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review and reasoning_

Introduction to the site 
through conceptual 
frameworks

The Apies River was one of the main reasons for the 
founding of Pretoria.  The river historically formed the 
edge between the city and the adjoining farmlands that 
later became the suburbs of Sunnyside and Arcadia (Bols-
man, 2001, p. 170). This natural boundary has been en-
hanced by the addition of Nelson Mandela Drive as main 
connectivity spine from Fountains Valley to the city cen-
tre.  The combination of a main connectivity spine and 

the river channel fragments the city.  Urban planning and 
open space planning schemes have tried to address this 
gap in the urban fabric.

A number of planning initiatives have addressed Nel-
son Mandela Drive and the Apies River.  Figure 1 over-
lays these initiatives.  These include among other: (Loots, 
2007, pp. 10-11) 

• Apies River Urban Design framework - 1999
• Tshwane Inner City Development Framework  -  2004
•  Tshwane Crossing (Kopanong) – 2005
• Mandela Development Corridor – 2005
• Tshwane Inner City Local Open Space Plan (LOSP) – 
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The 1999 Apies River Urban Design Framework by Holm 
Jordaan provides a vision where “…the river [represents] 
a beautiful natural and cultural asset, bringing and breath-
ing life, human joy and prosperity, which is accessible to 
all.” (Holm Jordaan Group, 2001)

In 2009, in an urban design exploration,  a group of 
Architecture students from the University of Pretoria,  
with whom the author collaborated, identified the Apies 
River as a vibrant linear spine for a public open space net-
work in the future.   This spine of public open space will 
include numerous soft green spaces, public squares along 
with passive and active recreation.  The framework ap-
proaches the development of Nelson Mandela Drive as 
a series of nodes or ‘buttons’ that focuses on east-west 
integration, to figuratively button the rip in the urban fab-
ric.  Figure 2 diagrammatically illustrates cultural and in-
stitutional nodes along with active and passive recreation 
nodes. Selected projects in the nodes, of which this thesis 
project is part of, will be catalysts for future development 
along Nelson Mandela Drive.

The Apies River channel must be made safe and must 
provide the user of the city with a visual and emotional 
link with water and nature.  The natural and cultural his-
tory surrounding the river must be celebrated through 
interventions that commemorate its history and educate 
the city user on the significance of the Apies River.  Figure 2. Nelson Mandela student urban design framework
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Figure 1. Overlay of municipal frameworks
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Site selection
The proposed site on Nelson Mandela Drive provides the 
following attributes:

• Relevant Business and Public Open Space zoning
• Identification of the site as a future local park by   

the Tshwane Inner City LOSP (Loots, 2007, p. 77)
• The channel that bisects the Apies River
• The site has brown field status

The site lies within the passive recreation node that has 
been identified in the Nelson Mandela Student Urban 
Design Framework (figure 2).

Contextual overview
The site forms an important east-west pedestrian link in 
movement along open spaces in the city.   It fills the gap 
between Lillian Ngoyi Square and the gardens of the Un-
ion Buildings as illustrated in Figure 3.

In the chosen study area (figure 4), the site lies central 
to educational, medical, commercial, cultural and institu-
tional areas.  

Figure 3. Site as link in urban 
pedestrian movement not to scale
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Primary and secondary users for the Urban Water Cen-
tre were identified.

Primary users:
• Students from two Tshwane University of  Technology 

campuses and the Tshwane North College
• School children from Primary and Secondary  schools 

in the immediate vicinity
• School children from the region for educational pur-

poses (periodically)
• Researchers working at the Urban Water Centre 
• Local residents that will utilize the site as a neigh-

bourhood park    
  

Secondary users
• Purpose bound pedestrians 
• Business people on lunch
• Tourists and visitors from nearby facilities (proposed 

functions from M.Arch Prof students)
• Users of on site retail facilities

Design brief  
The brief calls for the design of a public open space along 
Nelson Mandela Drive that connects the city users with 
the Apies River.  The connection must be established 
through celebrating the river and water in the urban con-
text and through experiences and learning opportuni-
ties.  The role of water in green design and sustainability 
must be obvious.  The project must include amenities for 
school children, students, pedestrians, business people 
and tourists that visit Nelson Mandela Drive as a cultural 
destination. 

Figure 4. The site in context of 
urban activities

Design objectives
Design objectives will address the following citywide and 
Site specific issues:
Citywide

• Implement the vision of the Nelson Mandela Student 
Urban Design Framework (group work of the author 
2009)  for the Apies River with this project  as a cata-
lyst

Site specific
• Design a vibrant public open space that entices use 

throughout the day
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• Enhance and protect the openness of the site
• Apies River

 ▫ Establish a metaphysical connection between 
people and the Apies River

 ▫ Retrofit the Apies River to improve safety
 ▫ Utilize the base flow of the river and improve the 
quality of the water so it can be used for interac-
tion and ecological experiences

• Expose the ecological, historical and cultural memory 
of the site by relating to what was on site, how it has 
changed and how it could be in the future

• Ecology
 ▫ Utilizes the introduced system components to 
create diverse ecosystem components

A possible program
The project proposes an Urban Water Centre that

• Expresses and celebrates the natural and culture 
significance of water

• Shows the importance of rivers in nature and in the 
city

• Educates children and adults on water conserva-
tion, water management and water quality  in urban 
environments

• Expresses the importance of water in sustainable re-
source management and open space design through 
making the on site water systems visible

The following program arises
• An information centre
• Educational facilities, including a multi- functional 

outdoor classroom
• The inclusion of visible on site water treatment 

through
 ▫ Functional constructed wetlands 
 ▫ Rainwater harvesting, storing and cleaning
 ▫ Storm water attenuation, use and infiltration  

• Public park that:
 ▫ provides spaces for students to rest, read and 
socialize  

 ▫ has  safe and accessible play areas and facilities 
for kids that focus on encounters with water  

 ▫ provides for the needs of pedestrians, nearby 
residents and visitors

 ▫ establishes a metaphysical connection between 
the city dweller and the river

 ▫ Celebrates the Apies river and its history
 ▫ Provides opportunity for meaningful contact with 
water

 ▫ Celebrates the different qualities and emotions 
associated with water 

 ▫ is safe with adequate security and lighting at 
night

• An urban plaza bordered by retail facilities
• A  pavilion with tuck shop for students, school chil-

dren and visitors
• Restaurants that take advantage of the location
• Offices for a government water quality / conserva-

tion / research facility

Table 1 represents the project components along with 
their scale and area of expertise.  Guidelines and mass-
ing for the Architectural and Interior Architectural compo-
nents will be addressed.
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Table 1 - Project components
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Client
This project is an integration of users and functions, and 
the clients must reflect this multifaceted approach.  The 
traditional view of clients needs to change to a system of 
patrons that aim to uncover the potential of the city.  

Possible patrons:
• CTMM parks division
• Department of Water and Forrestry (DWAF):

 ▫ Directorate of Water Conservation, Catchment  
Management and Water Quality Management

 ▫ Directorate of Water Utilization
 ▫ Directorate of Working for Water

• Water Research Council
• Private companies that works towards the conser-

vation of water and the promotion of appropriate 
green technologies 

• Schools in the area that will use the park as play-
grounds (Interviews with headmasters)

• Developers of Retail amenities

Assumptions
• The Nelson Mandela Student Framework is to be 

implemented
• The proposed Master Plan  will be implemented
• All Erfs and Erf portions that are considered will be 

available to be purchased at market related prices by 
willing sellers

• Interventions along the Apies River will be approved 
by council along with water use licenses where ap-
plicable

• Architecture on the site will be assumed to achieve a 
Green Star SA rating

Study delimitations
• The author acknowledges that he is not an architect 

and will only provide concepts and guidelines for 
building footprint, height and use

• The author acknowledges that he is not a special-
ist in terrestrial or aquatic ecology and will only aim 
to implement general ecologically sound principles 
in order to inform his decisions in a systemic design 
approach

• The author acknowledges that he is not a civil 
engineer and will calculate basic flood and runoff 
volumes

Methodology
The study will be based on quantitative and qualitative 
research.  The type of study requires sound and critical 
technical evaluation along with a subjective approach to 
human needs.

Table 2 sets out the research methodology.
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Table 2 - Research methodology 
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