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stablished in the 1970s by the apartheid government, Mitchells
Plain was created for middle-income coloured families forcibly
removed from central Cape Town neighbourhoods under the Group
Areas Act. Intended as a ‘dormitory town’ – housing for people
who worked in the Cape Town’s business areas some 30 km away –
Mitchells Plains today is home to an estimated million people. One of
South Africa’s largest townships alongside Soweto and Khayelitsha, it
falls within the Mitchells Plain/Khayelitsha district, an area containing
some of Cape Town metro’s most marginalised neighbourhoods.
A large proportion of those who are employed must commute to
work, with studies suggesting about 90 000 passengers moving from
Mitchells Plain daily (CoCT, 2011). Despite the fact that Mitchells
Plain public transport facilities – taxi, rail, and bus – are among Cape
Town’s biggest and busiest, they are also described as “completely
dysfunctional and unreliable” (DAG, 2020). Anecdotal data suggests that
reliability and security for commuters is a serious area of concern for
the neighbourhood. Commuters reflect on the unreliability of the train
system as it is prone to cable theft and vandalism. Others have also
mentioned the overcrowding during morning and afternoon
peak periods.
Additionally, the costs of traveling to work – both financially and
in terms of time spent away from children and families – exacerbate
the area’s social ills, which include a high crime rate, drug abuse, high
incidences of teenage pregnancy, gangsterism and its related crimes,
and unemployment. Due to the unavailability of affordable housing,
the community also has a vast population of backyard dwellers.

Published December 2021
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Top right: MURA
explaining how vacant
land fuels criminal
activities in Eastridge.
Bottom right: Residential
perspective of Eastridge.

Mitchells Plain Population

Male

Female

Total

Black African

11,078

3,6%

11,645

3,8%

22,723

7,3%

Coloured

136,522

44%

145,306

46,8%

281,828

90,8%

Asian

1,021

0,3%

905

0,3%

1,926

0,6%

White

317

0,1%

263

0,1%

580

0,2%

Other

2,094

0,7%

1,333

0,4%

3,427

1,1%

151,032

48,6%

159,452

51,4%

310,484

100%

Table 1: Mitchells Plain 2011 demographic data (Census, 2011 in VPUU, 2020).

Mitchells Plain Labour
Force Indicators

Black/African

Coloured

Asian

White

Other

Total

Population aged 15 - 64

15,897

192,006

1,350

447

2,550

212,250

Labour force

9,933

116,502

888

234

1,806

129,363

Employed

7,791

87,993

690

207

1,464

98,145

Unemployed

2,142

28,509

198

27

342

31,218

Not economically active

5,964

75,504

462

213

744

82,887

537

6,960

24

9

66

7,596

5,427

68,544

438

204

678

75,291

Unemployment rate (%)

21,56%

24,47%

22,30%

11,54%

18,94%

24,13%

Labour absorption rate

49,01%

45,83%

51,11%

46,31%

57,41%

46,24%

Labour force participation rate

62,48%

60,86%

65,78%

52,35%

70,82%

60,95%

Discouraged work-seekers
Other not economically active

Table 2: Mitchells Plain’s 2011 unemployment rate was 24,13% (Census, 2011 in VPUU, 2020).
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01
Re-imagine
Mitchells Plain:
Re-imagine
Eastridge
During 2016-2017, the
Mitchells Plain United
Residents Association
(MURA) launched its
‘Re-Imagining Mitchells
Plain’ project, the goal of
which was to improve the
quality of building social
cohesion in the area.

A

n umbrella body housing different Mitchells Plain civic
organisations, MURA’s goal is to articulate and realise a
united vision for the area. In 2017, the Development Action
Group (DAG) partnered with MURA, bringing technical and
financial resource expertise to advance the project vision of
seeing a ‘prosperous Mitchells Plain where people live, work,
and play’. On 16 November 2019, MURA in partnership with
DAG hosted the 2019 Re-Imagining Mitchells Plain Summit.
A multi-stakeholder forum to engage on topical issues and
propose solutions to some of the issues noted above, one of
the Summit outcomes was acknowledgement by DAG and
MURA that the size and complexity of the issues in Mitchells
Plain were obscuring the focus needed to arrive at solutions.
Economically divided, Mitchells Plain residents
represent a diversity of class backgrounds, with the wealthier
neighbourhoods (Westridge, Rocklands, and Portlands)
in the west, and the more economically depressed areas
(Tafelsig, Beacon Valley, Woodlands and Eastridge) in the
east. In response to the challenges inherent in this diversity,
an agreement was made to focus on strategic precinct/wards
to make more feasible the identification of key issues and
production of tangible outcomes in Mitchells Plain.

A

s part of this agreement, DAG and MURA launched
‘Re-Imagining Eastridge’ as a sub-project within
Re-Imagining Mitchells Plain. Considered the heart of
Mitchells Plain by many residents, Eastridge is home to the
historic ‘Strategic Location’: a 58 000 square metre Central
Business District (CBD) and South Africa’s first non-white
CBD. Two other motivations for the selection of Eastridge
as a precinct were also at play.
First, the City of Cape Town (CoCT) in the 2012 District
Plan identified Eastridge as an area for prioritised municipal
investment, including vacant land development and precinct
upgrading. This investment is intended to focus on and
strengthen the CBD function of the area, which includes town
centre. Developed in 1980s, town centre was once a thriving
commercial area with numerous local businesses,
but has in more recent years deteriorated and become a
crime hot spot. As such, re-imagining this area could serve as
a lever for significant change.
The second reason for focusing on Eastridge is that the
neighbourhood is a high crime precinct within Mitchells
Plain, and the South African Police Service (SAPS) has
suggested that interventions to reduce crime in Eastridge
would significantly dent the overall crime rate in
Mitchells Plain.

Problem Statement

Established as a ‘dormitory town’ almost 50 years
ago, Mitchells Plain remains poorly connected to
major economic drivers in Cape Town, and sorely
lacking in local economic opportunity. In addition
to its distant location from existing economic
centres, local economic investment to the area
has stalled for various reasons over the years, in
particular, the risk associated with its reputation
as a place riddled with gang-violence and a
high-level drug trade, as well as pervasive poverty
– the latter perpetuating the former.
Despite numerous projects – including the town
centre revitalisation, Promenade Shopping Mall,
development of the MyCiti Interchange, upgrading

of the Mitchells Plain police station, and many
others – social ills such as crime, unemployment,
and gang violence have only worsened, and
some of those same projects (e.g., the MyCiti
interchange) have ceased to function. As MURA’s
Michael Jacobs says: “Over these years more than
a billion was poured into town centre, but look at
the decay.”
According to DAG and MURA, one of the major
challenges to enacting real and lasting change in
the area has been the lack of reliable Census data
and/or relevant information about the area that is
needed to inform effective decision-making and
hence appropriate budget prioritisation.

Project Objectives

In light of the above, the purpose of
‘Re-Imagining Eastridge’ is to first understand
the contextual factors at play in Mitchells
Plain, through looking at the neighbourhood
of Eastridge.
This research will assist community-based
organisations in Mitchells Plain to identify
area-based interventions that can improve the
quality of life for residents. Interventions identified
by the stakeholders will become the identified
priorities that community groups can then
advocate for in local government processes.

The objectives of Re-Imagining Eastridge
are thus as follows:
a. To document and map the various issues at
play in Eastridge from a diverse range of
stakeholders including local government,
private sector, and civic organisations.
b. To document and map key recommendations
provided by stakeholders to improve living
and economic conditions in Eastridge.

c. To document the relationships between
various stakeholders, and how these either
constrain or enable the transformation
of Eastridge.
As a first step to achieving the above,
Re-imagining Eastridge began compiling
information through stakeholder interviews,
roundtables, and summit meetings. Planned
activities for 2020 included the running of
workshops with stakeholders in Mitchells Plain to
re-imagine certain precincts. Due to the COVID-19
pandemic, these activities were put on hold, and
DAG and MURA shifted focus, providing COVID-19
relief to the community through the provision of
Personal Protective Equipment. However, from
September 2020, activities resumed, with
10 interviews of key stakeholders taking place
from October to November. Interview subjects
included individuals from: South African Police
Service (SAPS), City Improvement District (CID),
civic bodies, private sector, local government,
and health experts. Subjects were chosen to
_continued on pg 5
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represent a cross-section of the
community, and provide a diverse
set of opinions and perspectives.
The next section of this report
summarises the themes that
emerged from these stakeholder
interviews, presented alongside
relevant findings from a desktop
study incorporating information
from the CoCT District Plans,
Census 2011, and popular media,
as well as some highlights
from the November 2019 MURA
Summit event.
Seven major themes emerged
from the interviews: Neglect;
Crime/Security/Safety; Local
Economic Development;
Land-use/planning; Active
citizenship & Governance;
Youth Education & Social
Development; and the need for
a Cohesive Holistic Vision.

02
The Forgotten
City: a Place
of Neglect

THE ISSUES
W

hile the desktop study did not specifically address
this theme, the persistent sense of Mitchells Plain
remaining a ‘dormitory town’ was threaded through all
the interviews, which further highlighted the increasing
deterioration setting in:

“The apartheid structure is still maintained,
which is: coloureds must live here, take
the trains that are late, and work for
the white man in town. They just made
shebeens available and that was the only
form of entertainment.” ~ Medical Doctor

A

ll of the interviewees spoke of the once-thriving town
centre, which was originally developed in the 1980s.
Subjects mentioned that town centre was the first
‘non-white Central Business District’ in South Africa and
once was home to a movie theatre, all the major shops
(Woolworths, Foschini, Truworths), a hotel (Inn on the
Plain), and ‘decent places to eat’, where ‘cars were raffled
off ’. But those days are in the past, and the area has since
deteriorated: “The bottom line is that it has been a complete
implosion of what was one of the first non-racial, non-white
commercial centre in South Africa,” said one subject.
Some people attributed the beginning of that decline to
the Promenade, which was developed in early 2000s and
boasts over 170 retail outlets from fashion retail to furniture
and restaurants. Several subjects mentioned that after
Promenade arrived, “all the businesses and banks moved out
[of town centre] for security reasons”. However, even
Promenade has not been immune to the crime that blights
the area:

“All the major corporates – Sterns,
Woolworths – moved. They were targeted
and they left. Armed robberies, people were
shot. There were break-ins. Changemakers
got targeted. The banks moved too. Crime
definitely drove the decay.” ~ SAPS

Top right: CoCT street
worker cleaning up the
town centre.
Middle right: town centre
security maintaining
active surveillance in
the town centre.
Bottom right: Distant
perspective of informal
trade in the town centre.

While crime certainly can be said to drive the decay in the
area, the real question is what drives the crime.
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Previous spread top
left: Walking through
town centre.

03

Previous spread bottom
left: Fish Market in
town centre.
Previous spread top right:
Neighbourhood Watches
active in town centre.

Crime /
Safety

Previous spread bottom
right: Face masks on sale.
Top left: The residential
area of Eastridge.
Bottom left: Gang graffiti
which can be found all
over the neighbourhood.

In 2018/2019, Mitchells Plain
recorded the highest number of
contact crimes (1 068) reported
in the country (contact crimes
involve some form of physical
contact between victim and
perpetrator, such as murder,
attempted murder, robberies,
and assault) (Majiet, 2020).

T

he area is also well-known for high levels of
serious crimes (arson, property related, and
shoplifting), coming third nationally with 11 371
cases (Cape Town Central recorded 13 747, and
Johannesburg Central 12 199) (Majiet, 2020). In
2019, Mitchells Plain was also reported 13th in
the country for murder, and first for drug-related
crime (Van De Fort et al., 2019).

Gangs, drugs and poverty

T

he high level of violence in Mitchells Plain
largely stems from gang activity: fights over
turf, drug trafficking, and weapons and illicit
goods trades (De Greef, 2019). Another factor
driving crime is the high unemployment rate, as
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many people turn to crime to meet their basic needs. Sadly
the latter is only exacerbated by the former, which represents
a major factor behind the lack of commercial investment in
the area (CoCT, 2012).
Both at the MURA 2019 Summit and in the 2020
interviews, participant perceptions aligned with the data from
the desktop study above, with people reiterating that there is
‘no safe area’ in Mitchells Plain. Many described town centre,
intended as the centre of the Mitchells Plain economy, as a
drug den that is both unsafe and unhygienic, and an area
where business cannot be conducted for fear of being robbed.
“We had reputable companies here but they were forced out
because criminals took over,” said one subject, while another
specified: “The parking lot is drug infested. Human trafficking is
on another level – people’s daughters are getting sold off.”
The fear of crime transcends race and community, as an
attorney, who works at CD Cerff law-firm, noted:

“Clients are very afraid to come here.
People from Khayelitsha are scared, people
from Strandfontein are scared. We’re not
even talking about race or colour.” ~ Lawyer

Absentee landlords

I

n addition to gangs and poverty, another driver of crime is
the absenteeism of many town centre building owners, who
allow “certain things [that] led to the decay,” including “people
living illegally in commercial buildings which are
not residential.”

“The problem is that the guy who rents is
paying rent to another person who also
rents. Then you find there are at least
583 legal sections of property that are
separately owned.” ~ City Official
Linked to absentee landlords is the perception that
‘foreigners’ are responsible for much of the crime, though
this is not supported by data. That said, the perception
itself is problematic, especially if untrue.

The Issues ~ 12

Crime displacement
and police corruption

O

ne thing everyone agreed on was the need
for more and better security – that is,
cameras, control rooms, ‘boots on the ground’,
control of illegal traders (and resultant rubbish),
and ‘locking down’ of the area at night. However,
some subjects simultaneously acknowledged that
high-security measures simply displaces the crime:

“The problem is now the fence
has displaced crime outside the
precinct, resulting in the mugging
of shoppers over here. Private
security is based on capitalism.
He with the most money gets to
displace crime.” ~ City Official
In addition, even with all of the increased security
measures, multiple subjects noted how the
corruption and abdication of responsibility by
SAPS undermines all of these efforts: “I’ve worked
out how the Brigadiers from SAPS are crooked. I

04
Local Economic
Development

give them no access to our surveillance system.” Others noted
the prevalence of drugs and lack of arrests or even police
visibility, asserting that the police only act if “you know how
the procedure works.” One interviewee even commented that it
is not safe to go to the police station.
The police themselves mention a lack of partnership and
coordination: “law enforcement agencies and others who are
supposed to be in partnership…never play their roles. I think
there has been a complete breakdown,” said a police officer.
Ultimately, a sense that gangsters have taken ownership
over the community is pervasive.

“My biggest problem is [gangsters] rob
the trucks in the CBD. These guys will
disappear into Smarty Town… It is a
sophisticated network. They rob people
in the CBD (town centre) then they sell it in
their territories.” ~ Police Officer
Given all of the above, a long-term response strategy that
transcends political party differences and looks at the issues
holistically is urgently required. This effort will necessarily
need to involve government and different community
partners including churches, schools, and civic organisations.
Returning to the question of drivers of crime, we arrive at the
next theme of (lack of) local economic development.

M

itchells Plain is predominantly residential, with a
few pockets of economic activity primarily located
in Eastridge and Beacon Valley. As such, the majority of
residents must commute to access employment opportunities,
incurring significant travel costs and time away from
children and families. In the last decade, the majority of new
investments in the area are shopping mall developments,
which offer access to retail employment opportunities but
little else.

Support for Small, Medium and
Micro-Enterprise (SMMEs) sector

I

n terms of the interview feedback, concerns were grounded
in what currently exists (versus potential future economic
growth areas, such as the digital economy). First, people
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focused on the need to invest in the town centre
so that businesses will return. While dealing with
crime is paramount, alongside this was a call to
“change people’s minds about how they feel about
Mitchells Plain.” This translated into not just
bringing businesses back, but supporting local
enterprise over malls and big corporates
like those found in the Promenade, which were
seen as “raping” the community.

“We helped build that Promenade.
That Pick ‘n Pay generates
R1,6million in hard cash in one
day. What are they doing to put
back in the community? Here [the
corporates] rape us because no
one stands up. We abandoned that
fight, but we need MURA to put that
on the table.” ~ Business Owner

proposal he made to the DTI for R30 million to train 52
panel beaters. Although told that he had been awarded R17m,
nothing came of the project:

“I went up to Pretoria to get the R17 million
from DTI. You know what the insurance
disappeared off the face of the earth. DTI
was looking for them, but nothing. Like
everything else in Mitchells Plain it falls
flat. No one went around to hammer to
them – to say government is ready with
the money.” ~ Business Owner

Interviewees also suggested that Council should administer
differently, to better link the Promenade and town centre, and
thus ensure that facilities (e.g., parking) provided by ‘anchor
tenants’ like Clicks also benefit smaller local businesses. Much
was made in the interviews about the return of Clicks to town
centre. There are important lessons which could be drawn
from the return and how this can be replicated in other parts
of town centre.

The view that corporates are ‘fighting to take up
space’ was contrasted with comments that certain
firms (e.g., BP South Africa) are ‘not interested
in doing anything in Mitchells Plain’. Either way,
given the size and growth of Mitchells Plain, it
should be seen as a commercial hub for economic
development, with local SMME businesses
encouraged and enabled to be more than ‘hives
operating out of garages’, and also
able to operate outside of the malls (where
‘rentals are astronomical’).
The owner of a panel shop since 1990, noted
that his business has “lost 3-4 million in the last
four years,” in part because insurance companies
won’t send clients. “R10 million a month is leaving
Mitchells Plain because of accident damage…
We were two panel shops here recognised by all
insurance companies but they don’t send the work
here.” He cited the need for a unified voice from
MURA and others to intervene and rectify this
kind of “corruption.”

T

he lack of support from both government
and larger corporates like Pick ‘n Pay to small
businesses in Mitchells Plain was an important
sub-theme, with Kolbie also mentioning a

Above: Outside a barbershop in one of the
corridors in town centre.
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Informal traders
outside town centre.

More than housing

05

T

he need for housing is acute in Mitchells
Plain, but so is the sense that recreation and
other facilities are paramount to changing the
nature of the area. “We understand that housing is
a need, but if 800 people are going to live on a piece
of land, you need recreation,” said one respondent,
referencing the need for a mix of housing,
recreation, and economic activity.
While people want to see housing built, they
strongly feel that it must not be the “substandard
RDP housing [that] looks like the hond se gat
(dog’s arse)” and makes people feel like ‘second
class citizens’. In other words, there is an
acknowledged need for alternative design
typologies that offer mixed-use structures, as
well as a solution to crime:

Land Use/
Housing/Planning
A severe housing shortage
has led to the rise of informality
in two forms – backyarding
and informal settlements. The
rise in backyarding is largely
due to rising property prices
(prices in Eastridge jumped
from R250 000 in 2009 to
R400 – R700 000 in 2020).

Figure 1: Vacant land in Mitchells Plain (CoCT GIS, 2016).

A

nother reason for the high level of backyarding is that
residents in Mitchells Plain and other parts of the city
are selling their homes to obtain disposable income
(unknown, 2009) and moving in with family in Mitchells Plain.
Recent studies indicate that there are roughly 13 people
living per plot in certain areas of Mitchells Plain (DAG, 2020)
– a rate of overcrowding that has resulted in poor quality
shelter, inadequate basic services and lack of infrastructure
maintenance.

“Build a ten-storey building on a
land parcel: the bottom floor you
can use for business, second for
parking, [and] six storeys

for affordable housing. If a criminal
escapes into that building, it would be
easy for SAPS to catch.”
~ Activist

The need for an integrated approach

F

inally, there was a keen awareness of the need to develop
vacant state land to improve the overall quality of life for
residents. Mixed-use projects that include facilities for young
people are essential – particularly given Mitchells Plain’s
young population (see Section 7) – as is forward planning
that targets and enables business expansion. One subject
mentioned a fish market and a mini-city that were meant to
be developed, but noted that nothing came of these plans.
Numerous subjects mentioned the vacant land earmarked
for the future Swartklip Development. The last significant
land parcel available for development in the area, many are
pinning their hopes to Swartklip’s potential to transform
Mitchells Plain. While quite a few interviewees saw potential
in developing the False Bay Coastline, environmental policy
currently prohibits such development. That said, there is a

Vacant Land

Mitchells Plain has a significant amount of vacant
land parcels, the majority of which are owned by
the City of Cape Town and National Government.
Many community organisations have lobbied for
the release of these land parcels for housing and
economic development. However, many of these
land parcels, especially those along the False
Bay coastline, are CORE 1 Biodiversity – meaning

they are critical biodiversity areas that need to
be formally protected and managed. National
Government also owns the land where schools
are located. Many have vacant space intended
for recreational purposes that the schools
are unable to maintain. As such, community
organisations have asked for schools to
release that land for housing.
Figure 2: Mitchells Plain Zoning (CoCT GIS, 2016).
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clear sense that available vacant land needs to be
developed as part of a larger vision for Mitchells
Plain, and people agreed that a mixed-use
integrated approach to development is key.
Finally, in addition to the housing and
economic opportunities that could come with

06
Active Citizenship
/ Governance

developing the vacant land, people see the land’s disuse as
encouraging crime: “this land that we are proposing the sports
facilities for is dead land, it draws the wrong elements.”

S
M

URA 2019 Summit participants noted the lack of
support from government to the area, and the nepotism
operating in ward committees (where Ward Councillors
handpick whom they want to sit on their committees). Poor
governance – from abdication to corruption – is seen by many
as the source of the area’s neglect and deterioration. Many felt
that intervention from the Mayor and Premier is needed to
rectify this situation.

Second class citizens
Once a stronghold of the
United Democratic Front
(UDF), a social movement of
community organisations and
trade unions fighting against
apartheid, Mitchells Plain today
still has significant civic and
political activity, primarily
focusing on transformation
and revitalisation.

19 ~ Development Action Group

Poor engagement from
City officials

N

umerous interview subjects expressed a feeling of being
‘second class citizens’. Evidenced in the ‘administrative
break down’ seemingly at work in the municipality – where
the siloed nature of municipal departments and the lack of
coordination between these contribute to nothing getting
accomplished – this reality translates into the rights that
ordinary middle-class citizens take for granted being wholly
missing for Mitchells Plains residents:

“A lot of my days deal with who’s not doing
what, where in 17 different departments
[and which of the] 400 people should have a
daily input. [City officials and their privately
outsourced contractors] are not sure if
they should sit in their ivory offices in the
Waterfront or be involved here. They are
not present, they are under private contract
from the City, but not performing their
function.” ~ City Official

everal people commented that political parties
only pay attention to Mitchells Plain during
elections, because, as one subject noted, “win
Mitchells Plain, you win Cape Town.” However, as
soon as voting is over, ‘promises are forgotten’.
One area consistently criticised was the lack
of engagement between Councillors and the
community: “The Ward Councillor does not work
with the communities. We want to
Re-imagine Eastridge but if there is no political will
then how?”

Ward budgets: transparency
and prioritisation

A

key issue here is budget allocations and
the lack of a transparent process or clear
policy around how decisions are made around
budgets. People mentioned incidents like money
being allocated for speed humps that never
materialised, and no follow-up to alert the
community about what had happened.
As such, the need for accountability is clear,
with structures to support communication and
public participation vital (“there should be a
person above the Councillor we can talk to”). One
subject advocated for a City policy around how
ward budgets are allocated.

“Councillors have total freedom
as to how the money is spent. In
my view the City has created this
problem because no policy exists
to guide decision-making in ward
allocations.” ~ City Official
All of this could help address the sense that the
City’s priorities do not match those of residents:
“The government spent R34million on homeless
people in Strandfontein, but they can’t spend
R1million on youth development,” said one subject.
“There are no facilities in Eastridge. If you look at
the parks, [they] are not fit for young children. The

Council don’t engage with the communities when they build the
parks,” said another.
Subjects also raised the need to standardise processes, use
evidence-based research to inform budget allocations, and to
share information in a clear public participation process that
would also help manage community expectations.
While better communication with the Councillor was
mentioned by many, better coordination between different
government departments also came up. Specifically, one
subject mentioned how numerous people in Mitchells Plain
are recipients of SASSA grants, and that criminals know they
are all collecting their grants at the same time, making them a
target: “We must engage with SASSA, Home Affairs. Why must
our people wake up at 4am to go stand in a line
for grants.”

Lack of trust/transformation
fatigue

W

hile community leaders have made numerous efforts
to change the area, residents feel that their efforts fall
on deaf ears at all levels of government. Numerous promises
made and broken, leading to a pervasive lack of trust in
government, and an overwhelming sense of ‘transformation
fatigue’ in Mitchells Plain: “I made several attempts like
you did [with Re-imagining Eastridge]… but there is no
commitment from government. I don’t want to be a defeatist
but I know when the boat has got a hole too big – I cannot
save what is sinking,” said one. Another subject referenced
the Mayoral Urban Regeneration Programme, during which
R1million was spent on town centre, but “nothing improved.
Nobody really wants to go into town centre.”

Tension between stakeholders

A

nother problem mentioned was infighting between
stakeholders, and how the lack of a unified voice
hampers the possibility of change. At the most obvious level
of divide, the Councillor is saying that he is doing a great
job (“After many years of fighting, we have finally arrived at
a good model with town centre,” commented a City official),
while everyone else interviewed expressed feelings of neglect
and dissatisfaction: “The Councillor does not want to interact.
This is the main problem. The councillor needs to do what he is
supposed to do.”
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A few subjects took a more nuanced view,
specifically mentioning the necessity of bringing
stakeholders together, because problems (and
their solutions) differ from neighbourhood to
neighbourhood: “[in one part of] Eastridge, there
may be things happening – a pool, netball facilities
– but this side of Eastridge has zip!”
said one.
In the end, however, subjects focused on the
need to get past the infighting and find a common
voice to advocate for their community. Also in the
realm of communication issues was a perception
that the Councillor – and others – are abdicating
responsibility, and/or playing the ‘blame game’:

“The Councillors will say the school
is not our problem: it’s province,
it’s not in their jurisdiction. Guys
in politics will run away from
everything unless it suits them.
To say we don’t want to engage
with our schools is to deny the
community.” ~ Youth Activist
But it is not just the Councillors who need to take
responsibility. Threaded through many of the
interviews was a sense that someone else should
be making the needed changes (“Unfortunately,
you have to rely in government who has no time
for us”); among these comments, only a few
people acknowledged that community members

themselves need to stop being so reliant on government, and
take more active responsibility and ownership as citizens for
what is happening in their neighbourhoods.

“When people take responsibility for the
[sports] field… you can see the field is clean.
People are taking ownership over nothing.
People must take responsibility and
ownership.” ~ Youth Activist

Lack of leadership

07
Youth / Education
/ Social
Development

F

inally, a major sub-theme that emerged in terms of
governance and many of the other issues discussed, from
crime to local economic development, was a lack of leadership
or champions:

“We need a champion who will not bow
down. The leaders must not be politicians;
they must be normal people who know
people. Then we need one project to
succeed. Maybe an economic spinoff that
creates jobs – small tangible outcomes.”

Given its youthful population
and the entrenched problem
of gangs, youth development
and education were repeatedly
highlighted in the interviews.

W

hile a short review of the CSIR Guidelines for the
Provision of Social Facilities in South African
Settlements provides some information about schools and
facilities such as libraries, it does not speak to the larger issues
faced by young people in Mitchells Plain; that is, is a general
lack of occupation that in many ways mirrors that of their
elders, who suffer such a high rate of unemployment.

Schools

M

itchells Plains primary schools are highly
oversubscribed, exceeding the average 1:36 ratio of
teachers to learners in Cape (Department of Basic Education,
2014). According to the CSIR 2010 analysis, the demand for
new schools (for 2016) will only increase within the Cape Flats
(where Mitchells Plain is located), and Cape Town’s main
unserved primary school population will be based largely
around Nyanga, Gugulethu and the North of Mitchells Plain
(Figure 3).

~ Business Owner
In particular, the leadership vacuum is seen as a major
contributor to the attraction of gangs for young people: “That’s
why our youngsters are looking at the gangsters as role models.
No leadership.”

Left: Thursday afternoon in
the streets of Eastridge.

Figure 3:
Primary School Demand
(CSIR 2010).
Figure 4:
New primary schools required
(CSIR 2010).
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R

egarding other facilities, there are 10
Community Centres in the Mitchells Plain
area. With each centre catering for population
thresholds of 10 000 – 60 000 people, and
available for a variety of purposes (public
meetings, training and workshops, special events,
family functions), it would appear that Mitchells
Plain is well serviced for when it comes to
community centres.
In contrast to the above information
concerning the adequacy of libraries and
community centres, interview data paints a very
different picture. Almost all subjects mentioned
the lack of recreational facilities – especially parks
and sports fields – and appropriate activities for
young people, or the poor management and use
of those that do exist, and the direct connection
between that lack and youth involvement in crime
and gangs.

CSIR data (Figure 5) also shows
that, as with primary schools,
the locations where most new
high schools should be built
are in the Cape Flats, Mitchells
Plain/Khayelitsha district.

Figure 5:
Secondary school demand
(CSIR 2010).

The Swartklip Sports Ground was cited by numerous
people as a ‘white elephant’ – a good facility that stands empty
and appears completely mismanaged. Reasons for this were
unclear, but one person mentioned the need to staff all such
facilities with young volunteers (as happens in Kuilsriver)
rather than elderly officials. Additionally, another subject
noted that the Eastridge community centre is “far from
everything on the outskirts” and that “all of Mitchells Plain
children play in the road. There is no place for children to play.”
Another subject cited one child who was stabbed, and another
who was run over by a taxi, due to the lack of safe play areas.
Again, the Councillor’s lack of engagement or proactive
interaction in terms of parks (which were described as ‘not
fit for young children’) and recreation facilities came up
repeatedly here.

Facilities/Recreation:
where are the parks?

Rather than focusing on schools, interviewees expressed the feeling that the whole ecosystem to support youth
was non-existent or broken, and that filling that vacuum was crime and gangs. “Crime is rising because the
children have nothing to do… It’s not like people want to be gangsters,” was a sentiment expressed by almost
all subjects.
According to the CSIR 2010 analysis, Mitchells Plain is well covered by library services, both in and out
of schools.

Interview findings

I

nterview discussions of the youth focused
more on a lack of recreational facilities than
on the school system itself. However, several
interviewees notably recalled school facilities
being better in the 1980s: “I was at Eastville
Primary in 1985. The school was not in the shape it
is now,” said one; “If I look at us that time, no was
unsuccessful. A lot of us don’t live here no more,”
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said another, referring to growing up in the 80s. He continues:
“In my feeding program, we came across a child who can’t read
and he is in grade 5. We thought that maybe he is Afrikaans
but it wasn’t the case. How can someone be in grade 5 and not
be able to read?” Other comments about schools focused on
the unsafe physical environment: a lack of speed humps or
pedestrian crossings by schools.

Figure 6: Social Facilities in Mitchells Plain (CoCT GIS, 2016).
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Social Services: healthcare
clinics are not enough

I

n addition to the problems around facilities
and activities, several subjects suggested that
before any of the interventions or activities can
take root and make change, deeply embedded
social issues must be dealt with: “We can’t put
a theatre and say it’s going to work. Half of the
people here have no proper parenting, there is
family violence.”
As far as social development facilities to help
address social problems, the Mitchells Plain/
Khayelitsha District has 21 healthcare facilities
serving its population of over 1.1 million people
(CSIR 2010), a number that CSIR guidelines deems
inadequate (there should be at least 28).
Unfortunately, the social problems in
Mitchells Plain far exceed the services offered
by healthcare clinics, even if the numbers were
adequate. Interview subjects cited problems of
domestic abuse/violence, substance abuse,
broken homes, and hunger, most of which will
not be addressed by health clinics: “Hunger is a
huge issue. We feed twice a day. That’s how bad it
is. Even the naughty boys [gang] are in the queue
for food,” said one. “The kids come from broken
homes. When they join us on Saturday, the first
thing you need to deal with is the hunger,”
said another.
The problem of domestic violence is also
embedded to the point that it extends beyond the
usual notions of parent to child and/or husband
to wife:

“People turn a blind eye and don’t
want to talk about [domestic
violence]. Sometimes it’s the
grandchildren who are on drugs
and abusive. The grandma won’t
speak out because she might lose
her grant.” ~ Police Officer

That abuse is also most likely driven by poverty and
hunger. As one subject noted, “People are concerned with small
things like water and basic services.” The keen need for social
development assistance was mentioned by many, pointing to
the need to address the drivers behind the crime and decay
highlighted earlier.

Gangsterism is the default
option: sports can disrupt this

I

n light of all these other problems, it is no surprise that
children turn to the gangs, which often represent the
most obvious ‘activity’ around them. Most subjects spoke of
needing to find ways to ‘make gangsterism look less attractive.’
Ultimately there is a sense that a mindset change
is required: “I have no interest in trying to change gangsters, but
if we can change the youth with a different mindset.”

The belief in sports as a way to keep young
people occupied and healthy goes deep: “Our kids
are roaming in the streets with no direction and
up to mischief… You have no idea what impact
sports can have on a community,” said one subject,
describing the impact of a sports programme
undertaken with Mr. Price (Corporate Entity).
“It gave people a sense of belonging because at
home is nothing, but in the team is something.”
The question is, how can the community
create facilities that are properly managed
and used daily by young people. One subject
mentioned the Portlands Indoor Facility as being
‘nice and used everyday’ – what is happening
there that is different?

To create more spaces, all interviewees suggested utilising
the existing facilities as a catalyst for change. This includes
schools, churches, libraries, community centres, and civic
halls. To enable this, some people suggested amendments to
the City policy requiring facilities to close at certain times
(e.g., schools at 3pm), as well as the need for more operational
budgets to transform the ‘white elephants’ from abandoned
spaces to centres of positive activity.
A last point that was brought up by several people was
the ‘brain drain’ from the area, and how this impacts young
people and the community at large: “When you are a successful
businessman, you buy a nice BMW and then after that you buy
a house in the suburbs and you leave Mitchells Plain. Now there
are no role models left behind.” The question is, what would
make people stay when they have no choice but to leave?

“These youngsters are full of energy.
Where are they putting this energy?
Nowhere. So the gangsters get hold of that
energy. Currently the kids have nothing
to embrace.” ~ Police Officer
Most subjects felt the best way to achieve this change is to
involve kids in sports, which means having proper facilities
and fields, and reliable programs. The interrelated nature
of the problems faced by Eastridge residents surfaces in the
following comment:

“In Eastridge there is no sports field, we
don’t have anything. Nothing has been
done for the past 25, 30 years. We all have
this vacant land. We have tried to interact
with the Councillor on a sports field.
Promises were made, but nothing. I was
interacting with Mr. X at the time and he
told me the field should be used for housing.
We understand housing, but there is no
recreation place. This place is infested with
gangs, and gangs will continue to thrive as
kids have nothing to do.” ~ Police Officer
Above: Children playing in the streets of Eastridge.
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THE VISION
Based on the interview feedback,
the problems in Eastridge are very
much interrelated. But a huge
part of breaking that cycle seems
to come down to people – adults
and kids – having positive and
enriching things to do. “Sports
and economics is where we need
a turnaround in Mitchells Plain,”
comments Shameel Kolbie.

A

t the MURA 2019 Summit, keynote speaker
Premier Alan Winde commented: “I can see
that MURA is doing a lot of work. However, what
I am not seeing is a vision that everyone is working
towards.” The question is what is Mitchells
Plain’s brand to be, and how can that brand be
something other than Number 1 drug capital?
This notion of a cohesive vision to guide
Mitchells Plain’s future development was
hinted at in all the interview comments around
reinvigorating town centre, which was seen as a
potential catalyst for change in Eastridge and the
rest of Mitchells Plain.
“Since the City Improvement District (CID)
started we had two commercial building sales. We
have brought CLICKS store back – a major anchor
tenant,” noted one subject. According to the
Councillor, the CID shops and public transport
interchange will have improved security,
including 44 community ambassadors, a precinct
manager, additional cleaning staff, fencing,
33 cameras from the City and 28 high quality
cameras from private companies.
But making the most of town centre’s CID
status must go beyond security and individual
shops. That is, the development should be guided
by the community at large developing a holistic
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vision for the area, and then asking how the CID can be used
as a lever to support that vision. Such a holistic approach
guided by a vision that can bring stakeholders together –
and which can inspire people to take more ownership and
responsibility for the area – is key. “It is not a police problem.
It’s all of our problems. I suggested we have a multi-disciplinary
discussion. We had some of this type of engagement, but [so far]
that also led to nothing,” says Jacques Baartman.

•
•
•

Highlighted interventions to support the growth of local
business in the town centre space included:

•

•
•

Look at the Promenade, town centre, and business
hives holistically rather than in isolation.
Proper administration of city buildings.

•

•
•

Locating problem landlords.
Enforcing city bylaws around trading.
Investigating ways for Mitchells Plain to become an
economic hub for professional services like law.
Investigate how to support manufacturing and
industrial enterprise (given the new Swartklip
College that will be completed in 2022, and which
will offer technical/vocational skills like plumbing,
welding, boiler-making etc.).
Empowering residents to see the city as a support,
but not the driver of change.
Creating platforms for multi-stakeholder
communication.
Utilising existing facilities for sports and activities
for youth.

Above: MURA members explaining the
vision for Eastridge to DAG.

•
•
•
•

Strengthen and support the existing
neighbourhood watch.
Develop a ward budget allocation policy.
Use evidence-based research to inform
budget allocations.
Use vacant land a catalyst for economic development,
housing and recreation.
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Above: Shop in the
residential part
of Eastridge.
Below: A typical weekday
afternoon in Eastridge.
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