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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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Arguments for good location and density
Did you know?

The hallmarks of well-located
land are:

1. Located within urban activity nodes;
2. Located close to places of employ-

ment (including residential suburbs that
provide low-skilled job opportunities for
domestic workers and gardeners);

3. Located within a 10 minute walk of an
existing public transport route;

4. Located within a 15 minute walk of

primary schools, and a 30 minute walk of
high schools, clinics and libraries.
See page 51 in the Resource Book.

Recently, there has been discussion in the newspapers about building high-rise housing blocks on the outskirts of
Cape Town. What you will see from this issue of Urban Land Matters is that good location and medium-density
housing are two concepts that CANNOT be separated. It is good location – defined by access to employment,
industry, commerce, transportation, schools, clinics and public services – that enables people living in medium
and high density areas to thrive. When people have what they need close by, they spend less money on transportation, spend more time walking around their neighbourhood and have a higher quality of life. For the poor, good
location is often the most important factor for their survival – even more than quality housing.
Building well-located medium-density housing means departing from conventional notions about the built environment in South Africa, where residential, commercial, light industrial and agricultural developments were always
separated. Bringing these zones together is socially, economically and environmentally sustainable. Here’s why:
Local economic development: Sprawling, low-density environments are unable to support efficient local economic development (densities of 50 dwelling units per hectare are needed). A more compact city promotes small
businesses that cannot survive without substantial demand and home-based enterprises that create livelihood
possibilities, especially for women, the unemployed and the disabled. A mixed-use residential and commercial environment means that people can live and work nearby, creating sustainable neighbourhoods within the cityscape.
Environment: The single biggest source of greenhouse gases is the transportation sector. Sprawling settlement
patterns entrench the use of the private car, increasing air pollution and consuming fossil fuels. Emissions can
be lowered by planning and building in such a way that travel is reduced. A family that moves from a house to a
three-storey walk-up could decrease their ecological footprint related to housing and transportation by 40%.
Transportation: Viable forms of public transport are more easily sustained in compact systems. There must be
sufficient numbers of people using public transport to make it cheap, efficient, frequent and well-maintained (50
du/ha). Additionally, medium-density housing with access to public transport reduces space required for parking.

Densities: Around the world
AMSTERDAM
58 people / ha

HONG KONG
293 people / ha

Infrastructure: Residential development on infill land maximizes use of existing infrastructure and provides opportunities for residential growth within urban areas. Instead of extending
roads and bulk infrastructure out beyond the city limits, it is cheaper and
more responsible for cities to invest in upgrading existing infrastructure.
LONDON
LOS ANGELES
56 people / ha
20 people / ha
Increases Revenue: Revenue bases for local authorities are higher for
mixed-use areas than for residential areas. Bringing together business,
residential and light industrial development inflates municipal incomes.
Decreases Crime: Building housing on inner-city infill land decreases
crime in parts of the city that would normally be deserted after dark.
Equity: Designing cities with affordable housing on infill land encourages integration and begins to redress apartheid planning.

T
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RAVEL TIME & COST

Name: Ardiel (Program Manager NGO)
vatory
From: House in Plumbstead / To: Obser
Train
tion:
Transporta
Weekly Travel Time: 5 hours
Weekly Cost: R32.00

Name: Sabrina (Development Officer NGO)
vatory
From: Flat in Tamboerskloof / To: Obser
Transportation: Car
es
Weekly Travel Time: 1 hour 40 minut
0
R30.0
Cost:
y
Weekl

Name: Aaron (Programme Leader NGO)
vatory
From: Flat in Claremont / To: Obser
Transportation: Taxi
Weekly Travel Time: 5 hours
Weekly Cost: R50.00

Name: Sofia (Domestic Worker)
City
From: Share-house in Salt River / To:
Taxi
and
Train
tion:
Transporta
Weekly Travel Time: 5 hours
Weekly Cost: R70.00

housing)
Name: Lesar Rule (Construction, PHP
om Park
Freed
To:
/
Park
om
Freed
in
House
From:
Walk
Transportation:
es
Weekly Travel Time to Work: 20 minut
Weekly Cost: R0.00

Name: Former Joe Slovo resident
ille
From: Delft Transit Camp / To: Bellv
Transportation: Taxi
Weekly Travel Time: 20 hours
Weekly Cost: R400.00
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Recommendations for government

Breaking New Ground is a step in the right direction, meant to support development by promoting higher densities in existing built areas (densification); encouraging the development of vacant sites within built urban areas
(infill); and restricting the outward expansion of cities, thus forcing new development inward
(containment). However, despite this and other policies promoting integrated, sustainable
settlement planning, little has changed in South African cities. This begs the question: How
can we fulfil Breaking New Ground to ensure there is no split between policy and practice?
Higher-density housing does NOT mean high-rise housing:
One good way might be to use the newly established Housing Development Agency (HDA).

Did you know?

Le Corbusier famously
designed post-war
affordable housing
outside Paris, recommending 15 storey
housing blocks to
achieve a density of
1,000 persons per
hectare.

Inward expansion: Development should be promoted in areas of existing infrastructure capacity and where infrastructure would be inexpensive to provide (avoiding steep
slopes, intensive land use, and dolomite). Municipalities should not allow the private sector
to push the boundaries of the city indefinitely and should promote inward development.
Land release: Well-located State-owned (including parastatal) land should be made
available for lower-income housing and well-located private land must be acquired as well.
Information from the land and buildings register must be used to develop a rapid land-release
programme for land owned by all three spheres of government as well as parastatals.
Land sale: The sale of State-owned land should be aligned with long-term land use
plans and the proceeds of sales or a percentage thereof should be used to cross-subsidise
lower-income housing. Since there is already a heavy burden associated with subsidising transport, as an alternative, government should subsidise the purchase of land.

Incredibly, Colombian
architect, German
Samper Gnecco used
a medium-density typology (5-storey walkups) to achieve 1,000
persons per hectare.
Not all densification
requires tall buildings.

Land banking: Suitably located land must be ‘banked’ and funds set aside for the
acquisition of land for low-income housing. To facilitate land banking mechanisms such as
land swaps, the allocation of land use rights and expropriation must be introduced.

Similarly, high quality housing does not
mean low-density.
Sprawling RDP housing on the periphery
provides fewer opportunities than mediumdensity flats near the
inner-city.

Value capture: Revenue streams such as land taxation should be initiated to create
funds for land acquisition for lower-income housing development on well-located land. Value capture mechanisms can assist in addressing unfair land market practices like speculation, bringing more land into the market and reducing its price to realistic levels. This would
encourage infill development, minimizing sprawl and bringing about efficient use of land.
Taxing developers: Municipalities should charge the real cost of services in order to
recover the bulk infrastructure cost of development. Private developers should pay local
authorities the total costs for service provision, particularly if they develop in areas that are
not cost effective. Service contributions are often levied according to the municipal average,
encouraging sprawl. Peripheral land usually requires a huge infrastructure investment, yet
the service cost to developers is equal to centrally-located development. By levying real
costs, development would occur where it makes economic sense and would reduce sprawl.
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What is an ecological footprint?
Density is ecologically responsible and must be actively promoted. The ‘EcoDensity’ initiative, in Vancouver,
Canada, promotes densification to reduce the city’s ecological footprint. Different tools have been created to measure personal and collective actions in support of a world where human demand does not exceed nature’s supply.
‘Footprinting’ is an accounting tool that measures how much biologically productive land is required to support
the living standards of an individual, a city or a country. This includes the land required to produce the physical
resources consumed, absorb the wastes generated and sequester carbon dioxide emissions associated with energy demand. Ecological footprinting allows governments to track a city’s demand on natural capital and compare
this with the amount of natural capital actually available. By measuring the ecological footprint of a population,
overshoot can be assessed, aiding the management of ecological assets more carefully.
Using this measure, it has been estimated that South Africa’s footprint is 4.02 hectares per person. The World
Wildlife Fund (WWF) estimates that the global ‘fair share’ is 1.8 hectares per person. So, if everyone lived like
the average South African, we would need two planets. This figure, of course, masks gross inequalities. A recent
study by the Environmental Affairs and Tourism Department found that the footprint of Cape Town’s middle class
would require 5 – 6 planets (like the United States at 5.2 planets), while the footprint of the poor would require 0.5
to 1 planet (like China and India).
According to Professor William Rees, the creator of the footprinting concept, some of the largest components
of the ecological footprint are personal transportation and the construction, maintenance and operation of buildings. Rees compared three forms of housing: the single-family house, the three-storey walk-up and the high-rise
building, and explored how each affects personal transportation requirements, capacity for public transit and the
energy required to build and maintain a household. He found that “moving from single-family housing to either
three-storey walk-up or high-rise resulted in a 40% reduction in the part of the ecological footprint related to housing and transportation.”
Our ability to create compact cities in South Africa is shaped by a number of forces such as
old policies and institutional arrangements that need to be updated and transformed. Local
planning authorities, market forces and lifestyle preferences all militate against an integrative
and urbanist version of compaction. In light of this, government should encourage densification in the following ways:
• using State land for development that serves the public good;
• creating pedestrian friendly and safe mixed-use environments;
• providing efficient and integrated public transport systems;
• changing zoning to promote compact, mixed-use development;
• allowing flexibility in infrastructure and service standards;
• minimising the time it takes to process development and zoning applications, so material
and labour prices to not rise in the meantime.

Facility

Did you know?
State expenditure in transport
subsidies:
In 1999, the State provided a subsidy of
R4,000 per annum for every bus commuter
and R1,000 for every train commuter traveling 30km to work. These subsidies must be
provided because of the way we build our
cities with most people living very far from
their jobs.
Alternatively, if we started using infill land
for medium-density housing, commuters
could live close to work, and government
would not need to subsidise transport.

Guidelines for Community Facilities
Thresholds needed to sustain each type of facility.

Threshold

Range

Size

Time

Crèche

300 DUs

300 m

0.1 Ha

5 min

Primary
school

500 DUs

700 m

0.7 - 1.4 Ha

5 min

Secondary
school

1500 DUs

1400 m

1.4 - 2.6 Ha

30 min

Community
centre

3000 DUs

1400 m

0.1 -0.5 Ha

30 min

Sports field

1 for every
2 primary
schools

1 for each 0.7 -1.4 Ha
secondary / 1.4 -2.6 Ha
school

5 min / 30
min
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AKHASONKE VILLAGE
GOOD LOCATION AND DENSITY

Much of what makes Sakhasonke Village a good housing development is GOOD LOCATION. Rather than being on the periphery, this subsidised housing
project is on well-located land in close proximity to an informal settlement and a middle class suburb, thus starting to integrate the poor with the existing
urban environment. Residents in Sakhasonke Village are satisfied with their housing environment and have NOT experienced feelings of ‘being trapped in
space’ or ‘left on their own.’ They do not have to spend huge amounts of time and money travelling because they live close to their places of employment as
well as a range of social and commercial opportunities in Walmer, Nelson Mandela Metro. Due to their prime location, all respondents say that their quality of
life has improved since moving to Sakhasonke Village. For full case study, see pages 334-355 in the Resource Book.

1.

Project Background: In 2001, the GM South
Africa Foundation provided bridging finance to
purchase the Walmer Caravan Park for housing
development. The project was a greenfield development on 4.49 hectares.

2.

Beneficiaries: The majority of beneficiaries previously lived in the adjacent Gqebera informal settlement, while others were from backyard shacks
in Walmer. Neighbouring employers of domestic workers were very supportive of the project.

3.

Financing: The project linked subsidy of R23,100
per household was used through the People’s
Housing Process. The project confirmed that it is
possible to create dignified physical environments for very low-income earners with the
government housing subsidy.

4.

Project Partners: Partners included: GM South
Africa Foundation, the Walmer Housing Development Trust, Metroplan, the Urban Services Group,
the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Municipality and

the Department of Local Government and Housing. The project demonstrated that publicprivate-community partnerships can result in
higher quality housing.

5.

6.

Project Location: Sakhasonke Village is adjacent
to Gqebera township south of Walmer suburb.
The location of Gqebera, as it is the only township close to the city centre. Now Sakhasonke
Village is the only affordable housing project
close to the city centre. Other townships are
north of the city, far away from economic activities,
incurring high travel and time costs for low-income
households.
Nearby Amenities: The project site is on Victoria Drive next to a light industrial area, opposite the Walmer golf course. It is close to
the airport (7km) and the Nelson Mandela Metro
CBD (15km). Sakhasonke Village is well-located
in terms of major public transport routes (2km),
schools (2–5km), clinics (1 km), light industries
(1km), commercial activities (5km), domestic and

gardening work (1km), the Walmer Enterprise informal market (2 km) and urban agriculture (1km).
There is also a crèche, food garden and supporting initiatives nearby Community representatives reported that the majority of residents
are employed in the Walmer area.

7.

8.

Medium-density: A small portion of land was
maximised through the use of higher-density
housing (75 du/ha), allowing more families the
opportunity to secure their constitutional rights.
The fundamental consideration for the development was to increase density in order to decrease
land and service cost and increase house size.
Participation: The active involvement of the
community in project implementation created
a greater sense of ownership. The training of local
people, especially women and the unemployed,
added value to the project and the future residents. Most people, however, felt that the project
could have provided even more possibilities for
community participation.
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Arguments for good location in South Africa

Good location is not merely a function of distance of low-cost housing from the city centre. Instead, since most of South Africa’s
cities have multiple nodes of development, the words ‘central’ and ‘peripheral’ are somewhat misleading. Here are some
examples of good location:

Medium-density development
on small pockets of land in
middle and upper-class suburbs, even if far from the city,
is well-located for domestic
workers, gardeners, and
childminders.

Building medium-density
housing ensures the cost of
well-located land is shared
among many families.

The efficient provision and maintenance of infrastructure is a key benefit of building low-income housing
on well-located land. Low-density
means laying infrastructure long distances to reach the periphery at high
costs to the consumer and the city.

Low-density suburbs do
not support local economic development. There are
just not enough residents
to make small businesses
viable. Well-located land
helps the economy.

The single biggest harm to
the environment is greenhouse gasses from cars.
This can be significantly reduced by planning mediumdensity cities where travel
is reduced.

Trains, busses, and light
rails are reinforced by
density. In order to have
reliable, frequent and
cheap public transport,
there must be a sufficient
number of people using it.

Low-density suburbs do
not support mixed-use development. A neighbourhood must be significantly
dense to support crèches,
parks, clinics, schools,
and so on.

Urban infill: 3 medium-density projects

Using inner-city infill land
reduces crime rates in parts
of the city that are otherwise
deserted at night.

Revenue bases are higher for
mixed-use areas than for residential only areas. Putting low-cost
housing in an economically
vibrant area subsidies revenue.

Though Stock Road is located near transport, poor
families still spend R600
per month on commuting
due to limited job opportunities in the area.

Springfield Terrace was
built on inner-city State
land, very near job opportunities in Cape Town.

Good location increases
livability, social cohesion and
neighbourhood interaction. It
dramatically alters old apartheid planning models.
The stigma attached to high-density
environments as slums and ghettos is
reduced through good location. Integrating
higher-density housing into the city makes
it a desirable place to live.

Sakhasonke was developed
on the site of an old caravan
park near a transportation
route and employment. The
whole area was rehabilitated
with this development.
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“The real need is to increase accessibility and the way to do this is to reduce the need to travel: to bring about
a more compact, integrated and diverse land use pattern.” – Anzabeth Tonkin, DAG researcher
The City of Cape Town
Planning Department is
debating different industrial growth areas. The
front runners are up the
West Coast or slightly
inland. New job opportunities in either of these
areas would make them
great for mixed-income
housing.
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EAL EXAMPLES

OF GOOD LOCATION FROM CAPE TOWN

Housing, Services
Child Care, Clinics,
Libraries

Low-density suburbs,
such as Pinelands, offer
many low-skilled job opportunities for domestic
workers and gardeners.
Pinelands is close to the
city centre, making it a
good location for housing on unused State
land.

Jobs, Schools,
Transport
Parks, Historical Sities,
Government, Beaches,
Mountains

There has been some
industrial and commercial development in historically disadvantaged
areas like, Philippi. More
needs to be done to
make these zones thriving hubs of residential
and economic opportunity.

COMING UP NEXT:

Next month’s issue will be about Integrated Settlement
Planning with a case study from Carr Gardens.

