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ANDILE NCAFPRAI visited the recently completed Sisonke
District Offices and reflects on the building as well as its
users.

This Journal issue’s theme is a personal challenge to each
contributor and reader alike, namely to review their ‘lot in life' in
a changing context. To my mind, the COP17 / UIR Sustainability
Conference of November — December 2011 and the KZ-NIA New
Paradigms Conference of October 2012 culminated in an affir-
mation of the relationship between change and sustainability.

However, I need to start this article with a disclaimer, I am not
an authority on sustainability, but a humble learner of appropri-
ateness. So it is with a lunchbox of relevance that I went on a
short trip to the Sisonke District Offices in Ixopo, southern
KwaZulu-Natal, the first government building project to achieve a
5-Green Star design rating.

As I drove into Ixopo there was something oddly familiar about
the missionary church on the outskirts, the long line leading into
the Spar supermarket, and the off-street trading and queues for
social grants. I had a warm feeling about visiting a building that
will provide much needed services to this obviously spatially and
economically stretched community. I stopped and asked where I
could find the ‘new government offices’, and I was directed just off
the Main Road, to the end of Marearet Street. As I parked outside
this largely submerged, and inconspicuous public building 1 was
beckoned by the entrance canopy and it became clear where I
should head.

At reception the security guard, uBab" Ngwane - as he
introduced himself to me = offered to give me a tour. Not wanting
to be rude I accepted, apprehensively, thinking it might be a
waste of time as it was already starting to look like rain. Ngwane
proceeded to ‘school me’, as we walked, on how the rainwater
collected from the entrance canopy is used to run the entrance
fountain. I expressed legitimate awe, and he excitedly proceeded
to take me to the expansive roof garden.
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This roof garden was awarded an innovation point by the Green
Building Council of South Africa for diversity of vegetation. This
also has the resultant contribution of reducing the amount of heat
build-up in the building to minimise reliance on artificial cooling.
Before I had time to take in the roof’s endlessness and how it seems
to tie in visually with the expansive natural landscape of Ixopo and
the bees seemingly pollinating for spring, we were off again.

Ngwane could not resist showing me his pride and joy of the
project, the array of water collection tanks that flush the toilets
in the building. As we walked around the largely linear building,
taking advantage of its north-south facing elevation the
materiality of the building seemed to almost emerge from the
ground. I got the feeling that the building could be around for a
long time, without the nurturing hand of maintenance.

The advantage of the narrow floor plates became more
apparent as my trusted tour guide took me into the offices. The
light and warmth were inescapable, with little or no impact from
artificial light and heating. But Ngwane was very quick to correct
my comment about natural warmth, and said it is probably the
under floor heating, that is exposed for display in a common
meeting area.

As we looked out from one of the meeting rooms having the
final fit-outs, reflecting on our tour, he pointed out the ground
swales handling the grey/rainwater overflow. I looked back on a
proud short figure, hands in pockets, as he wrapped up by
assuring me that he had given these tours to a few foreign tour
groups in the past months, I could not help but think, 'in Ixopo?

On the drive home I thought what change will sustainability
contribute to our built environment future, and what changes we
need to effect in sustainability. Instead of answers, I came back
with questions. The Sisonke District Offices Project gave me an
opportunity to evaluate sustainability at a macro level, to
unapologetically guestion the purpose of the project and,
moreover, its catchment or impact. I was also confronted by the
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