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CITIZEN ACTION

Peaceful 
streets

For any vehicle entering Irene Village, there’s 
no turning back… Once you enter the village 
gates, you’re obliged – by law – to stop over, 
perhaps to visit a friend, have a cup of co!ee 

or take your children to the extraordinarily beautiful 
primary school building. 

That’s because Irene is protected from ‘rat-runners’, 
dangerous drivers, ‘I-own-the-roaders’ and ‘I’ll annex-the-

vergers’ by a road sign we need to see more often in South 
Africa: sign R403.

In terms of the Road Tra!c Act, this sign limits vehicle 
weight (except for local access and deliveries), gives 
right-of-way to pedestrians, forbids the use of the area as a 
thoroughfare and sets the speed limit at 30km per hour.

And it’s immediately apparent that Irene is a place for 
people, not vehicles; a sought-after neighbourhood where 

In terms of the Road Tra!c 
Act 93 of 1996, Sign R403 

[the Woonerf sign] indicates 
to the driver of a vehicle that, 
if he or she proceeds beyond 

such sign he or she shall –
(a) not enter the area 
driving a vehicle with 

a gross vehicle mass 
exceeding 3500kg or a 

vehicle with more than 10 
seats for passengers, except 

for local access or delivery;
(b) yield right-of-way to 

pedestrians and children 
who may be in the roadway;

(c) observe a maximum 
speed limit of 30km per hour 
unless another speed limit is 

indicated by a road sign; and
(d) not enter the area by 

vehicle and drive through 
the area to exit at another 

point or the same point 
without breaking the 

journey [ie, no-one may use 
the area as a thoroughfare].

TEXT AND PICS: GAIL JENNINGS

For the residents of Irene Village, outside Tshwane, it  
wasn’t enough to simply complain about fast, dangerous 

residential streets, or long for a safer neighbourhood. Instead, 
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dog walkers, workers, children and other residents know 
that the streets and other open spaces belong to them.

For most of the 20th, and even the 21st century, streets 
have been designed by engineers who’s focus has been 
to ensure tra!c "ow rather than safe, shared space. But it 
has slowly become clear that streets have many social and 
recreational functions too, which are severely impaired by 
fast car tra!c. 

The concept of a Woonerf, or Living Street, is one 

attempt to design for all the functions of streets. In the 
Netherlands, where the concept began (and which now 
has more than 6 000 woonerven), a Woonerf is a street 
where pedestrians and cyclists have legal priority over 
motorists. Here, the needs of car drivers are secondary to 
the needs of users of the street as a whole. To limit vehicle 
speed, streets are usually designed so that a car cannot 
drive in a straight line for signi#cant distances, for example 
by placing planters at the edge of the street, alternating 

Above: Roundabouts allow 
for natural tra!c calming, 

instead of the more 
traditional and awkward 

speed bumps.   
Left: Residential blocks  

are made more permeable 
by pedestrian and  

cyclist access, o"ering 
greater connectivity and 

route choice.
Top left and centre: 

Sidewalks and verges 
are public spaces, with 

landscaped walkways and 
sculpted seating. Top right: 

Curbs slope gradually, to 
facilitate easy movement 

for prams, wheelchairs, 
bicycles and people who are 

mobility-impaired.
Right: Even where residents 

install bollards or other 
mechanisms to deter 

parking (an action that is 
discouraged), the sidewalks 

remain permeable and 
accessible to pedestrians.

the side of the street on which parking is permitted, or 
curving the street itself. Speed humps are avoided in favour 
of methods (such as tra!c circles) that make slower speeds 
more natural to drivers.

South African legislation does not yet provide for the 
o!cial designation of all the legal bene#ts an international 
Woonerf has, but this didn’t stop the Landowners’ 
Association in Irene, Gauteng, which in 2002 applied  
for and was granted Woonerf status by the City of  

Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality.
Since then, Irene is the most secure it has been in years, 

says the chair of the Irene Landowners’ Association, with 
crime being insigni#cant compared to a few years ago. ‘As 
a non-pro#t company we plough any surplus funds back 
into the safety and security in the village, and have not only 
managed to have Irene declared a woonerf, but also have 
installed the necessary tra!c calming measures to make 
our streets safer.’                                                                          
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All’s Quiet 
in the 

English 
countryside

In the United Kingdom, the Transport Act of 2000 
permits local authorities to designate roads for 
which they are responsible as ‘Quiet Lanes’ – which 
aim not to restrict choice but to widen it, so that a 

variety of transport modes are possible and enjoyable.
Typically, Quiet Lanes (sometimes known as ‘Home 

Zones’) are minor rural roads, and their designation as Quiet 
Lanes enable them to pay special attention to the needs 
of walkers, cyclists, horse riders and other vulnerable road 
users, and to o$er protection from speeding tra!c. Cars 
are not banned from Quiet Lanes and the use of Quiet 
Lanes is shared. Measures such as lower speed limits and 
road signs aim to encourage drivers to slow down and be 
considerate to more vulnerable users who can in turn use 
and enjoy country lanes in greater safety, with less threat 
from speeding tra!c.

Other tra!c slowing measures include narrowing of 
lanes, no concrete kerbs or bollards, and good-quality 
verges; often the centre of the road is allowed to ‘grass over’ 
to make it less enticing to car tra!c. Extended footways 
and verges improve visibility for pedestrians at intersections 
and provide better crossing points.

Quiet Lanes work best when they are part of a network of 
designated lanes that can link residents to, for example, the local 
shop or school, and connect lanes around a village centre.     
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