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EDITORIAL

A

fter two years of pretty much
putting our lives on hold due
to Covid, I am hopeful that we
can now look forward to a new start,
although one that has been left with
long term changes brought about by
living through a pandemic.
For the commercial built environment
sector we have to address the new
normal of hybrid working and how that
effects future office developments. Is
the work from home and office trend
forced upon us something that is here
to stay and how does that affect the
types of buildings we design?
As regular load shedding becomes
another new normal in South Africa,
we are also forced to adapt the way
we live and work and although
it is detrimental to our economic
development, as with Covid, load
shedding is forcing us to have urgent
conversations
about
sustainable
energy options and put pressure
on government to open up more
alternative energy project bidding
windows and reduce the red tape
involved. The money is there to be
invested. Will constant load shedding
finally force the government’s hand?
Encouraging signs from both the cities
of Cape Town and Johannesburg
indicate that they are forging their
own sustainable energy paths which
can’t come soon enough.
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T

he recently completed Netcare Alberton Hospital, designed by A3 Architects
Johannesburg, is the amalgamation of two existing hospitals, the Union and the
Clinton hospitals. The old hospitals sat in the heart of the Alberton CBD within
a block of each other. The Clinton Hospital focused more on maternity and oncology,
and the Union Hospital, which started in a house and expanded into the multi-story
hospital that serviced the medical needs of Alberton and the surrounding suburbs,
specialised in level 1 certified trauma.
This is a story of the hospitals that grew with a community and reached a point where
further expansion in the CBD itself wasn’t feasible. In recognition of the community it
grew up with, Netcare chose a greenfield site that was still within a kilometer of the
original facilities. This would allow the consolidation and expansion of the facility into a
state-of-the-art hospital that would continue to loyally support the residents of Alberton.
The Netcare Alberton Hospital (NAH) has developed as a specialised hospital. To put
this in context its worth looking at a conventional facility and comparing the data on her
sister hospital in Cape Town, the Netcare Christiaan Barnard Memorial Hospital (CBMH).
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Netcare Hospital Alberton is an
example of state-of-the-art hospital
design that still very much prioritises
the needs of the wider community in
its location and structure
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• A conventional 250 bed hospital requires ±20,000m2, 5-6
theaters, 20 ICU/HC beds, 10 NNICU/HC cots and 34-40
doctors and specialist suites.
• The CBMH comprises 248 beds over ±28,000m2. The CBMH
has 11 theatres, 2 cardio catherisation laboratories, 61 ICU/
HC beds and 110 medical doctors and specialist suites.
• NAH is a 427 bed hospital over 42,915m2. The NAH has
13 theatres, 1 cardio catheterization laboratory, 1 super
specialised hybrid cardio catheterization laboratory, 135
specialised ICU/HC beds and cots and 70 doctors and
specialist suites.
Renovate or Relocate
There was an extensive process of testing the expansion of the
existing Union Hospital versus the option to relocate. The existing

Netcare Alberton

hospital had expanded over time; first vertically, then horizontally
into the surrounding office blocks, using all available parking
and then purchasing all available land around the building.
This is a process that happened over the last 20-30 years
and as with buildings and property in the CBD, there is only so
much one can do before you have completely maximised all the
development opportunity of the existing site. The other drawback
of this process is that this happened over time as demand grew
and the internal planning sometimes reflected this and was part
of the challenge of the renovation option.
Site Selection
Although open land for development is very difficult to find in an
old established town like Alberton, three sites were shortlisted for
inspection. Considerations included the site’s location, access
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to major roads and or highway infrastructure,
a site large enough to accommodate the new
facility and be in close proximity to the existing
hospitals. This lead the team to the Newmarket
development on the edge of the CBD and heading
out to Meyerton, which is one of the development
nodes of Alberton.
The Site
The site itself is 52,334m2 on the northern boundary of the Newmarket development; accessed
from the Ring Road East in Alberton and
feeding into the new shopping mall precinct and
developments happening on the old Newmarket
Racecourse property. The site had further
opportunities in as much as the developers of
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the Newmarket precinct were also keen to invest
in the new hospital and so the client developed
into the Rejem Linton Netcare JV, which would
then develop the new hospital as equity partners
in the property.
There is further synergy with a Medimix
Medical Centre that has overflow doctors’ suites
and ancillary functions that complement and
connect back into the main hospital.
The site is easily accessible from the major
road networks, has a good orientation and already
had bulk services and the development rights
in place. All of these factors made it a suitable
location for a high-profile specialised hospital.
Once the site was agreed upon, the first site visit
by the full team was in March of 2015.

Netcare Alberton

Planning
The planning started shortly thereafter and
went through various iterations before getting
a final approval at Netcare Fincom structure in
October of 2017. The building design then went
through more changes until the site handover in
November 2019.
In March 2020 South Africa and the site went
into lockdown for the COVID pandemic, this
allowed the professional team to catch up on
documentation but to also reassess some of
the planning and details that would work around
future pandemics. The air flow, patient separation
and clean and infected zones were identified,
and small modifications were made to work in
a pandemic mode. The design was fairly robust
and had incorporated many of the best practice
ideas beforehand.

significant milestone and makes it one of the most
efficient uses of space by comparison for the
specialised nature of the facility.
The other design factors that were to be
considered were:
• To achieve clean and efficient circulation
routes through the building, both vertically and
horizontally. There are 10 lifts spread throughout
the horizontal circulation to make the vertical
transitions uncluttered and efficient.
• The functional zones and adjacencies work well
with the various departments and disciplines, to
the point that the first floor is a highly specialised
super surgical floor, with the theatres, ICU/
HC , cardiac unit, CCU and CTICU and the
specialists all on one floor.

Design Development & Value Engineering
In June of 2019, the project tested the brief and
the budget through a process of value engineering
which again brought about significant changes to
the design in the horizontal and vertical stacking
arrangements of the building. The team reduced
the area by approximately 4,500m2 to the benefit
of the project as well as the optimisation of the
land use and building envelope. The goal was
to get the design as efficient as possible. This
was measured against facilities within the Netcare
group of hospitals and by way of comparison
here is the data:
• Netcare Polokwane hospital 89m2 per bed
• CBMH – Cape Town 110m2 per bed
• Netcare Alberton Hospital 104m2 per bed
Given the scale of the project, getting the
area per bed below the CBMH baseline was a
Netcare Alberton
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• The hospital is also designed in such a way
that it has future wards and consulting blocks
that can be added as and when required with
minimal disruption to the hospital operations;
this includes additional parking.
• To comply fully with the department of health
requirements as well as all local national building
regulations and the SANS10400 guidelines on
energy efficiency in the building.
• Finally to stay within the green building principles
and guidelines that Netcare have developed
to make their hospitals more sustainable and
energy efficient.

less wet works and a reduced drying time on the
internal finishes. Drywalling is also insulated to
reduce the DB levels in the building.
The internal separations are brickwork for fire
compartmentalisation, structural stability,and
noise reduction. Within these compartments
the drywalling is further insulated for sound
attenuation. Research has shown that hospitals
are increasingly becoming noisy with background
noise, machines beeping and monitoring and
the sound of patients and staff. Therefore any
attenuation will increase the patient and staff
levels of comfort.

Innovative Design Development
The expansion plan was part of the planning from
the start. The northern blocks were left out so that
the hospital could expand without disruption to
the existing operations. Expansion was planned
for doctors, additional wards, an oncology bunker,
additional theatres on the north façade, and an
EP laboratory that would be part of the cluster of
the catheterization laboratories at the end of the
theatre block.
Parking has always been a constraint at the
existing Union and Clinton hospitals and with the
consolidated design the parking was consolidated
on the site into a super basement that would cater
for doctors, staff, and patients with 400 basement
parking bays. This is over and above the surface
parking for visitors at the front of the hospital as
well as additional surface parking for staff at the
back of house / service area of the hospital. The
hospital will have 829 parking bays of which 30
bays are for wheelchair access parking.
The site is in a seismic activity area and the
structure is designed to cater for seismic activity
with shear walls, columns and slabs that are
specifically reinforced. A hospital is considered
a building for which structural integrity during
earthquakes is of vital importance for protection
and refuge. In the SANS 10160 design code
this is ensured through the introduction of
an importance factor which increases the
design earthquake load by 40% compared to
‘ordinary’ buildings.

Sustainable Elements
The envelope design is to minimise heat loss
and heat gain in the building. The windows are
vertical to fit into the shear walls and the size is as
consistent as possible to have a limited number
of window types (reduce cost and production and
assembly time) and the glass is low-e glass which
further insulates the interior from heat gain.
There is 100mm thick polystyrene on the
roof slab to insulate the roof slab. Once the
mechanical engineers ran the heat gain models,
they recommended some sun louvres on the
windows for glare but otherwise the building
envelope is thermally efficient.
The flat slabs on the roof were planned to
have Photo Voltaic panels which will assist
with the electricity generation and reduce the
hospitals energy consumption. This will be
implemented soon with approximately 5,000m2
of roof space utilised.

Use of Drywall
The structure is also designed with a 1 column
failure principle which makes the structure rock
solid. To offset this solid superstructure the
designers looked at using drywall internally. This
led to a 10% saving on the structure and helped
to lighten the load on the piled foundations.
The drywalling has evolved so that the drywall
boards are fit to purpose, with wet boards for
bathrooms, fire rated walls for fire compartments
and heavy-duty boards to handle additional
weight on the wall. The combination of the various
boards also meant a faster construction time with
Netcare Alberton
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LED lighting is the next big innovation step
in reducing heat and energy use in a building
and increasing the lighting as per the required
comfort levels for the medical operations and
patient comfort.
The water use was also identified as a longterm concern. A grey water system was installed
in the basement of the hospital, supplying water
to toilet cisterns. This water will be harvested
from the CSSD autoclaves and wastewater from
the Renal Dialysis Unit. Indigenous vegetation
with low water use has also been planted around
the site, which means less water usage, but with
the benefits of soft landscaping which cools the
surface around the building.
The air conditioning system is a VRF system
that looks at innovative use of VRF technology
to reduce operational and running cost. This was
hotly debated and the mechanical engineers ran
various scenarios and configurations to eventually
narrow the selection down. Netcare’s internal
engineering division have taken an evidencebased look at power use in their facilities and
based the decision on what they have experienced
in other hospitals in the group.

Safety
Patient, visitor and staff safety is of utmost
importance and special attention was given to
the following:
Infection Control:
• Isolation rooms with ante rooms, negative
pressure options and design that amplifies good
infection control practices;
• Private rooms in wards and other selected multi
bedrooms are provided with negative pressure
to enable separation and isolation for infection;
• Physical separation between all ICU beds;
• Hepa Filtration in ICU HVAC systems ;
• 4 x Laminar flow theatres.
Fire & Emergency Evacuation:
• Modern design & rational application with
evacuation plans, compartmentalization, and
horizontal and vertical evacuation plans;
• Fully automated Fire detection, voice evacuation
& Fire protection installations;
• Fully sprinkled basement.
Security:
• Access control to all critical areas
centrally controlled;
• CCTV monitoring on all sensitive areas that are
linked to a security hub;
• Access control from the basement into the lift
lobbies where its dedicated;
• Biometric staff access at the security hub to
reduce third party incursions;
• Security hub located at the intersection of staff
and goods being delivered into the service yard.
Helistop:
• The elevation of the helistop at the ED entrance
and the landscaping to provide a safe and
secure landing area without patient disruption;
• This with the appropriate lighting and safety
lighting on the helistop, buildings and
surrounding buildings high points;
• Consultation with consultants and pilots to
ensure a safe landing environment.
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Façade Highlights
The development of the building envelope into a
neat clean line with an interplay of greys on the
façades is broken with sun shading devices and
louvres which bring about shading and cooling.
The interplay of shadows gives the façade a
sense of depth.
The various sections are cleanly defined on
the elevations and provide clarity and points of
interest so that there is a clear understanding of
the building and its massing. The various height
elements on the building further enhance the
horizontal lines but also break up the mass of
the building into relatable elements.
In between the various blocks are courtyards
which act as the lungs of the building. They bring
in sunlight and fresh air into the circulation areas.
The courtyards are planted to soften the urban
landscape and visually tie in the in between
spaces as well as provide small breakout areas
for staff and patients.
Internal Layout
The hospital has two circulation corridors, one for
the public and one for the staff and doctors. This
means that there are less circulation cross overs
between the staff and public, which reduces the
stresses and trauma that people experience in
a hospital.
The circulation paths are direct and clearly
sign posted to further reduce patient or
visitor stresses from getting lost in a labyrinth
of passages.
The public areas and zones occur in the front
third of the hospital, with the entrance, reception,
coffee shop, pharmacy, and reception all close to
each other around the atrium volume, including
the doctors’ consulting suites. The middle zones
are where the wards, ICU/HC areas are located
and again are easily accessed from the front by
the visitors and doctors and from the back by
the support staff, laundry and kitchen.
The back of house zone is literally at the back
third of the layouts and has adjacencies with the
support services and service yard.
Netcare Alberton

The first floor is a surgical super floor,
where the theatres, ICU/HC and surgical
wards are all on one level, including the
attending specialist surgeons who have their
rooms at the front of the floor. The spaces
are well laid out and the staff have well
planned rest areas adjacent to the facility as a
support service.
The Emergency Department (ED) is a Level
1 Trauma Unit that sees a high volume of patients
from the surrounding industrial areas as well
as patients from the surrounding suburbs. The
layout ensures patient dignity and safety whilst
allowing the staff access to all areas including
the radiology department next door.
Conclusion
Netcare Hospital Alberton is an example of
a state-of-the-art hospital, designed by A3
Architects Johannesburg, specialist healthcare
and project architects, that still prioritises the
needs of the wider community in its location and
structure. It allows for the maximisation of space
as well as preparing it to become a sustainable
success story with regards energy usage.
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