
Urban Land Matters 
 

 

 
Giving land a value  

 

Land is important for different reasons including its social 
value, cultural value, historic value and productive or 
economic value.  Land gains economic value depending on 
how we use it.  Therefore, the productive value of land is 
measured differently in urban and rural areas.   In both 
situations this value can increase or decrease over time.   

In urban areas the value of the land depends on the amount 
of income or revenue made.  The value of urban land is also 
affected by the regulated purpose of the land, how close the 
land is to infrastructure or economic activity and the 
improvements that are made in the surrounding area.  For 
example, when infrastructure (such as roads, railways, 
transport, drainage, waste removal, water or electricity) is 
provided this increases the value of the land.   

It is Government that mainly makes this kind of investment, 
using our taxes.   Most of this investment takes place in urban 
areas, making urban land more expensive than rural land.  

Another way that land is improved is through community 
investment for example when we improve the appearance of 
our homes or common spaces such as the local play park, or 
perhaps build a community centre. 

 
“Creative thinking and 
practice of land use 
management is 
required to achieve 
more equitable, 
efficient and 
sustainable use of 
land” 

Tebogo Nokwane, City 
of Johannesburg 
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Who benefits 
from increased 

land value?     

All Cape Town’s people should share the benefits of increased 
land value because it is a result of the use of public funds.  
Everyone is not benefiting because speculation has become 
common and has led to land becoming too expensive. 
Speculators (or property investors) buy up unused land at low 
prices and wait for government to invest infrastructure in the area.  
They then sell the land to a developer for a far higher price than 
they paid, without having made any improvements themselves.  
They can demand even higher prices when land is scarce, as it is 
in our city.  

There is competition over land because it is scarce. Well-located 
land is land that is close to infrastructure, income opportunities 
and services. Many families end up in an informal settlement or a 
backyard shack to be closer to transport or closer to a job, even if 
they have to pay high rentals. 

The Government finds it difficult to buy well-located land for low- 
cost housing projects because it is too expensive. This is why new 
low-cost housing is only available on the outskirts of the city far 
from opportunities and public transport but where land is 
cheaper.  This means that families with the least income have to 
travel the furthest distances and the longest times to get to work.  
This also means that it is more expensive for them to live in the city 
than anyone else.    
This is unfair!   
 
“Land, because of its unique nature and the crucial role it plays in 
human settlements, cannot be treated as an ordinary asset controlled 
by individuals and subject to the pressures and inefficiencies of the 
market. The unearned increment resulting from the rise in land values 
must be subject to appropriate recapture by public bodies unless the 
situation calls for other additional measures such as new patterns of 
ownership or the general acquisition of land by public bodies”       

United Nations 

 
Speculation is 
guessing what the 
land could be 
worth at a later 
stage, once 
improvements 
have been made.   
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What is  

Value 
Capture?  

 
‘without strategic 
public interventions 
and realistic 
regulation of land 
markets, little will be 
achieved in terms of 
improving access to 
land and housing for 
all’  
Dr. Mohamed El-
Sioufi (UN-HABITAT) 
 

Value capture means claiming a portion of the increased 
land value that results from improvements from community or 
public investment.  This portion is usually in monetary form 
such as tariffs, taxes or fees paid by private landowners.   

Value capture does not automatically benefit the poor.  The 
Government has to put laws and procedures in place to be 
sure that revenue from value capture is redistributed in ways 
that will improve the lives of the poor.  Land Value Capture is 
a way for Government to get involved (intervene) in the land 
market in order to improve the way land is being used. 

Land value capture will: 

• make land more affordable; 
 

• increase Government revenue; 
 

• result in better use of land that is well located;  
 

• reduce the amount of vacant land in good locations;  
 

• lead to more compact city development and less 
spread to the outskirts, known as urban sprawl. 

 

The South African Constitution and various policies make it 
possible for Land Value Capture to be introduced. The poor 
have the most to gain from value capture so they need to 
organise and campaign for it.  
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For more about land value 
capture contact  
Ardiel Soeker at 

Development Action Group 
Tel:  +27-21-448 7886  
Fax: +27-21-447 1987 

Email: dag@dag.org.za 
101 Lower Main Rd,  

Observatory 7925 
Cape Town, South Africa 

 

 

DAG supports value capture 
Land is a natural resource that cannot be reproduced 
once it is all used up. The way land and housing is 
managed in Cape Town has failed poor people, leading 
to more poverty and more informal settlements and 
backyarders. 

DAG supports land value capture because studies from 
other countries show that it promotes integrated and 
sustainable development and a more just society by: 

• controlling land markets;  
 

• increasing Government’s revenue through 
taxation;  

 
• making it possible for land that is well located to 

be better used, for example, to provide low-cost 
housing; 

 
• reversing social and racial division in South 

Africa; 
 

• using land to benefit all South Africans. 
 

Join DAG in our call for the 
implementation of a system of value 
capture in Cape Town.  We, as 
communities, have to stand together 
to win this battle. 


