
HISTORIC CONTEXT

JOHANNESBURG CBD

TRANSIENT CITYTRANSIENT CTRANSIENT CI

The Randjeslaagte triangle was a 
small piece of land inviable for 
mining, situated between the 
three farms of Braamfontein, 
Doornfontein and Turffontein. 
Johannesburg CBD was founded 
here in 1886 as a temporary city, 
as it was thought the gold mines 
would run out. 

USES
1886- 
 Gold Randlord’s city
 Bank headquarters
 Stock Exchange (JSE)

1990-
 laborer's shopping town
 squatter buildings

2010-
 African gateway city

With the JSE and new CBD in the 
Northern Suburbs of Sandton, and 
new shopping malls in the South-
ern Townships of Soweto, the 
downtown Johannesburg CBD is 
left relatively inactive. Geographi-
cally, it remains central but hesi-
tates to serve as a centralized zone 
for the Northern and Southern 
demographics. 
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CITY GEOGRAPHICS

(IM)PERMANENCE
Although Johannesburg was 
planned as a transitory city, it 
grew to its current sprawling 
concrete jungle earning it the 
name of the largest city in the 
world ever to be built not on a 
body of water. 

After Johannesburg’s history of 
relocating inhabitants, and the 
recent growth of its surrounding 
suburbs as new CBDs, the city is in 
constant transition. With the main 
international airport in Johannes-
burg, the city also serves as the 
entry point for visitors. 

For Johannesburg to become 
more than just a stop-over city, 
the North and South must first 
unite  as one ecological, economi-
cal and social physicality. This will 
undoubtably aid in giving the 
historically turmoiled area some 
deserved permanence. 

Johannesburg CBD is geographi-
cally and organizationally 
equipped to bring the North and 
South together. The strength in 
the existing urban fabric needs 
strategic reinvigorating.

Newtown is currently an 
arts hub, home to many 
museums and public 
spaces. The CBD is mostly a 
retail center largely serving 
a Black community. To the 
Northwest,  Braamfontein is 
home to renowned Wits 
University.

CBD’s activation has been successful with projects bringing art downtown, but the area needs more 
formal programmatic incisions to spur informal development and create permanence. 
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Newtown is currently an 
arts hub, home to many 
museums and public 
spaces. The CBD is mostly a 
retail center largely serving 
a Black community. To the 
Northwest,  Braamfontein is 
home to renowned Wits 
University.
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WATERSHED LINE

TO INDIAN OCEAN

TO ATLANTIC OCEAN

HILLBROW/LINKSFIELD/ROODEPOORT RIDGE

NORTHERN SUBURBS/
SANDTON CBD

JOHANNESBURG CBD

SOUTHERN SUBURBS/
SOWETO TOWNSHIP

WATERSHED STUDY:

MINE
DUMPS

CBD STUDY:

Newtown
redevelopment

2010 FIFA
World Cup

bring art 
to the streets

sports 
in the city

world class
gallery exhibits

BUT...
poverty &
squatters
remain

Arts on
Main

COLLECTIVE SPACE

restaurant
picnic
recreation

jogging
boating
dog-walking

CASE STUDY: ZOO LAKE
Built in 1908, Zoo Lake is a large park 
around a man made lake in the otherwise 
dehydrated suburbs of Parkview and 
Saxonwold. The founder, Hermann 
Eckstein gave the land as a gift to the city 
of Johannesburg on the condition that the 
area remained open to people of all races. 
Today, the park serves 20,000 people per 
week. The users are extremely diversified 
in race and class, and commingle with 
ease.

FUTURE PLAN: ORLANDO DAM
The historic Orlando Power Station, Cooling 
Towers and adjacent Dam are contradictorily 
located in the township of Soweto, which didn’t 
receive power until five years ago. This area has 
been out of use and has recently been devel-
oped into an entertainment center for the 
South. The plan is to create housing, retail and 
outdoor events stage along the dam. This area 
will also be home to the first University of Johan-
nesburg campus in Soweto and is also to receive 
a new rail line. 

NORTHERN SUBURBS RISE OF THE SOUTHERN SUBURBS

USES: lakeside flats
shopping mall
conference center
railway station

bungee jump
events center
museum
University

PROGRAM:

JOHANNESBURG CBD
PROPOSAL: 

INTRODUCE 
WATER

ORLANDO DAM ZOO LAKE CBD

whites blacks homeless

railway station
multi-use housing
shopping mall
restaurants
recreation
museums
events center
University

EXISTING
PROGRAM
& USES:

picnic
jogging
boating

NEEDED
PROGRAM
& USES:

The World Cup in South Africa was critical in determining Johannesburg’s status as their claimed ‘World Class City.’ The 
country’s presentation proved well but the city is still battling with major socio-economic divisions. In order to be truly embraced as the 
African gateway city, Johannesburg must move away from its past of formal separation and instead, the urban space must begin to encourage 
freedom of choice for all communities. 

Having been initially planned as an ephemeral city, Johannesburg grew to now serve an extremely large and diverse demographic. This 
transition has left the downtown unresolved and also as the geographic divide between the wealthy Northern suburbs and the growing 
Southern townships. The Johannesburg CBD is a vital area to help bridge these two counterparts. It is geographically and organizationally 
equipped to bring the North and South together. The existing strong urban fabric needs strategic programmatic incisions to reinvigorate the 
area.  

In Johannesburg, (the world’s largest city not situated on a natural body of water,) introducing a body of water to an area is critical in creating 
resolved, harmonious, and actively used public spaces. Using water’s catalytic potential, this project aims to create a series of ponds in 
Johannesburg CBD as informal development to create collective space to serve all communities. The intent is also to give a sense of 
permanence to the otherwise dissonant area. The pools are used as an argument to the traditional inward facing and exclusive building 
developments in Johannesburg. The bodies of water help to project outwards to address the external and become inviting. 

The proposed plan is for a surgical micro-response, strategically located at the opportunistic convergence of the rail lines. The World Cup 
helped to bring rapid transit to Johannesburg. With the new Gautrain and Reya Vaya bus lines, more people will be using public transportation 
and the sprawling city must grasp their advancement to become less dependent on motorways. A section of the CBD is a disjointed 
transportation hub around existing Park Station. Metro Mall, a major taxi rank, and the new Gautrain station surround the railways. The 
intervention hopes to create a new interest point and therefore spur development of new pathways between the transport centers. The idea 
is that as always in Africa, active pathways will give rise to new sidewalk economies. 

To create a water filled area for central Johannesburg is to bring what has been missing from the city since its conception in 1886. To bring a 
fixture of water into the city is to keep the movement and resilience bred in the initially transient Jo’burg but to also add permanence in the 
downtown CBD. As Zoo lake serves the Northern suburbs and Orlando dam will soon be for Soweto, Urban Watering will centrally create a 
united ecological, economical and social physicality.

URBAN WATERING
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URBAN PONDS

Enforced development is characteristi-
cally inward facing and exclusive. A 
series of ponds will help to move away 
from enforcement and to instead 
harbour choice. These ponds are inher-
ently outward facing as they address 
their surroundings to create usable 
outdoor space that is shared by all.

small pools of water along the edges of the rail lines. 
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This strategy for transformation begins with 
micro-responses at one end of the site. 

FUTURE PROJECTIONS
2015

2010

2020

2025

PATHWAYS
WITH INFORMAL MARKETS

ADDITIONAL PONDS 
TO EAST

NEW RETAIL CORRIDORS
& POINTS OF INTEREST
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EXTRINSIC GROWTH
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The ponds come from a response to the 
observed lack of programmed yet informal 
development in the CBD and surrounding 
downtown. To establish a newly transformed 
Johannesburg, the generative informality of 
traditional African culture must be embraced. 
This plan diminishes boundaries in order to 
rid the area of socioeconomic separation. The 
water also helps to address the external 
instead of the traditional Anglo-cultured 
development, which tend to be inward facing 
enclosures.   This plan promotes social activity 
relevant to all communities. 
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NORTH & SOUTH MEETING POINT
CONNECT WEALTHY NORTHERN SUBURBS &
MIDDLE/LOWER CLASS SOUTHERN TOWNSHIPS

BRAAMFONTEIN
WITWATERSRAND UNIVERSITY
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The interstitial zone between Braamfontein, Newtown, Joubert Park and Johannesburg CBD is 
unique in how it serves both the North and South as a transportation hub. The new Gautrain 
will bring visitors in from O.T. International Airport and affluent citizens from Sandton. Metro 
Mall houses thousands of mini-buses serving the poorer communities. The Park Station 
railway lines are undoubtably the dividing convergence of the two. 

Activate Park Station area to 
bridge the economic gap of the 
North and South, creating a usable 
space for all communities. 
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