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Abstract
The purpose of this article is to examine the urban visions articulated in two large 
projects in Johannesburg. Using the Corridors of Freedom project, led by the 
Johannesburg metropolitan municipality, and Modderfontein, initiated by a Shanghai-
based developer, we show that the intention of large projects varies significantly 
despite often similar rhetoric. We show also that the actors and interests involved 
are more diverse than may initially appear, and that the outcomes are less certain 
than the confident public pronouncements suggest. Each project promises to make 
a distinct and positive impact on the morphology of the city, with the Corridors of 
Freedom project attempting to densify and diversify urban use along transit corridors 
through a long-term process of encouraging transformation within existing areas of 
the city. Modderfontein, by contrast, is intended as one of the largest privately-led 
residential, commercial and industrial developments in South Africa and would occur 
on previously undeveloped land. Both projects speak languages of sustainability and 
of inclusion, although neither is likely to address the housing needs of the poorest 
populations in Gauteng Province. The article underscores the sometimes arbitrary 
uptake of these projects into policy frameworks at different levels of government. 
With the Gauteng provincial government having defined megaprojects in terms 
of new cities, it enthusiastically endorsed Modderfontein, and left Corridors of 
Freedom somewhat outside of its initial frame of interest.  
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Introduction 
Since 2014, a new language has defined the housing sector in South 
Africa. Following an announcement by the national minister of Human 
Settlements, public housing is now to be delivered in the form of 
megaprojects, also referred to as catalytic projects and – in the province 
of Gauteng – as new cities. The driving objectives of this policy are to 
ramp up the quantity of housing being produced for the poor, working 
class and lower middle class, to produce integrated human settlements 
as intended in the 2004 Breaking New Ground document (South Africa, 
Department of Housing 2004); and to use these large urban investments 
as catalysts for development, particularly for deprived peripheral parts 
of the city-region.

While the Department of Human Settlements has positioned itself very 
firmly as a champion of megaprojects, it is not alone in favouring large 
urban developments. This article considers two large projects in the city 
of Johannesburg. The first is the Corridors of Freedom project which was 
conceived and championed initially by the African National Congress-led 
municipal government of Johannesburg and is based on the installation of 
a bus rapid transit system and the intensification of land use along these 
transit corridors.1 The second is Modderfontein, a private development in 
the north-east of Johannesburg which intends to construct around 55,000 
residential units and 1.5 million square meters of office space. In contrast 
with the Departments of Human Settlements’ focus on deprived peripheral 
areas, the Corridors of Freedom and Modderfontein projects are both 
more centrally located (see Figure 1). The Corridors of Freedom project 
is embedded in the existing urban fabric and Modderfontein constitutes 
urban infill between Sandton, a major existing economic node, and the 
OR Tambo International Airport. 



113

Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom and Modderfontein 

Figure 1: Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom and Modderfontein. Map 
drawn by Christian Hamann (GCRO). 
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The policy, announced in 2014, of delivering human settlements in the 
form of megaprojects is considered in more detail in other articles of the 
special issue, Transformation 95. The purpose of this article is to consider 
large projects conceived outside of this policy moment in order to recognise 
the plurality of large scale urban developments. Specifically, we show 
that the Corridors of Freedom and Modderfontein projects reflect two 
predominant tendencies of urban development in the city. The Corridors 
of Freedom project follows the tenet of urban compaction in response to 
what the city authorities consider to be unsustainable urban sprawl. It is 
a reworking and intensification of what exists. Importantly, it is a project 
initiated by city government, although its success depends to a large 
extent on the response of private developers. Modderfontein, by contrast, 
entails the construction of a major new urban node on undeveloped land. 
In this case the project is the initiative of private developers although 
its success requires the support of City government, the authority which 
provides planning approvals and is responsible for connections to bulk 
infrastructure and ongoing maintenance of the infrastructure. In both 
projects the interests and roles of public and private players interface 
with one another, resulting in both synergies and tensions. 

The Corridors of Freedom and the Modderfontein projects alike are 
framed through progressive discourses of sustainability, liveability, 
accessibility and inclusion, with a common emphasis on high-density, 
mixed-use, transit-oriented development. Both offer an apparent alternative 
to the new town vision presented by Gauteng provincial government (see 
Ballard and Rubin 2017, this issue). Modderfontein’s developers have 
been agile and strategic in the ways they have rhetorically assimilated the 
ideals of the Corridors of Freedom project in an effort to get their plans 
approved. However, despite the apparent conflation of objectives, the 
intentions of both projects, and the interests they represent, are different. 
Moreover, these discourses may mean very different things in practice. 
So, for example, despite the rhetoric of inclusion, the Modderfontein 
project is clearly intended for a residential population well above the 
city’s median income, and the developers have robustly contested the 
City’s requirements for more extensive affordable housing to be included 
in the project. Even the Corridors of Freedom initiative may not meet 
the needs of the poorest segments of the population.

Megaprojects are often launched with confidence and daring but 
these are generally long-term interventions, often covering decades, 
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with many opportunities for reversal, slippage or even comprehensive 
failure. The Corridors of Freedom project was initiated as a mayoral 
flagship, while Modderfontein was launched with great media fanfare 
by the developer together with the premier of Gauteng. Both projects 
however are at junctures which are likely to result in adjustments to 
their visions and directions. The original champions in each case are no 
longer the project ‘owners’, with the African National Congress (ANC) 
having lost Johannesburg in the 2016 local government elections, and 
with the ownership of Modderfontein changing hands several times in the 
face of difficulties in securing planning permission. While our primary 
concern here is centred on the founding vision and logic behind each 
project rather than the ensuing institutional fluidity, this uncertainty is 
itself instructive about the nature of large-scale urban developments. As 
the projects have unfolded, they have become sites of contestation where 
complex power dynamics are playing out and where contradictions have 
surfaced, not only between the stated intentions of the projects and the 
actual interests of the players but also between stated objectives and 
possible outcomes.

Even in the restricted context of Johannesburg there are quite different 
iterations of large-scale projects, with differences obscured within the 
broad catch-all category of ‘megaprojects’ and by attempts from developers 
to achieve ‘planning legitimacy’ by using the currently acceptable policy 
and planning discourse (Dewey and Davis 2013: 535). The Johannesburg 
stories contribute to an emergent literature on megaprojects that has to 
date focused on contexts within Western Europe, North America and East 
Asia, although there is interesting recent work on Durban (Sutherland et 
al 2015, Robbins et al 2015). Both case studies reinforce the directions 
taken in a literature which has moved beyond simplistic characterisations 
of public and private interests, adding, for example, perspectives on the 
diversity of megaprojects, their evolution over time, and their connections 
to different visions of the urban future.

 
A global perspective on megaprojects
Salet et al (2013: 1984) characterise megaprojects in terms of ‘extreme 
complexity and uncertainty’. Far more so than ‘ordinary-scale projects’, 
megaprojects are disruptive, technically demanding, costly, risky, 
controversial, and temporally dynamic (Altshuler and Luberoff 2003, 
Salet et al 2013). However, beyond these shared characteristics there is 
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considerable diversity requiring us to pay attention to the particularities 
of megaprojects. We should, for example, consider the actual nature of 
projects together with the political, institutional, regulatory and spatial 
contexts in which they are embedded; the actors engaged in these projects 
and the relationships between them and the visions, intention and interests 
reflected in the projects. We should also consider the ways in which actors 
frame projects to sustain and secure social legitimacy, political support 
and planning approvals, the temporal shifts in the different dimensions 
of the projects and the ways in which projects actually unfold.

In much of the academic literature megaprojects refer to large 
infrastructural developments such as highways, airports, public transit 
systems, convention centres and sports arenas. While these single-
infrastructure focused projects are playing a key shaping role in the 
development of cities, in this paper we explore a different sort of 
megaproject that involves an extension of the residential and business 
fabric of the city. These projects require a complex mix of infrastructures, 
housing, commercial enterprise, and other uses, and are referred to in 
the literature as Urban Integrated Megaprojects or UIMs (ie Shatkin 
2011). Many UIMs are located on the edge of cities where greenfield 
conditions allow developers to bypass the complexities of the existing 
city (Douglass and Huang 2007, Choplin and Franck 2010, Shatkin 2011, 
Murray 2015) notwithstanding their association in the literature with the 
‘risks of insulation and monofunctionality’ (Salet 2008:2344). Some city 
governments – including Johannesburg as we will outline below – have 
initiated large-scale projects aimed at the intensification or redevelopment 
of the existing urban fabric (see also Orueta and Fainstein 2009).

The recent writing on megaprojects does pay careful attention to 
embeddedness of projects in local contexts through either detailed 
investigation of single cases (ie van der Westhuizen 2007, Majoor 2011, 
Vento 2017) or comparative studies (ie Douglass and Huang 2007, Salet 
2008, Majoor 2009, Doucet 2013). There is also a strong focus on actors and 
actor networks with attention to both private and public players, avoiding 
an earlier tendency to conflate megaprojects only with neoliberalism 
and market interests (Gualini and Majoor 2007, Majoor 2011, Shatkin 
2011, Doucet 2013). Majoor argues for a ‘pluralist perspective’ which 
accepts ‘that large-scale development projects are complex, political, 
financial, and spatial undertakings in which a multitude of players are 
involved’ (2011:144). 
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The literature points to diverse roles and relationships. In some cases, 
for example, the state itself is the project initiator but in other cases 
the state mobilises funding in support of private projects, or plays a 
more facilitating role in granting approvals, speeding up bureaucratic 
processes, or exempting flagship projects from regulatory requirements 
(Doucet 2013). The relationship between public and private interests is 
often blurred or highly complex. Gualini and Majoor (2007) point, for 
example, to the paradox in which publicly-led projects are also often 
framed within the rhetoric of market-oriented competition and are 
vulnerable to market shifts. 

Just as actors are diverse, so are the visions and interests inherent 
within a megaproject. In the process of conceptualising and planning a 
project, overlapping interests are commonly identified which may, for 
example, include the synergised ambition of a city administration to be 
recognised on the global stage and the profit expectations of large private 
developers. However, in the long and complex process of delivering a 
megaproject, this variance frequently resurfaces, requiring processes 
of negotiation and realignment. If megaprojects do provide a pivot 
around which coalitions of actors are forged, they are also a common 
battleground. Altshuler and Luberoff (2003), for example, explore the 
political manoeuvring that invariably surrounds these projects. They write 
that ‘because the stakes are high, the struggles over project authorization, 
planning and implementation often draw in powerful actors whose 
activities are normally camouflaged…’ (2003:4). Mike Douglass sees in 
the decisions around megaprojects, at least in south east Asia, ‘a contest 
over the future of the city … as an inclusive cosmopolis of diversity and 
accommodation of difference versus the city as a globopolis of networked 
non-public spaces for elites to engage in global consumption, business, 
and daily life protected from the “chaos” of the city of the less wealthy 
and the poor’ (2009:67). 

Increasingly, however, there are pressures to balance the ambition 
for global recognition and investment with response to local needs and 
identification. This is producing a new generation of megaprojects that 
are more aligned to local needs than previously (Orueta and Fainstein 
2009, Majoor 2011: 143). Securing support for a project requires attention 
to ‘framing’ (Majoor 2011) or ‘rhetorical strategy’ (Sapotichne 2012: 
170). Framing may, for example, be in terms of economic growth, 
competitiveness and global status, or in terms of objectives such as 
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liveability, sustainability and equity. What works as framing depends 
to a large extent on social pressures and political priorities. Securing 
support also requires addressing the fears or concerns associated with 
megaprojects owing to a frequent strategic misrepresentation around the 
costs, benefits and risks of projects (Flyvbjerg 2007, 2008). 

Megaprojects are medium to long-term in nature and will invariably 
encounter the vagaries of political, economic, social and other changes. 
Also new actors may enter the space, changing projects in unpredictable 
ways (Bornstein 2010). Gualini and Majoor (2007: 316) argue that the 
success of a project over time requires a capacity for ‘frame reflection’ and 
‘frame realignment’. Initially, a project may have a simple and seemingly 
coherent frame but as real outcomes become apparent, conflicting interests 
may surface and criticism may mount. To sustain support and success, 
projects may have to be renegotiated and reframed to incorporate a more 
complex set of objectives (Salet et al 2013).

Finally, the literature engages the actual outcomes of projects. There 
is the invariable difference between the stated intentions of the project 
and what actually happens, which Salet explains partly in terms of 
‘divergences between the schemes of cognition and the coalitions of 
action’ (2008: 2359). Some writers emphasise the frequent shortcomings 
of megaprojects, with cost overruns, the undermining of democratic 
processes, wasteful expenditure, corruption, and contribution to further 
socio-spatial inequalities (ie Flyvbjerg 2007, 2008, Vento 2017). Other 
writers, however, suggest that in these complex processes there is the 
possibility of outcomes that are more balanced and equitable than may 
even have been initially intended (Salet 2008, Bornstein 2010, Doucet 
2013). In an instructive case, Doucet (2013) compares megaprojects in 
Glasgow and Rotterdam. In the former, the local government had vaguely 
articulated goals and failed to influence the evolution of the project in 
any specific way. The project was dominated by the private interests of 
different players, and developed in a disjointed way without provision 
for public goods such as social housing. It also provoked strong local 
opposition. By contrast, in Rotterdam, city government offered a strong 
vision for the project, which reflected both global and local aspirations, 
which was sustained through consistent commitment and leadership. 
The project developed in a fairly integrated way, with local support, 
and progressive outcomes including social housing. In the case of the 
megaprojects in Canada to which Bornstein (2010) refers, the progressive 
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outcomes (ie the negotiated agreements to address local needs) required 
a high level of community mobilisation. 

Context: spatial planning in Johannesburg
Under apartheid, Johannesburg, like other South African cities, came to 
be governed by fragmented administrations focused on racially segregated 
areas. Not surprisingly, the call for ‘one city’ became central to anti-
apartheid struggles in the late 1980s (Mabin 1995). By then, the black 
population was predominantly concentrated in large racially defined 
residential ‘townships’ in the periphery although levels of desegregation 
were increasingly evident in the inner city as racial controls broke down. 
The vast majority of the black population, however, lived in areas which 
were distant from work in the CBD, industrial areas, and from the newly 
emerging economic nodes in the north of Johannesburg (Kracker Selzer 
and Heller 2010). Population densities (but not usually built densities) 
were relatively high in these areas. Apart from high rise areas in the 
inner city, suburbs reserved for whites were largely low density and 
car-oriented, although from the 1970s, somewhat higher density gated 
townhouse complexes began to emerge, particularly on the northern edge 
of Johannesburg (Beall et al 2002, Beavon 2006). 

Spatial planning visions to transform the city built on the ‘one city’ 
idea, envisioning a ‘compact integrated city’ bringing together divided 
areas through major public transport routes, flanked by dense, mixed 
use development, and urban infill, improving access to the city for low-
income residents. Urban sprawl was to be contained through controlling 
growth on the edge and enabling higher density development. The former 
townships were to be transformed through improved infrastructure, 
services and housing, and through promoting economic development 
(Todes 2014). Variants of this vision were carried through in several 
rounds of planning in Johannesburg from the early 1990s (Turok 1994), 
and the compaction-integration idea was included in national policy 
and legislation. 

Within Johannesburg, the transitional Central Witwatersrand Metropolitan 
Chamber, a negotiating forum bringing together political parties, business, 
civic organisations and other stakeholders, proposed an Interim Strategic 
Framework in the early 1990s, which included a corridor linking Soweto 
to the city centre and beyond (Turok 1994). These ideas of remaking the 
city through the use of integrative corridors were taken through in the 
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Spatial Development Frameworks (SDFs) of the Greater Johannesburg 
Metropolitan Council of the 1990s and those of the consolidated 
Johannesburg City Council from 2000. Its first mayor, Amos Masondo 
(2000-2011), put in place strategies to improve conditions in the former 
townships (especially Soweto and Alexandra) and the inner city, and 
introduced the Bus Rapid Transit System along routes connecting the 
inner city to Soweto, linked to the 2010 Soccer World Cup. This was 
to become the first part of the Corridor project. The Gautrain rapid rail 
system, which connected across the boundaries of metropolitan cities, 
was also introduced by provincial government during this time. Spatial 
development frameworks successively deepened the focus on remaking 
the existing city through these concepts, imposing an urban edge and 
linking infrastructure development to the spatial plan (Todes 2014). These 
ideas were supported by the subsequent mayor, Parks Tau (2011-2016), 
who coined the ‘Corridors of Freedom’ term, popularising the concept, 
and laying the basis for its development as a major urban project. 

While ideas of restructuring the city were increasingly accepted in 
city policy, and there were gains in practice – for instance, improved 
conditions in townships; development focused on nodes; infrastructural 
investment consistent with the plan; some containment of urban sprawl; 
levels of desegregation in higher income areas; and rising overall densities 
(Ahmad and Pienaar 2014, Harrison and Todes 2015, Todes 2014) – there 
were also contradictory trends. Many large low-income ‘RDP’ housing 
projects and even mixed low/middle income projects were established 
on the edge of the city, the biggest of which is Cosmo City. The use of 
land on the urban edge is the effect of the availability of unencumbered 
land and its low cost (Charlton 2014). Middle and high income gated 
developments also grew on the urban edge in the north and west – enabled 
by relatively laissez faire municipal governance in the late 1990s and a 
permissive provincial tribunal, which became an important alternative 
channel for planning permissions from 1996 to 2010. Some very large 
private high income gated developments – forms of ‘privatised urbanism’ 
(Murray 2015: 506) – were approved by the tribunal in this period, such 
as Steyn City. Developments which financed their own infrastructure and 
remained within the municipal growth boundaries were also approved by 
the City of Johannesburg, for instance, Waterfall, a very large multi-use 
development, including a major mall, offices, and gated communities. 
As initially conceived, Modderfontein was the next major privatised, 
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multi-use exclusive development of this sort. 
While the City of Johannesburg retained the idea of remaking the 

existing city, in 2015, a new provincial premier, responding to both 
national calls for megaprojects, and to concerns about the lack of social 
transformation in cities and especially in marginalised areas, called for 
the creation of ‘new cities’. Most of the intended megaprojects that were 
approved within the first phase in 2016 were spatially peripheral, low 
income housing projects, poorly linked to urban economies (see Ballard 
and Rubin 2017, this issue). However, the new city concept was fuzzy 
and the premier of Gauteng also spoke approvingly of large privately 
initiated developments such as Steyn City, Waterfall and Modderfontein 
as exemplary ‘new cities’ (Makhura 2015). 

The new city concept was debated within the provincial government, 
particularly through the formulation of the new Provincial Spatial 
Development Framework in 2016. There was significant criticism of the 
new city vision from metropolitan municipalities, and other groupings 
including academics. There were also varying positions within provincial 
government. By the time that the spatial framework was put out for 
public comment, the vision had evolved, with ‘new cities’ and ‘mega-
human settlements’ supported only where they were close to and well 
connected with areas of economic opportunity. Nevertheless, there was a 
remaining disjuncture with project lists still including some poorly located 
megaprojects. The Corridors of Freedom initiative in Johannesburg was 
reluctantly incorporated within some listings of megaprojects but ignored 
in others – a point of concern for municipal planners. In subsequent 
evolution, the new cities idea appears to be losing traction. Even so, the 
competing visions of megaprojects are still evident in spatial imaginaries, 
and in the practice of urban development. The Corridors of Freedom and 
the originally proposed megaprojects on the peripheries of the city-region 
represent perhaps the most extreme disjuncture in spatial vision.2 The 
Corridors of Freedom and the proposed Modderfontein development are 
more closely related spatially, and are tied together with some common 
framing rhetoric. They do, however, represent different approaches to 
urban development – remaking the existing versus expanding the existing 
footprint – and embed different interests, although the local state and 
the private sector are involved in varying ways in both.
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Corridors of Freedom 
As noted above, under the mayoral term of Parks Tau (2011 to 2016), 
the City of Johannesburg designed a series of spatial interventions in 
order to create what it called the Corridors of Freedom. This initiative 
has been the primary way in which the municipality intends to deliver on 
its ambition to create a ‘spatially just world class African city’ (City of 
Johannesburg 2016: 12). This ambition is broadly aligned with Douglass’ 
(2009) aforementioned notion of an ‘inclusive cosmopolis’, although the 
ability of these mechanisms to deliver the intended levels of inclusivity has 
yet to be proven. As a mayoral project, it has benefited from significant 
political support at municipal level translating into a high profile within 
the city and being prioritised within capital budgets. 

Through the promotion of a combined ‘work, live and play’ function, 
the main objective of this large-scale and long-term undertaking is to help 
produce an integrated, ‘people-centred’ and compact city. The initiative 
is expected to transform several areas by connecting parts of the city via 
large transport corridors linked to interchanges around which the focus 
will be on incremental mixed-use brownfield development and increased 
levels of accommodation density. The Bus-Rapid-Transit system, called 
Rea Vaya, forms the backbone of the Corridors building on the belief 
that an effective and interconnected public transport system will improve 
people’s access to amenities, facilities, work and leisure activities (City 
of Johannesburg, no date). 

In contrast to the megaprojects imagined by national and provincial 
departments of Human Settlements (such as new town developments, 
satellite cities, or the regeneration of specific nodes such as an inner 
city), the layout of the Corridors of Freedom initiative is quite different. 
The spatial footprint of the Corridors is extensive, cutting across a large 
swathe of the city and incorporating areas of very different socio-spatial 
configurations. There are three corridors. The first one is currently known 
as the Empire-Perth Corridor (although there is a process under way to 
rename it). It begins on the edge of the massive historically black African 
township of Soweto, passes through largely working class coloured 
communities and socially marginal informal settlements, before skirting 
mainly white middle-class neighbourhoods, and then linking into the inner 
city with its large African migrant communities. The second is known 
as the Louis Botha Corridor and extends from the inner city northwards 
through areas with large migrant communities and also through middle 
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class neighbourhoods. The densely packed Alexandra township and the 
Marlboro South industrial area, where many buildings are now occupied 
informally for residential purposes, sit at its northern edge. These two 
corridors follow the line of the BRT. The third ‘corridor’ is known as 
Turffontein, and takes the form of a block rather than a linear arrangement, 
and has no direct relationship to the BRT. This area of historically white 
working class residence is now very mixed in terms of race and national 
origin. The spatial delineation may however change into the future. At the 
southern end there is a strong pressure for increased linkage into Soweto 
and, in the north, for an extension into townships such as Ivory Park and 
Diepsloot, and to business nodes such as Sandton and Randburg. As the 
spatial form morphs, the project may become increasingly complex and, 
possibly, diffuse with many more interests becoming involved.

Apart from the goal to move away from urban sprawl and a modernist 
car-orientated urban form, the ambitious Corridors of Freedom project 
was initiated with a strong social and developmental agenda. The idea 
was to link neighbourhoods of very different sorts across the city and to 
integrate neighbourhoods internally. According to the City’s phrasing 
it was about having ‘rich and poor, black and white living side by side’ 
(City of Johannesburg nd: 6). The Corridors of Freedom, as implied by 
the name, intend to provide not only increased freedom of movement for 
residents but also improved economic and social freedom by bringing 
poorer and marginalised population categories closer to the urban core, 
offering better opportunities for work, education, leisure and recreation. 
As a result, the Johannesburg Social Housing Company (JOSHCO), 
whose mandate is to deliver affordable and sustainable social housing 
(understood as providing for household incomes ranging from ZAR 3,500 
to 7,500, or about $250-530), decided to locate 70-80 per cent of its new 
projects along the corridors (JOSHCO 2016).

The project is sub-divided into several sequential phases. The City of 
Johannesburg is currently rolling out the necessary bulk infrastructure and 
maintenance work funded through the city’s budget with finances raised 
through the issuing of green bonds and medium term loans warranted by 
anticipated property value increases. Within the city, the Department of 
Development Planning, although thinly capacitated, is the main driving 
force behind the project and uses its influence over capital budgeting 
(and, until 2016, strong political backing) to coordinate within the 
administration. However, the implementation of the second phase of the 
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project (ie densification of the housing component) relies heavily on the 
response of the private sector. This is partly informed by the fact that 
most of the land is privately owned and that local government can only 
resort to a limited housing portfolio. However, changing overly rigid 
spatial characteristics and entrenched societal habits is challenging and 
requires a long-term approach as well as buy-in from other players. 

Given the discrepancy of a socially motivated impetus and a purely 
market-driven approach, it is crucial to reach an alignment of interests 
(as well as of temporalities) between the municipality on one hand and 
a very heterogeneous property industry on the other hand. A number of 
incentives, such as new cost-cutting development mechanisms, provision 
of bulk infrastructure, a faster development application process, more 
permissive development rights or rate rebates, have been put in place to 
attract the interest of property developers to invest along the corridors 
(Harrison 2016: 26). As the project advances, more detailed planning 
is put into place with the city in the process of establishing Special 
Development Zones for selected areas (eg the ‘knowledge precinct’ 
incorporating the major universities), used as catalysts to promote urban 
development and renewal. 

Thus far, the results have been mixed. If the Corridors are ‘not on the 
radar’ of big developers and listed companies, the strategy is (according 
to city officials) in any event geared towards smaller players. Regardless 
of size, developers remain highly risk averse and location focused. The 
kinds of incentives offered around the Corridors of Freedom do not 
necessarily meet the requirements of the private sector and are being 
introduced amidst a degree of mistrust of the City’s promises, particularly 
of its ability to enforce good urban management, which some developers 
see as vital for reducing the risks associated with area redevelopment. 
Nonetheless, the Corridors of Freedom have revealed an increasing market 
interest in well-located affordable rental housing and a few emerging and 
even well-established developers, if numerically still limited, are showing 
initial signs of innovative response to the initiative in specific parts of 
the corridors. Since affordable rental housing is seen as having large 
potential by developers (Butcher 2016),3 the transformative possibilities 
of the Corridors may be greater than might initially be apparent. 
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Figure 2: New mixed-use developments emerging along the Louis Botha 
Corridor (Photo by Dittgen, Orange Grove, August 2017)

A project of this scale introduces the need for complex participatory 
and collaborative governance practices. At the beginning, however, the 
public participation process was mainly top-down and perfunctory, leaving 
communities to participate only in the micro-details of the project. A 
mainly middle-class mobilisation over the proposed increase in residential 
densities did compel the administration to improve opportunities for 
participation but the scale, spatial footprint and social heterogeneity of 
the corridors present specific difficulties for a genuinely participatory 
initiative. This diversity is also reflected in the level of engagement of 
various neighbourhoods around the Corridors of Freedom. In reaction 
to fears about densification, a decline in property values, or a drastic 
change in the neighbourhood configuration, organised groups within 
mainly middle class areas mobilised and forced the city to modify certain 
plans (Peens 2015). 

Overall, many other communities – such as residents from poorer 
areas, migrants or shack dwellers – have had very little engagement with 
the process. Depending on the socio-economic status, interests are very 
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different: while better-off neighbourhoods have been articulating their 
concerns around property value, poorer areas have mostly been focusing 
on job opportunities linked to the initiative. A lot of effort and funding 
has gone into advertising the Corridors of Freedom initiative, yet very 
few people are actually aware of its existence.4 Furthermore, apart from 
being cognisant of tangible changes taking place in their immediate 
neighbourhoods (such as the roll-out of the BRT, the construction of a 
clinic or the upgrading of a recreation centre), it is difficult for residents 
to conceive of a spatial initiative so extensive and multi-layered, with 
seemingly abstract objectives such as spatial integration. Similarly, 
despite some organisation in places alongside renewed public engagement 
undertaken by the City, overall there is no coherent response across groups 
and localities making it difficult to link communities throughout the 
corridors’ space and to move away from very localised and community-
based interests.

The provincial government’s support for the Corridors of Freedom 
project, a City government-led initiative, has been quite reluctant. 
To succeed, it depends on participation by some segments of the real 
estate industry, and continued social and political legitimacy within a 
highly fragmented society. This complex nexus of actors and interests 
is continually changing. The corridors are a form of political, social and 
technical innovation and potentially a catalyst for new approaches to 
governance and new relations between actors. However, despite apparent 
benefits underpinning the transformative agenda of (re)shaping society, 
major political stakes and considerable public resources invested, the 
future of the project remains unclear. This becomes even more evident 
following the change in government after the local elections in August 
2016 which introduced a realm of uncertainty and questions about the 
continuity of political support for the project. The Corridors of Freedom 
has, in fact, received formal support from the new Democratic Alliance 
party-led city administration but the level of support, and the meanings 
that the new administration will give to the project remain unclear.5 

The outcomes of the project will gradually become apparent, but 
there are signs of some divergence between stated intentions and what 
is unfolding. For example, while the city-owned JOSHCO and private 
developers are targeting ‘affordable’ housing, they miss the very low-
income population, earning under ZAR 3,500 per month. In parts of the 
Corridor, such as Orange Grove and Rosettenville, these new developments 
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might over the longer term displace a lower income population now able 
to find accommodation in crowded informally rented housing. Conditions 
and dynamics along the Corridor are variable, resulting in quite different 
outcomes in various areas, especially as these are contested and shaped 
by community mobilisation. Further, aside from the risks of a sustained 
weak economy, the accomplishment of this project is tied to a fundamental 
shift in behavioural dynamics; namely the willingness of people from 
middle-class areas to increasingly live in denser environments, abandon 
their desire for cars in favour of public transport and be more actively 
involved in their neighbourhoods. Developers indicate a responsiveness 
to the products on offer – small units with limited provision for cars – but 
it remains to be seen how this dynamic will unfold over the long term, 
as more units come onto the market. 

Modderfontein 
The Modderfontein development entered public consciousness in 2013 
when a Chinese developer named Dai Zhikang announced that he had 
purchased the site and was planning to build what he called the ‘New York 
of Africa’ (Africa Property News 2015). Modderfontein is surrounded by 
urban spaces of various types: the townships of Klipfontein, Ivory Park 
and Tembisa to the north and Alexandra to the west, and the suburbs 
of Kempton Park to the east and Edenvale to the south (see figure 3). 
However, Modderfontein itself was largely undeveloped as a result of having 
been the site of a major dynamite factory supplying the Witwatersrand’s 
gold mines for much of the twentieth century. Since the closure of the 
dynamite factory in the 1990s, the holding company which had owned 
the factory became a somewhat reluctant property developer, parcelling 
off some land for malls, residential development and other uses while 
waiting for a developer to buy the entire site.

In the late 2000s, the value of the land increased considerably because 
of the development of two rapid rail lines which were part of the Gautrain 
project: one between Pretoria and downtown Johannesburg, the other between 
the international airport and Sandton. The undeveloped Modderfontein 
land allowed the Gautrain developers to lay 11 kilometres of track on 
this land without having to tunnel underground as required in developed 
parts of the city. In return, the owners of the land negotiated the right to 
establish a station along the line coming into the city from the airport at 
some point in the future (interview, Zendai, July 13, 2015). 
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Figure 3: Modderfontein in relation to the Louis Botha Corridor and sur-
rounding suburbs (Map drawn by Christian Hamann). 
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Dai Zhikang was introduced to the land when he came on a tour of 
Africa in search of potential sites to develop. His company, Zendai 
Shanghai, was a relatively small player in the Chinese property market, 
having developed around a dozen projects in China. He believed that 
the slowdown in government spending on housing in China necessitated 
the turn to other markets (Steyn 2013). Over several years his company 
negotiated the purchase of Modderfontein, which was concluded in 2013 
for a cost of ZAR 1.06 billion (around $ 110 million) with the capital 
borrowed from the Bank of China with risk guarantees from the Standard 
Bank of South Africa (Shanghai Zendai Property Limited 2013).

The futuristic images Dai Zhikang presented in 2013 (See Figures 
4 and 5) certainly captured imaginations and were used extensively in 
media articles even long after the developer moved on to less heady 
plans. By late 2014, the developer had engaged the services of a team 
of consultants from South Africa and abroad, mainly United Kingdom, 
in order to develop a master plan. Over a series of workshops and other 
data gathering exercises in 2015, the team arrived at a master plan to 
construct 55,000 residential units and 1,468,000m square meters of 
office space on the site (Zendai 2015a). One of the shifts that occurred 
in the developer’s thinking related to the rate of growth in Johannesburg 
which was slower than the developer initially realised. Whereas the 2013 
announcements billed this as a 15 year development, the 2015 team 
referred to final phases in the 2060s.

Figures 4 and 5: Initial images of projected visions for Modderfontein.6 
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Another shift was an effort to present the development as being in 
the interests of Johannesburg. While the initial 2013 announcements 
simply stated that this was a ‘major vote of confidence’ in the country 
(Steyn 2013), the 2015 planning process was more careful to try to 
understand Johannesburg’s priorities and present its project as being 
aligned with them. As a consultant at one of the workshops put it, ‘it’s 
all about balancing vision, social context and economy. We are not the 
kind of consultants to bring a pretty picture to sell, we need to get all 
this right’. Consultants who presented the plan argued that the project 
would help meet Johannesburg’s needs which they said included jobs, 
places to live, investment in infrastructure, urban access to nature, public 
transportation and flood control (Zendai Modderfontein 2015b). They 
billed the Modderfontein project as a regeneration project which would 
clean up polluted industrial land and follow environmental and social 
best practice in order to ‘future proof’ against climate change and other 
challenges. While the initial vision was largely of a stand-alone city 
that would surpass the existing cities around it, the exigency of gaining 
planning approval required a shift in framing to a large development that 
would be integrated into the surrounding urban areas. 
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Since the developer’s planning process coincided with Johannesburg’s 
own planning process to develop a new iteration of its Spatial Development 
Framework (SDF), the developer attempted to make the case that 
Modderfontein aligned with the municipal government’s goals of shifting 
towards public transit, building development around transit routes, creating 
multi-nodal hubs, zoning within hubs for higher density and mixed use, 
supporting regeneration and new jobs (Zendai Modderfontein 2015b). 
As the Modderfontein planning workshops progressed, the consultants 
even began to claim that Modderfontein was aligned with the City of 
Johannesburg’s flagship Corridors of Freedom project insofar as it offered 
dense mixed use transit oriented development. The more obvious spatial 
link to the Aerotropolis initiative around the OR Tambo International 
Airport in the neighbouring Ekurhuleni metropolitan City received far 
less attention given that Johannesburg rather than Ekurhuleni acted as 
the approving authority. 

Government’s reaction to the development was not singular. The 
Gauteng Provincial government has enthusiastically backed the project. 
For instance, when Dai Zhikang announced the project in 2013 he was 
accompanied by Nomvula Mokonyane, the Gauteng premier at that time 
(SA Commercial Prop News 2013). The subsequent premier, David 
Makhura, mentioned the project in positive terms during his annual state 
of the province addresses, and effectively incorporated it, along with 
other large private sector led initiatives, into the Province’s new towns 
and cities policy (Makhura 2015). 

However, the City of Johannesburg’s municipal government had a 
different reaction to the project. It was not informed of the project before 
its announcement – some officials encountered it for the first time in 
the newspaper following the announcement (interview, senior officials, 
CoJ August 3, 2015). City officials travelled to China in order to meet 
with the developer and table their concerns that the project could create 
an imbalance in the city. These discussions resulted in an awareness by 
the developer of the need to follow a rigorous planning process which 
would take the municipal government’s concerns seriously. City officials 
attended the planning workshops organised by the Modderfontein 
consultants in 2015. They welcomed the opportunity to engage in detail 
over specific technical plans around issues such as transport, energy, 
water and sewerage. However, they did return to a series of core concerns 
about the project. 
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Their first concern was that, despite the developers’ claims to be 
extending the work of the Corridors of Freedom, there were limits to 
how much Modderfontein could make such semantic encroachments. 
It is, after all, not an initiative to rebuild the existing city, it is not 
integrated into BRT systems, and it is well outside of the demarcated 
corridors. City officials, in one workshop, expressed some frustration 
at the developer’s claims that Modderfontein could be thought of as an 
extension of the Corridors.  

Their second concern was that the sizable office and commercial space 
intended for Modderfontein – as large as that of Sandton (Johannesburg’s 
primary financial node) at the time of the planning discussions – could 
undermine already existing economic centres in the city. City officials 
pressed the developers to demonstrate that economic activity would 
be new to the city and not simply attracted from elsewhere in the city. 
Consultants working with the developer conceded that there was currently 
an oversupply of office space in Johannesburg. They argued that in 
places like London, surpluses tend to be short-lived as demand rapidly 
catches up. They proposed that they would offer space for different 
kinds of business to those that already existed in places like Sandton 
and therefore would complement rather than compete with them. They 
cited international examples of clusters to illustrate what they had in 
mind, but could not voice in specific terms what the economic focus of 
Modderfontein would be. City officials also made it clear that even if 
the demand for new commercial space did return, much of this demand 
could be met in the inner city and other established urban areas, which 
was preferable as it avoided spatial sprawl. 

The third concern expressed by city officials was that Modderfontein 
was not going to offer housing to a sufficiently diverse range of markets. 
Modderfontein is certainly not as elite as some recent developments 
and is attempting to position itself for a middle class market that could 
afford properties ranging from ZAR 800,000 ($63,000) to ZAR 2,500,000 
($170,190) (at 2015 prices). City officials pointed out, however, that 
this is well above the average income of the city and therefore still 
relatively exclusive. They insisted that the Modderfontein development 
needed to ‘respond to the demographic reality of the city’. They argued 
that fully bonded houses have been viable at far lower prices than ZAR 
800,000 and have been highly popular with the market. Modderfontein’s 
property consultants maintained that such housing is not part of their 



133

Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom and Modderfontein 

model and any housing below the ZAR 800,000 threshold would need 
to be subsidised by government. 

Despite of the initial high level of divergence between the Modderfontein 
proposals and the city’s planning vision, there was gradual convergence 
after extensive interaction. Just as the Modderfontein developers took 
on the language of the city, did the city revise its SDF to recognise a 
corridor of development between Randburg-Sandton in the west and the 
Ekurhuleni metropolitan city in the east, incorporating Modderfontein. 
However, there was still no easy synergy. Late in 2015 a master plan 
was tabled with city officials, who returned it in early 2016 with a 
series of queries. The city was now reconciled to the spatial location of 
Modderfontein, but remained unhappy with the developer’s offerings 
on inclusionary housing. The developer has further been troubled by 
financial difficulties, resulting in the transfer of ownership of the project 
to a state-owned asset management firm which protects the investments 
of the Bank of China. Further ownership changes are now underway. 
Whether the Modderfontein initiative remains as a coherently planned and 
projected megaproject or reverts to the previous ad hoc and incremental 
development of land by different developers as market conditions allow, 
remains to be seen. Public and private interests in the development of 
Modderfontein are shifting with local government’s new SDF conceding 
more attention to the area than before but private developers are far more 
cautious in the current context of a subdued market. 

Conclusion
While the Department of Human Settlements has since 2014 turned 
megaprojects into its core housing policy, this article has demonstrated 
that various spheres of government and private sector actors support large 
scale urban projects, resulting in a plurality of megaproject imagination 
and practise. It has demonstrated, also, that specific megaprojects serve 
as the sites of implicit and explicit contestations about the nature of urban 
development. Hence, in contrast to the fixed grand visions conjured up in 
initial proposals and implied in the idea of a megaproject, these projects 
can morph and shift over time. 

The Corridors of Freedom initiative sets out to remake the existing 
urban core in order to fix the divisive and inefficient urban form inherited 
from the past, and to counter ongoing tendencies of sprawl. As such 
it offers an alternative vision to the mode of public and private sector 
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urban development on previously undeveloped land, often situated on 
the urban periphery. Whereas the term megaprojects in South Africa is 
now often applied to large greenfield developments, the Corridors of 
Freedom Project is relatively unusual. Given that the project is in its early 
stages, with large parts of the planned infrastructure still to be rolled out, 
and regulatory reform to be put in place, the responsiveness by a small 
group of developers focused on the affordable housing market has been 
impressive, with 4,500 units planned as of September 2017.7 Yet given 
the scale of the corridors, the varied conditions and contestations across 
areas, the prospects for wholesale transformation, and the form that it 
will take, are uncertain. 

Modderfontein, by contrast, proposes to build a major new settlement 
on currently undeveloped land. It bears some similarities to other large 
scale private developments such as Steyn City and Waterfall. However, 
it has tried to distinguish itself from these elite projects by assimilating 
the kinds of rhetoric valued by the City of Johannesburg, emphasising 
density, public transport, and transit oriented development. For their part, 
the city’s officials remain to be convinced that the economic and social 
impacts of the project would contribute positively to the rest of the city 
even if the project was financially successful on its own terms. 

Contrasting these projects enables both an appreciation of the variety 
of large scale urban projects, and indeed of the appetite for this mode 
of urban development in contrast with smaller developments. We can 
recognise, too, that even though these different projects have very 
different implications for the morphology of the city, they are also 
evolving in response to contestations and pressure. Modderfontein’s 
developers began to use a particular ‘framing’ (Majoor 2011) for their 
development associated with the language of the Corridors, even if their 
spatial practices are rather different. Yet the language of transformation 
in the Corridors can be misleading too. While developers along the 
Corridors are targeting a lower income population than Modderfontein, 
neither addresses the very poor who constitute a very large part of the 
city’s population. 

We can use the literature on international case studies to sketch out 
some possible outcomes, including budget overruns, delays, diminished 
delivery against grand promises, and the involvement of ‘camouflaged’ 
rent seeking interests. To the extent that they are successful on their own 
terms, they may not help to remake urban spaces in the way government 
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strategic frameworks might hope. They may well create islands of 
development that are not fully integrated spatially and socially.  

Finally, we note that these large urban projects exist within the 
particular terrain set out by the national Department of Human Settlements, 
which introduced the idea of megaprojects and catalytic projects, and 
the Gauteng Provincial Government which developed a policy of new 
cities. Modderfontein was enthusiastically endorsed by the provincial 
government, even though it was likely to be far more exclusive than the 
more mass market settlements it had in mind for its other new towns and 
cities. For the provincial government, the Corridors of Freedom project 
initially fell out of its frame of new towns and cities precisely because 
it was a municipal project that sought to remake the existing city. The 
term megaprojects is, therefore, not simply a generic term; it can be 
flexibly applied to a variety of projects but also withheld as a result of 
institutional politics.

Notes
1. This paper draws from two research projects focused on Modderfontein and the 

Corridors of Freedom. It is based on document search, attendance at meetings 
and workshops, and interviews with officials, developers, consultants as well 
as with community representatives, over 60 in the case of the Corridors of 
Freedom. It forms part of a larger transnational ESRC project called ‘Governing 
the Future City: a comparative analysis of governance innovations in large 
scale urban developments in Shanghai, London, Johannesburg’, conducted in 
partnership between scholars from University College London and from the 
University of the Witwatersrand. In Modderfontein, data collection included 
observation of three workshops in 2015 during which plans for the development 
were developed, and seven interviews with nine key informants. 

2. This point was noted by Pravin Gordhan when he addressed the Gauteng City 
Region Spatial Planning Summit in his capacity as minister of Cooperative 
Governance and Traditional Affairs. He stated that ‘there is significant potential 
for divergence if Gauteng province seeks to pursue a City Region spatial 
model which is consistent with dispersion whilst its underpinning metropolitan 
municipalities are pursuing a compaction strategy’ (Gordhan 2015).

3. This point has been reiterated in several interviews conducted with developers 
investing in the corridors. See also K Harrison (2016).

4. This has been one of the results transpiring from a research project on the 
Corridors of Freedom led by the South African Research Chair in Spatial 
Analysis and City Planning. The survey, seeking to assess the existing social 
and economic conditions along the Corridors, covered a sample of 1,200 
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respondents out of which only about 3.5 per cent were aware of the existence 
of the initiative (Outsourced Insight 2016).

5. One immediate change has come in the form of a revised name, with the initiative 
henceforth being referred to as Transit-Oriented Development Programme (this 
was verbally communicated by a number of city officials). Nonetheless, what 
this actually means for the content of the project is thus far still unknown. 

6. The first image features on the front cover of the first planning and urban 
design masterplan for Modderfontein, produced by the Zendai Group in 2014. 
The second image, reproduced in a special issue of the Urban China magazine 
on ‘Chinese urbanism in Africa’ (2014: 80-81), had originally been widely 
circulated by various South African media outlets. 

7. This is according to a presentation given by a city official on ‘Developing 
affordable urban neighbourhoods’ to a COJ, TUHF, JDA workshop ‘Developing 
Affordable Neighbourhoods, Finance and Development Facilitation session’, 
September 28, 2017.
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