
Exceptional Outcomes.

When you think hi-tech, innovation and world-
class products – think Alania Building Systems. 
Our aluminium product range has a well-
deserved reputation for exceptional quality and 
superb results. Your project deserves nothing 
but the fi nest and most up-to-date technology, 
speedy turn-around-times and an end result 
that adds to your reputation for outstanding 
work. Give us a call today – we’re ready when 
you are.

Johannesburg • Durban • Cape Town
Tel: (+2711) 683 1774, Fax: (+2711) 683 1775 or visit on www.alania.co.za
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Solar panels by Sonnenkraft – www.sonnenkraft.co.za Bathroom fittings by Grohe – www.grohe.co.za



Self-contained
The New Jerusalem Children’s Home in Midrand, 
constructed from recycled shipping containers, has 
recently become the first eco-friendly residential home 
in Africa, due in large part to material donations

Photographs by Dennis Guichard, courtesy of Safintra
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esigned by 4D+A Architects, the vision 

of the New Jerusalem Children’s Home is to 

become a leader in the provision of holistic 

and integrated quality care to orphaned, 

abused, traumatised and vulnerable HIV 

positive children in Africa.

Mia Anfield from 4D+A Architects says that 

the brief given to her and her husband Sean 

was for the design of a self contained home 

to house 24 out of the 80 children currently 

being cared for. “The existing brick building 

where the children slept was in a poor state 

and needed to be refurbished. This building 

was integrated into the new home as the 

dining room, kitchen and scullery,” she notes. 

Having been involved with the home for some 

eight years (they designed the Montessori 

school on the premises three years ago and 

completed extra classrooms at the same time 

as this project), 4D+A have also designed 

the site development plan for the whole site 

which includes two future houses, a chapel 

and an admin block.  

“When we started we wanted the project to 

be as ‘green’ as possible, and the main driving 

force for this was the use of 28 recycled 

shipping containers” Anfield explains. The idea 

of putting orphaned and HIV positive children 

in a container didn’t originally go down too 

well with the board, however, once the flat 

drawings had been converted into a 3D 

representation of the end product, 4D+A were 

given the go-ahead.

Concrete plinth foundations were placed at 

strategic areas on the empty piece of ground 

next to the existing renovated building. The 

6m x 2½m and 12m by 2½m sized containers, 

with all the window cut-outs, framing and 

painting completed off-site, were transported 

to site on trucks a few at a time and placed in 

position by crane, a process reminiscent of an 

oversized game of Tetris. “Due to the standard 

container sizes, it was quite easy to design on 

paper and using both 6m and 12m lengths 

helped us to play with the aesthetics,” says 

Anfield, “However, it was quite a learning curve 

working with containers for the first time – 

though there were some teething problems, 

we quickly learnt from our mistakes.”

The two-storey home caters for the 

older children under the home’s care. It 

accommodates 12 boys on the ground floor 

and 12 girls upstairs, with two house mothers 

who have their own rooms and en suite 

bathrooms. Rooms for the children vary in 

size from two-sleepers to four-sleepers, with 

bathrooms and showers, also completed 

off-site, on each level. The bathrooms feature 

hard-wearing and water-resistant floors, 

utilising the same rubber product used 

in the lining the back of bakkies, and also 

include shower curtains made from recycled 

advertising boards.

The interiors are painted a calm cream, but 

they are brightened up by the colourful 

furniture and bedding. Large windows with 

vertical and horizontal sun screens made 

from eco-friendly composite decking planks, 

balconies off the first-floor rooms and sliding 

doors on the ground floor mean that the 

space is bright and airy – during our 10am 

visit, not one light was needed indoors. Most 

of the walls are insulated, especially in the 

living spaces, although Anfield says that 

they did not want to hide the fact that the 

construction material was primarily containers. 

Interestingly, the interiors are far from cold 

or noisy as one might expect. Use of a roof 

garden above the lounge area is not only for 

aesthetic reasons but also provides thermal 

mass for additional insulation. 

Ceilings were installed throughout, while 
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flooring is made up of both the original container timber and 460m² of re-used carpet  

tiles, predominantly in the bedrooms and passages, donated by Kevin Bates Flooring –  

the recycled carpeting gives a ‘second life’ to installations such as this. A computer station-

cum-homework area rounds off the first floor, while the ground floor features an extravagant 

entrance area in a vertical container with a donated chandelier as its focal point.

“We definitely wanted to create something of architectural value,” says Anfield. “It has created 

quite a statement and a stir, but from the off we always bore the children in mind – this 

is a kid-friendly family system. We wanted to create something which was more than just 

dormitories, although it would have been easy just to put 12 containers in a square, this 

was not our intention – we wanted it to feel like a ‘home’.” Such projects are quite common 

overseas – one of the main proponents, Adam Kalkin, heard about what 4D+A was doing 

and flew out from the States to offer help and advice. “I believe that this concept can go very 

far,” Anfield comments. “We have achieved something that has aesthetic as well as functional 

value and created spaces which work well together.”

The project took six months to build, but could have been finished a lot sooner, as they 

were dealing with a lot of donated material. “Where people couldn’t donate, they supplied 

materials at cost,” says Anfield. “It is amazing how after you get one donor, networking sees 

others coming on board. We are extremely thankful towards every single company and 

individual that contributed to this project – it just goes to show that there are good people 

out there. The key thing now is to get the remaining children into similar accommodation.”

“Looking back, the biggest issue from a technical point of view is that the junctions between 

the ground and first floor containers need to be closed off with steel plates to stop rain 

getting in. Also, the junction between the high cube containers, such as those used in the 

lounge and the regular containers did cause some detailing problems so this would be 

handled in a different way next time. We would also definitely add more roof sheeting over 

the top of the first floor containers thereby eliminating waterproofing problems,” Anfield says. 

“It was a very fulfilling project to work on – the kids even made a mosaic of our names on the 

steps, a very touching gesture.” 

Future plans include the installation of a photovoltaic system on the roof to provide solar 

electricity to the light fittings – this will complement the existing solar collectors which heat 

all water for the bathrooms. There are also plans to install a water tank on the roof above the 

vertical entrance container to feed water for the flushing of the toilets and irrigation.
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The home is committed to an 

environmental sustainability framework 

in everything it does, from reusing 

and recycling to minimising its carbon 

footprint. In cognisance of the importance 

of preserving the planet and saving as 

much water as possible, the home has 

been fitted with water-saving showers and 

basin mixers, reducing water usage by up 

to 50%.

Other eco-friendly installations include 

domestic effluence systems that convert 

all effluence from the kitchen, laundry, 

toilets and bathrooms into water suitable 

for irrigation. Solar water heating and 

storm water tanks have also been installed 

and 300 indigenous trees have been 

planted around the perimeter of the 

property. In addition, the home has a large 

permaculture garden that provides the 

children and members of the community 

with a constant supply of organic 

vegetables. Partnership with Remade 

Recycling has allowed the home to sell 

inorganic waste to the recycling company.

Importantly, the children have become 

conscious of the need to reduce, reuse 

and recycle and are making an increasing 

effort in this regard. Four children from the 

home attended the TUNZA International 

Children’s Conference on the Environment 

and have become strong advocates for 

environmental issues.

Sustainable initiatives

Flooring by Kevin Bates Flooring – www.kevinbates.co.za



How does one gauge the success of a project such as this? Feedback 

from all quarters has been very positive – before this the children had to 

share everything, yet now they have their own space, their own beds and 

cupboards. “The teachers have reported that the children have changed 

notably – even the way they walk and hold themselves has improved,” 

says Anfi eld. “But what clinched it for me was the pencil note written on 

a newspaper article cut-out about the home stuck on a cupboard in one 

of the girl’s rooms. It read: ‘My lovely home. 5 star hotel.’ I think that sums 

it up quite nicely.” 
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AA Containers

Active Glass

Afrisam

Bosch

Easy Life Kitchens

Ergo Systems

Eva-last

Floorworx

Grohe

IDC Construction

Kevin Bates Flooring

Lafarge

Lemon Decor

Living Walls

Maccaferri

McCoy’s Glass

Mr Price Home

PG Bison

Plascon

Safi ntra

Saint Gobain

Sonnenkraft

Main material donors
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Scan the QR codes to view videos of further examples of container architecture.
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