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Addressing Inequality through Bold Spatial Interventions:                                                            

The Case of the Corridors of Freedom in Johannesburg, South Africa 

Summary 

In 2016, UN Habitat ranked Johannesburg the most unequal large city in the world. Although 

extreme in international terms, and particular for its apartheid history, experiences from 

Johannesburg direct compelling attention to urban inequality as a global concern. Inequality is 

deeply embedded in economic and social structures. There is, however, an important spatial 

dimension, with the poorest residents being the most physically marginalized from the benefits 

of urban living.  

 

In 2013, the Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality launched an ambitious program, 

evocatively named the “Corridors of Freedom”. This initiative aimed to spatially integrate and 

unite the city through inclusionary Transit Oriented Development (TOD). It attempted to lure 

private investors to TOD corridors through strategic municipal investment in infrastructure and 

new incentives, and also direct them into affordable market segments.  

 

This case study provides an analysis of the possibilities and limitation of implementing 

ambitious, progressive, long-term spatial strategies within contexts of change and uncertainty. It 

indicates that spatial transformation programs are highly complex and require the alignment of 

numerous moving parts, but if sensitively managed and carefully embedded within their 

institutional and societal contexts, they may have a significant cumulative effect over the long 

term. 

 

Definition of the Problem  

 

Inequality in Johannesburg has deep roots and multiple dimensions. Colonial and apartheid rule 

in South Africa were structured around the systemic exclusion of black people from urban life. 

The cheap labor needed to sustain the viability of the deep level mines along the Witwatersrand 

(of which Johannesburg was the hub) were housed in closely controlled, single-sex hostels and 

excluded from using the facilities allocated to white residents. Outside of the mines, “locations” 

or “townships” were set aside for different “race groups” to ensure separation and maintain the 

white population’s privilege. Throughout Johannesburg’s history, black people were 

systematically removed to settlements at the city’s fringes, providing little except places to sleep 

and the most basic of amenities. To contain these “townships”, the apartheid state instituted a 

system of “pass laws”, which restricted the movement of black people into urban areas, trying to 

keep migration to levels strictly necessary for the provision of labor to white-owned business and 

households.  

 

South Africa (and Johannesburg) has made significant progress since the formal ending of 

apartheid in 1994. This advancement can be seen in the rise of a substantial black middle class; 

declining levels of poverty (until around 2011); and a significant increase in access for poor 

urban communities to basic services, such as potable water, electricity, and sanitation. However, 

historical disadvantage remains a persisting factor in shaping the life chances of individuals and 

households in the city. 
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There are also structural challenges in the economy which perpetuate, even accentuate, 

inequality. Johannesburg’s economy has shifted over time from its dependence on mining to 

manufacturing, and then to finances and other business services. With this change, the growth in 

jobs has been mainly in the higher end of the occupational spectrum, but the majority of urban 

residents have been excluded from potential employment by their low levels of education and 

skill (Crankshaw 2017). Consequently, official levels of unemployment in Johannesburg are 

close to 30 percent. Other deeply rooted structural problems include extreme inequality in the 

ownership of assets, including land, and the ownership of private business, despite a high-profile 

program of “black economic empowerment” (or affirmative action).  

 

While inequality is deeply rooted in the economy’s structure, there is a clear spatial dimension.  

Apartheid created cities that were physically divided between high amenity white suburbs and 

business nodes in the urban core and low amenity black townships and informal settlements on 

the urban periphery. The material consequence of this patterning is still that the poorest 

households have the longest travel times and the highest travel costs, which significantly worsens 

levels of poverty and inequality. 

 

The post-apartheid government has attempted to respond through a series of urban policies and a 

set of new legislation that emphasizes urban compaction, integration, and access. Most recently, 

the National Development Plan (NDP) has insisted on programs that “respond systematically to 

entrenched spatial patterns across all geographic scales that exacerbate social inequality and 

economic inefficiency” (Republic of South Africa 2012, 159).  

 

The progress in policymaking and legislation has not been matched with success in 

implementation. The reasons are varied but include strong resistance to spatial transformation 

from those with vested interests in maintaining existing patterns; the locational decision-making 

of actors in the private sector; the diverse and often contradictory spatial effects of non-spatial 

state policies, such as housing and economic development; and, the declining capability of many 

state agencies (Olver 2018; Palmer et al. 2017).  

 

The slow pace of urban spatial transformation has created growing frustrations among poorer 

residents, evident in frequent (and sometimes violent) street protests, land invasions, and the 

current demand for “land expropriation without compensation”.  The social contract negotiated 

at the end of apartheid is under considerable pressure.  

 

While the persistence of past patterns is a source of deep concern, some change is happening, 

including residential densification and a greater racial mix in previously white suburbs. 

However, much of this densification is happening through informal processes, such as irregular 

forms of subletting in inner-city apartments and the provision of backyard accommodation by 

stand owners. Also, much of this change has happened because of the loosening of spatial 

controls rather than as a consequence of the government’s spatial policy.  

 

The other critical element of the context is South Africa’s institutional framing. The new national 

constitution, approved in 1996, empowered local government, protecting it from arbitrary 

intervention from other spheres of government. However, local government operates in a 

complex system in which national, provincial, and municipal governments function as three 
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“distinctive, interdependent, and interrelated” spheres of government that are required to work 

together in the spirit of “co-operative governance” (Republic of South Africa 1996).  

In 2000, after a quite messy transition away from racially divided local authorities, single-tier 

metropolitan authorities were set up for South Africa’s major cities. This change was in response 

to civic demands from the late 1980s for “one-city, one-tax base”, and provided the institutional 

framing for a redistribution of expenditure from wealthy white to poorer black areas. In the case 

of Johannesburg, 15 previous municipalities, structured on racial lines, were amalgamated into a 

single authority governing a population that has now reached around five million.  

 

Possible Strategies and Solutions 

 

A post-apartheid spatial policy for Johannesburg evolved from the late 1980s, when 

progressively oriented academics and professionals debated alternatives to apartheid planning.  

The idea of “activity corridors” linking previously segregated areas emerged at that time, before 

the idea of Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) gained currency in North America. 

 

Corridors were an important planning concept in the 1990s, offering the prospect of re-

integrating South Africa’s cities. However, there was little immediate progress in 

implementation as the interim authorities were preoccupied with setting up new institutional 

arrangements and dealing with a severe financial crisis. Once the metropolitan administration 

was set up in 2000, the focus shifted to a longer-term perspective, but there were ongoing 

tensions around the strategic balance between growth and competitiveness on the one hand, and 

redistribution and inclusion on the other (Harrison 2017, 224). 

 

Eventually, in 2006, a growth and development strategy was adopted, which was structured 

around key elements including: “proactive absorption of the poor”, “balanced and shared 

growth”, “facilitated social mobility”, “settlement restructuring” and “sustainability and 

environmental justice”.  

 

The African National Congress (ANC), the “party of liberation”, controlled Johannesburg, and a 

previous trade unionist and political prisoner, Amos Masondo, was Executive Mayor from 2000 

until 2012. This was a period of institutional stability that enabled longer-term strategizing and 

program implementation.  

 

During this period, metropolitan-scale spatial plans were put in place. In 2000, there was no 

overarching spatial plan for the city, and spatial planners were still strongly associated with 

apartheid rule. However, the small, strategic planning office in the new administration worked 

energetically and gained critical political support from powerful local politicians, including the 

political head of finance, Parks Tau. By 2006, a metropolitan-wide Spatial Development 

Framework (SDF) was in place, and so were seven detailed Regional Spatial Development 

Frameworks (RSDF) to guide the adjudication of development applications. The city also 

introduced an Urban Growth Boundary to contain sprawl, motivated mainly by the need to 

contain new expenditure on bulk infrastructure (Harrison 2017; Pieterse 2019; Todes 2012).  

Preparations for the 2010 FIFA World Cup provided a critical opportunity for spatial planning in 

the city. The idea of activity corridors had meshed with an international discourse around TOD, 

and the demands of the World Cup catalyzed new investments in public transport, including a 
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new rapid rail system (the ‘Gautrain’) connecting Johannesburg, Tshwane (Pretoria), and the 

O.R Tambo International Airport, and a Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system broadly modelled on 

Bogota’s TransMilenio (Harrison 2017; Pieterse 2019). 

 

For the city’s spatial planners, the new transport infrastructure provided the backbone for TOD-

oriented spatial transformation, connecting previously separated parts of the city, and integrating 

jobs, services, and housing in densifying mixed-use precincts. By 2006, the city had approved 

framework plans for TOD around its Gautrain stations and along the evolving BRT network. By 

2006, the spatial planning department had gained a major advantage through its effective control 

over the city’s annual capital budgeting process, ensuring a critical link in a system of strategic 

spatial planning, project planning, and capital expenditure (Harrison 2017; Pieterse 2019; Todes 

2012).   

 

The confluence of the World Cup’s transport requirements, political stability and support, and 

the technical advantaged gained by the planners, was unusual internationally (Todes 2012). It 

provided the platform for greater spatial ambitions beyond 2010.  

 

In 2012, Parks Tau, a young progressively minded and internationally engaged ANC politician, 

who had served under Masondo in the Finance and Planning portfolios, was elected mayor. He 

was looking for a flagship project that would define his term in office, and through intense 

backroom discussion with officials in the planning department, an ambitious spatial intervention 

was born.  

 

Solution and Implementation  

 

Mayor Tau announced the Corridors of Freedom in his State of the City Address, in 2013, under 

the theme of “the right to a spatially integrated and united city” and as “a project that will forever 

change the urban structure of Johannesburg and eradicate the legacy of apartheid spatial 

planning” (CoJ 2013, 5). A number of outcomes were associated with the Corridors. It was 

promoted as a way “to stitch the city” back together by offering affordable, reliable, public 

transport for those living far from economic and social amenities, and also supplying affordable 

accommodation at higher densities along the spines to provide poorer people with access to the 

city within the context of mixed-income and mixed-use developments (see Figure 2 as an 

example). In programmatic terms, the initial investments were visible improvements to the 

public spaces along the corridors, but the majority of the budget was set aside for investment in 

bulk infrastructural capacities – water, power, and storm water – needed to support projected 

increased densities.    

 

Three corridors were identified (see Figure 1 below). The Empire-Perth corridor runs more or 

less along an east-west spine, extending from Soweto in the southwest, through the city’s major 

educational precinct, to the edges of the inner city. The Louis Botha corridor connects to the 

previous one but takes a sharp northern turn towards the financial center of Sandton and the 

nearby township of Alexandra. The third corridor, Turffontein, is in the southern part of 

Johannesburg and is less of a “corridor” than a “polygon”, without a direct link to the BRT. The 

Empire-Perth and Louis Botha corridors transect a large part of the city, and so, unlike many 
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other mega-scale developments, which are more spatially confined, cut across communities with 

very different socio-economic profiles, needs, and visions about their futures.   

 

Figure 1: Three Corridors of Freedom within the City of Johannesburg.  

 

 
Source: Authors 

 

Since the corridors transect the city’s census sub-areas, it is difficult to compare social conditions 

across the three areas. However, we have taken census data (2011) from six neighborhoods in or 

immediately adjacent to the corridors to illustrate diversity.  

 

Figure 2 shows the neighborhoods’ racial profile, illustrating a degree of racial integration in 

middle-class neighborhoods, such as Melville and Houghton, but a high level of single race 

occupation in the poorer areas. Figure 3 reveals the varying levels of poverty and deprivation 

across neighborhoods. For example, official levels of unemployment ranged from 4 percent for 

Melville to 43.8 percent for nearby Westbury, while the percentage of households living in 

shacks ranged from zero percent in Melville to nearly 93 percent in Slovo Park. As indicated, 

poverty remains strongly racialized. 
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Table 1: 2011 Census Data on Racial Profiles for Illustrative Neighborhoods along the 

Corridors.  

 Houghton 

(Corridor 2) 

Melville 

(C1) 

Turffontein 

(C3) 

Westbury 

(C1) 

Slovo 

Park 

(C1) 

Alexandra 

(C2_ 

Black 39.4 33.4 82.4  9.9 95.0 99.0 

White  34.3 55.6  8.7  0.2  0.1  0.1 

Colored (‘mixed 

race’ 

 2.0  3.2  5.7  87.7  4.4  0.4 

Indian  22.4  5,2  2.0  0.9  0.2  0.1 

Other  5.0   8.0  1.3 13.4  0.3  0.4 
Source: Statistics South Africa 

 

Table 2: 2011 Census Data on Levels of Deprivation for Illustrative Neighborhoods along 

the Corridors.  

Indicators 

(2011 National 

Population 

Census) 

Percentage 

Houghton  Melville  Turffontein  Westbury  Slovo Park  Alexandra) 

Households in 

Poverty with 

Annual Income 

less than R19 

200 (USD 

2,400) 

19.3 15.5 34.1 45.1 55.6 44.9 

Population 20 

years plus 

without a 

school leaving 

certificate 

(Grade 12) 

30.3 17.1 48.6 64.8 77.2 55.5 

Official level of 

unemployment 

7.0 4.1 16.9 43.8 26.3 32.9 

Percentage of 

households in 

informal 

residence 

1.6 0.0 0.9 2.8 92.7 24.2 

Percentage of 

households 

without access 

to piped water 

in a dwelling  

7.0 4.2 21.3 4.3 93.0 60.8 

Source: Statistics South Africa 
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As the mayor’s flagship project, the city set an annual capital budget of R1500 million (or $120 

million) for the corridors over a ten-year period. This figure was a significant commitment and 

amounted to about 15% of the city’s projected total capital budget, or 30% of the budget not 

allocated to maintenance. Institutionally, the Directorate of City Transformation in the 

Department of Development Planning was mandated with strategic leadership and 

implementation of the corridors, supported by all other city departments and agencies, which the 

mayor instructed to prioritize the program. The leverage the planning department had over other 

agencies through the Capital Investment Management System (CIMS) was critical. In addition, 

the city entity, the Johannesburg Development Agency (JDA), was tasked with inducing private 

sector investment into the corridors and investing in strategic points, such as neighborhood 

centers, where fine-grained integration is required. The Johannesburg Property Company (JPC) 

was tasked with acquiring properties along the corridors that could be consolidated for future 

release for private or partnership-based development. 

 

The underlying model for the corridors was to catalyze private-company development over a 15- 

to 20-year time horizon through short- to medium-term public investment in infrastructure. A 

decision was taken not to set up a special agency for corridor development but rather to work 

through the city’s existing structures. Similarly, the city drew on its existing financial 

arrangements, although a large loan for corridor development (EUR 120 million) was negotiated 

with the Agence Française de Développement (AFD). 

 

Figure 2: Planned Developments and Densification for the Empire-Perth Corridor  

 

 
 

Source: City of Johannesburg, Empire-Perth Development Corridor Strategic Area Framework 

 

Results  

 

In this model, the critical success factors are the ability to leverage private sector investment and 

to influence private investment towards the inclusionary and transformative intentions for the 

corridors. Apart from added infrastructure and land packaging, city planners also devised 

incentives to draw in real estate developers. These included accelerated development approval 



9 

 

processes, pre-approval of certain forms of development, additional land use rights, and property 

tax rebates (Harrison, K. 2016). 

 

From the beginning there were obstacles. Even with the mayor’s backing, it was difficult to 

embed the project within the priorities and processes of city agencies, which already had their 

medium- and long-term plans, and some resented the imposition of this new program. More 

difficult was the community politics surrounding the corridors. The program was not developed 

through participatory engagement but was rather “announced” by the mayor. Officials have 

defended this action by arguing that the corridors’ transformative intentions would have been 

significantly reduced by a participatory process, in which better resourced communities would 

invariably have had a louder voice. Yet, when faced with concerted opposition to the Corridors 

from mainly white, middle-class communities after the 2013 announcement, the city attempted a 

belated and partial public participation exercise. The middle class was concerned with 

densification, which would bring new people into their neighborhoods, while poorer (mainly 

black) communities hoped to gain some benefit from the new jobs that were envisaged in the 

construction phase. The middle class was able to exercise some influence at this stage, 

persuading the city to reduce its density targets, while poorer communities were able to 

significantly delay construction on projects where they were not beneficiaries of employment.  

The biggest challenge, though, came from a political shock in August 2016, when the ANC, 

which had run the city since the beginning of democracy, lost its majority. The defeat was 

largely due to prevailing national politics, and especially to the dissatisfaction among the 

metropolitan electorate with President Jacob Zuma, who was mired in corruption scandals. Local 

consequences, however, were far-reaching.  The end result was a de facto coalition government 

of three minority parties: the center-right Democratic Alliance (DA); the populist left-wing 

Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF); and the ethnically based (mainly Zulu) Inkatha Freedom 

Party (IFP). The DA’s Herman Mashaba was elected mayor. 

 

The corridors were strongly associated with the personal vision and politics of Parks Tau, and 

there was a high degree of politically declared antipathy between the incoming and outgoing 

mayors. However, the corridors were a high-profile project both nationally and internationally, 

and there were risks in publicly abandoning the program. The corridors also offered some 

advantages to a mayor who was strongly pro-business, especially in the packaging of land for 

private development. Mayor Mashaba has chosen to focus on the redevelopment of the 

Johannesburg inner city and some of the poorer townships to satisfy his coalition partners whose 

electoral base is in these areas. 

 

The corridors have not been formally abandoned but no longer have obvious priority in the 

administration. The politically evocative name, “Corridors of Freedom”, has been dropped in 

favor of the commonplace “Transit Oriented Corridors”. Nevertheless, they remain among (an 

expanded list of) the priority spatial zones in the city. The medium-term budget reflects changed 

priorities, with a significant decrease in capital expenditure in the corridors: from the R2.5 billion 

(around $200 million) spent between 2013 and 2015, to less than half this amount following the 

ANC’s electoral support.  
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There is still uncertainty over the program’s future. Not only is politics fluid but the corridors are 

well placed as spillover from the inner city and may also offer growing opportunity for the type 

of property-led development favored by the mayor. 

 

With the corridors intended to be long-term incremental development, we should be cautious in 

evaluating impacts. There are arguably indications, however, of positive impacts and 

shortcomings. The project’s outcomes between 2013 and 2019 are uneven. There was an early 

attempt to show visible improvements along the corridors, so budget was spent on public-space 

upgrades, such as new or renovated parks, pedestrian bridges, sidewalks, cycling lanes, and 

improved community facilities, such as clinics and recreation facilities. The impact of underlying 

bulk infrastructures is more difficult to determine. There have been upgrades of water, power, 

and sewerage infrastructure, but some of the projects required multi-year interventions and have 

been prolonged or delayed by revised budgetary priorities.  

 

The response to this investment by communities along the corridors has been mixed. Poorer 

communities have acknowledged the benefits of new and upgraded services but have contested 

the merit of individual projects, and also procurement and employment practices (Planact 2018). 

Wealthier areas have displayed classic NIMBY-ism in fighting plans for low-income or 

inclusionary housing in or near their suburbs. In addition, almost all resident groups have 

expressed concerns over the quality and appropriateness of what has been built, as well as the 

lack of urban management and maintenance following the capital expenditure. Cutting across 

income and race lines is the concern with the nature of the participatory process. 

 

A critical question in terms of the underpinning developmental model is whether public 

investment is leveraging private investment. The dominant pattern of private investment in 

Johannesburg is towards the northern edge of the city, in the wealthiest quadrant and into high-

end decentralized business nodes, such as Sandton, Rosebank, and Fourways. The corridors very 

ambitiously attempted to reshape the city’s geography by bringing investment into localities that 

are accessible to poorer residents. 

 

Analysis and Evaluation 

 

Re-orienting deeply embedded patterns of development will take time. The corridors were 

intended to develop incrementally over 15 to 20 years. Early indications are that large, 

mainstream, real estate developers in the city have not shifted their focus towards the corridors, 

with previous patterns stubbornly resilient. However, there is a new generation of developers, 

mainly small- to medium-size, who are showing interest. These developers target niche markets, 

such as student accommodation, or have gained experience in complex forms of brownfield 

development in the inner city and are expanding outwards spatially. By late 2017, there were, in 

fact, 60 projects along the corridors in various stages of application, approval, and 

implementation, although they were mainly small-scale. There were signs of growing 

momentum, but, with the political change, some of it may be lost, and we may never know what 

may have been.  

 

A further question is whether the investment is achieving the corridors’ inclusionary intentions. 

Their impact on improving access by densifying development along the BRT is limited by the 
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fact that BRT ridership remains low, with the majority of poorer residents preferring the minibus 

taxi, a form of paratransit not restricted to fixed routes. The provision of affordable housing is 

the program’s other key objective, and the 60 projects in the pipeline along the Empire-Perth and 

Louis Botha Corridors are anticipated to provide around 4 500 ‘affordable’ rental units. While 

this is a significant contribution to some market segments, including student accommodation, it 

does not meet the needs of the bottom half of Johannesburg’s income-divided population, who 

cannot afford even the lowest rentals offered in the formal housing sector. The ‘success’ of the 

corridors may actually have exclusionary effects, as properties gentrify or as the most 

marginalized individuals and households are displaced by neighborhood upgrading. There are 

indications, for example, that the upgrading of parks has displaced a homeless population. 

 

Figure 3: Timeline of the Corridors of Freedom Project 

 

Source: Authors 

 

Lessons Learned  

 

The Corridors of Freedom represent an ambitious program to achieve societal transformations 

through spatial intervention. Invariably, perhaps, implementation fell far short of initial visions 

and plans. But this program’s experience to date advises both hope and caution. Even though the 

corridors have to some extent been downgraded in the eyes of the current administration, and 

there is substantial uncertainty concerning their future, there is still much to be learned from the 

process.  

 

A first positive lesson is the power and importance of synergy between key politicians and 

officials. While TOD was a well-established approach to spatial transformation among 
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technocrats in the city’s planning department, it was the high-profile political support given by 

Mayor Tau, and his use of politically evocative language in labelling the program, which made 

the difference. 

 

Secondly, the program was also able to use many of the existing structures and financial 

processes in the city. This fact helped launch the program without the time, effort, and cost 

needed to construct new institutional infrastructure and embed the project within the city 

administration, allowing for relatively fast turn-arounds between conceptualization and 

implementation.  

 

Thirdly, and more technically, the program illustrates the value of aligning plan-making with 

budgeting processes. The budget prioritization system gave city planners critical leverage in the 

development processes and provided a mechanism for city-wide coordination.  

 

However, despite the program’s political support, technical merits, and early achievements, there 

is a need to be realistic and consider the limits of spatial policy in addressing inequality. Such 

projects are not able to deal with the inequalities that are deeply rooted in economic exclusion, 

but they are nonetheless vital in improving access and reducing costs for the poor. 

 

There were also deficiencies in program implementation. Most seriously, participatory processes 

were rushed and handled by external consultants in the hope that they might be expedited. 

However, the lack of sensitivity and the sense that many groups had of either being excluded or 

forced into “rubber-stamping” exercises, effectively constructed higher levels of conflict and 

confrontation than had been anticipated, delaying and modifying many of the outcomes. 

Interestingly, though, the city carefully considered this feedback and has now been 

experimenting with different forms of co-production and participation, indicating that 

opportunities do arise from more antagonistic interactions and should be seen as opportunities 

for learning. 

 

While there was a serious attempt to embed the program in its local contexts, the demands of 

rapid implementation meant that it was not always fully sensitive to the specifics of local place 

and community. Programs such as the corridors need to be calibrated to existing processes, 

including informal ones, and to the tactics of poorer people, and to find complementarities with 

them rather than their erasure. Furthermore, this case indicates that inclusion is not guaranteed 

and should not be taken for granted. The state and its partners need to take deliberate and 

sustained measures to support such an outcome and guard against exclusionary effects, such as 

gentrification and displacement.  

 

The final point is that large projects with long time horizons will invariably face changed 

conditions for implementations; therefore, they need to be futureproofed and to find ways to 

embed them into the fabric of the institutions from which they originate. The Corridors project 

was partially successful in this respect. It was one of the very few in the city that survived a 

change in political administration. It succeeded because of both its technical embeddedness and a 

level of cross-party political support. However, the program was significantly downgraded in 

priority, suggesting that more attention should have been given in the early days of the program 

to both institutional mainstreaming and mobilizing broad-ranging support.  
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