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“Having studied our successes and setbacks, we have
now concluded our new, additional programme – that
of releasing land, putting in infrastructure and allowing
our people to build their own houses. We believe that
this policy shift is long overdue. ... The land release
programme has been put in place by the Department
and details of thereof will be released in due course.”
(Lindiwe Sisulu, Former DHS Minister - May 2021
Budget Vote Speech).
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Pictured above: Vacant land in Khayelitsha, Cape Town - Source: DAG.

In November 2020, the former Minister of Human
Settlements, Water and Sanitation, Lindiwe Sisulu, made
important announcements about the direction of the
housing programme in South Africa. As she set out,
housing delivery going forward will focus on the provision
of land and services through the state’s rapid land release
programme. This means that the government will no
longer prioritise building houses for qualifying applicants
or beneficiaries, but instead focus its interventions on
providing serviced land which people can use to build
their homes themselves. The Department said that they
made this decision because landless people have been
asking them for land to build their own homes. People,
they said, are tired of waiting for 20, 30, or more years on
their municipality’s housing waiting list. “Give us land, we’ll
build the houses for ourselves”, the Department of Human
Settlements (DHS) says they’ve heard.

Cover page image: Building site in Netreg, Cape Town - Source: DAG.
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Cape Town’s Housing Crisis:

270 000 +
Households in informal dwellings.

500 000 +
Households requiring additional
housing by 2028.

Pictured above: Aerial view of an informal settlement, Phillipi - Source: Unequal Scenes.
Photo: Johnny Miller.

According to the Department, the decision to prioritise giving people
land on which they can build their own houses themselves is in many
ways because the state’s housing budget is becoming less and less,
and they cannot sustain building subsidised houses for the millions of
people who need them.

Speaking at the National Council of Provinces, Sisulu said,
“It works out cheaper for us, it gives more responsibility to the
people who own the land to build houses and we are hoping
that they will be of better quality because they will be building
it themselves. In the process, they will be getting skills for
building, and we are quite certain that it will work”1.

The rapid land release programme follows a ‘site and service’ model
where beneficiaries get a plot with basic services on which to build
houses. It has been implemented throughout the democratic period
with various levels of success.
This new policy direction could have huge consequences, with the
potential to hasten access to land for the landless and the hundreds
of thousands of families that desperately need decent houses, or
homes where they do not live in constant fear of eviction.
But there is little information or evidence available to the public about
the government’s plans to prioritise rapid land release. This has left
civic organisations, communities, and potential beneficiaries with more
questions than answers.

1

This amounts to an
annual requirement of:

± 50 000

housing opportunities for the next
8-10 years to address the backlog
and accommodate new households.

Together, the public and private sector
are currently developing:
less than

200 000

formal new dwellings on average
per year and providing 5 500 new
serviced sites on average per year.

± 30 000

Approximate development shortfall
of formal housing opportunities every
year for the next 10 years.*
*Assuming the average annual rate of supply by
both the private and public sector is unchanged.

Sourced from: City of Cape Town (CoCT) Human
Settlements Strategy Council, May 2021.

Kumar, A., Royston, L. & Clark, M. 2020. The Rapid Land Release Programme has many potential perils and pitfalls. Daily Maverick [Online], 15 December.
Available: https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-12-15-the-rapid-land-release-programme-has-many-potential-perils-and-pitfalls/ [2021, July 28].
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2 What Key Questions Need Answers?
To date, the announcement by the
former Minister has been the most
significant indication about the
government’s intentions to shift from
the emphasis on state-subsidised
housing to site and service/rapid land
release. For instance, as of now, the

government has not drawn up a policy
or strategy that explains the ins and
outs of this shift for all to understand
and engage with. Without a clearly
defined policy and implementation
strategy/plan it becomes quite
difficult to assess the extent to which

the government has thought through
the new approach. There are several
questions/issues that require clarity
and further discussion, either through
policy or through a meaningful public
participation process.

Policy Shift or Random Political Statements?
Given the absence of policies, plans, or strategies, we cannot help but wonder whether this is an actual shift or move in
the direction of housing policy or whether the announcements in relation to the government’s new approach to housing
delivery are just random political statements made by the former Minister and other officials.

A significant policy shift
communicated through the media!

Are we fixing the wrong problem?

• No Public Participation Programme
or proposed policy document.
• What is clear from the
announcements is that the
programme is a response to the
resource constraints that COVID-19
has imposed on the state.
• Budget constraints impact MORE than
merely Housing Programmes.

• Experience shows that it is not
necessarily a lack of resources
(i.e. not enough money, etc.) that make
housing delivery difficult. Instead,
it is the financial instruments used to
deliver housing and how strict the
rules that determine the application of
the instruments are.

• What are the implications for the
poor and working class?

• How will the rapid land release
programme be different?

Financing Rapid Land Release: How will it work?
• The current approach assumes that finance institutions, like banks etc., are available and willing to give people loans
to support such developments. But what happens if they are not willing or able to do so?
• Without addressing this question, we may just be kicking the can and allowing a situation where people end up living
in poor quality shelters for a long time.
Given this, how would people go about financing the building of their homes or top structure, in the absence of support
from government and/or financial institutions? What type of support, financial or otherwise, will the government give to
beneficiaries of the site and service programme?
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Pictured above: Contractors build a home in Mfuleni, Cape Town - Source: DAG. Photo: Je’nine May.

How do we Facilitate Self-Build?
Essentially, with the new site and service programme, beneficiaries of state-subsidised housing programmes will no
longer receive serviced land and a house from the government. Instead, they will receive only the serviced site on which
they may build their houses themselves. Self-build practices will therefore be a driving force in human settlements
development going forward.
• The importance of self-build to restore power and
control back to people, particularly the poor and
marginalised, is widely recognised.
• Unfortunately, self-build in South Africa has
significantly shrunk over the last decade, with less
and less money being invested in the Enhanced
Peoples Housing Process (EPHP), previously referred
to as the People’s Housing Process (PHP), see below.

• Self-build requires resources such as:
- Housing support centres
- Construction support
- Community builders and contractors
- Materials suppliers
- Assistance with compliance issues and
		building plans

What systems or mechanisms will the government put in place to support communities to access such resources?
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What is the People’s Housing
Process (PHP)?
The People’s Housing Process (PHP) was
a community-driven (self-help) housing
mechanism where the state provided a capital
subsidy for households with a combined
monthly income of less than R3 500. It allowed
groups of people to work together to pool their
resources and contribute their labour to build
their homes.

Pictured above: Contractors look over plans for a new housing unit
in Mfuleni, Cape Town - Source: DAG. Photo: Je’nine May.

The PHP policy introduced a programme
established by government to provide funding
and support for community-driven housing.
Under this programme the government played
a purely facilitative role by providing finance
(for construction and technical support),
infrastructure and services, by ensuring access
to land and by regulating PHP delivery.
Beneficiaries could add their own savings,
additional loans, and own labour to support
the subsidy they received to build their homes.
Communities implementing the PHP were
able to build bigger and better homes. The PHP
process also built social capital and brought
communities closer together.
PHP projects have been proven to be better
than standard housing developments. However,
by 2012, only 10% of houses had been delivered
using this method, due to the limited support
available to communities to help them in
the process.
The PHP policy underwent a review process
which identified the benefits of PHP and
the institutional blockages it faced. A new
policy was developed, named the Enhanced
People’s Housing Process programme
(referred to in the policy as both PHP and EPHP).
Non-governmental organisations like DAG were
actively involved in the review and drafting
of the new EPHP policy, which is intended
to improve the support available for housing
delivery using the community-driven
housing approach.

Source: Development Action Group (DAG), 2012., Unblocking
the Khayelitsha People’s Housing Process: A Case Study
of the Pre-Construction Phase of 10 Blocked Projects in
Khayelitsha, October 2012. Online: https://www.dag.org.za/
wp-content/uploads/2019/09/khayelitsha-case-study.pdf

Pictured above: Residents stand in front of the building site of their
PHP home, Khayelitsha - Source: DAG.

Pictured above left: Residents put finishing
touches on their home - Source: DAG.
Pictured above right: Completed PHP unit,
Khayelitsha - Source: DAG. Photo: Thom Pierce.

Will Rapid Land Release /
Site and Service address
Apartheid Spacial Planning?
• Most state subsidised housing developments
have been located on the outskirts of the city,
creating a situation where people live in poorly
serviced areas far from economic opportunities,
public transport, and social amenities.
Will the Rapid Land Release programme see
government going for the easiest and cheapest land
parcels, and in that way continue to perpetuate the
spatial inequalities present in our city?
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3 Implementing a Rapid Land Release Programme;
Embracing Incremental Settlement Development

Millions of people live in informal
settlements in South Africa.

2.2 million
Households still living in poor
conditions (2016) despite government
building 2.8 million houses by then.

22 years
Time it would take to address housing
backlog at a housing delivery rate of
100 000 houses per year. This estimate
does not take into account any new
household formation over this period.

Figure 1: Present Options
1. Wait for RDP/BNG house

2. Occupy land
B. ‘New’ Option
3. Allow people to settle on land
in an organised manner
(managed land settlement)

Source: Presentation delivered by Ronald Eglin at DAG Urban Forum/Dialogue:
Rapid Land Release and Land Assembly, 12 August 2021.

Figure 2: Incremental Settlement
People in need of land and housing
broadly have two extreme options they
can take to house themselves. They can
patiently wait for government to build
them a government subsidised house
(which may take years), or they can
take matters into their own hands and
occupy land without authorisation
(see Figure 1: Present Options). It is
no wonder, given this reality, that we
are seeing informal settlements growing
year by year.
As a country we need to find alternatives
to these two extremes. An incremental
approach to settlement development
provides an example of such an alternative.

Upgrading informal settlement
(UISP)
Managed land settlement
(MLS)

Site and service

Plot and basic service

Source: Presentation delivered by Ronald Eglin at DAG Urban Forum/Dialogue:
Rapid Land Release and Land Assembly, 12 August 2021.

There are two broad categories of incremental settlement development approaches: (1) the upgrading of informal
settlements (where incremental settlement development starts on land that people have already occupied), and
(2) managed land settlement (where incremental settlement development starts on new land that has been planned
for this purpose) (see Figure 2: Incremental Settlement).
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National government seems to have made a significant
policy shift within the last twelve months by moving
away from trying to build government subsidised
houses for everyone to recognising that in order to
make a dent in the land and housing backlog (and get
on top of future demand) we need to embrace more
incremental approaches to settlement development.
Minister Sisulu in her budget vote speech in May
2021 noted the “policy shift”.
This policy shift is most welcome if it is done correctly
and does not lead to unintended outcomes like moving
people to peripheral locations far from economic and other
opportunities or leaving people stranded on plots with
no assistance and support to further improve their living
conditions. It is not clear at the moment if these and other
unintended consequences will come to pass as the details
of exactly what is involved in governments’ ‘policy shift’
have not yet been made public. For example, if government
only allows people who can afford to build a formal house
(that has building plan approval) on land that has been
made available for this purpose, this will mean that the
majority of people who cannot afford to build a formal
house will not benefit from this policy shift. Such people
will be left without any choice but to continue to occupy
land without authorisation.

“What about the location of land to be released?
The government must invest more time and
resources into identifying and acquiring multiple
portions of appropriate well-located land within
each municipality for this rapid land release
programme and not just settle for the cheapest
and easiest land.” (Ronald Elgin, Afesis-corplan)

A more inclusive and equitable managed land settlement
approach would be one where the government provides
‘plots’ to people in need of land and houses and allows
these people to build temporary structures on this land.
In this example, a ‘plot’ is a planned portion of land with
access to at least a basic level of services and where
title deeds are not yet provided. If an occupier of this

Managed land settlement includes
site and service (where full services
are provided to registered erven) as
well as plot and basic services (where
basic services are provided to planned
plots that have been approved by
government but have not yet been
formally registered).

Pictured above: Land released for housing development in Dunoon,
Cape Town - Source: GroundUp. Photo: Peter Luhanga.

plot wants to build a formal house, then they must get
building plan approval. If they want to get title deeds to this
plot, they must buy the plot from the government using
the government’s housing top structure subsidy (if the
household qualifies) or using their own money if they do
not qualify for a subsidy.
Government needs to embrace both forms of incremental
settlement development - the upgrading of informal
settlements and managed land settlement - if it is to make
significant inroads into addressing the housing backlog
and future land and housing demand. This means that
government needs to plan for and acquire much more land
for settlement purposes, significantly increase the supply
of land that is tenure secure and (at least) provisioned with
basic services, and it needs to introduce a new housing
(self-help) support programme. By following such an
incremental settlement approach, government will go a
long way towards achieving its land redistribution, basic
services, housing, and spatial restructuring targets.

**Ronald Eglin, a specialist on sustainable settlements at Afesis-corplan authored this section. For more information on managed land settlement see:
https://afesis.org.za/managed-land-settlement/
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4 Access to Land: A Key Determinant of
Successful Implementation
The government has acknowledged that it faces several
challenges with upgrading informal settlements, indicating
that it is a costly and slow process that can take up to
seven or eight years to reach completion.2 Consequently,
greenfield projects, which typically take up to three years
to complete, are preferred. A major problem with most

greenfields projects, however, is that they perpetuate
existing spatial inequalities given their poor location and
poor accessibility to economic opportunities. In part,
this is due to the challenges municipalities experience
in accessing and pipe-lining well-located land for
human settlements.

Pictured above: Remote housing units, Cape Town - Source: DAG.

What then is the potential of the site and service model
to accelerate efforts to address growing informality,
particularly with the imperative of achieving more
spatially equitable and inclusive neighborhoods as a core
objective? At face value, the new policy direction has
possibly far-reaching consequences, with the potential
to fast-track access to land for the landless

2

and households in desperate need of secure tenure and
decent accommodation.
A key determinant of successful implementation of the
rapid land release programme will be whether suitable,
well-located land can be made available at scale and at a
much more rapid pace than what is currently the case.

Parliamentary Monitoring Group (PMG), n.d. Informal Settlements, Available: https://pmg.org.za/page/Informal%20Settlements [30 August 2021].
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The Department of Public Works (DPW) – the custodian of public land – reported that they
had taken some steps in this direction.
The Department stated that their
property portfolio comprised of:

29 041
land parcels

81 573
buildings

The Department stated that their
property portfolio comprised of:

9 736

29 322

9 653

93 943

1 989

land parcels

vacant land parcels
Could be put towards
achieving spatial
justice across cities3

buildings

vacant land parcels*

vacant buildings4

Looking at these numbers, it does not appear as if the stated commitment towards land release for
housing finds expression in practice. That is unless the Department acquired portions of land to offset
the balance, which would justify the marginal number of vacant land and buildings having been
released for human settlements. Nevertheless, during 2021/22, the Department has noted its intentions
to release additional hectares:

10 951 ha
human settlements

180 ha

other socio-economic purposes

21 132 ha
land restitution

*(includes erven (urban land); agricultural holdings (peri-urban plots) and farms)

Going forward, the state must realise that it cannot be
business as usual (especially, as with greenfields projects)
if the lofty ideals of the site and service model are to be
reached. Circumventing difficulties in current land use and
management processes to access land and reduce delays
is paramount.

3

4

National state departments evidently have an important
role to play in supporting municipalities to implement
the rapid land release programme, first and foremost by
unlocking public land to facilitate land release for human
settlement developments. Municipalities are not exempt
from this requirement, and also have a responsibility to

Minister Patricia De Lille. 2021. Public Works and Infrastructure Dept Budget Vote 2021/22, 25 May, Cape Town [Online]
Available: https://www.gov.za/speeches/budget-vote-13-department-public-works-and-infrastructure-25-may-2021-0000. [24 August 2021].
Parliamentary Monitoring Group (PMG), 2018. Assets On Immovable Asset Register: Department Briefing With Deputy Minister [Online].
Available: https://pmg.org.za/committee-meeting/25959/ [26 August 2021].
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strengthen efforts aimed at utilising vacant land and
buildings that they own in implementing the programme.
Moreover, the National Treasury must assist local
government through capacity building and training to
equip implementing agents/officials to give effect to the
rapid land release programme. Similarly, municipalities

must support beneficiaries to understand the objectives
and intended outcomes of the site and service model,
how it interlinks with the national housing programme,
the tenure security arrangements, and their responsibilities
in relation to top structure development, etc.

Pictured above: Remote housing units, Cape Town - Source: DAG.

Finally, successful implementation of the programme will
require a people-centered and participatory approach.
Current participatory mechanisms that fall short of being
meaningful must be specifically geared and re-engineered
to accommodate public engagements within the rapid
land release programme. The lack of information and
the failure to consult widely with both beneficiaries and

civil society organisations concerning such a key shift
in policy direction does not bode well for subsequent
implementation. Clearly, much more deliberation and open
dialogue regarding the state’s move towards rapid land
release is needed.

Pictured on back page:
Top: Two men build a home on occupied land, Western Cape - Source: New York Times. Photo: Nic Bothma.
Middle: Completed PHP unit - Source: DAG. Photo: Thom Pierce.
Bottom: Images of Inequality in Wolwerivier, Cape Town - Source: Unequal Scenes. Photo: Johnny Miller.

** Querida Saal and Helen Rourke (DAG) authored this section. It is taken from a blog post entitled: The State of Land Release in South Africa, first published by
Isandla Institute on 1 September 2021. See: https://blog.planning4informality.org.za/home/blog/18.
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