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In an effort to create more clarity and coherence around the practice and the 
concept of ‘transitional housing’ in South Africa, the Development Action 

Group (DAG) and National Association of Social Housing Organisations 
(NASHO) convened several practice-based discussions among non-profits in 
the sector including DAG and NASHO, the Community Organisation Resource 
Centre (CORC), Ndifuna Ukwazi (NU) and the Socio-Economic Rights Institute 
of South Africa (SERI). 
 The discussions identified various scenarios in which the term ‘transitional 
housing’ is being used or considered in South Africa, with most scenarios 
reflecting the practice area of at least one of the participating organisations. 
While examining each scenario, the focus was on identifying how transitional 
housing is approached and what contextual specificities and assumptions exist 
in each. In addition, several interviews3 gathered insight from other relevant 
role-players who did not participate in the discussions. The group also discussed 
critical considerations, recommendations and principles for developing the 
practice of transitional housing in the country. 
 This discussion paper reflects these discussions. It provides an overview of 
three identified transitional housing scenarios in the country and suggestions 
of crucial principles and issues to consider as the practice and concept of 
‘transitional housing’ in South Africa continues to unfold. 

01 
Introduction

In South Africa ‘transitional housing’ means 
different things to different people. For some it is a 
developing practice, for others a compelling concept. 
It is not an official government policy, nor does it 
have an established funding stream or programme. 
Nevertheless, several organisations1 and some 
municipalities2 have over the years considered and 
implemented versions of what it could be. 
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A further example includes the work of DAG, 
who, together with the City of Cape Town 

and NASHO, established Pickwick transitional 
housing facility in Cape Town to provide 
well-located transitional housing for households 
moved off a site in the Salt River area to make 
way for a social housing development.4 An earlier 
example was that of the City of Johannesburg’s 
provision of facilities in the CBD to temporarily 
house evictees in the Ekuhuleni Shelter in 
response to the ‘Blue Moonlight’ court ruling. 

When considering the word ‘transition, the 
idea of movement and motion are inherent to 
the term. When people or goods are ‘in transit’ 
the movement or motion that occurs is usually 
one of passing through or across a place. The 
action of passing through implies a coming from 
and a going to. There is a direct relationship 
between the situation that has gone before, the 
situation that currently is, and the situation that 
is to follow. Although not necessarily linear or 
homogenous, the one emerges from the other. 
To better understand the notion of transition, 
therefore, it is critical to engage with the context 
from which transition emerges in the first place. 

When used in relation to housing, transition 
refers to movement from one secure living 
situation, either formal or informal, through 
a temporary housing solution on to a more 
permanent and long-term housing solution. 
It involves the assumption that there is a 
formal housing alternative which is available 
within a realistic time period for the 
household in transition. 

Various different contexts give rise to 
transition and are discussed in the identified 
scenarios below. Each context includes 
differences in housing typology and spatial 
arrangements, tenure security and levels of 
psychosocial wellbeing and socio-economic 
opportunities. The structuring of the process 
of transition has important potential impacts 
on the socio-economic opportunities as 
well as psychosocial wellbeing of the 
transitioning household. 

What is 
‘Transitioning’?

02 
Transitional 
Housing as a 
Practice and 
a Concept

As a practice, examples of 
‘transitional housing’ have 
featured in the work of 
non-profit organisations 
such as Madulammoho 
Housing Association (MHA) 
and Streetscapes, a project 
of Khulisa Social Solutions, 
both of whom work with 
people living on the street. 
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 As a concept, transitional housing has been argued for 
by non-profits such as the Socio-Economic Rights Institute 
of South Africa (SERI) and Ndifuna Ukwazi (NU) in 
the context of securing alternative accommodation 
for people rendered homeless by inner-city evictions 
in Johannesburg5 and Cape Town6 respectively. In the 
Johannesburg experience, however, transitional housing 
– or what was understood as transitional housing – has 
raised considerable concern due to the detrimental effects 
that inappropriate alternative accommodation, that was 
interpreted as ‘transitional housing’, had on evictees.7 
 In 2020, the state also expressed interest in transitional 
housing as a means of facilitating‘de-densification’ of 
informal settlements – through temporary housing – as 
a response to the onset of the Coronavirus pandemic 
(COVID-19). The term ‘de-densification’ was used by the 
National Department of Human Settlements to denote 

re-settling residents of twenty-nine densely populated 
informal settlements in South Africa in an effort to 
curb the spread of COVID-19.8 CORC, together with a 
Cape Town based collective of NGOs9 responded with a 
concerned critique of de-densification and the envisioned 
relocations. The collective illustrated the pitfalls of this 
approach and pointed to the alternative of implanting 
in-situ informal settlement upgrading through existing 
policy and programme instruments such as the Upgrading 
of Informal Settlements Programme (UISP).10 For this 
reason, this case is not discussed as a potential transitional 
housing scenario in this discussion paper. 
 Given the varying approaches to transitional housing, 
it is evident that seeking a shared understanding and 
shared principles is not only relevant, but also necessary to 
ensure contextually appropriate practice.  

Top: 
Pickwick transitional 

housing facility, 
viewed from rear 

courtyard. Source: 
DAG.

Bottom: 
Visitors tour the 

Pickwick transitional 
housing facility. 

Source: DAG.
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MHA Transitional Housing and the 
‘Rental Housing Ladder’

In the early 2000’s Madulammoho Housing Association (MHA), 
a non-profit social housing institution that was born out of MES 

(Metro Evangelical Services) and the Johannesburg Trust for the 

Both the work of Madulammoho Housing Association and the 
Streetscapes project of Khulisa Social Solutions are examples of 

these. In this scenario, both have provided ‘transitional’ or ‘adaptive’ 
housing (as referred to by Streetscapes) intended to support individuals 
living on the street or informally to develop the necessary skills and 
social support to move off the street. In these projects, ‘transitional 
housing’ provides safe shelter and forms one element of broader 
psychosocial and economic support programmes for people who 
earn very low and inconsistent incomes (R0 - R3500). This income 
band is specified in the national housing code for support through 
government housing subsidies such as BNG (free) housing and the 
primary income band for social housing. However, those accessing 
the opportunities provided by these two organisations do not qualify 
for or have little prospect of having access to such housing in the 
medium term. So, a major challenge for those accessing this type 
of service is the impossibility of finding affordable and suitable 
more permanent accommodation through either the subsidised or 
private market. This often leaves them trapped in a cycle of poverty 
and social exclusion.

What scenarios of 
‘transitional’ housing 

currently exist in 
South Africa and what 

contextual specificities 
and assumptions 

about transition 
accompany each? 

03 
Transitional Housing Scenarios 
in South Africa

Integrated Psychosocial, 
Economic and Housing 
Support



Homeless, attempted to resolve the movement 
of people from the street to more permanent 
housing opportunities within the tight financing 
constraints by its 'Rental Housing Ladder' 
approach. 
 MHA’s intent was to bridge the gap between 
people living on the street and those qualifying 
for social housing by providing transitional and 
communal housing to low- and inconsistent-
income earners.11 As such, ‘transitional housing’ 
was conceptualised as one of several low-rental 
housing options available to people living on the 
street who were already participating in social 
support, therapeutic and skills development 
programmes offered by MES in Johannesburg, 
and later in Cape Town. 
 In developing low rental housing options, 
the key question for MHA concerned the type 
of shelter that would be affordable to low- and 
inconsistent-income earners. As a result, MHA 
developed what it calls a 'stepped approach 
to housing' that offers a range of housing options 
on the rental 'housing ladder'.12 

The MHA stepped approach to 
housing includes daily or 
irregular shelter accommodation 
(for people earning R0 - R800 
monthly income), transitional 
housing (R500 - R1200 monthly 
income), communal housing 
(R1200 - R2500 monthly income), 
self-contained social housing 
units (R3500 - R15000 monthly 
income) and market rentals 
(R15000+ monthly income).13

 The shelter option provides access to a bed 
space and communal ablution facilities on a 
nightly basis. The transitional housing option 
involves a tenant agreement for a bed and storage 

Streetscapes – Housing First and 
Harm Reduction

The Streetscapes project was developed in 2015 and 
provides an 'integrated, work-based rehabilitation and 
reintegration model, including employment opportunities, 
housing and psychosocial support'14 to individuals in 
Cape Town who experience chronic homelessness, often 
together with severe substance use and mental health 
conditions. The Streetscapes supportive housing programme 
offers an alternative to public temporary shelters which 
people with chronic homelessness often find difficult to 
adapt to, due to the shelters’ abstinence-based requirements, 
amongst others.15 Instead, the organisation offers individuals 
an integrated process in which residents participate in 
an employment programme combined with 
psychosocial support.  

Transitional Housing in South Africa  ~ 06

space for a period of 24 months, in which the tenant signs 
up to house rules and agrees to participate in social and 
economic development programmes and is expected to pay 
between R180 and R220 per month. Communal housing 
tenants sign a lease for a single-room unit (which can be 
shared by a maximum of two adults) with shared ablutions 
and a communal kitchen. Rentals range from R800 to R1000 
per month and tenants must sign a lease and adhere to house 
rules, but are not required to participate in social economic 
development programmes. 
 This approach recognised that house rules needed to have 
regards to people’s constitutional rights. 
 The assumption underpinning the stepped approach is 
that consistent personal development through social support 
and skills development affects income earning ability, which 
facilitates the transition between different living and rental 
options, and degrees of independence. The stepped approach 
also makes it possible for individuals to change to lower rental 
alternatives if their incomes decline. 
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Opposite top and middle: 
Transitional housing 

residents working in the 
Streetscapes Food Garden, 

one of the programmes 
offered by Streetscapes. 

Source: Streetscapes, DAG.

Opposite bottom: 
Streetscapes Food 

Garden facilities. 
Source: DAG.

Top right: 
Residents hanging out 

on the balcony at Chester 
Road transitional housing. 

Source: Streetscapes.

Middle right: 
Chester Road kitchen 

and living quarters. 
Source: Streetscapes.

Bottom right: 
Chester Road communal 

area. Source: DAG.
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Streetscapes follows a Housing First and Harm 
Reduction approach, which originated in the 
global North in the last three decades and which 
the organisation is adapting to the South African 
context. In the Housing First approach, housing is 
a "starting point rather than an end goal…enabling 
someone to successfully live in their own home 
as part of a community. Housing First is also 
focused on improving the health, well-being and 
social-support of homeless people it works with.”16 
This is different to a ‘treatment first approach’ 
which often requires abstinence or engagement 
with treatment before an individual is deemed 
to be ‘housing ready’.17 A core component of 
Housing First is to ensure that individuals 
previously experiencing homelessness have 
a high degree of choice and control. ‘Harm 
Reduction’ therefore encourages individuals to 
minimise harm from drugs and alcohol and to 
use treatment, rather than requiring them to 
do so. It also emphasises collaboration instead 
of confrontation, whereby, when it comes to 
behaviour change, individuals set their own goals 
and groups identify rules and consequences and 
even draft budgets together.18 
 The assumption underpinning the Housing 
First approach is that housing is independent of 
an individual’s trajectory of recovery and that 
a stable living environment forms conducive 
conditions for recovery and potential greater 
financial independence. As with MHA’s approach, 
Streetscapes integrates social development, 
skills development and housing support. Where 
the two differ is in their conception of where 
transition takes place. In the case of MHA, 
transition takes place multiple times whereas 
in the Streetscapes example, transition occurs 
from living on the street to supportive housing, 
which is not necessarily accompanied by a 
limited duration of tenancy for its residents. The 
first approach is linked to providing a move-on 
housing solution linked to the same landlord. If 
so desired, the second approach must rely on the 
availability of move-on accommodation either 
from government or in the private market, which 
is in short supply and often unavailable. 

The project in Woodstock, Cape Town, has a different 
genesis. It arose from the need to move households living 

informally on a well-located City-owned site in order to free 
up the site for Social Housing development. Since the site 
residents had in most cases lived on the site for more than 
12 years and had strong networks in the local area DAG, 
NASHO and the City of Cape Town decided to implement a 
spatially integrated approach by providing residents with a 
transitional housing option in the same area where property 
prices were very high. 

“A project of this nature is unprecedented 
in Cape Town. It is located [a few] 
kilometres from the city and provides safe, 
affordable and secure shelter to citizens 
and households that need support. This 
took boldness by the City officials and 
strong partnerships with civil society.” 
~ Helen Rourke, DAG

Alternative 
Accommodation 
in Response to 
Unlocking 
Well-Located Land 

The Pickwick Project is a joint 
initiative that includes the residents 
of Pine Road informal settlement, the 
Development Action Group (DAG), the 
National Association of Social Housing 
Organisations (NASHO) and the City 
of Cape Town. 
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While the project combines various elements of the 
previous scenarios, it involved a primary motivation 
of avoiding eviction and also recognising the rights of 
residents of a well-established informal settlement to 
remain in the local area. Although it has attempted to 
provide psychosocial support, this was not a prerequisite 
to access the accommodation. In addition, it did try to 
identify alternative more permanent options to help the 
tenants transition onward, but with very limited success, 
largely because of the dire shortage of any alternatives 
within the state subsidy programme or the private sector.
 Since its inception it was conceptualised as 
‘transitional’ housing and required commitment of 
municipal and state funding for the capital development, 
parts of the operational costs and the provision of any 
psychosocial support.
 Without the upfront commitment to all these resource 
streams the project was not viable. It understands 
residents as key role-players whose agency is centrally 

Top: Residents living on Pine Road before being relocated to Pickwick in 2019. Source: DAG.

important, combines elements of psychosocial and 
economic support or ‘managed care’; it responds to the 
broader need for social housing in Cape Town’s inner city 
and offers an example of alternative practice in the face 
of ongoing evictions in Cape Town. The experience of 
Pickwick also demonstrates the multiple levels at which 
transition happens and the interaction of changes required 
at the individual, group and systemic levels. 
 The project also recognised that it required structured 
government funding for both the capital development, 
some of the operational costs as well as elements of 
psychosocial support. The funding involved the use of 
the CRU capital grant and municipal contribution to 
both the capital and operational cost of the housing. The 
limited psychosocial support is provided on an in-kind 
basis by the municipality. The project was planned on the 
basis of residents paying rental contributions according 
to affordability using a means-tested approach. With all 
operational and support costs covered it was intended to 
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outsource management to a 
private entity. However, there 
are no move-on options 
except for two households 
so it is likely to result in 
households remaining over a 
long period contradicting the 
designation as ‘transitional’. 
In practice, therefore, 
Pickwick rather fills a small 
space for the provision of 
formal rental housing for 
households earning very low 
and inconsistent incomes 
who are not eligible for 
Social Housing. 

Top and middle: 
Residents living on Pine Road 

before being relocated to 
Pickwick in 2019. Source: DAG.

Bottom: 
Pickwick transitional housing. 
Source: https://www.groundup.

org.za/article/proper-
shelter-can-change-person-

completely/. 
Photo: Drew Wayland.

Opposite page: 
Interior view of Pickwick 

transitional housing: 
communal kitchen, room and 

passageway. Source: DAG.

https://www.groundup.org.za/article/proper-shelter-can-change-person-completely/
https://www.groundup.org.za/article/proper-shelter-can-change-person-completely/
https://www.groundup.org.za/article/proper-shelter-can-change-person-completely/
https://www.groundup.org.za/article/proper-shelter-can-change-person-completely/
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Pictured: 
Pickwick transitional housing facility. 
Source: DAG.
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The principle was developed through a series of court 
cases that culminated in the ‘Blue Moonlight’ and ‘Dladla’ 

cases in Johannesburg that “when evictions – from public or 
private land, in the inner City or in informal settlements – 
lead to homelessness, South African constitutional and case 
law requires municipalities to provide adequate temporary 
alternative accommodation”.20 While municipalities have been 
slow in developing proactive alternatives, certain eviction 
cases have compelled municipalities – by court order – to 
provide alternative adequate temporary accommodation. 
It is in the context of such cases that ‘transitional housing’ 
was considered and tested as a form of alternative 
accommodation. 
 The ‘Olivia Road’ case initiated the first use of inner-City 
government buildings for evictees. This was followed by 
Ekurhuleni shelter in response to the ‘Blue Moonlight’ case 
judgement. The municipality extended this approach using 
contracted private entities for both inner City evictees but also 
households from informal settlements.21 In none of these two 
legal cases were the particulars of what constituted ‘alternative 
accommodation’ stipulated. In practice in both cases the 
conditions in the transitional housing facilities deteriorated 
rapidly because of poor and under resourced management of 
the facilities. In addition, the strict building access and other 
rules contravened people’s rights to privacy, family life and 
human dignity which in turn became subject to court action 
in the ‘Dladla’ case which challenged the conditions under 
which the evictees were obliged to live.
 In these instances, compulsory programmes of 
psychosocial support were only selectively relevant for 
residents. Some of the evictees housed in these facilities did 
not require such support, rather their potential homelessness 
was a result of unemployment and or low incomes. 
Importantly, there were no structured move-on alternatives 
with households left to find their own way. Given the lack of 
appropriate permanent housing supply in both the private 
and government sectors, many households have remained 
for years in the temporary accommodation despite the 
deteriorating conditions in these shelters. 
 Through such eviction cases, then, the term ‘transitional 
housing’ became associated and perhaps even somewhat 
conflated with ‘alternative’ permanent or semi-permanent 
accommodation. At the same time organisations such as 
SERI and NU have highlighted the problematic nature of 
conflating the two without discerning contextual differences. 
In response, SERI and NU have, in Johannesburg and Cape 
Town respectively, set out approaches to municipal provision 
of adequate alternative temporary accommodation in 
response to evictions. 

Alternative 
Accommodation 

in Response 
to Evictions

A third scenario in which 
‘transitional housing’ 

features is that of evictions 
or avoiding evictions and the 

corresponding state duty to 
provide adequate temporary 
alternative accommodation 

when an eviction leads to 
homelessness19. 

Top: Picture of San Jose building on Olivia 
Street, where the City of Joburg 

threatened to evict the residents. 
Photo: Lauren Royston.
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Top and bottom: 
Interior images 

of the alternative 
accommodation at 

MBV of the Olivia 
Road case. 

Source: SERI.



Socio Economic 
Rights Institute of 
South Africa – What 
constitutes adequate 
alternative temporary 
accommodation?  

SERI distinguishes between 
what constitutes ‘alternative’ 

accommodation and ‘transitional’ 
housing by drawing attention to the 
conditions that give rise to evictions in 
the first place. The primary condition 
is the South African context of dire 
inequality characterised by a state that 
has delivered insufficient housing and 
private sector supply which is out of 
reach for the majority who need it. As 
such, “land and building occupation 
is the last resort for people who have 
no other affordable, formal housing 
options available to them”.22 Where such 
occupations occur, evictions are an 
unsurprising consequence. 
 The obligation of the state to provide 
adequate alternative accommodation23 
where in situ options are impossible, 
also has a direct implication for 
municipalities, namely adopting a 
reasonable housing policy. According to 
SERI, arising from the ‘Blue Moonlight’ 
judgement, such a policy should include 
planning for homelessness in the event 
of evictions or other emergencies, and 
budgeting for all categories of persons 
in desperate or emergency need of 
housing.24 That adequate planning 
and management is a challenge for 
municipalities, is illustrated by the 
haphazard and uncoordinated nature of 
municipal responses to evictions, where 
alternative accommodation is, at times, 
only provided after being ordered by 
courts to do so.25 
 Whether in inner city buildings or 
informal settlements, the alternative 
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accommodation provided is, generally, neither temporary nor 
adequate. Johannesburg-based examples include the experiences 
of Olivia Road and Main Street occupiers who were, more than 
twelve years ago, relocated to buildings characterised by “derelict 
management, broken security systems, and failing water and sewage 
supply”.26 In the case of informal settlement evictions, temporary 
relocation areas often house residents for more than ten years 
with limited services and are generally located further from work 
opportunities.27 Even where ‘transitional housing’ or ‘managed care 
models’ were chosen as a form of alternative accommodation, the 
shortcomings, as illustrated by the Dladla case above, requires greater 
clarity and inserting into relevant government policy including that of 
municipalities. 
 The difficulty in obtaining such clarification is that, in respect 
of Section 26(2) of the Constitution which requires the state to take 
'reasonable' steps to realise the right to housing, the “Constitutional 
Court has done little to say what ‘housing’ a rights-bearer is entitled 
to, and how to know when, constitutionally speaking, the housing 
provided is ‘adequate’”.28 Instead, several sources act as guidelines for 
further clarity. These include requirements set out in the Emergency 
Housing Programme,29 Constitutional Case law,30 the Extension of 
Security of Tenure Act31 and international guidelines on Economic 
Social and Cultural Rights which identify ‘adequacy’ as comprising 
secure tenure, access to basic services, affordable, habitable, accessible, 
adequately located and culturally adequate.32 While the duration of 
alternative accommodation is stipulated to be temporary, in most cases 
it becomes “de facto permanent due to the unavailability of affordable 
permanent options”.33 

Top: The occupied building at the centre of the Blue Moonlight case. 
Source: https://www.newframe.com/long-read-irene-grootbooms-unbuilt-

house/. Photo: Matthew Wilhelm-Solomon/Migration and Health Project 
Southern Africa.

https://www.newframe.com/long-read-irene-grootbooms-unbuilt-house/
https://www.newframe.com/long-read-irene-grootbooms-unbuilt-house/
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 How, then, to distinguish between 
adequate alternative accommodation 
and transitional housing? While a 
certain commonality lies in the 
temporary nature of each, SERI cautions 
that “the notion of ‘transitional’ differs 
from ‘temporary’ as it has a strong 
social development orientation and 
assumes that, with support, people 
will transition out of shelters or other 
transitional accommodation into 
‘mainstream’ society”.34 SERI proposes 
that homelessness that results from 
evictions is accompanied by different 
contextual factors which need to be 
taken into account. A response to 
evictions that seeks adequate alternative 
accommodation should be guided by 
the Emergency Housing Programme, 
which includes evictions in the category 
of emergencies and conceptualises 
emergency housing as ‘an initial phase 
of a permanent housing solution’.35

Ndifuna Ukwazi – 
Transitional Housing as 
a spatially just response 
to evictions

In a publication titled “I used to live 
there – A call for transitional housing 

for evictees in Cape Town”, Ndifuna 
Ukwazi (NU) argues for the value of 
transitional housing as one, in a range 
of appropriate housing interventions, for 
households rendered homeless through 
eviction. To offer a well-located and 
spatially just alternative to large 
scale displacement caused by the 
implementing of the City’s policy on 
Temporary Relocation Areas (TRAs), 
its only policy for dealing with evictees. 
Examples of these are Blikkiesdorp 
and Wolwerivier situated as far as 23 – 
31 kms away from economic hubs and 
residents’ original pre-eviction locations. 

 On the one hand, the evictions context in Cape Town is similar to 
Johannesburg: country-wide, low- and precarious-income earners are 
unable to access affordable, formal housing options due to insufficient 
state delivery of well-located housing and insufficient affordable 
housing offered by the private sector. On the other hand, the Cape 
Town context, up until the onset of COVID-19, was particularly 
shaped by an unsustainable and exponential surge in property prices 
and unregulated rental which saw homes being commodified for 
investment, leisure and luxury development purposes and stripped 
of their primary social function.36 While this has slowed with the 
COVID-19 crisis, there is no evidence to suggest that it will change 
substantially as the COVID threat subsides and the economy re-opens. 
In Cape Town “there is an oversupply of exclusive housing for the 
super wealthy … [while] since the advent of democracy, not a single 
subsidised home has been built [by the public sector] in the inner city 
and surrounds”.37 Instead “TRAs become commonplace responses 
where relocations to the outskirts disrupt and undermine existing 
community support networks, access to jobs, health and education, 
while crime, drug abuse and gangsterism increase”.38 
 As an alternative to TRAs, NU is calling the City of Cape Town 
to develop a transitional housing policy which is understood as 
“temporary housing provided to households who require a stable 
housing solution for a period of time prior to moving on to more 
permanent options, as part of a basket of progressive policy responses 
to disrupt spatial apartheid”.39 By considering the “circumstances, 
needs and vulnerabilities of households being relocated”40 transitional 
housing would offer a substantially different approach to the TRA 
type, low density, single storey accommodation located on the 
urban periphery. 
 While SERI distinguishes between the terms 'transitional' and 
'temporary', NU uses them interchangeably and proposes that 
‘transitional housing’, like TRAs, be considered as a subcategory of 
alternative accommodation in the event of evictions. Examples of 
well-located ‘transitional housing’ options proposed by NU include 
refurbished inner-city buildings with communal facilities or 
mixed-use buildings with a limited lease duration period.41 NU 
recognises that any such alternative should have a limited lease 
duration, but this must be dependent upon households’ access to 
affordable permanent accommodation. 
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In each of the scenarios, movement occurs: In the ‘managed 
care’ or housing ladder approach of MHA, a person 

voluntarily moves from living on the street to moving 
between various accommodation options within the housing 
‘eco-system’ of MHA depending on affordability. Certain 
residential options, such as MHA’s transitional housing 
option, are time bound and integrate psychosocial and 
economic support programmes. In the work of Streetscapes, 
people voluntarily move from living on the street or in a 
shelter to adaptive housing within the ‘housing first approach’ 
that integrates psychosocial and income generation support, 
but is not time bound. In the eviction cases described by 
SERI and NU, people are forcibly moved (evicted) from 
inner-city buildings or informal settlements to temporary 
accommodation in municipally owned buildings or 
temporary relocation areas. In most cases this alternative 
accommodation becomes de-facto permanent and onward 
movement rarely occurs or the only alternative option that 
remains is informal housing. 
 In the instance of Johannesburg where the municipality 
contracted a private entity to offer alternative accommodation 
within a ‘managed care’ model, it had major shortcomings. 
This included house rules that impinged on human rights 
of individuals, but also inadequate municipal financing of 
the management costs. Without this financing there was 

While these scenarios share 
commonalities, their contexts are 
critical for distinguishing differences 
and developing a shared understanding 
of ‘transitional housing’ in South Africa 
and whether such a term is viable 
given the lack of more permanent 
alternatives for many low and 
inconsistently incomed households. 

04 
Critical Considerations

Temporary or 
Transitional, 

Emergency or 
Special Needs?



Transitional Housing in South Africa  ~ 20

deterioration of building conditions and security 
and ultimately the breakdown of an effective, 
efficient and responsive management system. In 
addition, alternative formal housing stock as a 
move on option affordable to households in the 
shelter did not exist. 
 In the work of DAG and NASHO in the 
Pickwick transitional housing facility, people 
moved voluntarily as part of an agreement with 
the City of Cape Town to vacate land for social 
housing. For a qualifying few, onward movement 
to social housing may be possible. For others, due 
to the lack of affordable public housing options, 
onward movement is unlikely. It is therefore not 
used as a base for transitioning but becomes 
the ‘permanent’ alternative for many of the 
households. In Pickwick, as in the work of MHA 
and Streetscapes movement is also understood 
in terms of changes in degrees of independence, 
skills development and psychosocial health. 
 The transition that occurs in each scenario, 
however, differs. While all relate to situations 
of (potential) homelessness, some instances 
of transition are the consequence of chronic 
homelessness while others result from evictions 
where no alternative, adequate, temporary 
accommodation is available. In the practice-
based discussions convened by DAG and 
NASHO, participating non-profits identified the 
importance of distinguishing between ‘temporary’ 
and ‘transitional’ and defining what qualifies as 
‘adequate’. Does, for example, a range of different 
durations and adequacies in which people will be 
housed, need to be defined? 
 A suggested distinction between ‘temporary’ 
and ‘transitional’ is that temporary housing 
(understood as responding to emergencies 
such as evictions and natural disasters) could 
form a subcategory of the Emergency Housing 
Programme. In such instances the emphasis is 
on the provision of appropriate accommodation 
while the household is able to secure a more 
appropriate permanent solution. This is often 
difficult because of the shortage of real alternatives 
within the government subsidised and the 
private market. 
 ‘Transitional housing’, considered as a 
response to chronic homelessness and including 

participation in psychosocial support activities, could form a 
subcategory of the Special Needs Housing programme.
 In this case the housing opportunity is a prerequisite to 
assist the recipient to participate in psychosocial support to 
permit them to improve their circumstances permitting them 
to move to a more permanent independent housing solution. 
In order to enable more individualised, tailor-made attention 
to people’s circumstances and context, greater synergies are 
needed between the Departments of Human Settlements and 
Social Development so that the human settlements sector is 
not merely focussed on the provision of structures and services 
but includes also an understanding of people and context. 

How Permanent? 
A Lack of Alternatives

Common to all of these cases, whether ‘temporary’ 
or ‘transitional’ is the lack of alternative permanent 

formal housing possibilities. Many of the households using 
the facilities in these case examples are on very low and 
inconsistent incomes. For them the formal government 
subsidised or private housing options in suitable areas do not 
exist. This impacts on the level of permanence of ‘transitional’ 
and ‘temporary’ accommodation options. In most of the 
examples, therefore, the concept of ‘transition’ is a misnomer 
as nothing exists to transition on to. It is therefore inevitable 
that such projects become more permanent and require 
planning on this basis including an approach where tenants 
pay on the basis of affordability and that the municipality 
funds the shortfall operational costs. It highlights the 
importance of greater government contribution to rental 
housing models for the low and inconsistently incomed 
households. 
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Location

In many instances, people requiring 
‘transitional housing’ opportunities – whether 

those living on the street or those facing 
evictions – are located in urban areas where land 
values are relatively high and affordable formal 
accommodation is not available. This is where 
affected households have developed strong local 
networks and access to economic opportunities in 
their areas, which are not available in the existing 
alternatives of TRAs in poorly located parts of the 
City. If obliged to take poorly located temporary 
housing it breaks their access to livelihoods. 
Given this, what is required is the development 
of such ‘transitional’ opportunities close to where 
residents have previously lived, often involving 
increased development costs and more medium 
density physical typologies.

Financing

Given the income of most households 
accessing a potential ‘transitional housing’ 

option, it is essential to have a properly structured 
financial mechanism. A major challenge to 
the effective delivery of these opportunities is 
long-term financing requirements. While often 
it is more possible to find the capital to establish 
a facility, the greater challenge is financing 
the management of the facility as well as the 
social support costs. It is possible to develop a 
financing model where residents pay a financial 
contribution to their accommodation based on 
affordability, but this falls far short of the real 
costs of facility management and psychosocial 
care. In the case of Pickwick, the municipality is 

covering the shortfalls on property management whereas in 
the case of MHA and MES the shortfalls are largely covered 
through privately raised funds. In the case of the City of 
Johannesburg the partial failure of the contracted private 
facilities to house evictees was the lack of adequate financing 
of the facility management. 
 Sustainable ‘temporary’ or ‘transitional’ housing must 
include a structured plan to finance the capital development, 
management of the housing stock and any intended 
psychosocial development activities. 

Typology and 
Management 

The typology of accommodation requires well-managed, 
formal accommodation that respects the dignity of 

individuals and households while working within tight 
financing parameters. The more successful projects use 
well-managed facilities that offer shared rooms for single 
people and separate rooms for households, taking into 
account the nature of the household, with access to common 
bathroom and kitchen facilities. With ablution facilities 
careful attention needs to be paid to separating these for men 
and women. While ensuring the right of residents to freedom 
of movement, the more successful projects have ensured 
careful attention to security both internally and externally. 
They have also relied on well-established and enforced house 
rules developed in consultation with residents. 
 Greater success is possible where private agencies e.g. 
NGOs or SHIs undertake the management of such projects. 
However, they can only do this where financing streams are 
available to facilitate an effective and efficient job. If these are 
not available – in the form of well-structured and sustainable 
government or other grants – then any ‘private management’ 
is set up for failure, in the unlikely event that such private 
entities agreed to undertake the task in the first place. Where 
such arrangements are possible, and the property is owned by 
the municipality, the arrangement should be structured in a 
tight contract and should involve partnerships that permit the 
provision of necessary psychosocial support. 
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While there is a real need for ‘transitional’ and ‘temporary’ 
housing in a number of different circumstances, there is no 
structured government policy or financing support to provide 
for the sustainable development, implementation and 
management of such facilitates. 

05
In Summary

Where government does provide such 
facilities, they are most often on the 

periphery of urban areas, well away from 
access to social networks and economic 
opportunities for those housed and often 
badly underfunded. This discussion paper 
shows that better-located facilities are 
usually provided through NGOs having to 
rely on ad-hoc and often insecure financing 
mechanisms. A major deterrent 
to investment in ‘transitional housing’ 
facilities is the lack of alternative more 
permanent accommodation for the 
‘move-on’. Of particular relevance is 
the lack of government financed formal 
rental housing for households on low and 
inconsistent incomes. 
 Where better located projects have 
had some success, they have relied on 
structured financial arrangements that 
cover capital cost aspects of the facility 

management costs and those of any linked 
psychosocial support programmes. Such projects 
are in most instances driven by NGOs with a 
specific commitment to providing psychosocial 
support which becomes part of the contract 
with those accessing the accommodation. Some 
aspects of this type of ‘transitional’ provision 
might be incorporated into the government’s 
proposed ‘Special Needs’ housing policy. In the 
case of municipalities’ responsibility to provide 
temporary accommodation for households facing 
eviction by private landlords the municipality 
can use the provision of ‘temporary’ housing, but 
here the challenge is how to provide this in better 
located areas.
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06 
Recommendations and Principles 
for Transitional Housing 

Recommendations

The results of the case studies 
considered in this project point 

to some important principles 
that require consideration in 

the development of ‘transitional’ 
and temporary housing 

opportunities. 

A ‘transitional’ housing option is most suited to people 
requiring accommodation while receiving proper 

psychosocial support. But it is also recognised that where 
second stage accommodation is not available for such people 
the transitional housing option might need to become 
semi-permanent. It is proposed that such ‘transitional 
housing’ should become part of the government special needs 
policy with appropriate systems in place for the financing of 
the capital, property management and psychosocial support. 
While government has an important role to play in facilitating 
the opportunities and assist with the financing, it is proposed 
that the implementation is undertaken by non-profit NGOs. 
 In instances where temporary housing is required as part 
of local government’s responsibility for households otherwise 
homeless because of evictions, it is proposed that this is 
incorporated within the government’s ‘emergency housing’ 
policy. In doing so it is important to ensure the development 
of such facilities is in locations from where people are evicted 
and not in large camps on the periphery of urban areas. It is 
also essential to have well-structured financing mechanisms 
that cover both the capital costs and the long-term management 
cost of the facilities. In this planning it is necessary to 
recognise that the facility will become semi-permanent 
housing for some households unable to access formal 
affordable stock. Where the necessary funding streams are 
available it is possible to involve non-profit NGOs in the 
overall management of such stock. 

Structuring these alternatives needs careful attention to the 
following principles. While the implementation of these 

projects, in most instances, requires strong public, non-profit 
and private sector partnerships. 

Principles to Guide such Projects
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The first important principle is gaining an 
in depth understanding of the context in 

deciding to undertake a transitional housing 
option and then in the form this should take. 
Understanding the context requires consideration 
of different elements:

• People – Who are the people you are working 
 with? Understand psychosocial, economic 
 and physical priorities and experiences (see 
 social ‘facilitation’ section below for more).
• Past – What physical, economic, social and 
 political conditions have brought about the 
 need for transition?
• Future – Thoroughly assess overall needs and 
 long-term housing potential for residents to 
 make it 'transitional'. 
• Environment – What is the extent of 
 political and financial appetite? Is the political 
 environment conducive for innovation, testing 
 and learning? 
• Other role-players – What is the extent of 
 collaborative potential with other actors e.g. 
 state, non-profits, other CBOs etc. 

Context: Gaining an 
in-depth Understanding

It is important that ‘transitional housing’ 
projects recognise that ‘location’ is a 

significant factor in permitting people to have 
socio-economic access that helps them to grow 
and develop. This is even more so in situations 
where the person’s previous residential situation 
gave them access to networks and opportunities 
to access a livelihood. Moving people from 
such environments to poorly located areas that 
isolate them from important socio-economic 
opportunities is likely to further undermine 
their life chances. A consequence of recognising 
this is that the cost of providing ‘transitional’ 

Location and Form

It is recognised that having the capital finances is not 
enough. Before starting such a project, it is essential to 

ensure a proper costing and the availability of resources 
for management of the stock and tenancies as well as any 
psychosocial support where this is required by the residents. 
If this is not done the danger is that the capital is spent but 
that the project will fail to give its stated intent. In doing 
this it is important to examine a range of different 
funding sources:

• National, provincial and local government grants or 
 in-kind resources, whether from specific grant streams or 
 from municipal rates accounts.
• Accessing municipal indigency provision or municipal 
 charge exemptions.
• Private grant finances or in-kind resources. 
• Resident Contribution in the form of rentals linked to 
 means tested affordability and/or fees contribution. 
• Sweat equity and in-kind contributions from residents.

Financial Feasibility and 
Sustainability 

“This transitional housing facility has 
been about trust. It has been about 
getting citizens to engage with the state 
in a meaningful way, to negotiate and 
ultimately take collective decisions.” 
~ Conrad Meyer, DAG

Social Facilitation

housing is likely to increase, but at the same time 
improve the chances for people to strengthen 
their capacity to move on to more permanent 
housing solutions.
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Top: Participatory planning process at Pine Road, Woodstock. Source: DAG.

In design, development and long-term management of these projects, 
social facilitation and engagement with the residents whether actual 
or potential is crucial. In doing this it is important to ensure continual 
engagement with the perspective residents before they become part of 
the project and once they have moved in.

This includes an inclusive facilitation process around a whole set of 
issues including:

• The social and economic circumstances of the resident. 
• Accessing resources and facilities in the area.
• The design and use of the transitional housing facility.
• The preparation and implementation of house rules.
• The opportunities for ‘move – on’. 

Such projects whether ‘transitional’ 
or temporary housing requires 

close cooperation between a range of 
government and non-governmental 
stakeholders. Their success will depend 
upon the strength of this cooperation 
that also needs sustaining over the period 
of the project. The key stakeholders in 
this cooperation are:

Provincial Government: Assisting with 
the financing of all aspects of the projects
Municipalities: Facilitation of projects, 
provision of land and buildings, assisting 
with financing capital and management 
and provision of some municipal services 
e.g., social support.
Non-profit NGOs: Co-ordinating project 
development. Undertaking facilities and 
residence management, coordinating any 
psychosocial support required
Residents: Staying in accommodation 
on basis of developed and agreed rules, 
contribution to costs through payment of 
affordable rentals, assisting with facilities 
management.

Joint Action between 
Stakeholders

1  Madulammoho Housing Association (Johannesburg), Streetscapes (Cape Town), Development Action Group (Cape Town), National Association of Social Housing 
Institutions (NASHO). 2  City of Cape Town, City of Johannesburg. See recommended reading at end of publication. 3  See list of interviewees at the end of this publication. 
4  See DAG, Re-imagining Woodstock and Salt River: a community centred approach to neighbourhood regeneration (Cape Town, 2018). 5  See SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate 
Temporary Alternative Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020). 6  See NU, I used to live there: A call for transitional housing for evictees in Cape Town (Cape Town, 2017).
7  Stuart Wilson, “Curing the Poor: State Housing Policy in Johannesburg after Blue Moonlight”, Constitutional Court Review, 2013. 8  https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/
article/2020-04-17-de-densification-is-just-a-fancy-word-for-eviction/. 9  Afesis-corplan, Built Environment Support Group (BESG), Development Action Group (DAG), 
Habitat for Humanity (HFH) South Africa, Isandla Institute, Ndifuna Ukwazi, People’s Environmental Planning (PEP), Planact, Project Preparation Trust (PPT), SA SDI 
Alliance, Socio-Economic Rights Institute of South Africa (SERI), Ubuhle Bakha Ubuhle (UBU), Violence and Prevention through Urban Upgrade (VPUU), Development 
Studies, School of Built Environment and Development Studies, UKZN. 10  See “An urgent call to rethink de-densification as the dominant proposed strategy in the context 
of COVID-19”, 11 April 2020. 11  Renier Erasmus, Interview by Yolande Hendler, Cape Town, 15 July 2020. 12  Madulammoho Housing Association, “Our Approach to 
Housing”, accessed 10 January 2021. https://www.mh.org.za/approach/. 13  Income brackets for MHA's stepped housing model in 2021. These are subject to change over 
time. 14  Khulisa Social Solutions, “Streetscapes”, accessed 10 January 2021. https://www.khulisa.org.za/streetscapes/ 15  Jesse Laitinen, interview by Yolande Hendler, 
Cape Town, 14 July 2020. 16  Housing First Europe Hub, “Introducing Housing First”, accessed 10 January 2021, https://housingfirsteurope.eu/guide/what-is-housing-
first/introducing-housing-first/. 17  Ibid 18  Jesse Laitinen, interview by Yolande Hendler, Cape Town, 14 July 2020. 19  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate Temporary Alternative 
Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),4. 20  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate Temporary Alternative Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),4. 21  Such as the Blue Moonlight and 
Dladla eviction cases. 22  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate Temporary Alternative Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),2. 23  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate Temporary Alternative 
Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),3. 24  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate Temporary Alternative Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),5. 25  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate 
Temporary Alternative Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),6. 26  Ibid 27  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate Temporary Alternative Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),7. 
28  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate Temporary Alternative Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),13. 29  A policy framework in the National Housing Code for the provision 
of alternative accommodation in a variety of instances, including in cases of eviction. For more see SERI, policy brief, p.14. 30  See reference to the cases of Residents of 
Joe Slovo Community, Western Cape v Thubelisha Homes (Joe Slovo) and Dladla v the City of Johannesburg (Dladla). 31  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate Temporary Alternative 
Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),15. 32  Wilson Stuart. “The Right to Adequate Housing.” Research Handbook on Socio-Economic Rights as Human Rights edited by 
Jackie Dugard, Bruce Porter, Deniala Ikawa and Lillian Chenwi. South Africa: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2020. (in P. 15 SERI policy brief). 33  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate 
Temporary Alternative Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),18. 34  SERI, Policy Brief: Adequate Temporary Alternative Accommodation (Johannesburg, 2020),21. 35  Ibid 
36  NU, I Used to Live There (Cape Town, 2017), 10 -12. 37  NU, I Used to Live There (Cape Town, 2017), 13 -14. 38  NU, I Used to Live There (Cape Town, 2017), 29 -31. 39  NU, 
I Used to Live There (Cape Town, 2017), 39. 40  NU, I Used to Live There (Cape Town, 2017),p.38. 41  Proposed by the City of Johannesburg as part of the special process for the 
relocation of evictees. See p. 42 NU Publication for more.
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