
“In South Africa, progress in the built environment is usually 
measured in physical terms, such as the number of new houses built 
and the number of households provided with clean water, sanitation 
and electricity … Yet indicators of physical progress are partial 
and inadequate by themselves. They say nothing about whether 
the location and form of housing are appropriate, or whether the 
provision is in reponse to people’s needs and sustainable in the 
longer term.”
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The Built Environment

The built form of cities is crucial to the welfare of citizens and to patterns of human interaction and social integration. This 
is particularly relevant to South African cities given the distortions inherited from apartheid. Urban structure affects the 
productivity of city economies and the long-term financial viability of city governments. It also influences the efficiency of 
resource flows through the city and thereby the city’s ecological footprint. 

This chapter examines the current state of the built environment of the main cities in South Africa and reviews progress 
over the last decade. The built environment covers the form and spatial configuration of housing, transport, economic 
development and community infrastructure. The analysis focuses on the nine largest municipalities and makes 
comparisons with the rest of the country where possible.

A resilience perspective informs the analysis, which includes qualitative assessments of the nature and form of land 
development, covering issues of urban design, density and accessibility, and the extent to which physical investment 
is accompanied by economic and social development to create liveable and sustainable settlements. Resilience can be 
defined as the capacity of the built environment to adapt to challenging conditions, such as rapid population growth 
or rising energy costs. These areas should be able to accommodate change over time, creating continuity with positive 
features of the past, and responding to new social and market demands. Cities should manage urbanisation pressures 
in ways that take into account both historical injustices and future environmental challenges, such as flood risks. 
Infrastructure and buildings should be adaptable to developments in technology and the changing needs of households, 
firms and organisations. This is inherently difficult because of the fixed, durable character of physical structures and the 
substantial sunk costs in many infrastructure projects. Resilience also implies something about the process of producing 
the built environment. A prescriptive, top-down model of ‘delivering’ housing and services to passive local communities 
risks providing inappropriate, inflexible or unaffordable facilities. 

In South Africa, progress in the built environment is usually measured in physical terms, such as the number of new 
houses built and the number of households provided with clean water, sanitation and electricity. These are clearly 
important given the large numbers of people lacking proper shelter or access to essential services. Protection from the 
elements, privacy and security are fundamental for human survival, dignity and social stability. The history of forced 
removals, shack clearances, sterile dormitory communities, mass hostels and inadequate services (‘toilets in the veld’), 
helps to explain both the priority given to building houses after the end of apartheid and the ‘slum eradication’ language. 

The landmark 1994 Botshabelo Accord, signed by the government, developers, trade unions, community organisations 
and financial institutions, says that everyone should have access to secure, serviced housing. According to Section 26 
of the Constitution of South Africa, ‘everyone has the right to have access to adequate housing’, and the state must 
take reasonable measures to provide people with this. The 1997 Housing Act made it a government priority to provide 
people with fully serviced houses with freehold titles. Investing in housing also provides people with an asset that could 
appreciate in value and offer security in difficult times, while politicians have found the promise of delivering free formal 
houses to their constituents to be compelling.

Yet indicators of physical progress are partial and inadequate by themselves. They say nothing about whether the location 
and form of housing are appropriate, or whether the provision is in reponse to people’s needs and sustainable in the 
longer term. The wider context of housing – including the intensity of land development, the quality of the surrounding 
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environment and facilities, and accessibility to jobs and amenities – is also critical to the creation of viable communities. 
These are crucial issues given the legacy of sprawling, racially divided cities, which are beyond the influence of housing 
policy alone. The Botshabelo Accord confirms that the government will strive to establish viable, integrated communities 
in areas that provide convenient access to economic opportunities, health, education and social amenities.

OVERVIEW OF THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT
Housing
The General Household Survey (GHS) is used to assess the basic attributes of the built environment, including the 
numbers of people who currently live in sub-standard housing and the progress made in addressing the housing backlog. 
The GHS is an annual face-to-face survey of a stratified random sample of approximately 30 000 households and is the 
most reliable source of up-to-date information. Consistent annual data is available between 2002 and 2009 to compare 
living conditions in different parts of the country. Unfortunately, the data is not available for individual municipalities 
because of the constrained sample size and sampling framework of the survey, which is designed for analysis at  
provincial rather than local level. Following extensive consultation, Statistics SA provided variables that allow special 
tabulations with the most detailed disaggregation that is statistically reliable.3 Data from the following geographical 
categories is available: 
•	 the	combined	Gauteng	metros	(Johannesburg,	Tshwane	and	Ekurhuleni)
•	 Cape	Town
•	 eThekwini
•	 Nelson	Mandela	Bay
•	 secondary	cities	(including	Mangaung,	Buffalo	City	and	Msunduzi	together)
•	 commercial	farming	areas	and
•	 former	Bantustans.	

Informal/traditional dwellings
As Figure 3.1 shows, in 2009 almost one in four households in South Africa lived in informal dwellings/shacks or traditional 
housing, amounting to approximately 3.3 million households, 1.9 million in informal dwellings and 1.4 million in 
traditional housing. This is a sizeable proportion, reflecting the scale of the task to provide everyone with a permanent 
residential structure. Other evidence from the GHS shows that residents of informal/traditional dwellings are more 
likely than other households to experience overcrowding, sub-standard housing conditions, poor access to services and 
vulnerability to hunger.4

“The built environment covers the 
form and spatial configuration 
of housing, transport, economic 
development and community 
infrastructure.”

“The wider context of housing – including the intensity of land 
development, the quality of the surrounding environment and facilities, 
and accessibility to jobs and amenities – is also critical to the creation of 
viable communities.”
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Figure 3.1 Percentage of households living in informal dwellings

Sources: Stats SA, 2002; Stats SA, 2009 5 

In 2009 there were 0.7 million 
households living in informal 
or traditional dwellings in the 
Gauteng metros, 0.2 million in Cape 
Town, 0.2 million in eThekwini,  
0.02	million	in	Nelson	Mandela	Bay,	
and 0.5 million in the secondary 
cities. In commercial farming areas, 
the proportion of households in 
informal or traditional dwellings 
was considerably less, and the 
absolute number was only  
0.3 million. In simple numerical 
terms, the scale of the challenge 
appears greater in the former 
Bantustans because of the high 
proportion of households in 
traditional housing.  

Here, the numbers amounted to approximately 1.5 million households in 2009. Between 2002 and 2009 the proportion of 
informal or traditional dwellings in SA fell slightly (from 26% to 24% of all households), which seems modest considering 
the large scale house building that has occurred: the number of households in formal dwellings increased from 8.1 million 
to 10.4 million between these years. The actual number of households in informal housing also rose from 3.1 million to 
3.4 million because of underlying population growth and a fall in the average household size. Despite the government’s 
provision of subsidies for the building of approximately 2.8 million low-cost houses for nearly 11 million people over 
the period 1994–20096, housing policy appears not to have kept pace with the growing level of need. It is also worth 
noting that the scale of government-subsidised house building has been nearly four times the level of private sector 
house building over this period.7 The national housing programme has been delivering approximately 220 000 housing 
opportunities per year, including 160 000 housing units and 60 000 serviced sites.8 

The challenge of growth in number of households has been greatest in the major cities because of rural–urban migration. 
The proportion of households living in informal dwellings in all the metros combined increased from 21% in 2002 to 22% 
in 2009 despite the concentration of house building in these places and the absolute number of households rose from 
approximately 0.9 million to 1.1 million over this period. In the Gauteng metros, the number of households in informal 
dwellings rose from 0.5 million to 0.7 million and was accompanied by substantial growth in the number of informal 
settlements	in	the	region.	Meanwhile,	0.75	million	low-cost	Reconstruction	and	Development	Programme	(RDP)	homes	
were built in Gauteng between 1994 and 2009.9 

In Cape Town, the number of households in informal dwellings increased by almost 100 000. This was the steepest growth 
rate in the country, reflecting strong urbanisation. In eThekwini there appears to have been a decrease of about 25 000 
households	which	may	be	linked	partly	to	the	city	council’s	good	record	of	housing	delivery.	In	Nelson	Mandela	Bay,	there	
appears to have been a sharper decrease, although this may be as a result of the small sample size. In the secondary cities 
and commercial farming areas – where slower population growth enabled better progress in meeting house-building 
backlogs – the proportion was reduced by about one quarter. 
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The average population density of South African cities is low compared to cities in other countries with similar 
(i.e. middle and low) average incomes (see Table 3.1). Low population density fragments communities and 
encourages	road-based	travel.	Most	of	the	poor	are	confined	to	overcrowded	settlements	on	the	periphery	
and forced to endure long and costly journeys to school and work. Badly located new housing worsens 
poverty and exclusion, trapping poor households in marginal areas with deficient services and a depreciating 
asset. Dispersed development also makes for less efficient use of natural resources, higher bulk infrastructure 
costs, and greater energy consumption and carbon emissions. A narrow focus on delivering formal housing 
has had the effect of sacrificing many attributes of housing ‘quality’.1 It has also left many people living in 
informal settlements and backyard shacks frustrated by the apparent slow process of providing serviced 
houses or upgrading current conditions.

Table 3.1 Density of world cities 

High income 
countries

Density 
(population 
per square 
kilometre)

Middle and low 
income countries

Density 
(population 
per square 
kilometre) South Africa

Density 
(population 

per square 
kilometre)

Asia 7 000 India 15 000 Cape Town 3 950

Japan 4 200 China  7 350 eThekwini 3 500

Western	Europe 3 150 Russia  4 900 Tshwane 2 750

Canada 1 600 Rest of Asia  8 100
Johannesburg	&	
Ekurhuleni 2 500

Australia 1 450 Africa  8 150 Nelson	Mandela	Bay 2 100

United States 1 100
South	&	Central	
America  6 250

Average 3 100 Average 8 292 Average 2 960

Source: Derived from Demographia, 2009 2 

The built environment has been a contested policy matter over the last decade. There have been intense 
disputes surrounding the constitutional right to housing, the quantity and quality of new house building, 
the pace and form of service provision in poor communities, and the operation of the transport system. 
Criticisms levelled at the fragmented responsibilities of different spheres of government in relation to the 
built environment, have been compounded by departments working in silos and resulted in weak alignment 
between transport, housing and land management policies. These are some of the reasons why unified 
metropolitan authorities were created in 2000/01: to promote urban integration and give tangible meaning to 
the slogan ‘one city, one tax base’. 

This chapter shows that, in practice, there have been enormous difficulties in desegregating apartheid cities 
and creating economically vibrant and accessible settlements for all. Key elements for successful urban 
restructuring include higher-density housing development in well-located areas, major improvements in 
public transport to bring fragmented places together, and higher employment levels in townships and 
informal settlements. The imminent devolution of public transport and housing functions to cities gives hope 
for the future and offers the prospect of a more coherent approach to urban planning, development and 
management. 
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Figure 3.2 Percentage of households living in RDP or state-subsidised dwellings (2009)
Source: Stats SA, 2009 10

RDP housing
The 2009 GHS also gives data on 
the proportion of households 
in each area that live in RDP or 
state-subsidised housing. Figure 
3.2 shows that about one in nine 
households in the Gauteng metros 
live in such housing compared 
to one in six in Cape Town, one 
in ten in eThekwini and nearly 
one in five in the secondary cities 
and commercial farming areas. 
Put simply, house-building in the 
metros is over-shadowed by the 
sizeable, expanding population of 
these areas compared to the rest 
of the country. This is clearly where 
the greatest housing challenges lie.

The 2002 and 2009 GHS permit 
some analysis of the state of 
housing, such as the condition 
of the walls and the roof of 
the main dwelling occupied 
by households. There are five 
categories of response – very 
weak, weak, needing minor repairs, 
good or very good. The first three 
categories are combined to create 
a single category of ‘dwellings with 
problems’. Figure 3.3 shows that 
nearly two-fifths of all households 
in the country live in houses with 
some problems – surprisingly high. 

Figure 3.3 Percentage of ‘dwellings with problems’
Sources: Stats SA, 2002; Stats SA, 2009 11

“Households in the metros and secondary cities have better access to 
toilet facilities than those in the countryside.”
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The proportion is lower in Gauteng metros, but higher everywhere else, suggesting that Gauteng housing stock is better 
than elsewhere. Furthermore, housing conditions appear to have improved in the Gauteng metros and eThekwini over the 
period 2002–2009, but deteriorated somewhat in Cape Town and the secondary cities. Further research is needed to verify 
and account for these disparities.

Housing conditions
Finally, information on the condition of dwellings can be extracted from the 2009 GHS specifically for RDP houses.  
Figure	3.4	shows	that	households	living	in	Cape	Town	and	Nelson	Mandela	Bay	report	much	higher	levels	of	dissatisfaction	
with the condition of their RDP houses than in Gauteng or elsewhere in the country. Further research is required to verify 
and explain these differences.

Figure 3.4 Percentage of RDP houses ‘with problems’ (2009)
Source: Stats SA, 2009 12

Access to services
Toilet facilities
Sanitation is a basic need, 
important for hygiene as well 
as human dignity. The standard 
sanitation indicator is the number 
of households in each area with 
a bucket toilet or no access to 
toilet facilities. Figure 3.5 shows 
that households in the metros and 
secondary cities have better access 
to toilet facilities than those in the 
countryside. 

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

Despite the number of informal 
settlements, few households in 
the cities have only rudimentary 
sanitation. In 2009 the proportion 
of households in the Gauteng 
metros and eThekwini with 
basic sanitation was only 1% 
compared to 6% in Cape Town 
and	Nelson	Mandela	Bay,	and	
3% in the secondary cities. Over 
the period 2002–2009 there have 
been substantial improvements 
in sanitation throughout the 
country, and a general narrowing 
of the rural-urban gap. The metros 
had least scope for improvement 
because people there already had 
good access to toilet facilities. 
Among the cities, eThekwini and 
the secondary cities appear to 
have experienced the biggest 
improvements.
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Figure 3.5 Percentage of households with bucket toilets or no access to toilet facilities
Sources: Stats, 2002; Stats SA, 2009 13
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Solid waste removal
The removal of solid waste is a second dimension of sanitation, important for health and safety reasons as well as 
environmental quality. Standards of refuse collection are generally higher in the cities than elsewhere because of 
efficiencies arising from the concentration of population and the legacy of uneven institutional capacity. There have 
also been improvements in most areas over the last decade, although not on the same scale as improvements in toilet 
facilities. The 2009 survey questions were slightly different from those in 2002 to allow for the growth of service delivery 
contracted to members of the community. Figure 3.6 shows that households in most parts of the country have better 
access to refuse collection than in 2002. 
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Households in the metros were 
better off to begin with and appear 
to have experienced limited further 
improvement in refuse removal, 
perhaps because of the pace of 
in-migration and the growth of 
informal settlements. Households 
in the former Bantustans seem 
to have particularly poor access 
to municipal refuse collection 
(they lacked municipalities under 
apartheid), but these areas, along 
with commercial farming areas and 
secondary cities, have seen some 
improvement over the last decade.
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Figure 3.6 Percentage of households with refuse collection by municipality
Sources: Stats SA, 2002; Stats SA, 2009 14
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GHS 2009 also included questions about environmental problems in housing areas. Overall, nearly one in three 
respondents (32%) felt there were problems with littering and waste removal in their areas. The proportion was highest in 
the former Bantustans (40%), followed by the secondary cities (34%), commercial farming areas (31%) and metros (26%). 
This is broadly consistent with the pattern of responses on refuse collection. People seem to feel that the quality of the 
environment is higher in the metros than elsewhere, despite the concentration of informal settlements and people. 

In addition, one in three households across the country (33%) said there were problems of land erosion, air pollution 
or water pollution in their areas. The proportion was highest in the former Bantustans and secondary cities (39%), 
followed by commercial farming areas (33%) and metros (27%), which is broadly consistent with the other environmental 
responses. It suggests that people in the metros are less dissatisfied with the quality of their environment than people are 
in other parts of the country.

Water
Piped water is a critical infrastructure requirement for people’s health and everyday living. Figure 3.7 shows that people in 
the metros and secondary cities have better access to piped water than elsewhere.

 

Figure 3.7 Percentage of households with access to piped water
Sources: Stats SA, 2002; Stats SA, 2009 15 

Just	over	one	in	ten	metro	households	
have no access to piped water (off or 
on-site) compared to nearly one in 
five in the secondary cities. eThekwini 
is somewhere in between, perhaps 
because it includes a sizeable rural 
catchment. The former Bantustans, 
where more than half of the 
population has no access to piped 
water, have a much bigger problem. 
In addition, the rate of improvement 
in access to piped water has been 
more limited than in sanitation 
improvement over the period 
2002–2009.	Nelson	Mandela	Bay,	
eThekwini and the former Bantustans 
appear to have had the biggest 
increase in access to piped water, 
with a slight decrease in the other 
metros, presumably because of rapid 
household growth. Consequently, the 
rural-urban gap has narrowed slightly.

“Households in most parts of the country have better access to refuse 
collection than in 2002.”
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Wood and paraffin are alternative sources of fuel for cooking and heating, and are more widely used by poor households. 
In 2009, 9% of households in the metros used wood or paraffin compared to 17% in the secondary cities, 21% in the 
commercial farming areas and 48% in the former Bantustans.

Telecommunications 
Access to a telephone through a landline or cell-phone is increasingly important for both economic purposes and 
social communication. The majority of households everywhere now have access to a cell-phone. As shown in Figure 3.9, 
Gauteng metros, at 90%, have the highest proportion of households with telephone availability.

Some evidence is also available on the quality of water supply. The proportion of households who said that their water 
was not safe to drink, not clear, did not taste good, or smelt bad was 3% in the metros compared to 8% in the secondary 
cities, 8% in the commercial farming areas and 21% in the former Bantustans. 

Energy and fuel
Electricity	is	much	safer,	cleaner	and	more	reliable	for	cooking,	heating	and	lighting	than	the	alternatives	of	paraffin,	
wood, coal or candles. Figure 3.8 shows that the levels of access to electricity are generally much higher than they are  
to water. 

Figure 3.8 Percentage of households with mains electricity
Sources: Stats, 2002; Stats SA, 200916

People in the metros and secondary 
cities tend to have better access to 
electricity than elsewhere, especially 
in the former Bantustans. Over the 
period 2002–2009 there appear to 
have been fairly large improvements 
in access to electricity throughout the 
country, especially in the countryside, 
eThekwini	and	Nelson	Mandela	Bay,	
resulting in a narrower gap between 
rural and urban areas. There have 
also been some improvements to 
electricity availability in the Gauteng 
metros, unlike the case of water, waste 
collection and informal housing. It 
seems that the supply of electricity has 
been better able to keep pace with 
household growth and urbanisation 
than other basic services.
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“It seems that the supply of electricity has been better able to keep 
pace with household growth and urbanisation than other basic 
services.”
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Figure 3.9 Percentage of households with access to a cellphone and/or landline  
in the home
Source: Stats SA, 2009 17
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Households are most likely to have 
both cell phones and landlines 
in the coastal metros (especially 
Cape Town). Commercial farming 
areas have the highest proportion 
of households with no telephone 
options. Households in the 
former Bantustans rely most 
heavily on cell phones. Data on 
telecommunications was not 
collected in 2002.

GHS 2009 also included questions 
on the use of the internet, enabling 
some assessment of the ‘digital 
divide’. Access to the internet is 
important, as online public and 
private services grow and electronic 
communication spreads rapidly. 

Nearly	a	quarter	of	households	in	South	Africa	(23%)	have	at	least	one	member	who	uses	the	internet	(at	home,	work,	
place of study or internet cafés). Internet use is highest in the Gauteng metros (39%), followed by the coastal metros 
(33%), secondary cities and commercial farming areas (both 19%), and former Bantustans (11%). These are very wide 
disparities, highlighting concerns that the majority of households throughout the country have no one who uses the 
internet.

Transport
One of the effects of South Africa’s dispersed urban form is the high level of long-distance movement, especially for 
the poor who are forced to live in marginal locations. Public transport and minibus taxis are critical for people to access 
employment, educational facilities and social amenities. A key indicator is the amount of money people are forced to 
spend on commuting. Unfortunately, little reliable data is available to permit comparisons or to assess whether conditions 
have improved. However, GHS 2009 provides useful information on commute times (see Figure 3.10), which may be a 
useful substitute for commute cost data. 
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Figure 3.10 Time taken to travel to work 
Source: Stats SA, 2009 18

As shown in Figure 3.10, between 
two-thirds and three-quarters of 
people in rural areas and smaller cities 
spend 30 minutes or less on getting 
to work, compared to just over half in 
the Gauteng metros and Cape Town. 
Transport is clearly a bigger burden 
for many metro residents. About one 
in seven people in Gauteng spends 
more than an hour travelling to 
work, a much higher proportion than 
elsewhere. 

A	study	in	Tshwane	found	the	average	trip	length	for	car	users	to	be	about	twice	as	high	as	in	cities	such	as	Moscow,	
London, Tokyo and Singapore and about three times as high for public transport users.19 The main reasons for this 
surprising finding appear to be the low density of the city and ‘displaced urbanisation’ as a result of apartheid planning.

Information on modes of travel is only available from the national transport survey, which was last conducted in 2003. 
Table 3.2 shows the various modes used by people commuting to work from different areas. 

Table 3.2 Mode of transport used by commuters – by settlement type

Mode of transport used by commuters

Settlement type

Metropolitan (%) Urban (%) Rural (%)

Car 41.0 35.5 15.8

Minibus	taxi 28.4 27.0 15.1

Bus   8.1  6.2 11.6

Train  11.2  1.7  0.5

Walk/cycle   9.1 25.6 52.6

Other   2.2  4.1  4.4
Source: South Africa, Department of Transport, 2004 20

Motor	cars	are	the	most	important	mode	in	metros	and	smaller	urban	areas,	followed	by	minibus	taxis.	Despite	being	the	
only subsidised modes, buses or trains are used by only one in five metro commuters. In contrast, people in rural areas 
are much more likely to walk or cycle to work. Few metro commuters walk or cycle to work because of the long distances 
involved.

The national transport survey also queried the problems experienced by transport users. For almost half the respondents, 
the main problem was that public transport was either not available or too far away. Another third said that the most 
serious problem was road safety and bad driver behaviour. The biggest problem for one in five respondents was the cost 
of transport, which is of particular concern for low income workers. Trains were the cheapest major mode of transport, 
followed by buses and then taxis.21 The survey found that commuters in the poorest income bracket spent on average 
35% of their earnings on commuting – a startling figure given that the 1996 Transport White Paper states commuters 
should spend no more than 10% of their disposable income on transport. 
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Looked at in more detail, the main sources of dissatisfaction with trains were overcrowding and exposure to crime. The 
main complaints about buses were the lack of facilities at bus stops, overcrowding and low off-peak frequencies. Taxis 
were criticised for being dangerous and unroadworthy, with limited facilities at ranks.22  

Summary
•	 	Nearly	one	in	four	households	in	the	metros	is	an	informal	dwelling,	despite	large-scale	building	of	low-cost	

housing over the last 15 years.
•	 	The	number,	and	proportion,	of	households	in	informal	dwellings	has	been	rising	in	Cape	Town	and	Gauteng	

because of urbanisation, but the proportion of households in informal housing in other parts of the country 
has reduced.

•	 	The	physical	condition	of	dwellings	appears	to	be	better	in	Gauteng	and	eThekwini	than	in	Cape	Town,	
Nelson	Mandela	Bay	or	the	secondary	cities.

•	 	Access	to	services	(sanitation,	waste	collection,	water,	energy	and	fuel,	telecommunications	and	transport)	
is much better in the cities than in the countryside. However, the situation has improved in most places, 
especially in rural areas, thereby narrowing the rural-urban gap.

•	 	The	quality	of	environment	seems	to	be	better	in	metros	than	in	rural	areas,	although	city	residents	have	to	
endure longer journeys to work.

UNDERSTANDING THE SOCIO-SPATIAL INEQUALITIES
The low average residential density of South African cities is reasonably well known, but the wide variation in densities 
within each city is less well understood. It is more appropriate to characterise South African cities by their highly uneven 
distribution of population than their low average densities. For example, Cape Town’s average population density is  
39 persons per hectare, but this varies between 100 and 150 in the shack areas and between 4 and 12 in the former white 
suburbs.23 This enormous imbalance is bound to present a bigger challenge for the effective functioning and management 
of the city than uniform low density, especially if the different neighbourhoods are set apart rather than contiguous. 
Uneven urban growth could be a source of both economic inefficiency and social injustice because it impedes labour and 
housing market interactions, transport networks and economical public service delivery. 

On the one hand, middle and high-income households tend to live in low density suburbs that are costly to service 
with	public	transport	and	other	infrastructures	and	are	geared	to	car-based	commuting.	Major	highway	construction	
programmes between the 1960s and 1980s facilitated large-scale suburban expansion for car owners and contributed 
to	the	separation	of	work,	leisure	and	home	life.	Elsewhere,	the	majority	of	households	are	confined	to	townships	
that are often overcrowded, have over-burdened schools and clinics and are vulnerable to the spread of shack fires 
and communicable diseases. Here, the pressure on land for housing complicates the provision of bulk infrastructure, 
community	facilities,	public	spaces	and	formal	economic	activity.	Many	townships	are	poorly	sited	in	relation	to	flood	
hazards and are remote from livelihood opportunities and amenities, compounding existing disadvantages. 

The dispersed urban form of the apartheid city is often discussed as if all cities have the same basic spatial configuration. 
In fact, there are big differences in the spread of population within each city, reflecting factors such as their unique 
physical topographies, major transport axes, their socio-cultural composition, and the rate and character of economic 
and demographic growth. Historical policies are also important (for instance how strictly apartheid planning principles 
were applied), as is the influence of other planning ideas, such as modernism and the separation of land uses. Some 
cities have a reasonably compact built-up area, while others are much more fragmented and exploitative of space. Some 
have a single poor township located well beyond the periphery of the city that was imposed through forced removals or 
‘displaced urbanisation’. Others have a range of outlying settlements, some of which grew without formal approval as a 
result of in-migration, often since the demise of apartheid.
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A novel way to portray these differences is through three-dimensional density maps (Figures 3.11–3.18).24 These maps 
convey a powerful sense of the socio-spatial inequalities of each city. The height of each column on the map represents 
the population density of that particular zone of the city. The area of the base (or ‘footprint’) of each column is the 
geographical extent of that zone and the volume of each column reflects the total number of people living in the zone. 
The colour coding reflects different density levels – green is very low whereas red is very high.25  

To interpret the patterns shown in each map in a systematic rather than a purely descriptive way, it is useful to identify the 
key features that distinguish one city from another. Table 3.3 provides a basic framework to pinpoint essential differences 
in spatial form. 

Table 3.3 Basic differences in urban form framework

Ordinary city Apartheid city

Main	built-up	area	of	the	city Contiguous Fractured

Variation in density levels across the city Smooth gradient Highly variable

Existence	of	large	areas	of	low	density	in	central	locations No Yes

Existence	of	large	areas	of	high	density	in	peripheral	locations No Yes

Tendency to separate or mix land uses Mixed	land	uses Separation of land uses

Distance between largest residential areas and main economic centres Typically short Typically long
Source: Ivan Turok, 2010

These distinctions also help to explain some of the strategic challenges facing each city, including where major 
investments in transport, housing and jobs might be made to reduce some of the most glaring inefficiencies and 
inequities, and what kind of transport system may be most appropriate in different situations. The framework is a 
considerable simplification of reality. It is presented as a contrast between the distortions of the archetypal apartheid city 
and other cities that have evolved in a more organic way, without the same degree or type of state control. Apartheid 
cities were shaped in the first instance by policies of strict social segregation and, secondly, by separating economic and 
residential zones to keep commercial and industrial activities out of non-white areas. This denied black townships the 
chance to develop an economic base and greatly increased the need to travel within cities.  

A preliminary assessment of the spatial form of each of the nine cities follows, with some cursory observations about the 
challenges they pose. Further research is required to provide a more detailed analysis of the patterns that are revealed; to 
explain how they came about; to assess the impact and strength of contemporary spatial trends and dynamics (including 
the distribution of employment and how it is changing); and to explore the scope for alternative policy interventions to 
address the problems. First are presented the cities that have relatively straightforward spatial forms, followed by those 
with more complex and challenging issues; smaller cities are likely to have lower overall densities, to be less complex and 
to have shorter commuting distances. 

Mangaung
Within	the	Mangaung	metropolitan	area,	the	city	of	Bloemfontein	itself	has	a	fairly	conventional	and	compact	urban	form,	
without any extremely dense zones. The variation in density levels across the city also seems lower than in any of the other 
eight cities. The main residential areas are reasonably accessible to the central business district, which is the dominant 
employment	centre.	The	most	unusual	feature	of	the	wider	Mangaung	area	is	the	large	population	concentration	at	
Botshabelo (a former Bantustan) located about 50 km away. This large ‘township’ has a sizeable share of the metro 
population but lacks any significant economic base of its own, so people are forced to commute to Bloemfontein for work, 
for major consumer purchases and for high order private and public services, at considerable personal and financial cost. 
This is a classic example of displaced urbanisation and probably represents the single biggest long-term challenge for 
strategic	planning	in	Mangaung.		
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Figure 3.11 Population density of Mangaung 
Source: Considerable thanks to Gerbrand Mans of CSIR for producing these maps

There may be scope for developing one or more economic and service nodes in Botshabelo because of its population 
size and distance from Bloemfontein. The large combined spending power of local residents, coupled with the available 
labour supply and potential savings in transport costs, offers advantages for local economic development. Over time, 
opportunities may also arise for further residential densification in and around the central city area of Bloemfontein, given 
the relatively low current density of some of these zones and the value households attach to proximity to centrally located 
jobs and amenities. In the meantime, efficient transport connections are vital for people from Botshabelo to access jobs 
and amenities in Bloemfontein.

“Apartheid cities were shaped in the first instance by policies of 
strict social segregation and, secondly, by separating economic and 
residential zones to keep commercial and industrial activities out of 
non-white areas.”
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Msunduzi
Msunduzi	also	has	a	relatively	simple	urban	form	with	few	extreme	variations.	There	are	essentially	two	large,	contiguous,	
medium-density residential zones located on opposite sides of the central city, one of which has a small very dense 
informal settlement next to it (Happy Valley). These areas are not adjacent to the city centre, but are not very far away. 
Consequently, providing good transport connections to help integrate the largest neighbourhoods with the main 
employment	centre	is	not	as	big	a	problem	in	Msunduzi	as	it	is	in	some	other	cities.	

 

Figure 3.12 Population density of Msunduzi

A	strategic	planning	issue	in	the	Msunduzi	metro	is	the	very	high	residential	density	of	Happy	Valley,	which	is	reasonably	
well located. Thus, in due course there may be opportunities to develop multi-storey formal housing in the area, 
provided	a	suitable	funding	model	can	be	developed.	More	generally,	considerable	scope	appears	to	exist	for	residential	
densification in and around the city centre, which would bring people closer to work and amenities and make city centre 
services more profitable by increasing the consumer base. There may also be scope to develop new economic nodes 
within the present residential zones of medium density because of their population size and distance from the city centre.
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Nelson Mandela Bay
Nelson	Mandela	Bay	has	a	less	coherent	form.	Several	disconnected	settlements	(some	reasonably	large	and	densely	
populated) are found a long way from the main built-up area. The outer part of the main population concentration within 
the	metro	area	(Motherwell)	is	quite	far	from	the	city	centre,	but	reasonably	close	to	the	main	industrial	areas	to	the	north	
of	the	city.	The	New	Brighton	and	Kwazakhele	townships	are	closer	to	the	city	centre,	but	still	some	10	km	away.		

Figure 3.13 Population density of Nelson Mandela Bay

The	central	city	of	Port	Elizabeth	has	a	very	low	residential	density,	suggesting	considerable	scope	for	redevelopment	
and infill. This would bring people closer to economic activity and increase the population catchment of the city centre, 
increasing	the	demand	for	its	facilities.	Meanwhile,	efficient	transport	connections	are	vital	to	link	township	residents	in	
the	north	and	north	west	with	jobs	and	facilities	in	central	Port	Elizabeth.
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Buffalo City
Buffalo	City	is	similar	in	some	respects	to	Nelson	Mandela	Bay,	comprising	a	reasonably	compact,	contiguous	built-up	
area and a few disconnected settlements further afield. The residential density of the central city is also very low. However, 
there are at least two important differences, both of which appear to represent acute strategic challenges for the metro. 
First,	there	is	a	particularly	high	population	density	in	Mdantsane,	some	20	km	from	the	city	centre,	with	no	significant	
local economy. Second, the residential densities in and around Duncan Village are extremely high. There are also some 
smaller, very remote settlements in the hinterland, such as King Williams Town and Dimbaza. 

Figure 3.14 Population density of Buffalo City

Efficient	high-capacity	transport	connections	between	Mdantsane	and	East	London	appear	essential	and	feasible	
given	the	size	of	the	township	and	the	moderate	distance	involved.	Mdantsane	may	also	have	the	potential	to	develop	
a	stronger	economic	base	of	its	own	in	view	of	its	population	size	and	its	distance	from	central	East	London.	Given	
a profitable financial formula, the area in and around Duncan Village, with its reasonably central location, presents 
opportunities for the development of multi-storey formal housing. 
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Cape Town
Cape Town has an unusually skewed form, with the bulk of the population – but very few jobs – concentrated in the south 
east, while the relatively sparsely populated central city and inner suburbs is where the most employment opportunities 
are found.26 Compared with the four cities discussed previously, Cape Town has many more very dense, informal 
settlements which are scattered around the periphery (the red spikes in Figure 15) and function as entry points to the city 
for poor rural migrants. There are no well-located informal settlements around the central city or in the inner suburbs. 
One disconnected settlement, well beyond the urban periphery, is Atlantis, although its share of the metro population is 
smaller	than	in	many	of	the	other	cities.	Mitchells	Plain	is	the	largest	formal	township,	originally	built	for	‘coloureds’	in	the	
1970s and 1980s and now full of backyard shacks because of housing shortages. Khayelitsha was declared a township for 
‘Africans’ in the 1980s and has grown rapidly from scratch, despite its poor access to opportunities. The population of the 
former	‘white’	southern	and	northern	suburbs	combined	is	less	than	that	of	either	Mitchells	Plain	or	Khayelitsha.	

Figure 3.15 Population density of the City of Cape Town

High capacity transport connections, between the Cape Flats and work opportunities in the central city and northern 
suburbs, are fundamental to the city’s functionality. There is also considerable scope for more intense residential 
development in and around the central city and inner suburbs, which would reduce the transport costs for commuters 
and job seekers and increase the usage of city centre amenities.27 Promoting economic development in the south east 
is another important long-term objective in the interests of overall urban balance and accessibility, and to moderate the 
scale of commuting along the congested north west–south east axis of the city.
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eThekwini
eThekwini appears to have a more fragmented spatial form, with no single dominant contiguous area of medium-high 
population density. Instead there are three large, separate residential zones of medium-high density: the central city and 
inner	western	suburbs;	the	northern	townships,	including	KwaMashu,	Inanda	and	Lusaka;	and	the	south-western	group	of	
townships	around	Umlazi.	Each	of	these	zones	includes	localised	areas	with	particularly	high	density.	The	rest	of	the	metro	
seems to consist of low-density suburban sprawl and traditional rural areas. There are also about eight quite separate 
outlying,	moderately	sized	settlements	of	medium	density,	for	example	Flamingo	Heights	in	the	north	and	KwaNdengezi	
in the south west. eThekwini’s fragmented character partly reflects the regional topography of undulating hills and valleys 
which complicate coherent physical development. 

Figure 3.16 Population density of eThekwini

Future challenges include building 
up the local economic base of 
the northern and south-western 
groups of townships identified 
above. Strengthening the transport 
connections between the main 
settlements and emerging 
employment centres such as 
Umhlanga and the new King Shaka 
airport need to be addressed. There 
may also be scope for residential 
densification around the central 
city and in the inner suburbs 
which would improve access to 
opportunities and boost demand 
for city centre services.
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Gauteng 
The	three	metros	of	Johannesburg,	Tshwane	and	Ekurhuleni	are	combined	in	Figures	3.17	and	3.18	because	of	their	
proximity and interdependence. The maps convey the overall impression of an exceptionally fragmented settlement 
pattern. Gauteng bears little resemblance to an integrated metropolitan area or a monocentric city-region. Like eThekwini, 
no single contiguous area of medium-high population density dominates. 

Figure 3.17 South-north perspective of the population density of the metropolitan areas of Johannesburg, Tshwane and 
Ekurhuleni

The south-north perspective shown in Figure 3.17 reveals the sheer scale and density of Soweto’s population and its 
separation	from	central	Johannesburg.	By	comparison,	Midrand,	Sandton	and	Rosebank,	are	insignificant	in	residential	
terms.	Population	densities	in	Alexandra	and	parts	of	Johannesburg	city	centre	are	exceptionally	high.		
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Figure 3.18 East-west perspective of the population density of the metropolitan areas of Johannesburg, Tshwane and Ekurhuleni

Figure	3.18	shows	an	east-west	perspective	to	expose	the	structure	of	Ekurhuleni	and	Tshwane	more	clearly.	It	illustrates	
the scale and density of Tembisa and the long distances between Pretoria and its two major displaced townships, 
Soshanguwe	and	Mamelodi.	The	isolation	of	Orange	Farm	in	the	south	is	also	all	too	apparent.

One of the reasons for Gauteng developing a dispersed form was the lack of immediate constraints on urban growth 
when the mining industry was expanding rapidly. This expansion also happened in a context of large, sparsely populated 
and generally infertile tracts of land.28 The contemporary splintered structure of Gauteng, and the separation between 
residential communities and employment nodes, imposes high levels of movement across the region.  

There is a compelling case for efficient transport connections between the main settlements (which tend to be in the 
south) and the areas of employment growth (which tend to be in the north). Improved accessibility and connectivity are 
crucial to realising the region’s potential agglomeration economies, including enabling the labour market to function 
more efficiently and reducing the costs of congestion. Over time, the spatial form may also be made more coherent and 
functional through carefully targeted residential development, infilling and densification. 

Some	of	the	undeveloped	parts	of	Johannesburg	and	Ekurhuleni	visible	on	the	map	are	former	mining	areas	that	
are unsuitable for housing, but scope for densification exists in other well-located areas. For example the broad 
Johannesburg–Pretoria	transport	corridor	and	the	inner	suburbs	of	Pretoria.	Finally,	the	major	outlying	settlements	in	
places	such	as	Tokoza,	Vosloorus,	Nigel,	Wattville,	Chris	Hani,	Tembisa,	Mamelodi,	Saulsville,	Soshanguwe	and	Soweto	may	
be capable of supporting stronger local economies given their scale and distance from established economic centres.
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Summary
•	 	Greater	integration	of	settlements	within	each	metropolitan	area	is	important	to	improve	functional	efficiency	

and fairness. Fragmented cities need to be knitted together more effectively through strategic investments 
in transport, housing and economic development. The existence of metro authorities with broad boundaries 
should facilitate more coherent spatial development, provided there is sufficient political will and backing from 
other parts of government.

•	 	All	nine	central	cities	have	scope	for	residential	densification.	Bringing	more	people	back	into	well-located,	
central areas would have important environmental, social and economic benefits. It might require a 
combination of state-sponsored re-development, incentives and controls on private house builders, more 
creativity and innovation on the part of developers and planners, and fiscal measures to encourage households 
to make more intense use of central city land and property. 

•	 	Investments	in	transport	should	be	planned	in	conjunction	with	housing	policies	and	other	land-use	decisions,	
in order to maximise the economic and social returns from these investments, consolidate patterns of urban 
development and ensure better connected and more durable human settlements. Different transport solutions 
are likely to be appropriate for different urban structures.

•	 	Economic	development	is	important	in	townships	and	informal	settlements,	requiring	bolder,	more	determined	
policies. This makes economic sense given the large, expanding populations and spending power, the ready 
supply of labour, and the savings in transport costs when work is brought closer to the workers.

•	 	Further	research	is	needed	to	move	beyond	a	static	analysis	of	patterns	to	an	understanding	of	the	flows	of	
people and resources and the resulting dynamics of physical, demographic and economic change within  
each city.

TACKLING THE NEED FOR WELL-LOCATED HOUSING 
When looking at the nature and location of state-sponsored housing, the first key point is that the rate of house building 
in major cities has not kept pace with household growth and in-migration, which has resulted in the spread of informal 
settlements and backyard shacks, especially in Gauteng and Cape Town. The government estimates that there are 2700 
informal settlements across the country, consisting of about 1.2 million households, with another 0.6 million households 
in	backyard	shacks.	Most	of	the	shack	areas	are	in	and	around	the	cities.	This	figure	is	not	completely	reliable	because	
there is no consistent definition of an informal settlement. There also appears to be insufficient recognition of diversity  
in these areas, and little understanding that they may perform different functions within the urban housing/labour  
market system. Settlements vary in their social composition, partly because they can serve different purposes. This 
depends for example, on their location in relation to jobs, or the relative availability of houses, schools, health facilities or 
other amenities.

For migrant populations, some informal settlements represent important reception areas because of their low barriers to 
entry into the urban labour market– an accessible location to search for employment and a relatively low cost of living.29 
These attributes are vital to support the livelihoods of poor people when there is a serious shortage of paid work and a 
high risk of not finding a steady job for many months. Areas that perform well in this respect should be treated as useful 
stepping stones or ‘escalator areas’.30 They enable in-migrants to gain a foothold in the job market to accumulate skills 
and contacts, obtain higher incomes and, in due course, move on to better quality housing. A sensitive approach from 
government is important to provide people with some basic security, household services and job-search support at 
minimum cost, while they strive to improve their labour market position. A policy of slum eradication or replacement by 
formal housing in these areas is unhelpful, as most of those affected would probably not qualify for state housing, and 
they would in any case struggle to afford the accompanying running costs of electricity and water charges. Also unable to 
afford to rent upgraded housing, they would be displaced by better-off households and forced to move to the cheapest 
shack areas on the periphery.31  
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The government has recently acknowledged that housing policy has generally not kept pace with household growth and 
urbanisation, partly because it does not have the capacity or resources to provide everyone with a fully serviced house 
with freehold title. This has resulted in a change from a ‘bricks and mortar’ approach to something broader, and is reflected 
in the 2009 renaming of the Department of Housing to the Department of Human Settlements. In his parliamentary 
speech on the budget vote in April 2010, the minister of human settlements32 stated: 

[T]here is a need for realism as we go forward ... the housing backlog has grown in leaps and bounds from 1.5-million in 1994 
and now stands at approximately 2.1-million. That means approximately 12-million South Africans are still in need of better 
shelter. We have, therefore, hardly moved in just breaking the backlog, never mind the numbers associated with population 
growth. As a reflection of the increased demand, the number of informal settlements has ballooned to more than 2700. This 
partly explains the phenomenon of service delivery protests ... [W]e are currently only able to clear the housing backlog at a 
rate of ten percent per annum. With the current pace of delivery and the resources at our disposal, and mindful of continued 
economic and population growth and the rapid pace of urbanisation, it could take us decades to break the backlog. In real 
terms, as a country, we have hardly moved.

President Zuma33 also acknowledged the problem a month later when he called for a genuine paradigm shift from 
housing to human settlements, at a meeting of the President’s Co-ordinating Council of the three spheres of government, 
convened specially for this purpose: 

The concept of human settlements is not just about building houses. We have to change apartheid spatial patterns and ensure 
that low income households in rural or urban areas have easy access to economic centres. They must also have access to social 
amenities and key services such as water, electricity, recreational facilities, schools, clinics and a host of others.

Outcome 8 of the Delivery Agreement made with the Presidency in 201034 committed the Department of Human 
Settlements to the following targets over the four-year period to 2014: 
•	 	upgrading	400	000	households	in	well-located	informal	settlements	(a	third	of	the	national	total)	with	access	to	basic	

services and secure tenure.
•	 delivering	80	000	affordable	rented	housing	units.
•	 	improving	access	to	housing	finance	(mortgages)	for	600	000	households	earning	between	R3,500	and	R12,800	per	

month.
•	 setting	aside	at	least	6250	hectares	of	well-located	public	land	for	low	income	and	affordable	housing.

The Delivery Agreement35 also stated: 

The current housing development approach with a focus on the provision of state subsidised houses will not be able to meet 
the current and future backlog and there are questions related to its financial sustainability. We need to diversify our approach 
to include alternative development and delivery strategies, methodologies and products including upgrading of informal 
settlements, increasing rental stock, and promoting and improving access to housing opportunities in the gap market.

In addition, the department is committed to speeding up the accreditation of selected municipalities to manage the 
housing function. This should give them a bigger budget and the discretion to promote a wider range of housing 
solutions, including the upgrading of informal settlements. We discuss this important policy development below.

Policy developments
The Outcome 8 target to upgrade 400 000 households in well-located settlements is a step forward in some respects, 
although ambiguity has subsequently emerged about whether this means incremental upgrading, site and services, or 
formal housing. It seems particularly important to avoid: excluding or displacing the poor by (unintentionally) raising 
the local cost of living and price of housing beyond their capabilities, complicating the process for migrants to enter the 
urban system; or locking people into areas that may be their initial point of access to the city, rather than their ultimate 
residential preference, by tying them to a fixed asset (a house) that they cannot readily dispose of or rent out when their 
circumstances change (because of rules governing subsidy housing).  

The emphasis should first be on giving new movers to the city (and the poor in general) as much flexibility, choice and 
ease of entry as possible to match their overall accommodation/service/location needs and affordability. This may be 
best done by recognising the genuine diversity among informal settlements and allowing state actions to be driven by 
the particular concerns of each local community rather than by housing targets established from above. Over time, and 
given sufficient information and the freedom to move, households will naturally tend to sort themselves into residential 
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areas that meet their various needs most closely, depending on skills, age, family characteristics, cultural identities and so 
on. As people’s skills and work experience increase, their job security and incomes should rise, and they should have the 
opportunity to move up the housing ladder and into areas that match their improved circumstances better. The state has 
an important role to play in facilitating this vital process of social mobility by improving the operation of the lower end of 
the housing market, simplifying regulatory procedures and reducing transaction costs.

Limited progress has been made in delivering a wider spectrum of housing types in the so-called affordable housing 
segment between the formal subsidy housing (‘RDP houses’) and unsubsidised private housing, including social rented 
housing, gap housing and medium density housing. According to Department of Human Settlements estimates, residents 
of about one in six households (17%) in inadequate housing earn between R3,500 and R12,800 per month and so are 
excluded from the fully subsidised as well as the mortgage-financed housing market. The weakness in this segment of 
the market is believed to be the result of several inter-related problems occurring along the pipeline of the residential 
development process: 
•	 an	inadequate	supply	of	suitable,	well-located	land
•	 the	slow	regulatory	process	of	approving	new	residential	areas	(‘townships’)	and	transferring	title	deeds	to	owners
•	 delays	and	costs	of	providing	bulk	infrastructure	and	installing	new	services
•	 	a	mismatch	between	both	the	housing	and	the	mortgages	that	people	can	afford	and	products	that	are	profitable	for	

developers and financiers to supply, partly because of rising construction costs and high administrative costs
•	 distortions	introduced	by	the	current	standards	of	fully	subsidised	housing.

Johannesburg	has	done	more	to	promote	social	rented	housing	and	gap	housing	than	other	cities.	The	Department	of	
Human Settlement’s new affordable housing target to work with financial institutions in providing access to mortgages for 
600 000 households is a good start, but a great deal more needs to be done to create a dynamic and integrated housing 
market with upward mobility and progression as people’s aspirations and economic circumstances improve. Greater 
housing mobility within urban housing markets would make more opportunities available at the bottom of the housing 
ladder for new entrants to the city as well as for new households being formed.

The majority of new formal subsidy housing has been built on the outskirts of cities, far from jobs and social amenities. 
This has reduced the value of the housing as an asset to the poor, instead of enabling them to launch home-based 
enterprises or to transfer ownership to someone else and move on when their prospects improve. An outlying location 
may be less of a problem for households outside of the labour market, including older people or extended families, whose 
prime concerns may be housing or schools rather than jobs.36  

Development at city peripheries
Subsidised housing is located at the periphery for various reasons. One of the most important is the relatively high 
cost of well-located urban land. The government housing subsidy makes little allowance for the higher price of urban 
land. Therefore, municipalities and provinces are obliged to trade off the cost of the structure against the cost of land 
and generally end up minimising land costs to provide better housing. In addition, greenfield development tends to 
be quicker and cheaper to organise than brownfield (on previously developed sites) or greyfield (property requiring 
redevelopment or refurbishment), at least in terms of the short-term costs. Greenfield sites do not suffer from problems 
of	physical	contamination,	derelict	structures	or	fragmented	ownership.	Nevertheless,	the	relatively	low	density	at	which	
new RDP housing has been built has inhibited the provision of public transport and other services.

The majority of new middle and high-income private housing provided through the market has also been built 
on the periphery of cities, often in security complexes. This has imposed high costs on public infrastructure, roads, 
traffic congestion and the natural environment. Poor policy and budget alignment between municipal or provincial 
departments has sometimes meant that new housing developments (especially lower-cost projects) have lacked key 
components of infrastructure, such as schools or stormwater drainage. For example, major flooding along the Klip River in 
Soweto in February 2009 was attributed partly to inadequate drainage systems installed in a new housing development 
near Roodepoort. 

Spatial planning and land-use management
Spatial planning and land-use management systems have proved ineffectual at steering the formal property market 
in more sustainable and inclusive directions. The volume house building industry, including financiers and developers, 
is geared to suburban expansion on simpler greenfield sites, reinforcing the aspirations of middle- and high-income 
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homeowners. Densification remains wishful thinking in the absence of stronger powers, resources and political 
commitment on the part of city governments. Densification needs to be conceived as part of a broader effort to re-
orientate and encourage innovation in the private property sector. A useful starting point would be stronger city-wide 
plans supporting ‘smart growth’ (higher densities and mixed uses) in key locations across the city to limit sprawl and 
to	reinforce	the	strategic	position	of	economic	nodes	with	a	hands-on	role	for	the	public	sector.	Nothing	less	than	a	
paradigm shift may be required for urban designers, architects, engineers, financiers and developers to accept the primacy 
of brownfield and greyfield development and to adapt their methods accordingly.

In addition, commercial property developments tend to wield more economic power than residential buildings. Retail, 
office and business park schemes are many times more profitable than housing because of the revenue generated from 
occupiers. Developers of such property can outbid housing developers when the most accessible land is for sale  
because there is a premium on accessibility: to attract customers, for ease of commuting for workers, and for ease of 
access to suppliers and collaborators. Accessible sites may be defined in relation to the transport network (road and 
rail), and places with high levels of accessibility are not restricted to city centres. All South African cities have witnessed 
the growth of decentralised nodes of commercial activity, prompted by ‘push’ factors such as crime and grime in central 
cities, and ‘pull’ factors such as lower land costs and better access to the road network, well-off suburban areas, airports or 
desirable amenities.

Low-income housing is also consistently displaced by middle- and high-income housing, which is the dominant form of 
land use in all South African cities and the focus of the formal housing industry (building contractors, materials suppliers, 
banks, professional services, etc.). The scale of income inequality in South Africa means that private developers of middle- 
and high-income housing will almost always be able to pay considerably more for land than developers of low-income 
housing. Furthermore, established property owners often lobby and resist any proposals to locate affordable housing in 
adjacent areas on the grounds that it will depress their property values and damage their amenity. Property investment, 
management and development organisations also generally oppose the market interference caused when government 
amends laws or introduces initiatives to facilitate affordable housing in better-located areas. 

A powerful nexus of vested interests, which maintains the established property market outcomes and resists urban 
restructuring efforts, includes leading financial institutions, pension funds and insurance companies that invest people’s 
savings in property; banks and building societies that lend people money to buy property and enable developers to 
build property; construction companies, architects, surveyors and engineers reliant on a stable pipeline of new building 
projects; estate agents, valuers and lawyers dependent on a steady stream of property transactions; and individual 
households whose wealth is tied up in property. The combined value of industrial and commercial property in South 
Africa is over R150 billion, and the value of residential property is bound to be greater. 

The mission of the South African Property Owners Association, whose members control 90% of all commercial and 
industrial property is: ‘to be committed to actively and responsibly represent, promote and to protect the interests of our 
members’ commercial activities within the property industry.’  Their website reveals close scrutiny of, and responses to, 

“Municipalities require a clearer mandate and stronger powers to 
provide information on the supply of developable land, to bring forward 
land for infill development, to release under-utilised sites with existing 
infrastructure, to engage in land swaps to overcome fragmented 
ownership, and to prepare land for development.”
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relevant legislation, policies and by-laws pursued by all three spheres of government which potentially threaten their 
members’ financial interests. Furthermore, the state also has a strong interest in maintaining public confidence in a stable 
property market because of the sizeable contribution property transactions make to national tax revenues and local 
property rates make to municipal revenues. In many cities, middle- and high-income households constitute powerful 
ratepayer alliances that are able to mobilise considerable financial muscle, technical knowledge and professional networks 
to challenge any policies or projects that might threaten their interests. 

Possible solutions
In some other countries, city authorities have responded to the financial constraints of building low-income housing 
on well-located land by imposing conditions on the granting of planning permission to commercial developers. They 
have been required to provide a certain proportion of ‘affordable’ housing as part of their new projects, thereby cross-
subsidising low-cost housing from the surplus generated on upper-income housing, offices or retail space. An obvious 
advantage	for	the	public	sector	is	that	there	is	no	direct	cost	to	their	budgets,	except	perhaps	for	infrastructure.	Many	
different permutations of the basic arrangement are possible, depending on the economic climate, local property market 
conditions and the relative bargaining power of the developer and municipality. South Africa has little experience of this 
sort of arrangement, and current conditions are not conducive because of the depressed state of the property market 
and limited new developments in the pipeline. Facing high risks and tight margins, developers are unlikely to offer major 
concessions, especially for something quite innovative and potentially challenging. This approach’s other limitations are 
that the scale will always be restricted (because it is funded by a deduction from the surplus on commercial development) 
and target households will require steady incomes to afford the ongoing costs of maintenance and services.

Another possibility is to use state-owned land to encourage affordable housing. In effect, the state provides house 
builders with a hidden subsidy by selling or leasing well-located land at below market value. This method is widely 
used in other parts of the world to limit the cost of such housing to government. The use of publicly owned land in this 
way can be a powerful means of counteracting market forces because the government can control the type, density 
and occupancy of the housing built. In many cities, public organisations such as rail and port authorities, general 
utilities and local and regional governments are major landowners, having acquired surplus sites over the years as a 
result of organisational downsizing or industrial closures. In South Africa, one of the obstacles to more intensive urban 
development through this mechanism has been the requirement that public bodies sell surplus land at market values, 
i.e. to the highest bidder.38 Other constraints have been disputed land claims, complex legal and bureaucratic procedures 
and biodiversity restrictions on undeveloped land. There has been no consistent government policy encouraging the 
redevelopment of state-owned land for affordable housing. Instead policies and responsibilities towards the management 
and development of land are dispersed across different spheres and departments of government, making it difficult to 
intervene	strategically	in	land.	Municipalities	require	a	clearer	mandate	and	stronger	powers	to	provide	information	on	
the supply of developable land, to bring forward land for infill development, to release under-utilised sites with existing 
infrastructure, to engage in land swaps to overcome fragmented ownership, and to prepare land for development. Such 
arrangements could be more-or-less self-financing if the land was acquired at current use value and resold at a higher 
price after servicing or redevelopment.

In South African cities, instead of actively making serviced land available, the implicit policy among municipalities has 
been to prevent new informal settlements from emerging and to restrict any outward expansion of existing settlements.39 
In addition to the reasons already mentioned, one argument is the unsustainable burden that will be placed on municipal 
budgets because this group will require costly housing and services, but will be unlikely to find formal work and repay 
the cost. While there is some basis for this concern, depending on the scale involved, a proportion of the people will, in 
due course, form part of the effective labour supply and become productive workers and taxpayers. The policy imperative 
should be to help people to obtain jobs as soon as possible. In this way, well-located informal settlements can make a 
useful contribution to city economies and help to lower national unemployment by absorbing rural migrants.  

One of the effects of a blanket policy of restraint has been the freezing of established patterns of informal settlement, 
except on selected sites at or beyond the edge of cities. The lack of land to accommodate expanding populations makes 
it more difficult for people to move to the cities, but doesn’t seem to have slowed the process down. It has forced more 
intensive, unregulated development of townships and informal settlements, particularly through backyard shacks, which 
has put a considerable extra burden on already over-stretched infrastructure and services and added to localised social 
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pressures and tensions. The congestion has also increased health, crime and fire risks within these neighbourhoods, 
thereby worsening people’s living conditions. The outcome has been increasing densification and overcrowding of 
already	vulnerable,	impoverished	residential	communities.	Meanwhile	most	affluent	areas	have	experienced	very	little	
densification or other change.  

The in situ upgrading of informal settlements should be taken much more seriously. Additional land will have to be made 
available, to reduce the densities of those areas that are overcrowded and to accommodate people living in backyard 
shacks. The provision of well-located land is clearly a major stumbling block, impeded by the financial cost of acquiring 
land	as	well	as	wider	objections	from	vested	interests.	Municipalities	also	have	little	practical	experience	of	in situ 
upgrading, so they face a steep learning curve. For example, many informal settlements occupy land that is not  
ideal for permanent housing for various reasons. They may be on low-lying areas vulnerable to flooding, or on land 
reserved for future roads, schools, hospitals or other public facilities, or protected from development for some other 
reason. For progress to be made, a variety of complicated legal requirements may need to be changed, and bureaucratic 
and regulatory procedures may need to be simplified, which will require working in close partnership with the 
communities concerned. Flexibility, pragmatism and a positive approach are essential for resolving this kind of issue on a 
site-by-site basis. 

The devolution of housing to selected municipalities, after their accreditation by the Department of Human Settlements 
in the next few years, should improve the situation by giving the municipalities the scope to promote a wider range of 
housing solutions, including settlement upgrading and the provision of land to transfer people from overcrowded areas 
and backyard shacks. Practitioners will still require considerable creativity, will and determination to address the systemic 
constraints that remain, including the complex arrangements for the management and development of land.

ADAPTING TRANSPORT TO URBAN CONDITIONS41

In cities and metropolitan areas transport modernisation can contribute significantly to a better life for workers, lower 
transport costs and a more productive economy.40 

Challenges
Transport is one of the keys to creating functional and resilient cities, especially where physical restructuring is particularly 
difficult and slow. Transport systems need to adapt to the reality of continuing urbanisation, rapid growth in car 
ownership, growing congestion and looming environmental concerns. They have to cope with rising demand for travel 
and mobility, and the dependence of current transport technologies on oil, which generates high carbon emissions and 
will inevitably result in price increases as oil reserves diminish. Transport is also an important means of weaving together 
the patchwork built environment of South African cities and improving people’s access to opportunities in conditions 
of safety, reliability and comfort. It has the capacity to promote selective urban transformation through higher-density 
development – around transport hubs and along transport corridors. However, to be an effective instrument of change, 
transport decisions need to be closely aligned with other forms of infrastructure investment and land-use planning 
policies. Substantial public resources must also support transport decisions because of the splintered physical form of 
most cities and the low income of most transport users.  

In practice, there is much criticism of transport policy’s failure to get to grips with the urban challenge.42 The links 
between transport and other built environment functions have received limited attention, and public transport has barely 
improved over the last 17 years, at least until transport was identified as an important component of the 2010 FIFA Soccer 
World Cup™ preparations. Transport has suffered from historic under-investment and struggled to adapt to the changing 
spatial economy and increasing demands being placed upon it. This is partly because transport planning has been 
dominated by concern for the convenience of private motorists. It is also because government investment in transport has 
been disjointed, and decision-making has been remote from the socio-economic and spatial realities of local travel needs, 
opportunities and current arrangements. The bulk of government funding (over 90%) is allocated to the provinces and 
to	separate	national	entities	such	as	the	Passenger	Rail	Agency	of	SA	(PRASA)	and	the	SA	National	Roads	Agency.	Indeed,	
transport is a prime example of an over-centralised system unresponsive to human needs that is criticised by the ‘Batho 
Pele’ principles discussed in Chapter 5.
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With separate institutions and funding mechanisms, it is unsurprising that responses to the challenges listed above have 
been piecemeal, modest and technical, devoid of a broader strategy to transform the character of the transport system. 
City municipalities have had little influence over transport policy or spending, despite land-based transport networks 
and patterns that are predominantly local and shaped above all by people’s need to get to work and school. The metros 
have been unable to co-ordinate transport with other infrastructure and land development decisions. The current deputy 
minister of transport is on record as saying:43

More and more we are convinced that the secret to unlocking many of the problems lies in the municipal sphere. This is not to 
say that national does not have a role, which is to force national transport entities to work more closely with metros and align 
their policies. We are also engaging with Treasury to look at the funding flows and their inadequacies, which tend to undermine 
the possibilities of driving proper integrated public transport.

For poorer communities, the neglect of public transport has resulted in the proliferation of informal minibus taxis. 
Although relatively flexible and convenient, they are costly, disorganised and dangerous. They have also been a source of 
recurrent conflict because of power struggles and the intense rivalry for passengers, resources and public subsidies. 

The Taxi Recapitalisation Programme
The government’s experience with the minibus taxi industry over the last decade illustrates the difficulties involved in 
transforming the transport system, especially where powerful vested interests resist change. The Taxi Recapitalisation 
Programme (TRP) involves government grants for informal minibus taxi owners to replace their taxis with larger, modern 
vehicles	to	improve	their	efficiency	and	safety	record.	The	idea	emerged	in	the	mid-1990s	from	the	National	Taxi	Task	
Team set up by the government to address some of the problems facing the taxi industry, including its dangerous, small 
and ageing fleet, low profitability, endemic conflict and power struggles. It was also in response to criticisms from taxi 
operators that buses were subsidised but not taxis. Yet taxis are the backbone of public transport, accounting for about 
65% of all trips (with over 15 million passengers a day) compared to bus (20%) and rail trips (15%). Taxis are essential to 
the functioning of the economy and are also an important economic sector in their own right with an estimated turnover 
of R16,5 billion and around 500 000 families dependent on the sector for their livelihood.44 The lack of hard data for 
the sector reflects its unregulated character and the fact it pays no direct taxes. Figure 3.19 shows the Department of 
Transport’s estimate of the number of taxis in each city that hosted one of the games during the 2010 FIFA Soccer  
World Cup™.

Figure 3.19 Estimated number of taxis in 2010 FIFA Soccer World Cup™ host cities 

Source: South Africa, Department of Transport, 2007 45
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The TRP initiative recognised 
the significant role of the 
taxi industry in the transport 
system and sought to 
improve its quality and 
provide a more stable and 
unified organisational 
framework, while retaining 
the advantages of its 
flexibility and responsiveness 
to need. Owners were 
offered a restricted, one-off 
subsidy of approximately 
R50,000 (now R57,000) to 
replace each taxi, rather than 
the open-ended operating 
subsidy given to buses.  



76
State of  the Cit ies  Report  2011

The Built Environment continued

Chapter  3

Approved by Cabinet in September 1999, it was estimated at the time that about 97 000 taxis would be replaced through 
the	TRP.	One	of	the	immediate	outcomes	was	the	creation	of	a	national	taxi	owners	association,	SANTACO,	in	2001.	It	was	
designed to promote greater cohesion in the taxi industry, to reduce conflict between separate taxi associations and 
to start the process of formalisation. The sector is rife with informal entry fees and protection rackets run by unelected 
people controlling the associations, which mean that operators’ margins are squeezed. This encourages taxi overloading, 
speeding and intimidation of other motorists.46 

In practice, implementation of the TRP has been very slow, and the scrapping administrator was only appointed in 
October	2006.	A	seven-year	plan	was	approved	with	a	total	budget	of	R7.7	billion.	Early	on	there	were	disputes	about	
what types of vehicle could qualify as replacements. The original intention was that 15-seater minibuses would be 
replaced by 18- to 35-seater midi-buses, but operators raised concerns about the number of jobs that would be lost in 
the process (drivers and their assistants). The new vehicles also cost about R270,000, which most taxi owners cannot 
afford. Few of them maintain formal accounts or financial records, which are required in order to borrow money from 
financial institutions. In addition, operators could not afford to scrap their taxis weeks or months in advance of getting 
replacements. They have regularly protested their frustration at delays in the process, and more generally at being 
marginalised	from	transport	decision-making.	Figures	from	the	National	Treasury	indicate	that	34	243	taxi	scrapping	
allowances had been granted by the end of 2009/10. The website of the Taxi Scrapping Administrator reported 28 300 
by October 2009. This is only a fraction of the 150 000–200 000 taxis that are thought to exist nationally. Due to the low 
levels of take-up of the grants, the government has slashed its budget for the programme and pushed back the expected 
completion date from 2012 to 2018.47  

Consequently, there are recurrent problems with the overall safety and efficiency of the taxi industry, as well as the lack 
of regulation.48 Taxi ownership is fragmented and the structure and operation of the sector is somewhat anarchic. Taxis 
operate in a highly contested environment with fierce competition on the lucrative routes, which results in a tendency 
to drive dangerously, disregard the rules of the road, and overload their vehicles. The lack of recapitalisation may be a 
symptom, rather than the cause, of the poor operating conditions in the industry. Part of the problem is that: ‘The TRP is 
being run nationally, and it’s rather technocratic and removed from the socio-economic realities of moving people around 
a municipal area’.49  

A positive vision for the future would be more consistent industry organisation and regulation, greater investment by 
operators in skills training, safer vehicles, improvements in the quality of service, and closer integration between taxis and 
existing and new bus and rail systems – especially those acting as feeder routes to high-capacity corridors. This will not be 
simple to achieve.

Commuter railway systems
Several cities have important commuter railway systems. Rail has the advantages of fuel efficiency, lower pollution and 
greater safety than other modes of transport and is particularly suitable for high-volume corridors. However, the quality of 
rail services in South Africa has long been neglected through lack of investment in the infrastructure and rolling stock. The 
service	is	also	run	by	a	national	entity	(Metrorail,	itself	part	of	PRASA)	which	is	less	responsive	to	local	needs	than	a	local	
operator would be.50 Consequently, rail only accounted for around one in nine (11%) trips to work in the metros in 2003. In 
the early 1980s, there were about 700 million rail trips per year, but this fell to around 400 million in the early 1990s, before 
rising again to the current level of around 670 million. The railways were badly affected by violent protests and crime 
in the 1980s and by the competition of the more flexible and extensive minibus taxi industry. Consequently, commuter 
rail has failed to keep pace with the growing urban population and rising demand for travel. Criminal behaviour and 
frustration with unreliable and poor quality rail services has also contributed to serious vandalism in recent years, 
including the theft of copper cables and burning of trains. Under-investment and poor maintenance also means that a 
proportion of the fleet is typically out of service, and the signalling systems in some cities are rapidly coming to the end of 
their lives. In the mid-2000s there was serious talk of the commuter rail system collapsing because it was worn out.

The commuter rail network accounts for about half of all public transport trips (excluding taxis) in Cape Town, where it 
is more important than elsewhere. The busiest rail corridor in the country is between Khayelitsha and Cape Town central 
station,	with	about	340	000	daily	passenger	trips.	The	next	busiest	link	is	between	Mabopane	and	Pretoria,	with	about	 
270 000 daily passenger trips.
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During the last decade, several attempts were made to restructure the institutional arrangements for commuter rail 
services. However, the structure remains heavily centralised at national level, resulting in weak local management and 
control. One casualty has been the potential development of residential and commercial property around stations that 
would enable people to live closer to work. Another has been some duplication of planned investment in rail and bus 
systems, e.g. airport links. Yet there have been some recent efforts to rehabilitate and improve the railways. In 2006 a 
National	Rail	plan	was	developed	as	a	basis	for	re-investing	in	the	industry	leading	up	to	the	2010	FIFA	World	Cup™.	
Consequently, government funding to the national rail authority increased by 24% per year for the following three 
years and now amounts to about R2.5 billion per year. The benefits included upgrading some of the main stations and 
refurbishing some of the rolling stock. In Cape Town, a new rail extension to Khayelitsha was also opened, which has 
contributed	to	substantial	growth	in	local	passenger	numbers.	Nationally,	between	2006/07	and	2009/10,	the	number	of	
commuter passengers grew by 20% and fare revenues increased by 27%.

Apart from this, extending the routes is extremely expensive, so the prospects seem slim that rail will form a bigger part 
of the urban transport system in the foreseeable future. The priority for investment must be to modernise the existing 
infrastructure and rolling stock, and perhaps to extend some of the established rail lines, rather than to launch wholly 
new high speed inter-city projects or rural-urban links, which are sometimes mooted.51 A positive scenario would be for 
the management of commuter rail services to be devolved to city government. Decisions could be more responsive to 
local needs, and rail could be better integrated with other forms of transport and land-use plans in strategic corridors, 
which could stimulate densification around stations and ensure improved feeder services. Special arrangements might be 
required between metro authorities in Gauteng because of cross-boundary movements.

Subsidised bus services
Bus services are much cheaper to establish and more flexible to operate than trains. The government provides substantial 
operating subsidies to support urban commuter bus services. Private companies on long-term contracts from the 
provinces (Table 3.4) provide most of these services, which the national government pays for, at a total cost of about 
R2.5 billion per year. Some subsidised bus companies (former municipal fleets) have since been privatised, or become 
state-owned corporations, and now receive a subsidy from the municipalities. Together they accounted for about 8% of 
metropolitan commuters in 2003. There appears to have been some growth of the sector in recent years, but the extent of 
such growth is unclear. 

Table 3.4 Subsidised bus fleets 

Province Number of buses Municipality Number of buses

Gauteng 2 130 eThekwini  650

KwaZulu-Natal 1 600 Johannesburg  530

Western Cape   910 Tshwane  232

Mpumalanga   440 Ekurhuleni   76

Eastern	Cape   265 Total 1 488

Free State   240

North	West   220

Limpopo   190

Northern	Cape    40

Total 6 035
Source: South Africa, Department of Transport, 2007 52

The system dates back to the apartheid era and was created to enable people to commute long distances to work from 
townships located far from economic centres. The subsidies were calculated to ensure people paid an affordable fare, i.e. 
longer trips received a larger subsidy per kilometre. Although still in effect today, the arrangement is widely considered 
to be inefficient, and the quality of service has generally been poor. Operators or provinces have few incentives to press 
for improvements over time. There are also many examples of people being subsidised to commute to jobs that pay 
considerably less than the cost of the subsidy itself.53	Examples	of	very	long	subsidised	commutes	include	Botshabelo–
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Bloemfontein	and	KwaNdebele–Pretoria.	The	government	currently	spends	R350	million	per	year	on	subsidies	for	the	
latter. In many ways it would be more sensible to invest the subsidy in well-located housing, or to put the money directly 
into people’s pockets to improve their options. 

Since 1994 the government has made various changes to try to increase the efficiency and quality of subsidised bus 
services. It has sought to introduce greater competition among bus operators, but without much success. It has tried to 
renegotiate	the	contracts	with	bus	companies,	which	has	also	run	into	difficulties.	Existing	operators	are	well	established	
and efforts to restructure the subsidy system have proved more complicated than anticipated. Growing utilisation of 
the service has increased the financial burden on the government and resulted in legal disputes with operators over 
how much they are entitled to be paid. Government increased the total subsidy paid out by an average of 10% per year 
between 2004 and 201054 but it has proved surprisingly difficult to use the leverage of this growing subsidy to modernise 
the bus fleet and drive improvements to the overall quality and reliability of the service.

The government has recently shifted its approach, from trying to manipulate the operating framework from the centre 
to beginning to devolve control to local levels and integrate the bus service into wider urban transport networks. 
This	change	is	apparent	in	the	2009	National	Land	Transport	Act,	which	provides	for	the	setting	up	of	Public	Transport	
Integration Committees, and for metro authorities to take over the management of the bus contracts from the provinces. 
In due course this should help to reduce some of the inefficiencies of separate provincial and national arrangements, and 
means that the current bus operating subsidies should be available to help fund the new Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) systems. 
However, managing this transition will not be straightforward for political and technical reasons.

Impact of the 2010 FIFA World Cup™
Although the state of commuter rail services, subsidised buses and minibus taxis has not changed much over the 
last decade, significant shifts have occurred in other spheres of transport during the last three to five years. The three 
most important developments are the Gautrain, road investment and the BRT systems. Public investment has been an 
important catalyst of change. Between 2007/08 and 2010/11, spending on transport infrastructure and public transport 
services	increased	by	more	than	20%	per	year,	partly	in	preparation	for	the	2010	FIFA	World	Cup™.	Much	of	the	extra	
expenditure occurred in the cities, as shown in Chapter 6. The biggest single investment has been the Gautrain, a fast train 
service	linking	Pretoria,	Johannesburg	and	the	OR	Tambo	airport.	Gautrain	was	intended	in	part	to	change	middle-income	
perceptions of public transport and relieve congestion on the main freeways linking the two cities and the airport. The 
main	concerns	have	been	its	high	cost,	its	stand-alone	nature	and	its	focus	on	affluent	travellers.	This	is	important	because	
Gautrain has already become something of a model that others are seeking to imitate, with tentative plans outlined in 
August	2010	for	new	high-speed	railways	between	Pretoria	and	Moloto	in	Mpumalanga,	Johannesburg	and	Durban,	
Johannesburg	and	Cape	Town,	and	Johannesburg	and	Musina.	The	minister	for	transport	stated	that	high-speed	rail	was	
his top priority. Part of the argument has been to transfer the skills and expertise acquired in Gautrain to other projects.
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Gautrain
Gautrain	was	first	announced	as	a	flagship	project	of	the	Gauteng	province	in	2000	by	the	Premier,	Mbhazima	Shilowa.	It	
was projected to cost between R3.5 and R4 billion, common with other high speed rail projects, this escalated as detailed 
planning was undertaken; in October 2005 the minister of finance announced that the project had been given ‘national 
status’ and that national government would meet half the total cost (then estimated at R20 billion). It was approved by 
cabinet in December 2005, and construction began in September 2006. The Sandton–OR Tambo airport link was opened just 
before	the	FIFA	World	Cup™	in	June	2010,	and	the	main	commuter	link	between	Johannesburg	and	Pretoria	is	expected	to	
open in mid-2011. By late 2010 the total cost had risen to an expected R29 billion.  

Gautrain has a total track length of 80 km and uses standard rail gauge rather than the narrow gauge used by trains 
elsewhere in the country. The top speed of the trains will be 160 km per hour, with six trains per hour in each direction. 
The system will operate for 18 hours per day and will have 10 stations. A total of 15 km of the route is tunnelled – mainly 
within	the	current	built-up	area	of	Johannesburg	around	Rosebank	and	Sandton.	The	project	feasibility	study	projected	
approximately 140 000 trips per day once the project is completed. It was anticipated that 20% of car users using the 
main	N1	highway	between	Johannesburg	and	Pretoria	would	transfer	to	the	Gautrain	–	because	traffic	on	this	route	has	
been growing at a rate of 7% per year. An estimated 180 000 vehicles per day currently use this highway. A bus feeder 
and distribution system also operates around each station to enable people to access the trains directly from their homes 
or workplaces without having to use their cars, although parking facilities are also being made available for 10 000 cars 
throughout the network. 

The	Gautrain	is	being	built	and	operated	by	a	dedicated	public-private	partnership	company,	rather	than	by	Metrorail,	and	
has been widely applauded for its bold and determined approach.55 It stands out against almost all other public transport 
initiatives of recent decades, which have been relatively cautious and modest attempts to tinker with a system that suffers 
from severe under-investment, lack of regulation and is notoriously dangerous to passengers. Gautrain has also stimulated 
useful public debate about the kind of public transport people want and how it might be funded and delivered.56  

Despite this, Gautrain has been criticised for its high cost and its focus on current car owners, especially in relation to 
more pressing public transport requirements for people without cars. Over the five-year period 2006–2011, Gautrain is 
estimated to have cost about one-third of all public spending on public transport in South Africa.57 The cost during this 
period was roughly double the amount spent on commuter bus services that run throughout the country. It was estimated 
that a dedicated BRT service would have been slightly slower than the train, but it would have cost only one hundredth of 
the price.58 Gautrain may require further operating subsidies if ridership does not reach the minimum profitability levels 
envisaged.	By	November	2010,	about	50	000	train	passengers	per	week	were	using	the	airport	service	(said	to	be	above	
expectations) and about 4 000 bus passengers were on the feeder and distribution routes.

Gautrain has also been criticised for being poorly integrated into the existing transport system and urban environment – 
partly reflecting its origins as a provincial initiative developed in isolation from local government. It was designed to change 
the perceptions and behaviour of middle and upper-income groups towards public transport and to make a symbolic 
statement about the province’s global aspirations. However, traffic congestion cannot be solved by addressing only one 
aspect of the system. In 2005 the Transport Portfolio Committee in Parliament advised against the project proceeding in its 
current form because of its stand-alone character and focus on only a very limited part of Gauteng’s total public transport 
needs. Instead of a single costly project, the Committee advocated a more comprehensive public transport network based 
on the integrated transport plans of the three metros, which would also improve conditions for those currently most 
dependent on public transport by increasing their access to opportunities. Another criticism has been that the scale of the 
provincial government’s funding must have required funds to be diverted from its health and education budgets.

The ultimate impact of Gautrain is uncertain at present. The positive scenario is that it becomes an important facility for 
middle-income commuters and airport users, which encourages higher-density housing development around the main 
stations, and contributes to a more compact vision of spatial development in Gauteng. The government may be able to 
recoup some of the cost of the investment through a tax on rising property values around the stations. Another positive 
outcome would be if the bus feeder routes complement and integrate with the wider public transport network, rather than 
duplicate and compete with them. The negative scenario is that Gautrain has less effect on travel patterns than envisaged, 
makes	no	difference	to	traffic	congestion	on	the	Johannesburg–Pretoria	freeway,	does	little	to	steer	or	stimulate	property	
development processes around the stations, and therefore requires ongoing operating subsidies from government. Only 
time will tell.
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Road investment
Road investment was a major feature of the 2010 FIFA World Cup™ upgrading programme. The pressure for road 
investment stems from growing congestion and longer travel times, backed by a powerful lobby of interests from private 
motoring and the car industry. Levels of car ownership are four times higher in the metros than in the rural areas.59  The 
sprawling structure of the city and the poor quality of public transport encourage the use of private cars. Table 3.5 shows 
the number and proportion of household–to-car ownership in each of metros. 

Table 3.5 Proportion of households owning cars 

Metropolitan area
Number of households  

owning cars
Percentage (%) of all  

households owning cars

Johannesburg  369 000 32,1

eThekwini  291 000 33,7

Cape Town  411 000 49,1

Ekurhuleni  269 000 32,8

Tshwane  198 000 33,0

Nelson	Mandela	Bay    95 000 33,8

Total 1 635 000 –

Average – 35,9
Source: Cameron J et al., 2007 60

Cape Town has the highest proportion of household-to-car ownership, reflecting higher average incomes. However, the 
biggest congestion problems are experienced in Gauteng, reflecting the province’s strong population and economic 
growth.	A	recent	report	on	commuting	in	20	of	the	world’s	most	economically	important	cities	identified	Johannesburg	
as third worst in terms of growing traffic congestion.61	Only	Beijing	and	Mexico	City	rated	worse	on	a	subjective	index	that	
included commuting time, time stuck in traffic, worsening traffic, stress and anger. Furthermore, levels of car ownership 
in	South	Africa	are	below	those	of	other	middle-income	countries,	such	as	Brazil,	Mexico	and	Malaysia,	suggesting	that	
the scope for further growth is considerable. This should be of great concern bearing in mind the effects of increasing car 
travel on fuel consumption, congestion, carbon emissions and pollution. Between 1997 and 2006 new car sales almost 
doubled	from	367	000	to	647	000.	Meanwhile,	nearly	half	(47%)	of	South	Africa’s	roads	are	more	than	20	years	old	and	
were planned during an era of much lower car ownership.62 

One of the largest recent transport projects in the country has been the Gauteng Freeway Improvement Project (GFIP), 
the first phase of which was approved by the Cabinet in 2007 at a cost of R23 billion. The aim is to upgrade and expand 
the province’s current major road network to combat serious congestion. It involves both widening freeways and 
constructing new roads. Other components include road lighting, concrete barriers, upgrading interchanges, installing 
traffic management systems (cameras and electronic signs) and an automated toll system. GFIP has three phases. The 
first	began	in	June	2008	and	involves	upgrading	185	km	of	existing	freeways,	including	the	inner	ring	road	around	
Johannesburg,	the	N1	highway	between	Johannesburg	and	Pretoria	East	and	the	R21	between	OR	Tambo	airport	and	
Pretoria. These freeways will be widened to at least four lanes in both directions. A total of 34 interchanges are currently 
being	substantially	improved,	including	well-known	bottlenecks	such	as	at	Allandale,	Rivonia,	William	Nicol,	Gilloolys	and	
Elands.	Gilloolys	interchange,	for	example,	currently	handles	200	000	vehicles	per	day,	making	it	the	busiest	interchange	in	
Africa. The first phase of the GFIP should be completed in early 2011.

In an important development, the freeway upgrade will be financed through road tolls, which should be introduced 
during 2011. This will take place through an open-road tolling system, which will require every vehicle to carry an 
electronic tag. Tolls will be deducted every time a vehicle passes under one of 38 overhead gantries, which will be set 
about 10 km apart across the freeway network. The tags will be linked to bank accounts, or can be recharged at shops 
or online. The second and third phases involve upgrading and constructing a further 376 km of the Gauteng freeway 
network. Detailed cost estimates are not publicly available, but as they are large projects, each could cost roughly the 
same amount as the first phase. 
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The impact of the GFIP project is uncertain. Continued investment in new and wider roads will give car drivers the 
impression of additional capacity and could thereby simply release latent demand and encourage more road-based travel; 
within	a	few	years	traffic	congestion	would	revert	to	their	starting	levels.	New	and	wider	freeways	will	also	encourage	
economic	activity	to	be	dispersed	further,	from	centrally	located	nodes	to	outlying	areas.	Much	will	therefore	depend	on	
the level at which the road charges are set, and whether a significant element is included cover both the external costs 
of congestion and help to pay for improved public transport. Given the powerful social forces behind private transport, it 
may prove difficult for the government to use the full potential of the tolls to deter car use and to cross-subsidise public 
transport. In theory, tolls should be used to create a more resilient transport system, as is being done increasingly in other 
cities around the world. This would also complement both Gautrain and the new BRT system and improve their chances 
of success. A close observer of the transport scene recently issued a stark warning that: ‘It is just a matter of two to three 
years before we are back to where we were last year, before the roadworks started.’63 

Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) systems
The most important policy development in recent years has been the substantial government investment in BRT systems 
in	Johannesburg,	Cape	Town,	Tshwane	and	Nelson	Mandela	Bay.	These	are	designed	to	improve	public	transport	radically,	
with modern buses running on dedicated lanes in the middle of the main roads. The system has flexibility to penetrate the 
existing urban fabric through a combination of trunk and feeder services, with limited disruption during the installation 
phase, and perhaps greater resilience in the long term than heavy rail. Its dedicated busways mean BRT vehicles travel 
at faster speeds than all other transport, especially during rush hours. This will become increasingly attractive as road 
congestion rising car ownership leads to growings. And working with the minibus taxi industry to provide the feeder 
services may help to regularise and stabilise taxi activities. Drawing on recent experience in Latin America, transport 
experts believe that the BRT system offers a good basis on which to build an integrated metropolitan-wide transport 
network for the future. This will be important in addressing the growing urban challenges referred to earlier and providing 
a safe, reliable, efficient and affordable transport service.

Johannesburg	was	the	first	city	in	the	country	to	embark	on	a	BRT,	known	as	Rea	Vaya.	In	the	early	2000s	plans	were	made	
to develop a network of bus routes across the city. The initiative received a boost from the introduction of BRT ideas and 
design principles in 2006. A feasibility study conducted by a team of international experts recommended larger vehicles 
to cope with the high demand for travel, dedicated busways, and closed stations with fares collected before boarding to 
improve efficiency and security, rather than old-style bus stops. The goal was to ensure that 85% of the city’s population 
were living within 500 metres of a stop. 

A subsequent operational design study recommended the development of trunk, feeder and complementary services. 
The trunk services would use long vehicles and run along special corridors totalling 330 km in length. The feeder services 
would use small buses and run in mixed traffic, while complementary vehicles would use more conventional-sized buses 
and run in both dedicated lanes and mixed traffic. They would be essential during the phasing in of the system before the 
infrastructure was complete. 

The plan for the first phase (2007–2013) was that the Rea Vaya operations would replace nearly one in four of the existing 
582 bus routes in the city and nearly one in three of the existing 898 minibus taxi routes. Seven trunk routes would be 
developed amounting to 122 km altogether, with 150 stations and 840 000 passengers per day envisaged by 2013. There 
would be 427 trunk routes buses, 413 feeder buses and 350 complementary buses in the fleet by this stage.

Problems experienced during the implementation of Rea Vaya include escalating costs, opposition from the taxi industry 
and industrial relations. Progress has been substantial, but slower than planned. Some of the routes have been shortened, 
and fewer new vehicles have been introduced. Protracted negotiations with taxi and bus operators have delayed the 
replacement of existing services with the Rea Vaya services, while taxi conflicts and management disputes with BRT drivers 
and station staff have caused periodic interruptions to the service. Towards the end of 2010 the taxi industry was granted 
a major stake in BRT. In addition, a new inner-city service attracted few passengers and was withdrawn. Some  
R1.5 billion, financed by government grants, was invested over the period 2007–2010, but it is uncertain how long the 
service will continue and unclear what the long-term financial arrangements are. 

Another difficulty for Rea Vaya has been the uneasy relationship between the city council and provincial government. The 
province had always assumed it was the key organisation in the sphere of transport, partly because of the cross-boundary 
commuting flows between municipalities and transport’s vital role in promoting Gauteng as a global city region. However, 
its	credibility	suffered	when	its	proposal	to	run	a	monorail	between	Soweto	and	Johannesburg,	along	the	same	route	
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as	Rea	Vaya,	was	rejected	by	the	national	cabinet.	Nevertheless,	the	province	retains	an	important	role	in	co-ordinating	
services across municipal boundaries, in Gautrain, and in the Gauteng Freeway Improvement Project.

Cape	Town’s	BRT	is	known	as	the	MyCiti	Integrated	Rapid	Transit	(IRT)	project.	This	indicates	an	intention	to	link	the	BRT	
with the commuter rail system, taxis and any other public transport service to improve the experience for passengers 
dramatically. The rail service handles large passenger numbers over long distances, whereas the BRT should be able to 
permeate the existing urban fabric more cost effectively. Suburban rail tends to divide places, whereas BRT can connect 
them more readily, with fewer barriers and shorter walking distances. Achieving densification along BRT corridors should 
be easier than along rail routes and should help increase the use of the transport service.64 

The idea for a BRT came from the Western Cape in the mid-2000s, where it failed to generate much support and was 
abandoned.	The	Mayor	of	Cape	Town	resurrected	the	concept	in	2007,	and	various	feasibility	studies	followed.	It	received	
full council approval in August 2008. The initial phase of the IRT project was designed to meet the city’s transport 
requirements for the 2010 FIFA World Cup™, including an airport link and an inner city loop service. The full first phase 
will serve the area directly to the north of Cape Town up the West Coast – the Blaauwberg corridor to Table View. It is the 
fastest growing formal residential area of the city, suffers serious traffic congestion, and lacks any rail service. There are also 
fewer taxi associations operating along the West Coast trunk route, which will simplify the inevitably complex negotiations 
with taxi operators. The long-term plan is for the roll out of an extensive network of trunk routes and feeder services across 
the city in four phases over the next decade.

The main problem encountered in implementing the IRT has been unanticipated costs and rising expenditure. The initial 
figures underestimated the operating costs and wrongly assumed that no ongoing subsidy would be required. The 
tenders received for vehicles, road surfacing, land for depots, the control centre, security and managing of public spaces 
around the stations were much higher than expected. Current bus operators whose licenses were to be terminated 
would also have to be compensated. The additional costs pushed the budget for the first phase to R4.6 billion, creating 
alarm within the city council and desperation to secure additional support from national government. In April 2010 the 
government more than doubled its grant to R3.8 billion for the period 2009–2013, with the city obliged to meet the 
shortfall in capital costs and the operating subsidy of some R120 million per year. The city also strengthened the IRT 
project team of seconded staff by appointing a professional project management group in October 2010. 

Nelson	Mandela	Bay	is	implementing	a	BRT	system	with	the	same	objectives	and	along	broadly	similar	lines.	The	roots	
of the initiative lie in a public transport-planning process started in 2004. After extensive consultation and the creation 
of a multi-stakeholder task team, the idea of introducing a BRT approach emerged in 2007 and rapidly gained support, 
particularly within the council. The aims are to modernise and integrate the current public transport system with new BRT 
principles involving dedicated trunk and feeder routes, and greater emphasis on improving passenger comfort and safety 
with a frequent, scheduled service. The routes will intersect at attractive interchanges where passengers can transfer to 
other modes safely and securely. These interchanges will stimulate further commercial and economic development in 
their immediate environs. Densification of transport corridors will also be encouraged. 

The planned timescale is 10 years, with interim arrangements having been made to serve the 2010 FIFA World Cup™. 
Upgrading seven major roads is a priority before other investment can occur. Progress under way includes the negotiation 
of new contracts with current bus operators and efforts to formalise and upgrade the minibus taxi industry using the 
TRP. The 10 taxi associations in the area are involved in discussions to form a joint venture operating entity, which will 
be contracted by the municipality to provide the new services. All existing taxi owners and drivers will be guaranteed 
employment with the new entity. Approximately 4000 permanent formal jobs will be created in the new system, which is 
more than the current level of registered employment in the local public transport industry (buses and taxis). Starting in 
June	2010	a	taxi-operator	co-operative,	which	secured	a	contract	with	the	municipality	to	run	eight	buses	along	the	main	
airport routes, was an early achievement and the first venture of its kind in the country.

The	present	rail	service	between	Port	Elizabeth	and	Uitenhage	will	be	enhanced,	and	no	new	competing	road-based	
public	transport	routes	will	be	established.	A	possible	rail	extension	into	Motherwell	along	the	central	corridor	may	be	
considered	in	three	to	five	years’	time.	Meanwhile,	one	of	the	top	priorities	is	to	create	a	trunk	BRT	route	connecting	
Motherwell	and	the	CBD	of	Port	Elizabeth	with	a	scheduled	all-day	service	via	Njoli	Square	and	Korsten.	A	scheduled	
public transport service will be introduced gradually as the Coega Industrial Development Zone (IDZ) develops, but will 
initially	be	a	distribution	system	connecting	to	the	trunk	bus	route	in	Motherwell.
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Towards an integrated public transport system for cities
Since 2006 there has been increasing policy discussion about creating integrated public transport systems, planned and 
managed by the metro governments, and going beyond BRT. This is a new approach involving a more active role for 
the public sector in co-ordinating and shaping city-wide transport networks, which would enable the existing separate 
bus,	rail	and	minibus	operators	to	be	incorporated	into	a	single	structure.	More	rational	and	consistent	decisions	about	
investment and subsidies across the different modes could then be made – vital in a context of scarce public resources. 
This should also enable transport, land use and other infrastructure decisions to be aligned more closely to facilitate more 
coherent urban development. People should benefit in the short term from more seamless, reliable and higher quality 
public transport services and, in the longer term, from a city that functions better overall. Integrated, city-level governance 
of transport would be a radical change from the current fragmented responsibilities, and would require new legislation 
and	funding	models.	For	example,	the	October	2010	Medium	Term	Budget	Policy	Statement	states	that:65

Steps are being taken to change the financing arrangements for human settlements, infrastructure and transport. The goal is 
for cities to have more responsibility for these functions, leading to improved integration, outcomes and efficiency in connecting 
households to services and economic activities … Assigning the function for issuing public transport operating licences to cities 
will allow large urban municipalities to integrate public transport with the rest of their built environment planning. 

Similarly, in his 2011 Budget speech, the minister of finance stated that:66

An efficient and cost-effective public transport system is crucial because the majority of our people live too far from where job 
opportunities are … The public transport function, including the management of rail, has been delegated by Minister Ndebele 
to metropolitan municipalities in terms of the National Land Transport Act. These are steps that create direct responsibilities for 
city councils, and open up opportunities for accelerating investment and change in the urban landscape and how cities promote 
their local economic development. 

This positive outlook offer city governments more control over the levers of transport policy, thereby providing the basis 
for more progress to be made in reshaping the country’s inefficient urban form. A remaining concern is that the resources 
required to deliver radical improvements in the management of urban space, and to transform movement patterns across 
this space, will not be forthcoming. City municipalities cannot be expected to fund challenges on this scale from their 
own	revenue	streams.	National	government	does	not	appear	to	have	recognised	sufficiently	the	magnitude	of	the	tasks	
involved in promoting urban integration and densification while maintaining current transport systems. For example, the 
2010	Medium-Term	Budget	Policy	Statement	indicated	that	transport	expenditure	will	grow	by	only	3.6%	per	year	over	
the period 2011–2014 compared to a growth of 8.5% for total government spending.67 

A related concern is whether city governments have, or are able to develop, the leadership, organisational capabilities 
and technical competencies required to cope with such a large expansion in their responsibilities. The task goes far 
beyond delivering new roadways, bus schedules and through-ticketing procedures. It will involve complex negotiations 
with established transport providers, landowners, property developers and other stakeholders to set up sophisticated 
institutions, guidelines and procedures to plan, deliver and manage a more coherent transport system, and in the process 
establish a different, more carefully planned approach to urban development. It should include mechanisms to capture 
the value of development land following infrastructure investment to recoup at least some of the public sector costs. 
It should also involve new design techniques and joint decision-making to integrate public transport systems into the 
physical fabric of the cities. All this will require new skills and practices – particularly the practice of working in partnership 
with other stakeholders. In the meantime, there will be continuing challenges involved in managing and financing current 
public transport systems. Authorities will have to balance the need to maintain essential services with the formidable 
demands of transformation.

CONCLUSION
The pressure on the built environment of cities is more intense than elsewhere in the country, as a result of stronger 
population and economic growth, and is visibly reflected in the expansion of informal settlements and the proliferation 
of backyard shacks. City authorities are not planning and managing urban growth effectively, in part because they lack 
sufficient powers, resources, technical expertise and political will. Government policy towards housing and human 
settlements appears to be shifting in a more appropriate direction, although ambiguity continues about whether the 
existence and upgrading of informal settlements is fully endorsed. The established approach of top-down delivery of 
formal, fully serviced housing to passive communities has not been meeting people’s needs and expectations adequately, 
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particularly in terms of quantity, and also in relation to quality and location. There has also been insufficient recognition 
that well-located informal settlements perform a useful function in enabling access to urban labour markets – a rung on 
the ladder of social mobility.

The spatial form of South African cities is more fragmented, and the population distribution more imbalanced, than 
in many other countries. Little, if any, progress has been made to transform the geographical patterns inherited from 
the past and to promote urban integration. State-sponsored housing is mostly situated on the urban periphery, which 
risks ‘fixing’ people in places that perpetuate disadvantage rather than improving access to opportunity. These isolated 
settlements may lock in underdevelopment by their exclusion from jobs and amenities. Prevailing patterns of urban 
development seem to be based on an assumption that citizens have cars or will acquire cars, which is obviously highly 
problematic for congestion and environmental reasons as well as affordability. In most cities, there is little sign of planned 
residential densification or infill development in and around the city centres and inner suburbs. There has been a distinct 
lack of creativity and determination shown towards more effective management and development of vacant and  
under-used property, including state-owned land. The same applies to transport, housing and infrastructure policy over 
the last decade.

In the absence of concerted efforts to promote well-located housing and jobs in and around the townships and informal 
settlements, the transport system has been under pressure to cope with long commuter flows and the rising demand for 
travel. In the face of growing congestion and related problems, some important, albeit piecemeal, initiatives have been 
taken	on	public	transport	and	road	improvements	linked	to	the	FIFA	2010	World	Cup™.	More	importantly,	the	momentum	
is growing to devolve public transport and housing functions to the metros, which holds out the prospect of a more 
coherent and co-ordinated approach to the planning, development and management of cities in the future.  

Achieving a more integrated urban environment will not be straightforward, and many technical, political and managerial 
challenges remain, but it is vital that a start is made because of the cumulative nature of current investment decisions. At 
present, city municipalities seem to lack the strategic capabilities, vision and resources required to understand and act 
upon prevailing trends in a way that starts transforming the character of current practices and systems. Breakthroughs are 
required to deliver an urban environment that is genuinely more resilient, efficient and equitable. Provided the metros 
enjoy a period of greater stability and political will, the necessary competences should improve over time and permit the 
process of restructuring our fragmented cities to begin. High-level national support will still be required in the form of 
funding, strategic oversight, legislative changes (e.g. land-use management and planning) and the taxation and regulation 
of private motoring. Given their inherited difficulties and formidable contemporary challenges, it is unrealistic to expect 
cities to look after themselves.

It addition, a more integrated approach towards the development and management of urban townships is needed. 
Although many townships have benefited from investment in basic infrastructure and services over the last decade, they 
lack a more comprehensive, strategic framework to promote all-round improvement of their areas. The density maps 
show clearly that these are the largest population centres in the metros, but are also the areas of greatest historic neglect 
and contemporary need, where conventional ways of delivering public services (top-down and in silos) are not enough 
to promote transformation. Sustained assistance is required to help build their local economies, strengthen human 
capabilities and improve the quality of the local environment. The government should therefore be encouraged to work 
together with city municipalities on ‘township development strategies’ to: 
•	 	create	partnerships	with	the	community	and	business	groups,	combined	with	dedicated	organisational	capacity	to	

engage in local problem solving, to champion local interests, and to drive socio-economic development
•	 	secure	support	from	key	government	departments,	parastatals	and	the	private	sector	to	lever	additional	investment	

into	township	regeneration,	building	on	and	drawing	together	existing	initiatives	such	as	the	Neighbourhood	
Development Programme and the new Urban Settlements Development Grant

•	 	build	stronger	physical	and	socio-economic	linkages	between	townships	and	established	urban	areas	through	public	
transport, mixed-use property development in intermediate locations, digital connections, social and institutional 
networks, and trade and supply chain linkages. 

Such strategies could perform a valuable function both in transforming the prospects of major urban townships and in 
restructuring the urban form for a more functional and equitable future. 
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