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Abstract Informal settlement dwellers are disproportionately affected by ill health, vio-

lence and many other socio-economic challenges. These are largely connected to the

unhealthy and unsafe physical conditions within which they live. Interventions in the built

form through the provision of physical infrastructure have been proposed as a strategy to

improve economic, social and health outcomes for informal settlement dwellers and are

also suggested as tools to address violence and insecurity, which have reached unprece-

dented levels in many cities of the South. Whereas there is a clear case for improving the

living conditions of people in slums, there is still much debate and uncertainty about what

exactly constitutes upgrading, the most appropriate methods and approaches to upgrading,

and what the objectives and desired outcomes of upgrading interventions ought to be. This

paper tries to shed light on the complexity of upgrading interventions through a compar-

ison of three upgrading projects, each utilising a particular method and approach, and their

impact on the perception of safety of their beneficiaries. The research findings show that

physical improvements and a full package of basic services are absolutely crucial to

improve the living conditions, reduce vulnerabilities and improve the safety of informal

settlement dwellers. But these need to be supported by social and economic programmes in

order to bring about tangible improvements in people’s life circumstances. Research across

the three sites, however, suggests that in a context marked by high unemployment, poor

education and limited opportunities to break the cycle of poverty, the long-term impact and

sustainability of upgrading interventions is limited in the absence of targeted programmes

& Mercy Brown-Luthango
mercy.brown-luthango@uct.ac.za

Elena Reyes
elena.reyesb@gmail.com

Mntungwa Gubevu
GBVMNT001@myuct.ac.za

1 African Centre for Cities, School of Architecture, Planning and Geomatics, Room 2.11,
Environmental and Geographical Science Building, Upper Campus, University of Cape Town,
Rondebosch, Cape Town 7701, South Africa

123

J Hous and the Built Environ (2017) 32:471–493
DOI 10.1007/s10901-016-9523-4

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6681-4387
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10901-016-9523-4&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10901-016-9523-4&amp;domain=pdf


aimed at addressing the structural factors which drive and sustain high levels of violence

and crime.

Keywords Informal settlements � Housing � Upgrading � Violence � Reblocking � Safety

1 Introduction

Growing informality has become a prominent feature in many of South Africa’s major

urban centres. Improving the living conditions of informal settlement dwellers is a pressing

concern for international agencies like the World Bank, United Nations (UN) Habitat and

national governments alike. In South Africa this concern was expressed in the goal to

‘‘eradicate’’ informal settlements by 2014. Furthermore, increasing levels of violence and

violent crime have been linked to fast-paced urbanisation and informality in developing

regions (Muggah 2012). The UN Habitat’s 2007 Global Report on Human Settlements

entitled ‘‘Enhancing Urban Safety and Security’’ argues that ‘‘crime and violence are

typically more severe in urban areas and are compounded by their rapid growth’’ (2007, 6).

This report proposes interventions in the built form through the provision of physical

infrastructure as a strategy to improve economic, social and health outcomes for informal

settlement dwellers, and as a tool to address growing violence and insecurity, which have

reached unprecedented levels in many cities of the South. However, it is argued that

upgrading in itself will not have a significant impact in terms of improving the lives of

informal dwellers and might in some instances have a negative effect on their livelihoods

post upgrading. For instance, case studies from upgrading projects in Latin America, India

and Africa seem to suggest that different methods and approaches to upgrading have a

bearing on the long-term sustainability of these interventions (Abbott 2002a; Baker 2006;

Sheuya 2008; Koster and Nuijten 2012). In terms of violence and insecurity, it is argued

that in order for upgrading projects to bring about tangible improvements in the living

conditions of the beneficiaries of these projects, upgrading needs to be done in a holistic,

integrated and participatory manner (UN Habitat 2007; Bauer 2010). Abbott (2002a, b,

2004) calls for a process of ‘‘settlement transformation’’ in which physical interventions

are supported by social and economic programmes to reduce the vulnerability of informal

settlement dwellers and improve their quality of life.

The main concern of this paper is to consider whether and how the process of upgrading

impact the quality of life of residents of informal settlements after the upgrading project,

with a particular focus on the nature and extent of violence and insecurity. This will be

done by analysing three upgrading projects, located in different neighbourhoods in the city

of Cape Town, each using a specific approach to improving the infrastructure and services

for residents living in these neighbourhoods. The first settlement, located in Mitchell’s

Plain, was upgraded into formal housing using the Enhanced People’s Housing Process

(EPHP), a process where the beneficiaries actively contribute to the decision-making and

construction of the houses. The second, located in Philippi, underwent a reblocking pro-

cess, a spatial reconfiguration in order for services and infrastructure to be installed. In the

third one, Monwabisi Park, located in Khayelitsha, a set of social projects and the

improvement of public spaces have been implemented as part of the Violence Prevention

through Urban Upgrading (VPUU) programme. The paper analyses this case studies with a

focus on three main questions:
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1. How has the upgrading project impacted on residents’ perception of their life

circumstances post upgrading?

2. How has the upgrading project affected residents’ perceptions of safety?

3. How have the perceptions of the nature and extent of violence changed since the

settlement was upgraded?

The main argument of this paper is that physical improvements and a full package of

basic services are absolutely crucial to improve the living conditions, reduce vulnerabilities

and improve the safety of informal settlement dwellers, but these need to be supported by

social and economic programmes in order to bring about the settlement transformation

which Abbott (2002a, b, 2004) refers to. Research across the three sites suggests that in a

context of high unemployment, poor education and limited opportunities to break the cycle

of poverty, the impact and sustainability of upgrading interventions alone are limited

without targeted longer-term state-driven programmes to address the underlying root

causes of violence and crime.

2 Informality and violence

Urban violence is a serious development concern, especially in cities in the South where

rapid urbanisation, coupled with high rates of poverty and inequality result in very bad

living conditions for the majority of residents. Increasing levels of violence and violent

crime have been linked to these conditions in urban areas (Bourguignon 1999 cited in

Kessides 2005; Muggah 2012). It is argued that ‘‘when a large population group in cities is

afflicted by malnutrition, impoverishment, social exclusion and discrimination, ill health

and poor conditions, as well as restricted access to land and basic infrastructure, increasing

levels of criminal violence, lack of safety and general fear in the use of public space are

often observed’’ (Bauer 2010; 4).

Africa is perceived as one of the most violent continents, closely followed by Latin

America and the Caribbean. South Africa is one of the most violent countries in the world

according to a research report released in 2009. It was ranked fourth out of 60 countries in

terms of reported rates of burglary, murder and robberies (Kessides 2005). It has a death

rate of 157.8 per 100,000 population, which is considerably higher than the average rate of

139.5 per 100,000 population for the African continent, and nearly double the global

average of 86.9 per 100,000 population (Seedat et al. 2009). Interpersonal violence

accounts for close to half of the injuries resulting in death in South Africa, which is four

and a half times the global proportion (ibid). Seedat et al. (2009) highlight poverty and

inequality as the most prominent factors accounting for South Africa’s considerable

challenge of violent injury. Bad living environments in the form of a growing number of

informal settlements represent one of the most visible manifestations of poverty and

inequality in South Africa.

At the same time, South Africa has one of the largest subsidised housing programmes in

the world. Since 1994 the country has delivered more than 3.8 million housing opportu-

nities.1 Despite these efforts, the housing backlog continues to grow; the latest Census

figures put South Africa’s housing backlog at 1.9 million units (Statistics South Africa

2011). South Africa’s housing programme has been plagued by a number of challenges.

The quality of the houses provided has often been of a very low standard, resulting in more

1 www.dhs.gov.za.
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resources having to be spent to rehabilitate bad houses.2 Many of the new low-cost housing

settlements are located on the periphery of the city, far removed from social services and

economic opportunities, which means that they have not significantly improved the quality

of life of housing beneficiaries. It has become clear that the current model of one-plot–one-

house is financially and environmentally unsustainable and hugely inefficient. It is also

clear that the traditional subsidy-linked housing programme is unable to tackle the chal-

lenge of growing informal settlements in South Africa. The South African government’s

response to informal settlements has hitherto ranged from denial to an eradication

obsession to some kind of realisation that there is a need to put a specific policy instrument

in place to deal with informal settlements. This has resulted in the establishment of the

National Upgrading Support Programme (NUSP) the objective of which is to support the

National Department of Human Settlements to implement the Upgrading of Informal

Settlement Programme (UISP).3 However, according to Misselhorn (2008), the requisite

shift in mind set from viewing informal settlements as dirty, chaotic and a blight on the

urban landscape to a recognition of the important role which they perform as part of the

urban environment has not yet occurred. The next section of the paper will provide a brief

overview of the debate around informal settlements in South Africa.

3 Informal settlements and their role in the urban context

Drawing on Parnell and Hart’s (1999) history of self-help housing in South Africa Marx

(2003) argues that informal settlements have been a part of the South African urban context

for a long time, dating back to colonial times and that they ‘‘have neither emerged by

accident nor as an ‘anomalous’ form of urban development’’ (2003; 299). He argues that

their history and reason for being have to be viewed in relation to wider urban and

structural processes of poverty, inequality and inefficient land markets and argues for an

approach that focusses on providing support to informal settlements rather than one aimed

at ‘‘improving’’ them (ibid). In a similar vein, others have argued that informal settlements

are part of the urban fabric and they have a particular history, form and function

(Huchzermeyer 2006; Smit 2006a, b; Misselhorn 2008). They often represent the first point

of arrival and encounter with the city for rural migrants (Misselhorn 2008). Informal

settlement residents locate themselves in particular areas for very specific reasons; some of

these include access to services, employment opportunities and/or proximity to family and

other social networks (Misselhorn 2008).

Informal settlements are complex in terms of their make-up and the particular set of

social relationships which operate within them; they are not homogenous (Smit 2006a, b;

Misselhorn 2008). Whereas they are often perceived as disorderly, chaotic, unsafe and

illegal (in many cases), their internal layout and organisation are well-conceived, func-

tional and supportive of a diversity of informal processes, rules and values. These ‘‘in-

formal’’ arrangements support a multiplicity of livelihood strategies and enable residents to

survive and live under extremely precarious conditions with very little support from the

state or other sectors of society (Smit 2006a, b; Nuijten et al. 2012; Massey 2013). Our

research has shown that life in informal settlements follows a particular logic and order

which might not be apparent to outsiders, but makes perfect sense to those who occupy

2 Africa check: the housing fact sheet. https://africacheck.org/factsheets/factsheet-the-housing-situation-in-
south-africa/.
3 http://www.upgradingsupport.org/content/page/about.
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them. Misselhorn argues that this ‘‘limited understanding of the actual dynamics within

informal settlements, the complex social and survival networks that characterise them and

of the significant technical and social challenges in effecting housing and infrastructural

development for them’’ result in inappropriate interventions (2008, 4).

Whilst acknowledging the significant role that informal settlements play in the urban

context, it is also important not to lose sight of the very insecure, unsafe and unhealthy

living conditions which many informal settlement residents are exposed to on a daily basis.

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), living in slums is a major cause of ill

health, with health defined as ‘‘a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being’’

(Sheuya 2008, 298). Informal settlement dwellers are also more vulnerable to violence and

violent crime as argued by the UN Habitat ‘‘excluded from the city’s opportunities,

physically, politically and economically marginalised, slum dwellers are particularly

vulnerable to crime and violence’’ (2007, 1). According to a World Bank (2010) report the

relationship between violence and the condition of the built environment, especially as it

pertains to informal areas, is expressed in two ways. Firstly, lack of physical infrastructure

like bad lighting and inadequate sanitation, for example, provide opportunities for violence

and crime. Women living in slums are particularly vulnerable to rape and other physical

assaults whilst using communal toilet facilities. Secondly, on a psycho-social level, the

marginalisation and exclusion experienced by informal settlement dwellers often manifest

in interpersonal violence (ibid).

Improving the living conditions of informal settlement dwellers is a pressing concern

for international agencies like the World Bank, UN Habitat, the WHO and national gov-

ernments alike. Interventions in the built form through the provision of physical infras-

tructure have been proposed as a strategy to improve economic, social and health outcomes

for informal settlement dwellers. Abbott (2002a, b) argues that the objective of upgrading

projects should be to reduce the vulnerability and risk for informal settlement dwellers.

Whereas there is a clear case for improving the living conditions for people in slums, there

is still much debate and uncertainty about what exactly constitutes upgrading, which are

the most appropriate methods and approaches to upgrading and what the objectives and

desired outcomes of upgrading interventions ought to be. Scholars point to a lack of

common vision amongst public officials in particular, about how upgrading interventions

should impact on the quality of life of informal settlement dwellers (Abbott 2004; Graham

2006; Huchzermeyer 2006; Smit 2006a, b; Nuitjen et al. 2012).

The case studies presented below will attempt to shed light on some of these very

complex questions. They represent different contexts and different approaches to

upgrading, which means that care has to be taken in comparison and generalisation.

However, they do provide very interesting and important insights into what is still a fairly

unexplored area of research in South Africa, i.e. the intersection between violence, safety

and different types and/or methods of upgrading interventions in informal areas of the city.

4 Research methods

This research used a qualitative research design. In the three settlements, in-depth inter-

views, group interviews, focus group discussions and community crime mapping were

conducted with the residents (see summary of research tools in Table 1). Convenience

sample was used, and participants were selected on the basis of their accessibility and

willingness to participate in the research. It must be noted that due to this, the sample

included mostly unemployed people who were at home during this time of the day. In each
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Table 1 Summary of Case Studies

Case study Freedom Park, Mitchell’s
Plain

Sheffield Road, Philippi Monwabisi Park,
Khayelitsha

Upgrading description

Upgrading
methodology

Provision of formal housing
(ePHP)

Reblocking Upgrading of public space
and provision of social
services

Description Government-led process
with active community
involvement. Includes
formal housing, provision
of services and tenure

Reconfiguration of the site
to provide streets, public
space and basic services.
Residents also got
materials to improve their
shelters. Residents
participate in the planning

Set of projects including
improvement of public
spaces, provision of basic
services (electricity so
far), tenure certificates
and social services. Does
not include housing. A
community committee
participates in discussions
of priorities and follows
up on implementation

Carried out by Government of the City of
Cape Town

CORC, ISN, iKhayalami,
and local government

VPUU, local government
and other NGO’s

When 2001–2009 2010–2012 2009–ongoing

Total
beneficiaries

493 Households 140 Households Varies according to project

Research tools

In-depth
interviews

100 Residents (incl. 81
Interviews with residents)

1 Group interview with
members of the
neighbourhood watch

2 Members of SAPS
3 Social and community
development workers

5 Government officials
1 NGO’s

62 Residents
3 Members of SAPS
1 Group interview with
community development
and social workers

60 Residents (living nearby
improved public spaces)

14 Residents directly
participating in different
projects

7 VPUU staff members
3 Members of SAPS
4 Partner NGO’s
2 Officials from the City of
Cape Town

Focus group
discussions

1 Group of 10 women
between 18 and 30 years
old

1 Group of 12 women above
30 years old

1 Group of 8 women
18 years old and above

1 Group of 19 men 18 years
and older

1 Group of 6 women
18 years and older

1 Group of 9 men 18 years
and older

1 group of 11 members of
soccer teams

Community
crime
mapping

18 Residents 24 Residents 11 Residents

Research
carried out

2013 2014 2014
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settlement we worked closely with either the residents committee or another community-

based organisation (CBO) who assisted us in gaining access to research participants. As far

as possible, interviews and focus group discussions were conducted in Afrikaans (Freedom

Park) and isiXhosa (Sheffield Road and Monwabisi Park); the local languages spoken in

the three case study sites.

Community crime mapping was done after the interviews and focus group discussions.

It therefore provided a way to triangulate some of the interviews and focus groups data. For

this process, it was important to have participants who lived in the settlements before and

after it was upgraded. Two enlarged satellite images of the settlements, one from before the

upgrading interventions and a second of the upgraded settlement, were provided to the

participants and they were asked to indicate the places, times and frequency of incidences

of violence and crime.

In addition, other stakeholders were interviewed in order to garner a diversity of voices

and perspectives, and to locate the settlements within a broader context. These stakeholders

included: members of the South African Police Services (SAPS), social workers and

community development workers, officials in the Western Cape Provincial Department of

Human Settlements and the Informal Settlement Upgrading Department of the City of

Cape Town, and staff members of the VPUU and other partner organizations. Also, due to

the variety of projects being implemented in Monwabisi Park, additional interviews were

carried out with residents directly participating in specific projects such as the Neigh-

bourhood Watch, Early Childhood Development and the Safe Node Area Committee. An

additional focus group with members of the soccer teams was also held for this purpose.

Primary data sources were supplemented with secondary sources like the archives of

organisations like the Development Action Group (DAG) (support NGO to the Freedom

Park community), the Community Organisation Resource Centre (CORC) (NGO involved

in the reblocking process in Sheffield Road) and the VPUU (implementing the upgrading

process in Monwabisi Park).

The results from each of the sites were then analysed and compared in relation to the

three questions established.

5 Presenting the cases

A summary of the methodologies is included in Table 1 above and the location of research

sites is included in Fig. 1. A more detailed description of the settlements and the findings is

included in the following sections.

5.1 Freedom Park

5.1.1 Background and history

Freedom Park is located in Mitchell’s Plain, the second biggest township in Cape Town.

According to the 2011 Census, Mitchell’s Plain is part of one of the poorest districts in

Cape Town with an unemployment rate of 33.3 and 39 % of the population living in

informal dwellings. Mitchell’s Plain also experiences high levels of violent crime and is

third highest on the list of police districts with regards to the number of reported cases of

rape (Gie 2009).

Freedom Park was established in 1998 when a group of backyard dwellers occupied a

parcel of vacant land which had been zoned for a school that was never built. The residents
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of Freedom Park lived without basic services like water, electricity and sanitation until

2001 when the municipality provided rudimentary services. At the time, four hundred and

forty people resided in Freedom Park. A livelihoods analysis conducted by the Develop-

ment Action Group (DAG) in 2005 revealed crime, drug abuse, alcoholism, domestic

violence and community conflict as well as high levels of food insecurity (DAG 2009).

Gang violence was a big issue of concern; gang shoot-outs were a regular occurrence as

Freedom Park is located in the middle of the territories of two rival gangs fighting for drug

turf (DAG 2005; p. 14). Women also faced a constant threat of rape and molestation related

to inadequate public lighting in the settlement.

The Freedom Park upgrading was a rollover upgrading which meant that families were

not relocated but moved to the boundary of the site, whilst infrastructure was installed. The

Freedom Park community was very involved in the upgrading process and participated in

the design and layout of the settlement and the layout plan had to go through several

iterations before it finally met the approval of the community (Smit 2006a, b; Mah and

Rivers 2013). In addition they were also centrally involved in the conceptualisation and

choice of house design options. The community identified key priorities for the upgrading

with the improvement of safety and security notably first on the list. The construction of

formal houses by the government of the City of Cape Town (CoCT) started in 2007 and

was completed in 2009. A total of 493 houses were built in Freedom Park; 289 of these

were occupied by households residing in Freedom Park and a further 204 houses were

provided to families from the City of Cape Town’s housing waiting list (DAG 2009).

5.1.2 Research demographic profile

The majority of residents who participated in the research were female. Of the 81

respondents, 64 were female, 16 were male and one person did not answer this question.

This community faces a number of challenges, with unemployment being a major one.

Fig. 1 Location of the settlements in the City of Cape Town
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Only five of the 81 residents who were interviewed were employed, whereas 72 were

unemployed, four did not answer. The unemployed have very limited options in terms of

earning a living; with the overwhelming majority of respondents dependent on social

grants provided by the State (see Fig. 2).

5.1.3 Research findings

a. Life circumstances after upgrading

Respondents had mixed feelings about the impact of the upgrading project on the general

quality of their lives. Some felt that the provision of infrastructure and services has made

their lives somewhat easier and has given them dignity. This is captured in the quotes

below.

We have running water, electricity, flush toilets, dignity has been restored, we can

invite people over now, we have walls; we live in houses and not hokkies4 anymore

Life was hard in the shacks, we had to get wood to make fire especially in winter,

there would be leaking and flooding.

Others felt that the upgrading intervention had not significantly improved their lives;

they feel poorer because they now have to pay for services, which they had not expected.

This is particularly difficult given high rates of unemployment and a lack of alternative

livelihood strategies. An unintended consequence of the project is that there appears to

have been a breakdown in community cohesion and neighbourliness following the

upgrading project. Some participants relate this to the receipt of the house which they feel

is contributing to individualism and a lack of concern for one another’s well-being.

I am struggling and feel poorer, if you don’t have money, no job, you will have to

make the best of the situation, but it’s frustrating

People stood with each other, community changed and friendships fell; community,

friendliness has changed forworse;we lived together like a family, now there’s no unity

b. Perceptions of safety after upgrading

4 Informal structures made of zinc and wood.

Fig. 2 Means of earning a living for unemployed
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In terms of respondents’ perception of safety the majority of respondents did not feel safe

after upgrading (see Fig. 3).

The majority of respondents felt safe in their homes as the house provides refuge from

gang violence outside. Respondents felt quite vulnerable in the settlement, and this con-

strained their mobility and interaction outside the home.

You feel protected with your family in the house; can lock doors properly, create

physical and psychological safety; solid structures, bullets can’t go through the walls;

no gangster can come into my house, but the physical infrastructure of the house does

not make me feel safe, the place is very dangerous, you must be in your house always

In cases where people do not feel safe in their house, it is related to the physical quality

of the house:

The house is going to collapse anytime, because of the poor building; because they

built the houses so cheap; scared the house is going to fall in, leaks and damp

c. Nature and extent of violence after upgrading

Although this community did experience violence and crime whilst living informally,

there was a general perception that things had deteriorated since the completion of the

upgrading project, with many expressing concern over an increase in gang-related

shooting. Types of violence and crime reported to be rife in the settlement include

domestic violence and child abuse, whilst there seems to be a decrease in rape and mob

justice. The proliferation in the number of informal alcohol and drug outlets since

upgrading is reported to have had a substantial impact on the worsening of violence and

crime, particularly incidence of fighting in and around these establishments (Fig. 4).

5.2 Sheffield Road, Philippi

5.2.1 Background and history

Philippi is located close to Cape Town International airport, the Philippi industrial area and

the Philippi Horticultural Area. Sheffield Road is an informal settlement situated in the

central part of Philippi’s area for residential sites near the N2 freeway on a narrow strip of

land set aside by the City of Cape Town (CoCT) for the widening of the road called

Sheffield Road (CORC 2011; CUFF 2013). The settlement was formed in 1993, when a

Fig. 3 Perceptions of safety in the settlement and in the house
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person erected a shack for an informal business (CORC 2009, 2011). By November 2009

the settlement had 167 families with a total population of 542 people living illegally on the

strip of land (CORC 2011; SA SDI Alliance 2013).

The general living conditions in the settlement were poor, especially the shelters and

water drainage facilities (CORC 2009). Although the settlement is illegal, as it is situated

on state land, the municipal government, CoCT, supplied sanitation services (Ibid).

However, in 2009 it was established that with regard to basic services, Sheffield Road had

only 15 toilets, and only 7 out of the 15 were functional, and this problem was attributed to

vandalism and/or poor drainage (Ibid). This meant that every functional toilet had to be

shared by 72 people, and even if all 15 toilets were functional, 33 people would still have

to share one toilet. In addition to the sanitation problem, 504 people were serviced by only

3 water taps, meaning that 168 people shared one tap.

The settlement had a history of disasters such as shack fires, flooding and evictions, and

there was an urgent need for electricity, water taps and toilets (Ibid). Hence, in 2009 there

was an agreement that the CoCT would partner with the Cape Town branch of the Informal

Settlement Network (ISN) to identify pilot projects for an incremental approach to

upgrading. Sheffield Road was chosen as the first pilot project because its size made the

implementation relatively easier (CORC 2009, 2011).

The reblocking5 of the settlement started in November 2010 and was completed in

February 2012 (CORC 2009; South African Slum Dwellers International (SA SDI)

Fig. 4 Perceptions of violence and crime in Freedom Park before and after the upgrading

5 ‘Re-blocking’, or ‘Blocking-out’, is defined as the reconfiguration and repositioning of shelters in very
dense informal settlements according to a spatial framework drafted by the community. The aim is to use the
spaces in informal settlements better in order to create space for provision of better services by local
government. Moreover, re-blocking groups households according to clusters which are identified by the
community, and, subsequent to implementation, courtyards are created in order ‘‘to ensure a safer
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Alliance 2013). Partners that were involved in the project were CORC, ISN, Federation of

the Urban Poor (FEDUP), whilst the CoCT was also involved in the installation of engi-

neering infrastructure and in clarifying land management issues (CORC 2011, 2014).

Another partner in the project was a technical support NGO called iKhayalami, which

specialises ‘‘in low cost housing solutions …’’ (CORC 2011). Given that reblocking is

regarded as an incremental approach to upgrading of human settlements, before the process

started, upgrading of Sheffield Road was planned not to focus only on provision of basic

services, but to extend to improved shelters, although they would still be informal shelters

(CORC 2009). During the reconfiguration of the site, the existing shacks are demolished

and replaced with better located and better quality shelters that are more fire resistant,

though still informal (SA SDI Alliance 2013). So residents were supplied with fire-resistant

materials to rebuild their structures.

5.2.2 Research demographic profile

The majority of residents who participated in the research were female. Of the 59

respondents, 34 were female, and 25 were male. Only 22 of the 59 residents who were

interviewed were employed full time, whereas 37 were unemployed. The number of

unemployed included those who were employed on a contract basis, but considered

themselves to be unemployed. The unemployed have a variety of precarious options in

terms of earning a living; with the majority of respondents dependent on social grants

provided by the State (See Fig. 5).

5.2.3 Research findings

a. Life circumstances after upgrading

A significant majority of those residents who participated in the research feel that their

individual and/or families’ circumstances became better after the settlement was

reblocked, whilst nearly a quarter of the residents, feel that there has not been a difference.

Only 5 feel that circumstances became worse, whilst 3 of the respondents said they have

‘‘mixed feelings’’.

Among the people who said their circumstances became better after reblocking, most of

them mentioned improvement in the quality of shelters, due to the new, strong metal

sheets, which also improve the safety of residents generally. The new materials also

improved protection from cold and wet weather conditions and shack fires, as the new ones

are stronger. Some of the interviewees also mentioned that the shelters look neat and are

bigger and the improved shelter sizes have created space for more privacy. They also

welcomed the creation of more space within the settlement, including the improved

cleanliness of the environment, hence better protection from health hazards.

Others mentioned increased solidarity in looking after each other’s shelters and the idea

that people know each other better after reblocking. So besides improvements in the

physical infrastructure, including improvements in the layout of the settlement, this group

also mentioned increased safety and enhanced community cohesion, as residents came to

know each other better after reblocking, and also became more inclined to look after each

other’s shelters.

Footnote 5 continued
environment … via neighbourhood watches (all shacks face the courtyard) … [and] productive places (such
as washing lines, food gardens) …’’ (SA SDI Alliance 2013, 2015; CoCT 2013).
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Other interviewees mentioned improved sanitation and provision of water, as toilets and

water taps had been added. The following quote from one of the residents’ interviews

captures the way people of Sheffield Road see an improvement in the quality of their lives

after reblocking.

‘‘Before re-blocking, the shacks were built with wood, and were congested. The toilets

and water taps were not enough. There was also a lot of crime, because if you went to work

you would find your shack broken into. What has changed is that since there are spaces that

have been created within the settlement after re- blocking, people can see criminals.

Relations with local councillors also improved after re-blocking.

Re-blocking has also restored people’s dignity … Re-blocking has also changed peo-

ple’s behaviour, because now people no longer make the drains situated next to the water

taps dirty … because people who do that are fined R200 … I used to be embarrassed about

the settlement … but now that is no longer the case anymore.’’

Interviewees who said their circumstances became worse after reblocking mentioned

smaller plots and smaller shelter sizes; leaking roofs and flooding; lack of electricity,

including abuse by illegal electricity providers. These respondents expressed a desire to be

relocated so that they can build houses, whilst one of them mentioned general disap-

pointment about the end product of the whole reblocking process. The problem of elec-

tricity supply and the desire to be relocated emanate from the fact that since residents of

Sheffield Road illegally occupied the land, there was no formal issuing of security of

tenure by the City of Cape Town (CoCT) even though it supplied basic services and agreed

to reblocking of the settlement. Residents are therefore not allowed to build houses on the

land because it is still officially reserved for road expansion, whilst the small size of the

land would not allow building of houses for all families6 (CORC 2009).

b. Perceptions of safety after upgrading

The majority of respondents felt that the settlement is safer after reblocking, compared to

before (See Fig. 6).

The overwhelming majority who said they feel safe in the neighbourhood mentioned

that the community is cooperating well. Others highlighted the fact that the creation of

spaces has left criminals with no places to ambush potential victims. Others mentioned that

Fig. 5 Means of earning a living for unemployed

6 27 March 2015 telephone conversation with a member of Sheffield Road Residents Committee, Mr
Akhona Tshete.
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the community deals with criminals accordingly. The addition of toilets closer to the

shelters has also improved safety and security of residents.

Most of those who said they do not feel safe mentioned fear of being mugged, whilst

others mentioned lack of street lighting and lack of safety for children due to the settle-

ment’s closeness to a road. Those who did not feel safe in their shelters said the shelters are

less safe than brick houses. Other concerns included fear of criminals; shebeens7 that do

not close and drunken people who misbehave and fight among themselves; flooding and

faulty sewage pipes.

c. Nature and extent of violence after upgrading

Although most of the interviewees felt that the settlement was not safe and it experienced

some level of violence and violent crime before reblocking, there was a general perception

that things had improved, especially the reduction in housebreaking, muggings and theft.

Most respondents, 25 in total, felt there was neither violence nor violent crime after

reblocking.

Figure 7 below tells a slightly different story with regards to violence and violent crime

though. It can be observed that no public violence was reported in Sheffield Road before

the upgrading, including a significant drop in stabbings as well as a drop in mob justice and

a decrease in muggings and murders after reblocking. However, armed robberies increased,

and there were also new categories of violence and or violent crime reported, with child

abuse and domestic violence cases reported. This is based on the crime-mapping exercise

conducted with some of the residents. So whereas residents observed a significant drop in

violence and crime in the settlement, the nature of violence and violent crime seemed to

have changed after reblocking.

5.3 Monwabisi Park, Khayelitsha

5.3.1 Background and history

Monwabisi Park is an informal settlement located in the boundary of the former township

of Khayelitsha and the Wolfgat Nature Reserve. It started with 1000 dwellings in 1996

when people started arriving to the city from the Eastern Cape. By 2013 it had grown to

6318 dwellings with 17,808 people, representing one-tenth of the informal dwellings in

Khayelitsha and 3 % of those in the entire city of Cape Town.

The population of Monwabisi Park is predominantly Black African (99 % in 2011) with

91 % speaking isiXhosa as their first language; 52 % are males and 48 % are females

(Frith 2012). Unemployment rates are significantly higher than the city average (24 %) but

decreased from 51 % in 2001 to 38 % in 2011. One-fifth of the households in Monwabisi

Park reported no income, and 84 % are below the poverty line (R3, 200 (approx. 189 EUR)

per month in the City of Cape Town).

Dwellings in the settlement are one-storey structures made of a wooden frame and

corrugated shingles, with tires filled with sand as foundation. Windows and doors often

have metallic protections (burglar bars). Electricity was provided in 2014 to every house,

whilst water and sanitation is supplied through shared facilities. In 2009 the ratio was 1 tap

per every 42 households (the minimum is 1 per every 25 families) and people had to walk 5

to 10 min to reach them (SUN Development 2009). By 2013, only 13 % of the dwellings

had individual taps (VPUU 2014). The ratio of toilets was 1 per every 23 dwellings in 2009

7 Illegal alcohol outlet.
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(the minimum is 1 per every 5 families), but toilets are often locked or not working. Only

27 % of people said they use them and almost 60 % use the bushes instead (SUN

Development 2009).

There are only a few streets since sites are irregular and houses are built very close

together, making around 54 % of the settlement inaccessible for emergency vehicles

(Jiusto 2008). Flooding is a risk since many of the dwellings are settled below ground

level. In 2009 around 58 % reported drainage problems (SUN Development 2009) and in

2013 50 % of the respondents had experienced flooding during the previous year (VPUU

2014). About 3.5 % of the structures include churches, crèches and small businesses like

take away foods, spaza shops and shebeens (VPUU 2014). Also community centre and bed

and breakfast was built by the Shaster Foundation in 2005 (WPI 2007) and VPUU con-

structed a multi-purpose building (Container Facility), two kick-about fields and 7 gath-

ering places along the public taps (Emithonjeni).

Monwabisi Park has long been considered one of the areas with more concentrated

crime in the city (Poswa and Levy 2006). The vulnerability to crime and violence—actual

and perceived—is linked to the living conditions and high poverty and inequality in the

area. It is in this very specific context that the VPUU programme is being implemented.

Fig. 6 Perceptions of safety in the settlement and in the house

Fig. 7 Perceptions of violence and crime in Sheffield Road before and after the upgrading
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The aim of the programme is to prevent violence through a set of interventions (OECD

2010) in a determined geographical area denominated Safe Node Area. The interventions

to achieve this strategy include physical upgrading but also other interventions to support

human development or the implementation process. So far, the organisation has built in the

area a set of small public spaces (Emithonjeni) and several sport fields and a community

facility. In addition, several programmes such as a Neighbourhood Watch, Early Child-

hood Development and a Social Development Fund support sports and cultural activities.

In the long term, the almost 40 projects planned for the area include the provision of all

basic services, a local economic development strategy as well as other social services.

To implement these interventions, VPUU follows a methodology with five steps: pro-

filing, planning, implementation, operation and maintenance and monitoring and evalua-

tion. This process includes the local government (in this case CoCT) and the community

(represented by a local committee—the SNAC), with VPUU as intermediary. Other project

partners (local organisations) participate in specific interventions; for example, Sikhula

Sonke for ECD and Mosaic Clinic for gender-based violence.

5.3.2 Research demographic profile

From the 60 respondents, 31 were women and 29 were men. Similar to the other cases,

only 9 of the people interviewed were employed. Others rely mainly on piece work, other

members of the house or self-employment (see Fig. 8).

5.3.3 Research findings

a. Life circumstances after upgrading

The majority of those interviewed perceived that the settlement is better after the

upgrading, but there are still many things that must be improved, such as toilets, streets,

houses and the employment situation:

We living okay we have electricity, water close to us. But having only one person

working for a family like this. We struggle a lot. We need jobs.

We can have electricity but having to go to the bush to help ourselves, it hurts and we

feel that our right is taken away, a right to safety and dignity.

Projects are seen as positive, but issues regarding transparency and communication with

VPUU, as well as a mismatch between some of the expectations and the actual scope of the

programme have affected the implementation process and the perception of the projects

(e.g. the Neighbourhood Watch).

VPUU still has a lot of work to do. Putting electricity we are grateful but what about

the rest

VPUU change a lot of thing especially electric but we need road now and houses

b. Perceptions of safety after upgrading

Thirty-five out of the 60 respondents said that in terms of safety, the settlement is better

than before. Still, 26 said they did not feel safe in Monwabisi Park and a similar number

said that they do not feel safe at home (see Fig. 9).
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This could be related to the little or no change in the conditions that make people feel

vulnerable to the main crimes suffered (robbery and housebreaking), as one of the

respondents mentioned:

We are still in the same informal settlement with leaky shacks and toilets are far and

fear hence we use the forest to relieve ourselves

The interviewees participating in specific projects also considered those projects in

particular had a positive impact. The main intervention impacting safety is electricity, but

other projects such as parks and playgrounds, ECD and sports are perceived to help keep

young people and children safer. Residents also perceived a decrease in crime against

children (rape and murder) and rape. Safety of children could be linked to the existence of

Emithonjenis and to the ECD activities, which provide controlled environments for chil-

dren’s development. The police also mentioned a decrease in mob justice and an improved

relationship with the community (who seem more willing to report crime).

The park is near the house so we can see our children when they are playing than to

play in the bush. Because they were in the risk of rape

c. Nature and extent of violence after upgrading

The conditions for crime and violence in Monwabisi Park are similar before and after the

interventions. Robbery and housebreaking were and are the main concerns and the

Fig. 8 Means of earning a living for unemployed

Fig. 9 Perceptions of safety in the settlement and in the house
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conditions that make people feel vulnerable have not changed. Robbery still occurs in

empty fields, on paths on the way to work, or by the bushes, which have to be used because

of the lack of toilets. Houses are still temporary structures subject to housebreaking and

this means that a great portion of the population feels unsafe even at home. The lack of

streets combined with hidden corners and paths between the houses allow criminals to hide

whilst impeding police access to the area (Fig. 10).

It should also be mentioned that shebeens are an increasing concern as they are linked to

substance abuse and other forms of violence and crime such as fights, rape and gang

activity. Copper-cable stealing is also frequent after electrification. And, whilst the com-

munity considers patrolling an effective response to crime, it is still closely linked to mob

justice.

A challenge for VPUU is that the projects have not met the expectations of the com-

munity, since priorities are different: toilets, housing, streets and employment. This

becomes especially important since community engagement is expected for the long-term

sustainability of the projects.

6 Discussion of research findings

First and foremost it must be stressed that the broader socio-spatial context within which

these settlements are located are very diverse and the upgrading interventions in each

settlement are also quite different. The first settlement is located in a predominantly black

Coloured township whilst the other two are located in predominantly black African

townships of Philippi and Khayelitsha. Even Philippi and Khayelitsha have different

contexts and face different challenges. What is interesting is that although experiences and

perceptions of violence, crime and safety vary across the three settlements, there are also

important similarities. In Freedom Park, where residents experienced a full upgrading

package which included basic services, tenure security and formal housing, the majority of

Fig. 10 Perceptions of violence and crime in Monwabisi Park before and after the upgrading
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respondents expressed dissatisfaction regarding the improvement in quality of life. Here

there is great disappointment that the perceived improvement in life which was envisaged

to come with a formal house did not materialise. In the other two settlements, residents

expressed a greater level of satisfaction with improvement in their quality of life after

upgrading. What is very striking though across the three sites, even in Freedom Park, is the

impact of the provision of basic services like water, electricity and sanitation. The pro-

vision of basic services has a significant impact, both in terms of a physical improvement

in people’s living conditions as well as the psychological aspects related to feelings of

dignity and recognition. This is evident in Monwabisi Park, for example, where the lack of

adequate sanitation is causing much distress, despite the investment in the provision of

social infrastructure services.

Interesting also, is the fact that in Sheffield Road, the spatial reconfiguration of the

dwellings has improved community cohesion and neighbourliness which have contributed

to a reduction in violence and crime and increased feelings of safety, although lack of

formal electricity supply is also causing much distress and feelings of not being safe. In

Freedom Park, quite the opposite happened where respondents felt that the provision of

formal houses have contributed to a loss of community cohesion and solidarity amongst

residents. This has also had a negative impact on violence and crime in the settlement as

informal measures of social control which existed before upgrading and which played a

significant role in terms of regulating crime and violence, have all but disappeared. In

Monwabisi Park the VPUU methodology is based on a very holistic approach which

integrates physical/situational crime prevention, social crime prevention and institutional

crime prevention. Although the community and the VPUU came to an agreement about the

short-term, medium-term and longer-term interventions for the site, there is frustration

amongst the respondents that some of the improvements which they had hoped for have not

yet materialised, although the importance of the social crime prevention interventions like

the ECD and youth programmes are acknowledged.

A challenge for VPUU is that the projects have not met the expectations of the com-

munity, since priorities are different: toilets, housing, streets and employment. In this

instance, VPUU and the progress that can be made in the settlement are hampered by the

fact that some of the projects are dependent on the city government for implementation.

This in some instances has affected community participation, creating despondency and the

feeling of failed delivery (even if housing and employment are not part of the interven-

tions). Community participation has also been affected by miscommunication. In the case

of the Neighbourhood Watch, some participants felt they were not getting what was

expected (a stipend or reward) and some others perceived little feedback was given on their

activities. Overall, the community perceived there is little information about the processes

outside the community and the way local employment opportunities were allocated. This

raises important questions about the role of intermediaries within an upgrading project and

difficulty of negotiating and managing multi-partnership interventions.

With regards to perceptions of safety, the research findings from the 3 sites are also

quite interesting and point to the multidimensional nature of safety or perceptions of safe

spaces. In Freedom Park, the home is perceived as a place of safety, but only insofar as it

provides refuge from gang-related violence within the settlement. In Sheffield Road, safety

or lack thereof was more linked to concerns over environmental hazards like fire and

flooding, rather than violence or crime. In Monwabisi Park, although respondents generally

feel safer in the settlement due mainly to the provision of electricity and the improvement

of social facilities like the ECD and sports programmes, there is a perception that the

broader conditions which contribute to feelings of vulnerability have not been sufficiently
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addressed by the upgrading process. These include the lack of sanitation, streets and

pathways in between dwellings to improve accessibility for police and other service

vehicles. Another persistent factor contributing to vulnerability is high unemployment

which fuels robbery and housebreaking, both of which are still unacceptably prevalent in

the settlement. In terms of overall feelings of safety though, respondents from Sheffield

Road and Monwabisi Park reported greater levels of satisfaction related to safety after

upgrading than did those from Freedom Park. This is surprising because Freedom Park has

undergone the full upgrading process, i.e. provision of services, tenure security and a

formal house. In Monwabisi Park, where tenure certificates have been provided to all the

residents, the VPUU states that this administrative recognition has brought about a sig-

nificant improvement in perceptions of safety amongst residents.

In terms of the nature and extent of violence after upgrading, in Freedom Park much

concern was expressed about a perceived increase in violence, particularly gang-related

violence, after upgrading. Other types of violence and crime reported include domestic

violence, rape, child neglect, fighting in close proximity to shebeens and house-breaking.

This increase in violence and crime was strongly linked to a proliferation in the number of

shebeens (informal alcohol outlets) and drug dens. This in turn was blamed on high

unemployment and the struggle to cover new expenses like paying for electricity and water

which came with the formalisation process. Another contributing factor was the loss of

community cohesion and informal social control which occurred subsequent to the

upgrading process.

In the Sheffield Road settlement, there seems to be a general perception that the levels

of violence and crime have reduced, although different types of violence and crime are

reported after upgrading, e.g. domestic violence and child abuse. The improvement in

violence and crime were ascribed to the physical improvements which have occurred, i.e.

provision of open pathways and spaces between dwellings. This, as well as toilets closer to

the dwellings, has limited opportunities for criminals to ambush residents and improved the

safety of women and children outside the home. The new cluster arrangement of dwellings

has improved neighbourliness and informal surveillance. Respondents also reported that

they have a level of control over and measures to deal with potential acts of violence and

crime.

In Monwabisi Park although a reduction in violence and crime was reported, due mainly

to the provision of electricity and social infrastructure, there was a feeling that the

upgrading process has not as yet addressed the conditions which contribute to residents’

risk and vulnerability. The lack of toilets means that residents are forced to use the nearby

bushes, which put women and children in particular at risk. The physical layout and density

of the site makes residents vulnerable to robbery and also hampers patrols by the police. As

in the Freedom Park case, increasing concern over shebeens was expressed by both resi-

dents and the police as these are seen to add to fighting, rape and gang activity. High

unemployment and a need to secure some form of livelihood are contributing factors.

7 Conclusions

The findings of this research support the arguments made in the literature about the

important role that informal settlements play in the urban context. They provide a housing

solution to poor urban residents and the intricate social networks which exist within

informal settlements support a range of livelihood strategies. Often informal governance
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structures exist within the settlement; these serve to regulate unacceptable practises which

contribute to violence and crime as observed in all three cases. In some instances

upgrading interventions might have unintentional consequences, for example, the loss of

community cohesion and making people, who are already living precariously, feel poorer

as is the case in Freedom Park. Upgrading programmes should take due cognisance of

social networks and community cohesion within settlements and should find ways to

support and enhance these. Given this, the research supports an in situ upgrading approach

that focus on improving the safety, health and well-being of residents, where they are

located, through the provision of a comprehensive package of services and infrastructure.

Care has to be taken to ensure that upgrading interventions do not disrupt the social support

networks and informal measures of social control which perform a vital function in

informal settlements.

Another point raised in the literature and confirmed by this research is that a one-size-

fits-all approach to informal settlement upgrading is not advisable. This is because the

context is markedly different across informal areas and certain upgrading approaches, e.g.

reblocking might be more appropriate in certain contexts than others. This confirms the

need for a thorough analysis and understanding of the socio-economic and governance

context within informal settlements prior to implementing an upgrading intervention and

designing interventions accordingly. Community participation and active involvement in

the upgrading project is essential, but as the Freedom Park and Monwabisi Park cases

show, very difficult to maintain throughout and after completion of the project, especially

when the outcomes do not live up to residents’ expectations.

A full package of basic services including electricity, water, sufficient and well-main-

tained sanitation facilities as well as improvements in the physical layout of sites, pathways

and public spaces go a long way towards enhancing the general health and well-being of

informal settlement dwellers. They also improve perceptions of safety and reduce

opportunities for violence and crime. Physical improvements in the built environment are

of absolute importance. However, without accompanying social and economic pro-

grammes, they will not bring about the ‘‘settlement transformation’’ which Abbott refers

to. Even then, the impacts of interventions like upgrading will be minimal and unsus-

tainable in the long run without broader structural change. This is because violence is

multifaceted in its manifestations and the factors which drive and sustain it. The research

suggests that certain factors can be addressed through an upgrading intervention, whereas

structural dimensions need longer-term, targeted, multi-agency programmes to address the

root factors which cause and sustain violence and crime.

Upgrading and the provision of shelter should be a component of a much wider strategy

to eradicate poverty and inequality by addressing structural conditions like unemployment

and a lack of appropriate skill development programmes which contribute to substance

abuse as well as interpersonal and community-based violence. It should also be considered

that urban upgrading, when accompanied by strategies for economic and social develop-

ment, become much more complex programmes, which need a long-term scope for their

implementation and to observe the results and impacts.
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