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ELASTIC INFRASTRUCTURE: PHIL
 ASTLEY (PECHA KUCHA)

Elastic-Infrastructure is a new approach that considers infrastructure as a set of negotiations and connections between
 different parties in the city, as a type of infrastructure. This is different from the conventional top-down approach which

 usually implements infrastructure as an isolated entity
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This is an intermediary realm that is composed of activities such as recycling, trolleypushers, waste re-use, scrap
 metal industries, and other activities (including informal), that work together through connections and dialogues which

 constitute an infrastructure that then becomes a buffer or a ‘shock-absorber’ to conventional infrastructure

This then introduces the idea of inclusivity, where everyone has a role to play therein, from the CEO of a tyre
 company, to the man on the street crafting shoes out of rubber.

Given the complexity of my site of intervention, there are a lot of key factors that govern my design decisions, the
 major ones being production, informal practice, development, and negotiations.
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For instance the topic of housing relates to the recent interest in development in the region – given the influx of the
 middle-income bracket moving closer to the city. Abandonned warehouses are thus being developed into apartments
 in the midst of a semi-industrial context. So in response to this, a possible strategy would be to create social facilities

 to sustain the presence of the people who will be living there.

While it is less likely to change as it has its roots in culture, it could be forced to adapt if the industries and businesses
 that sustain it change their operations, in terms of materials for instance. Also the new development in the region

 could also generate a greater support for these practices.

“Margaret” is a hypothetical user of my intervention. Her schedule is quite straight-forward in her own estimation, but
 there are a number of other actors having a dialogue with her daily actions. She is a part of a bigger picture and
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 contributing to the city in a greater way than she could imagine.

In the same way, I investigated what other activities could be “elasticized” in like manner – how certain activities could
 facilitate dialogues between large institutions and sole informal workers, in this way validating their presence as

 opposed to driving them out.

I looked at splitting my site into different zones, food production, hair reuse, tyre reuse, and off-cut fabric reuse – the
 adjacent buildings relating to those respective activities.
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This is an artistic representation of what part of my intervention would look like in 5 years from the time of its
 conception. The key cores along the pillars have remained the same along with the service lanes and bollards which
 represent a certain level of decision-making. However the more fluid spaces have been reinterpreted by the people to

 suit their own changing needs which represents another level of decision-making.

To be continued…
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NAIROBI KENYA: REFLECTIONS

The Kibera Railway housing project in association with Muungano will see about 10000 families living along the
 railway reserve in Nairobi being relocated to a new housing scheme from September 2015 in an effort to find an

 alternative to forced evictions which had already begun from as early as 2004. Thus one could say that the current
 housing project is in response to what was deemed to be the problem, that is of people living and conducting their
 activities in close proximity to the railway line. In an attempt to explore the intangible (which in this case would be
 seeing beyond the problem that informed the current solution), we as a group simply altered our perspective by

 looking at the problem as a solution, whose principles we used as a lens to identify the gaps in the existing
 intervention.

SKETCH REFLECTION
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DAY OF DEPARTURE
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When the day had finally arrived for Unit 2’s much anticipated departure for
 Kenya, I cannot really say that I shared the same excitement that the other
 students had (infact I felt that even my friends and family were more excited for
 me than I was). I ascribe this to the fact that prior to this trip, I had not really
 ventured beyond the borders of what has been my home country for the last 28
 years of my existence. This piece of land, along with its ways, customs, culture
 and values is all I had ever been exposed to and experienced – it was hard for
 me to even comprehend anything different. Sure technology has brought the
 world closer to us than ever before with things like television and internet,
 however these can never substitute physical presence. A lesson I learned once
 again through the course of our trip. So this lack of excitement, fueled by a
 sense of not knowing what to expect, turned out to be the best way to
 experience the unfamiliar – as it is without any preconceived expectations
 which are based on a prior knowledge or assumption. So through this approach
 I feel I was able to learn and take in more, as I was the equivalent of a blank
 page – so to speak.

ARRIVAL
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When we arrived at Nairobi, I was a bit surprised at just how undifferent it felt
 from what I was used to. It seemed like just another city in South Africa, to the
 extent that there were times I would even make a reference to a place in
 Johannesburg – only to be embarrassingly reminded by a colleague that we
 were not in South Africa anymore. Perhaps the major elements that
 distinguished Kenya from Johannesburg were the cars (which were not as
 flashy as their South African counterparts), the uncohesive
 design of architecture (which frustrated me as I could not pinpoint the identity of
 the city), the abundance of vegetation in the city, coupled with plenteous public
 space and of course, Swahili speaking people. The climate even reminded me
 of the coastal regions back home in Durban so I felt right at home.

OBSERVATIONS

Despite the afore-mentioned similarities, being in a totally different environment
 from that which one is used to, it is inevitable that one will notice numerous
 differences, even to the little details. So in the interests of sharing what I
 observed in this reflection without having to write a document of great length, I
 resorted to using some alot of sketches that I drew up on-site, so as to
 elucidate not just what I learnt, but also to provide an idea of the complexity of
 the subject matter that emerged from our trip.

INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS
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The one thing that stuck with me from the trip was our experience at the
 informal settlements. This is actually the only aspect of the trip that I relate to
 people who ask me about my adventures in Kenya – the advanced level of skill
 in the informal sector. Up to that point, I had never seen double storey informal
 buildings with cantilevers and balconies – furthermore, in these settlements,
 nearly every ‘shack’ had some sort of business being facilitated from therein. In
 other words the people here really depended on their skills as a means to
 livelihood, which then resulted in community-orientated settlements that
 function more as self-sustaining villages as opposed to a typical South African
 informal settlement which is less so. At that point I wondered if there was some
 sort of institution that provided people with these skills in the form of a school
 perhaps. I remember having a chat with Ngkwato about it, and we had a long
 discussion about how in this region, the government actually provides free skills
 training for people, after which he does nothing else for them. Hence because
 of the need to fend for themselves, people automatically take initiative
 by putting into practice the skills that they have acquired so as to make a living
 – of which self-sustaining communities are a by-product. On the other hand one
 has South Africa, where the government seeks and promises to do more for the
 people, which perhaps results in an attitude of entitlement and complacency
 where people are waiting for the government to do something for them. This
 could also be the reason why when immigrants arrive in South Africa they thrive
 and prosper as they are used to worse governmental conditions. Based on this
 then, the issue of designing housing for people in Kenya becomes a very
 precarious task as one is not just designing shelter now, but also
 accommodating a culture. This was one of the questions I asked as we where
 taken on a tour around a new housing development that was meant to house
 residents from the settlement – “The people here have a culture of working with
 their hands from their homes onto the street as a means for livelihood. Do
 these housing developments cater for that culture as well?” I think this was the
 biggest lesson for me in that whole experience.
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THE BEST PART

I think the best part of the trip for me was getting to know my fellow colleagues
 on a personal level. I feel when we are in class, a part of our person is
 compromised; the reason for which I cannot yet pinpoint. This should not be
 because one’s work should be who they are, and not a separate thing,
 nevertheless I had a really great time learning my class mates and found out
 that some of them are really interesting people. For the project we had to do, I
 was in a group with Manuel and Clara, and even though it was out of our
 comfort zone (I prefer working alone in the comfort of my own room), we
 thoroughly enjoyed the experience as well as learnt a lot from each other in the
 process. I believe that the relationships that were forged out of this trip will
 continue to bear fruit for perhaps years to come.

 Bookmark the permalink.
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ELASTIC INFRASTRUCTURE:
 THESIS

I began by highlighting my own understanding of infrastructure, and then
 overlapping it with other scholarly views. These overlaps became the
 foundational themes for the trajectory of my thesis.

I then wrote a story book (an allegorical critique), from which emerged themes
 which later aided my site choice. The main finding that came out of this
 exercise was the concept of an intermediary realm of infrastructure that allows
 for people involvement. I initially termed it as Shock-Infrastructure, as the
 concept finds its expression in a car shock absorber, which mediates between
 a rigid car chassis and an unpredictable road surface.

July 9, 2015 — Leave a comment
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The main themes that informed my site selection process, were ‘journey,
 inbetween, and inclusivity.’ I then went on three different journeys, looking for
 the site that best conformed thereto. Eventually, the City and Surburban region
 at the edge of Jeppestown conformed the most, and this became my chosen
 site. Within that site, the Joe Slovo Highway, which officially divides the city and
 Jeppestown, became my chosen piece of infrastructure to engage with, along
 with two abandoned buildings on either side of it.

According to Johannesburg Maps, the biggest issue with my site (semi-
industrially zoned), is dilapidating warehouse buildings. Perhaps this could have
 something to do with the fact that there are no existing precinct plans or urban
 frameworks for this region. I believe it also has something to do with the fact
 that few of the buildings in the region serve the pedestrian, or ‘the inbetween
 man.’ Most of their facades are introverted shells, and it is difficult to tell what
 type of activity takes place therein.
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A brief overview of the project so far. The ‘Inbetween Man,’ (shall be elaborated
 further) is the one who’s activities are beyond the scope of development or
 general city planning – from the man burning tyres for scrap metal, to the
 woman from Sandton waiting for a taxi.

 

Since I am dealing with infrastructure, and infrastructure is something that
 affects many people – urban design would be a fundamental part of this project.
 The yellow represents the areas of urban intervention, while the red represents
 the areas of possible architectural intervention.
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Among others, I identified certain buildings and areas that have the potential to
 strengthen my proposal in the area.
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I then recorded a music video from which I ascertained themes that then
 informed my mapping process.

The reasons that govern people gathering within a space can be either social
 activities (as conversing, eating, or talking) or functional, (work related, trading).
 Sometimes they overlap and switch between the two even though the space
 itself remains the same. Visible buildings are those which serve the immediate
 user ie. the pedestrian.

People reappropriate certain spaces to suit their own needs. These spaces end
 up being utilized for different purposes other than those that were designated
 by the planner. This is one of the greatest informants for my intervention.
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Wasted spaces are those that are being inefficiently used and have the potential
 to be reclaimed back into the public domain. Car dominance represents the
 extent to which the car industry infringes over public space.

The ubiquitous presence of car garages is what I had explored initially in
 Jeppestown. I found that most of the garages based in the region, had service
 networks that extended beyond their immediate location.
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Based on all my ascertained findings, this page documents my strategy thus far
 being; to clearly demarcate between the car and the public realm, to connect
 the activities of the ‘inbetween man’ to the infrastructure, and to then use the
 buildings to feed to or off that system.

Black holes are those areas that are characterized by a dearth in public activity.
 This then creates a feeling of insecurity, which results in even less people
 walking along the area. Perhaps this is also facilitated by the blank facades,
 and abandoned buildings that dominate this area. Whereas the nodes of
 activity are characterized by buildings that open out onto the street.
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This page re-evaluates my vision for the neighbourhood level, the strip itself, as
 well as the buildings that I am going to intervene in. This is the open building
 principle of ‘levels.’

I identified certain lessons from the context, in terms of typologies and people
 behaviours and I documented them.
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I then implemented them into a ‘building,’ by taking those elements and
 rescaling them into components with which I built a ‘building.’ This includes,
 fences, railings, stairs, shopfronts, tables and benches and whatever else I
 found on site. I proposed a building in which all the systems that I had identified
 on site could meet and work together. However this proved to me that this site
 could not work in terms of the topic that I had chosen, ‘infrastructure.’ From
 hereon I turned my attention towards the Joe Slovo highway.
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Instead I took the typologies I had learned and used them instead for my urban
 design scheme to link the park to the Joe Slovo Highway. This I did by
 analyzing key areas on the neighbourhood level and propose how I could do
 this.
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The outcome was an urban plan on a neighbourhood level which saw me linking
 the park, to the Joe Slovo highway.

It was general design, however I zoomed into one area so I could express how I
 sought to go about this.
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I selected a region in which I wanted to intervene architecturally. I wouldn’t call it
 a site, as I am not working within presecribed boundaries, that is not the nature
 of my project. Instead it is something that will grow over time.

So to get a better understanding of my region, I took along my model to site and
 used it as a tool to collect stories from the people in the area. The model helped
 me engage with them better as most of them were fascinated about seeing
 their buildings on it.
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After which I compiled my findings into a comic book, “The Joe Slovo Tales,”
 which is also a narrative which helped me to understand who client was.

Link for full story:

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B0LZY0tmrOxZcklXNzAtc3Y1OEk/view?
usp=sharing
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From my findings I also ascertained certain characteristics which then informed
 my design response.

Furthermore, I found that façade treatment was quite a critical subject along this
 strip as most of it is in response to the Joe Slovo highway. Openings have been
 bricked up and covered in steel as people don’t really understand the space
 under the bridge. Thus it is abused by the marginalized and also becomes a
 hotspot for crime. An intervention needs to be implemented along there to
 better define that space and so people will be able to use it better.
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My design process is a behind the scenes look at the making of “The Joe Slovo
 Tales.”
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Sibusiso’s opinion of the review: “I think I can only distill my work once I figure out what my intervention really is! I can
 then know what’s important and what’s not. Right now everything is important because I don’t have an output yet. But

 I’m confident going forward, I’d rather design like this than any other way. It’s more exciting, and I can’t stand to be
 bored!”
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REFLECTIONS ON FADA JOINT
 COMMUNITY PROJECT

Fig. 1 – Sibusiso Lwandle, Final idea proposal, 2015, Johannesburg

Reflections on Fada Joint-Community Project

Sibusiso Lwandle 201237151

Group D – The Roots of Justice

Reflections on the project

Having been involved in a similar project last year (Denver), this project
 presented an opportunity to showcase what I had grasped from the failures and
 successes thereof. Personally I have found that in projects of this nature
 (community based), the most challenging aspect thereof, is the laying aside of
 the conventions of one’s education or discipline. These tend to become a
 dominant informant of our perception of a place; inevitably becoming the lens
 through which we understand, think and communicate. This then results in
 power differentials between us as designers, and the people that we are
 ‘supposedly’ designing with. This then necessitates the use of ‘research
 tools,’ through which one can creatively collect and convey information in a way
 that allows a platform for inclusive interaction – not only between different
 disciplines, but also with the layman.
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Fig. 2 – The Roots of Justice, The roots run deep research tool, 2015, Johannesburg

Fig. 3 – Mamta Mistry, Using tools as platforms for communication, 2015, Johannesburg

Furthermore, design conventions are not just limited to terms, methods of
 engagement or mapping, but ways of thinking that govern how we go about
 projects such as these. For instance, our academic system (which could
 indirectly also be one of the enforcers of these conventions) stipulates certain
 outputs, which can end up in students creating ‘containers’ or ‘check
 boxes.’ This then institutionalizes the project, paralyzing all creative possibilities
 that could have emerged from it – causing it to become ‘output-driven’ as
 opposed to ‘process-driven’ – the former never truly engaging with the
 complexities (which are to a great extent unseen) of the site. So in this project
 the idea of process-driven design as a means towards the conception of
 a successful joint community project, is once again highlighted in bold.
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Fig. 4 – Khaya Mvuma, Point of intervention informed by process, 2015, Johannesburg

Fig. 5 – Sibusiso Lwandle, Process led us to identify UJ FM as catalyst to achieving our goals, 2015, Johannesburg

Fig. 6 – Matthew Parsons, Tactical urbanism, using a mobile station to help identify points of architectural intervention,
 2015, Johannesburg

Reflections on group mentoring
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Fig. 7 – Sibusiso Lwandle, Brainstorming session, 2015, Johannesburg

Invariably putting different people, from different disciplines in one pot will
 always foster unpredictable concoctions. Thus it was with my group, as we had
 no idea what would come out of such an unusual mix – a mix which at times
 was difficult to achieve as some of the members proved quite ‘insoluble,’ as
 they struggled to adopt the group work mentality. Perhaps this was the biggest
 opposition that we encountered as a group – people having a hard time making
 the mental transition from individual to group – adopting an understanding that
 their actions (or lack thereof) are now tied to the outcome of their fellow group
 members and vice versa. Fortunately most of them finally learned that lesson
 towards the close of the project, while one or two, well – I just hope they learn
 that lesson before they get married. However, overall I was impressed with the
 group and the refreshing perspectives they brought in from different disciplines
 and life’s experiences in general. This really went a long way in producing a
 project that is rich and multifaceted.

Fig. 8 – Mamta Mistry, Group work strategy, 2015, Johannesburg
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