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Qunu - Reflection of Humanity: A Pre-Feasibility Study 
 
Eastern Cape: Department of Human Settlements

2011 - 2013
-
Qunu, Eastern Cape 

In response to a proposal call put out by the Department of Human Settlement 
of the Eastern Cape in 2011, an integrated team of professionals developed 
a vision for the Qunu district that could demonstrate the values and legacy of 
the global icon, Nelson Mandela. The main task was to give physical form to a 
vision which talked to the need to make a space / place where the world could 
reflect on humanity and what it means to act with humanity, and to propose 
how this may physically unfold over time.

Qunu, being home to the late icon presented major opportunities to 
demonstrate the value in learning from the past and furthermore the value of 
looking after the natural systems as a means to ensuring sustainability into the 
future. A number of sites significant to Mandela’s life story are scattered across 
the study area, including the primary school and the church he attended, the 
slopes he played on as a child and the old family graveyard. Other than these 
hidden sites there is little to distinguish the place the world icon grew up in, 
to any other in the district. The rural villages are home to a large number of 
unemployed people who struggle to make a living from the earth from where 
they once drew their wealth.
 

In response to the needs a framework was drawn up that located a number 
of developments, key infrastructural interventions and programmes in space 
across the landscape. A pedestrian route running the length of the study area 
was proposed.  This Activity Spine onto which a number of developments 
could clip, provides increased levels of accessibility and legibility within an 
increasingly fragmented landscape. The principles of Peace, Freedom, Home 
and Ubuntu guided the concept and identification of proposals. 

The developments proposed include the following:  
• Global Centre for Negotiation and Reconciliation
• International Institute for Humanities 
• Nelson Mandela Leadership College
• World Environmental Forum
• Arts Centre
• Agricultural Training centre
• Tourism Gateway
To support these developments and reinforce the existing urban settlements, 
a number of residential components were proposed. These include a hotel, 
communal living options and homestays. The homestays scattered across the 
landscape ensure local entrepreneurs benefit directly from the presence of 
visitors in the area. New and upgraded sports facilities and Public Transport 
hubs were also seen as essential components of the vision.
The main challenge was to ensure firstly, that the large development 
components did not compromise on the quality and integrity of the culturally 
rich rural landscape and secondly, that the development could address some 
of the major issues such as unemployment, a lack of marketable skills amongst 
the employable sector of the population, a lack of support and opportunities for 
the youth and the increasing degradation of the natural landscape as a visual 
and cultural asset and productive resource. 

Proposals

Concept Plan: Identification of Precincts

Precinct Plans

Innovation - programs that offer opportunities to sustain 
communities’ livelihoods

Inclusivity - edges that invite occupation and encourage social 
interaction

Respect for the local building tradition - use of local materials 
and technologies

Respect for the landscape - buildings that respond sensitively 
to slope and vistas

Respect for the biophysical environment - use of passive 
heating and cooling strategies, renewable energy and local 

materials 

Respect for the local culture and social practises - creation of 
spaces for coming together

The Project Challenge

Principles & Approach


