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Overlaying the thematic issues in Figure 15 with a 
spatial-distance and design logic (Figure 16) opens up 
a discussion about what makes a vibrant community, 
how investments should be sequenced and inter-
related, how investments should be implemented, 
managed and (importantly) controlled and monitored. 
If such awareness and understanding were in place, 
communities would be highly unlikely to tolerate the 
extreme fragmentation and contradiction of public 
investments. Examples include the disconnect between 
public transport investments and road building, or 
between road building and stormwater planning and 

maintenance, or between housing provision and social 
infrastructure investment or the building of schools and 
clinics. At the moment everyone laments this level of 
fragmentation, but no one is prepared to invest in the 
empowerment of citizens and grassroots organisations 
to insist on a different model of delivery. Without such 
political pressure and insistence it will not come to pass 
no matter how often officials and politicians recite their 
commitment to the development of integrated human 
settlements. This rests on the assumption that municipal 
planning processes can be recalibrated to promote and 
support neighbourhood scale planning and area-based 
investment. 

Practicalities
The CA infrastructure must be publicly funded but 
executed at arm’s length from government to avoid 
overt party interference and distortion. If anything, the 
CAs need to strengthen the critical distance between 
domineering and paternalistic political parties and 
various livelihood-oriented grassroots associations.13 
The CA is best understood as an indispensable learning 
laboratory anchored in three critical skillsets: spatial, 
budget and institutional literacy, rooted in a rights-
based culture.

In order to concretise the arguments that have gone 
before, Table 6 sets out the generic steps in the informal 
settlement upgrading process in relation to how design 
can enrich each step. These steps can be read as a 
summary of recommendations for practitioners.

13.	 It is beyond the scope of this paper, but anecdotal evidence from practitioners in the know suggests that political in-fighting has undermined the initially 
promising Community Development Worker programme when community-level interventions show success and promise.
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Table 6:  Informal settlement upgrading steps and design skills

Step14 Design aspects

1. �Land and planning: 
determining the nature 
of tenure arrangements; 
socioeconomic profile; 
informing and enrolling the 
affected and surrounding 
community; organising the 
community to co-produce the 
plan; and implementation.

Before residents in the community can participate meaningfully in this step, 
they need to be equipped with knowledge about what a liveable community 
requires. For example, they need to understand the number of households that 
are required to justify the building of a new school or clinic or public library. They 
need to be able to understand how a better functioning and organised settlement 
can directly improve their livelihood strategies etc. Residents also need to be 
equipped with the skills to conduct participatory diagnosis and planning. Thus, 
the CA pedagogy discussed above becomes a necessary prerequisite for residents 
to be effective participants in this step of informal settlement upgrading.

2. �Installation of basic interim 
services, e.g. communal 
provision of water, sanitation, 
electricity, roads and 
walkways, lighting, and  
so on.

There are always choices to be made when it comes to the installation 
of interim or permanent services. Choices about the type of technology, 
the cost implications and, most importantly, the maintenance of these 
systems. It is impossible to sustain interim service arrangements without 
the active involvement of residents to be part of both the installation and 
the maintenance of these services. However, the choices that will be made 
must be informed by a shared understanding within the community and the 
local authority about the future trajectory towards full consolidation of the 
community. This can only be achieved by applying the design principles (as 
discussed earlier) to the concrete realities of the community.

3. �Full and permanent 
installation of services, 
once land acquisition is 
complete and programmes 
are in place to support the 
livelihoods of the residents.

The same implications as in the previous step applies, but now the central 
challenge is to identify the long-term path for the community to move from 
becoming consolidated to becoming a thriving and, in some senses, normal 
neighbourhood with the full range of public facilities and infrastructures 
that allow residents to access broader urban opportunities and realise their 
potential. It is especially in this phase that spatial and institutional literacy 
come into play because a community can only pursue its shared vision and 
plan for its neighbourhood in partnership with the government and various 
other actors that can bring investment and resources into the area. 

14.	 These steps are based on the current provisions of the official upgrading of informal settlements as per the UISP in the Housing Code. These steps have been 
adapted slightly to remain consistent with the argument of the chapter, which includes deviating from the UISP conclusion that the provision of public housing is 
the final phase of upgrading. Rather, a greater role is envisaged for communities to engage in self-help housing initiatives.
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4. �Allocation of funds to 
households to improve and 
consolidate makeshift shacks 
based on agreed-upon 
layout and system of flows 
for the area.

Design literacy can truly make a contribution to assist residents with knowledge 
about appropriate and affordable construction methods to enhance their self-
built structures. The challenges would be to ensure appropriate insulation, 
effective energy consumption, including the use of non-grid lighting and 
cooking technologies, and optimised use of shared public areas in relation to 
individual dwellings to enhance collective life and safety. It is also conceivable 
that design literacy can spur the emergence of more sophisticated local 
economies, possibly through social enterprises, to supply more durable and 
affordable materials, carpentry skills, janitorial services, and so on.

An emerging practice in South Africa draws on design 
in informal settlement upgrading. The work of the 
Community Organisation Resources Centre (CORC) in 
communities, such as Langrug in Franschhoek, Sheffield 
Road in Cape Town and Ruimsig in Johannesburg, 
provides a useful example in this respect. Similarly, the 
Violence Prevention through Urban Upgrading project 
in Khayelitsha and surrounding areas is informed by a 
strong design sensibility. Other examples are featured in 
the Informal City exhibition referenced at the start of this 
chapter. However, these examples are relatively new and 
do not address all four phases of the upgrading process 
as identified above. They are also distinct projects that 
play out in particular communities, rather than broader 
programmatic responses that pursue upgrading at scale. 
For instance, there is not one example of a local authority 
that has invested in comprehensive capacity building of 
its officials with their counterparts in the community, as 
envisaged in the CA model proposed in the chapter. Nor 
is there an example of an informal settlement upgrading 
initiative conforming to the detailed design guidelines 
that is now the norm in São Paulo as mentioned earlier. 

Nonetheless, these initiatives across a number of 
South African cities point to a new direction in informal 
settlement upgrading that places design thinking at its 
core.

Coda
The comprehensive schema presented here raises a host 
of questions. For example, why would local authorities 
and political parties be prepared to invest in a system 
that will effectively weaken their control of communities 
and investments? Or, how would such a system engender 
sufficient common purpose among a diversity of local 
organisations that thrive on autonomy and doing 
things their ‘own’ way? Where will the leadership come 
from to articulate the importance of these institutional 
mechanisms and to persuade people to participate? On 
a more practical level, how much will this edifice cost? 
Does it not simply create another layer of bureaucratic 
delays undermining the possibility of service delivery? 
How would relatively autonomous community 
platforms engage with formal state structures like ward 
committees, IDP forums, sectoral planning processes 
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and the like? And how do neighbourhood plans relate to 
ward level and large-scale planning? Ultimately, where 
does control actually reside? 

We cannot pretend to have well-rounded answers to these 
questions.14 Yet, we are convinced that the importance 
of the larger argument remains. Informal settlement 
upgrading processes can be greatly improved if they 
are embedded in robust community-driven planning 
and management processes. The only way to establish 
true co-production between residents, local authorities 
and the private sector is if they are part of the process. 
Furthermore, informal settlement upgrading efforts that 
have been subjected to rigorous design thinking can in 
fact unlock a host of developmental benefits, which is 
the best hope of achieving a dignified standard of living 
for the urban poor. Since this chapter is the beginning 
of a much longer research and learning process, we 
hope to become better equipped to deal with the many 
uncertainties that remain.
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This section highlights some innovative research interventions aimed at providing further insights and 
proposed responses to give effect to the broader human settlements mandate in South African cities.
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Pierre-Louis Lemercier, Renewable Energy Centre 
Janet Cherry, Department of Development Studies,  

Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University

Piloting Sustainable Human Settlements  
in a Localised Economy

Introduction

The Breaking New Ground (BNG) policy framework defines 
sustainable human settlements (SHS) as (DoH, 2004: 11):

well-managed entities in which economic 
growth and social development are in balance 
with the carrying capacity of the natural systems 
on which they depend for their existence and 
result in sustainable development, wealth 
creation, poverty alleviation and equity.

This definition implies that the sustainability of both 
housing construction and service provision are critical. 
However, making the shift in practice, from providing 
houses to developing sustainable settlements, has proven 
difficult. Most housing developments that use alternative 
building technology (and in some cases provide renewable 
energy) have been targeted at middle to high-income 
owners in ‘eco-estates’ or have been established in 
traditional rural villages. Of the approximately 2.9-million 
low-cost housing units delivered between 1994 and 2010, 
only 17  000 were constructed using innovative systems 

and alternative technologies1. In urban areas, low-income 
housing projects that have used alternative building 
technologies have not integrated housing provision with 
service provision or included a link with the livelihoods of 
the residents. 

The absence of successful examples of sustainable human 
settlements in low-cost housing areas in South Africa is 
why the Sustainable Settlement Pilot Project (SSPP) was 
initiated by the Development Studies Department at the 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU), in 
partnership with Eastern Cape Department of Human 
Settlements (DHS).

The SSPP is an integrated model combining alternative 
construction technologies and the local provision of 
services and housing, while providing the economic basis 
for sustainable livelihoods within a low-cost housing 
development. This chapter explores the progress of the 
SSPP to date. As the project is still in progress, other 
initiatives that use alternative technologies are analysed 
and lessons drawn for the continuation and ultimate 
success of the SSPP. 

1.	 Email correspondence with Ephraim Phalafala, Deputy Director: Department of Science and Technology 26 March 2014.
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SSPP AT SEAVIEW

The pilot site involves two informal settlements: 
Zweledinga and New Rest, in Seaview, in Ward 40 
on the urban periphery of the Nelson Mandela Bay 
Metropole. The settlements have a combined population 
of approximately 350 households. These settlements 
have long been promised ‘proper housing and services’, 
but conventional development has been constrained 
by the sensitive environment of this peri-urban coastal 
area. Following a request from the Nelson Mandela 
Bay Municipality, the site was identified as ideal for 
the piloting of a truly sustainable settlement in a low-
income residential area. The objectives of the study were:2 

ʪʪ to conduct a baseline study in the two settlements,
ʪʪ to research and test appropriate technology for 

housing and service provision,
ʪʪ to compile a comprehensive plan for the in-situ 

development of the two settlements. 

The baseline study was implemented between September 
2012 and May 2013 and involved a comprehensive 
programme to inform the community and to demonstrate 
various technologies related to an integrated sustainable 
human settlement. A Community Research Team (CRT) 
was established and a survey for establishing and 
prioritising the needs of all residents was drawn up. 

The survey found that the housing and services needs 
of residents could be met without damage to the 
environment, but only if alternative technology were 

used in place of conventional bulk service provision. The 
findings also suggested that residents could potentially 
obtain sustainable livelihoods from constructing and 
managing these services. 

At the beginning of the research period, the residents of 
Zweledinga and New Rest were sceptical about the use 
of alternative building materials and service provision, 
referring to these alternatives as ‘backward technologies 
that are being tested in townships’. Therefore, the SSPP 
organised various field trips and workshops for the 
CRT. Issues covered included the local production of 
services, such as water, energy and sanitation, and an 
introduction to permaculture. The CRT then transmitted 
the newly acquired information to their communities at 
a series of workshops. When renewable energy sources 
were discussed at the participatory workshops, Seaview 
residents took a resolution to set up a demonstration 
cluster of houses around common infrastructure for 
the purpose of gathering data and testing the various 
technologies relating to alternative building materials 
and locally produced services. 

Testing of alternative building material
In September 2013, the testing of alternative building 
material (the second objective of the study) began 
with the renovation of the Zweledinga community 
hall. Following the community’s request, sandbag 
construction technology would be used to replace two 
corrugated iron walls and to extend the building slightly. 

2.	 Janet Cherry, ‘Sustainable Settlement Pilot Project: Research Proposal’, March 2012.
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A local community team was trained3 in this specific 
building technology, thereby creating temporary 
employment within the community. During the planning 
stage, the community elected foremen for the different 
stages of the construction. The foremen organised their 
own team of labourers and equipment, defined working 
conditions and disbursed the weekly wages to their 
respective team members. 

The foremen visited an example of a sandbag house 
and held detailed discussions about the construction 
techniques. Plans were made, second-hand windows and 
doors were bought locally, and frames were constructed 

using locally harvested blue gum sticks. A special bench 
was constructed in the hall for the manufacture of the 
frames. All materials for the construction (except the 
bags) were obtained locally. 

On 17 September, the training, dismantling and 
construction of part of the building took place. The 
renovation of the hall took three weeks to complete, and 
work included plastering with two coats (one of cob and 
one of a lime/sand mix) and painting.

Feedback from the community members was that they 
would like to see more buildings constructed with other 
alternative materials before taking a decision about their 
own houses. As a result, the SSPP submitted a proposal 
for constructing a demonstration cluster of six units, 
made out of various materials, to the Nelson Mandela 
Bay Municipality (NMBM).

Cluster proposal 
The Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality (NMBM) proposed 
a period of at least nine months to test the operation 
and maintenance of such facilities, ascertain the level 
of people’s involvement in the latter, and establish a 
comparative costing for the operation and maintenance 
of bulk services. 

The municipal Human Settlements sub-directorate 
produced a layout plan for a demonstration cluster of 
six housing units constructed of various recycled or local 
materials around a bio-digester on municipal-owned 

3.	 The teams were trained by Susan Botha, who had experience in the construction of a two-story sand bag house near Port Elizabeth and worked under the 
supervision of PL Lemercier of the Renewable Energy Centre.

Setting up of a frame on the foundation – training day Zweledinga  
17 September 2013
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land. This indicated a willingness on the part of local 
government to consider alternatives to the conventional 
RDP settlement design of rows of houses along bulk 
services infrastructure.4

 
The SSPP then produced a detailed demonstration 
cluster proposal for New Rest on the municipal land. 

The various municipal service sub-directorates (water, 
sanitation, energy and waste) agreed to the proposal, 
which was also approved by the Department of Economic 
Development, Environmental Affairs and Tourism 
(DEDEAT). 

4.	 However, the municipality recognises that it is not equipped at present to research alternative building materials and alternatives to bulk service infrastructure 
and that it needs a stronger planning unit, which could coordinate and lead the various municipal sub-directorates in order to achieve an integrated approach to 
sustainable human settlement development.

Figure 17:  Schematic cluster proposal made to DEDEAT
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On 4 March 2014, the project findings and the demo 
cluster proposal were officially presented to the NMBM 
Portfolio Committee for Human Settlements and were 
well received. The municipality has since initiated a 
discussion with the provincial DHS to define the roles 
and responsibilities related to the construction of the 
demonstration cluster in Seaview. 

Alternative service technologies
To date, the SSPP has only piloted the use of solar 
PV panels for lighting and ‘Wind Master’ turbines for 
ventilating the community halls in Zweledinga and New 
Rest. However, alternatives for energy, sanitation and 
water services have been explored. Members of the CRT 
have been on field visits to learn about the operation of 
bio-digesters at Fort Cox Agricultural College, Melani 
Village and the University of Fort Hare (Institute of 
Technology). As yet no example has been found of a 
bio-digester that produces energy (gas) from human 
waste, for cooking within a residential settlement. 
Alternatives to water-borne sewerage that have been 
studied include compost toilets, ventilated improved 
pit latrines and minimum-flush toilets linked to a bio-
digester. With regard to water capture and storage, the 
construction of ferro-cement tanks to store rainwater 
captured off the roofs of houses has been looked into, 
but not yet implemented in the demonstration. The 
NMB Municipality has initiated, in the same Seaview 
settlements, a programme for the installation of solar 
street lights, which is not yet finalised. 

While awaiting municipal permission to continue the 
pilot, the SSPP undertook a study of similar projects that 

have been conducted across South Africa by the Council 
for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), the DHS 
and the Department of Science and Technology (DST).

The use of alternative technologies in 
human settlements

According to Wikipedia, alternative technology refers 
‘to technologies that are more environmentally friendly 
than the functionally equivalent technologies dominant 
in current practice’.

Using cost-effective alternative technologies would 
improve housing delivery, either by enabling the 
same number of houses to be built at a lower cost, or 
improving the quality or size of houses for the same price. 
This is recognised in some government departmental 
guidelines. For example, the provincial Department of 
Human Settlements (DHS) in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) has 
published policy guidelines that clearly support the use 
of alternative technologies (KZN DHS, 2012: 4): 

Technological innovation creates added value by 
improving the product, and sometimes cut the 
costs, thus allowing for a greater distribution of 
the product on the market. They also have the 
potential to significantly support and help to 
realize the aims and objectives of the department 
by fast tracking housing delivery in the province”

However, constraints remain because of the need for 
certification which ensures quality control. For example, 
the KZN guidelines specify that ‘those with the necessary 
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certification, i.e. NHBRC registration, SABS approval, 
agreement certificate, CIDB registration can approach 
the Department’ (KZN DHS, 2012: 8). This requirement 
is supported by the national DHS, which notes that ‘the 
National Housing Policy allows for any technologies on 
condition that it complies with the NBR, are supported 
by a MANTAG certification, and are accepted by the 
NHBRC’.5 These regulations favour large building 
contractors and impose constraints on local small-scale 
service providers. 

It should be noted that these guidelines refer solely to 
alternative building technology, and do not mention 
technological innovations for service provision.

Alternative building technologies
Alternative building technologies refer to the use of 
sustainable building materials, i.e. materials that are 
more environmentally friendly than conventional 
building materials. Some of the alternative building 
technologies, which have been tested in various projects 
in South Africa, include sandbag housing, prefabricated 
panels, Aruba blocks of moulded plastic, and foam 
within a wire form. The acceptance of these alternatives 
in low-income housing developments has been varied, 
with communities rejecting some alternatives as being 
inferior to brick or cement block houses. 

According to the DHS, the general perception among 
communities is that alternative technologies will 
not deliver quality products. Furthermore, ‘very bad 

experiences in the past with alternative technology 
dwellings that have failed’ and having to rebuild the 
houses does not help to change the perception.6

A pilot project in the Eastern Cape, which was aimed 
at speeding up housing delivery, proposed building 
465 houses using prefabricated slabs, or ABT panels 
(Tshivhasa, 2013). However, the Ndevana community, 
where the project was piloted, rejected the technology at 
the procurement stage. The reasons given for rejecting 
the prefab houses included (Tshivhasa, 2013: 8): 

ʪʪ Unlike bricks or blocks, prefab panels are not a 
flexible material. Therefore, if the doors or window 
frames need changing, the wall has to be cut with 
a grinder, which causes vibrations and cracks in the 
other walls.

ʪʪ The ABT panels are difficult to penetrate with 
nails, for the purpose of mounting curtain rails or 
pictures. 

ʪʪ Cracks appeared in ABT wall panels even before 
they were assembled and also as a result of 
vibrations from tools. 

ʪʪ The width of the wall is ‘too thin’, and the material 
is not good at regulating heat. The slabs may be 
more useful for fencing or storage than for housing.

ʪʪ The ABT houses were not regarded as a legacy to 
the next generations. 

Tshivhasa concluded that ‘lack of knowledge and 
understanding of alternative building technologies (ABT) 
by the Ndevana community’ led to the rejection of the 
alternative building technology.

5.	 Louis van der Walt, Director: Policy Development and Review, National DoHS, email, 2 April 2014.
6.	 Louis Van der Walt, Director: Policy Development and Review, National DHS, email, 2 April 2014.
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In other projects, alternative building technologies, 
such as sandbag or foam and wire housing, have also 
been rejected, mainly because the technology was not 
durable and so after a certain time walls subsided 
and developed cracks or damp problems. Examples 
in Nelson Mandela Bay include ‘Sakkiesdorp’, a low-
income housing development built with sandbags and 
the Kuyga settlement where wire and foam was used to 
build houses. As with the houses in the Eastern Cape, the 
problem did not lie with the technology itself, but with 
inferior construction. However, residents perceived the 
technology or building material as being at fault. 

An impressive example of sustainable building technology, 
which cannot be faulted for quality, is the ‘House Rhino’, 
a house recently completed at the Crossroads Farm 
Village outside Port Elizabeth. However, the problem 
here is that of cost. The four-bedroom, three-bathroom, 
450m2 house, which is built on an 1100 m2 stand, has 
cost R8.5-million thus far.7 The house was built with 
Aruba blocks, which offer ‘a threefold improvement in 
insulation value versus traditional brick’.8 Given the cost, 
this technology does not appear to be suitable for low-
cost housing developments. Moreover, the Aruba blocks 
are not manufactured locally.

Alternative service provision
Alternative service provision refers to the sustainable and 
integrated provision of water and sanitation, energy for 
lighting and cooking, as well as street lighting and waste 
management. The CSIR, DST and some municipalities 

have piloted various projects using alternative service 
provision.

The DST has implemented ASWSD II (Accelerating 
Sustainable Water Service Delivery) in Limpopo, 
Mpumalanga and Eastern Cape,9 the CSIR has piloted 
alternative sanitation technology in Pietermaritzburg, 
while the eThekwini Municipality is exploring the 
conversion of human waste into energy.

A number of renewable energy projects have been rolled 
out to human settlements. Most of the projects initiated 
by the CSIR are demonstration units in their own complex 
(NMBM) or within a Science Centre (Cofimvaba). Others 
are within a community in Western Cape (Kleinmond) and 
a proposed pilot in a rural area in KwaZulu-Natal, where 
the development of 10 family units will be off the Eskom 
grid. In these two cases, the CSIR supplied equipment 
for lighting and some plugs for small appliances but not 
for cooking, which is the most pressing and expensive 
energy need for low-income households. Findings from 
the projects included the expectation of communities 
that the services would be provided and maintained 
free of charge by the municipality. The CSIR noted that 
residents ‘expect the local authorities to come and fix the 
photovoltaic system if it is faulty’. For municipalities, this 
expectation would increase their workload significantly, 
especially when compared to a ‘simple Eskom connection 
in each housing unit’.10

The main reason for alternative technologies not being 
widely adopted is that they are still too costly and 

7.	 http://www.nmbbusinesschamber.co.za/blog/posts/rhino-group-breaks-ground-of-green-technology
8.	 Ibid.
9.	 Ephraim Phalafala email, 26 March 2014.
10.	 Telephone interview with Mr Llewellyn Van Wyk, CSIR, 24 March 2014.
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cumbersome. For example, an alternative source to 
Eskom that could produce enough energy for lighting 
and cooking would require a solar panel system (for the 
lighting) and a gas arrangement (for the cooking). Another 
reason is that energy from alternative technologies is 
not considered as reliable as Eskom-supplied energy. 
Some communities found solar energy from PV panels 
inconstant and unreliable due to cloud cover, while some 
isolated rural areas switched from renewable energy to 
Eskom supply as soon as they became part of the grid.11

LESSONS LEARNED

Various initiatives that use alternative technologies were 
analysed to provide lessons for the SSPP, as an integrated 
model that combines alternative construction technologies 
and the local provision of services and housing, while 
providing the economic basis for sustainable livelihoods 
within a low-cost human settlement.

In general, alternative building technologies have not 
been adequately integrated and accepted in low-cost 
housing developments in South Africa. In some cases 
this is because the technologies were not adequate 
or correctly used or satisfactorily introduced to the 
beneficiaries. Adding to the problem is the different 
terminologies used by the various entities involved, e.g. 
innovative building technologies, alternative building 
material, alternative building methods. The lack of 
differentiation makes planning and implementation 
most difficult. 

Despite the shift in policy from building houses to 
developing sustainable human settlements, the 
commitment of government to the use of alternative 
technologies is uncertain. The national DHS does not 
prescribe the use of alternative technologies in low-cost 
housing projects. One of the reasons for this is that the DHS 
is not ‘the providers of funding for bulk services and so has 
very little control over what technology will be applicable 
in this regard’.12 In addition, generally most government 
institutions do not appear to have the flexibility, budget 
and capacity to implement, manage and maintain 
innovative technologies. Alternative energy supply creates 
extra work for municipalities, as communities expect them 
to maintain and repair the installations, especially when 
compared to Eskom connections. 

Nevertheless, so far most alternative methods (including 
the integration of renewable energy for providing solar 
street lights in the Seaview settlement) have been 
implemented in a fairly ‘top-down’ manner. This has had 
implications for community perception and acceptance. 
The social acceptance and related education of/buy-in 
from communities are limited. While some concerns 
are legitimate (e.g. cloud cover makes solar energy 
less reliable than Eskom-supplied energy), in general 
communities are not educated and informed of the 
pros and cons of alternative technologies, including 
the long-term benefits related to sustainability, low 
operational costs and local employment opportunities. 
The perception persists among certain communities that 
alternative technologies are a ‘cheap’ way of providing 
services and will lower their living standards. 

11.	 Telephone interview with Mr Llewellyn Van Wyk, CSIR, 24 March 2014.
12.	 Louis Van der Walt, Director: Policy Development and Review, National DoHS, email, 2 April 2014.
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Yet many of the alternative building technologies that 
function well are also expensive and thus unsuitable 
for low-cost housing developments. They are also often 
imported and so do not contribute to creating local 
livelihoods through local procurement or manufacture. 
At the same time, the present high standards, through 

NHBRC and CIDB registration, SABS approval or 
agreement certificate, are not flexible enough for testing 
and implementing sustainable technologies in the 
human settlement sector. As a result, there is limited 
testing and knowledge of alternative technologies used 
in an integrated manner to provide the required services. 

13.	 Ephraim Phalafala, Deputy Director: Human Settlements Directorate, Department of Science and Technology, email, 26/ March 2014.

According to the DST13, the uptake of alternative technologies is very slow for various reasons:
ʪʪ Beneficiaries are not familiar with (or educated about) the technologies, and regard some alternative 

technologies as lowering their living standards or as a ‘cheap’ way of providing services.
ʪʪ Coordination is poor between the various research entities and projects organised in the field.
ʪʪ The local production of materials for the technologies is limited, which means increased costs because 

materials have to be imported and transported. 
ʪʪ Builders need skills training in alternative technologies, which is costly and time-consuming.
ʪʪ Currently no given methods exist for assessing the impact of alternative technology within the society, as 

different communities have different needs and requirements.
ʪʪ The technologies are being used in isolation and are therefore not having the intended impact. 

Recommendations

The integration of sustainable alternative technologies in 
human settlements is complex and requires the various 
stakeholders to shift their perceptive. Both municipalities 
and communities, in particular, need to understand and 
‘buy-in’ to alternative technologies and their contribution 
to creating sustainable human settlements. 

A fundamental change is needed in planning and 
procurement processes at local government level. The 

processes must be flexible enough to respond to local 
needs and allow for community participation in providing 
services. Regular consultation with the local communities 
has to be centre-stage, whether in the case of consultants 
conducting Environmental Impact Assessments for 
municipalities or municipal officials responsible for 
housing beneficiary.

Municipalities need to have strong planning units to 
coordinate SHS projects and research units to investigate 
and demonstrate renewables as an alternative to bulk 
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services, as well as to determine what the roles and 
responsibilities of the municipality and the beneficiaries 
are in relation to the operation and maintenance of 
these services. 

The recommendations provided below are addressed 
in the first instance to the Nelson Mandela Bay 
Municipality, as they relate to the implementation of 
the SSPP demonstration cluster, and have implications 
for the future development of sustainable human 
settlements in the region. They are also addressed to 
the national DHS, as many improvements in the sector 
will depend on clarification and guidelines made at this 
level. Clear guidelines would help municipalities set an 
adequate framework for the SSPP implementation and 
should consider:

1.	 How best to structure further research and 
development, including longer-term studies that 
could systematically document and record lessons 
learned from the many scattered research projects 
in the sector, both in South Africa and in other 
countries.

2.	 An agreed definition of the word ‘sustainable’ 
in relation to a human settlement (including 
buildings, infrastructure and services). The 
concept of SHS needs to be defined in terms of 
the prerequisites of a bottom-up, environmentally 
sound and integrated approach for improving local 
livelihoods. An agreed definition of sustainability 
will help keep all related activities aligned and 
integrated. For instance, defining a sustainable 
development as one that integrates into the 

environment would help architects to design a 
dwelling that is oriented in such a way as to harvest 
maximum sun energy.

3.	 The importance of procuring both building 
materials and services locally, as far as possible, in 
order to achieve a sustainable settlement through 
the creation of local employment and the related 
improvement of local livelihoods. 

4.	 The acceptance of new and complex technologies, 
which would require careful programmes that 
combine ‘bottom-up’ participatory consultation 
with education and information in order to secure 
the necessary ‘buy-in’ from the communities 
concerned, as well as from the municipal officials.

5.	 Recommendations that new innovative hubs or 
demonstration centres are handed over to certain 
beneficiaries in order to secure feedback data about 
the operation and maintenance of the new facilities 
in a ‘real’ context. 

6.	 A clear definition of the respective roles and 
responsibilities of the municipality and the 
community in relation to the operation and 
maintenance of the new infrastructure. This should 
strike a balance between minimising municipal 
work and maximising sustainable community 
employment opportunities. 

7.	 Possible research partnerships with universities, 
which would have the added benefit of stimulating 
interaction between the theoretical (university) and 
the practical (townships). 

8.	 Relevant building standards and testing related to 
innovative technologies.
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Ronald Eglin1

Managed Land Settlement:  
An Incremental Approach to Human Settlements 

South Africa faces twin housing and settlement 
challenges. The first is that the supply of housing is 
not keeping pace with the demand. In 1994 the housing 
backlog was estimated at 1.5 million houses (excluding 
inadequate site, services and hostels) and in 2012 at 
2.1 million houses, despite government building up to 
3.2 million houses between 1994 and 2012 (NPC, 2012; 
Shisaka Development Management Services, 2011). The 
second is that the Reconstruction and Development 
Programme (RDP) approach, promoted by the new 
government in 1994, resulted in mono-functional 
residential neighbourhoods (NPC, 2012). Under the 
RDP approach, fully packaged houses were built on 
individually owned serviced sites, as part of planned 
neighbourhoods.  

Recognising that ‘[u]nwittingly, post-apartheid housing 
policy had reinforced apartheid geography’ (NPC 2012: 
268), in 2004, government introduced the Breaking 
New Ground (BNG) policy, with the intention of shifting 
from simply delivering houses to delivering sustainable 
human settlements (SHS). However, a decade later, 
South Africa is still searching for ways to implement BNG 
and break the apartheid spatial legacy.

This paper proposes that the Managed Land Settlement 
(MLS) approach to housing and settlement development 
provides a mechanism for addressing the housing backlog 
and the shift from housing to human settlements. Afesis-
corplan, Urban LandMark, Project Preparation Trust and 
others have argued that MLS-type approaches provide an 
opportunity for the country to get ahead of the demand 
for housing (Cirolia et al., forthcoming; Eglin, 2008: Eglin, 
2009; Eglin, n.d; Misslehorn, n.d). Smit (2010) makes the 
point that MLS’s appeal should be on using available 
resources to ‘get ahead of the game’, by assembling land 
and dealing with establishment procedures well ahead 
of settlement demand. 

This paper argues that, compared to RDP approaches 
that emphasise the provision of top structures, MLS-
type approaches lead to more integrated environments 
and SHS, as defined by BNG. An SHS is understood 
to be one that provides not only for a person’s shelter 
needs but also for their other social (education, health, 
etc.), economic (employment) and cultural (sense of 
belonging) needs. It is an environment that more closely 
addresses and reflects the needs and aspirations of its 
inhabitants (DoH, 2004: 11).  

1.	 Ronald Eglin is a Senior Projects Co-ordinator at Afesis-corplan. Afesis-corplan have been exploring and promoting incremental approaches to settlement 
development since 2008.  
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Managed Land Settlement

A version of incremental settlement – the in-situ 
upgrading of informal settlements – has received 
much attention recently, with the establishment of the 
Upgrading of Informal Settlement Programme (UISP) 
within the National Housing Code of 2009 and the work 
of the National Upgrading Support Programme (NUSP) 
and the Housing Development Agency (HDA). In-situ 
informal settlement upgrading is where people often 
illegally settle on land; the government then agrees 
that these people can stay on this land and, over time, 
the area is incrementally upgraded. In contrast, much 
less attention has been given to the MLS approach to 
incremental settlement, which was conceptualised by 
Afresis-corplan as one side of a two-sided incremental 
settlement approach to development.2 With MLS, people 
are allowed to settle on planned greenfield land in an 
organised manner. The settlement is then incrementally 
upgraded over time. 

From a MLS perspective, the incremental settlement 
approach can be divided into four phases.  

ʪʪ Preparation: A piece of land is identified, and 
government agrees that people are able to settle on 
this land in a planned and organised manner.

ʪʪ Basic development: Government provides residents 
with some form of basic tenure recognition and 
with access to basic services. Basic facilities, such as 
roof-on-pole community halls and parking spaces 
for mobile clinics, can also be provided. 

ʪʪ Development support: Households are helped to 

improve their own living environments, through 
(for example) housing support services and the 
establishment of savings and loans schemes. 
Development support also includes helping small 
businesses through training and access to affordable 
finance; and social, cultural and special needs 
groups such as women’s groups, sports clubs, early 
childhood development centres, and people infected 
and affected by HIV/Aids. At the settlement level, 
upgrading steering committees are established to 
monitor and steer the upgrading process.  

ʪʪ Consolidation: At a later stage, government comes 
back and provides additional support, such as 
upgrading tenure (e.g. from certificates that recognise 
occupation to individual title deeds) and services 
(e.g. from communal ablution facilities to water 
and sanitation per house). During this consolidation 
phase, top-structure funding is made available to 
households that qualify for housing subsidies. The 
housing subsidy is used to supplement what the 
household has already built for itself. Consolidation 
also includes the upgrading of community facilities, 
e.g. a mobile clinic becomes a permanent clinic, a 
community hall becomes a multi-purpose centre and 
a containerised construction site office becomes a 
business advice centre.   

Thereafter, development support continues: households 
improve and maintain their houses and plots, and 
government continues to maintain and improve the 
neighbourhood.

2.	 The other side is in-situ upgrading of informal settlements (i.e. illegally occupied land is formalised and upgraded over time). See www.incrementalsettlement.
org.za for more on incremental settlement and MLS.
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MLS-like approaches enable settlement areas to be 
planned and implemented in a holistic and integrated 
manner. At each phase of the MLS process, communities, 
government departments and the private sector are able 
to plan for and develop houses, schools, clinics, business 
advice offices, and other social and economic facilities 
and services. 

Such integrated planning is not necessarily unique 
to MLS-type approaches. Some RDP approaches take 
integrated planning into account when planning 
and developing mixed income and mixed land use 
developments, such as Cosmo City in Gauteng and the 
N2 Gateway Project in Cape Town.  

However, what makes MLS unique – and creates more 
integrated and sustainable human settlements – is 
that MLS settlements are incrementally developed by 
a range of stakeholders and role players over a longer 
period of time. 

In RDP housing projects, planning is a once-off event 
at the start of the project, and then it is all systems go 
to implement the project. Often only one developer is 
responsible for building the services and houses, which 
(for those doing the planning) can make it very difficult 
to involve everyone in the planning process and get 
everything right from the start. In contrast, incremental 
approaches allow for some initial planning and the 
provision of basic products at the beginning of the 
development process. Role players involved in the process 
are thus able to reflect and adjust plans in subsequent 
phases. The settlement programme committee, which 
builds on the work of the initial planning committee, 

provides an institutional platform for this steering and 
adjustment, while later upgrading interventions build on 
experiences of past interventions. 

The key to creating more SHS is to allow multi-
functionality and variety to emerge over time. Physical 
spaces must be set aside for schools, clinics, shops 
and industries, and the land-use management system 
must make it possible for residential (and other) land 
to be easily converted into other land uses. As stated, 
the MLS process provides opportunities for reflection 
and refinement, so successive interventions build on 
past interventions, with the settlement becoming more 
‘human’ over time. 

Lessons from past MLS-type 
approaches

Most greenfield housing developments have followed an 
RDP-type approach, with limited attention paid to MLS-
type approaches. However, research by Afesis-corplan 
and Urban LandMark found that MLS-like approaches 
have been tried, but none of them lasted more than 10 
years (NPM Geomatics, 2010). 

ʪʪ From about 1994 to 2013, the Gauteng Department 
of Housing implemented the Incremental Housing 
Cluster, which included: the Mayibuye Programme 
that released serviced sites for settlement purposes; 
the Essential Services Programme that provided 
upgraded services to Mayibuye sites; and the People’s 
Housing Process, which was the programme through 
which top structures were provided to beneficiaries of 
the Essential Services Programme.
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ʪʪ In 1990s, the 4-peg policy was implemented in Port 
Elizabeth and allowed people to be quickly settled 
on rudimentary serviced sites, while they waited for 
the area to be further developed.   

ʪʪ From about 1999 to 2005, the Cape Metropolitan 
Administration implemented the Accelerated 
Managed Land Settlement Programme (AMLSP), in 
response to emergency housing needs within the area. 

ʪʪ As of 2010, the City of Cape Town  has undertaken 
the Bardale Housing Project, which uses the 
existing Emergency Housing Programme and 
the UISP to implement an incremental solution 
to emergency housing and informal settlement 
upgrading in Cape Town. 

The afore-mentioned research did not include another 
large-scale, MLS-like programme: the site-and-
service scheme implemented by the Independent 
Development Trust (IDT) in the early 1990s, just before 
the 1994 elections. This scheme did not include all 
phases of the MLS approach and focused mainly on 
the provision of a fully serviced site and individual title 
deeds. A consolidation programme, linked to this IDT 
site and service programme, attempted to establish a 
development support element but did not last very long, 
as the new government’s RDP housing approach took 
over these IDT projects – in 1994 the new government 
introduced the consolidation subsidy that allowed top 
structures to be added to the original IDT sites. 

A number of reasons can explain the lack of longevity of 
these MLS-like programmes:

ʪʪ Change in legislation. For example, the Gauteng 
Incremental Housing cluster was established to 

fast-track settlement development in response to 
the high level of urbanisation and people squatting 
in unsafe areas. However, there was no longer 
any motivation to continue the programme with 
the introduction of the National Environmental 
Management Act No. 107 of 1998, which prevented 
these projects from being fast tracked.   

ʪʪ Changes in available finance. For example, the 
removal of the bridging finance facility (made 
possible by regional service council levies) resulted 
in the demise of the AMLSP in Cape Town, while 
in Port Elizabeth the discontinuation of funding 
through a cooperation agreement with the Swedish 
Government made continuation of the 4-peg policy 
difficult.

ʪʪ Changes in officials. MLS projects went against 
the usual way government officials dealt with 
housing development: most officials were not used 
to dealing with long-term, multi-departmental 
approaches, such as the Incremental Housing 
Cluster programme that was run from three 
different directorates within the Gauteng 
Department of Housing. Therefore, the momentum 
of these programmes reduced when officials who 
had been championing the programmes left the 
municipalities. This happened with the Incremental 
Housing Cluster in Gauteng and the 4-peg policy in 
Port Elizabeth.  

ʪʪ Changes in political leadership. For example, 
in the Western Cape and Cape Town, changes in 
political leadership between ANC and DA made it 
politically difficult for one political party to continue 
to push through the implementation of the AMLSP.    
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One of the main reasons for the lack of longevity of 
these MLS-like programmes was the lack of political 
will to see them through. For example, in Gauteng 
politicians had difficulty promoting a type of settlement 
development that provided a far more rudimentary 
product in the beginning than that of conventional RDP-
type housing projects being developed on neighbouring 
land. For many municipalities, the MLS-type approach 
was seen as a backward step from the fully packaged 
RDP house being promised by the government.  

Nevertheless, although many of these programmes have 
been discontinued, elements remain. For example, the 
Ekhuruleni Metropolitan Municipality is implementing 
an Essential Services Programme, which is not dissimilar 
to that of the Incremental Housing Cluster. The Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan Municipality is also incorporating 
many of the principles of the 4-peg policy into its emergency 
housing programme. Furthermore, the Bardale project 
shows how MLS-like approaches are possible using the 
Emergency Housing Programme and the UISP.    

Making MLS Work  

Accepting that MLS will mean more people get quicker 
access to land and settlement opportunities than waiting 
for an RDP house and will lead to more integrated and 
sustainable human settlements, the question remains: 
what is needed to make MLS work?  

This chapter suggests that the key missing ingredient, 
which led to previous MLS-type approaches failing 
to become mainstream approaches, was the lack 

of political will to see these programmes through. 
Political will is defined as ‘the commitment of political 
leaders and bureaucrats to undertake action’ (Malena, 
2009: 19) or the combination of three factors: opinion 
plus intensity plus salience/importance (Charney, 2009).

Politicians need to appreciate the benefits of the MLS 
approach (compared to the RDP approach) in order to 
be compelled to act in support of MLS. They need to be 
convinced of the superiority of MLS approaches and see 
that communities are also supporting MLS; only then 
will they be inclined to act on their convictions. 

Through the work of organisations such as the HDA, as 
well as the NUSP, politicians are being exposed to the 
advantages of in-situ informal settlement upgrading 
compared to more conventional RDP type approaches. 
What is needed now is to build political will for the MLS 
approach to incremental settlement.  

With political will, most of the challenges highlighted 
above can be more easily overcome. The MLS approach 
also builds on government’s commitment to achieve 
100% coverage of access to water and sanitation as per 
Delivery Agreement Outcome 9 on Local Government 
(The Presidency, 2010a, 2012b). The new Spatial Planning 
and Land Use Management Act (SPLUMA No. 16 of 2013 
refers to the establishment of ‘incremental upgrading of 
informal areas’, while the UISP already makes provision 
for MLS-type approaches: ‘The programme is first and 
foremost applicable to the in-situ upgrading of informal 
settlements. It will also apply in cases where communities 
are to be relocated for a variety of reasons including 
dedensification of settlements. The provisions of this 
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programme are equally applicable to both the upgraded 
settlement and the relocation site.’ (DHS, 2009: 13). 

To get incremental settlements in greenfield sites 
going, the MLS approach needs to become mainstream. 
Therefore, the first thing to do is to give this approach a 
name (e.g. Managed Land Settlement or MLS), as giving 
something a name makes it easier to discuss and more 
likely to be taken seriously.

MLS also needs to be measured. Just as the UISP received 
a big boost when Delivery Agreement Outcome 8 set a 
target to upgrade 400  000 households in well-located 
informal settlements by 2014, national government (and 
even municipalities) should also set a similar target for the 
provision of basic services and tenure within MLS areas, 
as part of an on-going participatory upgrading process. 
This target should include establishing and operating 
a settlement-level upgrading steering committee, as 
involving communities and forming partnerships are 
fundamental to human settlement creation.

Once the name and indicators are in place, government’s 
next step would be to encourage experimentation in 
implementing MLS-like approaches. Government needs 
to open up opportunities for itself, communities, civil 
society and the private sector to test various MLS-like 
approaches, to learn lessons from and build future 
approaches based on these experiences. 

The NUSP approach for supporting municipalities to 
rollout different approaches to informal settlement 
upgrading around the country should be replicated, with 
NUSP also supporting more MLS-like approaches. 

Conclusion 

The MLS approach to housing and settlement development 
is a way of eliminating the housing backlog and enabling 
the shift from housing to human settlements. Unlike 
the RDP approach that emphasises the provision 
of top structures, MLS-type approaches can lead to 
more integrated environments and SHS. The key to 
creating more SHS is to allow multi-functionality and 
variety to emerge over time. The MLS process provides 
opportunities for reflection and refinement, so successive 
interventions learn lessons from and build on past 
interventions. 

Although most housing developments have taken the 
RDP approach, some programmes have adopted a MLS 
type of approach. However, most of these MLS-type 
programmes have not lasted more than 10 years for a 
number of reasons, including changes in legislation, 
finances available and officials driving the projects. The 
main reason for MLS-type programmes not translating 
into the mainstream has been a lack of political will. 
However, recent government initiatives, such as the 
SPLUMA and the UISP, assist  MLS-type approaches and 
are supported by politicians.

With a recognised name and measurable targets in 
place, MLS can become mainstream and more widely 
accepted. MLS can provide the space for politicians and 
communities to have a conversation, about how to work 
together to create SHS, and for politicians to be able to 
lay claim to success and show communities what they 
have achieved.  
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MLS is a mechanism that can enable South Africa to get 
ahead of the game – to provide land and basic services in 
advance of need and to create more sustainable human 
settlements and neighbourhoods that people are proud 
to call home.  
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The grand narrative of this publication is the movement 
from housing to human settlements, and how cities 
understand human settlements. Underlying the narrative 
is the question of whether this shift, from building 
houses to creating sustainable human settlements 
(SHS), has been sufficiently reflected on. The provision 
of housing and the development of SHS may be at 
odds with each other: the one is targeted at households 
(people), whereas the other is all about settlements and 
neighbourhoods (spaces), and ultimately transforming 
our urban centres. This tension is a thread that runs 
through the publication, which explores three areas: 
policy and instruments, through the fiscal and planning 
framework; the responsiveness to urban dynamics, in 

particular how the state can respond to urban mobility, 
co-production and post-intervention changes to 
settlements; and urban governance and institutional 
capacity to manage the human settlements function and 
land-use management. 

Key Challenges

The inherent tension is that housing deals with the number 
of houses built and hectares released, whereas SHS is about 
the sustainability of neighbourhoods and quality of life. 
Tshangana makes the point that the quantitative trumps 
the qualitative in measuring performance: government 
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practice is to set and monitor quantitative targets, and is 
supported by a bureaucratic machinery that builds houses 
and manages beneficiaries and projects. This practice has 
had various reiterations, divided into three historical phases: 
Housing White Paper, Breaking New Ground (BNG), and 
Outcome 8, which have consistently addressed the same 
issues of supply of land, tenure, services and houses, and 
been underpinned by a particular fiscal arrangement of 
subsidising households. However, although the language 
has changed over time − with Breaking New Ground being 
explicit in saying that government’s response should be 
‘demand defined and supply negotiated’ − the instruments 
and practice of supply have not. 

The implementation of the Human Settlements 
Development Grant (HSDG) by provinces and some 
metros involves mostly project management and 
beneficiary administration. Yet, as Pieterse et al. correctly 
make the connection, city-wide urban infrastructure 
needs to go beyond project-driven approaches. 
Tshangana provides a much more detailed analysis in 
her outline of fiscal instruments, while Graham et al. 
highlight the NDP’s broader transformative agenda for 
human settlements that is materially different from the 
delivery of standardised housing units. This requires, in 
fiscal terms, a fundamental rethink of the HSDG and, 
in institutional terms, a rearrangement of internal and 
external delivery models. 

The other issue is political will, as giving a house to an 
individual household is a strong electoral incentive. 
Saying that we want to deliver an efficient built 
environment with strong community empowerment 
initiatives (i.e. SHS) does not have the same potency 

as the message that we have built 3.5 million houses. 
Changing the message is difficult, despite louder 
murmuring of the unsustainability of delivering houses. 
So three points emerge:

ʪʪ The political and technical message has to change 
and be part of public discourse, not restricted to 
practitioners.

ʪʪ Fiscal instruments have to be designed to target 
predominantly space, rather than exclusively 
housing units. 

ʪʪ The social dimension of settlements needs to be 
understood, alongside household mobility within cities. 

Such changes will not be easy because they require 
institutions and people that understand these dynamics, 
are flexible in seeking solutions and have the necessary 
capacity to do so. The vital question is thus whether the 
house-building machine can change.

Changing the message is difficult, despite 
louder murmuring of the unsustainability 
of delivering houses.

The implications of moving from delivering houses to 
developing SHS have to be properly addressed because 
of the profound impact on government planning 
regimes, programme development, fiscal and financial 
arrangements, project implementation, and institutional 
and personnel capacities. Herein lies the difficulty 
of defining SHS because such a definition requires a 
fundamental shift in government practice and capacity, 
and this is what this publication attempts to address. 
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The chapters in this publication have provided valuable 
conceptual and empirical insights to this debate, by 
examining the implications and tensions outlined 
above. This concluding chapter attempts to pick up the 
crosscutting strands, examines some of the findings and 
recommendations, and hopefully provides some gentle 
provocations to the readers.

Key Emerging Themes

Households vs neighbourhoods
The reality on the ground is often very different from the 
original intentions of government policy and practice. In 
their post-intervention analysis, Charlton et al. offer some 
thoughtful material on what happens in settlements 
after project development, reflecting on changes to sites, 
houses, households and neighbourhoods. Although 
individual and neighbourhood changes are not mutually 
exclusive, tensions can arise in the course of these (post) 

developments, particularly in regard to managing public 
spaces, building regulations, noise and pollution. The 
chapter by Pieterse and Van Donk is also concerned with 
neighbourhoods and examines the role that (urban) 
design can play in developing and upgrading informal 
settlements but, more importantly, in embedding them 
into the city fabric. In her contribution, Cross looks at how 
young, unemployed residents can make their way into the 
urban economy, given the spatial functionalities of cities, 
and argues that understanding the household-movement 
dynamic is the key to how the state responds. While 
the arguments made in these three chapters are more 
complex, the point here is that glossing over tensions 
between catering for household needs and developing 
neighbourhoods poses a challenge for government. 

Devolution to local level
To ensure ‘service delivery’ and greater integration of 
human settlement services, the human settlement 
function is being devolved to municipalities. The overall 
aim is to ensure the alignment and coordination of 
government’s planning framework, mandates, policy, 
legislation, programmes and projects. To achieve this 
means addressing issues such as the allocation of 
functions, roles and responsibilities, political decision-
making, intergovernmental relations, and bureaucratic 
and institutional delivery capacity. The other aim is 
fiscal and financial consistency, and policy and funding 
certainty. The lack of such consistency and certainty 
undermines the capacity for longer- and medium-term 
planning, in turn negatively affecting project planning 
and feasibility, and capacity to deliver in public, private, 
and community institutions. 
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Planning, alignment, consistency and coordination 
of SHS at the local level can only happen by giving 
greater control of planning functions, as well as 
budgets. However, Zitumane makes a compelling 
argument about the dysfunctionality and incapacity of 
two metropolitan municipalities to take on the housing/
human settlements mandate, as well as the flawed 
Intergovernmental Relations Framework and the 
institutional instability that arises mostly from political 
decisions. While the theoretical framework for devolution 
is sound, the devolution process followed must not 
disrupt existing service delivery and the pursuit of SHS. 
This will require municipalities to explore honestly and 
critically the challenges they face and to put in place 
plans that address their shortcomings, while national 
and provincial government will need to provide adequate 
support, especially during the transition process.

Supply vs. demand
From 1994, government policies and programmes 
focused on the supply side, as the concern was the 
apartheid quantitative backlogs. The Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP) included targets for water, 
electricity and housing (aiming for one million houses in 
five years). Ten years later, the BNG recognised the need 
to move from supply to demand, with the key issue being 
delivery that is ‘demand defined and supply negotiated’. 
Therefore, municipalities have to understand the demand 
and plan the supply of human settlements. The demand 
side has two aspects: quantitative and qualitative analysis. 
Cross demonstrates that a finer-grained analysis shows 
surprising results, some of which are counter-intuitive. As 
the SACN has always insisted, information and intelligence 

on the dynamics of urban populations and economics 
must be part of local government institutions’ practice, so 
that decision-makers can make better decisions. Planners 
are largely responsible for providing and then converting 
this information into spatial outcomes. Graham et al. 
argue that the planning instruments exist and that the 
integrated development plan (IDP) is the core – the rest is 
detail. However, they also point out that although projects 
reinforce the supply-side dynamic, planners do not control 
budgets or project implementation and yet are largely 
responsible for IDPs and spatial development frameworks. 

understanding the demand side is both 
a political and technical imperative if 
government is to move to better decisions.

Perhaps the problem runs deeper and exists within 
state institutions, where high levels of institutional 
instability lead to a lack of continuity and risk-averse 
officials. Pieterse and Van Donk provide one answer 
to understanding the demand side – community 
participation and citizen activism, but note that the 
capacity, institutions, know-how, and data to intervene 
effectively are lacking. To be effective in shifting to the 
demand side will require these issues to be addressed. 
However, more important is changing the attitude and 
mindset related to understanding and communicating 
the data – which is not simply a technocratic solution, 
particularly where community participation is 
concerned. Politically it is a minefield for officials 
because in some instances councillors will argue they 
are the elected representatives of the people. Be that as 
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it may, understanding the demand side is both a political 
and technical imperative if government is to move to 
better decisions. But the entrenchment of supply-side 
interventions should not be underestimated.

Community participation
Defining the demand is difficult enough, but negotiating 
the supply may be even more difficult. In terms of the 
current practice, households access subsidies through 
projects: projects are allocated to developers/contractors 
through a tender process, and beneficiaries are allocated 
through beneficiary administration. At this stage, three 
programmes – social housing, financed-linked and to 
some extent in-situ upgrading of informal settlements 
– are the exceptions. Even so, social housing institutions 
run their own waiting lists, subject to housing subsidy 
prescripts. Households that migrate through the city have 
very few options in this regard. Community participation 
is limited to negotiating waiting-list processes and 
housing-tender procedures. The issue then is where is 
the connection between housing and SHS development, 
and the match between supply and demand. Charlton et 
al. raise a more intriguing matter of supply in existing 
RDP projects (which may include existing townships). 
They argue that beneficiaries of state-subsidised 
housing make a wide variety of physical modifications 
to their properties, including backyard dwellings. This is 
either for kin or rental. What is occurring, even within 
‘formal’ projects, is a more informal response to social 
and market needs for rental and other accommodation. 
Government responses have been mixed, either ignoring 
or demonising these possibly more functional responses. 
Yet serious consideration must be given to a sensible 

regulation response that may include guiding the 
landlord/tenant relationship. As Charlton et al. point 
out, this is an urban management issue.       

Management – specifically urban management – is 
central to the process of moving from housing to human 
settlements. The issue here is why shouldn’t poor 
settlements have the best urban management, or, as 
Pieterse and Van Donk ask, why  poor neighbourhoods 
can’t have the best design. Urban management is 
perhaps best illustrated by the case studies offered 
by Charlton et al. around issues of densification and 
re-informalisation. They make the point that the 
regulated environment in Cosmo City was about an 
urban management partnership between the City of 
Johannesburg and the project developers. Denoon-
Stevens and Zitumane offer two perspectives on urban 
management. Denoon-Stevens argues for reform of 
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the planning regime, using planning reforms to change 
the city for spatial justice, whereas Zitumane warns of 
capacity limitations or dysfunctionality on the part of 
provincial or local government to manage the transition 
to human settlements. In both instances, administrative 
and functional management becomes more important 
than the dissonances between planning, budgets, 
infrastructure installation, project implementation, and 
compliance administration. It is important to note that 
governance has two sides; a democratic responsiveness 
to citizens’ needs and governability, which means abiding 
to agreed-to laws and rules (the job of government). In 
this regard, there have been many arguments for co-
management of urban settlements. Co-management 
models, such as Community Policing Forums and 
Community Works Programme job creation initiatives for 
maintenance, need to be explored and expanded, as part 
of the pursuit of an active citizenry. Related to this is the 
argument for co-production.

Co-production 
Pieterse and Van Donk raise the issue of co-production, 
which is normally associated with community planning 
at settlements level and/or self-build housing similar 
to the People’s Housing Process. However, in their 
understanding, co-production crosses the divide, from 
planning, programming and urban design on the supply 
side, to beyond the house and the settlement. The big 
issue is where does the negotiation of supply begin? 
If urban design is the crucial issue, then negotiated 
supply starts at the planning and programme level 
with communities in their place and space. That means 
investigating where platforms exist for co-producing not 

only at the settlement level but also at the city level. But, 
who is the community? In cascading (inverting the real 
meaning of the word) upwards, the ‘community’ becomes 
more diverse from the poor and marginalised, working 
class, evolving to middle-class, entrepreneurial and elite 
interests. The question is who manages this process and, 
more crucially, what platforms are there to deal with 
strategic and programme matters. 

Financial management 
Graham et al. suggest that the way forward is to 
subordinate projects and budgets to spatial planning. 
If municipalities are in charge of planning, they have to 
be in control of direct investment. This raises the issue 
of devolution of the `housing’ function. Some progress 
has been made in allocating built environment budgets 
to metros through the Urban Settlements Development 
Grant (USDG), which has a spatial implication. However, 
directing housing investment is not enough, as simply 
devolving the Human Settlements Development Grant 
(HSDG) budget will not result in SHS. One of the major 
issues affecting the matching of supply and demand is 
corruption and misadministration (this word is deliberately 
used). Corruption distorts the relationship between supply 
and demand. When dealing with the tendering process, 
two aspects are essential: ensuring that the supply chain 
management process has both administrative capacity (to 
develop specifications) and transparency (clear criteria). 
These aspects also apply to managing waiting lists, where 
demand outstrips supply, as the scope for manipulation 
is greater when dealing with individual households than 
when dealing with communities.  
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Capacitating government and communities
The moving from housing to human settlements assumes 
the need to manage genuine engagement between key 
stakeholders. Yet the broader debate is about economic 
poverty and inequality, rather than about information 
and capacity inequality, which make matching demand 
and supply difficult. A more considered approach to 
capacity-building is required. However, both government 
and civil society have experienced considerable losses of 
institutional memory and leadership. What is needed is for 
the practices of officials and institutions to align with policy 
and for communities to understand these `government 
issues’. Yet government sometimes does not understand 
its own `government issues’, and the complexities of 
community participation, co-production and responsive 
governance and governability require specialised training. 
The contributors to this publication provide rich evidence 
that capacity building and knowledge sharing is the next 
major national project. In this regard, Pieterse et al.’s 
central argument is important: the establishment of 
training academies to ensure an increase in knowledge 
and practices of co-production of SHS.

Moving Forward: 
Opportunities for Cities 
For the transition from housing to SHS to become a 
reality the following is important:

ʪʪ Policy review. In the absence of a national policy 
framework to guide the development of integrated 
and sustainable human settlements, cities should 
reflect on and be guided by the way that its 
inhabitants (especially poorer communities and 

those benefiting from state assistance) navigate 
the city. As illustrated by the Cross and Charlton et 
al. chapters, complex and nuanced factors guide 
movement around cities and decisions about 
investments in individual and communal contexts. 
Cities should attempt to understand and document 
these processes, as a way of informing eventual 
national policy development. 

ʪʪ Institutional realignment and devolution. The 
human settlements function must be realigned and 
devolved, which will require political and technical 
commitment to the process. While devolution is 
actively encouraged, cities should use the next 
period to address existing institutional challenges 
that may hamper the effective implementation of 
this new function. Among these challenges are 
outdated human settlements sector plans and 
poorly capacitated organisational arrangements for 
human settlement delivery. While municipalities 
are responsible for the functions that contribute 
toward SHS (including water and sanitation, land 
and urban management), the housing function 
has to be examined within this institutional and 
operational context. These challenges (and others) 
are highlighted and discussed in the Zitumane 
chapter, which provides a first step towards 
identifying the critical issues to be addressed.  

ʪʪ The right fiscal framework and instruments. 
These are crucial to support the delivery of SHS, 
as highlighted in both the Graham et al. and 
Tshangana contributions. While fiscal instruments 
have undergone a considerable (re)design, a specific 
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review of the current grants is needed, with specific 
recommendations on creating greater synergies for 
human settlement delivery, emphasising spatial 
investment. This would also influence the assessment 
of outcomes beyond quantitative targets. Fiscal and 
financial management must also address corruption 
and maladministration, which have affected delivery 
in the past. The considerable work done within 
government, to develop frameworks to combat 
corruption, may be extended to look at further ways of 
involving communities in this process.

ʪʪ Planning instruments are sufficient. As Denoon-
Stevens suggests, particularly with the recent 
introduction of the SPLUMA, government has 
the necessary planning instruments to guide 
more effective and transformative land use and 
management for human settlements. However, a 
key issue will be to situate the human settlements 
function within this institutional arrangement and 
to speed up delivery through improved efficiency 
and effective time management. A vital component 
in the planning function is understanding the 
demand side, while urban management issues 
(including the land use management function) 
need to be seen from a developmental perspective, 
and not only be compliance driven. Institutional 
arrangements must include how to respond to 
and manage community dynamics and demands, 
in order to encourage co-production and co-
management, as highlighted by Pieterse et al. 
These arrangements relate not only to project 
and neighbourhood issues but also to broader 
programmatic and city-wide issues.  

ʪʪ Capacitation and knowledge sharing. Building 
capacity and knowledge – within government, in 
cities, among neighbourhoods and across interest 
groups – is absolutely essential and will require a 
considered strategy.

Various metropolitan municipalities are already applying 
many of the above recommendations, in particular 
related to policy, planning, urban design, institutional 
arrangements, co-production and capacity building. 
However, as highlighted above and throughout this 
publication, cities have many critical opportunities 
to improve their human settlements response. Local 
government, and city governments in particular, are 
indeed well placed to deliver effective, sustainable 
and integrated human settlements, if they are able to 
put in place the required capacities and institutional 
mechanisms to accompany and complement existing 
human settlement policy and frameworks. 




