events. Private
developers co-create preferred futures for a precinct, a
block, or a building.
The investment needed is more than money. It is a
commitment to work together to build a shared, sustainable
place. Not always to agree, but always to engage.
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Letting go, taking hold
Managing change
Change is two four-letter words: ‘loss’ and ‘gain’. First is loss.
In ‘Thinking Fast, Thinking Slow’ (2011), Kahneman & Tversky
show that fear of loss outweighs hope of gain by a ratio of 2:1.
Yet true change is about letting go, as much as taking hold.
Changing the trajectory of place is complex. There is a
tangled web of different time- scales, agendas, principles,
dreams and viability. ‘What are you prepared to give up
now, to achieve a better, shared future?’ - is a question each
must answer, for this tangled web to become an ecosystem.
Short-term sacrifice involves time, money, established
hierarchy and opinions. None of this is easy. Especially as
the future is clouded with uncertainty.
By far the most difficult piece of changing places is
changing minds. Lessening suspicion, growing trust. It
doesn’t happen in a flash. Some will be more prepared
than others. A broad-based coalition needs to form
with respected leadership. A safe space is needed, for
emotionally charged debate.

Early victories will grow a band of champions,
implementers and influencers. A well of goodwill needs
to fill up – as it will be drawn on, in times of frustration,
procrastination and disappointment. A vision may be a
15-year journey, but if a defined milestone is not reached
in the first 18 months, the vision begins to fade from view.
The first challenge with any change programme is
to convert conflict, open and covert, to conversation.
Cross-cutting goals encourage new conversations and
collaborations. New seeds are planted. ‘Letting go, taking
hold’ is a gradual process. Step by step – as the vision
comes increasingly into focus.

CHANGING PLACES
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Is the desirable, feasible?
An iterative process
What are the risks, what are the rewards? What are the
unique advantages of location, what are the constraints?
What will further the Sustainable Development Goals and the
nation’s vision? What will enhance economic well-being, as
well as quality of life? What will attract investment?
We use a succession of filters to refine the possibilities.
The first feasibility filter is a broad assessment. The final
filter is ongoing net benefit – for place, people and planet.
From this refined list, catalytic projects are selected.
A catalyst is designed to spark new economic
opportunities and investments. For an American town
vying to attract a German car manufacturer to open a
plant there, the successful, catalytic investment was to
teach German in their schools. For a new city on the
outskirts of Durban, the catalytic investment is rail and
rapid bus transit.

Trade-offs need to be assessed. Often, there is a dynamic
tension between ‘conserve and develop’; employment and
viability; ‘what’s in it for all of us’ and ‘what’s in it for me’.
Feasibility studies need to make the human, as well as the
business case.
This process is best conducted transparently.
As goals and strategies are modified or changed, let the
community know, and communicate the reasons why.
Course corrections are inevitable. As knowledge increases,
opportunities emerge and recede.
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What excites capital most?
Attracting investors, winning investment
Capital has options. There are many projects jostling for funds.
How do the few get chosen? An investment banker shared his recipe:

TELL A LONGER-TERM STORY

CHOOSE CATALYTIC PROJECTS

SECURE EARLY VICTORIES

Capital is excited by potential.
A well-thought through future
with widespread support gains
attention and interest.

Capital likes leverage – it will prefer
a project which has the leverage to
ignite a growing economic ecosystem.

Early victories reduce the arc of
uncertainty and add a sense of urgency.
They demonstrate that the development
strategy is gaining momentum. Spurring
capital to turn intent into action.
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Directioning
Where we want to go
The National Planning Commission was
established in May 2010 to develop a
long-term vision and strategic plan for
South Africa. The main objective of the
Commission is to rally the nation around
a common set of objectives and priorities to
drive development over the longer term.
National Planning Commission website

South Africa’s National Development Plan is a well thought
through document with all the emotional appeal of a
dead jellyfish. Launched in 2012 following widespread
engagements, it quickly subsided under factional battles and
state capture. A revival in 2016 consisted of a new logo – little
wonder it did nothing ’to rally the nation’. A logo does not
make a brand. Nor does it incite action.
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A viable vision must change perceptions and beliefs.
Placemaking demands a collaborative leap of faith that
will withstand disruptive agendas, the bureaucratic grind,
blind alleys and false starts. Hearts and minds need to
be engaged around a concept of a future that builds on or
defies current realities. This concept is the embryo of the
brand. Nourished by well-communicated progress, a new
place brand is born.
Whilst corporate brands focus on positioning, visionary
place brands need to focus on directioning. Where are
you planning to go? A world-class African city embraces
the Western prejudice – how can you be world-class and
African? The debate sets the direction. Running water,
electricity and a roof that doesn’t leak was the promise
made to rural Malawi, to keep agriculture flourishing and
prevent an urban flood. It worked well, until corruption
corroded the promise.
Directioning needs a place to go to, a route to take, and a
time to get there.

By 2036, Botswana will be a high-income country. We will
have migrated from a middle-income to a high-income status
and in the process have created broad prosperity for all. Four
pillars support the vision, with clear strategies for each.
Five-year plans are made, each step forward is shared,
every obstacle explained. There are no magic wands here
- there is growing belief.
By contrast, South Africa, has fallen down the rabbit hole.

Alice: Would you tell me, please, which
way I ought to go from here?
The Cheshire Cat: That depends a good
deal on where you want to get to.
Alice: I don’t much care where.
The Cheshire Cat: Then it doesn’t much
matter which way you go
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Feel the Energy
Building a place brand: The case of Sandton Central
Sandton Central was born of an alliance between three Business
Improvement Districts. Funded by commercial property owners,
the area builds on the hierarchy of place-making.
The first level is a safe, clean and well-managed
environment. Grime and crime are the enemies of place
– especially a business node. Problems, big and small,
multiply if left unattended. Decay may be imperceptible
at first, like rust creeping inside a car. And like rust, decay
never sleeps. Then property values collapse and vacancies
soar. Keeping the precinct clean and safe are full-time
jobs. In the case of Sandton Central, this means 80 fulltime jobs, split between public safety ambassadors and
cleaning staff.

Progressing up the hierarchy, the second level is a place
with personality. What is distinctive here? The same
dialogues revealed a professional business hub that was
losing its social lustre. Sandton rated high on ‘trust’, low on
‘fascination’.
At the top of the hierarchy is a well-communicated placebrand with well-defined territory. Originally the area was
ill-defined – some thought Sandton was confined to a block
around the shopping centre, while for others it embraced
surrounding precincts.

During the stakeholder dialogues conducted in 2004, we
discovered the improvement districts were doing a lot of
the basics right. But some sprucing up was needed, like
rehabilitating a polluted dam in one of the few parks.
Now it’s an urban lung.
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We crafted a brand concept to embrace the strength
and overcome the weakness – Sandton Central – with
centrality being the key mind-shift. This was not an
outpost of Johannesburg – it was the new beating
heart, transplanted to the 21st century. The ambition we
expressed in 2004 is still very much alive in 2019.

Sandton Central is the thinking,
enterprising, socialising centre of Africa.
It is South Africa’s cosmopolitan centre
of trade and ideas. It is central to finance,
fashion, smart new global ideas and
smart new global people. It is central to
Gauteng, central to South Africa and
central to the southern hemisphere.

The well-trained, well-regarded ‘men and women in red’
who keep Sandton Central clean and safe are the brand
made manifest every day. Event activations channel
identity, while Sandton Central signage and news form a
location-based identity.
The challenge is to maintain levels of service, in tougher
economic times, as vacancies grow and revenue declines.

sandtoncentral.co.za
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Apologies not accepted
Help and Accountability
We’ve all been in those meetings when a deadline was
blown, reasons given and apologies accepted – and we’ve
heard the corridor talk after.
In Botleng I experienced a different dynamic. Botleng is
a township outside Delmas in Mpumalanga. I had been
invited to a Development Association meeting and things
were going well until the chair of the brick-makers’ cooperative stood up to give his report.
‘I apologise,’ he began, ‘for not submitting a written report.
The reason is we have been very busy. In fact, it was a
record month for us.’ He beamed, awaiting the plaudits.
Instead, a guy in a PAC t-shirt spoke.

After a pause, he continued: ‘The comrade was busy and
he needed help. We are pleased to give it. All he had to do
was ask.’
Navigating the future is a messy, exhausting business.
Sometimes it can be overwhelming. But apologies do not
build a better life. Help asked for and given, does.

‘We do not accept the comrade’s apology.’ The room tensed
- this was soon after the first democratic elections and the
smell of violence hung like cordite in the air. APLA, the
armed wing of the PAC was particularly feared.
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Curse of Unintended Consequences
Needed: Enabling legislation
An Appeals Court in Gauteng decided that levies on property
owners in the province were to be classed as rates. In terms of the
Constitution, only local government can collect rates.
The alternative was to turn the ‘levies’ into voluntary
contributions by property owners. That route was taken
and works with a high level of compliance in precinct
areas like Sandton Central, where the value is evident.
Meanwhile, marginal areas like Hillbrow and
Doornfontein struggle to meet the minimum standards of
safe and clean, as ‘voluntary’ income to maintain them is
slashed by 50% or more. Less income means less delivery.
That the areas have not collapsed into no-go zones is
due to committed citizens and urban management on a
shoestring. If streets become dirtier, crime festers and noncompliance grows. Newtown was knocked backwards too,
until private investment restored confidence and enough
income to get by.

The Appeal Court may or may not have got it right. The
outcome is certainly wrong. Years of slow progress are
being wiped out. Without enabling legislation, without
trusting private-public partnerships, urban regeneration
in Africa’s economic heartland shoots itself in both feet.
Special ratings areas and urban management partnerships
are the vital links between public and private sectors.
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While enhancing and supplementing City municipal services to
curtail grime and crime is their base activity, they need to move
further up the placemaking pyramid to
➜ promote economic growth, responsible development and 			
					 investment in special rating areas
➜ facilitate a collaborative approach between the City and the 		
					 private sector
➜ halt the degeneration and facilitate the upliftment of 			
					 distressed buildings and precincts
➜ maintain levels of service, in tougher economic times, as 			
					 vacancies grow and revenue declines
➜ develop distinct brands, community activities and flow of 			
					 communications
Precinct managers can become mediators, policy advisors,
placemakers – once legislation enables, not hobbles, development.
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Trust & Fascination
Defining public space
Built environments are complex beasts with many moving
parts. When we were analysing inputs for Sandton and
perceived competitors, we used a simple grid to plot responses.
Trust encompasses safety, service delivery, a solid economy, health and
education options.
Fascination is made up of a distinct sense of place, local commerce and
experiences, cultural energy and artefacts, all re-purposing for the future.
This was the Competitive Scan done for Sandton at the time – 2004.
Melrose Arch was seen as the cool new kid on the block. Sandton was
losing its lustre.
While the ideal in theory is to score the maximum on both dimensions
– trust and fascination - in practice it is very unlikely. High fascination
carries a sub-text of risk. It has an edginess not evident in high trust
zones.
Sandton Central’s aspiration was High Safety, Medium Fascination. Now
mostly achieved. Meanwhile, other places shift on the grid. A vision is
not poured in concrete. It needs regular rethinking and updates.
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Seven Elements for a Social City
From social housing to social communities
What is social about social housing? Ideally, everything.
Practically, next to nothing. Row upon row of cookie-cutter
social houses spread across South Africa.
They are a welcome and depressing sight. Welcome for all who
now have a home. Depressing to see such drab and careless
monotony, built far from schools and further from work.
When social housing is the topic, ‘how many, how fast, how
cheap’ is the conversation. We need a mental shift to social
communities and social cities. Then our conversation moves from
products to people. This is human-centred design.
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FROM OUR EXPERIENCE, OBSERVATIONS AND CONVERSATIONS, SEVEN ELEMENTS DEVELOP THE SOCIAL CITY:

HEALTHY

INCLUSIVE

Clean and safe - active lifestyles,
accessible healthcare. 				
Embracing nature, reducing
pollution, mitigating climate change,
preparing for future needs

VIABLE

Accessible/pleasant/sociable/
multi-use. Made for the people by
the people. Inviting shared spaces,
interesting events

Local trade, goods and services:
building a circular economy,
playing a home game

ACCESSIBLE

DISTINCTIVE

FUN

SMART

Precincts and neighbourhoods
that encourage walking and
wheeling, for daily activities.
Dense, with a wealth of livelearn-work-play opportunities

A sense of place: positive
energy, vibrant culture,
local stores, merchandise,
markets, pop-ups…

For all ages: ‘where’s
the jol?’

Digital solutions for
infrastructure, energy,
mobility… enabling
active communications

Social Cities are an enticing mix of citizen aspiration, renewal, early victories and
gamechangers. They are the sum of our viable hopes and dreams.
CHANGING PLACES
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Sieve to Circuit
Places prosper as the velocity of money increases within the
community. The more it flows out, the more a place will struggle.
National chains, global imports and a dearth of local activities turn
towns and townships into economic sieves. Money leaks out through
multiple holes. We need to convert these sieves into circuits.
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Economic Regions
Leveraging geographic adjacencies
Some countries are defined by geography - many others by conquest,
or a bureaucratic pen. While most have attained political legitimacy,
few have economic and cultural reasons to be.
Economic regions are the engines of prosperity. Towns
and cities are their hubs. When there are adjacent
centres with complementary activities, the ecosystem
grows stronger.
Antwerp and Rotterdam are the two largest ports in
Europe, creating a cross-border ecosystem of skills and
investment. Pretoria and Johannesburg have joined
forces as the financial, government and academic hub
for a country and continent. King Shaka Airport and
Dube Trade Port are birthing new cities in a once sleepy
holiday town surrounded by sugar-cane fields, 20
minutes north of Durban.
The adjacency of rural towns with distinct characters give
rise to tourism routes. Once concessions to the Namib
are granted, Oranjemund, Luderitz, Aus and Rosh Pinah

– with a journey through the once forbidden territory of
diamonds, will become a unique traveler experience.
Active intra-regional collaboration will increase net
inflows – as well as decrease outflows. Circular design
adds value, reduces waste and leakage, increasing velocity
of money through the ecosystem.
Circular design for a region is complex and timeconsuming at the outset. Competing agendas need to
be understood and appreciated. Common ground needs
to be found, even across national borders. It could take
five years or more, to reach a good consensus. Once that
happens, the tortoise overtakes the hare.
In our participative age, economic regions will develop as
mutual benefit is co-created and realised.
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Densify the City
Accessible neighbourhoods create affordable cities
Cities should be mechanisms to provide
accessibility - because that’s exactly what people
want out of cities - good access to all types of
opportunities and services - and not systems that
provide or encourage mobility. Mobility is the
price we pay when accessibility is reduced (which
is what is happening in all cities in the world, with
low density peripheral development), so we should
plan for accessible cities that minimise the need
for mobility (specially by car). And this requires
healthy doses of density and a good mix of uses.
Juan Alvaro Alayo

Where are many of the densest areas in London? Juan asked me.
I first thought of some poorer, rougher places. Westminster,
Mayfair, Kensington & Chelsea he said. And the densest
European city is Barcelona.
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Denser places are where people who can choose, do
choose to live. In these multi-use neighbourhoods,
shorter journeys equal walking and cycling to do things.

Cities urgently need a cluster of densification strategies,
plans and actions - neighbourhood by neighbourhood.
Places aren’t cookie-cutter, they iterate, they evolve.

Yet across the world, cities spread in area faster than
they grow in people. They become less dense, by the
day. Longer journeys equal more, wider roads and all the
plumbing beneath. More repairs, more remaking. More
room for cars, less room for people. More long commutes,
more frustration, more CO2. More costs for cities and
taxpayers to somehow absorb. It’s unsustainable.

Neighbourhoods need nuance – a bottom up
understanding, rather than top-down planning. As
their distinct characters promote local loyalty, so
neighbourhoods around them offer welcome variety.

When living, learning, and trading opportunities increase
within a neighbourhood, the need for longer journeys
reduces. In a network of adjacent neighbourhoods,
cycling and walking become the norm. The growing
pressure, to make and maintain more and more
infrastructure, gradually eases. Costs saved can properly
service the needs of existing infrastructure, with a
healthy increase for social services.

Cities need neighbourhood networks to work,
overcoming small and large challenges, in order to
densify. To be efficient and cost effective. While people
in these clusters enjoy healthier, happier, more fulfilling
urban lives.
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The Meat Man

South London, 1974

Buy local
I met the meat man at the Railway Bell, in Gipsy
Hill. A sprightly 70-something, he came up to
me. ‘You’re new to the Hill,’ he said. I was and
we cheered each other with pints of Youngs, our
South London brew. ‘I’m the meat-man,’ he said.
‘I can get you fresh meat, best cuts, straight from
Smithfields for the week-end, better price than
the shops. What would you like?’
He was as good as his word and he won himself another regular
customer. He was usually at the pub pre-lunch Sunday and
occasionally I’d buy him a beer. ‘Never two though,’ he said, ‘Match
of the Day, have to watch that, then the missus and me, we have a
cuddle, Sunday afternoons.’
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Resilient local economies weave in and around world
giants, feeding and being fed by them. Money, instead of
pouring out, passes around a community. Buying local,
rather than at a big box national, results in at least twice
as much money remaining in the community. A local
store is more likely to source locally, whether it be fresh
vegetables or IT services. Velocity of money increases too.
The sieve becomes a circuit.
Local economies flourish by offering shared facilities
to use, and shared spaces to connect in this digitally
omnipresent, physically constrained world. Whether it’s
in the local pub, at a sports field, a car-wash or farmer’s
market, we welcome the expected and chance meetings,
updated gossip and sense of belonging.
While the meat-man may have gone to the Smithfields of
the sky, the Railway Bell is still going strong, with new
deals done to the clink of glasses filled with London’s best.
Cheers.
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Cheese and Pigs
Public good and private virtue
I was with a group of farmers at an East Griqualand cattle
and sheep market. A dairy farmer was explaining why
locally made cheese had become a regional speciality. ‘The
grass tastes so good here, people can eat it.’
A nearby small town boasted two independent cheese
factories, until the national dairy company offered to
buy all the best quality milk and truck it to a central
processing plant in Durban. The farmers chose security.
The local cheese factories closed.
The economic case for the company was sound, as it was
for the farmers. Collateral damage to the small town isn’t
on the balance sheet. Nor are degraded roads and CO2.
Economists call these negative externalities. Amongst the
many when self-interest and the common good are not
aligned.
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Declining the offer to munch some grass, I asked the
farmers why the sheep pens were empty. Rustling, they
said. 60 000 hectares of good pasture had been abandoned
due to theft - from ‘one for the pot’ to organized crossborder gangs. Cattle from smaller farms which lacked
sophisticated security were especially vulnerable.
Some had considered breeding pigs instead. It’s hard to
run off with a pig on your shoulders and the resulting
squeals would make pursuit easy. The thought was
shelved because of cheap imports. Pigs attract half the
import tax of cattle – another negative social externality.
For places to thrive, externalities need to be internalised.
Then mindful trade-offs can be made and a resilient
ecosystem be built. It’s difficult for corporate executives
and government policy-makers to find the balance.

To make what is good for the country,
good for the enterprise requires hard
work, great management skill, high
standards of responsibility and broad
vision… Every leading group must
be able to claim that the public good
determines its own interests. This
assertion is the only legitimate basis for
leadership.
The public good must always rest on
private virtue.

These words from Peter Drucker may help:
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Springbok with Purple Faces
Passion and grit
Starting a permaculture food-garden in the Namib Desert has its
challenges.

We needed bees for pollination and learnt
beekeeping skills from a resident beekeeper
in Oranjemund. We experimented with
making different types of beehives and planted
a lavender field that attracted them. As the
lavender grew, the bees seemed to multiply.
Pollination was happening.
Then one morning I came to Futree – but our
lovely field of lavender was gone. How could
that be? Who would take our lavender? Then
I turned around and saw a group of springbok
observing me – springbok with purple faces. 		
And the bees had gone.
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Undeterred, the group of volunteer gardeners moved the
lavender field next to a sewerage works, where sweetgrass
grows around the lavender, protecting it. And the bees
returned.

The fact that you can only do a little
is no excuse for doing nothing.
John le Carre, “A Most Wanted Man”

The Futree volunteers, mostly women, come from the ranks
of the unemployed as well as senior managerial levels at
Namdeb. For two hours on a Saturday morning, status
and social distinctions are irrelevant as they tend the food
garden and harvest together. Some take home a share of the
morning’s harvest. Some leave with a new skill they can use
in their own gardens. And for all, the reward is feeling that
in a very real way, they are making a difference.
The Spar weekly food-trucks will still make their long treks
from Cape Town. But ingenuity, resilience and agility point
to a different road. A road that will be less travelled, yet
travelled, as the outflow of cash is slowed, while a circular
economy and social networks grow.
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A global social experiment
Unscalable is still valuable
Is the local economy making the most of the potential
offered by the place where we live whilst taking care of it for
the future? Is the work that’s being done and what is being
produced in our area helping to make our community
happier and healthier? How can we support enterprises
and economic activity through which benefits are shared
widely rather than enjoyed only by a few?
Transition Network Website

Transition towns and communities take on global challenges in a local context,
harnessing the power of many minds, hearts and hands.
Greyton is a small, quietly thriving town in the Western Cape, nestled up
against the Overberg Mountain range. The nearest town, as the eagle flies over
the tourism route, is McGregor - but humans need to climb over a mountain
to get there. The road stops at Greyton and several nearby struggling
communities.
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WELL-DEVELOPED LIFESTYLE LIVING AND TOURISM
INDUSTRIES BRING MONEY AND INVESTMENT INTO
TOWN, WHILE A SET OF TRANSITION INITIATIVES SLOW
THE OUTPOUR. THEY INCLUDE: ➜ Organic vegetables grown by six schools then sold at
					 twice-weekly markets and local stores
➜ School menus featuring healthy meals using the 		
					 locally grown ingredients
➜ Replacing single-use plastic shopping bags with 		
					 reusable bags made from parachute material off-cuts,
					 sewn by local seamstresses

Plans are well advanced for community-wide renewable
energy and a low-cost eco-village.
Transition initiatives are holistic. They benefit
surrounding communities, the environment and
economies. Their solutions may not be scalable. And like
anywhere else, apathy is the biggest enemy. However,
change is happening and a thousand small towns
like Greyton may yet move the world to a safer, more
sustainable place.

➜ Turning a dump-site into a garden waste management
					 business
➜ An outdoor classroom built by local school 			
					 children 		using eco-bricks - plastic bottles stuffed with
					 non-recyclable waste
➜ Swopping recyclable waste for food and other 		
					 essentials
➜ An eco back-packers’ lodge
➜ Implementing and monitoring humane education 		
					 programmes
➜ Air Miles Forest – residents donate one tree for local
				 air travel, two for international. Over 350 indigenous
				 and fruit trees have been planted in the forest so far.
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Building Distinction and Pride

Some places have it easy. Cape Town has a world-famous mountain,
oceans and vineyards. Athens has the Acropolis, Parthenon and
cradle of democracy. Most other towns and cities are not so blessed.
How do they carve out distinction that builds pride of place?
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Culturally Void Design
RoI to RoC
As I ascend 15 floors in an aluminium box, I think of all the
other aluminium boxes we use for departure and arrival in
bus terminals, airports and office blocks.
Arrivals, whether by plane, train, bus or lift should create
a sense of expectancy, a prologue to the story that will
unfold. Departures are the epilogue – an invitation to
return. Today, a sense of wonder is a luxury, as our places
of transition have become conveyor belts filled with
persuasions to buy. We are anywhere and nowhere.
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A group attending the workshop walked to the new
Sandton office building from their hotel. They had
a problem getting in. There was no front door. The
architects and developers decided one was an unnecessary
luxury, as ‘everyone drives in Sandton’. The intrepid
group eventually entered the building by walking down
the ramp to the basement parking, dodging cars and
ducking under the boom.
Prosperous gated estates boast faux Tuscan and Bali
pastiche. Corporate offices seek gravitas in mock Georgian
columns. From the hub of commerce and wealth, travel
to row upon row of Reconstruction and Development
Programme (RDP) houses. Designed with cookie-cutter
efficiency, lacking any ingrained sense of community
needs and wants.

Wealth and poverty alike have suffered a plethora of
culturally void design.
Yet each place is a unique blend of geography, history,
people, economics and aspiration. When communities
begin to express who they are – and are not – when
developers and urban planners go beyond Return on
Investment (RoI) to investigate Return on Community
(RoC), the cultural void can be filled by a multi-layered
sense of place.
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Awakenings
Street art as placemaker
In the Palazzo Vecchio of Florence, pigeons perch on the head of
Michelangelo’s David, decorating the five-metre tall marble with
their splotchy droppings. Unconcerned, Florentines go by on their
business, ignoring the hordes of snapping tourists.
Yet the art of the Renaissance is bred in the bone of
Northern Italians. And expressed today in global icons
from Armani, Gucci and Versace to Ferrari, Maserati and
Lamborghini.

shelters. Today, Johannesburg has 500 official works of
street art and at least as many unofficial. By 2040, Joburg
aims to be the world’s largest street art city in the world,
with a budget to fund the ambition.

Italy is also the world’s largest producer of gold jewellery.
Together with coal, gold is one of South Africa’s major
exports to Italy. We sell oranges to buy orange juice. The
gold mines that founded Johannesburg did not beneficiate
the city.

South Africa’s modern street art movement was ignited
by public protest against Apartheid. Art became a form
of activism, reflecting and intensifying rage against
the machine. Commercial art joined activist art as
township barber shops and hair salons display the styles
they practise. The advent of democracy and ‘born-free’
sensibility injected new energy to this most democratic of
art forms.

However, there are awakenings, from pre-history.
Painting on walls is a proud African tradition, predating
Banksy by around 5 000 years, as the Khoisan expressed
themselves and their world on the rock walls of their

CHANGING PLACES

55

SENSE OF PLACE

Street art pushes Joburg forward as a global creative city,
adding to its established business credentials. For some,
this will be a gateway to fine art in the growing number
of galleries around Johannesburg. For all, it is how
Johannesburg speaks about itself to citizens, investors and
visitors.
From rock art to street art, the patrician renaissance of
Florence is mirrored in the democratic renaissance of
Johannesburg. Will time reveal a Ferrari for all, or at least
gold designed where it is mined?

The greater danger for most of us lies not
in setting our aim too high and falling
short; but in setting our aim too low, and
achieving our mark.
Michelangelo
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Marking your Territory
Re-interpret heritage
Pavements in Joburg’s Fashion District were tagged with
colourful mosaics of sewing patterns. Metal banners in
the shape of garment patterns mark entrances and exits
to the 26 blocks.
Fashion Kapitol in the centre of the district has 30 retail
stores and an outdoor fashion ramp in the square. A
beaded comb, sewing machine, satellite dish and takkies
demarcate the area. SewAfrica Fashion College and
Studios occupy four 500m floors of a six-storey building
marked with the colours of the South African flag.
The area is a hive of more than a thousand medium, small
and micro businesses, re-interpreting its heritage. Eighty
years ago the district was the bustling hub of Joburg’s
garment industry. While Cape Town and Durban were
the homes of factories geared for mass production, Joburg
was the place for women’s clothing made by smaller
manufacturers, each employing 75 to 150 people.
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As manufacture moved to the East, the Joburg garment
district fell on hard times. Factories closed, sometimes
overnight. But behind the scenes, a more fundamental
change was happening. Manufacture moved from mass to
niche, as emerging entrepreneurs and seamstresses began
to serve emerging markets, proud of their African identity.
Now you’ll find the largest choice of shweshwe fabric
in South Africa, a few designers with international
reputations, and many more striving to make their mark.
You’ll find manufacture, wholesale and retail, with
support that ranges from buttons and bows to sewing
machines. The Fashion District is a work in progress – with
many sideways and some backward steps. Thoughtlessly
commissioned paving obliterated the mosaic sewing
patterns.
Territory can be an inner-city precinct, town or route. It
needs to stand out, to create its own story. A distinct city
is the sum of many distinct communities.
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Wanderlust Branding
Get your kicks on Route 62
To travel the R62 may seem unexciting
– until it’s revealed as ‘The Longest
Wine Route in the World’. Some
850km of bibulous promise stretches
from Constantia in Cape Town to Port
Elizabeth in the Eastern Cape. The route
is punctuated by wildlife, the arts and
secret charms of small towns, attracting
overnight stops and short stays. A road
has become an adventure.

CHANGING PLACES

59

SENSE OF PLACE

Tourism is the lynchpin of the experience economy.
Beyond beach and city cultures, routes appeal to
wanderlust. Branding them offers a sense of identity, a
promise made that needs to be kept. An alternative trip
between Cape Town and Port Elizabeth is along the
coastal Garden Route. One route there and another back is
a whole far greater than the sum of its parts.
The Wild Coast and Skeleton Coast cast a spell with their
names. High-speed trains took me to the timeless wonders
of Moorish Spain. Camino de Santiago is a journey of the
spirit. The Tour de France and Two Oceans Marathon
are branded journeys of endurance that advertise the
fascination of place.
Branding a product is relatively simple. There is a defined
offering over which the enterprise has control. Branding
a place is more complex, more volatile, with many moving
parts that are occasionally in harmony, never totally
controlled. Branding a route offers the least control of all.
Different towns compete for a larger slice of the pie.

The Midlands Meander in KwaZulu-Natal began in
1985, when four potters, a weaver and a couple of artists
met to discuss how to work together. Today there are
five meanders to explore, with more than 150 members
offering art and crafts, food, wine, craft beer and warm
hospitality. Wedding and conference venues bring
diverse groups into an economy that benefits by over R2
billion a year.
Well-considered route branding encourages and rewards
alliances for mutual good. It is the triumph of the
commons.
While the old Route 66, from Chicago to Los Angeles,
was replaced by interstate highways, the legend lives
on. Historic Route 66 thrives and U.S. Bicycle Route 66
has begun. Branded routes are voyages of discovery and
re-discovery.

Any poor-quality experience can diminish the whole.
Yet at its authentic best, a branded route becomes a
collaboration of the like-minded.
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Urban Upcycling
Repurposing buildings into experiences
What do you do with a disused grain silo, a notorious jail
past its sell-by date, and an inner-city office tower after
the companies had fled North? A mall or a high street,
when the customers are gone? A church where fewer and
fewer come to pray?
Urban upcycling is the art of repurposing buildings
around experiences. The old grain silos on the Cape Town
Waterfront have become the temple of contemporary
African art. The jails of Constitution Hill are living
museums of pain, humiliation, resilience, and triumph
of the human spirit. The tallest office block in Durban is
transformed into over 1 900 residential apartments, with
biometric security, shared services and a waiting list.
Dead malls across America experience second lives as
hi-tech offices, a medical centre, a culinary institute, a
community college and an ice rink. After the chains
desert the High Street for out-of-town malls, independent
retailers and service providers move in, rekindling
connections with the local community.

Churches across the UK are becoming community hubs
once more, supplementing religious service with secular
services, such as post offices, creches, coffee and craft
shops, food banks and trauma counselling.
In Megatrends, John Naisbit foretold –

“The more high technology around us,
the more the need for human touch…
High Tech/High Touch. The principle
symbolizes the need for balance between
our physical and our spiritual reality.”
Urban Upcycling revives moribund assets through the
power of high tech/high-touch.
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Three Oceans of Opportunity
The salt-water economy
Cape Town is known around the world as the home of Two Oceans.
Except it’s not. Cape Town is the home of Three Oceans. The Indian
Ocean lies to the East, the Atlantic to the West, while straight ahead,
all the way to the Antarctic, is the Southern Ocean.
This was an early insight in my quest to understand and
sustainably grow the Ocean Economy with the V&A
Waterfront in Cape Town. Together, the oceans are
the seventh largest economy in the world. Potentially
the oceans can be the largest provider of food, energy,
materials, leisure and ecosystem services. However, 90%
of marine fisheries are fully fished, or overfished. Plastic
chokes aquatic life, lightly regulated offshore oil and gas
drilling make more Deep Horizons inevitable.

On the upside, offshore wind, wave and current energy
will help to power a fossil free future. Global fisheries
can sustain over 600 million metric tons more of fish
in the water, compared to business as usual. Coastal
greenhouses from Australia to Somalia grow food with
seawater desalinated by the sun. Saline friendly plants
produce oil used to dress salads and power jet engines.
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Cargo ships fuel world trade. 27 million passengers took
an ocean cruise last year, the number constrained only by
the berths available - the industry cannot build ships fast
enough to accommodate demand. Yachts and superyachts
increase annually at a healthy clip; the most wanted crew
members come from New Zealand and South Africa.
Global challenges create new global opportunities for
every built environment on the ocean’s edge. With Three
Oceans, Cape Town has an embarrassment of riches.
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Durban Rising
Open for placemaking business
I remember the Sharks Board building, remote on a hill,
surrounded by sugar-cane. It was outside the holiday village
of Umhlanga. Now it is on a busy through road in a thriving
suburb. The Sharks Board hasn’t moved, the city has.
Moving further north, blocks of glass, concrete and wood
are placed in rows across the rendered landscape. A new
dam here, the remains of an old forest there, with some
sea-glimpses from the slopes of rolling hills and a wall
encircling 400 hectares, defines another eco-estate to be
marketed on the KwaZulu-Natal coast.
Shifting Durban airport from south of the city to north
has made this coastline the most significant beneficiary
of the 2010 World Cup. Apart from the stadiums that
struggle to break even, Gauteng got the Gautrain, Cape
Town got a biodiversity park, the Bafokeng received a road
network, while Durban is birthing satellite cities.
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Umhlanga is called ‘Sandton by the Sea’ with a healthier
lifestyle than its namesake. Instead of cursing early
morning traffic jams, bankers are surfing. Ballito is
Bryanston on chill-pills, while, between them, Sibaya will
be a coastal Melrose Arch, with the addition of a casino
and South Africa’s first private university.
New mini-cities are springing up – Bridge City, Cornubia,
Ntshongweni, on land that like most new eco-estates
was until recently farmed for sugar-cane. Building
infrastructure is in hand. Building social cohesion is the
challenge.
While greenfields development dominates the North
Coast, chunks of the inner city receive a brownfields
facelift. As big business deserts the tower blocks,
affordable apartments fill the space. A car-park on
Florida Road is transformed into a pocket park featuring a
curation of nature and sculpture.

Demand is fueled by Joburg semi-gration, rural to urban
journeys of hope, a growing middle class and Indian
millennials breaking generations of tradition by leaving
the family home. Growing Indian Ocean trade, fuels a
sustainable future.
Oversupply arises from this Wild West stampede to the
East Coast of Africa. Once the dust settles, the eThekwini
region will be en route to become the trade and lifestyle
hub of Africa.

‘...the centre of gravity of the world
market will shift over the next 20 years
from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean’
‘Factfulness’ by Hans Rosling

Much of the development is funded by the private sector,
some visionary, some speculative, some heading for the
rocks. The municipality has bold plans to reclaim the inner
city, but is battling with the basics. City engagements
with active, structured partnerships are needed. So is
enlightened placemaking that builds distinction.
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We build too many walls, not enough bridges
Sir Isaac Newton

I listened to the music of the 180-strong choir drifting
down from the fifth floor where they were rehearsing,
through the central atrium, to where we were taking our
leave.
Around us, a thousand more business students were
occupied with a hundred activities in their leisure time,
from DJ practice to ballroom dancing, chess and table
tennis. And I remembered the times I used to come here,
in the heart of Johannesburg’s inner city, when it was
the smart, thrusting corporate headquarters of a bank,
before it moved to Sandton. The offices had given way to
communal spaces of learning, releasing shared energy.
The bank also moved from defined offices to open plan.
The theme of the annual conference that year was
‘Breaking Down Walls, Building Bridges’. Physical space
became a manifestation of mental space. Open plan
applied to everyone. The C-Suite was open plan too,
albeit desks were further apart.
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When where we live and work reflects and intensifies
how we live and work, we are happier, more productive,
more mindful. But if open plan is pursued solely for costeffectiveness, the sardine effect sets in.
An enterprise has extroverts and introverts, collaborators
and individualists - when their voices are heard and
reflected in nuanced design, inner space becomes a
tapestry of experiences, bridging natural divides.
In the global arena, a physical wall causes a government
shutdown, while mental walls rise across Europe to
separate us from them.
Changing places begins with open minds and hearts,
willing to build bridges to a shared future. We need to
break down walls of ossified thinking. We need to balance
conservation with development, tradition with progress,
work with play and compassion with courage. Our
challenge is to dream and weave a clear sense of place in
this complex, rapidly changing world.
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A Work in Progress
‘Changing Places’, like the places these pages touch, is a
work in progress.
After over 25 years in the business, I am still driven to make places better.
Working with our freedthinkers networks, to facilitate shared visions, co-develop
viable strategies, and start the ball rolling for catalytic actions.
I’m open for feedback.
And we’re open for business.
mike@freedthinkers.com
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A tip o’ the hat to…
…all the thoughtful, generous people I have encountered on my urban journeys.
Neil Fraser, who started me on the
journey, Rich Bradley who gave me
the compass, and Thami Nxasana who
took the first journey with me.
Alan, Andile and Piers, who
introduced me to township realities,
courage and hope.
Pippa Kapelus, of freedthinkers, who
showed me the secrets of sampling
and synthesis.
Portia Derby, who sent me off to
remote towns, to check their socioeconomic pulse.
Lauren Segal, who showed me how to
interpret the stories of place.
The unstoppable Anne Steffney who
continues the good fight to get things
done - despite resource scarcity, and
plenty of flak.
Caroline Sohie, who brought a smart,
sociable, city centre to life through
architectural renderings.

Ronel van der Merwe, who championed
the cause of a diamond town in the Namib
Desert, with all the amazing people of
Oranjemund. Your collective spirit makes
you a true diamond in the desert.
Retha van der Schyf, who continues the
Oranjemund journey, building structure,
resilience, and capacity, facilitating
investment decisions.
Conrad Dempsey, who provided the
investment banker’s blueprint for sound
investment in places.
William Elliott from Elliot Lake and Juan
Alayo of Bilbao, who are happy to share
their successful regeneration lessons.
Jocelyn, Nicola and Marshall, who
introduced me to a living example of
Transition Towns.
Brad Bing, Lynn Adler Brown and the
Noordhoek community, who supported
me to serve where I lived.

Daniel Freedman, who explored
the mechanisms for town and city
regeneration, and for opening my eyes to
Durban.
Robert, Cara, Brian, and the Harie
family for helping me find my Durban
and North Coast bearings.
Danielle Ehrlich and Tracy Brownlee
from freedthinkers, who bring design
thinking and activation, culture
alignment and growth, to these often
messy processes.
Orenna Krut who generously edited this
e-book.
Jade Freedman, who as ever makes my
words look good.
And Prue, who inspires me in more ways
than she knows.

Bobby, Chantelle and David who
have made magic where land and
oceans meet.
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For 25 years, Mike Freedman has helped cities,
towns and precincts define and develop their
future. From the first visioning of a city in
the newly democratic South Africa, to a path
leading to prosperity for a town in the world’s
oldest desert.
Mike is the founder of freedthinkers, a
partnership that discovers what is and why,
facilitates what can be and designs how to get
there - for brands and places.
connect@freedthinkers.com
Other e-books written by Mike include ‘Finding
Why’ and ‘Our North Star. They focus on the
power of purpose in an enterprise and are free to
download on freedthinkers website.

www.freedthinkers.com
CHANGING PLACES

70

