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LOri CC.:;T 1i0USING IN CAPE TO\\N: 'mE SUPPi,Y, SHORTAGE 

AIC) PC:5SI BILl TESFOR lMPR0VEMENT. 

June Humphry. 

Introduction. 

Not~itnstanding the many innov.tive approaches of recent years to 

the supplyin8 of shelter, housing on a world scale is likely to 

remain in short supply. This shortage has been especially felt 

by the low income fawilies of the world. In 1972 it ~as reported 

that whilst the industrialised nations of Europe and North America 

had teen ,:cle to maintain a post-1945 rate of building which had 

reduced ho~sing shorta£es, most of the poor countries of Africa, 

Asia and Latin America had made no visible progress in alleviating 

their housing crises.
l 

The shortap'e of housing in South Africa for population groups other 

than -"hite is extremely severe. Using figures for Black housing 

needs presented by different speakers at a conference in 1981, one 

writer quotes esti~ttes' r8nLing from 3,4 to 10 million units over 

the remaining years of this century. If these needs are to be met 

he says, then according to calculations based on the lower figure, 

an increase in construction rates of 2451 per cent would need to be 

attained. Calculations for other races, which were also based on 

the numbers of housing units built between 1976 and 1981 indicate 

that increases of 37 per cent for Coloured people, 24 per cent for 

Ino.ia-ns and a decrease of 65 per cent for I-ihites, respectively would 

2. 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations: 
Report of the Ad Hoc Group of Experts 08 Housing and Urban 
Development, New York, United Nations, 1972 

Mabin, D., "Figures Give Rise to Sobering Thoughts." 
Behu1sing, Nov/Dec. 1981. 
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be required. Another commentator on the dire situation states 

that "to make a signific11nt impact on the housing problem, all 

experts ae;ree that the country will have to revolutionize all 

aspects of housing." 

Whilst for the country as a whole it is the black population whose 

housing needs are most great, in the Western Cape, the Municipality 

of Cape Town faces a massive task'in its responsibilities towards 

approximately 30 000 Coloured applicants who have applied to rent 

or buy accommodation. It is to the subject of supply and shortage 

as well 8S to the amelioration of the situation that the rest of 

this paper addresses itself. 

The, Supply of Housing. 

As a developer of housing and landlord, the Municipality has 

attained considerable significance. Starting with small schemes 

of cottages in Mowbray and Maitland in the early part of the century 

the Municipality had built 43 969 units for renting and 23 325 

houses for sale by 31st December 1982. Of these, 98 per cent were 

for Coloured and Indian occupation and almost all were built with 

fu,nds supplied by the National Housing Commission. In addi tion 

it has restored about 70 dwellings which were previously privately 

owned. Approximately 29 500 rented dwellings are at present being 

offered for sale to the tenants who occupy them. This procedure 

is in terms of the government's decision to sell half a million 

low-cost houses throughout the country. HoweVer, as the actual 

supply of housing is not affectca by whether it is owned or rented, 

no discussion of the above is offered in this paper. 

3· Roberton, B., "Hillions of homes Needed for Cities", Cape 
Argus, 22.4.1983. 
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Tr,e areas of rented d",ellin1C6 can be divided into roug:'ly three 

groups ~hich reflect the ~ualitative aspects of the d~ellings and 

therefore their desirability and degree of popularity. T.~e very 

oldest schemes ~ave now reacned a st~te where major renovations 

are required to the fabric of the dwellings as well ae to the 

infrastructure and environment. A high proportion of the tenants 

on these schemes are of lo~ income relative ,to other tenants. A 

second group comprises d~ellings which are also old (approximately 

40 years) tut which offer some of the best conditions of the 

Municipality's rented schemes, both in the quality of the housing 

and neightourhood. The third group comprises. the hulk of the 

areas built during the last 15 - 20 years which contain a high 

percentage of flats in neighbourhoods which vary considerably and 

include some where there is a high level of criminal acti~ity. 

'!he Shorta.e of Housin.£. 

The extent of the need for nousing is shown by various observations. 

Chief among these is that revealed by the applicants themselves. 

Tnis figure was almost 30 000 as at 31st December 19824 • A very 

high percentage of these ap~licants have been on the waiting list 

for bet~een 7 and 10 years and it is maiply for the less popular 

dwellings where applicants are waiting shorter periods. Notwith~ 

standing the fact that all applicants are issued with regist;ation 

c'arilS ~hicb are numbered and da ted and that they are assured by 

word of mouth and letter tIIhat their particul'ar aprlication will 

be dealt with, many make periodic enquiries as to the progress of 

their application~ During a typical month, November 1983, for 

4. 
This figure comprises 19,951 wanting to rent and 10 442 to 
buy., The latter number inCludes 1868 families who h~ve aleo 
applied to rent and 1384 who Are also tenants. During 1983 
the number of applicants wbo were 'added to the waiting list 
exceeded tbe number who were allocated dwellings. 



eXBJllple, the following enquirie.s were received: 

Concerning Concerning 
dwellings dwellings 

for for 
sale 

Total 

Number of applications 
recei ved 613 156 769 

Number of interviews 2 479 1 022 3 501 

Number of tele::·hone enquiries 
from or concerning applicants 951 239 1 190 

Number of letters from or con-
cerning applicants 363 395 758 

It is not only from the applicants themselves that we have eVidence 

of the gross and steadily increasing shortages. Many researchers 

both academic and official have computed and analysed the situation 

over the years5 6 , and have clearly indicated that whilst severe 

bac~logs were at hand, even greater shortages were to be antic-

ipated. A particularly lucid and unequivocal call to halt the 

relocation of Coloured people "disqualified" in terms of the 

Group Areas act went unheeded. 7 In his paper Professor Cilliers 

showed that such an action would have had the effect of reducing 

the number of housing units then needed by over 14 000 or 25,7 

per cent of the total. A more recent report
8 

is that of the 

Municipality's City Engineer which quotes the very high densities 

per habitable room wLich are found throughout many of the large 

5. 

6. 

7. 

fl. 

~~isson, M.G. and Khan, S., Coloured Housing in Cape Town, 
University of Cape Town, 1965. 

Younge, A., "Housing Policy and Housing Shortage in Cape 
Town 1942 - 1980", Africa Perspective, No. 21, 1982. 

Cilliers, S.P., "Facing the Crisis in Housing for the 
Coloured People." A paper read at a meeting of the Cape 
Chamber of Commerce, 21st Noveltber 1972. 

"City's Housing Crisis." Municipality of Cape Town Bulletin, 
July 1983, Vol. 4, No. 12. 
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esta tes. In oraer to reduce to acceptable levels the overcrowding 

which these densities represent says the report, B 500 homes 

would be needed annually for five years. The implication behind 

this statement is that many thousands of families who are waiting 

their turn to be allocated dwellings and the households of whom 

they· form a part are living in severely overcrow~cdconditions. So 

severe is the physical snortfall in sheer quantity of housing and 

the problems arising there from tha t compara ti vely little docu­

mentary attention has been given to the subject of quality of 

housing and environment. However, considere;ble correlation 

exists between the severity of overcrowding and such. factors as 

crime, poor quality of neighbourhood and general amenity. Many 

thousands of tenants nave registered requests for transfers: 

these are for dwellings in better neighbourhoods, of larger size 

and from flats (which are extremely unpopular) to cottages. 

The Chronically ~oor ana Tneir Applic~tions for Housing. 

The maximum permissitle income of heads of apFlicant families is 

R8ao a month: those who earn more are expected to acquire accom-

modRtion through the private sector. In fact a very small per-

centage earn near the maximum and in mid;1982 three quarters of 

applicanta earned below R280 a month (equivalent to R327 a month 

in October 1983 cost of living ter~s). As well as being of very 

limited means aFplicants live without security of tenure, being 

forced to rely on the good will of relatives or to rent aCCOm-

modation at high rentals. Notwithstanding the fact of most 

applicants having low incomes, there is among them a more ser~ously 

depri~~d core grouF which is m~de up of about 10 per cent of .the 

a,o"lic'o n ts ~antin6 to ren t dwellings.. These are the chronically 
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poor, who experience for the most part the greatest difficulties 

with regard to satisfactory housing no less than in other as~ects 

of their lives. Household heads in this group are liKely to be 

illiterate, semi-employable or single persons with dependants in 

receipt of grants. Tneir coping mechanisms deal lliainly with 

immediacies and long term matters such as their applications for 

improved accommodation are but dimly ~erceived. For such persons 

many aspects of their applications are much more difficult than for 

others financially better off, better educated or with a greater 

sense of personal organis~tion. For example, illiterate app-

licants experience difficulty not only with application forms 

but in supporting them with uocuments such asa Book of Life and 

evidence of a marriage or common law union. Others chan~e their 

addresses freque~tly due to arguments arising our of tensions, 

difficulties in paying rental, and misunderstandings owing to non-

c ommunic a ti on. The frequent moves are very traumatic in terms of 

suddenness, upheaval, sense of loss of place and adjustments to 

new people and physical surroundings. Apart from these psycho-

logical effects there are material considerations such as 108s 

and damBEe to furniture and other possessions that often occur, 

and it-is difficult for staff who deal with applicants to retain 

contact if the latter do not advise their new addresses. Even when 

long waiting periods end and ap~lican~s are allocated dwellings, 

the chronically poor still experience difficulties compared to those 

better off. Being poor"means - in housing as ~ith anything else 

neving less resources. I~ is therefore inevitably harder to obtair. 

the advance rental, to org,nise movin~ house and to "understand the 

leECal lanEuage of the lease, that im~ortant document wr.icr, says 

what may and may not be done. In one respect the chronically poor 
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are better placed tnan those of higher socio-economic standing: 

the waiting lists for cheap accommodation in rough, down~raded 

areas is shorter than for better types and areas. It is a dubious 

merit. Apart from the fact that the long waiting period for 

'average' accommodation reduces the word 'shorter' to one of little 

practical value, these poor, crime ridden, vandBlised areas con-

tribute to a cycle of poverty from wnich only the exceptional few 

extricate themselves. 

Is Help at Hand? 

What are the prospects for a resolution of the c.ritical shortage 

that has been described? ,Current estima tes are that the unbuil t 

on land within the Council's boundaries can carry a maximum of 

5 000 dwellings. Once this has been developed the central auth-

orities will be compelled to make different provisions for the 

development of housing, for example the Municipality might form 

part of a larger regional authority to which exisiting applications 

would be transferred. Such considerations are formulated, 

researched and debated at high government level and are outside 

the scope of this paper. It is clear however that the complicat.d 

nature of jurisdictional changes combined with the massive scale 

of development and funds that would be required 1s likely to lead 

to lengthy delays. 

Can anytl\:cng i.e done besides await some distant "Grand Solution"? 

The author believes that it is important from many different 

perspectives to ameliorate a bad situation especially when 'the 

solution' is likely to be slow and remote from the understanding 

of the common man. Effort at solution must not only be made 

but must be seen to be made. Tbe possibilities for practical 
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action must be fully explored and where found to be feasible, put 

into effect. Tne following are some options which appear to be 

availatle to the Municipality within the constraints of severe 

shortages of land and funds. It is fully conceded that not all 

of them contribute to an increase in the quantity of housing. Tbey 

may however be able to challenge accepted ways of envisaging housing 

provision and services.and if pursued, incre:ase the very limited 

choices which are available to those in need. 

Possibilities for Improvement. 

(a) Relief of overcrowding in existing dwellings. 
(b) Use of !and 
(c) Generating of funds 
(d) Development of core and self help housing 
(e) Improvement and care of existing housing schemes 
(f) Encouraging informal helpers. 

(a) Relief of overcrOwding in ~xisting dwellings. Since 1983 

a new policy of permitting tenants to erect acceptable outbuildings 

at their own cost to the cottages and maisonettes (but not flats) 

they occupy has been pursued. As there is space available for 

such extensions in a very high proportion of rented dwellings the 

potential for relief of overcro~li.g within individual dwellings 

is considerable. In the case of applicants already sharing 

accommodation in tue better class areas where vacancies are rare, 

extension of a well establiShed cottage, which is rented or owned 

by other fa~ily members may provide the most realistic home likely 

to become available. The Municipality is attempting to publicise 

the fact that extensions are permibsible and that an advisory 

service is available for those ~anting help with building plans. 

(b) Use of land: One of the most problematic aspe~ts of the 

shortage of land concerns tbe oldest established estates wbich are 
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critically in need of extensive improvements. Many of these 

estates were built on the garden cities principle, giving each 

dwelling a sizable piece of land. By to-days standards these 

estates are of very low density and generally regarded as extremely 

wasteful. If a rational policy were followed, the existing 

dwellings would be demolished and the entire areas developed at 

higher densities. The objections to this have been t~ofold: 

firstly that the cost of building to-day is so high that demol­

ition is an absolute last resort and, secondly, that consequent 

rentals would be beyond the means of the existing low income 

families. There can be little doubt that demolition and redev-

elopment at medium to high denSity would represent a far more 

efficient use of land but such a course of action appears to be. 

impractical. Under the circumstances the best alternative s~~ms 

to be that of a combination of renovation with the type of 

extensions described under (a). Such extensions are of course 

voluntary and entirely at the discretion of occupants. The COtn-

plimentary role of the authorities would be to use all available 

vacant ground to build new (self contained) dwellings. 

(c) Generating of funds: The Hur,icipality has long recognised the 

need to supplement whatever funds are obtained from the central 

government by raising funds of its own to use in ~hatever way it 

wished. Over the years difficulties have been voiced about how 

this might be done. During 1983 publicity was given9 to the 

possibility of raiSing funds by means of a lottery, competitions 

and premiuffi bonds. It appears that official enthusia~ for these 

methods is very limited: a recommendation ·was made, for example 

9. Cape Times, 8.th September 1~o3. 
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that the tnvestig~tion of the viability of premium boncis s~oulo 

not be taken further. It is difficult to query the results 

obtained by eXFerts which show that "it is doubtful whether 

[premium] bonds would be a chea~er form of raising money than 

existing methods." Nevertheless it is salutory to remember that 

public response to homelessness can be very strong. As evidence 

of this one can cite that in 1977/1976 the Shelter Fund which was 

publicised by a Cape Town newspaper raised R300 000 in donations 

to assist the plight of squatters. A market research type survey 

would give feedbac.it on the likely response of citizens to inyest~:ng 

money for purposes of housing improvement. 

(d) Development of core and self help -housing: In July 1982 the 

-government announced that it would introduce far reaching changes 

when providing funds for housing development. Among the cate[ories 

of housing for which preference would be given when allocating funds 

in future was that of "controlled do-it-yourself building schemes 

for tbose who wish to help themselves to housingnlO So far it 

appears that the ¥.unicipality has only one pilot scheme of this type 

and that pro~ress is slow. Among the objections raised to the 

various forms of self-help housing are that it is a method suitable 

to rural settings and to Black ~articipants with an established 

tradition of self reliance. It is to he hoped that proven success 

among Blacks will not be seen as a deterrent to exploring the value 

of tbe method for other social or racial groups. A body of exper-

ience on which to draw goes back at least 20 years. Additionally, 

limited experience hae been gained among Coloured people: this has 

10. Speech by toe Hon. S.F. Kotze, M.f •• Minister of Community 
Development during a visit to Benoni on 8th July 1982. 
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been described in a report of the Shelter housing scheme at 

Valhalla ParKll, a small scheme of houses which have been extended 

by the occupants. It is important that the option of self build 

be more fully recognised and given a fair chance to suceed. For 

this to happen, well moti va ted applican ts a nd staff must be chosen. 

(~) Improvement and care of existing housing schemes: The man-

agement and administration of housing schemes has traditionally 

been left solely in the hands of authorities. OVl'r the years 

mounting difficulties for both ~enants and landlords have become 

entrenched and the prospect of breaking this spiral of deterioration 

is daunting in the extreme. It seems clear, however, that any 

reversal that may be possible lies in the realm of the combined 

efforts of users (tenants) and providers (the Mun~cipality - which 

comprises officials and elected representatives). Such a tenet 

has been expressed in a United Nations report which stresses the 

importance of direct involvement of inhabitants in the improvement 

and preservation of existing housing estates
12 

In Cape Town the 

situation lends itself to the ap~lication of two way communication 

and action in a restricted context. The progress of such e project 

should be studied, and after analysis moaified and reapplied to 

other situations where users and providers are motivated to engage 

in some aspect of improvement or upgrading. 

(f) Encouraging informal helpers: A number of helpers selected 

from residents in some of the poorest housing estates controlled by 

11. 

12. 

Booley, l:.S. An Alternative to Standard Housing for Low Inco.Dl.' 
Groups: A Case Study in a COlllJl,uni ty of the Ca pe Flats. 
h.Soc.Sc. Thesis, University of Cape Town, 198.:;. 

He ort of the Habitat United Nations Conference on Human 
Settlements, Vane over J1st May - 11th June 197 New York, 
United 1/8tions. 
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the Cape Divisional Council are trained and supervised by St. John 

Ambulance.. The helpers who are called home auxili&ries ar" v01-

ul,teer workers who receive on-going leadership training in areas of 

welfare such as housing, alcoholism and care of the aged. Their task 

is to assist the occupants of a group of contiguous dwellings: in 

many cases this is the block of flats in which they themselves live. 

It is believed that their great value lies in their ability to 

communicate with people of very little education and in their 

ready availabili ty by virtue of their being neighbours. The body 

of auxiliaries which is already established bas been of special 

assistance to very poor families. Indications are that they could 

be of sill)ilar assistance to the ¥.umicipality'S tenants especially, 

though not necessarily limited to the very poor. Further invest-

i&ation should indicate how valuable and realistic such a system 

would be. 

Conclusion. 

The received doctrine of housing policy has been to build more and 

more houses and it is vital that negotiation between the relevant 

authorities for overcoming the constraints to doing so remains a 

high priori ty. However, second best contributions also have a 

part to play and within tbe Municipality no effort should be spared 

to provide all possible opportunity for their maximum utilization. 


