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The Western Cape Housing Ministry is proud to provide a foreword to this important document researched and compiled
by the Development Action Group, an organisation at the forefront of urban development and self-help housing in the Western
Cape Province.
Since its inception, the People’s Housing Process (PHP) has been fraught with challenges for government and communities
to deliver decent, well-planned, and sustainable shelter for families throughout the Western Cape. Although many of these
challenges have now been explored and addressed in the Enhanced People’s Housing Process (EPHP), there are still many
lessons to learn from the communities and organisations involved in PHP.
The case studies in this series, the Marconi Beam Affordable Housing Project, the Netreg Housing Project, and the Freedom
Park Informal Settlement Upgrading Project, critically reflect upon the challenges of delivering PHP housing. They offer new
suggestions and insights regarding how local and provincial governments and communities can work together most effectively.
We welcome DAG’s efforts and will take steps to learn from the lessons presented in these reports and the recommendations
made. We will continue to scale up the People’s Housing Process and other housing mechanisms to ensure that every family in
the province has a place they can call home.
The highlight of these case studies is the importance placed on active community participation and control. The efforts of
the Netreg, Marconi Beam and Freedom Park Housing Associations are exemplary – devoting up to 20 years of struggle, hard
work, and determination in their pursuit of dignified shelter. These case studies demonstrate the challenges faced by organised
community groups and how they have managed in the face of considerable adversity to sustain their collective agency, engage
in complex relationships with stakeholders, manage conflicts that arise, and finally succeed in building their houses.
We congratulate such united community efforts and wholeheartedly support such partnerships in the continued delivery
of PHP housing.

Bonginkosi Madikizela
Provincial Housing Minister
Western Cape
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Netreg residents learn to lay bricks in the shadow of Table Mountain
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People have made their homes where they could make a living for the greater part of human history. Land was available
to all as the primary means of survival, creating stable, accessible vernacular economies rooted in agricultural production.1
The introduction of private property, underpinning the development of the Western world, geographically fragmented people
and their livelihoods. Through this process of development, the main principle of land, when viewed as capital, was no longer
sustenance but accumulation. Those with resources could now exercise their power to monopolise discrete portions of
property as spheres of their private will, displacing those less financially capable.
Modern cities bear testament to these successful accumulators and to those they have excluded. The neo-liberal project
of GEAR in South Africa, informed by international examples of the last 30 years, is oriented towards privatising control over
urban centres. By creating systems of government that integrate State and corporate interests, private capital becomes integral
to city-building, thereby excluding the broader public from this process.2
Insidiously, “urban renewal” or “urban upgrading” programmes often serve as vehicles to displace marginalised citizens from
well-located land, making it available for purchase by private enterprise.Through such programmes, wealthy interests consolidate
their control over urban centres, while poor, underprivileged and marginalised residents are victims of expropriation and
dislocation. Social movements and NGOs advocating the interests of the poor often inadvertently help the State dispossess
vulnerable residents of their right to the city, by offering housing far from the urban core. In these cases, securing the constitutional
right to housing is realised but the right to the city is summarily overlooked.
This case study will focus on residents from Netreg – a poor, overcrowded settlement in Cape Town – who have succeeded
in exerting greater democratic control over the production and utilisation of their city. By establishing some key partnerships
with government and non-government agencies – the Development Action Group (DAG), the City of Cape Town (represented
by Roger Carney), and Niall Mellon Townships Initiative (NMTI)3 – the Netreg community developed the political traction
to redesign and reconstruct their living environment. Through the vehicle of self-help housing, Netreg residents rebuilt their
neighbourhood around their vernacular economy, and in so doing, increased economic empowerment and financial stability
within their settlement.
The Netreg community, thus, not only embarked on a project concerning the physical changes they wanted to see in their
neighbourhood, but also the social and economic changes they wanted to see in themselves and their livelihoods. Though
they could not entirely escape the legacy of apartheid and the built environment of the wider South African context, they
reconfigured a corner of Cape Town in their image, affecting a geographically minor but socially significant revolution of urban
spatial dynamics and accumulation in the city. This project clearly demonstrates that implicit within all low-income housing
projects is the capacity to not only remake the physical environment of the city, but, to remake the citizenry as well.
While the substantial achievement of the Netreg Housing Project (NHP) must be acknowledged, this case study is not
an uncritical celebration of the residents, their project or their partners; rather, it is an in-depth analysis of choices and
constraints faced by a community fighting for access to urban self-determination. The primary goal here is to trace the history
of collective activism in the NHP, from a position of desperate necessity over a 20-year period of struggle to its final resolution.
1.
2.
3.

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Podlashuc, L. 2008.
Harvey, D. 2008.
In March 2007, NMTI established the Mellon Housing Initiative which continues this work in other projects.
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This examination will be twofold: firstly to explore the internal social bonds that were formed in Netreg, their strength and
longevity, and the degree to which these bonds continue; secondly to assess the external partnerships that were formed with
local government, DAG and NMTI, their impact on the community process, and the material benefits they provided and related
costs.
The overall purpose of this case study is, thus, to provide insights and recommendations into the process by which a
dispossessed community faced with a land and shelter crisis can manage, in the face of considerable adversity, to sustain
their collective agency over two decades, engage in complex relationships with stakeholders, manage the inevitable conflicts
that arise, and finally succeed in building their houses, designing their neighbourhood, and remaking a small part of their city
according to their needs and desires.
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2.1.The politics of overcrowding
The history of the NHP cannot be dealt with separately from the socio-political context of South Africa between the passing
of the Group Areas Act (No. 41, 1950) and the present. It has been affected by the rise and fall of apartheid, the election of the
ANC and the political contestation in the Western Cape. Influx control under apartheid severely limited the number of workers
allowed to enter urban areas. Consequently, basic housing was manageable within the budget of the State and was provided
for all “legal” labour. This government housing policy was not out of generosity, but political and strategic necessity, as the State
sought to exercise near-total control over the lives of the population. The passing of the Group Areas Act and the subsequent
forced removals demonstrated apartheid’s absolute fear of chaotic places, which could not be monitored or contained. These
so-called “grey areas” or “mixed areas” (District 6, South End, Sophia Town) transgressed most aspects of the apartheid regime
and destabilised its ideal of order.“Black” and “coloured” city-dwellers were dislocated from the cities, removed to unfavourable
portions of land on the urban periphery and installed in Le Corbusier-inspired4 neighbourhoods designed for social control. One
entrance and exit ensured that the relocated community could be continuously scrutinised and completely cut off from the city
in the instance the State felt threatened by escalating political violence.
An entire tri-partite political infrastructure – with separate government departments for “blacks,” “coloureds,” “Indians,”
and “whites” – was constituted to implement this vision of a country-wide spatial planning framework dedicated to racial
segregation. Every organ of State was developed in triplicate (housing, education, health and welfare) to support the near-total
separation of daily life.
Under these racially segregated administrations, forced removals and the State provision of housing were the status quo for
much of the 1960s and 1970s; in the 1980s, apartheid came under far greater stress. Within South Africa, the very settlements
that the government sought to control through ordered public housing projects became the primary training ground for popular
resistance and escalating political violence. Forms of civil disobedience, including rental boycotts, strikes, stay-aways, and protests
in over 55 townships, meant that the State lost around $400 million5 in public services income in just two years. Additionally,
the armed wing of the ANC, Umkhonto we Sizwe, launched a programme of controlled sabotage targeting State buildings, highranking officials, and other symbols of the illegitimate establishment in a campaign to “make the country ungovernable.”6 This
disciplined programme of militant action combined with civil disobedience required the government to respond by pouring
increasingly more resources into the national army and police force to quell the growing conflict. Population control moved
beyond the architectural to the military with the States of Emergency devouring a huge portion of government funds.
Outside of South Africa, the Reagan-Thatcher tendency of shrinking State welfare programmes and the collapse of the
Soviet Union also had direct consequences for apartheid as well. With the new Reagan-Thatcher era advocating thrift,
fiscal responsibility, and TINA (There Is No Alternative to the market), State-sponsored housing, healthcare and other aid

2. INTRODUCTION AND
HISTORY

“In 1947, Le Corbusier built his gigantic, monolithic Unite d’Habitation, an apartment block for 1,600 people in Marseilles meant to alleviate a
severe post-war housing shortage. It is a structurally simple rectangular, concrete grid, which has come to inform rental, low-income, and peripheral
housing world-wide.”Trachtenberg & Hyman: p.541.
5. Battersby, J.B. 1988.
6. This was a popular African National Congress (ANC) and United Democratic Front (UDF) slogan at the time.
4.
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fell from favour globally.7 International sanctions provided a moral reason for Western countries to cease sponsorship of the
apartheid regime and the new period of détente between the US and the Soviet Union under Gorbachev provided a pragmatic
reason.
Given the internal turmoil and the lack of financial backing, the State could no longer afford to sustain apartheid and regime
change was imminent. Grand projects (like Mossgas) enabled the waning government to leverage funds and borrow from
the International Monetary Fund, funnelling substantial resources to international bank accounts – instead of providing much
needed services such as housing. In the twilight of apartheid, the strain on capital meant that State housing had to shift beyond
the provision of public rental accommodation toward the production of massive dormitory suburbs for coloureds and site and
service schemes for blacks – both located on the urban periphery.
In the early 1990s, when the Cape Provincial Administration assumed responsibility for informal settlements in the
erstwhile Cape Province, they tacitly allowed the expansion of black townships beyond their boundaries but did not allow
the same in coloured areas. Always somewhat concerned about the political pluralism within the Western Cape, the ANC
encouraged many families from the former “Bantustans” to settle in Cape Town and swell the ranks of devoted voters. These
new recruits were often the first to access some form of land and tenure security, while long-time black residents, whose
loyalty was assumed, were overlooked and long-time coloured residents, whose loyalty was suspect, were ignored. Such
policies ensured that the population growth in coloured communities was kept hidden away in rooms, backyards, and hostels
– with multiple families living in the old apartheid-constructed dwellings flanked by several shacks and wendy houses. The
difficulty of living in such tight quarters, beholden to landlords and house-owners, meant that tenants were always a highly
transient population with very little capacity for mobility, moving from room to shack to room, often within the same small
community. This ever-increasing and rather invisible overcrowding continued to compound the land and housing problem,
particularly in coloured communities.
In 1994, the ANC took over and inherited the old apartheid debt together with a profound housing problem, with new
legal internal migration, family formations, and urban expansion overwhelming any significant redistribution or compensation
programme. The human and financial resources to provide the quantity of housing needed were not available despite continued
promises of adequate shelter. The short-sightedness of newly-elected authorities often had unintended consequences resulting
in the increase, not decrease, of the housing problem. An example of this was the ANC’s continuous public commentary that
farm labourers should gain access to the land on which they lived and worked. However, the political process of passing the
Land Reform Labour Tenants Act (No. 3, 1996) was so protracted that it allowed farm owners to evict their resident workers
well in advance of the law, thus exacerbating the backyard-dwelling problem. These previously (if minimally) accommodated
labourers were especially vulnerable as many were rudimentarily educated rural migrants without any city-savvy.
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7. At the same time Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto, author of The Mystery of Capital: Why Capitalism Triumphs in the West and Fails
Everywhere Else was gaining prominence for his push to privatise public and communal land for the poor through the provision of title deeds. Alan
Gilbert and others have since questioned the efficacy of this model, demonstrating that private title has done little to help the poor out of poverty
and secure the tenure of marginalised residents; instead access to a formal land market has actually served to dispossess many families. Formal title
raises the value of a particular plot of land, thus encouraging wealthy interests to buy property from poor families at sub-economic rates (which are
still substantially more than most slumdwellers can earn through informal employment).
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The young democracy was under considerable pressure from the newly liberated population to deliver on ambitious
promises to build five million houses a year. The ANC felt that there was no political room for small-scale pilot projects and
so created policies geared toward large-scale housing roll-out across the country. The reality of accomplishing such a grand
housing programme meant that the new government only developed one, narrowly-defined delivery mechanism focused on
large-scale private sector involvement for the comprehensive and far-reaching delivery of housing units.
Recognising the limited nature of this private, profit-driven mechanism, Joe Slovo and subsequent Ministers of Housing
pushed for the formalisation of a people-driven process as well. The 1994 White Paper on Housing gave rise to a range of land
and housing options – including a project-linked subsidy and a rental transfer programme – but it was not until 1998 that a
self-help housing scheme (People’s Housing Process, PHP) was concretised to provide support for organised poor communities,
capable of driving their own development.8 The original PHP authors aimed to create a system that was low on bureaucracy and
high on people’s participation. The main idea was that people, through their own efforts, would contribute to the construction
process (through what became known as “sweat equity”), thereby reducing the cost of labour, increasing access to on-the-job
skills training, and encouraging a high level of ownership.
What resulted, however, was not a quick, easily-accessible, and efficient system at all, but a cumbersome and heavily
bureaucratic process, which was prohibitive to most communities without support from NGOs and contractors.9 Almost since
its formulation, there has been a steady shift away from the principal of “sweat equity”10 in the implementation of self-help
housing in South Africa, making it easier for private sector contractors to seize control over the housing industry.Three distinct
mechanisms of delivery were established as housing policy evolved: contractor-driven development, self-help housing (PHP),
and managed-self-help housing (managed PHP), a hybrid of the previous two. Unfortunately, within this schema, a very small
percentage of families in need are able to access decent shelter through the contractor-driven and managed-PHP frameworks,
and an even smaller percentage choose to take on community-run PHP projects.11
2.2.The effects of national and international politics on Netreg
Although the old settlement of Netreg exemplified apartheid’s racially-motivated urban planning approach, the reality of
overcrowding created a very strong, close-knit community that banded together to assert their right to the city. Started in
the 1960s under the Group Areas Act, coloured residents from Cape Town were installed in 300 two-roomed council flats in
the corner of Bonteheuwel; however, as the apartheid regime ceased the provision of accommodation for labour, Netreg soon
exploded with backyard shacks, wendy houses, and a thriving unregulated rental economy. It is not unusual in the old settlement
PHP refers to the government sponsored programme of self-help housing in South Africa.
The self-help programme in South Africa, or PHP, has since been revised to address many of the old bureaucratic stumbling blocks. It is now called
the Enhanced People’s Housing Process or EPHP.
10. The principal of sweat equity, when it has been followed, has almost always been interpreted literally – as a contribution of physical labour
– it has rarely been interpreted more broadly to include a participatory approach to land advocacy, house and neighbourhood design, project
management, and other value added elements.
11. Significantly, Roger Carney could not remember any PHP projects in Cape Town since Victoria Mxenge in 1996. Interview: Roger Carney.2009.
8.
9.
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of Netreg for three or four households to share the same brick-and-mortar home, with several dwellings at the back.12
Unlike many places, this rental economy benefits the financially secure and forms a safety net for the most vulnerable tenants.
When households have very little money, rent is very often subsidised by the landlord or domestic labour is accepted in exchange
for accommodation. In fact, a 2004 livelihoods analysis found that 41% of Netreg families stop paying rent during “bad times,”
demonstrating that most residents are not afraid of being evicted by landlords.13 This livelihoods analysis further showed that
poverty in Netreg is severe with participants classifying as much as 76% of Netreg residents as either “poor” or “vulnerable.”
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Urban poverty hidden in backyards, photo: Ismail Pandy
Based on the definitions of the survey (developed by the Netreg community),“poor” families can only afford to eat dry bread
and tea during the good times and often go without food during the bad times; while “vulnerable” families tend to eat porridge
and vegetable stew during the good times and dry bread and tea during the bad times. Almost all respondents mentioned that
when resources were very scarce, communal living clusters (which cut across class and kinship ties) pool their meagre finances
DAG. 2004.
Families stop paying rent, even before they stop paying water, electricity, school fees, clothing, funeral policies, food accounts, and debt. “The
Netreg Livelihood Analysis.” DAG Archive. 2004.

12.
13.
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to make sure that children are fed, even if adults go to bed hungry.14 The reality of scarcity in Netreg has created a stable
population that is highly interdependent for their daily needs.

Horse and cart entering Netreg

Figure 2: Community map drawn by Netreg residents
This sense of social collectivism is further endorsed by the geographic isolation of the settlement – another very obvious
legacy of apartheid-style planning. Bordered on two sides by the railway and highway, entering Netreg requires five left turns
followed by two right turns in a veritable maze of concentric circles. Residents are cut off from all neighbouring settlements
(Joe Slovo, Bonteheuwel, Mitchell’s Plain), shopping centres, and employment opportunities. Though there is prime access to
arterial roads and public transport routes, few community members can afford to own cars or even purchase train tickets. This
14.

DAG. 2004.
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Scrap collection in Netreg
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limited access to the city results in several churches, sports fields, spaza shops and a primary school servicing the majority of
residents’ social and economic needs within the boundaries of the settlement. This sense of social isolation has also resulted
in the growth of various illegal enterprises – drug dealing and shebeen ownership are highly profitable, while alcoholism and
gangsterism are rife. Many Netreg families, thus, share a common concern about the safety of their children and the myopia
engendered by urban exclusion. As Koebra Isaacs, a parent and NHP committee member, explained: “I had a teacher who told
us to go and find a man on the other side of the highway. That’s what I tell my kids now too. Here the kids play together, grow
up together, get pregnant, and get married – all within these six blocks.They never see anything outside of Netreg and they end
up getting into trouble.”15
The most noticeable difference between Netreg and many other poor communities is that the vast majority of residents are
connected by a single micro-economy: scrap collection. The evidence of this is everywhere – young boys can be seen pushing
shopping trolleys full of metal over the railway bridge, mechanics can be seen repairing beaten-up appliances in front of their
houses, and horse-carts can be seen lugging heavy materials along Modderdam Road. Netreg residents wrest an uncertain living
from discarded metal found on dump sites to sustain their livelihoods. They work with horses and (more recently) bakkies16 to
gather materials from the neighbouring townships or suburbs and sell their pickings at the Philippi scrap yard.
Generations of Netreg scrap collectors, and those who have come to join them more recently, have been barely able to
survive. For most it is a meagre living, a daily gamble for the findings of scrap, mitigated only by the lucky few who own a means
of transport namely, a horse and cart or motor vehicle. Residents, however, remain positive about their way of life – the game
of scrap17 – whereby collection teams compete daily to find more and better products than their counterparts. As Shevran,
the wife of a scrap collector, described: “It’s not every day my husband gets R50 or R60. It’s not every day. On a good day, the
money is good, the money is good. Like say for instance, he got this machine at this factory and he almost earn R10,000 for
that machine….but on a bad day, he can’t even pay the horse owner.”18 Netreg residents see themselves as resourceful, hardworking, loyal, hospitable and egalitarian. A people who pull together, look after those in trouble and strive to repel threats
to their survival from the outside, particularly threats from politicians, officials, the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals (SPCA) and members of the broader Bonteheuwel area, who tend to view Netreg residents as extremely poor, smelly,
dirty, gangster-ridden, and corrupt.19
This strategy of horse-ownership and scrap collection was inherited from the formal waste sector during a time when some
Netreg residents were employed by the city to collect rubbish. Municipal waste collection was generally accomplished by horse
and cart before motorcars were widely available and reasonably priced. Those who worked in the formal waste collection
sector could see the need and value of continuing this economy informally – and acquired the city’s horses as they were being
replaced by garbage trucks.20
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
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Interview: Koebra Isaacs, 2009.
Light delivery vehicles or pick-up trucks
Lewis, J. 2004.
Shevran. 2009.
DAG. 2004.
Ibid.

The most financially stable members of Netreg (besides drug-dealers and shebeen proprietors) tend to be horse-owners,
who rent out their animals for R100 a day to men from the community. These men serve as the “drivers” of the horses, and
are accompanied by several teenage boys. 21 These boys are either employed by the horse owner to make sure the animals
are treated well by the drivers; or they are employed by the drivers to help with the transportation of heavy scrap. At a very
rough estimate, there are 20 horse-owners, possessing between 60 and 80 animals, renting them out to the same number of
drivers, who are accompanied by twice as many youngsters. High-value scrape, such as washing machines and other appliances,
are generally brought back to Netreg for local repairmen to fix and re-sell.22 A conservative approximation indicates that over
300 Netreg residents are directly supported by the scrap industry – not to mention a large number of tuck shops, bakeries,
shebeens, and even drug dealers who are secondarily supported by this economy. Peter Daniels, a prominent horse owner in
Netreg, speaks about how important the horse-cart industry is to survival: “My friend is dead now, four months ago, but his
wife is also relying on that horse. [My friend] worked with the horse, but now there is no one to do nothing with the horse.
Because he was my best friend, his wife say: ‘she’ll give me the horse for free.’ And I say: ‘No, how are you going to get money
and feed your children? The horse can do that for you.You must rent it out.’”23
Survival in Netreg has always been a collective enterprise, given the precarious nature of scrap collection. The coincidence
of necessity means that the very vulnerable and the more financially stable are brought together in shared livelihood struggles
and the pursuit of common interests.

Horse-ownership and scrap
collection was always at the centre
of the Netreg local economy,
Silkscreen: Marianne Podlashuc

2.3. Brief history of Netreg residents remaking their neighbourhood
During the late 1980s, at a time when most poor urban dwellers were being moved further from the city,24 residents from Netreg
focused on a vacant piece of property alongside the Modderdam Road/N2 interchange congruent with their original settlement.
This plot had social and economic value, for here the community could not only remain close to familial networks, but could also
continue to survive through their vernacular economy. The Modderdam/N2 land offered a prime base for scrap collection and sale
by horse-cart, with private residences, commercial centres, and industrial parks at their disposal. Moving closer to or farther from the
urban core would have disrupted their livelihood strategy and strained their financial stability. Netreg residents understood that their
survival was dependent on their location, and thus spent 17 years – initially with the support of the South African National Civics
Organisation (SANCO), and subsequently DAG – negotiating for ownership of this particular plot of land.
Initial interventions with SANCO (between 1986 and 1996) proved fruitless because most leaders had no material incentive
to fight for shelter, and because the erstwhile National Party Government was not receptive to the civic associations. Subsequent
land inquiries with DAG (1996-2003) revealed that local and provincial government could not actually determine the property
ownership because of the consolidation occurring in the public sector. Information was fluid and largely dependent upon
varied reports of public officials. In 2003, NHP finally signed a successful land transfer agreement with the City of Cape Town
The scrap metal industry relies heavily on child labour. Children from very poor families seek out employment to clean up after the horses, or go
on scrap collection rounds with drivers.
22. This accounts for the rather curious statistic that 30% of Netreg residents own second-hand washing machines, while only 10% have access to
telephones. DAG. 2004.
23. Interview: Peter Daniels. 2009.
24. The township of Khayelitsha was first established about 40 miles from Cape Town in 1985.
21.
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(Tygerberg Administration).This was a profound triumph, for it demonstrated that a dispossessed community, in fighting to gain
ownership of a particular plot of land, had navigated the bureaucracy and countered the market economy to successfully assert
their right to determine where to live in the city.

Netreg site plan
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Nolan’s story
I’ve been living in this community all my life. I went to primary school here, I got married here, and started a family. I lived in
a wendy house for almost 14 years. … Seeing this house project here, this took a very, very long time to get off the ground.
So, by the time I got my house, I wanted to make sure everything was the way I wanted it to be. … And now there’s this
sense that I’m a homeowner. I don’t have to go through someone else’s house just to get out of my wendy house. And, I
need to take responsibility for what I’ve acquired.The kids can run and play where they want to, within the house, or in the
yard, or wherever. And that’s basically the biggest thing for me, you know, the privacy, the freedom. … We walked in our
house on Christmas Eve two years ago. And just the sense of having Christmas on my very own, as a family, that was quite
significant for us. And getting to know other neighbours and the surrounding areas. Because I lived at one end of this area,
and now I’m at this end. So, I needed to start making friends with other people in the community. I think that’s basically it
in a nutshell for me.
After the land transfer agreement was signed, the City of Cape Town made it clear that they were already overwhelmed
by the housing backlog and did not have the human or financial capacity to undertake another low-cost development for the
next three to four years – the Netreg residents would have to wait.25 Empowered by their experience of securing land and
concerned about the city’s delays, the NHP opted to undertake construction themselves through the PHP or self-help delivery
mechanism. With DAG’s assistance, they interviewed and selected various professionals to develop the technical components
of their business plan, and subsequently prepared and submitted the necessary paperwork to the Department of Housing.26
In a ground-breaking move, the Western Cape Housing Board not only approved the Netreg business plan in 2004, but
the Procurement Committee also accepted the technical professionals selected through the community-interview process.
This was the next big triumph for the NHP, as residents had gone outside the typical government-appointment process and
asserted their right to decide when to begin their project and who was best qualified to assist them.
Over and above the bureaucratic challenges, physical and technical difficulties related to the condition of the land threatened
to delay the project further. It was clear from the outset to both DAG and the Netreg community that the land was low
lying, marshy, and fell about one metre below the storm water and sewage systems. Specialised infrastructure, in the form of a
detention pond for storm water drainage and a pump station for waste disposal, were necessary on-site. This cost almost R16
000 (forty percent of each subsidy) and left only R24 000 for each house.
Each year the municipal government builds approximately 11 000 new houses in the City of Cape Town, which as project manager Roger Carney
has said: “is a drop in the ocean…it’s window dressing.” Interview: Roger Carney. DAG Archive. March 2009.
26. Procedure required that they submit a comprehensive Business Plan which included the beneficiary list, geotechnical survey, and infrastructure
layout as well as individualised house plans for every plot.
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Given the limited available funds, the house design and neighbourhood layout were heavily influenced by financial viability.
DAG’s professional support team, in consultation with the Netreg beneficiaries, developed a medium-density housing layout of
semi-detached units and row houses with slightly reduced plot sizes for 191 families.27 However, even with the medium-density
layout, beneficiaries were still required to pay almost R5,600 to access basic 36m² houses due to the high costs of infrastructure
and materials. Since financial instability made this shortfall untenable for many residents, the NHP screened various suppliers and
eventually negotiated a deal with ENG Consulting to source materials for the 36m² house within the available subsidy quantum.
The NHP thus addressed their technical and financial limitations through a creative layout design and a tactical partnership.

Figure 3: Project Timeline
Just as the NHP was gearing up to start construction in 2005, the Nial Mellon Townships Initiative (NMTI) – an Irish funded
charity, working in the Imizamo Yethu township in Hout Bay – approached the committee to get involved with the project.
DAG advised the NHP to negotiate with NMTI to secure certain advantages for the beneficiaries. An agreement was reached
that NMTI would supplement the housing subsidies by co-financing the construction of larger houses (42m²) with improved
specifications (a hot water geyser, tiled roof, shower and kitchenette) at no extra cost to the homeowners; in exchange, the
NHP would bring ENG Consulting on board to source materials at a much lower rate than NMTI’s current supplier. Their
agreement further mandated NMTI to take control of construction with the proviso that local labour was employed in the
27.

The original plans only made provision for 156 plots on site.Thus the additional 35 subsidies aided the financial viability of the project.
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project and beneficiaries were consulted in decision-making.
Despite these commitments, NMTI’s intervention was complicated by their dual role as the charitable donor and the
construction manager.The NHP ultimately had minimal control over the physical construction of their settlement because they
did not retain the agency to critically evaluate the donor/contractor. Although the Netreg community was highly successful in
securing their communal right to the city through their choice of land location, house design, and construction partners, they
ceded some control to NMTI in the last two years of the project.
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Residents enjoying their finished houses in Netreg
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3.1. Questionnaire and sampling
During a one month period in February 2009, qualitative data for this case study was gathered through 16 in-depth
interviews with three DAG development practitioners, two NMTI contractors, five Netreg housing committee members, five
project beneficiaries and the government-appointed project manager.28 The five committee members together with the five
beneficiaries comprise a sample size of 5% of the Netreg project households. Semi-structured qualitative interviews were
chosen to establish a credible comparison between respondents.
The interviews were conducted using various tools – most were taped on a digital voice recorder and simultaneously
documented in long hand. In addition, DAG provided considerable archival documentation of primary and secondary sources
relating to the project. These documents included meeting minutes, letters, typed reports, video material, pictures, power point
presentations, emails and excel spreadsheets dating back to the late 1990s. Close analysis and comparison of archive documents
with qualitative interviews have been used to explain, highlight and sometimes expose agendas, content, intentions, links and
underlying relationships.
The interview schedules differed slightly for Netreg residents and support professionals.Though the questions were generally
open-ended, they were ordered around five particular concerns:
1. the socio-historical background of the Netreg Housing Project;
2. the capacity enhancement process facilitated by DAG;
3. the construction interventions by NMTI;
4. the negotiations with different spheres of the South African government; and
5. the inter- and extra-community conflict resulting from contestation over resources.
The interview schedule for Netreg committee members and beneficiaries sought to reveal how participants reflected upon
each aspect of their twenty-year struggle for housing and how certain relationships helped or impeded their objectives. The
questions were specifically tailored to ask participants about the developmental praxis of their key partners. The interview
schedule for DAG, NMTI and local government sought to balance and complement community interviews and flesh out some of
the specific differences in their development approaches. All respondents were asked to comment on their own methodology
as well as that of other key partners.The questionnaires were designed to generate a well-rounded and multi-dimensional view
with all relevant stakeholders sharing experiences.29
Through DAG’s comprehensive livelihoods analysis in Netreg and several smaller surveys, much had been documented
about the living conditions and economic circumstances of residents prior to the completion of the housing project. In the
original livelihoods assessment, four households were chosen as representative of different levels of economic security and
vulnerability within Netreg. The income generation strategies of these families were thoroughly explored, together with their
relationships with family members, friends, neighbours, and other economic dependents. Where possible, the same households
were interviewed to provide a comparison between their livelihood strategies before and after the housing project. The goal
was to explore how neighbourhood design and homeownership impacted upon financial security. Every effort was made to
target respondents who represent specific roles and economic activities central to the community (e.g. a spaza shop proprietor,
28.
29.
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The first few houses almost
completed in Netreg

See Appendix B: List of Respondents
See Appendix A: Sample Questionnaire.
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horse cart owner, scrap collector).This was of particular importance as life in poor communities before and after gaining secure
tenure and shelter is as much about material costs and benefits of housing, running water and flushing toilets, as it is about
economic mobility, community empowerment, and psychological and emotional esteem.
Discussions of housing often fall into the impersonal discourse of large-scale delivery on the one hand, and the equally
impersonal, if emotionally-charged, rhetoric of “shelter for all” on the other. In this analysis, the discourse of political economy
is blended with an interpretative approach revealing the universal contradictions, struggles, and triumphs of any housing project,
while highlighting the very personal journey of 191 families. In analysing the data, the broad categories of vernacular economy,
partnership, empowerment, and conflict were allowed to blend, exchange, overlap, and depart. All this was based on the
respondents’ own words, before putting together deductions, interpretations, and recommendations. Strong themes emerged
that formed the basis for the propositions and proposals contained herein.
3.2. Limitations
The major limitations of this study relate to the questionnaire and the sample size.The questionnaire was contrived to have
different versions for committee members and beneficiaries. This quickly proved to be a false division because the committee
underwent many changes of leadership over the 20 years of the project and all beneficiaries were constantly welcome to
serve as “additional members.” This meant that most beneficiary families were represented on the committee at some stage
of the project. It was consequently difficult to differentiate between households of committee members and households of
beneficiaries. And thus, upon a preliminary assessment, it seems that DAG’s capacity building training was diffused over a large
portion of the community, giving most interested individuals an opportunity to lead. As a result, the committee member survey
was administered substantially more often than the beneficiary survey.
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4.1. Building community collectivism, securing land tenure: DAG supports Netreg’s struggle
In every traditional and managed self-help housing project, there is a support organisation offering guidance, usually an
NGO or contractor. Housing policy acknowledges that poor communities cannot access the self-help delivery mechanism
and the government subsidy without professional assistance and the government provides facilitation and establishment grants
for this service as part of the subsidy framework. Government allocated R570 per household involved to the NHP to cover
the costs of operating a housing support centre which would coordinate beneficiary involvement, construction, and project
administration. DAG also received a once-off grant from government of R27 504 (R144 per household) for assisting NHP to
prepare a business plan, secure subsidies, and coordinate construction. Housing policy provides few guidelines for how support
organisations should serve these projects and there is thus no real correlation between the amount of money allocated and the
amount needed to support genuine community based development. Consequently, the grants were insufficient to cover both
NHP’s and DAG’s real costs. DAG spent approximately R2.4 million supporting Netreg between 1996 and 2006.
In the absence of all but the most cursory criteria and insufficient funds, there are many different models for support
organisations. DAG’s particular methodology is inherently developmental, placing greater focus on achieving citizenship than it
does on attaining housing. For DAG, the self and the city are conjoined: as poor, marginalised families collectively re-produce
their cities, they collectively re-produce themselves. Here, asserting the right to the city through a housing project is merely a
vehicle by which previously dispossessed communities can advocate for their constitutional rights and entitlements to urban selfdetermination. DAG’s partners learn how to constitute voluntary associations, run meetings, take minutes, lobby government to
unlock resources, manage relationships with stakeholders, and ultimately move from a position of disempowerment to one of
agency. The main goal is to help those who find themselves on the margins to overcome decades of oppression and encourage
them to understand their power and place within the modern democracy. This case study begins with an assesment of the
partnership between DAG and the Netreg community against this developmental methodology: was it able to engender an
organised active citizenry and how could it have been improved? The processes used by DAG to support the community to
secure the land, design the houses, conduct a livelihoods assessment, map out the neighbourhood and forge a relationship with
NMTI will be considered.

4. REFLECTIONS ON PARTNERSHIP
WITH DAG

Securing the land
South African cities, dominated by private interests vying for real estate, provide two ways for poor communities to acquire
land: through occupation or government programmes. When backyard dwellers in Netreg first started organising in 1986, the
shortcomings of the apartheid government’s housing programme were evident and the predominant way for people to secure
tenure was through occupation. This strategy continued even after the transition, with newly liberated South African citizens
betting that any government representing the majority of the people would not support forced evictions.
Despite the tacit acceptance of land occupation as the only alternative to government housing, the Netreg community
chose to play by the rule of law and were penalised for it. While others received land immediately, the Netreg community
waited patiently. During the late 1990s, mass occupations became less frequent with the formalisation of land and housing
programmes.
Under the newly formulated government housing plan, self-help housing was most easily accessed by families with tenure on
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serviced sites, while those without land were expected to register on lengthy housing waiting lists for contractor-built houses
in Greenfield developments. The latter housing option was typically built on land far from the urban centre and beneficiaries
ultimately had little say about where their housing would be located. This approach quickly bolstered the government’s record
without addressing poverty or the need to spatially restructure the apartheid city. The practice of moving people far from the
city replicated the apartheid planning model, reinforced marginalisation, and diminished already fragile livelihoods. Housing
became a means of continued oppression by the State.
The backyard dwellers from Netreg did not have serviced sites and did not want to be moved out of their community as
their collective livelihood was tied to this particular location. The community chose to assert their right to the city by engaging
public officials and representatives in Local and Provincial government to determine the ownership of the identified land parcel
and negotiate for its release. During this seventeen year process, it became abundantly clear that the government actually
did not know who owned what land or how it could be transferred. This was largely due to the post-apartheid consolidation
occurring in the public sector. In the end, it took nearly two decades for Netreg to secure land and only two years to secure
housing. This clearly demonstrates the significance of the challenge of access to secure well-located land at affordable rates.
Therefore, any public service delivery programme that de-links land from housing perpetuates a false division and in so doing
fails to redress the spatial inequalities of the city.

Negotiating with Government
During the struggle for land, DAG used an action-learning approach in extending support to the Netreg committee through
a long-term process of engagement. Acting in an advisory role, DAG facilitated access to information to enhance community
skills and capacity using a mix of meetings, formal workshops and training courses. Most of the community skills development
came about through the actually process of lobbying government, approaching departments, holding meetings, and advocating
for land. All five committee members and three DAG respondents agreed that securing the land was the single biggest challenge
of the entire project.
The CEO of DAG, Anthea Houston, recalls: “We’d start with the Local Authorities, figure out who owns the land and begin
a process of engagement with the land owner. At the time, we discovered that the land was owned by one of the Provincial
Departments of Government and there was a process of engagement with that department and that went on for several years
and eventually, just as the community was at the point when the land would be transferred, they’d get told, ‘oops this land has
actually been transferred years ago to some other department’ and the whole process would start over. So, we went from a
Public Works Department to the Transport Department; then from Transport they were told, ‘oh this land has been given to the
Local Authorities, the old Tygerberg Administration;’ and then we’d go and we spent two years engaging with the old Tygerberg
Administration and then they were told, ‘oh no this was transferred to the Unicity in year X’ and basically it was evident that
Government at a Local and a Provincial level had no idea who owned what part of this land. … It was just unfortunate that we
couldn’t go to one place to get government records and we were reliant on officials who just didn’t know.”30
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Interview: Anthea Houston. 2009.

		

Nolan Abrahams, community construction controller and vice-chairperson of NHP

Nolan Abrahams, the vice-chairperson of the Netreg housing committee, concurs: “I think…the land issue was also a very
sore point because now the committee would submit [a proposal to government] and say ‘listen here, we would like this land
for development’ and we’d have all the environmental impact studies and all of those things…But, the government would say,
‘but it’s not my ground, the land belongs to the Transport Department.’ … And there was just this endless, you know, back
and forth, ‘no but its transport’ and then transport would say ‘no it’s not our land, it belongs to the City or to…you know,
whoever.”’31
Both Abrahams and Houston tell essentially the same story, revealing that this was an equal partnership, where the Netreg
committee was involved in every step of the process. DAG taught the community how to engage with government stakeholders,
showed them how to submit professional business proposals, and then created space for them to take the lead.The community
asserted their right to determine where they wanted to live – no other land parcels were even considered – and in the end,
they secured their housing and livelihoods in Netreg.

Choosing medium density typologies
During the land acquisition process, DAG workshopped options around housing layout and design with the Netreg
beneficiaries and once the land was secured, the process started in earnest. From the outset, the community was willing
to consider higher-density housing units. Crystal West, the Netreg Project Development Facilitator from DAG, remembers:
“Members of the project noted that they did not want to stand out ‘like a sore thumb’ from the rest of the neighbourhood
31.

Interview: Nolan Abrahams. 2009.
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in terms of house designs, as they would want to see themselves as part of the community. They indicated that very different
house designs would create an ‘us-versus-them’ scenario.” Under this brief from the prospective new home-owners, Eugene
February, an architect working for DAG, designed semi-detached and row houses to complement existing structures nearby.32
Due to the need for specialised infrastructure in Netreg, the subsidy quantum was insufficient for free-standing houses – these
technical issues coupled with their desire to maintain a sense of place by fitting in with the surrounding community, meant that
residents, when offered a choice between moving to the urban periphery or living in higher-density units, unanimously opted for the
latter. This outcome demonstrates that contrary to the dominant narrative, housing typologies and spatial planning frameworks can
be challenged by finding higher-density models that are acceptable to low-income communities. In Netreg, semi-detached and row
housing was not only acceptable, but actually preferred by the community, as long as certain conditions were met.
This experience made a myth of the claim by many in the housing sector that higher-densities are unacceptable to South Africans,
who will only consider a free-standing house (the ‘one-house-one-plot’ formulation). The one-house-one-plot approach supports
urban segregation and satisfies NIMBY-ists (Not In My Backyard) who aim to keep the poor on the outskirts of the city. Government
cannot afford to surrender valuable infill land for low-density housing and those who argue that higher-density housing is unacceptable
to low-income South Africans make it easy for such land to be sold to private developers at the highest market price. However, if the
poor are willing to live in flats or row houses, this argument against low-income, medium-density housing provision fails.
Bricklaying skills training

Community house design workshops
Once DAG developed five different house designs, the beneficiaries had extensive meetings to discuss how these plans
translated into the reality of an everyday living space. DAG was careful to accommodate important community considerations
in all of the plans – each included a minimum of two bedrooms, deemed critical for privacy and morality; a front door and a
back door, necessary for women who needed to escape from abusive partners and a sufficiently large backyard space to hang
washing lines or accommodate horses.
As Lettie Booi, the secretary of NHP remembers: “That architect from DAG, Eugene, would make different designs, present
them in a meeting, and say, ‘This is what I have.What do you guys think?’ And then all of the people that were beneficiaries looked
at the designs and asked, ‘What is this; what is this going to be; how big is this going to be?’ And one weekend, what he actually
did was draw the house on the ground, next to the community hall.We went outside with his measuring tape … and he drew the
house outside. He walked there to three metres, and then again three metres there, and so on.That way we had a feel of how big
the house was going to be. And he said, ‘That is the biggest he can make the house.’ And we like laughed and said, ‘That it is going
to be really small.’ He said, ‘No, it looks small now, but once the house is up and standing, you will see the difference.’ And we
were thinking, ‘It is going to be too small. This is not even three metres.’ … And he explained about square metres and we didn’t
understand. Now what is this about square metres? And he talked about eighteen square metres and he started explaining again
and again, until we all really understood. And finally, he said, ‘Are you happy?’ And we said, ‘Yes. We are happy.’”
As Lettie makes clear, the house design workshops were detailed, interactive processes to help the Netreg residents
visualise the house designs and initiate discussions about their needs, desires, and affordability. DAG’s participatory approach
enabled the community to make choices around the acceptability of medium-density units, which eventually led to the overall
financial viability of the project.
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Higher densities were also necessary because of the geotechnical condition of the land.The added infrastructure cost required a greater number
of subsidies to make the project financially viable.
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First fully-built example of the semi-detached houses in Netreg

Conducting the livelihoods analysis
A key strategy that enabled the Netreg community to design their settlement based on their future economic security was a
participatory livelihoods analysis, undertaken by members of the housing committee with support from DAG. Any new development in
Netreg had to make provision for the scrap-collection industry as this micro-economy supported many residents.While most tenure and
shelter projects are accompanied by the assumption that the very delivery of stock housing units will make families more economically
secure, it has often been shown that government-subsidy housing can (and does) make people less financially stable, by curtailing informal
economies (backyard shack rental, sex work) or moving beneficiaries to the periphery. In extreme cases, families have sold their houses
below market value or rented their houses for additional income, finding it more economically feasible to live in a shack.These experiences,
illustrate that housing has limited social upliftment value without simultaneous consideration of economic empowerment.
Netreg exemplifies how the delivery of self-help housing can actually increase the financial stability of the community without
additional capital outlay. A door-to-door survey was conducted within the community to get a more complete understanding of
the scrap-collection industry and to consider the social and technical components of a housing project in this micro-economy.
As Anthea Houston, the CEO of DAG recalls, “The residents gained insight into their neighbourhood from making the analysis
themselves and being involved in the data collection process. They discovered that problems that were thought to affect only
one or two families were actually quite common amongst other households in their neighbourhood and could be addressed
collectively.”33 The livelihoods analysis revealed that in order to fully assert their right to the city, the NHP had to sustain or
even enhance their current vernacular economy and survival strategy.
During the course of the analysis, the housing committee realised that many of the community members had economic
33. Some more immediate changes were also revealed through the survey, including a reduction in the secondary school drop out rate. It was discovered
that the school principal was illegally turning away students who hadn’t paid their school fees and didn’t have the proper uniforms. A group of residents
addressed this by taking it up with the principal and threatening to report him to the Board of Education.

Development Action Group

Mr and Mrs Daniels and one of
their fifteen horses
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strategies that required special consideration. Meetings were held with affected beneficiaries and attempts were made to
incorporate their business requirements into the design of their houses. This became an essential factor in the actual plot
allocation process, as beneficiaries with home-based businesses were given the opportunity to select plots that would be most
economically viable – e.g. spaza owners generally selected erven at intersections to facilitate enhanced access to their shops
and horse owners selected erven that bordered the servitude along Modderdam Road where their horses could graze.
The spaza shop and horse owners interviewed confirmed that the layout enhanced their livelihood strategies, expressing high
levels of satisfaction. Peter Daniels, a horse owner, corroborates: “Those guys help us a lot. For our horses, we need space and that.
DAG helped us a lot for getting space for our horses. That guy helped us choose on the plan. He said, ‘You must go around here
because there’s a lot of backyards there.You can build a stable there for your horses.’ … So, all the horse guys…who got horses, chose
to move on the back side.We got a lot of space there for that.”
Mr. Daniels owned only three horses in the old Netreg settlement because he lived in a backyard shack with a small yard
– he now owns fifteen horses, which he attributes to his ability to expand his business in the new Netreg neighbourhood. Mr.
Daniels now employs at least a dozen more men as horse “drivers,” thus considerably expanding the scrap business in Netreg.
Clearly, with a more thorough understanding of livelihoods strategies, higher levels of beneficiary participation, and attention to
basic house and neighbourhood design, economic activity can be enhanced through low-income housing projects.34
Gonzalo Lizarralde and Mark Massyn from the University of Cape Town argue that community participation is not essential
to low-cost housing and in fact, often interferes with a positive end result.35 Using Netreg as an example, they contend that the
neighbourhood has “limited integration of economic activities” due to the inadequacy of the house design and plot location for
the incremental construction of home-based businesses. Here they only consider individual livelihood strategies that may require
a store front or some addition to the house façade – they completely overlook communal livelihood strategies and entire microeconomies. By defining the “integration of economic activities” solely as home-based business, they fail to see that the entire
Netreg neighbourhood is built to accommodate the collective industry of scrap-collection. Consequently, their argument is based
on the presumption of generalised economic endeavours of the poor rather than the economic base of Netreg specifically. This
case study shows that NHP was not focused on consolidating individual wealth (through personal businesses enterprises) but
rather on securing collective livelihood opportunities common to the majority of the neighbourhoods’ residents.

Participatory layout planning
After the houses were designed and the livelihoods analysis conducted, DAG supported the community to develop a
neighbourhood layout that attempted to address critical social and geographic factors, including “safety and security, social inclusion,
maintenance and cleanliness, and incremental upgrading.”36 Through this process, the NHP vividly demonstrated what community
participation in low-income housing can achieve towards building an active citizenry capable of making cogent decisions about
their neighbourhoods. Developing the neighbourhood layout was a thoroughly consultative process (informed by the livelihoods
analysis), with DAG facilitating multiple workshops and public meetings so that the residents’ concerns could be adequately
34.
35.
36.
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The economic considerations did not help every family in Netreg and six houses have been sold for various reasons.
Lizarralde & Massyn. 2008: pp.1-14.
West, C. 2006.

understood and addressed. None of these conversations were straightforward or uncomplicated and every effort was made to
ensure all community members had a voice in the process.
From a strictly technical perspective, not all of the NHP’s original goals were achieved, but when social and economic
factors are taken into account, the project must be considered a success. Too many housing projects are still only defined in
physical and technical terms; in contrast, the NHP exemplifies how social capital can be built, financial stability improved, and
active democratisation achieved through the vehicle of low-income housing provision. The thinking behind several of the most
complex and multi-faceted choices are outlined below:
• Safety and Security:
Noting the high crime and gangsterism rates in Netreg, beneficiaries wanted the streets to be visible from all houses
believing that surveillance would reduce criminal behaviour. Most streets were planned as cul-de-sacs with clear visibility from
windows. This design was to inspire a spirit of neighbourliness and communication, where families could make each other
aware of what was happening in their street. It was also an important tool to limit all through-traffic37 and offer a safe space
for children to play.
Peter Daniels said: “Now we know if our children is playing in the yard, playing in the street where everybody can look an eye on
everybody’s kids.And we can see if there’s a different guy coming to play in the street.We don’t know him, but we just sit and look and
make sure they’re okay. … It’s much safer, because if I’m sitting here in front busy working, then I can see all the kids that’s playing and
then I can see every car which comes in and come out. If the guys come from the highway and he wants to get over there, he must
climb high to get over the fence, and walk through the neighbourhood there, so he cannot grab a kid here and run through there and
get out.”
In retrospect, the majority of residents indicated that they felt their safety had increased based on the neighbourhood design –
the only dissent came from those living near drug dealers.All members of the community expressed sadness over the fact that they
were not strong enough to keep criminal activity entirely out of their neighbourhood – they feared reprisal from gang members
for taking any action to stop or inhibit the trade. This highlights a need for a strong neighbourhood association to take on issues
that arise in communities.

Netreg children playing safely in
the street

• Social Inclusion:
Incorporating the community into the larger Bonteheuwel area was discussed extensively due to the pervasive feeling of
isolation. This was always a contested issue: some residents wanted to open up their settlement, while others felt more secure
being closed off. After thorough consultation, residents opted for a piece of land that was adjacent to where they were living at the
time. Due to the train tracks and highway system bordering the property, by implication they could not be easily integrated into
Bonteheuwel. Economic security proved to be a more important consideration than the desire to increase social inclusion.
The Netreg community recognised that not all their desires could be met and chose to prioritize access to scrap collection
opportunities, family networks, and public services.They settled upon their current location due to its close proximity to public
transport (trains and mini-buses), primary and secondary schools, recreation facilities (soccer fields, netball courts and toddlers’
playgrounds), churches, and a community multi-purpose hall.
37.

Most Netreg residents indicated that they did not have cars.
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• Maintenance and Cleanliness:
The older section of the Netreg settlement experienced severe flooding, blocked sewers, broken water pipes, and dirty
streets. Thus, the residents wanted to build good quality infrastructure to avoid the need for ongoing maintenance and to
improve the health of the community. They worked closely with engineers and municipal officials to decide what specialised
infrastructure was needed due to the condition of the land. A pump station and a detention pond were built to manage sewage
and storm water. Many community members and Roger Carney indicated that they have since had problems with both – and
have been in contact with the city to fix the problems.
Reidewaan Williams, a resident living close to the detention pond described: “In the beginning, a lot of children started to play
in the dirty water and one of them would get a rash. It was a girl;,on her head, her whole body was like a rash, a reddish rash.We
complained a lot about it to the city.When we talk about it, a few people, they came out.And one of the guys said that they must lay
a drainage pipe down along the highway. … So they can put a channel for the water and transfer the water straight to the channel,
then it go out of the neighbourhood. But so far they didn’t really do anything about it.They say they were going to fix the problem,
but they didn’t fix the problem.” Although the problem is not solved yet, the Netreg residents have the strength and skills to fight
for their right to a clean settlement and speak with the City about the problem.
Overall, residents agree: “The neighbourhood is better, because there is a division at least between the way it used to be and
what it is today, you know. It’s cleaner, for most parts of it and it’s healthy.”38
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• Incremental Upgrading:
Another important factor for the Netreg beneficiaries was the desire to upgrade their houses in the future as their financial
security increased. Lizarralde and Massyn (2008) argue that provision was not made for incremental upgrading because the
plot size is too small to add rooms, the windows and doors are poorly positioned and the roof trusses negate second-storey
development.This is not entirely accurate. DAG’s original plans made provision for incremental upgrading including double-storey
expansion – but, the plans were changed mid-way by NMTI, who chose to use a combined steel roof truss that extended over
both houses in the semi-detached typology (discussed in more detail later). The result of this decision was that neighbours in
semi-detached houses would have to build a second floor simultaneously or replace both roofs entirely. DAG enabled beneficiaries
to choose their neighbours to minimize the negative effect of NMTI’s decision. Many families intending to upgrade incrementally
chose to live next to other families with a similar economic capacity.
Lettie describes this process: “We had a board with a map on it. So DAG said we should choose where we wanted to live.
So we decided together. I’d say, ‘I want to stay next to you,’ and he’ll say, ‘Yea, you can stay next to me. I wouldn’t mind.’ Then he
would say, ‘but I also want to stay next to that one,’ and so on. I chose to stay next to Rosa and Rosa chose to stay next to me.
… So we had a map and we chose who we are going to stay next to and what house we wanted.”
DAG’s intensive community consultation process enabled participants to understand the opportunities and challenges that
their decisions created. All concerns could not be addressed, but the community always knew why particular choices had been
made and understood the related limitations. At the conclusion of the project, it was indisputable that the neighbourhood
layout was representative of community needs and desires, and indeed, socially inclusive. Moreover, residents took extensive
38.
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Interview: Lettie Booi. 2009.

measures to enhance collective financial stability where possible, thus ensuring the key factor of poverty alleviation: economic
inclusion.

Accessing agency

In determining whether DAG succeeded in assisting the Netreg community to access their agency and assert their right to
the city, it is important to see evidence of instances where the community made decisions that went against the judgement of
the support organisation and to examine how these choices were handled. If there is no disagreement between the partners,
there is no real test of the agency of the community.
There are many examples of independant descision making in the Netreg project, but the most significant example was the
committee’s choice to take on a third partner to drive the construction of the houses. By the time the land was secured, the
business plan approved, and the infrastructure laid, the NHP committee was understandably tired. Comprised of mainly women,
they were very worried about embarking on a self-build project as they did not want to disappoint their neighbours by building
sub-standard houses. When the opportunity arose to partner with NMTI, the committee saw the relationship as a great relief
and a big opportunity.
The question for DAG was “how one manages a partnership with a community when they make a choice we wouldn’t
have made?”39 Significantly, DAG accepted NHP’s decision and agreed to help the community manage what would become an
unequal partnership with the Irish charity. Lettie recalls that NMTI initially wanted to engage with NHP separately without
DAG’s involvement. In Imizamo Yethu, Mellon had created an either/or situation: for the community to work with NMTI, they
had to end their relationship with DAG. The NHP showed their strength and would not go along with this: “No, we’re in this
together with DAG and you must talk to DAG and us.”40
In continuing to advise the Netreg committee, DAG tried to remind the residents that they had a lot to offer NMTI – they
were competent, well-organised and highly skilled: “We advised them that the NMTI needed them as much as they thought
they needed Mellon to come onboard. So we advised them to negotiate. They came up with stuff that they wanted, like the
roof tiles and some geysers and they managed to settle on a list of benefits for them in exchange for Mellon’s involvement in
the project.”41
NHP was not successful in establishing an equal relationship with NMTI, but they were able to exert their autonomy and
agency in relation to DAG. They made choices that did not always correspond with DAG’s intentions, illustrating that they were
the primary decision-makers in their development project. This demonstration of autonomy proves that DAG’s efforts to unlock
agency and build an active citizenry in Netreg were successful.

39.
40.
41.

Netreg families have improved
their houses in many ways

Interview: Anthea Houston. 2009.
Interview: Lettie Booi. 2009
Interview: Anthea Houston. 2009.
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Skills training for income generation

Building an active citizenry
If DAG is to be evaluated on its ability to build an active citizenry, then the most important indicator of success will be
the longevity of agency in the Netreg community. The housing project is completed so the NHP no longer exists, but there is
constant discussion about starting a new community organisation.42 The NHP was sufficiently empowering to uplift community
members to act as individual agents. They are now active citizens in their own right, who occasionally collaborate in new
informal associations.
As Lettie Booi validates: “All that training brought forth a better professionalism about ourselves. It made us more in
link with what we wanted to achieve and it gave us actually the confidence. I think I now know what I am talking about. It’s
nothing to just blabber on, but I needed to be able to communicate what I wanted to be saying. I learned to say what I want in
a professional way. It taught me how to lead, how to be assertive, and how to carry myself in a manner of which I feel proud.
Since we went to the training and even now, a lot of us have, we still have that. We learnt from DAG and now people respect
us as such, because they know we are the people that helped them. We always were here, but without the training we would
have still been here, but we wouldn’t have known how to do things. But with the training, we got the experience, we got the
knowledge, this is how you do it, this is how you talk. You know how to go about meetings, how to handle yourself, and how
to sort out problems.”
The committee members interviewed all share Lettie’s view that the skills gained through the project improved their
livelihoods and most continue to be involved in some form of community work. For example, Koebra Isaacs runs a bake-for42.
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Reasons for NHP’s cessation are elaborated later.

profit business based on the training she received and serves on the board of her son’s ballroom dancing club; Amina Fataar
operates a soup kitchen for the elderly several times a week; Nolan Abrahams organises life skills programmes for youth;
Shameema Richards, a homemaker, occasionally opens a small spaza shop when her household needs extra money; and Lettie
is learning how to start a home-based care programme for the neighbourhood. As Lettie said: “I’m doing a training at St Luke’s
Hospice, but it’s more about home-based care and how to take care of patients. I am doing the training, because, I can say,
because of DAG. Whilst they were here, we did do things for the community you know. We worked for the community and
I came – I came to know my community. I lived here all my life, but I didn’t know it, but since working with DAG here in the
community, I became aware of what is going on around me. And for a while now, I haven’t done anything, since I have had my
house. But recently, I said, ‘You know what? I want to do something more’.”
There are ongoing informal collective efforts underway with many residents participating in gardening clubs and street
sweeping programmes. Furthermore, when the detention pond overflowed in winter, residents contacted the City of Cape
Town to install a drainage system to divert run-off from the N2 and city officials agreed to take on the problem after the rainy
season. Additionally, residents living on through roads banded together to construct speed humps out of packed dirt to limit
fast-moving traffic and allow their children to play outdoors more safely. All of these activities serve as substantial evidence that
residents are informed and engaged and that DAG has encouraged the creation of an active citizenry.

Lettie Booi and her children, NHP
secretary

Was it Worth it?
After determining that DAG’s methodology succeeded, it is important to consider whether 20 years of support was worth
it in financial terms. It is impossible, however, to put a price on the centuries of historical inequality which had to be overturned
to reinvigorate members of the Netreg community as active citizens. Compared to the legacy of injustice, forced removal,
oppression, marginalisation, and disempowerment that the community of Netreg and their forebears endured, the financial cost
of workshops, training, support and capacity enhancement is insignificant. The outcome of DAG’s process which transformed
the Netreg community into an active citizenry clearly exceeds the historical cost of exclusion.
The 191 houses could have been built for far less money using a different approach, but DAG could not have spent any less
to increase democracy and participation through the housing process in Netreg. Many PHP support organisations – NGOs and
contractors alike – do reduce the PHP process to a series of meaningless rituals which massage the bureaucratic wheels to
release subsidies and build houses – but do not in any way capacitate the community to assert their rights. DAG’s methodology
is underscored by an intensive process of workshops and training exercises, enabling Netreg residents to make all project
decisions, advocate, lobby and unlock resources, and manage complex relationships with external stakeholders.
There is no cheaper way to get the same result. As Lettie says: “What DAG did, every decision they did make, or actually they
didn’t make. Every decision they wanted to take, they brought it forth in the meeting where there was the committee and all the
beneficiaries and they presented their ideas to the people:‘Look guys, this is happening.What do you think?’ If we didn’t understand,
they made us understand. They made it as small as possible. If they had to speak Afrikaans to make it clear, they did that. And we
appreciate that because they did go the extra mile in ensuring that we understand and we know what we want to do and that is
how we are going to do it.That is what made a difference.”43 Through this type of action-learning, DAG enabled the community to
exert their collective strength and power, consequently asserting their right to decent housing and stable livelihoods.
43.
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Development Action Group

5. REFLECTIONS ON
PARTNERSHIP WITH NMTI

36

Lettie’s story
I was so pregnant by the time we were finishing this whole thingy here. And I came and I watched how they build my house.
You know? And my stomach’s growing. And I said to myself, “At least before the baby comes, I want this house to be done.”
Because I had two children and both of them were staying in a shack like a wendy house, and they grew up there, and it was so
small, and they didn’t have enough place for them to play. I had a two-room wendy house, and the one room was the kitchen,
the bedroom, the sitting room, and the dining room, all in one. And we had to share, and live on top of each other and stuff
like that. And it wasn’t nice, but I tried to make it the best. And they finished my house, and the baby was born after that, and
there was no water in the house. And we had to carry buckets and buckets of water to wash the baby, to wash me and to
get everything done. It was a whole process. But I now have a great sense of accomplishment. I’m a homeowner. I can go to
my house, lock my door, unlock my door. It feels so great from where I came to where we are now. And DAG has played a
major role in giving us tools, how to save water, how to save electricity, how to be a homeowner.We had workshops on how
to become a homeowner and how to take care of your house. This was before we had the houses. And this played a major
role because when we got the houses, we could say: “Hey! Switch off the lights now.We don’t need electricity. Switch off the
TV.” Because we now wanted to be responsible. It’s nice. It’s nice being a homeowner. And you can really get your children in
order, you can have them sit in their room, you know? I can say: “Go to your room, and don’t come out until you know what
you’ve done.” It’s nice man. Before, if you say: “Go to your room,” [the child has to] sit next to you, you know? There is no
other room. And maybe you want to watch TV, but you said: “No TV!” So, you have to turn the TV to one side and keep the
volume down. But now you can say: “Go to your room and close the door.” They are more disciplined because they know
there are home rules, there are ground rules. My boys even made up house rules: “We can’t swear, we must love each other,
always be there for each other.” They also know we are living in a house! I think it’s nice, it’s nice having a house.
5.1. Santa Claus is Coming to Town: A charity wrestles control to deliver houses to the poor
The Niall Mellon Townships Initiative attempts to positively impact the lives of the poor by building quality value-added
houses in the Western Cape. In 2008, they built approximately 5 000 houses. NMTI uses ordinary altruistic Irish men and
women as their primary means of funding – these volunteers raise R30 000, plus travel expenses and lodging, to come to South
Africa on bi-yearly building blitzes. Their labour goes to constructing as many houses as possible during the blitz and their
money subsidises certain extras in each NMTI house (e.g. solar geysers, electric switches, roof tiles). Moving from a review
of DAG’s partnership with Netreg to NMTI’s, the organisations clearly operate from divergent development paradigms: while
DAG is very concerned with building citizens, NMTI focuses on building houses.
All of NMTI’s indicators of success are on the rise – the number of houses built, the number of Irish visitors involved and the
number of private contributions received – delineating steady growth of physical output. These statistics, however, only assess
NMTI’s performance as a charity, reinforcing the old donor-beneficiary paradigm and saying nothing about their developmental
impact. Within this paradigm, Netreg residents were essentially viewed as passive recipients of international aid and their
obvious capacity to be engaged as an equal partner went untapped.
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Still however, it can be argued that the Netreg committee made the best use of this partnership – they were fatigued from
their land struggle and welcomed the resources NMTI added to their project. It was an act of necessity for Netreg residents to
surrender their agency and move on to the business of raising their children, making a living and setting up their households.
This section of the case study assesses the partnership between NMTI and the Netreg community to examine whether
quality houses were constructed, if committee members and beneficiaries were included, and what could have improved to
assist the NHP to achieve their physical and social objectives.

Steadily Diminishing Community Control
NMTI engaged with the Netreg community as a powerful philanthropic organisation, ready and willing to bestow charity
on them from the very first meeting. Roger Carney, a city appointed project manager, made the connection between NHP and
NMTI. Carney previously worked with NMTI in Imizamo Yethu, and consequently, when he was assigned to Netreg, invited
Mellon to meet with the project participants. As Crystal West tells the story: “I first talked to the committee and said look
there’s no guarantees, but this guy is building very nice houses in Hout Bay, do you want to meet with him? And they were very
excited. So, I set up a meeting, and we went through to Hout Bay, and I showed Niall Mellon our plans – that we could build
a 36m2 house with no shortfall. And then we debated about how it was possible because he didn’t believe us. And, I said, ‘I got
the plans with to prove it and the contacts with the suppliers.’ And he said, ‘I am being ripped off here because the materials I
source are much more expensive’ and continued, ‘Okay, if you guys are saying that the biggest house design you have is 42m2
and the shortfall for 200 beneficiaries would be R35 000 – I’ll give all of you 42, I’ll build 42 for everybody and cover the cost.
What else would you like? Geysers? Showers? Tile Roofs? Okay, we’ll have tile roofs instead of zinc sheets because its on the
highway, Modderdam and the N2, and there’s a lot of exposure, and there’s nice houses there as well.’”

•
•
•
•

COMMUNITY GAINS
42 square metre houses, with electric switches,
solar geysers, kitchenettes and roof tiles
No shortfall paid by beneficiaries
Accelerated construction schedule after a 20
year struggle
Connection to an international network
offering other funds to the community, including
donations of bicycles, blankets, and other
household items

Figure 4: Community gains/community losses

•
•
•
•

COMMUNITY LOSSES
Diminished choice of house types and limited
architectural creativity
Reduced community decision-making and
control over their housing project
Loss of access to information and transparency
particularly in relation to finances
Decreased participation by local labour because
of poor supervision and miscommunication
about wages

This reminiscence reveals that a donor-beneficiary relationship was established right from the start and the NHP was made
to feel grateful for the infusion of Northern aid. The reality of the situation was far different. The Netreg committee (with the
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support of DAG) had negotiated with government to make land available at a nominal rate, lobbied and secured the approval
of State subsidies for the housing project, identified beneficiaries who met the qualifying criteria for subsidies, and found a
supplier with very competitive prices. Thus, the Netreg community brought a substantial financial package to the partnership
worth at least R40 000 per house; while all of NMTI’s add-ons only totalled around R30 000 per house (though they never
revealed the actual cost). However, a larger capital input did not guarantee greater control. Although the community negotiated
for significant material benefits, as well as the employment of local labour, and the establishment of a steering committee, their
voices tended to be silenced by the perceived generosity of Niall Mellon.
In exchange for securing certain material benefits, the community gradually surrendered control, decision-making, and access
to information. For example, NMTI reduced the number of house design options from five to two in the interest of expediency
and saving money. This decision disregarded the complex workshops and training sessions that enabled all participants to
contribute ideas to the final plans – each option representing a composite of local needs and desires, accommodating the
range of interests in the community. Architectural creativity and locally-informed modifications were expunged to maintain
a rapid construction programme. Another example is the introduction of the steel roof trusses, which cover both houses
in a semi-detached unit and which impact on incremental upgrading prospects. Although such changes were discussed with
NHP, sometimes even workshopped, the donor-beneficiary relationship between NMTI and NHP created a skewed power
relationship in which NMTI’s financial contributions secured them carte blanche to take decisions and find cheaper alternatives,
often abandoning decisions the community had previously taken.
Though the presumed enormity of NMTI’s donations played a big role in decreasing residents’ participation and community
control, the community was never informed of NMTI’s actual contribution to their houses, as the charity was not transparent with
their partners (NHP and DAG) regarding its books of account, despite repeated requests and prior undertakings to do so.
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Monica learning to fabric paint
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Electrical skills training course from the Department of Labour

Construction, supervision and labour
One of the biggest issues in the project was poor construction supervision resulting in decreased community participation
and depreciation of house quality. NMTI’s foreman, Mr. Kemp (from Imizamo Yethu), was extremely inexperienced and their
project manager, Ray Padoa was seldom available. Anthea Houston says of Mr. Kemp: “They put him in a role he wasn’t
equipped to play which caused problems. He wouldn’t work with the Housing Support Centre staff appointed by the NHP
and who came from the community. They’d report problems and he wouldn’t take the right action because of his inexperience.
He wasn’t confident to play that role at all.” Shevran, an additional member of the committee, remembers Morné Henderson,
NMTI site supervisor in this way: “He is the one who is supposed to oversee that everybody does a nice job on the houses. He
only came in the morning, just to show his face, and pick up a girl here, and then he went away.”44
Despite their inexperience, NMTI’s team was confident in their ability to build quality housing. the NMTI construction team
took offence when concerned community members approached the site supervisor or project manager to report potential
problems. Crystal elaborates: “When they came there, their attitude was we know, we are the construction people, we know
what’s right here, we will do it. … They weren’t working with the people; they weren’t giving us correct information.” Evidently,
Henderson’s predilection for Netreg women was recounted by a surprisingly high number of female beneficiaries interviewed (50% of female
respondents).

44.
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this poor supervision and unwillingness to include beneficiaries in the construction process caused many problems on-site.

Relations with labour

Preparing Netreg infrastructure

40

Building the first house frame

The Netreg committee and DAG arranged a construction skills training course through the Department of Labour, about
a year earlier before the building actually began. The course occurred well in advance of the building phase causing many
new trainees to take their skills directly to the market. Still, a number of residents were employed on site. Those who were
employed on site did not want to be paid on the basis of completed tasks, preferring to be paid per day regardless of progress.
NMTI miscommunicated how payment would be made, causing frustration amongst labourers, and leading them to seek work
elsewhere.
The remaining building teams comprised some labourers from Netreg and many more brought in by NMTI from Imizamo
Yethu – all of which had recently been trained and required close supervision to continue learning. Reidewaan, a committee
member and skills training participant said: “We learned a lot in the skills training. … Before I can’t read a plan, but now I can
read a plan, drawings and so on. So we have got benefit out of it but the only thing is that we didn’t get on-site training to take
us further and Mellon brought in other people to work on-site with them. … We didn’t have the opportunity to really practice
what we learned. No one helped us improve.”
Unscrupulous labourers from Imizamo Yethu and Netreg also exploited the opportunity created by having an inexperienced
site supervisor and an absent project manager and took advantage of their access to materials.Workers failed to use the epoxy
to reinforce plumbing joints, decreased the amount of cement in the concrete mix and watered down the paint to sell the
leftover materials. Nolan Abrahams, the NHP appointed Construction Controller reports: “I would come to him [Morné] and
say, ‘Listen here, I don’t think the mix is right because these guys want to get away with materials.’ You would give them ten
bags of cement, they would use eight and then where’s the other two? I would come with these things to the meeting and say, ‘I
don’t think it’s right because we’re paying for these materials over and over from subsidies.’ The plumbing was the worst … you
turn your tap and then you will find leaks all over the show or the geyser isn’t connected up right. … Even your drains; people
had endless problems with their drains … They wouldn’t use that bonding glue that’s supposed to hold the pipes together.They
would just put the pipes in and then the pressure builds up and the pipe would pop out.”
Nolan, along with four other beneficiaries interviewed, recalls feeling largely ignored when they tried to speak to the NMTI
project manager on-site or at monthly Steering Committee meetings. This lack of supervision led to immense frustration
amongst those labourers who honestly wanted to develop their skills, and amongst residents who were concerned for the
quality of their houses.

Heavy machinery
The use of heavy machinery further limited community involvement and caused damage to the site.Two community members
surveyed said they wanted to get a job in the project but did not have the opportunity. These two residents did not participate
in the skills training course, but were willing to do unskilled jobs like mixing cement and clearing sites. NMTI, however, preferred
the unnecessary and irresponsible use of earthmoving equipment over the use of unskilled labour to maintain a rigorous
construction schedule.
As Anthea Houston describes it, this heavy machinery caused significant damage to the newly installed infrastructure in the
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NHP: “They put down a much more ambitious construction schedule, which was not labour intensive. They used machines
and limited the job creation opportunities. Where you could have unskilled people clearing sites, they would use the machines
because it’s quicker. Where you could have unskilled people carting sand away and it may seem like nothing, but it is an
opportunity to put food on the table, they’d rather have a tractor come in.”
Committee members and DAG urged NMTI to limit the use of heavy machinery to no avail. Excavations continued rapidly
and Morné Henderson was seldom present to intervene appropriately. It became hard to attribute blame to responsible parties.
Many of the Netreg curbs were pushed into the ground completely and almost all of them were cracked severely. Some effort
was made to repair these from the excess infrastructure development retention funds but only the most severe damage was
fixed. Many deep fractures remain.45
In retrospect, both Shamil Manie and Roger Carney suggested that infrastructure development should be tendered in two
separate contracts to avoid expensive damage and delays: the underground elements should be done first, then houses should
be built, and finally the roads and curbs should be finished.

Netreg community meeting

Decreasing on site theft
Because NMTI undervalued community participation, they lost an opportunity to ensure that the houses were built properly
and that the materials were well used – they subsequently spent additional resources fixing the snags on houses. Role players
in the project dispute whether the high number of snags was due to theft or the poor quality of materials used: NMTI blames
it on theft, while others consider it a combination of the two. Some theft occurred after hours (copper piping was stolen from
water geysers and sold as scrap) and some occurred, as described above, during the day (labourers stole cement). After-hours
theft was actively combated by the NHP. Future homeowners would “go and sleep on [their] slab because they know people
would come and just, perhaps, take [their] window frames and door frames out at night.”46 However, beneficiaries had little
control over theft that happened during the day because their access to the site and involvement in construction was limited
by NMTI.
Even Henderson recognized the value of community intervention in diminishing theft: “Come to think of it, it was the only site
we had where the committee was actively involved in securing their premises. All the others had no involvement at all.” NMTI
had control over the building site and could clearly involve Netreg residents in securing the site during the day as well, when the
largest portion of money or materials was lost. As Shevran, one beneficiary, advised: “For future projects, the community, say for
instance, when my house is being built, I have to be there, personally to see. When they put my blocks down, I must be there, to
make sure that my blocks will be there to build my house and my house alone. Not my blocks must be used for your house or
my cement, or my pipes or whatever.” Simple training could have enabled beneficiaries to play a role ensuring their houses were
built according to the proper standards, but NMTI refused to take advantage of the 191 willing project supervisors they had
at their disposal.

45.
46.

Interview: Roger Carney. DAG Archive. March 2009.
Interview: Nolan Abrahams. DAG Archive. March 2009.
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Plumbing skills training
Carpentry skills training

Was Mellon worth it?
A seldom recognised issue affecting government-subsidised housing is the vacillation between hunger for housing and hunger
for food. Poor people suffer under scarcity of resources, shelter, time, employment, calories – and as they try to address these
scarcities their priorities change. This tension manifested itself in many ways during the course of the project: some community
members saw the copper piping as income, some signed up for skills training for the hot meal at lunchtime, and eventually the
NHP surrendered control of construction to NMTI. According to committee members surveyed, the two most prominent factors
contributing to their decision to partner NMTI were: the possibility of securing additional material benefits and an overwhelming
sense of fatigue. Crystal West highlights this tension when she says: “They allowed other people just to take over, without wanting to
really be that involved. I think once people were close to getting their own houses, the leadership, their interest diminished and they
went on to other things because you can’t just survive on doing voluntary work all the time.”
The demands of a twenty-year community-run housing project cannot be overestimated – committee members must be
available at all times to attend training workshops, meet with government, support beneficiaries and supervise construction.
Shameema Richards recalls, laughing: “My husband would say: ‘What? You’re going to a meeting again? Where is dinner?’”47
A tremendous amount of commitment was required, committee members spent many days away from their jobs and many
evenings away from their families. Additionally, when the project was slow in achieving its goals, leaders faced the wrath of their
community. Evidently, the struggle for housing can detract from the struggle for basic survival. PHP aims to address both struggles
47.
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Interview: Shameema Richards. 2009.

simultaneously by giving people the training to manage their own construction and in the process unlocking their potential. With
rampant unemployment however, most poor people cannot give up twenty years of day labour, domestic work, sweet-selling or other
sub-economic employment to struggle for government-subsidised shelter. It is easier for the poor to surrender control or have
the state to outsource to private enterprise if self-help projects take so long to secure government support.

Shameema and her husband, NHP additional member
The decision to partner with NMTI was borne of this struggle between hunger and homelessness. Committee members
were exhausted from their struggle to secure land, overwhelmed by the self-build project ahead, and were relieved when NMTI
offered to manage the construction, even with the complex trade-offs around transparency and control. It is easy to criticise
the NMTI/NHP partnership from a developmental perspective, but despite the developmental costs, the community would not
have traded NMTI’s involvement. Though most residents had some general criticism of NMTI’s process – mostly pertaining to
construction supervision and house quality – 75% of beneficiaries surveyed would recommend NMTI to others. Interestingly,
the difference in perspective fell along gender lines with the men wishing they had tried a traditional self-build PHP project and
the women expressing relief that NMTI came on board.
The committee members were well aware of the costs and benefits of the partnership, but still deemed it profitable. The
partnership was expedient and enabled the community to benefit from hot water, showers, tiled roofs and bigger houses
(upgrades that many residents would not have been able to afford in their lifetimes). It also allowed the committee members
to focus on their personal lives. Given the potential importance of such partnerships, charities and developers should make an
effort to understand how to support communities without eclipsing their role.
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6. REFLECTIONS ON
CONFLICT

Edward Mkonto’s shack from the
old Netreg neighbourhood
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6.1. Depoliticising the political football: preventing interference
The project also highlights the extent to which subsidised housing is politicised. Politicians control everything that the poor
need: water, sewage, electricity, land, infrastructure, housing and capital. In order to access all of these resources (in the proper
order), communities must work with different levels of government to obtain planning approvals, zoning ordinances, land
transfer agreements, geotechnical surveys, inspection certificates and countless other administrative requirements. Every stage
of this approval process allows for the possibility of politicians and officials to either aid or obstruct a given housing project, all
of which are viewed as opportunities to win re-election or frustrate the opposition.
With the immense backlog and resource shortage, housing is a “hot,” emotionally-fraught issue in which rhetoric often takes
the place of material delivery.The problem with rhetoric is that politicians do not actually have to deliver houses to get elected.
Abandoning the ideal of public service, their primary function becomes political game-playing, ensuring they and their party get
elected any way possible.This politicking is particularly excessive in a context like the Western Cape where local and provincial
government regularly shifts between parties.
While the actual provision of land and shelter may be one way to secure votes, there are equally effective and often more
expedient ways to do so, including blocking opposing parties from delivering housing, serving as housing policy watchdogs and
simply appearing to aid housing delivery for their constituents. All this politicking not only leads to long delays for homeless
communities, but can also be exploited by a few disgruntled or hard-done-by beneficiaries with connections, who can manipulate
high-level politicians to hamstring the process. Over the course of their twenty-year struggle, each of these techniques was
deployed and hindered the Netreg community.

Limiting political affiliation
The first major political challenge for the NHP was learning that their affiliation with the ANC via SANCO impeded rather
than aided their struggle and created obstacles in building relationships with various stakeholders. The SANCO leadership,
with Edward Mkhonto serving as the chairperson, was almost identical to the housing committee leadership for the first
fifteen years of the project. Well-known locally, Mkhonto was prominent because his brother was a high-profile anti-apartheid
struggle activist. Mkhonto was able to access many provincial ANC leaders and so the actions of the original SANCO housing
committee were aligned with a particular party affiliation: “correspondence relating to this housing project was drafted on the
letterhead of SANCO.”48 However, the ANC failed to deliver any housing to the Netreg community despite this allegiance. By
2002 Mkhonto’s friends-in-high-places became more of a liability than an asset. Though the ANC controlled the province, the
municipality was (at least) partially run by the Democratic Alliance (DA) – and the support of both levels of government was
required before any housing project could be implemented.
The unequivocal support for the ANC amongst the committee leadership became highly problematic towards the end of
their search for land. As Crystal West recalled: “Tygerberg indicated that they had removed Netreg from the priority list, due to
a lack of political support (by the DA ward councillor) and a lack of in-house capacity. The ANC had supported the project and
identified the land as ‘significant’ in their land audit, whilst the DA had opposed the project describing the land as unsuitable for
48.
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housing.”49 The housing committee leadership had a dysfunctional relationship with their DA ward councillor, Councillor Van
de Ross, because of their strong ANC allegiance. Councillor Van de Ross could see no benefit in serving the interests of this
ANC-aligned project and thus supported his party’s position by opposing the housing plan proposed by the Netreg community.
He actively delayed the project at every turn attempting to disrupt the opposition’s voting base instead of consolidating his own
popularity by supporting the project. The project was therefore delayed because of political expediency.
Responding to this, DAG held several workshops with the project leadership and community beneficiaries geared toward
understanding the consequences of lobbying party-specific decision-makers. Despite this, Mkhonto continued to use “struggle
tactics” to secure the ear of government, by taking a DA official hostage in his office, asking influential friends (ANC-aligned
Cameron Dugmore and Patrick McKenzie) to support the project, and generally trying to circumvent the DA ward councillor.
These manoeuvres strengthened the resolve of Councillor Van de Ross to, in his words, “block the project at every turn.”50
Eventually all community stakeholders agreed that the politically-motivated tactics had done little to aid their struggle for
shelter and that the housing project should have its own identity separate from any party affiliation. A constitutional convention
was held to serve a dual purpose: first to legally establish a voluntary association (named the Netreg Housing Project) and
second to expand the leadership beyond SANCO. West recalls: “We went through the whole process of understanding what
the different legal entities mean, and eventually settled on a voluntary association. We set aside two Saturdays for all the
community beneficiaries to decide how they wanted their houses to look, how they wanted their neighbourhood to feel, by
drawing it out with crayons and charts. Out of that, we extracted the constitution – which is quite a lengthy document – and
all of it came from the community itself. In this process, they decided that only beneficiaries on the project would be eligible
to be the leadership of the NHP. So they started asking all these other people that used to be the leaders to step down. There
was a lot of tension that was created because of that.”
The community was still unwilling to unseat the old leaders at the end of this learning process and the former SANCO
collective retained power with a few additions to the leadership. Feeling hard-done-by due to the changes, Mkhonto used his
position to steal several thousand Rands from the community savings account. Upon the discovery of this, the newly elected
representatives forced him to resign from the project and pay back the money.51 In the interests of the project, they wanted to
send a clear message that dishonesty and theft would not be tolerated. Mkhonto then used his legal and political connections
to make accusations about irregularities in the project, delineating how easily high-level authorities can be manipulated.

Beneficiaries from the old SANCO
committee

The beneficiary list and other project scandals

A second politically contentious issue in housing is the determination of beneficiaries – who is on the list, who is not on it
and who can take credit for it. All stakeholders had their own agendas.
• Herman Steyn, an official from the City of Cape Town, wanted to ensure that families from the government’s housing
waiting list would be accommodated and feared perceptions that Netreg residents had “jumped the queue,” whilst
others waited for housing. This concern quickly became a non-issue as all but six families registered on NHP’s list were
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included on the government housing waiting list. The six others were invited to add their names to the City’s list.
Councillor Gawa Samuels, a member of the Mayoral Committee on Housing (MAYCO) wanted a portion of the units to
be reserved for beneficiaries identified by her office who were deemed to be in emergency situations (victims of floods,
fires). NHP agreed to allocate three erven for this purpose; however, the families chosen were all eventually disqualified
as most already had homes in other areas and were not eligible for subsidies. NHP eventually re-allocated these sites.
• Councillor Van de Ross, the DA ward councillor, wanted voters to see that he had secured housing for them and wanted
particular constituents to be included.
• Roger Carney, the City of Cape Town’s project manager, wanted to certify that all stakeholders were happy – City,
Councillors and beneficiaries – and that all decisions were taken fairly and transparently.
Each of these politicians stood to gain from being seen as bringing a housing project to Netreg, again demonstrating that
the apparent, not actual, delivery of housing can be manipulated for election-day success. A two decade long struggle by a
poor, marginalised community was seen as a forum for politicking, and thus the need for a community to remain apolitical was
underscored.
Beneficiary lists are open to abuse – not only can real allocation irregularities occur, but disgruntled members of the
community and politicians seeking votes can become major obstructions as well. In order to limit abuse, DAG staff members
and the Netreg executive committee went to great lengths to track down all listed beneficiaries to ensure that the process
was as transparent as possible. This was not an easy task given that an initial draft beneficiary list had been available since 1987,
soon after the housing project was first mooted. Since that time, many beneficiaries had moved out of the settlement, some
had died, and one was in jail. Nonetheless, persistent efforts were made to follow up with all those on the original list – with
Crystal West and the committee driving as far as Grabouw, searching for sailors working at sea, or locating the children of
those who had passed on.
The livelihoods analysis (discussed in detail earlier) gave current residents of Netreg an opportunity to add their names as
potential beneficiaries. Door-to-door visits took place to help families apply for identity documents or complete the individual
subsidy application forms and lists were publicly displayed in local churches and spaza shops with comment boxes for families
who felt their names should be included.
The beneficiary list remained contentious in spite of all these public participatory processes: residents complained that the
final registry was biased towards the friends and family of committee members though there is no evidence of this; Edward
Mkhonto sought to discredit the process in an attempt to regain his status in the community; and the original SANCO
leadership used their political contacts to obstruct progress once more. They spread allegations of irregularity to the highest
levels in provincial government – even though they had been intimately involved in the whole process. Eager to follow-up on a
good housing scandal, government officials held at least seven different meetings at which DAG, Roger Carney, and the Netreg
Committee successfully defended the process.52 Although all the claims were unfounded, the disruptions still caused significant
delays.
•
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One incident which demonstrates this well occurred when Gawa Samuels remarked on national television that NHP was
selling plots to the poor.53 Her announcement came on the heels of another well-publicised housing scandal and Samuels, eager
to expose the same sort of corruption, jumped to false and ultimately malicious conclusions when she learned of the Netreg
Savings Group, which was collecting money, not for housing plots, but to augment the subsidy once development started.
Anthea Houston describes: “There was no charge laid at the police station, but there was a broadcast on national television.”
The willingness of Councillor Samuels to make such an accusation without speaking to the community not only reflects
immense irresponsibility but also delineates just how much politicians stand to gain – not only from the actual delivery of
housing, but also from being seen as a watchdog of the housing process. Had she been correct, the scandal would have bolstered
her political career and credibility, and thus, she raced to break the story before anyone else, regardless of whether it was true
or not. The media showed similar disregard for the “truth,” failing to consult the community before running the story.
At NHP’s request, the news station broadcast a retraction and Councillor Samuels issued an apology but the NHP’s
reputation had been tarnished and they were dogged by this report of dishonest practice for the remainder of this project. In
the eyes of many officials and politicians, it became an untouchable project, where residents were profiteering off the misery
of others.

From housing department pariah to golden child
Finally, in the last months of the project, after a devastating outcome in the Joe Slovo settlement, the National Ministry of
Housing liaised with NMTI about including Netreg in their N2 Gateway Project suite. NMTI and NHP agreed, allowing their
twenty-year struggle, which was largely unsupported by government, to be adopted as a “showcase” by the National Ministry
of Housing. Many factors guided this decision: including Niall Mellon’s desire to maintain a special relationship with the South
African government and the community’s desire to have Minister Lindiwe Sisulu acknowledge their efforts.

Culemborg visit to Netreg July 2005
53.
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Construction skills training
So, in mid-2006, when the National Government’s lead pilot project, Joe Slovo was tied up in an extensive legal battle in the
Constitutional Court and pressure mounted from all sectors, Minister Lindiwe Sisulu, in a large public ceremony, suggested that
the success of Netreg demonstrated the government’s proven ability to deliver. Her speech essentially revised two decades of
history, which had seen continuous battles with the local and provincial Housing Departments.
The primary problem with housing delivery in South Africa is that too many people stand to gain – not from building
houses, so much as the appearance of building houses.The examples above show, it is not only common, but in the best interests
of politicians and officials to deny support to communities allied to opposition parties, promote the inclusion of particular
constituents to foster patronage, manipulate the subsidy waiting list, and encourage intra-community fractures, disputes and
delays to gain a reputation as a housing policy watchdog. In the current housing context, dishonest and obstructive practices
may effectively breed undeserved party loyalty and quid-pro-quo relationships between the poor and politicians or officials.
Lettie Booi vividly describes this: “They write big on the walls: ‘We are working for you.’ But government is not working for
you. They are working for themselves, seriously working for themselves. Go find where they stay. They have beautiful houses!”
Every community beneficiary and committee member surveyed cited politicians as one of the largest impediments to success
– a major indictment given that politicians have been elected and charged with extending the right to adequate housing and
other basic services for all South Africans.
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The inevitability of intra- and extra- community conflict
Although the project was not without problems which threatened to stifle the development, divide the community, and
obstruct progress indefinitely, Netreg residents managed the conflicts while still progressing toward their ultimate goal of land
and shelter security. Most of the conflict experienced can be classed in two overlapping categories: intra-leadership conflicts
and government-community conflicts. It is commendable that every time a conflict arose, committee members did not attempt
to deal with it as a coterie of leaders, hidden from the beneficiaries – instead they approached it as an opportunity to broaden
participation and give more participants the agency to make decisions. When the committee was divided about whether or
not to distance themselves from SANCO, a constitutional convention was held to get input; when potential beneficiaries were
upset about whether or not they were on the list, door-to-door visits were made to ensure near-complete participation; when
Mkhonto used his position to steal money from the savings group, a mass meeting was held to elect a new leader.
While corruption is often covered up by leaders in the public and private sectors, Netreg leaders acted decisively in this
regard. When there were problems, the community engagement process became more transparent. NHP members surveyed
attribute this to three factors: their partnership with DAG, their desperation for shelter, and their sense of community. DAG
helped the committee to facilitate conflict resolution workshops to ameliorate their internal issues; their sense of desperation
motivated them to overcome all obstacles and achieve their common goal, housing; and their sense of community, the interrelatedness of their lives and struggles, ultimately helped them work together against tremendous odds.

Showing off the Netreg site to
visitors

Showing off the Netreg infrastructure to visitors
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The Netreg Housing project committee
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Community-based development
The development in Netreg followed a community-driven approach.The project rates highly in terms of the satisfaction level
of its end-users and the end product compares favourably with what is delivered through more conventional contractor-driven
mechanisms. This is evidenced by the degree of ownership residents continue to exert over their local neighbourhood. Even
without a formal civic association or residents’ body, the community continues to address collective problems (e.g. building
speed humps in busy streets and pressing the city to address the overflowing detention pond).
The Netreg case study adds credence to the merits of community-driven and community-based development that has
already been well documented.54 Housing practitioners should consider adopting such approaches due to the benefits gained
from building a capacitated citizenry, committed to the ongoing maintenance of their houses and neighbourhood, in addition
to producing low-income houses.
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Finished houses in Netreg with community additions, such as fences and porches.

Choguill, M.B.G.
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The DAG Model
DAG’s training and support helped NHP to access housing and create empowered citizens capable of affecting change at
a local level. Confirming this, several former committee members remain engaged in various civic projects and community
organisations. Furthermore, although DAG focuses on building leadership capacity in organisations, the Netreg case illustrates
how, when partnerships span decades and when communities practice democratic leadership, this model is diffused amongst
participants. Committee membership inevitably changes over time and the investment in skills is transferred to various people,
thus making DAG’s impact more sustainable.

Community fatigue
The project underscores the hurdles to be overcome in self-help housing. The trade-offs that must be made to ensure
progress are often determined by community leaders’ experience of fatigue and scarcity. Most poor who need housing cannot
afford to spend decades making only limited progress – they need to work, feed their families, and survive amid conditions of
extreme poverty. The longest running committee members in Netreg were from two-parent households which could socially
and economically afford to fight for housing. Still, when presented with the option to have an external actor intervene on their
behalf, it proved cost-effective and expedient to surrender control. Anticipating fatigue and helping community members to
cope with it is vital to ensure successful self-help housing development.

52

Sustainable livelihoods
When DAG first partnered with the Netreg community, the dependency on the scrap-collection industry was not
immediately apparent. This vernacular economy only became clear through a Sustainable Livelihoods Analysis conducted with
active community involvement. By understanding the economic base of the area, appropriate housing interventions were
designed (at minimal additional cost) that strengthened the financial security of the community. Similarly, other poor communities
have interconnected livelihoods strategies constituting vernacular economies, which take advantage of the resources and assets
available within their settlements. Practitioners seldom fully appreciate how the local economy of a poor neighbourhood operates,
but nonetheless make life-changing development plans which strengthen or weaken livelihoods. Practitioners should recognise
these limitations and adopt a Sustainable Livelihoods approach when conceptualising developments. Understanding vernacular
economies is essential to helping communities realise their right to the city.

Urban planning, design and housing location
The Netreg location made sense for the beneficiaries because it allowed them to retain their established social networks
and economic base. This has implications for housing development plans which require relocation. Practitioners should
avoid relocation as it disrupts the fragile livelihoods strategies and social networks on which the poor depend for survival.
Where relocations are necessary, they should take care to ensure that the new sites offer the same or improved livelihood
opportunities.
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Land for housing
The biggest challenge facing Netreg and many other poor communities is access to well-located land. NHP followed the
legal route and identified land that was not contested by other residents or officials – still it took seventeen years to secure the
development rights. A co-ordinated land release programme is needed, which incorporates extensive community engagement
and involves all relevant spheres of government in identifying land suitable for low-income housing and preparing such land for
development. Any programme that does not consider optimising the use of infill land and other well-located land at a significant
scale fails to redress the spatial inequalities of the city.The South African government’s newly established Housing Development
Agency (HDA) is mandated to rapidly acquire and release land for housing and this mandate should be fulfilled in a way that
simplifies the land access process for those involved in self-help projects.

Affordable transport
The Netreg project demonstrates the need for affordable public transport connecting outlying areas with the urban core.
Netreg is located alongside the railway station yet residents do not utilise the trains because of the prohibitive costs. Illegal
travel is risky due to the threat that tickets will be checked upon arrival at a central station. Access to public transport is
therefore not enough – transport must be affordable.

Nereg housing support centre

Acceptability of density to low-income people in South Africa
Medium- and high-density housing typologies are often said to be unacceptable to South Africans because of preconceived
ideas about housing and negative stereotypes about the by-products of dormitory or hostel-style neighbourhoods.The Netreg
case demonstrates that design workshops which explore the relationship between housing typology and costs can influence
the acceptability of medium-densities. Additionally, particular circumstances – such as the typology of existing nearby housing,
desire for integration, and scope of need – can also be used to motivate for higher-density development. Given the scale of
demand for housing in South Africa, the challenges of providing housing that is economically viable for both the local authorities
and the end-user, and the need to find environmentally sustainable models, practitioners must apply themselves more often and
more creatively to encouraging higher-density housing development.

Managing partnerships
The Netreg project, with all its hurdles, illustrates how well partnerships between the public sector, private institutions,
non-government organisations, and community groups can perform when all stakeholders play defined roles and work toward a
shared set of objectives. This model should be encouraged given that many housing projects do not adequately meet the needs
of their intended beneficiaries.This necessitates that support organisations enable communities to develop the capacity needed
to negotiate with public and private sector role-players. It is vital that they understand what financial (land, subsidies) and social
benefits (their ability to negotiate complex community dynamics which help ensure success of the project) they bring to the
table and how they can secure value-added extras from their partners.
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A completed Netreg house with a porch built by the new owner

Infrastructure development
The use of heavy machinery in the housing construction process, though expedient, decreases the involvement of unskilled
labour, damages infrastructure and creates unnecessary expenses. Where heavy machinery is involved in the construction of
top structures, it would be useful to manage the infrastructure development in two separate phases to avoid expensive damage
and delays: first, the underground infrastructure should be laid, then the houses should be built and finally, the roads and curbs
should be finished.

The Netreg Housing Project

Unskilled labour and job creation
It is important to maximise job creation opportunities to increase ownership, decision-making, and participation. This is
most efficiently done if skills training courses occur close to the onset of the project, enabling trainees to immediately hone
their newly acquired abilities through practice. Site managers must also provide adequate supervision and support to enhance
trainees’ capacity and knowledge.

Government
The success of the Netreg project is due to the residents’ capacity to sustain their efforts over a protracted period of time.
Politicians and officials took decades to support the community and serve their needs. Public servants must work with a strong
sense of duty and a commitment to practicing the Batho Pele principles.55 Organised communities, like Netreg, can play a large
role in reducing the housing backlog, if they are supported by Local and Provincial government.

Political affiliation
The Netreg community’s struggle for housing displays that political affiliation does not guarantee service delivery or
project prioritisation and can impede success. With three levels of government – often representing different party agendas –
marginalised communities must remain non-partisan to create the best possibility for accessing services.

The principles are intended to hold public servants accountable for the level of services they deliver by orienting the public sector to the needs of
citizens.
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8. CONCLUSION

Netreg horses grazing

As Roger Park so eloquently wrote, “in making the city, the man has remade himself,” and though this is, indeed, a possibility
contained in all urban development and upgrading initiatives, more often than not, it is an entitlement reserved solely for the
rich and powerful. The large majority of men and women have little say in where and how they raise their children, do their
shopping, hang their laundry, visit their doctor, go to school, or complete any number of other daily tasks.
The Netreg case study demonstrates that the right to the city can be extended to poor, marginalised communities who are
capable of building an urban environment reflecting their social needs and securing their economic strategies for the future.
The Netreg community redesigned and reconstructed their neighbourhood around their vernacular economy and increased
financial stability within their settlement by forging partnerships with the Development Action Group, the City of Cape Town,
and Nial Mellon Townships Initiative.
Netreg residents gained leadership skills, technical knowledge, and political savvy that helped them to become more actively
engaged in the democratic process and the discourse of city-building through the long and arduous struggle for self-help
housing. The Netreg experience shows that implicit within all low-income housing projects is the capacity to remake the
physical environment of the city and remake the citizenry as well.
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Completed Netreg houses with children playing in the street
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