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1. Introduction 
 
Some forty percent of households in South Africa (4,6 million) are living in 
Townships

1
. Overall half of all metropolitan households are living in 

¢ƻǿƴǎƘƛǇǎ όнΣт ƳƛƭƭƛƻƴύΦ {ƛƴŎŜ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ мффпΣ 
conditions in urban townships have not substantially improved. Incomes of 
households in Townships have in real terms remained static. Moreover 
more households in Townships live in informal settlements and lack full 
access to municipal services than in 1996. It is critical that Government 
focuses its attention on integrating and addressing the needs of these 
ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǘƻǿƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƻ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ 
to position Townships centrally in urban policy debates and priority-setting 
processes.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
1
 Analysis of data from StatsSA 2005 (General Household Survey) 
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The Township Transformation Timeline provides an overview of the 
history of the evolution of Townships since 1900 and the lessons that can 
be learnt for the future. The Timeline sets out to provide a better 
understanding of Townships and how they can be transformed and 
integrated ƛƴǘƻ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ  

 
Townships are defined as areas that were designated under apartheid 
legislation for exclusive occupation by people classified as Africans, 
Coloureds and Indians. tǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ Townships have a 
unique and distinct history, which has had a direct impact on the socio-
economic status of these areas and how people perceive and operate 
within them.  
 
Over the years, Townships have developed an iconic profile in South African 
society, representing the very heart of where the struggle for freedom was 
ǿŀƎŜŘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ leaders, including famous politicians, artists, 
business icons, sportsmen and women were born and grew up. They are 
also places where a real sense of community exists.   
 
Prior to 1994, Townships operated and functioned in isolation from the 
mainstream economy and society, and were associated with racial 
segregation, exclusion and the marginal provision of services and economic 
opportunities. Since 1994, the government has implemented a number of 
initiatives to transform and integrate these areas, with varying degrees of 
success or failure.   
 
President Jacob Zuma, in one of his first addresses on becoming President of 
South Africa highlighted the importance of Townships in South Africa today:   
 
"Our townships need to have proper shopping facilities, proper roads, 
electricity, water and sanitation, quality schools and clinics, affordable public 
transport and all the basic services that are taken for granted in historically 
white areas.  "We will not rest until that happens." 
hǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άtŀƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ {ƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ /ŜƴǘǊŜέ ƛƴ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘǊŀ ¢ƻǿƴǎƘƛǇΣ нп 
May 2009. 
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This document sets out an analysis of the history of Townships in South 
Africa using the Timeline methodology of identifying periods in this history 
and describing these on a consistent basis. Lessons from each period and 
overall, particularly from a perspective of effective policy and development 
interventions for Townships going forward, have been drawn. This 
document is one of three products that have been produced the others 
comprising a poster and multi-media presentation which can be accessed 
via the website of the Department of Co-operative Governance and 
Traditional Affairs. 
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2. Statistical profile of Townships2  
 
Approximately 4,6 million households were living in Townships across 
South Africa in 2005. This represents 36% of the total population of South 
Africa at the time (12,7 million). Of these 2,7 million (60%) live in 
metropolitan townships. 
 
In 2005, a ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƳŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 
(50% of all households) were living in Townships. The extent varies per 
metropolitan area

3
:  

Á Cape Town : 46% 

Á eThekwini (Durban): 38% 

Á Ekhuruleni (East Rand) : 70% 

Á Johannesburg : 49% 

Á Nelson Mandela Bay (Port Elizabeth): 67%; and 

Á Tshwane (Pretoria): 42%. 
 
Key characteristics of households living in metropolitan Townships are as 
follows

4
:  

Á Most heads of household are African (87%) and male (72%) 

Á The average age of the head of household is 43 years  

Á Over one third (35%) of household heads have a matric or higher level 
of education 

Á Average household size is 3,2 people  

Á Levels of poverty are high with 82,4% of households spending less than 
R2,500 per month.  

                                                           
2
 The profile of Townships reflected in this section was based on an analysis of data 

from Stats SA. As Stats SA does not distinguish townships as specific areas in order to 
analyze the data it had to be manipulated using GIS to identify those enumerator 
areas that would coincide with townships as defined by the Group Areas Act 
3
 Analysis of data from StatsSA 2005 (General Household Survey) 

4
 Analysis of data from StatsSA 2005 (General Household Survey) 



9 

 

Generally, conditions of households living in metropolitan Townships have 
not improved between 1996 and 2007. Some indicative indicators are as 
follows

5
:  

Á % households in formal housing- marginal improvement of 2% (61% to 
63%). 

Á % households in informal housing- significant deterioration of 9% (28% 
to 37%).  

Á % households with access to services (see diagram):  
­  Piped waterς significant improvement of 18% (80% to 98%). 
­  Electricity for lighting ς moderate improvement of 9% (71% to 

80%). 
­  Refuse removed weeklyς moderate deterioration or 3% (83% 

to 80%). 
­  VIP toilet or better ς significant deterioration of 6% decrease 

in access (88% to 82%) 
 
Figure 1: Trend Analysis: Services  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5
 Analysis of date from Stats SA 1996 (10% sample of the Census) and 2007 (Census 

Replacement Survey) 
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Á The number of households living in Townships has increased 
significantly between 1996 and 2005. The number of households living 
in Townships in 1996 was approximately 2,08 million but by 2005 this 
had increased to 4,64 million representing a doubling of the number of 
households. This is due partly to household size decreasing and in-
migration. Some migration out of the townships to other parts of the 
city also occurred

6
. 

Á Households living in metropolitan Townships incomes have not 
increased in line with the rest of South Africans.  Township households 
are comparatively poorer then their non-township counterparts. For 
example between 1996 and 2004 the average income of households in 
Soweto has grown very slowly compared to the average incomes of 
Gauteng and South Africa, and especially of Johannesburg. While in 
1996 the average income in Johannesburg was about 2,5 times as high 
as in Soweto, in 2004 it was nearly 4 times as high

7
.  

 
Figure 2: Trend Analysis: Expenditure  

 

 

                                                           
6
 Analysis of data from StatsSA 1996 (10% sample of the Census) and 2005 (General 

Household Survey)  
7
 L Pernegger and S Godehart, Townships in the South African Geographic landscape, 

2007 
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3. Background and methodology 
 
The Township Transformation Timeline is a project of the Department 
Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs (CGTA) (then called the 
Department of Provincial and Local Government [dplg]) and the European 
Union. The timeline has been developed using a particular methodology 
that reviews history, policy and development initiatives within specified 
time frames or periods. These periods are analysed and documented in 
terms of the following key dimensions:  

¶ Influences: comprising external factors that impacted on the period 
under review 

¶ Legislation and policy: statutes and policy documents passed during the 
period under review 

¶ Institutional roles:  analysis of the role of government and civil society 
during the period under review 

¶ Implementation interventions: outlining the way in which the 
development of Townships occurred 

¶ Outcomes: the key outcomes by the end of the period 

¶ Lessons: the key lessons that can be learnt. 
 
The methodology applied in developing the timeline was as follows:  

¶ A provisional timeline was generated. 

¶ 38 interviews were then undertaken with policy makers, practitioners 
and specialists using the provisional timeline as a basis for discussion. 

¶  Findings of the interviews were analysed and key analytical categories 
for analysis were identified.  

¶ A document review and data review was undertaken in terms of the 
analytical categories  

¶ On the basis of these reviews the time line periods were finalised and 
the time line populated. 
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4. Timeline overview  
 
The time line comprises six periods that are unique to the history of 
Townships in South Africa. Each period has been selected based on the 
unique events that occurred during the period with a focus on governance 
as the key defining factor. One key event was selected where possible to 
determine the start date of each period. In addition a sub-title has been 
developed for each period that reflects the impact on Townships. An 
overview of the time line, the key triggers used to define each period and 
the impact on Townships is set out below. 
 
Figure 3: The Township Transformation Time periods showing key triggers 
and overview 
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Figure 4: Township Timeline at a glance  

 

1900 - 1922  
Early 
segregation 
(Emergence) 
 

CƛǊǎǘ ¢ƻǿƴǎƘƛǇǎ όŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩύ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ some within towns (on a mixed 
race basis) but increasingly over time on the outskirts of towns. They are 
allowed by Government so as to ensure a labour force in urban areas but 
limited investment is made into their development. Living conditions are 
extremely poor. Influx control is applied to regulate labour supply for farmers 
and mines. Africans excluded from rights (political and land). Segregation is 
applied by government but on a fragmented and decentralized basis. Civil 
society begins to emerge to contest segregation and living conditions.  

1923 ς 1947  
Segregation 
consolidated 
(Adoption) 
 

Townships assume increasing importance in urban areas as the reliance on 
African labour increases.  Investment by Government in Townships increases 
but is still not able to keep up with demand due to high levels of 
urbanization. As a result informal settlements emerge and living conditions 
remain poor. Relocation of Africans commences.  Central Government takes 
on a more direct role in regulating the nature of Townships through oversight 
and funding.  Civil society increases resistance activities using deputations and 
petitions. The potential to mobilize in Townships emerges, as does the use of 
strikes and boycotts. 

1948 - 1975 
Apartheid  
(Control) 
 

Initially there is extensive development of Townships by Government ς 
despite this informal settlements and overcrowding increases. From 1960 
development slows down as the focus shifts to homeland development. 
Townships are segregated physically, socially and economically from towns 
and residents become progressively isolated and poorer as access to economic 
opportunities and urban amenities are restricted. Civil society becomes 
increasingly militant.  International sanctions and boycotts are applied.   

1976 - 1993  
Apartheid  
dismantled 
(Resistance) 
 

Civil unrest, international sanctions, increasing urbanization and a declining 
economy contribute to the dismantling of apartheid policy.  There is 
increasing acceptance that Africans will remain permanently in urban areas 
and 99 year leasehold and full property rights are provided respectively. 
Funding for housing is increased and extensive private sector housing 
development in Townships commences. Racial Local Authorities are 
established but are dysfunctional. Africans are no longer restricted to living 
only in townships and start moving into the inner city and suburbs. South 
Africa is left with cities structured by apartheid. Townships are characterized 
by small, poor quality houses, with a large number of informal settlements, 
poor service infrastructure and amenities and lack of affordable public 
transportation.  
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1994 ς 2004  
Democrati-
sation 
(Upgrading) 
 

Local Authorities undergo substantial transformation resulting in constraints in 
respect of capacity and processes. Significant investment into Townships 
occurs through the Special Integrated Presidential Projects (SIPPs) and Urban 
Renewal Programme (URP) launched in 2001 as a ten year pilot programme 
and sectoral initiatives. Success is variable and impact limited. Access to 
housing, services and amenities improves but Townships remain separate and 
marginalized. A key difficulty that persists is capacity and coordination across 
and within spheres of government. South Africa reflects Ψǘǿƻ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎ ƛƴ 
ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩ ς one white and wealthy (formal-first economy), the other 
overwhelmingly black and poverty stricken (informal-second economy). 
Townships fall into the latter. 

2004-2009 
Towards urban 
integration 
(Inclusion) 

The URP continues to be implemented ς Provinces and Municipalities start 
replicating the methodology but funding and capacity remain key constraints. 
Implementation of the sectoral programmes impacts positively on Townships. 
However upgrading of Townships continues to be largely uncoordinated. 
Better and more comprehensive planning and budgeting is pursued (through 
IDPs and the National Spatial Development Perspective. 
The Neighbourhood Development Partnership Programme is launched in 
2006. The Housing Development Agency with a focus on integrated human 
settlements is launched in 2009.  
Townships still remain marginalised and isolated within towns and cities.   
The emphasis of development initiatives in Townships gradually shifts to a 
recognition of the critical need for integration of Townships into towns and 
cities. The role of Local Government in respect of the development of 
Townships remains unresolved, with a greater devolution of responsibility 
towards Local Government but generally with inadequate authority, capacity 
and funding. There is increasing recognition of the role of the private sector in 
developing Townships. However tensions remain around the impact on existing 
Township business interests.  
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5. Time line periods  
 
This section sets out each of the time line periods in terms of the analytical 
dimensions namely:  

Á Influences 

Á Legislation and policy 

Á Institutional roles 

Á Implementation interventions 

Á Outcomes 

Á Lessons 

 

5.1   1900 ς1922 Early segregation (Emergence)  

 

5.1.1 Influences
8 

 
The key external factors (influences) of relevance to Townships during this 
period are as follows:  
Á 1910: South Africa becomes a Union with four Provinces (Cape, Natal, 

Orange Free State and Transvaal).  Categorisation of the population by 
race is applied, but Provinces apply different restrictions in respect of 
segregation and rights. The Pass Laws put in place in 1866 are retained.  

Á 1913: The Black Land Act is passed. This Act is significant as land is 
segregated for the first time within South Africa. Africans are prohibited 
from owning or renting land outside designated reserves (7,6% of the 
total land area of South Africa). Property sizes inside the reserves are 
also restricted.  

                                                           
8
 This section adapted from History of South Africa, http://www.historyworld.net 

unless otherwise noted. 
































































































































