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City-Shapers
Creative urban planning has become a priority in many South
African cities as councils work to reverse historic and damaging
apartheid spatial development.We meet four women committed
to improving our cities with unique, forward-thinking buildings

and public spaces

DRLULUGWAGWA
(53), Town Planner and CEO: Lereko Investments

ecoming a town planner was never in
Gwagwa’s plans. Initially poised to become
a doctor, her dreams were dashed in matric
when an absent teacher cost her class two

terms of learning and she was forced to drop maths as
a subject.

It wasn’t until her final undergraduate year at Fort
Hare, studying geography and English, that she first heard
about town planning.

“I had no clue what it was about and the only option
I could see with my degree was becoming a teacher,
which I wasn’t keen on. Town planning appealed more
to me. There was also the prestige of going to a white
university, because it meant you were studying something
not available at black ones,” she says. Ironically, Gwagwa
became the first black qualified town planner at Natal
University in 1980 and fell in love with the profession
because of the “very direct way” her job impacts
people’s lives.

Given the country’s history, variables like natural
boundaries, sociological issues and cultural differences
need to be taken into consideration when planning. “It’s
about designing how space should function by making
sure you’re bringing a technical solution to a human

condition. The apartheid government placed black
people far away from the CBD and economic hubs, with
no formal public transport system, making access to
employment opportunities very difficult,” she says.

Gwagwa was one of 12 members on the Commission
for the Delineation and Demarcation of Provincial
Boundaries, mandated to translate the ideals of the
constitution into physical spaces. “We had to define
provinces that were going to do a lot more in terms
of power and functions, while at the same time
honouring the essence of the constitution,” she says. It’s
the accomplishment the PhD-holding mother of two
is most proud of to date, but was also one of the most
challenging, given the highly politicised environment of
the early Nineties.

Not everyone was happy with the new demarcations:
Gwagwa recalls a submission tabled by a group of
Afrikaners who suggested that Pretoria be made a
province for Afrikaners, with fly bridges built “over the
black people in Hammanskraal to cross over into Brits”.

Gwagwa went on to join the Department of Public
Works as Deputy Director, where she was responsible
for establishing the original National Public Works
Programme. She was the first female CEO of the
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Independent Development Trust, having built a portfolio of
over one billion rand during her five-year stint.
At “near-breaking point”, following eight years of public

service work, she called it a day in favour of the corporate
world, which offered her greater flexibility and time to
spend with her children.
Yet she hasn’t severed ties with the world of regional

planning, having recently been appointed Deputy Chair
of the Eastern Cape Planning Commission. Of personal
concern is the spatial framework of the province in relation
to the rest of the country. She plans to create opportunities
which will upgrade the quality of life of Lusikisiki residents
to the same level of those in Port Elizabeth.

BUHLEMATHOLE
(34), Architect andMD: KabuDesigns

Growing up, Mathole was passionate about two things:
creativity and maths. So it’s no surprise that she settled on
architecture as a profession. “Unlike art, architecture is
calculative creativity.The building still has to stand, so you
need that acumen, but it’s always a lovely challenge to mix
the two,” she says.
She cut her teeth in the field nine years ago during a

short stint with the City of Johannesburg, before joining a
team at a private practice responsible for designing Jabulani
Mall in Soweto. She was also the Director of the University
of Johannesburg’s flagship Soweto campus project. One
of the most challenging, but most fulfilling tasks she
performed was co-ordinating all the architects working on
the Gautrain stations to ensure there was a “system-wide
architectural identity”.
She hasn’t allowed the fact that she’s black and female in a

white, male-dominated industry to obstruct her goals. Nor
has she chosen to tackle the bigots, saying she prefers to let
her work and designs speak for themselves. “I don’t dwell
in that realm. If I don’t get to do something, I look at it as
though I wasn’t ready for it in terms of the work I had to
deliver. When I’m ready for it, I’ll look at it better.
“Every time you think in that victimised way, it cripples

you because you start thinking everything you do is judged
on the fact that you’re black,” she says.
Since starting her own practice, Kabu Designs, three years

ago, Mathole’s focus has been on residential work. However,
in future she plans to engage in more commercial and green
projects. “I’m into making buildings that are aesthetically
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