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Quantum change and transferability

Tsoga Environmental Center and Local Sustainability Catalyst, Cape Town, South Africa

Tsoga is a community based environmental education 
agency that works with the local community in Langa 
to address poverty, unemployment and the environment 
in a degraded urban context of an Apartheid township. 
Unemployment is high, average household income is 
less than $200 per month. People lack skills, access to 
resources and live in a place with severe wind conditions, 
a high winter water table and poor soil. 

Tsoga focuses on food gardens, nurseries, composting and 
domestic waste recycling. In 1999 some shack dwellers 
from Langa were moved 20km to government-subsidised 
housing in Samora Machel. The Tsoga volunteers in this 
new community continued with their environmental 
activities. Tsoga approached the City to provide an 
environmental education centre in Samora Machel, which 
is now in the design phase.

This project challenges the meaning and making of a 
sustainable building. The value system of most of the 
members of the community is a traditional one, but is 
infl uenced by aspirations of modernity. This worldview 
differs dramatically from the post-modern „green“ 
perspective, in which buildings rely on green technology 
to achieve sustainability. Thus the key question is how to 
make a building that responds to both the environmental 
and socio-economic issues of sustainability; a building 
that, in the words of Tsoga supports their goal to „promote 
a new kind of perspective amongst South Africans which 
in particular, demystifi es the concept of environment in 
disadvantaged communities.“

While construction offers an opportunity to address 
poverty and unemployment, opportunities linked to 
construction are often temporary. This project generates 
a way of thinking about materials and systems that has 
short and long term benefi ts for the community.

Sustainable materials, systems and labour should be 
sourced locally to stimulate local economies, reduce 
energy use and make architecture of place. However 
Samora Machel has few locally harvestable raw materials 
and people lack skills. The design of the building is used as 
a generative process to create jobs improve environmental 
comfort and nutrition, while at the same time responding 
to local knowledge of building systems, and, in particular 
the activities of Tsoga: recycling and greening. Thus a 
palette of materials that can be grown in the community 
(poles, latte, reeds) and accessible demolition waste 
(cleaned bricks, cementitious waste, scrap metal) informs 
the form and structure of the building and drives job 
creation and skills transfer. 

This is the basis for achieving a vision of a community self 
suffi cient in environmentally sound building materials, 
equipped with construction skills and one that makes 
effi cient use of natural and institutional resources as it 
develops over decades.

Traditional building used local materials and skills. Cape 
Town has few resources and the urban poor are unskilled. 
Conventional building imports materials and labour. Tso-
ga reverses this and shows people how to access and use 
sustainable materials and technology. It teaches people 
to grow timber in their community, to source recycled ma-
terials and use innovative detailing with such materials.

This project enables disenfranchised communities to 
access and take ownership of resources. Skills and know-
ledge transfer, and the stimulation of local economies 
further generate independence. An attitude of respon-
sible stewardship of common resources is fostered to 
encourage the conversion of degraded, unproductive, and 
unrealised natural assets into material and social benefi t.

These are achieved by showing how the land can yield 
building materials and food (by demonstrating gum pole, 
latte and reed production, and food gardening); how wa-
ter can be harvested; and how materials can be recycled 
and obtained cheaply.

The community was deeply involved in planning and even 
stronger ties will be made during construction when trai-
ning and employment opportunities will be generated.

Tsoga turns urban throughput systems into cyclic, regene-
rative ones and reintroduces diversity into the urban en-
vironment. It is a recycling centre and building waste will 
be recycled during construction. Rain will be harvested for 
fl ushing and greywater used for irrigation.

Materials used are low in embodied energy, natural, re-
newable, healthy and non-polluting. They include recy-
cled materials (recovered, cleaned brick fl oors and walls; 
crushed mortar as aggregate; reject polyethylene foam as 
insulation; scrap steel burglar bars and balustrades), bo-
ron treated poles and latte, timber fl oors and joinery from 
cleared invasive alien trees, natural timber coatings, reed 
ceilings, sod roofs and limewash. Passive design strategies 
minimise energy used for heating, cooling and lighting.

Extra time and money was invested in design and training 
as a response to a poor, unskilled community. Cheap/free 
recycled materials allow investment in human rather than 
material capital. The ceiling, fl ooring and metal work sub-
contracts include training clauses to benefi t community 
members. Unskilled local labour will clean bricks. Durable 
materials and passive design ensure low running costs.

The building‘s form derives from exploring how locally avai-
lable and grown materials can be used to create a building 
system that draws on and develops locally known and ac-
cepted building techniques and skills, while responding to 
climate and the broad social context.

„We want a place that we can be proud of with jewels on the 
roof“ - the spring fl owers on the earth roof are living jewels.

Tsoga Environmental Centre and Local Sustainability Catalyst

Resource context

Existing context Domestic scaled workshop space

Home as resource generator Community meeting space

Ground fl oor plan Elevations

Water harvesting Passive design strategies
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Ethical standards and social equity

Ecological quality and energy conservation

Economic performance and compatibility

Contextual response and aesthetic impact

The work is worthy of distinction in that it convincingly calls for a vision of community self-suffi ciency. Most notable is the 
effort to catalyze sustainable livelihood in the region. Fostering environmental stewardship, the project is intended to serve 
as a specimen case study in ecologically sound construction practices for the region, especially in terms of tectonic principles 
and material choices that are responsive to socio-economic needs of a vulnerable culture. The project is also signifi cant 
in that it promotes the creation of new jobs and skills transfer throughout the local population, thereby empowering 
the community’s decision-making capacities to improve the quality of life. A sensitive ethical position is thus forwarded, 
one that emphasizes collectively driven design processes. Contextually, the selection of indigenous materials as well as 
strategies for addressing passive thermal control and day lighting have yielded a design which can be constructed, operated, 
and maintained by the community with minimal external, technical interventions. Provisions for water conservation waste 
facilitation, as well as rainwater harvesting are among other outstanding achievements of a scheme that promises to greatly 
enhance the vitality of local culture and the environment.
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