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By 2050, 66 % of the world’s population will live in urban areas, 
meaning our cities need to prepare themselves for another 2,5 
billion people - stretching resources, basic services and infrastruc-

ture. Add to this mix the impacts of climate change, and you have a 
potent cocktail of population density, water extremes and heat. Despite 
this forecast, cities remain captivating residential destinations for many 
people; economic, creative and cultural opportunities have resonated 
around their walls for millennia. So as we move deeper into the 21st 
Century, meeting the needs of our cities’ inhabitants while boosting the 
liveability, health and safety of our urban areas will remain the priority.

People-focused approach

The ways in which we can help achieve this urban resiliency are varied 
and multi-dimensional; there is no one-size-fits-all solution to our city 
challenges. Accordingly, our integrated approach is to focus on com-
munities and their particular circumstances; after all, cities are as much 
about people as they are about how infrastructure can be employed 
to meet their unique needs - scratch the surface of a city and you will 
find people in various stages of life with different needs. When we look 
at the challenges in our urban areas, it is so important to understand 
the people who will benefit from what we do, their mind-sets and how 
they view themselves in the context of each location. We are aiming 
to engage with and make a difference to society, and our societies are 
our people. Working from such a people-focused position (stakeholder 
engagement), we believe we are better placed to understand and 
provide solutions for the potential shocks that can impact cities and 
often produce social breakdown, physical destruction or economic 
difficulty. This broad foundation in our approach means we are in a 
good position to deliver long-term meaningful flexibility in our cities.

Contextual, integrated and multi-disciplinary

We work in an integrated and multi-disciplinary way to solve the com-
plex problems of urban growth - regardless of location. Our wide range 
of skills and expertise gives us the ability to understand the DNA of a city 
and be empathetic to each project we work on. And this is important; 
it means we listen to the needs of the individuals in each location and 
create the solution that is right for the city. It also means we are able 
to change historic assumptions about how a big engineering consul-
tancy should behave and what they should deliver.In South Africa for 
example, we’re contributing the shift to urban densification and public 
transportation in order to combat sprawl, integrate communities and 

protect productive agricultural space. This challenge is compounded 
by the range of problems posed by migration from other parts of 
Africa and by the adequacy of policy and governance in integrating 
communities. Again, we need to be mindful of the real issues facing 
society within the context of their location so that our infrastructure 
and spatial planning solutions are relevant and effective.

Climate resilient solutions

Our approach is as crucial in Africa as it is elsewhere in the world. 
One of the main challenges for ‘delta’ cities particularly is climate 
resilience. Our work in flood protection and the availability of high 
quality drinking water is set to boost the sustainability of hurricane-
prone cities. Like our involvement in the Rebuild by Design project 
in New Jersey following Hurricane Sandy. One European City is a 
perfect example of the adaptation and innovation required to imple-
ment change. In a paradigm shift though, the delta city of Rotterdam 
[KC1] looks at water as something which can be used to improve 
urban quality. In addition, the issues of increased heat and the im-
pacts on our food chain as well as sea level rise and the protection of 
environmental resources will require our critical attention in coming 
years. We have added liveability to the cities of a variety of different 
stakeholders - from master planning in Musandam and Cameroon to 
redevelopment in Western European cities, food centres and energis-
ing local area plans in Africa.

Conclusion

We recently held a debate with a broad audience of politicians, profes-
sors and experts to discuss the urban challenge. Several interesting 
themes arose including the importance of accessibility, the shift to 
market control and self-organisation, adaptability, natural water 
management and spatial development. Conversations like these are 
important to our organisation and the output from this event and 
others like it continues to inform our vision when it comes to master-
planning, local economic development, and the connectivity between 
urban and rural zones.

Cities: People before Project
By J de Wit and T Markewicz, RoyalHaskoningDHV

In recognition of the first ever United Nations Cities Day on 31 October 2014, Urban Challenge expert, Jan de Wit, and Urban Planner, Tony 

Markewicz, consider some of the challenges faced by our urban areas. They argue for a locally oriented and people-focused approach in ad-

dressing urban challenges around the globe.

The Existing Building Performance Rating 
Tool for the GBCSA is currently in its pilot 

phase. It promises to break the myth of going 
green equating to greater costs.
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Jan de Wit is an experienced and strategic project and process 
manager in urban development. Inside and outside his projects 
he always searches for an innovative and renewing approach, 
in order to create concrete, sustainable and resilient and 
supported results in i.e. area development, master planning 
and transportation.Besides his projects, Jan is co-chair of the 

‘Urban Challenge‘. He is responsible for the design and implementation of 
this company-wide programme which focuses on the RHDHV approach and 
marketing on resilient and sustainable cities.

Tony Markewicz operates across all scales of urban planning 
ranging from Strategic and Spatial Development Planning 
through to Urban Design for urban precincts and neighbour-
hoods. He is experienced in stakeholder engagement processes 
from corporate through to community levels. He is based in 
South Africa with extensive experience throughout the country 

and has international experience having worked in the UAE, Swaziland and 
Mozambique.
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Benefits of green buildings for increased urbanisation

The Green Building Council of SA recently achieved their 50 new 
buildings benchmark and data collected from these predict, if these 
certified projects are operated as their designs intended (numbers 
rounded off), 76 million kWh per annum of energy to be saved by 
these buildings. 167 million kWh is predicted to have been saved, to 
date, by these buildings since they were built. The average predicted 
energy saving of these projects is 34 % more energy efficient than 
the reference case, which is based on SANS10400 Part XA - the legal 
standard for energy use in buildings.

The ‘The Rands and Cents of Green Buildings’ report published 
by the Green Building Council of SA states that green buildings deliv-
er a suite of financial and environmental benefits that conventional 
buildings do not. The payback periods of energy and water saving 
initiatives are becoming markedly shorter as a result of increasing 
utility costs and the wider availability of more affordable green 
building technology. In addition to a number of other benefits is that 
of increased productivity – Improved internal environment quality 
(IEQ) from increased ventilation, temperature and lighting control, 
as well as daylighting and the absence of toxic materials result in 
increased health, comfort and wellbeing of building occupants. This 
has been shown to lead to increased productivity – an important 
area of focus due to the significant potential impact on the profit-
ability of a business. Studies show improvements in productivity 
of up to 20 % - easily covering the premium which may be paid for 
the higher quality green space.

Royal HaskoningDHV is the lead consultant of the Existing Build-
ing Performance Rating Tool for the GBCSA which is currently in 
its pilot phase. They believe that urbanisation in Africa can steer 
development into two distinct but completely diametrically opposite 
scenarios; into a negative spiral, compounding problems on top 
of each other or it can be the driving force for the development of 
efficient and smart living ‘ecosystems’ that will flourish.

It is encouraging that 60 existing buildings have been registered 
so far in 2014 for the Existing Building Rating Tool pilot - consider-
ing that 50 certified new buildings were registered over the past 
seven years with the GBCSA. If this trend continues, development 
in Africa will certainly be on the high road.

The most obvious place to start building an African urban green 
legacy is with this tool as it has enormous potential to rapidly expand 
the green building legacy beyond the tip of the continent into Africa 
as it outstrips many of the new building rating tools.

The tool enables Green Leaders in the built environment to take 
any existing building stock in any condition in Africa and place it 
on a green journey. It is designed for local conditions, is easy to 
understand, implement and once applied, progress on the building’s 
green journey is easily managed and monitored. 

Adoption of the tool increases collaboration between tenants 
and landlords in occupied buildings to improve energy and water 
consumption and minimise waste from current baselines while 
setting new benchmarks of environmental performance. It is an 
opportunity for Africa to use its resources efficiently and address 
climate change – buildings contribute more than 30 % of all carbon 
dioxide emissions. 

Statistics from the GBCSA show that buildings are responsible 
for a whopping 40 % of energy consumption, 40 % of solid waste 
generation and 12 % of fresh water consumption, outstripping the 
energy, transport and industry sectors combined. Adoption of this 
tool can help reverse the trend of increased urbanization pressur-
izing energy and water resources as well as reducing the generation 
of solid waste.

The tool has incredible leverage potential in accelerating green 
building awareness through fledgling Green Building Councils that 
are being established from throughout Africa noting that while there 
are but a handful of green buildings beyond South Africa borders. 


