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The UKZN Griot
Of Retailing and Hospitality

Sudoku

Only at a university would prime real estate be made into a car park.
KEYAN G TOMASELLI

W e don’t want to 
corporatise!” This was 
the puzzling response 

by Facilities Management (FM) to 
my suggestion shortly after the 
establishment of the MTB coffee 
shop many years ago. The shop was 
so successful that this initiative, I 
suggested, needed to be franchised 
all over HC. Crowds would be 
redistributed, noise levels muted, 
and the whole campus served 
equitably. 

The FM retort was from an 
already corporatised division, so 
it took me momentarily off-guard.

On inquiry, I was told that 
a management committee 
made up of academics was anti-
corporatisation, and I learned 
when advising the PR division, 
that the banks and shops below 
the EG Malherbe Library were 
considered something of an 
aberration. Remember, in those 
days Natal University was anti-
capitalist, and clearly, this position 
made it worryingly anti-humanist 
also. Offering services to staff 
and students to make the campus 
more welcome, hospitable and 
engaging, was seen to be counter-
revolutionary. No wonder HC 
staff and students can’t wait to get 
off campus after their last lecture.

So, as is my wont, I wrote 
a proposal, this time to the 

Foundation. I started: “Only at 
NU would prime real estate with 
a view to kill for be allocated to 
a car park”. This is the area that 
overlooks the bay and harbour 
(over the Snedden theatre), 
which bewildered tourists would 
negotiate to get to a viewpoint 
cluttered with unsightly parked 
vehicles. My proposal: turn this 
lot into an income-generating 
business hub, pub and grub that 
would subsidise the institution 
as a whole. Of course, the claim 
by the City Council on much 
of this area is an inhibiting 
factor, but unlike Johannesburg 
which donated Yale Road to 
Wits, the Durban council insists 
on retaining ownership of the 
road and adjacent grassy area, 
and then it competes with the 
University in issuing licences for 
food vendors. This is the Durban 
spaza shop mentality at work.

The retail offerings would 
include a much larger space for 
Adams Books, a classy coffee 
shop, where all and sundry could 
get a decent meal and bottomless 
coffee, an alumni shop, a pro-
fessional gym, a lookout point to 
trap tourists and relieve them of 
their hard-earned cash, a link to 
the currently physically isolated 
Snedden, which would better 
integrate it into the life and soul 
of the campus. The architect’s 

impression in my mind includes 
a small hotel and viewing deck, 
even craft sellers and formally 
regulated hawkers of various 
kinds. Imagine a campus that 
actually has a decent social life, 
where collegiality can be restored, 
where the social integrity of an 
educational collective can develop.

The Foundation’s response: 
how would such a venture be 
financed? A second submission 
listed the benefits of private-
public partnerships. Business 
would fund the complex, NU 
would provide the land and 
licence; management would 
be outsourced, jobs would be 
created, and the University 
would benefit financially. The 
Schools of Architecture and 
Civil Engineering could have 
done the designs, supervised 
implementation and provided 
their students real world pro-
fessional experience.

OK, so where would staff now 
park, I was asked? My suggestion 
was that a basement be built under 
the complex, and multi-story 
parking be built at the corner 
of Ridge and Queen Elizabeth 
roads. A properly designed and 
managed taxi and bus rank, 
entrance and exit areas, would 
solve the gemors at the entrance to 
HC. The downer would be that 
users of the parking garage would 

need to pay for its use to cover the 
cost of its construction.

Well, as is this campus’s habit, 
nothing happened. Cars continue 
to occupy prime real estate, 
pedestrians continue to dodge 
cars, buses, trucks and taxis, 
and – other than lectures and 
meetings – there is little to keep 
us on campus at any time. We all 
have to leave to have supper.

In the meantime, the under-
utilised, partially empty Steve 
Biko Student’s Union deteriorates. 
When I first arrived in 1985 there 
was a thriving canteen in its 
basement, now a derelict, wasted 
and alienated space, not even 
serving students. The University 
has been incapable of managing 
the noise, smoking screaming 
and screeching at the MTB 
coffee shop. The solution: shut 
it down! The response: students 
and academics insisted that it 
continue to facilitate one of the 
few sites of collegiality, but that 
the area be better managed.

Why corporatise? A good 
question. Seems that corporatisa-
tion was not understood by NU in 
its positive sense, but the process 
is now taken on in the practice 
of surveillance software such as 
KPAs and other forms of forms 
which simply instrumentalise life 
and work rather than enabling 
creativity. As one of my corre-

spondents from another institu-
tion puts it, there was no accept-
able proof that his staff had done 
anything much in 2010-11, their 
KPA system not having been able 
to accommodate the words “aim” 
or “objective” when we should 
have said “Performance Indica-
tor” and/or “Target Milestone”. 
So we’re all heading for the bu-
reaucratic trenches to reformat 
all our expectations so that 2011-
12 at least looks (to the auditors) a 
little more productive!”

Maybe the postmodernists 
are correct after all – we live in 
simalacrums constructed for 
us by software programmers 
who have absolutely no idea of 
what they are measuring, or 
why. But our performance will 
be thus assessed anyway. As 
another correspondent asked, 
“will universities ever re-capture 
the essence of what made them 
beacons of possibility?”

Keyan G Tomaselli is Director of 
The Centre for Communication, Media 
and Society. He was once an urban 
geographer with a research interest in 
shopping centre location and consumer 
attraction. Now, he avoids these 
preening places like the plague.

Disclaimer: The views ex-
pressed in this column are 
the author’s own.
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The Corporate Relations Division ran UKZN’s Tagline Competition last year and is 
pleased to announce that the search for the tagline is over. As from February 13 
UKZN’s official tagline is: UKZN-Inspiring Greatness.
PHUMELELE MAVANENI

New UKZN Tagline: ‘Inspiring Greatness’

UKZN Tagline competition winner and an Honours Drama and Media student, Mr Kline Smith, has not only 
won an Apple Macbook Air laptop for his submission, but has shaped UKZN’s history as the first student to 
create a tagline for the university. The words ‘Inspiring Greatness’, are now embedded in the brand of this 
great Institution.                                                                                                                                        PHOTO : THANDIWE MADIKAZI


