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In 2008, the Development Action Group (DAG)
published Sustainable medium-density housing: A resource book about sustainable and affordable medium-density housing.
This series, Urban Land Matters, is adapted
from the book to bring DAG’s research to a wider audience, offering innovative and accessible
planning ideas to government officials, practitioners and communities. If you would like more
information on the concepts contained in these
issues, please refer to the book. It’s available on
CD and on DAG’s website: www.dag.org.za.
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What does adequate housing mean?
Did you know?
Section 26 of the Constitution:

1. “Everyone has the right to have access
to adequate housing.

2. The State must take reasonable legislative and other measures, within its available resources, to achieve the progressive
realisation of this right.

3. No family may be evicted from their

home, or have their home demolished,
without an order of court made after considering the relevant circumstances. No
legislation may permit arbitrary evictions.”
See pages 32-33 in the Resource Book.

Adequate housing is universally regarded as a basic human need and is inextricably linked
to human rights. The Human Right to Adequate Housing guarantees all people the right to live in security, peace
and dignity. At the same time, having access to adequate, safe and secure housing enables people to enjoy a
range of other human rights and legal entitlements. For example, the right to housing is closely linked to the right
to environmental hygiene – the two cannot be separated. Here are a list of all the other rights that are interdependent and interrelated to housing:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

adequate shelter;
an adequate standard of living;
access to safe drinking water and sanitation;
the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health;
a safe and healthy environment;
an environment appropriate for the physical and mental development of the child;
access to resources, including energy for cooking, heating and lighting;
access to basic services, schools, transportation and employment options;
affordable housing so that other basic needs are not threatened or compromised;
freedom from discrimination in access to housing and related services based on sex, race or any other status;
choice of residence, to determine where and how to live and to freedom of movement;
freedom from arbitrary interference with one’s privacy, family or home;
security, including legal security of tenure;
protection from forced evictions and the destruction of one’s home including in situations of military occupation,
armed conflict, establishment of alien settlements, population transfer and development projects;
equal protection of the law and judicial remedies for the redress of violations of the right to adequate housing.

The above list of human rights collectively comprise the international definition of the right to adequate housing,
which is enshrined in various international human rights policy instruments, such as covenants, conventions and
declarations. A few of the most important of these policy instruments are: The Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948), The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966), Agenda 21 (1992)
and Habitat Agenda (1996). Together, these form the international law recognising housing rights.
These international human rights instruments state that governments must enable people to access shelter and
to improve their living conditions. This implies that governments must create enabling policy environments to
progressively achieve the provision of adequate housing for all citizens.
In the Global Report on Human Settlements from 2001, the United Nations estimated that over 100 million
people worldwide are homeless and almost 1 billion people live in slums. Almost 600 million of these ‘slum
dwellers’ are residents of urban areas in the developing world. They live in housing of such poor quality and
with such inadequate provision for water, sanitation, drainage and garbage collection that their lives and
health are continually at risk.

Democracy (1994)

Prior to democracy, South Africa had a long history
of colonisation and institutionalised racism, which
resulted in vast inequalities, particularly in cities.
Adequate housing was always a key rallying point
of the liberation struggle, and so, upon election the
government had to develop a delivery programme.

White Paper (1994)

The Housing White Paper was the main legislation
relating to the government’s extensive housing
policy and strategy. The White Paper recommended that 5% of the national budget would be devoted to housing and service delivery. Unfortunately,
this financial target has never been achieved, with
only 2% of the budget being allocated to housing.
Even so, through this legislation, the government
delivered over 2 million houses in the form of lowdensity individually owned RDP dwellings.

RDP (1994)

The Reconstruction and Development Programme proposed ways to improve government
services and basic living conditions for the poor.
The programme was an integrated socioeconomic
policy, aiming to attain a democratic, non-racial
and non-sexist society. It focused on meeting basic needs, developing human resources, building
the economy and democratising the State. The
plan lasted two years before the Growth, Employment and Redistribution Policy (GEAR) took over,
focusing on neo-liberal economic strategies which
conflict with the goals of the RDP.

Constitution (1996)

The constitution stated that all citizens have a right
to access adequate housing, and the State must
achieve the progressive realisation of that right.

Grootboom Case (1998)

In 1998, 900 people moved from Wallacedene
onto privately-owned land earmarked for low-cost
housing. The landowner obtained an eviction order
and shelters were bulldozed at the municipality’s
expense. Unable to move back to their former
homes, occupants erected structures on a nearby
sports field and requested that the municipality
provide temporary accommodation. In the absence
of a response, the community launched an application in the Cape High Court under the name of
‘Irene Grootboom and 900 others.’ Their case was
ultimately heard in the Constitutional Court where
it was affirmed that the current housing programme
fell short of the State’s obligation to provide relief
to people in desperate need of housing, and that
a reasonable part of the national budget should be
devoted to this.

PHP (1998)

What developed under the White Paper on Housing and GEAR was a housing delivery mechanism
led by the private sector. Recognising the limited
nature of private delivery, then Minister of Housing,
Joe Slovo, pushed for a people-driven process. In
1998, a self-help housing scheme, the People’s
Housing Process (PHP), was concretised to
support organised poor communities, capable of
driving their own development. The main idea was
that people would contribute to the construction
process, reducing the cost of labour, increasing
access to skills training and encouraging ownership. Over time, PHP has proved to be a very challenging delivery mechanism, which prohibits most
communities from building their own homes without
support from NGOs or contractors. The policy has
gone through a number of revisions, with participants from civil society. The latest version has only
recently been finalised and is called the Enhanced
People’s Housing Process.

TIMELINE
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OF KEY HOUSING POLICY
BNG (2004)

In 2004, there was a major shift in housing policy
with the introduction of the Breaking New Ground
plan, which focuses on the creation of sustainable
human settlements. BNG calls for densification,
integration, good location, urban renewal and
better quality housing. In practice, however, pilot
projects, such as the N2 Gateway, show that
delivery is still happening in a non-participatory
way that typically does not address the needs of
people.

Social Housing (2005)
The BNG strategy introduced a new social housing mechanism, which links accredited lenders to
borrowers in the R3,501–R7,000 monthly income
range. This programme focuses on encouraging
banks to extend their services to the ‘gap’ housing
market, but only a very small percentage of South
Africans qualify for this programme.

POLICY IMPACT (2009)
South Africa was ranked the most unequal country
in the world, in terms of the divide between rich
and poor. This shows that despite all this housing
policy, very little has changed since apartheid for
the millions in need of adequate shelter.

S
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TATISTICS

ABOUT HOUSING DELIVERY

“The locus of global poverty is moving to cities,” said Kofi Annan in 2003, “a process now recognised as the urbanisation of poverty. Without concerted action on
the part of the municipal authorities, national governments, civil society actors and the international community, the number of slum-dwellers is likely to increase in
most developing countries.” This is exactly the situation in which South Africa finds itself: the housing delivery numbers (below) are impressive, but still the number of
inadequately housed families increases. Though South Africa has experienced economic growth (as much as 5% in 2005), urban unemployment has increased (34%
to 42% between 1996 and 2001) and migration continues (61% urban in 2010), thereby exacerbating the housing backlog.

Houses
completed &
almost
completed

Eastern
Cape

Free State

Gauteng

Kwa-Zulu
Natal

Limpopo

Mpumalanga

Northern
Cape

NorthWest

Western
Cape

South
Africa
TOTAL

Accumulated
Total: 19941998/1999

63,393

48,434

185,333

149,126

49,750

47,595

13,821

60,631

103,730

721,813

1999/2000

20,345

7,177

45,384

28,997

12,401

4,808

2,600

12,944

26,916

161,572

2000/2001

34,021

16,088

38,547

28,547

20,996

16,457

4,148

14,109

17,730

190,643

2001/2002

10,816

7,005

46,723

14,379

16,667

14,584

2,588

13,885

16,634

143,281

2002/2003

58,662

9,155

24,344

24,485

14,953

21,649

6,056

23,784

20,500

203,588

2003/2004

27,119

16,746

49,034

33,668

15,810

21,232

3,787

10,484

15,735

193,615

2004/2005

37,524

16,447

66,738

36,734

16,514

18,000

3,598

10,037

11,756

217,348

2005/2006

19,825

20,536

59,310

35,872

10,112

14,986

8,667

35,515

11,310

216,133

2006/2007

16,526

19,662

77,044

38,290

23,609

10,651

3,880

46,972

34,585

271,219

2007/2008

12,684

12,482

90,886

34,471

18,970

16,569

8,686

19,945

34,157

248,850

300,915

173,732

683,343

424,569

199,782

186,531

57,831

248,306

293,053

2,568,062

Accumulated Total: 31
March 2008
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Facts and figures of the housing backlog
Number of people without housing: Though it is difficult to say how many people do not have dignified housing, most estimates suggest that the housing backlog is dramatically increasing. In 1994, an estimated
1.5 million people were without adequate housing in urban areas, and in 2001, the estimate was 2.4 million –
that's a 27% increase in 7 years.
Number of people without access to finance: In terms of affordability, the Banking Council of
South Africa estimated that only 20% of new households can afford mortgage loans to buy housing through the
market and only 22% of households have access to non-mortgage finance (loans less than R10,000). Up to 80%
of new households are therefore unable to gain access to adequate housing on their own and rely upon the government subsidy to provide.
Yearly increase in housing backlog: In quantitative terms, subsidized housing delivery has been impressive, although it remains insufficient to decrease the backlog. An average of 200,000 houses per year were
delivered from 1996-2001. During this same period, the number of households living in shacks increased by about
80,000 per year. Thus, almost 300,000 new households per year were unable to access housing from the market.
Fiscal and budgetary explanations: Reasons for slow delivery of subsidised housing are often attributed to inadequate resources, poor government capacity, and skills shortages. The government's macro-economic policy has encouraged cutting state expenditure to reduce the budget deficit. Housing is particularly vulnerable
to such cuts – as over 90% of the budget for housing comprises capital expenditure, whereas other budget lines
are 95% operational expenditure (e.g. salaries) and therefore more difficult to cut.
Percentage of national budget: The 1994 Housing White Paper advised that the housing budget
should be 5% of the total budget, thereby achieving a delivery rate of 350,000 houses per year. In reality, housing
expenditure now hovers below 2% of total government expenditure with a delivery rate of 200,000 houses per
year. By international comparison, the average housing allocation in South Asia has been very successful at 5%.
Urban apartheid: Although evaluations have found that in general the subsidy scheme has contributed
toward an improvement in people's lives, many beneficiaries remain highly dissatisfied. The location of most new
projects on the periphery of towns and cities is one of the major complaints. Not only
Race Group
does this visibly replicate apartheid planning, but it also continues to prevent the poor
from accessing employment and urban opportunities.
Black
Quality concerns: There have also been troubling reports of contractors
skimping on quality to ensure the maximum profit. As has been in the news
recently, with Tokyo Sexwale's decision to tear-down and rebuild almost R1 billion
worth of subsidised housing, many of the RDP homes contain dangerous flaws in
construction. Without proper oversight and community participation, contractors fail
to build neighbourhoods that meet the real needs of beneficiaries. See pages 36 -47
in the Resource Book for more information.

Did you know?
Major shortfalls in subsidised
housing delivery:
1. Inadequate number of houses built
2. Lack of integrated development has
resulted in unsustainable settlements

3. Lack of programmes to address specific housing needs and vulnerable groups

4. Inadequate community involvement.

Evaluations have shown that where participation exists, so do better quality houses
and more nurturing living environments.

Changes in Gini Coefficient in South Africa
The closer the Gini Coefficient is to 1, the more unequal
the society; the closer to zero, the more equal the
society. Source: Schwabe, C. 2004

1991

1996

2001

0.62

0.66

0.72

White

0.46

0.50

0.60

Coloured

0.52

0.56

0.64

Asian

0.49

0.52

0.60

TOTAL

0.68

0.69

0.77
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N2GATEWAY
TRIALS AND ERRORS (2004 - PRESENT)

Service delivery protests across the country and
the N2 Gateway Constitutional Court case represent a desperate call for appropriate solutions
to our housing problems. Fourteen years into democracy, despite shifts in vision and policy, little
has changed for millions of households in need of
adequate housing.
Communities countrywide anguish over inferior
quality housing. They have lost patience with slow
delivery of housing and settlement-related services They are frustrated by the lack of communication and clarity from government. The concerns
at the root of delivery protests are legitimate and
must be addressed.
The N2 Gateway was billed as a National pilot
project to demonstrate the new vision of BNG. Initially, the N2 Gateway project promised to demonstrate cooperative governance between all three
spheres, employ a range of alternative typologies
and fast-track delivery. What resulted, however,
was a series of technical and political pitfalls
Although the N2 Gateway project was meant to be
a persuasive example of decent medium-density
housing, its poor implementation has left a negative impression in the minds of most communities.
Some of the major difficulties have been:

1.

2.
3.
4.

5.

Pilot Projects: N2 Gateway (Phase 1) was considered a ‘pilot project,’ intimating that it needed to operate outside the existing frameworks
to test new policy and practice. Regardless of
whether pilots are undertaken, budgets should
not be spent unless projects are well planned.
Procurement: The procurement process driven by the City of Cape Town was highly irregular
and did not follow typical protocols, opening the
door to financial mismanagement and abuse.
Intergovernmental cooperation: Due to the cooperative nature of this project, all three spheres
of government have been able to redirect blame,
though they should all be held accountable for
over-expenditure and procurement irregularities.
Public-Private partnerships: The State may
have accepted a market-driven approach in its
poverty alleviation strategy, but if housing projects are outsourced, there must be oversight to
protect the poor from profit-driven developers.
Party Politics: The tendency to use housing
as a political football perverts the delivery process. Individuals use housing to leverage support bases and secure their places within party
ranks. This generates a low trust environment,
giving rise to the problems in the N2 project.

Additionally, the N2 Gateway project failed
to involve beneficiaries as participants. This
worked against the idea of a developmental local government and pitted one poor household
against another in the battle to secure shelter.
The lack of participation caused several issues:

6.

7.

8.

Livelihoods: Poor communities have interconnected livelihood strategies, which take advantage of resources available within their settlements. Such strategies were not understood
before residents were relocated to Delft. Many
suffered job losses becoming more vulnerable.
Affordability: The lack of community participation meant that many existing residents
were unable to benefit from this project, because they could not afford the social housing
units. These were aimed at families who earn
R3,500–R7,500 per month. Public rental would
have been more appropriate.
Good-location: The only option for families
who could not afford units was to move far from
the city to Delft. Any programme that does not
consider using infill land and other well-located
land at a significant scale fails to redress the
spatial inequalities of the city. See pages 356
-370 of the Resource Book.
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Breaking New Ground 2004
In September 2004, the Breaking New Ground (BNG) plan was approved, marking a turn-around in housing delivery countrywide. The strategy focused on the development of sustainable human settlements, as opposed to the
delivery of subsidised housing units. BNG recommended bold shifts in housing policy:

Did you know?

“The new human settlements plan reinforces the vision of the Department of Housing, to promote the achievement of a non-racial, integrated society through the development of sustainable settlements and quality housing.”

More from Breaking New
Ground:

The new human settlements discourse, as articulated in BNG, is strongly informed by the principles of the Habitat
Agenda, the Global Plan of Action and the Millennium Development Goals. The announcement of BNG catalyzed
new thinking around building sustainable human settlements through targeted investment in infrastructure and
revised housing instruments. BNG demands responsiveness to local contexts:
“The dominant production of single houses on single plots in distant locations with initially weak socioeconomic
infrastructure is inflexible to local dynamics and changes in demand. The new human settlements plan moves
away from the current commodified focus on housing delivery towards more responsive mechanisms which address the multi-dimensional needs of sustainable human settlements.”
The plan also recognises the need to “stimulate the supply of a more diverse set of housing environments and
settlement types through greater choices of housing types, densities, location, tenure options, housing credit, and
delivery routes.”

The plan envisages a “diversified range
of support measures which are able to accommodate qualification and affordability
variations, tenure preferences and investment priorities.”
This puts the emphasis on personal
choice, acknowledging that families are
different and have very different housing
needs.

BNG offers additional housing instruments “to provide flexible solutions to demand-side needs.” It puts a greater
emphasis on building relationships with end users, quality housing products and long-term sustainable housing
environments. This means the National Department is willing to experiment with new strategies, including welllocated, mixed-use, mixed-income, medium-density neighbourhoods. It is not bound by old frameworks and habits of housing delivery. Ultimately, BNG’s objectives are to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

accelerate housing delivery as a key strategy for
poverty alleviation;
use housing provision as a major skills-training and
job creation strategy;
leverage growth in the economy;
ensure subsidised housing units become assets for
wealth creation and financial empowerment
combat crime, promote social cohesion and improve the quality of life for the poor
develop one residential property market to reduce
the duality between the first and second economy;
build sustainable human settlements that achieve
spatial restructuring and reflects human rights.

RDP to BNG: Examples of housing policy
MARCONI BEAM (left):
Milnerton, Cape Town
Initiated 1994
22 square metre houses
R15,000 subsidies
JOE SLOVO (right):
N2 Gateway, Cape Town
Initiated 2004
Three-storey walk-ups
R80,000 subsidies

B
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REAKING NEW GROUND
HIGHLIGHTS OF NEW HOUSING POLICY

Marconi Beam – the first mixed-income,
mixed-use development

Stock Road – located near regional transport interchange

DENSIFICATION

LOCATION

RENEWAL

INTEGRATION

QUALITY

The National Department of Housing
will promote densiﬁcation through
planning guidelines, property taxation, zoning, subdivision, land swaps
and consolidation. BNG promotes
higher-density development by:
•
encouraging urban infill
•
restricting outward expansion
•
obliging developers to set aside
units within residential developments for lower-income groups,
or develop lower-income residential accommodation in adjacent areas.

The location of low-cost housing on
the periphery reinforces apartheid
planning. BNG acknowledges that
the objective of restructuring demands a more decisive intervention
in land markets. BNG envisages:
•
an inter-governmental strategy
to facilitate the release of welllocated public land
•
the acquisition of private land
where there is no appropriate
State-owned land
•
ﬁscal incentives to promote the
densiﬁcation of targeted areas.

Housing plays an important role in
resuscitating urban centres. Municipalities are striving to prevent inner
city housing from becoming unaffordable. BNG proposes:
•
supporting incentives for the
redevelopment of properties
within inner city areas
•
increasing demand by facilitating access to loan finance for
the middle-income market.

There is a need to develop more
appropriate settlement designs and
housing products in order to ensure
housing quality. BNG advises:
•
development guidelines for
designers and regulators to
achieve sustainable and environmentally efficient settlements
•
changing the face of the RDP
houses and settlements through
the promotion of alternative
technology and design, including the support and protection of
indigenous knowledge systems.

DAG believes that densification
is a positive step but is not fully
grounded in the principles of spatial,
social, and economic equality. Also,
in Cape Town’s plans, the majority
of sites for densification are located
in historically disadvantaged areas,
failing to revise urban divisions.

DAG supports these land acquisition and release instruments, but
again stresses that the State must
use infill land in traditionally affluent
suburbs, where large plots stand vacant. Densification on poorly-located
land fails to address inequities and
entrenches poverty.

The plan recognises the need to
move away from a housing-only
approach towards the more holistic
development of human settlements.
BNG calls for:
•
construction of social and
economic infrastructure determined through a community
audit
•
introduction of a new funding
mechanism to fund the development of community facilities
•
ongoing municipal support for
implementation of social facilities and maintenance costs.

DAG feels this focus on the gap market privileges few at the expense of
many. Those who earn over R3,500/
month make up less than 20% of the
population but can access twice the
housing subsidy; while, those who
earn less make up 70% of the population and wait patiently for delivery.
Government should consider building public rental housing for low-income earners in well-located areas.

New Town – part of a larger urban renewal project in Johannesburg

Carr Gardens – among the best quality
social housing developments

Springfield Terrace – medium-density on
well-located, inner-city infill land

DAG stresses the importance of holistic development in creating equal
urban opportunities across South
African cities. So often, low-cost
housing is immediately associated
with ‘ghettoisation.’ The government
should not neglect these new areas.

DAG’s experience shows that families who have the highest degree of
satisfaction with their new houses
are those who also had the highest
degree of participation in the design
and construction of their settlement.
Participation is key to ensuring quality and satisfaction.

COMING UP NEXT: Next month’s issue will be about Good Location with a case study from Sakhasonke Village.

