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South Africa’s  
first super-regional 
turns 40
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By Rob Thomas

Opinion by Rob Thomas Eastgate Turns 40

It’s a milestone that in a sense marks the 
beginning of an era and a culture that the 
country, and indeed the world, is still in 

the grips of. But the question remains: how 
relevant are super-regional shopping centres 
today?

Perhaps it is useful to start with what exactly 
a super-regional centre is. It is an enlarged 
regional centre, with a bigger retail offering 
(and today, that includes a hefty amount 
of lifestyle or experiential space). The 
International Council of Shopping Centres 
(ICSC) stipulates that such centres must 
have a GLA of 80,000m2 or more, while the 
ICSC and the Urban Land Institute, amongst 
others, have declared that such centres must 
also have at least three to six anchor tenants 
making up at least 50% of the GLA. 

In addition, such centres must be sustained 
by a minimum population of 300,000, will pull 
shoppers from at least 20 kilometres away 
(who are willing to drive for at least a half 
an hour to get to the centre), and who will 
typically stay for at least an hour, possibly 
two, maybe even more. 

In 2002, Dirk Prinsloo from Urban Studies, 
in conjunction with the SACSC, came up with 
a new set of benchmarks to denote what 
constituted a super-regional centre. It was 
declared that such centres needed to have 
a GLA of 100,000m2 or more, a criterion that 
Eastgate more than adequately fulfils today. 

In March 2019, Eastgate, 
SA’s first-ever super-regional 
centre, turns 40.
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But when it opened with its 90,000m2 back in 
1979, it met the requirement as set out by the 
ICSC at the time.

The history of Eastgate starts in 1976, but 
in effect, some 20 years before that. Astute 
developers and observers in both South 
Africa and Australia began to see the potential 
for creating large suburban complexes in 
similar markets to North America (though at 
the time this only applied to certain markets 
in SA, given the context of a racially divided 
country). Johannesburg’s Southdale was 
opened in 1962, Hyde Park in 1969, Sandton 
City in 1973 and Cresta in 1976. Today, 
Sandton City’s labyrinthine 141,000m2 (retail 
GLA, excluding offices and hotels) belies its 
start as a small 20,000m2 regional centre on 
the northern outskirts of the Johannesburg 
metropolitan area.

Plans for Eastgate were much more 
grandiose. Proposed was the 90,000m2 
behemoth, the likes of which had never  
been seen before on the continent of Africa, 
and which at the time dwarfed Sandton City 
and every other centre in the country. It was 
hailed as the largest shopping centre in the 
southern hemisphere, and the Financial  
Mail wrote, a week before its opening, that  
“…it certainly is the largest shopping centre 
SA has seen – or is ever likely to see.” That 
prophecy turned out to be wholly wrong,  
but what is also interesting to note is what  
a shopping centre cost to build 40 years  
ago. In 1976, the projected cost of Eastgate 
was R40 million, which had escalated to  
R50 million by 1979 (one thing that hasn’t 

changed in 40 years is the fact that estimates 
and actuals seldom pair up once the concrete 
has set).

Margoles Dukes & Smith (MDS today) did  
the architecture, Rapp & Maister undertook  
the construction, and DI Design of Toronto  
did the interiors, very much modelled on 
shopping centres in North America.

The site was less than ideal from a cons-
truction point of view, being located in a valley 
on a swampy piece of land (unlike the strong 
Parktown shale that Sandton City sits atop). 
But its location was flawless, and ground-
breaking in many ways. Firstly, the newly-
constructed airport highway (the R24) had just 
been built, connecting the centre to the then 
Jan Smuts Airport (subsequently Johannes-
burg International, and today OR Tambo). 

Nary a kilometre away was the mighty Gillooly’s 
system interchange, which connected the N3 
eastern bypass (built in 1971) with the R24, 
providing Eastgate with access to the entire 
eastern side of Greater Johannesburg – one 
of its key success factors, since the car is 
critically important to the sustainability of  
large suburban shopping malls. Like Eastgate, 
it was purported to be the busiest interchange 
in the southern hemisphere. To add fuel to the 
fire, the centre enjoyed direct access into its 
northern parking area from the highway, which 
made it super-convenient. It was a textbook 
development, as one of the other criteria for 
super-regional centres is that they should  
enjoy access to a metropolitan area’s  
transport system.

Above: Eastgate, circa 1982: note the 
proximity of the new airport highway, the 
R24, just a stone’s throw away from the 
Gillooly’s system interchange, at the time 
reputed to be the busiest interchange in 
the southern hemisphere, and still one of 
the busiest today. The centre enjoys direct 
access off the highway, which explains its 
very full parking lot. This was in the days 
before Nicol Rd (top left to right of the 
picture).  

The green lung at the top of the picture 
was the Kensington Golf Course, which 
subsequently made way for the Park 
Meadows shopping centre and other 
developments.
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Ken Romain’s book Larger than Life, the 
story of Donald Gordon and Liberty, further 
recounts the tale of the 
centre. Eastgate was initially 
a joint venture between 
Liberty Life and a company 
called Summit Construction, 
which had run into heavy 
financial troubles (Eastgate’s 
construction began in the 
same year as the 1976 
Soweto Uprising, which 
cast a pall of doubt on the 
economic future of SA, and 
was a short three years after 
the 1973 global oil crisis). The 
50% of Eastgate that Summit 
owned ended up in the hands 
of Nedbank, one of its creditors. At the time, 
Nedbank wanted to get rid of its 50% share 
of the centre, which it labelled ‘an albatross’ 
(around its neck). Liberty bought the 50% 
stake for a mere R27 million, and by 1988 the 
centre had been valued at R300 million.

Nedbank’s involvement in shopping centre 
development since then shows that they have 
certainly learnt their lesson, while Liberty 
(today incorporating Liberty two degrees, a 
REIT), is understandably pleased that 100%  
of Eastgate is owned within the Liberty stable.
“Will Eastgate succeed?” That was the big 
question asked by the Financial Mail back 
in 1979. Tales of white elephants had done 
their rounds. But the public’s love of the 
centre was unanimous. “Eastgate bars uit 
sy nate uit” was the headline in the Beeld 

newspaper the day after its opening, which 
saw a whopping 80,000 shoppers descend 

on the centre, eager to browse 
in and buy at its four anchor 
tenants (Woolworths, Edgars, 
Checkers and Greatermans) 
and 200 line shops. The centre 
also sported a Ster-Kinekor 
cinema complex, but cinemas 
were not regarded as anchors 
back in the day. While there 
have been bigger openings 
since then (most notably the 
estimated 120,000 people 
who made a beeline for Mall of 
Africa when it opened in 2016), 
Eastgate was wildly popular, 
regularly drawing people from 

as far afield as Grootvlei in Mpumalanga, a 
small ‘dorp’ on the N3 to Durban easily 100 
kilometres from Johannesburg. All but one 
of the anchors remain (Greatermans became 
Stuttafords, which eventually closed down, 
and whose space has subsequently been 
taken by H&M), with both Woolworths and 
Edgars massively expanding their flagship 
stores at the centre.

Eastgate has been pioneering in many ways. 
Professor of geography Keith Beavon 
believes it was one of the reasons for the 
demise of the Johannesburg CBD as a first-
port-of-call shopping destination (although 
today the CBD is successful in a different 
form). Its runaway popularity gave developers 
the confidence to try out the concept in 
Johannesburg and other SA cities, with 

equally eye-watering success. It spawned 
four other gates: Westgate in 1985, Highgate 
in 1988 (now China Mall), Southgate in 1990 
and Northgate in 1991. Although Cape Town’s 
Sanlam Centre in Parow opened before it, 
it was not until Tyger Valley opened in 1985 
that Capetonians got a taste of big shopping 
centres. Durban had to wait until 1993 with the 
opening of The Pavilion, which in some cases 
was a textbook carbon copy of Eastgate.

Even London’s retail scene was impacted by 
Eastgate, when Donald Gordon continued 
his “run of luck” with Liberty International 
and Capital Shopping Centres (today Intu 
Properties plc), which saw the opening 
or acquisition of a number of UK centres, 
including Lakeside adjacent to London’s 
M25 orbital motorway. If the concept worked 
in Johannesburg, why wouldn’t it work for 
London’s out-of-town regional centres?7

Eastgate has been written about in books and 
text books, fondly labelled as “the people’s 
mall,” and émigrés in far-flung corners of 
the earth have stated it is one of the things 
they most miss about Johannesburg. It has 
also spawned the careers of some people 
in the shopping centre industry, including 
Dave Kavanagh (the GM at the centre who 
recognised that the shopping centre concept 
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had become like the village square of old),  
who went on to manage Carlton Centre; Neville 
Koen, who ended up working in the Middle 
East; Mike Rodel, who became the manager at 
Gateway; and Wayne Abbeglen, who became 
the manager at Canal Walk. In an old photo, 
there is also a bunch of people from the leasing 
team standing around a model of Eastgate. 
One of them is a very young Patrick Flanagan, 
who of course went on to form Flanagan & 
Gerard, the company responsible for centres 
such as Nicolway, Heidelberg Mall, Middelburg 
Mall, Highveld Mall, and Springs Mall.

Eastgate also pioneered a marketing coup. or 
two in its day. When the centre first opened, 
there was no such concept as a marketing 
team. There was one lone PRO (public relations 
officer), and Maureen Harbor was at Eastgate 
back in the good old days. The centre’s 
then logo was understood by some to be an 
icon of the Gillooly’s interchange, which had 
underpinned so much of the centre’s success. 
It was Harbor who confirmed that it was 
actually the “e” and the “g” which had been  
inverted to create a mirror image. Research 
at the centre showed that this logo enjoyed 
a 40% recognition level by the market – 
unprecedented at the time, and completely 
unheard of in today’s information-overloaded 
world. 
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Eastgate today Story continues on the next page.
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In the years after its opening, it ran an adver-
tising campaign which was a tongue-in-
cheek homage to the Mary Poppins song 
“Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious,” called 
“Supermultihypershoppingextraultraspacious.” 
During SA’s hosting of the 1995 Rugby World 
Cup it ran a campaign with copy that read, 
“This Rugby World Cup, come to the maul.”

Finally, Eastgate also enjoyed the longest run 
as the country’s largest shopping centre, from 
1979 to 1996, just pipping Gateway (2001-
2016), and much longer than Sandton City 
(1996-2000), Canal Walk (2000-2001) and 
Menlyn (2016-present). It remains one of the 
largest shopping centres in the country, with a 
retail GLA of almost 137,000m2 (increasing to 
145,000m2 if the office block is included). 

It is the third-largest centre in Johannesburg 
(behind Fourways Mall and Sandton City), and 
preceded five other super-regional centres in 
the city: Fourways, Sandton (opened before 
Eastgate but only grew to become super-
regional in 1984), Mall of Africa, Cresta and 
Westgate.

In the midst of all of this, change is afoot. 
With new centres offering blended retail and 
experiential spaces, and with a higher focus 
on lifestyle anchors, super-regional centres will 
need to embrace this trend more and more if 
they are to remain relevant as the third decade 
of the 21st century approaches. History shows 
that Eastgate will probably be one of them. A+

Eastgate 2019


