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y This volume of papers explores spatial determinants of well-being. 

The papers look at spatial inequalities related to public transport 
and decent work, early childhood development and violence 
against ‘othered’ bodies. They also explore opportunities for 
building neighbourhood wellbeing and lessons from COVID-19 best 
practices on making cities more resilient and inclusive.

Space, public transport and decent work

Access to decent work and reliable public transport are key aims 
of South Africa’s National Development Plan for addressing spatial 
inequalities in cities, where the poorest live the furthest from jobs 
and services, and spend a substantial portion of their earnings on 
public transport. Andrew Kerr’s paper looks at the impact of the 
decline in Metrorail service quality in Cape Town, where rail was 
traditionally a popular and a!ordable mode of public transport. The 
paper highlights how commuters had no choice but to move from 
Metrorail to more expensive public transport modes, in particular 
minibus taxis, resulting in increased spending on transport, reduced 
mobility, longer commuting times and decreased productivity. For 
Metrorail, the inevitable consequence of fewer commuters is less 
sustainable rail services. 

However, on a positive note, the research found that mode usage 
is very responsive to service quality, suggesting that commuters 
would return to using trains if the service improved substantially. The 
paper recommends that national government improve Metrorail’s 
funding (which has declined in real terms) and policymakers make 
passenger rail in cities a priority. 

Erasing spatial inequalities in early childhood 
development 

South Africa’s legislation and policy recognise the importance of 
quality early childhood development (ECD) programmes in mitigating 
inequalities in early childhood — one of the NDP’s targets is “high-
quality, universal early childhood education”. However, most ECD 
centres that cater for the poorest children in informal settlements 
and townships face immense barriers to accessing government 
funding and support. The paper by Brooks et al. highlights the 
importance of quality ECD services and of co-creating public spaces 
for children in addressing spatial inequality. 

It shows how cities can help unlock the barriers facing ECD centres 
and address spatial inequalities in ECD, thereby enhancing collective 
well-being. Among its recommendations are including ECD and 
space in the training of planners, supporting ECD centre- and non-
centre based programmes to achieve compliance, and developing 
local solutions through collaboration between civil society and local 
government. 

“  This volume of papers 
explores spatial 
determinants of well-
being. The papers look 
at spatial inequalities 
related to public transport 
and decent work, early 
childhood development 
and violence against 
‘othered’ bodies.
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A geographical perspective on gendered violence in Khayelitsha

Violence is both a social and spatial practice that manifests through the ‘othering’ of children, as well 
as women, LGBTQI+ persons, youth and those who are di!erently abled. Khayelitsha is one of the 
most violent places in South Africa, where chronic under-development  has resulted in spaces where 
‘othered’ bodies are socially and physically vulnerable. The paper by Zinzile Seepie and Nosipho Goba 
examines the vulnerabilities of these ‘othered’ bodies, spatial well-being and the built environment. 
It assesses the City of Cape Town’s various spatial development tools using the Prism of Spatial Well-
being tool that was developed to articulate the structural invisibility of the ‘othered’ in space. 

The paper finds that city plans and programmes do not address the extent of the challenges facing 
‘othered’ bodies in Khayelitsha. It recommends that investments in urban space should target 
decreasing the vulnerability of the ‘othered’ body and promote universal well-being, through 
developing safe community spaces, safety-oriented urban design, cultural awareness programmes 
and economic empowerment programmes for these vulnerable groups. 

Rethinking the community centre to build neighbourhood wellbeing

In South Africa, spatial inequality is entrenched in the urban fabric, and housing delivery has proven 
incapable of addressing historic spatial inequalities. Government has recognised the importance 
of public facilities, such as community centres, public parks and training and youth centres, for 
creating sustainable, well-functioning neighbourhoods. However, these public facilities are often a 
technocratic response rather than a community-driven/-owned process. The paper by Suzette van 
der Walt and Claire du Trevou looks at how neighbourhood well-being can be improved through 
rethinking the community centre. They argue that well-being is a moving target and best defined as 
a ‘zone’ because it is not always possible to achieve an equilibrium between the challenges faced by 
communities and the resources that communities need to counter challenges. 

To create liveable neighbourhoods, community facilities need to be viewed as flexible infrastructure 
and adaptable resources that help citizens meet their daily challenges and approach a state of well-
being. In addition, the space within these facilities should be managed flexibly and the value of 
existing social networks and grassroots mobilisation should be acknowledged and scaled up through 
collaboration and partnership.

Finding opportunities in the COVID-19 crisis

Crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, can threaten and shape cities, and may even lead to 
beneficial shifts. The silver lining of COVID-19 is that it o!ers an opportunity to rethink cities and 
produce positive changes in society. Monyake Moteane’s paper examines best practices that have 
emerged from responses to COVID-19 in relation to the ‘forgotten agents’ – the people (e.g. security 
guards, homeless people, householders, informal workers) who enable cities to function smoothly 
and have limited choices for where they live in cities. It also looks at lessons from past pandemics, 
case studies and surveys. COVID-19 has been hugely disruptive (and disproportionately so for the 
‘forgotten agents’) and more pandemics can be expected. 

Lessons from past pandemics, case studies, best practices and the surveys suggest that emergency 
responses are necessary in the short term, but must be followed by designing settlements that are 
pandemic-resilient and promote health and well-being, and ensuring that adequate public transport 
(including non-motorised transit systems) is available to transport ‘forgotten agents’ who perform 
essential services. 
Hack the System: Farming new networks for food security and urban wellbeing 
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Access to a!ordable, quality food is an integral part of wellbeing and human development. Within 
complex urban food systems this access is not equitably distributed in South African Cities. Patrick 
Hope-Bailie and Matthew Purkis explore the nexus between food security, hunger, space and wellbeing. 
They highlight that while nebulous, food security mandates are spread across spheres of government 
(e.g. National Government Social Grants and Provincial and Local Government social development 
department agricultural projects) leading to poor coordination and ine!ective partnership among 
governmental and non-governmental actors. 

In profiling some examples of good practice, they explore urban food security case studies in the 
cities of Cape Town, eThekwini and Johannesburg. The paper concludes with a food system mapping 
overlaying the open space network, formal retail, food access points and public transport networks. 
These maps can be utilized to guide City decision making in terms of spatial and other interventions 
to address food insecurity. 
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This volume of papers explores the spatial determinants of well-
being. The papers look at the myriad of ways in which where 
people live in South African cities a!ects their food security, health 
and economic access, crime and violence, livelihood-enabling 
transport and educational outcomes. “Well-being is not simply the 
absence of disease but is a state of physical, mental and social 
well-being — good health and well-being encourage personal and 
societal development”, as Monyake Moteane and Bokang Marokole 
explain in their paper “Crisis to Opportunity: Testing best COVID-19 
practices in South Africa”.

The impact of South Africa’s fragmented, spatially segregated cities 
on the well-being of both individuals and communities compounds 
the urgency of spatial transformation. The stark reality is that an 
overwhelming majority of South Africans continue to struggle daily, 
in large part due to where they reside, as Andrew Kerr points out 
in his paper, “Space, Public Transport and Decent Work in Cape 
Town”:

While some people live in areas with good access to public 
transport, decent work and other amenities, many others 
living in South African cities travel long distances and spend a 
large proportion of their earnings commuting to already low-
paid work. The lack of progress in generating decent work 
and improving mobility and public transport in South Africa 
contrasts with the spatial principles and targets of the SDGs, 
NUA and NDP that set out a high-level agenda for sustainable 
development in cities.

Place and space are key factors in determining people’s access to 
opportunities, and in South Africa few enjoy the right to the city or 
reap the benefits of city space, economy and society. In their paper, 
“Hacking the System”, which looks at food security in cities, Patrick 
Hope-Bailie and Matthew Purkis note:

Fundamentally, it is important to recognise that quality of life, 
peoples’ life chances and their well-being are determined 
by space (NPC, 2011). In South Africa, with our historically 
distorted spatial legacy, quality of life is often impeded by the 
planning and layout of our cities and towns. In urban areas 
specifically, the e!ect is more pronounced as people continue 
to move to cities to reap the urban dividend, and the benefits 
of living in the city.

All the papers highlight the importance, value and centrality of public 
space, which is integral to the well-being of especially children. 
Public space can be used for much-needed, safe areas for young 
and old children to play, and for early childhood development (ECD) 
centres; to curb the spread of diseases in the Covid pandemic; and for 
thriving community centres, the backbone of training, employment 
and social connection within communities. The papers also make a 
compelling case that co-creation, cooperation and co-management 
by all stakeholders is crucial to sustainable public investment. The 

“  The intent of the Spatial 
Determinants of Well-
being paper series is to 
better understand how 
space a!ects the well-
being of city residents 
and their ability to reap 
the benefit of living in 
cities.

In
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du
ct
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use of public spaces by these partners adds value to city government interventions. For example, 
activated parks are protected from vandalism and promote positive rather than negative uses (e.g. 
public drinking, substance abuse and gambling), which would require additional resources to control 
and manage.  

ECD is particularly relevant for the development trajectory of children in poor and vulnerable places and 
households. In their paper, “How Cities Can Ease Spatial Inequalities in Early Childhood Development 
and Enhance Collective Well-being”, Laura Brooks and her co-authors explore the impact of ECD, 
finding:

While not a panacea, quality ECD services in marginalised areas help to remove the a"uence 
bias and spatial inequalities, allowing children from poorer communities to develop at a similar 
level to children from high-income households. ECD services also contribute to providing 
adequate care and protection to children and can assist in facilitating income-earning by their 
parents or other home caregivers. Government has a crucial role to play in exposing vulnerable 
children to quality ECD services, thereby breaking the cycle of poverty, and to some extent 
supporting the fight against inequality.

A common theme to emerge in the papers is innovation, by non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
government and the private sector, in particular around partnership models that address critical issues 
with direct or multiplier e!ects on well-being. The papers also showcase all-of-society approaches 
that make better use of existing resources, and leverage networks and opportunities to drive critical 
change. 

In their paper “Towards Neighbourhood Well-being: Rethinking the Community Centre”, Suzette van 
der Walt and Claire du Trevou unpack how community, government and NGO resources should be 
used collectively to ensure that community centres are aiding community well-being. This is because 
“[t]o live a life of well-being, individuals need to have resources that enable them to meet the challenges 
that they face. At a neighbourhood scale, this means that communities must have su#cient resources 
to counter their challenges”. 

Given the slow pace of spatial transformation in cities across South Africa, the papers point to the 
urgent need for well-located housing, economic opportunities and e#cient, quality and a!ordable 
transport systems. Society cannot a!ord to wait for spatial transformation to create compact cities, 
but must invest robustly into thriving economies; activated, inclusive and safe public spaces; and a 
strong social fabric where people reside. In light of the many institutional and fiscal constraints, such 
investment is the subject of tense and ongoing debate within the city productivity, built environment 
and sustainable municipal financing sectors. Yet the impact of not investing is to compound exclusion 
and inequality, especially among vulnerable groups. These groups, which include women, children, 
people who are di!erently abled and the LGBTQI community, bear the disproportionate brunt of 
crime and violence, as Zinzile Seepie and Nosipho Goba point out in their paper “A Geographical 
Perspective on Gendered Violence in Khayelitsha”:

Crime a!ects all members of society, but ‘othered’ bodies are the most a!ected, especially in 
townships and informal settlements. One such place is Khayelitsha, which is one of the most 
violent places in South Africa, especially for ‘othered’ bodies — women, LGBTQI+ community, 
children, youth and di!erently abled individuals. It reveals the spatial vulnerability of ‘othered’ 
bodies that is a consequence of socio-spatial injustice and inequalities. The chronic under-
development has resulted in spaces of social and physical vulnerability of the ‘othered’ in 
Khayelitsha.

The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed both the deep inequalities and the opportunities for cities. 
Access to basic services is crucial for preventing mortality and improving the health and well-being of 
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residents. In informal settlements and other tenuous housing situations, having water for handwashing 
and bathing, and that is safe for drinking, as well as e!ective sustainable sanitation solutions remains 
a matter of life and death. Furthermore, as Monyake Moteane and Bokang Marokole highlight in 
their paper, “Crisis to Opportunity: Testing best COVID-19 practices in South Africa”, the pandemic is 
also an opportunity for cities to think and act creatively in reshaping urban spaces. For instance, “as 
the economy starts to open up in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis, cities should keep more streets 
open for people and cycles, not cars, and redistribute public space to prioritise pedestrians and non-
motorised transport”.

The intent of the Spatial Determinants of Well-being paper series is to better understand how space 
a!ects the well-being of city residents and their ability to reap the benefit of living in cities. The 
papers emphasise the role that cities and local governments play in changing the odds, through the 
decisions they make, and their administrative, planning and budgeting choices. The papers suggest 
that cities, as custodians of urban spaces, are able to influence well-being, particularly for vulnerable 
people, even in areas where they do not have a direct mandate. 
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PUBLIC 
TRANSPORT

Introduction

S ustainable development in cities is core to both South Africa’s National Development 
Plan (NDP) and international agreements, such as the New Urban Agenda (NUA) and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (NPC, 2013; United Nations, 2017; 2019). SDG 8 
is about creating decent, full and productive employment and decoupling economic 
growth from environmental degradation, while SDG 11 focuses on cities and includes the 

provision of safe, a!ordable, accessible and sustainable transport systems. These objectives are 
echoed in the NUA and the NDP. The NUA also emphasises leveraging the benefits of agglomeration 
in cities, which include e#cient public transport in well-planned cities. It also highlights the significance 
of relationships between national, provincial and local governments, an important aspect of public 
transport provision in South Africa, as public transport modes are the responsibility of di!erent 
spheres of government — Metrorail is a State-owned Enterprise (SOE) at national government level, 
buses and integrated rapid transport networks are city responsibilities, while minibus taxis are 
licensed by provinces. 

Cities are spaces of many types of inequality, in terms of labour market access and earnings, and 
access to reliable public transport. These inequalities are highly correlated with location, which is 
especially true in South Africa, where policies before and during apartheid removed black South 
Africans from central city locations and actively prevented migration to cities. While some people live 
in areas with good access to public transport, decent work and other amenities, many others living in 
South African cities travel long distances and spend a large proportion of their earnings commuting 
to already low-paid work. The lack of progress in generating decent work and improving mobility and 
public transport in South Africa contrasts with the spatial principles and targets of the SDGs, NUA and 
NDP that set out a high-level agenda for sustainable development in cities. 

This paper examines the various aspects of decent work — and whether or not employment in South 
Africa can be considered ‘decent’ — as well as access to public transport. Metrorail data for Cape 
Town is used to describe the decline in the quality of the Metrorail service between 2013 and 2018, 
to estimate the impact of this decline on using Metrorail to travel to work, and to deduce how this has 
increased household spending on public transport. The implication is that households are forced to 
spend more on transport and so have less income to spend on other important goods and services 
such as education, health or even food. The declining quality of public transport thus has direct and 
potentially serious consequences for the life outcomes of citizens a!ected by this decline.
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Space, Public 
Transport and 
Decent Work in 
Cape Town
Andrew Kerr
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Literature Review
Decent work

Despite the lofty ambitions in the NDP, influenced by the SDGs and reflected in the NUA, the economic 
participation and the mobility of South Africans are in a parlous state. Since 1993, South Africa has 
struggled to create employment for its citizens, and the number of people who report that they are 
looking for work or wanting to work has risen dramatically. The employment rate (i.e. the share of 
the working age population that is employed) has stayed constant, at around 45% while income 
inequality and unemployment have grown.   

The labour market is the main driver of inequality in South Africa (Leibbrandt et al., 2010) due to the 
large disparity in earnings of the employed, but also because of the high number of unemployed. 
Since 1993, median earnings have shown an astounding lack of growth, remaining at around R3,500 
per month (at 2017 prices), while gross domestic product (GDP) per capita has grown by around 35% 
(since 1994). Although some of those at the bottom end of the earnings distribution appear to have 
caught up to those in the middle, ‘the rich have gotten richer’, as those at the top of the distribution 
(i.e. in the top 25%) have raced away from the middle (Wittenberg, 2017a; 2017b: 317). 

Space, public transport, mobility and commuting

In post-apartheid South Africa, the urban population has grown, but the quality of public transport has 
generally deteriorated and the spatial form of cities has not changed. Cities remain low density and 
sprawling, with most people living far away from economic opportunities. Between 1993 and 2013, 
the population in the six metros (Cape Town, eThekwini, Ekurhuleni, Johannesburg, Nelson Mandela 
Bay and Tshwane) doubled, but the proportion of trips to work using public transport declined. During 
the same time, the average time taken to get to work rose by 50%, and the share of earnings spent 
on transport increased by 33% (Kerr, 2017). 

The implications are that new migrants are 
forced to live far away from job opportunities, 
the speed at which individuals can commute 
to work has been slowed by population 
growth and congestion, and public transport 
has become more unreliable so similar trips 
take longer. At the same time, the share of 
commuters using Metrorail has declined 
substantially, and minibus taxis have become 
the dominant form of public transport (Kerr, 
2017). Minibus taxis are unsubsidised and 
more expensive, which increases transport 
costs disproportionately a!ecting low-
earning and vulnerable workers. They are 
also generally more carbon intensive than 
trains. 
 

“ I thank Sarah Melville for excellent 
research assistance and GroundUp and 
its editor Nathan Ge!en for guiding me 
to the Myline Metrorail data used in this 
paper. In the interests of full disclosure: 
I co-own Taximap (taximap.co.za), 
which helps commuters move around 
in minibus taxis. The company receives 
no income from the taxi industry or any 
funder that would result in a conflict of 
interest.”  — Andrew Kerrr
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Methodology
Household data and labour market data are combined with Metrorail-related data to examine how 
work outcomes and public transport access vary across space and how the Metrorail quality a!ects 
di!erent households. Historically, in Cape Town, a large proportion of workers used Metrorail, thus 
recent declines in Metrorail services have a!ected a larger share of workers and people seeking 
work than in other metros. 

The labour market survey data is from the Post-Apartheid Labour Market Series (PALMS), a publicly 
available dataset that includes microdata from more than 70 Statistics South Africa (Stats SA) 
household surveys including labour market questions (Kerr et al., 2019). This data is derived from the 
Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS), which is designed so that each metro contains a large and 
representative sample. The sample size for Cape Town is for 2013–2018 and between 4 500 and 7 000 
individuals (from 1 500–2 000 households), which is a similar sample size to the General Household 
Survey (GHS) that includes questions on commuting mode and transport spending. To estimate the 
accessibility of trains for individuals interviewed in the GHS and QLFS (to determine how far they live 
from train stations, which lines they could use and thus how declining service quality would a!ect 
them), the location of Metrorail stations in Cape Town is obtained from Open Street Maps. Metrorail’s 
service quality is measured using weekly data on Metrorail service for three ‘umbrella’ train lines in 
Cape Town (Southern, Central and Northern), to examine how the declining quality of public transport 
a!ects commuters’ choice of transport mode and increases spending for those who move away from 
Metrorail. 

Decent Work
Table 1 compares the unemployment and employment rates for Cape Town and the other five metros 
(eThekwini, Ekurhuleni, Johannesburg, Nelson Mandela Bay and Tshwane). The strict unemployment 
rate refers to people who are unemployed and actively seeking work, while the broad unemployment 
rate includes those who are unemployed but no longer looking for work. It also looks at two dimensions 
of decent work (SDG 8): having a written contract and an employer who makes contributions to 
the Unemployment Insurance Fund (UIF). Written contracts suggest workers have some basic rights, 
while UIF contributions mean that workers will have access to unemployment insurance, should they 
lose their jobs.

Cape Town Other five metros

Strict unemployment rate 22% 28%

Broad unemployment rate 23% 31%

Employment rate (working 
population 15–64 years) 38% 36%

Employed workers with a 
written contract 87% 84%

Employed workers with UIF 71% 60%

Table 1: Labour market statistics (2017) — Source: Stats SA (2017)
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 »  The strict unemployment rate may be lower in Cape Town (22%) than the average (28%) for 
the other five metros, but is still very high, reflecting the well-known unemployment problem 
facing South Africa. 

 »  The similar strict and broad unemployment rates suggest that not many discouraged workers 
live in either Cape Town or the other metros. 

 »  The very low employment rate reflects the reality that many people of working age in Cape 
Town and the other metros do not have any work – decent or not. 

 »  The share of workers with written contracts is high in both Cape Town (87%) and the other 
metros (84%).

 »  Only 71% of workers in Cape Town and 60% of workers in the other metros have employers 
who make UIF contributions. 

An important aspect of decent work is what workers earn. Table 2 shows the distribution of earnings, 
hours worked, hourly earnings for di!erent percentiles and the mean for each variable. A percentile 
refers to the proportion of workers who earn below that amount — for example, the 10th percentile 
(P10) of earnings in Cape Town is R2,000 a month. The median reflects the worker in the middle of the 
earnings distribution, while the mean is the average amount earned. The mean is much larger than 
the median because of the presence of a few high earners who skew the mean. 

Cape Town Other metros

Percentile Earnings Hours/
week

Hourly 
earnings Earnings Hours/

week
Hourly 

earnings

P10 R2,000 25 R11 R1,221 30 R7

P25 R3,000 40 R16 R2,559 40 R15

Median R4,094 40 R23 R5,043 40 R28

P75 R8,818 48 R51 R13,305 48 R76

P90 R20,469 60 R129 R25,587 60 R150

Mean R9,950 43 R62 R11,849 43 R69

SE of Mean R827 0.45 R5 R421 0.16 R2

 » 10% of workers in Cape Town earn less than R2,000 a month, while 25% earn less than R3,000.

 »  The median earnings are substantially lower in Cape Town (+/-R4,000) compared to the other 
metros (R5,000).

Table 2: Earnings distribution
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Figure 2: Commuting modes (other metros)   
Source: Stats SA (2013–2018)

 »  The distribution of hours worked is similar across Cape Town and in the other metros. A large 
share of workers report working 40 hours, but more than 10% of workers work over 60 hours a 
week; 10% of workers work 25 hours a week in Cape Town, compared to 30 hours in the other 
metros. However, the high/low working hours are not a definitive indicator of unfavourable 
working conditions because some workers may choose to work part-time, and others may 
choose to work long hours. 

 »  Median hourly earnings in Cape Town were R23, which is close to the national minimum wage 
of R20 an hour that was introduced in 2019. 

 »   The bottom half of the hourly earnings distribution is less unequal in Cape Town than in the 
other metros. 

Tables 1 and 2 show that the chances of accessing decent work in South African cities are very low. 
Only 50% of adults aged 15–64 years work. Of these workers, 50% earn less than R5,000 a month, 
and only 60–70% have access to unemployment insurance if they become unemployed. This a!ects 
individual life opportunities. Unemployment means less money comes into a household, and so less 
money is available for investing in education and better housing; there are thus higher levels of stress 
and anxiety both for the individual, other household members and the broader family. Low-paying 
employment also brings stress and anxiety because, although some basic needs can be met, this 
type of employment is very precarious and unlikely to last a substantial length of time (Kerr, 2018). 
Low-paying employment also means that an individual is likely to spend a substantial portion of their 
earnings on public transport (Kerr, 2017), although this will depend on whether the individual lives 
in an informal settlement far from jobs or in the inner city where jobs and public transport are more 
easily accessible. 

Mobility and choice of commuting mode 

Another aspect of decent work is the availability of reliable, fast, cheap and safe public transport, 
which is especially important in South Africa, where cities have been shaped by policies that kept 
black South Africans away from jobs and other opportunities. Reliable public transport is one of many 
services that could help improve the correlation between space and well-being. 

Figure 1: Commuting modes (Cape Town)   
Source: Stats SA (2013–2018)
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Figure 4: Public transport modes split (other 
metros)   —  Source: Stats SA (2013–2018)

Figure 6: Commuting times (other metros)  
Source: Stats SA (2013–2018)

 »  Between 2013 and 2018, Cape Town commuters shifted from rail to road. Commuters using 
Metrorail declined from 16% to 6%, whereas commuters using taxis increased from 15% to 20%, 
and those using cars increased from 39% to 43%.

 »  A less dramatic shift away from rail occurred in the other metros, which show a more stable 
trend in mode use. There was a slight decline in commuters driving to work (-3%) and taking 
the bus (-1%), and an increase in commuters using taxis (+4%). 

Figure 3: Public transport modes split (Cape Town)
Source: Stats SA (2013–2018)

Figure 5: Commuting times (Cape Town)
Source: Stats SA (2013–2018)

 »  In Cape Town, Metrorail’s share of public transport has declined from 40% to 18% but still 
retains a much higher share of public transport than in the other metros.

 »  In the other metros, minibus taxis have been (and remain) the dominant mode of public 
transport. 

Figures 5 and 6 show commuting times for Cape Town and the other metros, based on five categories 
ranging from less than 15 minutes to more than 90 minutes. About 51% of commuters in Cape Town 
and 59% of commuters in the other metros have one-way commute times of less than 30 minutes. 
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In 1993, the average commute time in South 
Africa was nearly double that in the United 
States, as a result of spatial policies before and 
during Apartheid, and has increased since 1994 
(Kerr, 2017). A negative impact of the post-
apartheid RDP housing programme was that the 
houses were often built far from employment 
opportunities. Although later housing policies 
(in the 2000s) recognised these weaknesses, 
the price of well-located land and the inflexible 
nature of the low-income housing subsidies 

placed severe constraints on the state’s ability 
to build sustainable human settlements closer to 
work opportunities and other amenities (SACN, 
2016). This is reflected in the small increases in 
the percentage of commuters taking longer than 
30 minutes to travel to work, both in Cape Town 
and the other metros. These changes are not 
nearly as stark as the changes in commute modes 
for Cape Town (Figure 3) and is surprising given 
the large increases in commuting times between 
1993 and 2013 documented in Kerr (2017). 

Commuter characteristics
Women are more likely to take the bus or taxi than men, while men are more likely to use private 
cars or Metrorail, which is partly driven by the large gender wage gap in South Africa — women earn 
about 25–35% less than men for doing the equivalent work in the middle of the earnings distribution 
(Mosomi, 2019). However, the decline in the use of Metrorail has had the greatest impact on women 
and black people (Figures 7 to 10). 

Photo taken from provantage.co.za

Figure 8: Mode use by gender in Cape Town 
(2018))  —  Source: Stats SA (2018)

Figure 7 Mode use by gender in Cape Town (2013)
Source: Stats SA (2013)
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a better way to go!

“The measure of a country’s prosperity should 
not be how many poor people drive cars, 
but how many a"uent people use public 
transportation.”

— Michael Hogan
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Figure 10: Mode use by race in Cape Town 
(2018)  —  Source: Stats SA (2018)

Figure 12: Mode use by earnings quintile 
(2018)  —  Source: Stats SA (2018)

Figure 9: Mode use by race in Cape Town (2013)
Source: Stats SA (2013)

Figure 11: Mode use by earnings quintile (2013)  
Source: Stats SA (2013)

 »  Between 2013 and 2018 the use of Metrorail declined dramatically, but more for women than 
for men. 

 »  In 2013, Metrorail was the most common commuting mode for black South Africans, but this 
has changed dramatically and by 2018 minibus taxi was the most common mode.

The shift away from Metrorail has had the biggest impact on the bottom 60% of earners (quintiles 1, 
2 and 3), as Figures 11 and 12 illustrate clearly. Quintile 1 is the lowest 20% of earners, while quintile 
5 is the top 20% of earners. 

Spending on public transport

As mentioned, the decline in Metrorail usage has particularly a!ected low earners who have moved 
to other public transport modes that are generally more expensive. The GHS asks questions about 
the household’s total number of bus, taxi and train trips in the previous week, and the total spending 
on each of these three modes. This data is used to compare spending on public transport, with 
reported values deflated using the consumer price index (CPI). 

Table 3 compares household spending on public transport in 2013 and 2018 in Cape Town and the 
other metros. The p-value indicates the statistical significance of the di!erence between 2013 and 
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2018: a p-value of less than 0.1 indicates that the di!erence is statistically significant at the 10% level. 
(Between 0.05 and 0.01 indicates it is statistically significant at the 5% and 1% levels respectively). For 
the average (mean) spending, conditional on positive spending, the total spent on each mode and the 
total spending per trip, the rand values reported in the surveys are deflated to December 2018 rands, 
and these real, or inflation-adjusted, values are used.

Mode
Cape Town Other metros

2013 2018 p-value 2013 2018 p-value

Proportion of 
households with 

positive spending
Taxi 0.36 0.37 0.86 0.42 0.40 0.36

Bus 0.14 0.12 0.35 0.06 0.04 0.00

Train 0.23 0.07 0.00 0.06 0.04 0.00

All 0.53 0.47 0.04 0.49 0.45 0.04

Average spend per 
household per week Taxi 134 169 0.00 241 217 0.01

Bus 151 170 0.09 235 192 0.09

Train 95 93 0.77 129 149 0.38

All 169 191 0.01 251 221 0.00

Total household 
spend per week (R 

thousands)
Taxi 54,862 77,046 0.02 514,256 544,865 0.47

Bus 23,046 25,024 0.66 68,245 42,740 0.02

Train 24,143 8,167 0.00 42,176 35,246 0.38

All 102,052 110,237 0.56 624,677 622,852 0.97

Average spend per 
trip Taxi 14 17 0.00 22 21 0.29

Bus 17 16 0.78 22 18 0.09
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Train 9 9 0.99 20 17 0.36

All 13 16 0.00 22 20 0.07

Table 3: Household spending on public transport

Table 3 reveals that public transport usage and spending trends between 2013 and 2018 are quite 
di!erent in Cape Town compared to the other metros:

 »  In all six metros, the proportion of 
households using any form of public 
transport declined. This decline was partly 
driven by increases in car ownership in 
Cape Town (six percentage points) and 
the other metros (two percentage points, 
not statistically significant). For poorer 
households, lower public transport usage 
could be an indicator of declining income 
and lower life opportunities. 

 »  In Cape Town, the proportion of house-
holds using trains dropped from 23% to 
7%.

 »   The average real (inflation-adjusted) 
expenditure on all public transport modes 
except for trains increased in Cape Town 
but declined in the other metros. The 
decline is partly explained by the petrol 
price falling in real terms — the fuel price 
was fairly constant in nominal terms, but 
the CPI increased by about 30% over the 
period. 

 »  The weekly spend by households on all 
public transport modes increased by 8% 
in Cape Town but declined slightly in other 
metros. 

 »  In Cape Town, total household spend on 
trains fell by over 60%, while spend on 
taxis rose by 40%.

 »  For all public transport modes combined, 
the average spend per trip rose by more 
than 20% in Cape Town but fell by 10% 
in the other metros, which is statistically 
significant at the 7% level. 

 »  The average minibus taxi trip cost 
increased by about 20% in Cape Town but 
remained constant in the other metros

 »  In Cape Town, the per-trip cost for all public 
transport modes is lower than in the other 
metros, but the per-trip cost for minibus 
taxis is almost double the cost for trains. In 
the other metros, the average minibus taxi 
trip is about 20% more expensive than the 
average train trip. 

The trends in Cape Town reflect the dramatic shift from Metrorail to minibus taxis and suggest that 
declining train services have forced households to use taxis and buses, which are more expensive 
(and, in the case of minibus taxis, unsubsidised). Therefore, households are spending more on public 
transport — this is explored further later in the paper (see Table 5).

Accessibility of public transport

Price (already discussed), reliability (discussed later) and accessibility determine the usage of public 
transport. Unfortunately, the household surveys do not include questions about the accessibility of 
train, bus or minibus taxis for those who do not report any trips, but these questions were included in 
the 2013 National Travel Survey (Stats SA, 2014). The survey found that trains are less accessible than 
buses and minibus taxis in metros, although trains are more accessible in Cape Town than in other 
metros. In Cape Town, the average walking time to the nearest minibus taxi or bus was 11 minutes 
(the same as in other metros), while the walking time to the nearest train station was 27 minutes, 
compared to 33 minutes in the other metros. 
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Metrorail service quality in Cape Town

The decline in the quality of Metrorail’s service is examined using Metrorail’s own data, which is 
contained in a weekly newsletter produced by Metrorail Western Cape. The newsletter is available 
online for 5.25 of the six years from 2013–2018 — the data for the last quarter of 2015 and the first 
two quarters of 2016 was not available. The newsletter, Myline, was distributed free to commuters in 
Cape Town and includes a graphic showing the number of cancelled services and the number of on-
time peak morning and evening services for three sets of train lines, which are aggregations of two 
or three train routes (Figure 13):

 » The Southern Line, which includes services through Athlone.

 » The Central Line, which covers services to Mitchell’s Plain and Khayelitsha.

 » The Northern Line, which serves Century City, Bellville and Stellenbosch. 

Figure 13: Cape Town train lines

Figure 14 shows the proportion of cancelled services between 2013 and 2018. In October 2015, 
several trains were set alight in the central Cape Town train station, which marked the beginning of a 
substantial deterioration in service quality.
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 »    Before October 2015, cancellation 
rates across the three lines showed 
little variation, ranging from 5% on the 
Northern Line, to 7% on the Central 
Line and 8% on the Southern Line. 

 »   After the train arson attacks, from 
when data becomes available in the 
third quarter of 2016, cancellation 
rates increased dramatically. They 
were 16% on the Northern Line, 27% 
on the Southern Line and 30% on the 
Central Line. 

 »   Between September 2016 and De-
cember 2018, the average cancella-
tion rate was 24%, compared to 6.5% 
before 2016.

Figure 14: Metrorail Western Cape cancellations

Figures 15 and 16 show the proportion of trains that arrived on-time during the peak morning and peak 
afternoon periods respectively, based only on services that operated (i.e. excluding any cancelled 
services).

Figure 15: On-time peak morning services Figure 16: On-time peak afternoon services

 »  Between January 2013 and October 2015, an average of 65% of services were on time, 
although this varied by lines: 78% on the Southern Line, 64% on the Northern Line and 54% on 
the Central Line. 

 »  Subsequent to the October 2015 arson attacks, an average of 52% of services were on time: 
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55% on the Southern Line, 58% on the Northern Line and only 42% on the Central Line. 

The greatly reduced quality in train services would have a!ected commuting patterns, especially on 
the Central Line, which serves much of the Cape Flats and had the highest cancellation rates and 
lowest on-time services of the three lines. In 2019, the Central Line was completely closed due to 
vandalism, theft and dysfunctional equipment. 

The impact of Metrorail service quality decline on mode choice

To quantify the e!ect of Metrorail’s declining service quality on commuters’ mode choice, the Myline 
data from Metrorail and GHS data are combined with the location data of Metrorail stations and of the 
households in the GHS. All individuals surveyed are categorised as being closest to one of the three 
umbrella lines (Northern, Central, Southern) and whether they are less or more than one kilometre 
from the nearest station on that line. The GHS is conducted in all four quarters of each year, and the 
publicly available data includes the quarter in which the individual was surveyed. This means that 
even within one year, service quality varies over time for individuals located near the same train line. 

An ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was used to quantify the impact of declining service on 
the probability of a commuter taking Metrorail to and from work between 2013 and 2018, as it enables 
other factors that influence mode choice to be controlled, thereby isolating the impact of decline in 
train service quality (see Annexure A for details). 

The results revealed that declines in service 
quality are responsible for almost all the decline 
in Metrorail usage. An increase in cancellations 
(from 10% to 30%) resulted in a 13-percentage 
point decline in train usage, which is very similar 
to what emerged from the Stats SA data (Figures 
1 and 2), which revealed that commuters using 
Metrorail declined from 16% to 6%. Therefore, 
other possible explanations for the decline in 
Metrorail use, for example the rise of MyCiTi or 
increases in bus or taxi service quality, are much 
less likely. 

Despite trains being cheaper (subsidised) than 
buses (subsidised) or minibus taxis (unsubsidised), 
commuters have deserted Metrorail as the 
service quality has declined. On a positive note, 
this means that mode usage is very responsive to 
service quality, suggesting that consumers would 

return to using trains if the service were of higher 
quality. 

Declining train usage a!ects individuals, 
households and the broader city. Individuals must 
spend more getting to work using other transport 
modes, which has an impact on household 
spending on other goods and services, including 
food, education and health. As commuters desert 
Metrorail, the rail service’s financial viability is 
reduced, which is likely to reduce service quality 
further. As Metrorail usage has shrunk, minibus 
taxi usage has grown, which means more vehicles 
on the road and worse tra#c congestion, making 
mobility within the city slower and more expensive. 
This also a!ects a city’s agglomeration benefits, 
as the productivity increases from the co-location 
of firms and workers may be o!set by declines in 
productivity due to longer commutes to work. 

Declining Metrorail service and household transport spending

Metrorail is heavily subsidised by the state and is the cheapest mode of public transport in Cape Town 
— the average cost per trip is about half that of taxis (Table 3). Any decline in Metrorail service and 
the resulting shift to alternative modes of transport force individuals and households to spend more 
money on transport, which means they have less to spend on other important goods and services. 
To explore the extent to which shifts to more expensive modes have resulted in higher spending, 
household-level spending on public transport was examined using individual-level regressions (see 
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Annexure B for details).

The results showed that the households of commuters who had to use taxis or buses as a result of 
increased Metrorail cancellations spent an extra R200 a week on public transport. This increase, 
of approximately R860 per month, is exceptionally large given that the average per capita monthly 
income in Cape Town is R3,000. It is similar to what has been reported in the media: when the Central 
Line closed in mid-2019, train commuters travelling from Khayelitsha to Cape Town had to switch to 
taxis and pay around R1,200 per month compared to R190 for a monthly Metrorail ticket (Gontsana & 
Washinyira, 2020)

The analysis shows that between 2013 and 2018, Metrorail services in Cape Town declined substantially, 
which resulted in a very large number of commuters switching from Metrorail to other forms of public 
transport (mainly buses and minibus taxis) and having to spend much more on public transport. 

Conclusion
Access to decent work and access to reliable public transport are key aims of South Africa’s NDP 
and are incorporated into the SDGs, especially SDG 8 (that includes the availability of decent work) 
and SDG 11 (that includes access to safe and a!ordable public transport). However, South African 
cities remain highly unequal, in terms of labour market access, earnings and access to reliable public 
transport. These inequalities are related to space, as a result of policies before and during apartheid 
whereby black South Africans were moved from city centres, and the unintended consequences of 
post-apartheid housing programmes, which saw low-income housing built on the periphery of cities, 
where land was cheaper. 

Despite the ambitions of the NDP, NUA and 
SDGs, South Africa has made little progress in 
generating decent work and improving mobility 
and public transport. Since 1993, the urban 
population has grown, doubling in the six metros, 
but the quality of public transport has deteriorated 
and the apartheid spatial form of cities has not 
changed. Unemployment in the six metros is high, 
and only 50% of adults aged 15–64 years are 
working. Of these workers, 50% earn less than 
R5,000 a month (R4,000 a month in Cape Town) 
with 60% (70% in Cape Town) having access to 
unemployment insurance. This directly a!ects an 
individual’s life choices: unemployment and low-
paying employment means less money for the 
household and higher levels of stress and anxiety. 
Low-paid individuals also spend a substantial 
portion of their earnings on public transport. 

Unlike other metros, Cape Town has traditionally 
had a large share of commuters using Metrorail, 
which is heavily subsidised and therefore 
much cheaper than alternative modes of public 
transport. In Cape Town, the per-trip cost for all 
public transport modes is much lower than in the 
other metros, but the per-trip cost for minibus taxis 
is double that for trains in Cape Town (compared 
to only 20% more expensive in other metros). 
Between 2013 and 2018, Cape Town experienced 
a dramatic shift in commuters, especially black 
South Africans, moving from rail to road-based 
public transport: Metrorail usage declined from 
16% to 6%, whereas minibus taxi and private car 
usage increased. In 2013, trains were the most 
common mode of public transport for black South 
Africans, but by 2018 this had shifted to minibus 
taxis. 

The shift from rail to minibus taxis was a result of the declining quality of services from Metrorail 
over the past five years, not because other reasons, such as the rise of the MyCiTi system. Between 
September 2016 and December 2018, Metrorail’s average cancellation rate increased almost four-
fold and on-time services decreased from 65% to 52%. The Central Line, which serves much of the 
Cape Flats, had the highest cancellation rates and lowest on-time services of the three lines. In 2019, 
the Central Line was completely closed due to vandalism, theft and dysfunctional equipment. 
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Before its decline, Metrorail transported many vulnerable workers who paid much lower fares than 
if they had used taxis or buses. The decline in service quality has resulted in these workers being 
forced to switch to more expensive modes, leaving less income to pay for education, health and other 
necessities. The shift away from Metrorail has most a!ected the bottom 60% of earners. Those who 
moved away from trains saw their weekly expenditure on public transport increase by about R200 a 
month, to R860 a month, a significant increase given that the average median earnings in Cape Town 
are R5,000 a month. 

The decline in service quality and usage of Metrorail is a concern that needs to be addressed. It 
results in increased spending on transport by commuters, reduced mobility, longer commuting times, 
decreased productivity and less sustainable rail services in the future. A reliable train service is one 
important way in which the state can overcome some of the spatial legacy of apartheid that forced 
black South Africans far away from city centres, increased the footprint of the city and decreased 
its density. Furthermore, the analysis has highlighted that mode usage is very responsive to service 
quality, suggesting that commuters would return to using trains if the service improved substantially. 

The National Department of Transport and National Treasury should urgently prioritise the funding 
of Metrorail, which has declined in real terms (although the recent announcement of substantial 
investment in the Central Line in Cape Town and the Mabopane line in Gauteng is welcomed). South 
African policymakers need to make passenger rail in cities a priority.
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Annexure A: Impact of Cancellations on Train 
Usage
Using OLS with a dummy variable as the dependent variable is called a linear probability model. The 
coe#cients show how each independent variable is associated with changes in the probability of the 
dependent variable being equal to one. 

�Train�_i=!+ "X_i+ # �cancellations�_i  +$ �distance_dummy  �_i+% �cancellations�_i*�distance_
dummy  �_i      (1)

In equation (1) the dependent variable Train is a dummy variable that equals 1 if an individual 
commuted via train and 0 otherwise (i.e. if the person walked, took a taxi or drove to work etc.). X is 
a vector of individual characteristics that impact train usage (age, gender, race, quarter in which an 
individual which of the 3 train lines an individual is closest to). % shows the e!ect of each of these 
variables on the probability that an individual took a train to work. & cancellations is the average 
proportion of cancellations in the previous 12 months for the line the individual lives closest to, which 
is a measure of Metrorail service quality. ' distance dummy indicates whether or not an individual 
lives within 1km of the nearest station and there is an interaction term between this distance dummy 
and the cancellations variable. 

Table 4 shows the results from four regressions, which include wave dummies that are not reported. 

Table 4: The impact of Metrorail cancellations on train usage

(1) (2) (3) (4)

VARIABLES Train 
LPM

Train LPM, 
female 

interaction 
term

Train LPM 
with EA FE

Train LPM 
with EA FE

Age

-0.00158 -0.00158 -0.000678 -0.000677

(0.00245) (0.00245) (0.00251) (0.00251)

Age squared

1.73e-05 1.73e-05 7.87e-06 7.86e-06

(2.86e-05) (2.86e-05) (2.88e-05) (2.88e-05)

Female dummy

-0.0324*** -0.0348** -0.0245*** -0.0246*

(0.00919) (0.0159) (0.00796) (0.0140)
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(1) (2) (3) (4)

VARIABLES Train 
LPM

Train LPM, 
female 

interaction 
term

Train LPM 
with EA FE

Train LPM 
with EA FE

Coloured dummy variable

-0.0625*** -0.0625*** -0.0702** -0.0702**

(0.0201) (0.0200) (0.0329) (0.0329)

Indian dummy variable

-0.156*** -0.156*** -0.0923*** -0.0922***

(0.0267) (0.0267) (0.0347) (0.0348)

White dummy variable

-0.150*** -0.150*** -0.109*** -0.109***

(0.0219) (0.0218) (0.0340) (0.0340)

Prop. of trains cancelled

-0.323** -0.335** -0.209* -0.212

(0.125) (0.142) (0.126) (0.139)

Prop. of trains cancelled *Female

0.0264 0.00626

(0.0929) (0.0822)

Prop. of trains cancelled *distance<1km

-0.104 -0.0922 -0.441*** -0.434***

(0.100) (0.123) (0.125) (0.133)

Prop. of trains cancelled *distance <1km 
*Female

-0.0279 -0.0153

(0.121) (0.118)

Table 4: The impact of Metrorail cancellations on train usage
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(1) (2) (3) (4)

VARIABLES Train 
LPM

Train LPM, 
female 

interaction 
term

Train LPM 
with EA FE

Train LPM 
with EA FE

Dummy, <1km from station

0.115*** 0.115***

(0.0218) (0.0218)

Northern line dummy

-0.0300 -0.0302

(0.0212) (0.0212)

Central line dummy

-0.00691 -0.00700

(0.0244) (0.0243)

Constant

0.252*** 0.253*** 0.205*** 0.205***

(0.0583) (0.0585) (0.0574) (0.0577)

Observations 8,194 8,194 8,194 8,194

R-squared 0.077 0.077 0.210 0.210

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   LPM is a linear probability 
model. EA FE in headings of column 3 and 4 indicates the regression includes enumeration area 

¿[HG�HIIHFWV�
Table 4: The impact of Metrorail cancellations on train usage

The results in column 1 show that the proportion of cancelled services has a strong impact on the 
probability of taking a train. The coe#cient implies that if the proportion of cancelled services increases 
from 10% to 30%, which is about the overall change between 2013 and 2018, the probability of taking 
the train declines by around 5 percentage points. Considering that the base probability of taking a 
train is 23%, the decline in train use as a result of cancellations rising from 10 to 30% is around 25%, 
i.e. very large. The interaction term between distance and cancellations is not statistically significant. 
This indicates that individuals living within 1km of a station are not more likely to be a!ected by 
cancellations than those who live further than 1km.
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The regression shown in column 2 is the same specification as the regression from column 1 but 
interaction terms are included between gender and the two cancellation variables. The aim of including 
these is to assess whether cancellations had a di!erential impact on the probability of taking a train 
for men and women. These interaction terms are not statistically significant, implying that the impact 
of cancellations is not di!erent for men and women. The impacts of the other independent variables 
on the likelihood of taking a train from the regressions in columns 1 and 2 are as follows:

 »  The impact of age on commute mode is not statistically significant, but women are 3 percentage 
points less likely to take the train than men. 

 »  Coloured, Indian and white South Africans are 6, 16 and 15 percentage points less likely to take 
the train than black South Africans respectively, as expected. 

 »  There is a dummy explanatory variable for whether an individual lives within 1km of a train 
station. Individuals who live within 1km of a station are, unsurprisingly, 12 percentage points 
more likely to take the train than those who live further than 1km away.

 »  The sample size is just over 8 000 observations over the 6 years and the R squared is around 
8%, i.e. the regression can explain 8% of the variation in whether an individual commutes to 
work. The regressions are weighted and clustered at the enumeration area level. 

The regressions in columns 3 and 4 are similar to regressions 1 and 2 but include enumeration area 
fixed e!ects (not reported in the regression). Enumeration areas are the small neighbourhoods in 
which Stats SA surveys 10 households in every GHS. Controlling for neighbourhood characteristics 
increases the likelihood that the assumptions for OLS give unbiased estimates of the impact of train 
service quality on mode use. For example, local crime rates, neighbourhood incomes, tra#c congestion 
and bus or taxi availability may all have an impact on train usage but cannot be controlled for directly. 
Using neighbourhood fixed e!ects allows one to control for all these unobserved neighbourhood 
characteristics. 

The results when controlling for neighbourhood e!ects suggest that there is an even stronger impact 
of service quality on train choice. The interaction between cancellations and whether an individual 
resides within 1km of a station and the cancellations by themselves have a statistically significant 
impact on train usage. An increase in cancellations from 10% to 30% in the previous year results in 
a 4 percentage point decline in the probability of an individual using a train to get to work, with an 
additional decline of 9 percentage points for those within 1km of a station. The results when including 
female interaction terms are similar, although the female interaction terms are not statistically 
significant, and including them makes the e!ect of cancellations (marginally) statistically insignificant, 
although the e!ect of cancellations for those living within 1km of a station is still very large and 
statistically significant.

The 13 percentage point decline resulting from an increase in cancellations from 10% to 30% from 
regression 3 is very similar to the overall drop in the share of commuters using Metrorail as showed 
in the descriptive statistics — from 16% to 6%. This suggests that service declines are responsible for 
almost all of the drop in Metrorail usage. The results also mean other possible explanations for the 
decline in Metrorail use (e.g. the rise of MyCiTi or increases in bus or taxi service quality) are much 
less likely. The addition of the neighbourhood fixed e!ects increases the R squared, the amount 
of variation in the dependent variable explained by the independent variables, from 8% to 21%, 
suggesting that these unobserved e!ects are important. 
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Annexure B: Impact of Service Decline on 
Household Spending
To explore the extent to which shifts to more expensive modes resulted in higher spending, the 
household level spending on public transport was examined by running individual-level regressions, 
where the dependent variable is total household expenditure on public transport in the last week.

Equation 2 shows the regression to be estimated and contains household and individual level 
covariates. The individual covariates X are age, age squared (to capture non-linear relationships) 
gender, population group, while the household characteristics (W) include the quarter in which an 
individual was surveyed, the closest train line, the number of children (17 years or younger), the 
number of adults and the number of elderly (60+ years). 

�HH PT spending�_i=!+ "X_i+ �& W�_i+ # �cancellations�_i  +$ �distance_dummy  �_i+% 
�cancellations�_i*�distance_dummy  �_i      (2)

Table 5 column 1 shows the OLS regression results. Whether an individual commutes by train has 
no statistically significant impact on household public transport expenditure. The concern about 
this result is what economists call endogeneity. There are many factors determining mode choice 
that are unobserved in the survey data but that may impact mode choice and be correlated with 
the independent variables. To get around this statistical issue economists use a technique called 
instrumental variables. The idea is to find a variable that has an impact on mode choice but that does 
not have an impact on household spending other than through mode choice. In this case, the decline 
of Metrorail service quality has already been shown to have a large impact on whether an individual 
commutes to work using the train, and so cancellations are used as an instrumental variable for mode 
choice.

The results of this regression are shown in columns 2 and 3 of Table 5. 

 »  Column 2 is the estimate of equation (1) above that was shown in Table 3. This is the first stage 
regression.

 »  Column 3 shows the regression with train usage instrumented with cancellations, the first 
stage. This is a version of equation (2), but with train usage instrumented using the first stage, 
equation (1). The impact of taking the train on household spending in the last week: The 
coe#cient on train is negative and exceptionally large. 

 (1) (2) (3)

VARIABLES HH expendi-
ture OLS IV first stage HH expenditure 

IV

Dummy, =1 if train commuter

8.157 -209.4***

(10.65) (68.91)

Table 5: The impact of Metrorail service decline on household spending
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 (1) (2) (3)

VARIABLES HH expendi-
ture OLS IV first stage HH expenditure 

IV

Age

-1.230 0.000801 -0.861

(0.966) (0.00249) (1.103)

Age squared

0.0129 -9.26e-06 0.00859

(0.0118) (2.94e-05) (0.0134)

Female dummy

20.26*** -0.0323*** 14.00***

(3.751) (0.00908) (3.959)

Coloured dummy variable

-49.14*** -0.0606*** -60.81***

(10.27) (0.0200) (11.48)

Indian dummy variable

-58.44*** -0.147*** -87.73***

(18.29) (0.0262) (20.82)

White dummy variable -67.11*** -0.137*** -96.79***

(9.946) (0.0206) (12.92)

Num. adults in the hh

-0.915 0.00545 0.615

(3.012) (0.00452) (2.977)

Num. of 60+ in the hh

7.385 -0.00117 7.567

(5.987) (0.00891) (6.006)

Table 5: The impact of Metrorail service decline on household spending
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 (1) (2) (3)

VARIABLES HH expendi-
ture OLS IV first stage HH expenditure 

IV

Num. of 18- in the hh

6.740** -0.00788* 4.511

(3.166) (0.00421) (3.040)

Num pub trans commuters excl. indiv.

139.8*** 0.0375*** 148.6***

(18.11) (0.0113) (18.46)

Northern line dummy

-14.46* -0.0271 -19.18**

(7.736) (0.0207) (7.553)

Central line dummy

46.09*** -0.00986 45.40***

(10.81) (0.0241) (10.77)

Prop. of trains cancelled

-0.300**

(0.126)

Prop. of trains cancelled *distance<1km

-0.112

(0.0983)

Dummy, <1km from station

0.111***

(0.0210)

Constant

75.75*** 0.173*** 116.1***

(25.86) (0.0597) (27.63)

Table 5: The impact of Metrorail service decline on household spending
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 (1) (2) (3)

VARIABLES HH expendi-
ture OLS IV first stage HH expenditure 

IV

Observations 8,194 8,194 8,194

R-squared 0.451 0.085 0.323

IV F-stat 15.07

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Table 5: The impact of Metrorail service decline on household spending
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02

SPATIAL 
INEQUALITY & ECD

Introduction

T he foundations of overall health, development and well-being are established in the first 
3–6 years of a person’s life (UNICEF, 2017). During the first three years, 80–85% of a 
child’s brain architecture is formed (The Urban Child Institute, 2013; Shonko! et al., 2012), 
and neurons are forming new connections at a rate of 700–1 000 a second (Lake & Chan, 
2014). The environment plays an important and well-documented role in the learning and 

life opportunities of children (Nxumalo & Cedillo, 2017; Shonko! et al., 2012). 

Early childhood experiences can a!ect brain function for the rest of a person’s life, and may even 
a!ect future generations, through the expression of genes, as these experiences literally turn genes 
and their related functions on and o! (UNICEF, 2014). Therefore, inequalities in early childhood have 
lifetime consequences and exacerbate social inequalities in well-being. The provision of quality early 
childhood development (ECD) programmes and services  has a significant role to play in determining 
the trajectory of a person’s life and has a crucial impact on well-being.

What a child experiences during the early years sets a critical foundation for the entire life 
course. This is because early childhood development (ECD), including health, physical, social/
emotional and language/cognitive domains strongly influences [...] well-being, obesity/stunting, 
mental health, heart disease, competence in literacy and numeracy, criminality, and economic 
participation throughout life (WHO, 2007: 8). 

Studies have shown that quality ECD programmes provide positive educational and health outcomes 
for children, and that investing in ECD yields positive externalities, including reductions in both crime 
and spending on healthcare (US Council of Economic Advisors, 2015). “In some societies, inequities 
in ECD translate into vastly di!erent life chances for children; in others, however, disparities in ECD 
reach a critical point, where they become a threat to peace and sustainable development.” (WHO, 
2007: 9).

The well-being of children is enshrined in international law, such as the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (1989), and in South African policy and legislation, including the Children’s Act 
and the National Curriculum Framework (DBE, 2015), which identifies well-being as the thread that 
ties together all other outcomes for children from birth to four. As in other countries, South Africa has 
realised the opportunity costs of neglecting ECD and the importance of providing ECD services as an 
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investment in the education and potential of children. 

“High-quality, universal early childhood education” is one of targets of South Africa’s National 
Development Plan (NDP). The NDP emphasises that ECD services are an important instrument for 
equalising individuals’ life chances; ensuring economic mobility and success; and advancing the 
country’s key goals of economic growth and employment creation, poverty eradication and reduction 
of inequality (NPC, 2012). ECD is viewed as a comprehensive set of interventions that include health, 
nutrition, early learning and development, parenting support and social protection (ibid). These 
policy goals are further entrenched in the National Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy 
(RSA, 2015), which mandates local government with a range of responsibilities for supporting the 
achievement of universal access to quality early childhood development services.

In South Africa, the responsibility for improving access to quality ECD lies with three departments: 
The Department of Social Development (DSD), the Department of Basic Education (DBE) and the 
Department of Health (DoH). Within the three spheres of government, these departments share 
accountability for di!erent components relating to ECD: 

 » DSD, from birth to five: social grants, subsidies, and site and programme registration.

 »  DoH, prenatal to nine: integrated management of childhood diseases, primary health care, and 
HIV and AIDS interventions.

 »  DBE, birth to nine: curriculum development and implementation, early stimulation, teacher 
training, learning and teaching resources.

At present, there is limited intergovernmental collaboration to ensure quality ECD. Municipalities are 
responsible for providing childcare facilities (Schedule 4 of the Constitution), issuing health certificates 
to childcare facilities, and implementing and managing municipal by-laws that regulate and monitor 
childcare facilities. To ensure the role of local government is e!ectively carried out, municipal by-
laws need to support non-compliant 
sites by ensuring the optimising of 
basic services, such as sanitation and 
electricity. 

Municipalities have the potential to 
be key delivery agents in easing the 
stark inequalities that are prevalent for 
children living in South African cities, as 
“[a]ction or lack of action will have lifetime 
consequences for adult functioning, for 
the care of the next generation, and for 
the well-being of societies”. (Walker et 
al., 2011: 3125).

This paper uses the World Health 
Organisation’s (2007) conceptualisation 
of ECD programmes and services: they 
address one or more of the following key 
issues: breast-feeding, childcare, early 
childhood education, nutrition, and other 
forms of family support. These include 
services directed towards children, such 
as day-care, preschools and community-
based child development centres.
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Figure 1: Inequalities in early childhood have lifetime consequences

One role that municipalities can play is to unlock the barriers to registration of ECD centres, which 
are caused by how they interpret national legislation and additional compliance processes. This 
prevents ECD centres in marginalised areas from accessing government funding, as illustrated by 
the experience of an informal ECD centre in Ivory Park Township, North of Johannesburg (see case 
study later in this paper). Municipalities can also facilitate child-oriented public spaces and their 
management in marginalised neighbourhoods, in the face of the growing privatisation of space that 
becomes accessible only to the rich. Planners have a crucial role to play in enabling the provision of 
ECD services in locations where they are required, i.e. close to where people live. 

This paper explores how cities can address spatial inequalities in ECD and thus enhance collective 
well-being. It deals specifically with quality ECD services because low quality o!erings have a limited 
or negative impact — “providing any child care or pre-school education is not enough. The quality 
of pre-school is critical.” (Anderson et al., 2003; Wylie et al., 2006; Melhuish, 2014: 38). Building on 
the conceptual framework in The Spatial Determinants of Well-being in South African Cities report 
(CSIR Built Environment., 2018), this paper adopts a learning-from-practice approach. It is informed 
by existing datasets and case studies, an advisory team set up for the paper, and organisational 
partners, as well as new data that emerged from interviews with experts in the field.
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Well-being, Inequality, Place and Early 
Childhood
Understanding and measuring well-being is complex, as a multitude of indices exist, from the single-
factor, subjective well-being indicator of “how satisfied do you feel with life?”, to composite indicators 
such as the “Proposed Framework for Testing Well-being Within Specific Neighbourhoods” (CSIR 
Built Environment, 2018: 99). Nevertheless, the many indices generally correlate with each other, i.e. 
those ranked high in one index will be similarly ranked in another, and vice versa.  Some common 
conclusions can be drawn from the Spatial Determinants of Well-being in South African Cities report 
(CSIR Built Environment, 2018) and other sources:

Inequality a!ects well-being significantly. Inequality has a greater impact on well-being than 
economic growth (Kubiszewski et al., 2013; van den Bergh, 2010). Although higher incomes predict 
higher well-being, higher inequality in a society (or country) predicts lower well-being — in unequal 
countries, even the rich do worse than people who are as rich but live in more equal societies. 
(Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010). In South Africa, higher LSM  groups generally enjoy higher well-being than 
lower LSM groups in the same city, which also generally correlates with income. 

Money can’t buy happiness, above a certain point. In other words, income is a predictor of well-
being only up to a certain point. This point has not yet been established in South Africa but in the 
USA this point appears to be an annual income of about US$15,000 (Jackson, 2017). This means that 
material conditions go only so far in determining well-being, after which relational conditions and a 
sense of freedom to realise one’s potential are key (Stiglitz et al., 2009). 

“Well-being and place are inextricably interconnected” because “where we live and who we live 
alongside” a!ect “our economic and educational opportunities, our social and political relationships, 
our environment, and our imaginative, cognitive and creative worlds”. (Bambra, 2012: vi). A study of 
Blyth Valley, a low-income area in the northeast of England, identifies how the framings of well-being 
mobilised by policymakers conflict with local residents’ perceptions of their own well-being (Scott, 
2012).

South African cities are 
highly unequal, including in 
terms of well-being. The NDP 
highlights the importance of 
space in determining people’s 
life chances and well-being 
(NPC, 2012). 

Spatial inequalities in ECD 
opportunities correlate with 
other measures of inequality 
including income and well-
being (Woodhead & Streuli, 
2013). A child’s well-being is 
key to predicting their well-
being in adult life (CSIR Built 
Environment, 2018; WHO, 
2004).
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Well-being and early childhood

Well-being is central to a ‘good life’, which is one with well-developed ethical and creative elements, 
where the infant is recognised as a multi-dimensional human being whose flourishing is dependent 
on culture, context and relationships (Gibbons et al., 2017). Early childhood plays a life trajectory-
determining role and is linked to well-being. People who experience well-being in early childhood 
tend to flourish through childhood and adult life (ibid). The brains of children who grow up in 
favourable environments develop “on trajectories that support ‘thrive’ behaviours”, whereas those of 
children who grow up in adverse environments, “such as violence, poverty and insecurity” develop 
“on trajectories that support ‘survival’ behaviours” Morgan (2015: 5). Thrive behaviours are adapted to 
make the most of favourable conditions, which require “reflective thinking and future planning” (ibid).

Given that no “single measure of good upbringing” exists to assess the optimal outcome, the values, 
cultural norms and aspirations underpinning the conceptualisation of a ‘good life’ need to be debated 
consciously (Smeyers, 2010: 279). This means decolonising place in early childhood studies and 
highlighting the relevance of black feminist geographies and indigenous knowledge structures 
(Nxumalo & Cedillo, 2017). Early childhood programmes must be able to provide the foundation of 
literacy and numeracy. If not, children are likely to struggle to secure the stable livelihood required for 
well-being later in life, whatever their level of well-being in their early years. 

Early childhood and inequality 

ECD interventions are particularly beneficial for disadvantaged children and crucial to breaking 
the cycle of intergenerational poverty, as they uplift a child born into poverty through opportunities 
for education and development, and bring them closer to enjoying developmental equality with 
advantaged children (Heckman et al., 2013). Research also shows that children who are exposed to 
quality ECD are more likely to become economically productive individuals as adults (Walker et al., 
2011). 

In highly unequal countries, such as South 
Africa, the quality of ECD provision mirrors other 
inequalities, with the private market system 
of ECD provision exacerbating inequality. The 
poorest provision of ECD services is in the poorest 
areas and serves the poorest children, and the 
converse is true (Woodhead & Streuli, 2013; Penn 
& Maynard, 2010).  Spatial inequalities remain or 
grow alongside place-based intergenerational 
cycles of poverty and, in the absence of 
government funding, di!erences in quality of 
ECD services such as preschool serve to widen 
gaps in inequality (Waldfogel, 2015). 

While not a panacea, quality ECD services in 
marginalised areas help to remove the a"uence 
bias and spatial inequalities, allowing children from 
poorer communities to develop at a similar level 
to children from high-income households. ECD 
services also contribute to providing adequate 
care and protection to children and can assist 
in facilitating income-earning by their parents or 
other home caregivers. Government has a crucial 
role to play in exposing vulnerable children to 
quality ECD services, thereby breaking the cycle 
of poverty, and to some extent supporting the 
fight against inequality.

In South Africa, a distinctive feature of ECD is “the urgent need to e!ect social transformation [...] 
for our youngest children” (DBE, 2015: 1). There is both a moral imperative, to reduce inequality and 
enable citizens to live happier and more fulfilled lives, and an economic imperative, as people with 
poorer skills are less able to adapt to a world that demands higher levels of productivity to maintain 
living standards and, therefore, will be dependent on long-term government support (Melhuish, 2014). 
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ECD and Spatial Inequality in South Africa
South Africa is characterised by entrenched inequality based on “racial segregation, control and 
deliberate dispossession and socioeconomic marginalisation of black  people”. (SACN, 2016: 48). The 
socially engineered imbalances and spatial inequalities remain present in South African cities and 
urban areas (CSIR Built Environment, 2018). 

Spatial (in)justice and inequality

Over the past two decades, life in South Africa has improved (at di!erent rates) for some citizens but 
not for others. Cities are still characterised by spatial fragmentation, inequality and socio-economic 
exclusion (SACN, 2016), with women and children being the most vulnerable. For most children, 
apartheid urban planning and the resultant spatial socio-economic inequalities have produced 
a childhood of adversity, with inadequate access to basic amenities and quality nutrition for their 
overall development. Children who find themselves in deprived areas are those most in need and 
most deserving of high quality ECD support. Yet, informal ECD facilities have the greatest di#culty 
in accessing the resources they need to better equip themselves in delivering quality ECD (Aubrey, 
2017).

The dialectic relationship between injustice 
and spatiality implies that the ability to achieve 
justice depends on the existing structures and 
how the physical space is organised to produce 
justice for an individual or community (Dikeç, 
2001). Thus the inability to gain access to existing 
formal institutional structures of support makes it 
harder for ECD centres to obtain basic supportive 
services. In addition, locational discrimination 
a!ects distribution of local services to specific 
localities in the city, which in turn can create 
injustice (Davies, 2008). Similarly, gender 
disparities in land ownership a!ect the availability 
and agency to use space for providing ECD 

services, which are almost entirely provided by 
women. Yet, women own only 17% of the total 
erven of land in South Africa (DRDLR, 2017). 

Greater e!ort is required to mitigate spatial and 
gender discrimination for those located in the most 
deprived communities. Spatial resources need to 
be more equally distributed, in order to reduce 
socio-geographic injustices for marginalised 
communities and their e!orts in ECD centres and 
programmes, while women’s access to land and 
land ownership rights need to be strengthened 
to facilitate both their economic participation and 
the well-being of children in communities.

The imperative for addressing spatial inequality in ECD services

Access to quality ECD services for poor children is crucial for overcoming intergenerational poverty 
and gross inequality. Government’s aspiration is for all children, regardless of socio-economic 
status, disability, gender, national origin, ethnicity, religion or race to have the opportunity to attend 
high-quality ECD programmes (Aubrey, 2017). Yet, despite the numerous pieces of national policy 
and legislation recognising the importance of ECD, early learning is the ‘Cinderella’ of education, 
attracting only 1–2% of the total budget for public education. Less than half of all children under six 
years old in South Africa have access to an early learning programme, while a child from a household 
in the wealthiest 20% is almost twice as likely to attend an early learning programme as one from 
a household in the poorest 20% (Stats SA, 2018; Hall et al., 2019). This inequality of access to ECD 
services is intrinsically intertwined with issues of land ownership, informal settlements, title deeds and 
the legacy of apartheid spatial planning, which continues to disadvantage poor children.
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ECD programmes and centres are an important component of the social fabric and local networks 
of care and reciprocity. Most early learning services are provided by non-government entities, in 
particular subsistence entrepreneurs and non-profit organisations and, critically, women. They 
are supported by a massive network of social capital across communities and rely on a mix 
of public and private funding in the form of parent fees, donor funding and considerable in-
kind support. Demand drives the provision of services, which emerge in response to need and 
evolve organically and informally. 
These services enable parents and caregivers (who are mostly women) to work or pursue other 
livelihood strategies, or to seek work, by relieving them of the burden of care throughout the 
day (Barker & Misselhorn, 2014). They also prove meaningful work and income-generating 
opportunities for women in communities and, where they are subsidised by the state or donor 
funds, serve as a highly targeted conduit for development funds. These funds go directly into 
the poorest communities and through the multiplier e!ect, benefit other local small businesses 
and entrepreneurs.

Informal ECD centres play a vital role in marginalised communities, but most do not qualify to receive 
state support, as they do not meet the state’s registration requirements. The system recognises only 
those children in registered ECD facilities (Harrison, 2012), and the state’s support to ECD centres is 
reserved for registered non-profit organisations (NPOs) and ECD centres with adequate infrastructure 
to fully or conditionally meet DSD standards (Barker & Misselhorn, 2014). However, most informal ECD 
centres have poor infrastructure and facilities, lacking adequate sanitation, access to clean water, 
boundary fencing and proper ventilation and insulation. Improving the quality of ECD and its centres is 
an increasing priority for South African cities, non-government organisations (NGOs) and civil society, 
but many barriers to ECD centre registration remain.

Figure 3: Map showing disparities in access to ECD centres across South Africa.
Source: EPRI and DSD (2014) 
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Barriers to ECD Centre Registration
To establish and operate an ECD facility, the owners need to register with the provincial government 
where the facility is situated. The facility needs to be managed and maintained according to the 
Guidelines for Early Childhood Development Centres. It also needs to comply with national norms 
and standards, which are mostly concerned with ensuring a safe learning environment, with su#cient 
space for play, learning and preparing nutritional meals, as well as access to hygienic toilet facilities, 
refuse disposal services and action plans for emergencies. ECD centres that are designated for 
children with disabilities or chronic illnesses must be universally accessible, meet the needs of the 
children they care for and provide training for persons employed at the centre.

The Children’s Act obligates the government to register all ECD programmes and centres.  To be 
recognised, an ECD centre must submit an application at a local DSD or municipal o#ce and include 
a business plan, a constitution, an original copy of the approved building plans, an emergency plan, 
a clearance certificate and a health certificate from the local authority. The application documents 
must contain the centre owner’s particulars (physical and postal address, qualifications, skills and 
experience), the number of children that the facility can accommodate and a description of programmes 
and services to be o!ered.

An ECD centre (commonly known as a crèche or day-care) is a place dedicated for the care of 
more than six children (up to six years old) for part of the day or night. ECD centres are required 
to register in terms of the Children’s Act with the provincial government to operate as a legally 
recognised facility.

Centres and programmes that meet these norms 
and standards and provide for eligible children 
(determined by an income means test) qualify 
to receive a government subsidy depending on 
the available budget. However, while setting 
strict norms and standards for facilities that care 
for children is intuitively good, the unintended 
consequences for poor children are startling. 
Providers in poor areas — who service the needs 

of poor children — are typically unable to meet the 
strict infrastructure standards required to register 
with the government, which excludes them from 
accessing state funding and support. This, in 
turn, means that they are unable to improve the 
services that they provide. The result is that poor 
children continue to receive inferior services — or 
no services at all.

The importance of the physical setting for the quality of development outcomes for young children is 
clear. Compared with other components of quality, such as classroom interactions and pedagogical 
approaches, the technical aspects of the physical setting have profoundly less influence on child 
outcomes (Biersteker et al., 2016). Therefore, the focus on physical settings and infrastructure 
standards as a prerequisite for support makes little sense. 

Land tenure issues

Even if they can achieve the high infrastructure standards for registration, thousands of services 
accessed by poor children are situated in informal settlements or on unproclaimed land, the glaring 
remnants of South Africa’s segregated past. A major barrier to compliance is the inability of ECD 
centres situated in these areas to secure land-use rights. Occupants are often unable to provide a 
title deed or lease for their properties, while centres established in informal settlements do not have 
a unique erf number to define the space. Occupants who are not the owners of the land cannot 
apply for land-use rights, and when owners of ECD centres cannot provide a title deed, municipalities 
refuse to recognise their right to operate. This means that such centres will be neither registered nor 
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inspected for compliance with health and safety standards,  which puts these children at even more 
risk. While many countries envy South Africa’s system for registering and protecting individual land 
ownership, this formal system — inherited from the global North — does not mirror the fraught history, 
dynamic structures and multiple stakeholders that characterise the reality of land ownership. The 
problem of requiring ECD facilities to produce title deeds has no simple solutions. However, what is 
clear is the e!ect that this requirement has on perpetuating the structural inequality that has resulted 
from apartheid.

Building plans

As part of the compliance process, ECD centres are required to submit approved building plans to 
the municipality, which is extremely costly for ECD centres with existing infrastructure. A qualified 
architect needs to draw up ‘as-built’ plans, at a cost that is completely out of reach for the large majority 
of ECD organisations, many of which are NPOs. Furthermore, centres operating from traditional 
buildings (e.g. mud structures) or informal structures (e.g. zinc shacks or ‘Wendy houses’) may not 
be able to obtain ‘as-built’ plans, as many architects are not willing to draw up these plans since the 
Building Regulations do not accommodate such structures. However, centres without access to the 
appropriate land-use rights rarely progress to the point where approved building plans are required. 
In cases where these structures are found in formalised townships, they may be considered.

Infrastructure

Many ECD centres fail to achieve registration because their infrastructure does not meet the rigid and 
strict infrastructure standards (Madumo & Bitso, 2018). In informal settlements, the ECD facilities do not 
have even the basic infrastructure, such as running water, electricity or suitable sanitation. Moreover, in-
situ upgrade programmes directed at these informal areas do not address the infrastructure challenges 
of existing ECD centres. In 2016, recognising the barrier that costly infrastructure improvements pose 
for extending ECD services to poor children, Government introduced and tested a conditional grant 
for the maintenance of ECD facilities. However, for fear of opportunists, Government’s own policies 
prevent it from funding improvements to facilities situated on privately owned land, e!ectively 
excluding the most vulnerable providers, such as those operating services from their private homes. 
Given the social and economic importance of ECD services, the benefits to children (and indeed to 
all) of investing in privately owned assets should outweigh the risks, which can be managed. 

Technically, the government is obliged to instruct services to cease in these circumstances, but 
health inspectors and social workers tend to turn a blind eye, recognising the critical need for 
services in the area. They are forced to make an unfair choice, between the safety of children 
and the ability of their families to earn an income.

Funding

ECD facilities receive funding from the provincial DSD in two ways (Atmore et al., 2012). 

 »  For registered ECD centres in severely marginalised communities that comply with the 
standards and norms discussed in the previous section, the DSD pays per child per day for 
children whose parents’ or caregiver’s income falls below a specific bracket. 

 »  For non-centre based ECD provision, such as family outreach programmes, the DBE has three 
channels of funding: funding for Grade R in public schools, subsidies for registered community-
based Grade R facilities, and training fees and stipends for those ECD practitioners who receive 
learnerships. 
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Although the state has numerous avenues for some form of support funding for ECD activities, these 
channels appear to be more beneficial for activities in an already favourable position — they may be 
targeted for the poorest communities, but the requirements are counterproductive.

Case study: Jane Stars English ECD Centre, Ivory Park

The Jane Stars English ECD Centre is one of many informal ECD Centres in the greater 
Ivory Park township and caters for 40 children from the community for R500 per month. 
It is operated by Sara Nkomo on her brother’s property in Wendy house structures (Fig-
ures 6 and 7).

Figures 4 and 5: City of Johannesburg Regions and Category 1 Deprivation Areas includ-
ing Ivory Park
Source: CoJ (2016)

Figures 6 and 7: Janes Stars ECD Centre
Source: Author’s own images

Findings from engaging with Ms Nkomo about her experience with operating an ECD 
centre in Ivory Park are:
Insu#cient guidance and public awareness on how to establish and formalise an ECD 
centre in marginalised communities. Typically, Ms Nkomo and others get information on 
formalising their centres from other ECD owners. However, the lack of knowledge about 
formalising ECD facilities often results in owners becoming victims of scammers who 
claim to assist in the registration for a fee of up to R1,200.

Slow turnaround time from local authorities. ECD facility owners often prefer to submit 
their applications in Pretoria, rather than with their local authority, because of Pretoria’s 
quicker turnaround time for queries regarding their applications.
Uncertainty about the acceptance of alternative structures, such as Wendy houses, for 
ECD centres. While the Wendy house structures have proven to be e!ective, Ms Nkomo 
is concerned that the DSD will not approve of the structure. 

Lack of institutional or financial support from the state or other external actors. The facili-
ty is not yet fully registered and so is funded only by fees paid by parents and guardians. 
The centre is part of the local ECD Forum, made up of ECD centre owners in the commu-
nity. Formed in 2019 to provide a network of support, the group comprises 12 ECD facili-
ties and is currently in the process of registering the network as an association.
Insu#cient land for children to play in. The centre has very limited space in its yard, but 
across the street is a public park. However, the park is not well maintained and does not 
have adequate play structures. Echoing the findings of the later case study in Yeoville, 
this presents an opportunity for better partnership between ECD centres and Johannes-
burg City Parks and Zoo (JCPZ) in enhancing access to adequate infrastructure in con-
strained communities.

Lack of basic operational and financial training. Ms Nkomo feels that community-based 
ECD facilities would benefit tremendously from training that would better equip them to 
run the ECD centres more sustainably as a business. 
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Providing basic equipment and training of ECD owners in the community for curriculum 
commonality would ensure that all children are equipped with similar skills and knowl-
edge, while free business training would contribute to the success of their registration 
and overall performance. However, this cannot take place if the ECD centre is not regis-
tered or recognised by the relevant state departments.

Figure 4: City of Johannesburg Regions Figure 5: City of Johannesburg Regions and 
Category 1 Deprivation Areas including Ivory 
Park

Figure 6: Janes Stars ECD Centre
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Compliance process and requirements

ECD providers find it di#cult to identify a point of access at municipalities in order to initiate or 
query the compliance process, which is often slow and confusing. Regulations are complex and 
written in formal and exclusionary language, with little support available to guide applicants with 
varying education levels. A common result is that providers seek guidance from unauthorised 
individuals, making them vulnerable to costly scams. The lack of management and accountability 
from municipalities for ECD compliance processes results in delays in turnaround time on submitted 
applications, and applications are sometimes lost. For example, there is no internal referral system 
that links submitted applications across di!erent departments, and expected turnaround times for 
di!erent steps in the process are often not clear or consistent. The costs involved in compliance are 
also problematic for ECD providers.

 »  Fees: The cumulative cost of all application fees to be paid to the municipality is significant 
(often in excess of R3,000), which creates an often insurmountable barrier to compliance. 

 »  Development charges: In some cases, the establishment of an ECD centre means that 
municipal services need to be expanded to accommodate an increase in users. ECD centres 
are required to contribute to the expansion and, where rezoning is involved, to bulk service 
upgrades, which are charged at a rate per child, and can result in significant costs. 

 »  Parking and tra#c: Some metros require a minimum ratio of parking bays per number of 
children attending the centre, which is often not feasible (especially in townships and informal 
areas) nor practical, as users do not necessarily drive private cars.

Figure 7: Janes Stars ECD Centre



41The Spatial Determinants of Wellbeing Paper Series - Spatial Inequality & ECD

Co-creating Public Spaces for Children to Ease 
Spatial Inequality
For the first time in the history of the planet, more than half of the world’s population now lives in 
cities. With an increasingly urban population comes an increasing population of urban children. The 
challenge is to provide early childhood care and education that responds to the realities and desires 
of this growing constituency and supplies the tools with which to forge their lives and create the 
sustainable cities of the future.

The NDP proposes that all South African children 
should have two years of preschool education 
(NPC, 2012). The rolling out of the Grade R year 
has been a quantitative success, with about 90% 
of children accessing this grade. Unfortunately, 
the decision to locate most sites at primary 
schools has resulted in formalising what is ideally 
informal, play-based learning, which is recognised 

as “central to quality early childhood pedagogy 
and education”. (Gleave & Cole-Hamilton, 2012). 
Consequently, by the time children reach the 
formal grades, they have often been taught the 
kinds of skills that are in their worst interests: 
to sit still, keep quiet and not touch, while their 
curiosity, creativity and ingenuity have sadly 
been squashed.

The opportunities o!ered to children by open-ended collaborative play, multilingual conversations, 
energetic physical games, inventing and creating things from sticks, stones and clay, collecting waste 
and found ‘treasures’ are immense. Yet, for most children living in cities, their diminishing access to 
free spaces of play and engagement with the unpredictable, surprising and unexpected aspects of 
what the world has to o!er shuts down the opportunities for creative thinking. Furthermore, it limits 
the possibilities of learning environmental care and awareness, which is key to achieving resilient 
and sustainable cities. The lack of adequate and appropriate space contributes to the lack of play-
based learning, as “when more than 30 children are in a relatively small space, it is challenging 
to give children active experiences with materials or even have enough materials for all children”. 
(UNICEF, 2018: 15). In many instances, valid concerns about keeping children ‘out of harm’s way’ may 
undermine their potential for innovative and enquiry-led play.

Children from poorer families have limited access 
to spaces outside of their homes and schools 
and fewer opportunities for holidays and time 
away. Their schools tend to have smaller, more 
controlled outdoor spaces, while play spaces 
for many inner-city children are upstairs, indoors 
and overcrowded. Exploring one’s immediate 
environment, the rocks, the soil, the sun and the 
wind and encountering the plants and animals 
that share our earth-space makes for a rich and 
stimulating experience. This access is a right that 
all children should share. 

Public space has the potential to be a highly 
valuable resource for the kind of emergent 
and transformative learning that is possible 
for children in cities. Cities have public parks 
and open spaces that are part of what can be 
considered ‘the Commons’, owned and shared by 
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“Children are a 
kind of indicator, 
if we can build a 
successful city for 
children, we will 
have a successful 
city for everyone.

— Enrique Peñalosa 
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all citizens. Alongside focused strategies for site 
registration and non-centre-based programming, 
these existing play spaces need to be optimised. 

However, while city planning processes may 
provide for ‘community participation’, in reality 
they do not fully succeed in this endeavour.

Spaces for learning

Pragmatic decisions guiding the adoption of the National Integrated ECD Policy (RSA, 2015) and the 
earlier National Integrated Plan for Early Childhood Development Strategy (Government of South Africa 
& UNICEF, 2005) suggest an adventurous and experimental approach to providing opportunities for 
play, and specifically outdoor play, for children not attending centre-based programmes (Atmore et 
al., 2012). The policy acknowledges the need for commitment from city-planning bodies in this regard 
(RSA, 2015). It will be important for inclusive strategies to recognise that centre-based programmes 
and children, particularly in the inner city, could be valuable (expert) collaborators in these planning 
interventions.

A primary function of municipal planners is to determine and apply zoning policies. ECD centres may 
apply for and be granted approval to operate on residential, business, church or government-owned 
land. However, financial constraints hamper the enactment of these policies, as discussed earlier. 
Apart from monitoring land use, planners also direct the applicants to the relevant departments that 
manage roads, water, electricity, building plans and environmental health. In Johannesburg, JCPZ is 
the formal institution with direct responsibility for managing public parks, which are potential learning 
spaces and places that children have a claim to as ‘users’. Land designated as public open space is 
managed by a park manager. Park managers are given the task of overseeing the care of between 
20 and 120 di!erent urban spaces which may be a mix of “developed parks, undeveloped parks, 
conservancies and nature reserves” (Bénit-Gba!ou, 2018: 11). They manage a team of between 15 and 
30 horticulture workers who move from site-to-site cleaning, mowing and maintaining the spaces. 
This complex and time-pressured schedule militates against a localised participatory co-management 
relationship that might be possible among stakeholders. Yet meaningful partnership between local 
government and community groupings could improve the possibilities for e!ective ‘co-production’ of 
public spaces (Bénit-Gba!ou, 2018).

Global initiatives

Since the inclusion of participation as a key element in the conception of children’s rights, marked by 
the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, some urban planning practitioners 
and researchers from a range of disciplines and from diverse regions of the world have contributed 
to the growing movement in global development supporting the rights of children to a!ect the 
design of and care for the spaces they live in (Malone, 2017; 2018). Intergenerational solutions 
need to be considered with the focus on collaborative relationships between children and adults 
and with places and spaces of the city, rather than on adults representing children or claiming to 
be working in their interests (Mannion, 2007). The Mosaic Approach is an example of a localised, 
democratic, intergenerational project based in the United Kingdom (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Clark, 
2010). Its protagonist, Alison Clark, draws from her experience as an artist, her knowledge of social 
development-based participatory practices and the work of the Municipality of Reggio Emilia in Italy, 
to enact a respectful, responsive, locally appropriate way of working in which the contributions (lived 
experiences, ideas, proposals) of children are taken seriously. This approach included their being 
involved in the architectural planning and designing of a new building (Clark, 2010). 

Local possibilities

The notion of the Commons has parallels in many pre-industrial cultures and is an important one for 
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opponents of global forms of capital. Public parks are a surviving relic of a social system that valued 
the notion of the Commons — property held in communal ownership and responsibility. In South 
Africa, public parks are valuable resources particularly for poorer communities who do not have 
access to private outdoor spaces, and who cannot a!ord holidays and trips to recreational sites 
elsewhere in and outside the city. Bénit-Gba!ou (2018) considers the complexities and constraints 
involved in co-managing public spaces in Johannesburg; and provides insights for ECD activists on 
potential engagements with city structures regarding the issue of access for children and preschools 
to common space in the city and, more radically, the ‘co-production’ of such spaces. 

How could children, as a fluid and fluctuating 
constituency, be given a more equitable common 
ownership of public spaces? The Italian City of 
Reggio Emilia and the organisation of Reggio 
Children (both allies of the Province of Gauteng 
and the City of Johannesburg) have the visibility 
of children in the city as a central focus for 
their work in early childhood education. Their 
permanent exhibition, ‘One city many children’, 

tells the story of their many projects over the 
years. Their rigorous and versatile practice of 
documentation has an advocacy role (as well as 
a role in ongoing reflection and planning) in that 
preschools are considered public spaces (and 
part of the Commons) where the parents, families 
and the broader community of the city are able 
to appreciate the culture of the children through 
exhibitions and events.

While basic needs are not negated, an exclusive focus on children (and their carers) as passive 
receivers of care, nurture, services and input, rather than as active contributing collaborators in their 
lives and communities, is an injustice. The notion of ‘quality’ in the ECD discourse is variable and 
contested, but the need for access to outdoor play space is unrefuted. National policy supports the 
use of public spaces for playgroups, etc. The National Integrated ECD Policy refers to the need “to 
allocate adequate resources for the realisation of play, recreation and cultural facilities for young 
children in town-planning processes”. (RSA, 2015: 27). Children already enrolled in ‘centre-based’ 
programmes in urban areas cannot be assumed to have adequate access to these resources. 
Currently, Ilifa Labantwana, Smartstart and the Lima Rural Development Foundation are collaborating 
with government to train Community Development Workers (paid by the Department of Cooperative 
Governance and Traditional A!airs) as ‘Smartstarters’ or playgroup facilitators in non-centre-based 
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Case Study: Relationship between children and their local park

A small case study done in Yeoville in 2015 as part of a doctoral study explored the rela-
tionship between a group of Grade R children and their local park. Ethics approval was 
obtained from UCT and the parents and children agreed to participate and be photo-
graphed. The photo essay below (Giorza, 2018) shows a group of children encountering 
a tree sapling on a visit to the park on a spring day (Figure 8). They ‘adopt’ it, pose with 
it, ask for photographs to be taken. They document the importance of this fellow ‘small 
thing’ in their drawings. The creator of the drawing in Figure 9 has included a water tap 
and a bee, showing that the public park space is an important source of environmental 
education.

programmes that make use of community spaces. An extension of this kind of programme in urban 
public parks could go a long way to:

 » Increasing access for children to outdoor play spaces.

 » Building organisation among ECD forums.

 » Building collaboration between local government and private ECD service providers.

 » Linking learning through play with environmental awareness.

Inner-city initiatives 

Several recent events have successfully engaged community organisations, including ECD centres, 
in enlivening public spaces e!ectively for powerful learning experiences. For example, in the inner-
city area of Yeoville, some of the (albeit irregular and sporadic) annual events include Africa Day in 
Yeoville, Yeoville Spring Day (in the Yeoville Park, in collaboration with local ECD sites), and Yeoville 
Open Streets event (collaborating with Johannesburg’s tra#c department). However, these events 
are sometimes short-lived and once-o!. More long-term and sustained engagements are needed for 
public spaces to become e!ective learning spaces for children. 

The City’s partnership with art activist organisations such as the Trinity Session have generated 
innovative projects that provide a model for possible longer-term interventions. Art My Jozi projects 
have impacted on the physical spaces of the city using participatory art-based methods. An example 
of an Art My Jozi project was the Open Streets event held in Auckland Park/Brixton in 2019 in 
collaboration with the City of Joburg. Art My Jozi worked with children from Mimosa School to explore 
the meaning of streets for children and to enact di!erent ways of being street users (Browne et al., 
2019).
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Dominant discourses in ECD tend to romanticise the relationship between children and ‘nature’, 
drawing on “EuroWestern” notions of childhood innocence and the dualism of “non-human nature” 
and “human culture” (Nxumalo & Cedillo, 2017: 100). In the above case study, the romantic notion 
of the child with the tree sapling coheres with developmentalist narratives of purity, growth and 
innocence. The children’s insistence on focusing on the painful sight of the severed twig does not. 

The event can be read as a story about the exclusion from active, caring ownership of the park 
experienced by the children. Their already established sense of connection and care for their space 
and place are clear. Public parks and their colonial histories construct children as passive ‘users’ of 
these spaces. With more engagement between park managers and ECD sites, a far more collaborative 
co-production could be generated as a way of both caring for public space and providing stimulating 
outdoor learning spaces for children. 

This could draw on local indigenous knowledge of the importance of place and relation-with-place. 
The case study shows that contrary to many adult notions of children as ‘yet to become citizens’, the 
children were already indicating that they were more than ready to take on a custodian role and that 
they would be open to learning that could impact directly on their environment. It is important that the 
social and environmental awareness they showed is acknowledged and supported.

Conclusion
Inequalities in early childhood have lifetime consequences and exacerbate social inequalities in well-
being. In South Africa, legislation and policy recognise the importance of quality ECD programmes 
in providing positive educational and health outcomes. One of the NDP’s targets is “high-quality, 
universal early childhood education” (NPC, 2012: 38). However, the reality is that most ECD centres 
catering for the poorest children in informal settlements and townships face immense barriers to 
registration. This prevents them from accessing government funding and support. 
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Cities have an important role to play in unlocking barriers to the registration of ECD centres 
and addressing spatial inequalities in ECD, thereby enhancing collective well-being. Several 
recommendations advanced for the broader land reform agenda in South Africa (The Presidential 
Advisory Panel on Land Reform and Agriculture, 2019) o!er some guidance. The recommendations 
include ‘proclaiming’ unproclaimed land; making land available for sites and services; accommodating 
diverse tenure systems; registering people who are outside the current system; and enabling a set 
of o!-register rights. The Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act (No. 16 of 2013) makes 
provision for municipalities to develop spatial development frameworks (SDFs) and land use schemes. 

Chapter 2 of the Act outlines development 
principles. Section 7(a)(iv) stipulates that “land 
use management systems must include all 
areas of a municipality and specifically include 
provisions that are flexible and appropriate 
for the management of disadvantaged areas, 
informal settlements and former homeland areas”. 
Section 7(d) puts forward “the principle of spatial 
resilience, whereby flexibility in spatial plans, 
policies and land use management systems are 
accommodated to ensure sustainable livelihoods 

in communities most likely to su!er the impacts 
of economic and environmental shocks”. The 
planning for shared public space for activities 
such as food gardens and activated outdoor play 
space would support individual e!orts aimed at 
providing safe and stimulating learning spaces 
for the birth-to-five age group. These principles 
and flexibilities need to be activated in practice 
to unlock the benefits of ECD services for 
communities. 

Include ECD and space in the training of planners

Education and training in the planning field should address the role of space in the provision of 
ECD, the specific needs of the ECD sector in relation to space, and how local policies and planning 
schemes can create flexible opportunities for the space (both private and public) to be used for ECD 
opportunities. This relates both to enabling ECD centre owners (who are predominantly self-employed 
and women) to access land and to providing opportunities for public land (such as parks) to be used 
as larger play spaces and generative learning, especially relating to environmental education.

Support ECD programmes to achieve compliance

Although local government does not have the power to amend the national infrastructure norms and 
standards for the registration of ECD programmes, municipalities can take several actions to ensure 
that local policies and bylaws support (and not punish) the provision of ECD services.

 »  Make every e!ort to ensure that local compliance requirements for ECD facilities are enabling, 
and relevant to the context in which facilities are situated. 

 »  Consider making provision, through a Council Resolution, for the waiving of bulk service 
contributions for ECD providers. For example, the City of Cape Town recently designed an 
exemption policy to waive development charges for smaller ECD centres serving poor children. 

 »  Municipalities could also provide access to simplified guidelines and personnel to assist 
applicants to navigate the compliance requirements and processes more e!ectively. This 
would serve to mitigate the incidence of scams.

Adopt a programmatic, population-based approach to planning for ECD services
Such an approach would cover mapping services in the area, including ECD in Integrated Development 
Plans, assisting ECD centres to understand their compliance obligations, connecting ECD centres with 
the DSD, and identifying and allocating funds available for infrastructure, such as from the Municipal 
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Infrastructure Grant and the Integrated City Development Grant. 

Support non-centre-based ECD programmes

The Children’s Act makes provision for the registration and funding of non-centre-based ECD 
programmes, such as sessional playgroups, mobile programmes and childminding programmes. 
These programmes have an advantage over centre-based programmes, as they require simpler 
infrastructure, can be provided from any existing safe space in the community and are characterised 
by smaller group sizes, which make them well suited to serving communities that are geographically 
isolated or in high-poverty peri-urban and informal settlements. 

Support public-private partnerships

A successful public-private partnership is the City of Johannesburg/Hollard Trust Partnership, which 
seeks to deliver quality foundation education that would improve children’s developmental prospects 
and potential. The foundation assists at least 400 ECD centres to meet compliance standards and 
provides 3800 practitioners with training through the SmartStart franchise programme. The Mayor’s 
O#ce and the City’s departments of health and social development, public safety and development 
planning, as well as Hollard Trust’s Hub and Spoke Model, are all involved in the initiative, which is 
being championed by the City’s Member of the Mayoral Committee for Health and Social Development, 
an advisor to this paper.

Intergovernmental collaboration

To achieve universal access to ECD service in South Africa requires e!ective collaboration among 
stakeholders, including the NPO sector that provides the bulk of ECD services. The lack of su#ciently 
integrated planning and coordination between government departments and local municipalities 
results in contradictions and gaps in the compliance processes relating to ECD services. Municipalities 
have a crucial role to play in supporting the realisation of the national policy objective of universal 
access to quality ECD services by 2030. As the custodians of communities, municipalities are the 
sphere of government that interfaces directly with ECD organisations. In particular, municipalities are 
the first point of contact for ECD programmes seeking to register with the DSD and are responsible 
for enforcing a range of legislation that determines a programme’s right to operate.

ECD and public space

Locally developed solutions through collaboration between civil society and local government are 
needed. This means involving children, their families, ECD centres and non-centre based groups, civil 
society organisations, city parks o#cials and local government in co-producing and managing public 
spaces for shared learning and environmental education. For instance, designating certain areas in 
public parks for food gardens and other ‘greening’ projects, or for play space, and mapping park 
space with ECD sites.
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03

GENDERED SPACE 
& WELLBEING

Introduction

O n 17 June 2020, President Ramaphosa addressed the nation about the two epidemics 
facing South Africa: COVID-19 and the war on women: “The women of our country are 
being raped, they are being killed by men,”  he said, citing the case of Tshegofatso Pule, 
a 28-year-old woman who was stabbed multiple times and hanged from a tree — at the 
time of her murder, she was eight months pregnant. COVID-19 and the subsequent 

national lockdown revealed the depths of gender-based violence (GBV) in South African society, 
highlighting that even the home is unsafe for women and children. 

In South African cities, “spatial injustice entrenches the vulnerability of women and children in space” 
(SACN, 2018: 7). This ‘othered’ group includes LGBTQI+ and di!erently abled people. People living in 
townships have less access to social services and amenities, which increases vulnerability through 
exclusion. There is a direct correlation between spatial injustice and the current vulnerability of 
the ‘othered’ in space. This spatial vulnerability is expressed in the gross societal violence against 
‘othered’ bodies within cities and peripheral townships. 

Applying a geographical perspective to “gendered violence, race and culture makes visible linkages 
between intimate and systemic/structural violence”, and between “direct physical violence and the 
often-invisible violences of deprivation, humiliation, and structured vulnerability” (Fluri & Piedalue, 
2017: 538). It reveals how structural and systemic vulnerabilities are manipulated to legitimise the 
existing marginalisation of communities, rendering invisible the extensive vulnerabilities experienced 
by “raced, sexed and gendered bodies” (ibid: 537). Institutionalised responses to violence against 
‘othered’ people often focus on the individuals involved (abuser and abused), not on the “structural 
forms of violence and oppression” and structural inequalities (ibid: 539). ‘Culture’ and ‘community’ 
are used to explain violence against others in poor and marginalised communities, ignoring and 
rendering invisible the interpersonal violence that happens in more privileged communities (ibid). 

Urban space is at the very heart of the concept of the right to the city, which was formulated by Henri 
Lefebvre. For Lefebvre, transforming society “presupposes a collective ownership and management 
of space founded on the permanent participation of the ‘interested parties’ [who] are the users of 
space” that they inhabit everyday (Purcell, 2014: 148). An urban resident is someone who can access 
the benefits of city life, participate within the production of urban areas, benefit from public services 
for health, education and welfare and avoid mandatory spatial segregation (Soja, 2010). 
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GENDERED SPACE 
This paper is concerned with the spaces where violence is manifested, observed, ignored and enabled 
within a broader political and cultural landscape (Goba, 2018). Inequitable and unjust distributions of 
socio-spatial resources a!ect not only those living in the city proper but reverberate through the 
operations of the state and the market (Soja, 2010). This paper recognises violence as both a social 
and spatial practice (Jennifer & Piedalue, 2017) and interrogates the spatial practice of violence 
through the ‘othering’ of women, children, people living with disabilities and the LGBTQI+ community. 
The paper applies “a geographic prism to gendered violence, layered with both race and culture [to] 
highlight the relationship between intimate and structural violence” (Jennifer & Piedalue, 2017: 536). 
After examining the vulnerabilities of ‘othered’ bodies, the paper discusses spatial well-being and the 
built environment. It assesses the City of Cape Town’s di!erent spatial development tools in terms 
of the needs of vulnerable groups, then concludes with an assessment of the Khayelitsha District 
Plan using the Prism of Spatial Well-being Tool developed by the paper’s authors to articulate the 
structural invisibility of the ‘othered’ in space.

Methodology
The research uses both qualitative and quantitative methods to investigate the relationship between 
the spatial practice of violence and the ‘othering’ of vulnerable groups. The desktop research included 
the following documents: 

 »  The report on the Commission of Inquiry 
into Allegations of Police ine#ciency 
in Khayelitsha and a Breakdown in the 
Relations between the Community and 
Police.

 »  The Municipal Spatial Development 
Framework 2018/2019 of the City of Cape 
Town.

 »  The Khayelitsha Mitchells Plain Greater 
Blue Downs District Development Plan 
2012.

 »  Spatial Planning and Land Use 
Management Act, No. 16 of 2013 (SPLUMA).

 »  The City of Cape Town’s Integrated 
Development Plan (IDP) 2017–2022.

 »  The City of Cape Town’s Built Environment 
Performance Plan (BEPP) 2018/19.

 »  Urban governance paper series produced 

by the South African Cities Network 
(SACN, 2015; 2018a).

 »  The State of City Finances reports 
produced by the SACN (2018b).

 »  The State of South African Cities produced 
by SACN (2016).

 »  The State of Urban Safety in South Africa 
reports produced by SACN (2019).

 »  Film by SERI on the experiences of women 
with disabilities in informal settlements.

 »  UCT criminology/VPUU research on the 
impacts of crime and violence on women’s 
access to opportunities and unsustainable 
livelihoods.

 »  The Integrated Urban Development 
Framework (IUDF), South African’s urban 
policy.

In addition, data on crime and violence was sourced from Statistics SA (Stats SA) and the South 
African Police Service (SAPS).

Vulnerabilities of ‘Othered’ Bodies in 
Khayelitsha
It is estimated that a woman is killed every three hours in South Africa.  Khayelitsha has one of the 
highest levels of violent crime in the country — a fifth of all murders in South Africa “occurred in 
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fewer than 3% of police precincts, of which two were in Khayelitsha”.  Like other deprived areas, 
Khayelitsha does not have the privilege of “the personalised and prompt private security services” 
that are available in the suburbs of Cape Town (Ballard & Muntingh, 2013: 3). While crime a!ects all 
members of society, those who are most a!ected are ‘othered’ bodies, i.e. women, children, the 
elderly, LGBTQI+ people and the di!erently abled (SJC et al., 2013).

The Woman’s Body

In low-income countries and areas of great poverty, women and girls are responsible for the upkeep 
of the household and general childcare, which is rarely remunerated. They are also disproportionately 
responsible for fetching water for the entire household, which means that they also face a 
disproportionately higher risk of violence and sexual assault when carrying out this task (Mkhize et al., 
2010). In South Africa, accessing general amenities can prove to be dangerous to the point of death, 
as in the case of Uyinene Mrwetyana, a 19-year-old student at the University of Cape Town (UCT), who 
was brutally raped and murdered, while collecting a parcel at the local post o#ce on 24 August 2019. 

In townships and informal settlements, women have di#culties accessing services and amenities, 
such as medical services, childcare, educational, security, social and economic amenities. Poorly lit 
access routes and pathways, lack of mobility, and inadequate street lighting make accessing these 
services and amenities dangerous for women and girls. The most common street lighting is from high-
mast spotlights, even though the City of Cape Town’s own guidelines for designing and managing 
a safer city note that this type of lighting is not e!ective. Furthermore, in 2019/20, the City of Cape 
Town’s budget of R62.5-million for public lighting did not include any allocation for Khayelitsha.  

Figure 1: Lack of Public Lighting in Site C (Khayelitsha)
Photo from IOL
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Photo by Oladimeji Odunsi on Unsplash
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The Queer Body 

Violence against women is recognised as an epidemic in the country, but violence against persons 
with marginal sexualities has yet to be fully included in this fight for equality (Mkhize et al., 2010). The 
LBGTQI+ community is especially vulnerable due to the “homophobic-culturally accepted” violence 
that is generally inflicted by men and typifies their experience, particularly in black townships (ibid). 
In lower economic areas, such hate crimes are reported at higher incidence rates and with greater 
brutality, and informal settlements are the least safe spaces for the LGBTQI+ community (ibid). In 2013, 
the Human Rights Watch report noted (SJC et al., 2013: 227):

Reports of violence documented by LGBTI organisations over the last two decades suggest that for 
historical reasons black lesbians and transgender men living in townships peri-urban and rural areas 
and informal settlements are among the most marginalised and vulnerable members of South Africa’s 
LGBTI population

The Child’s Body 

In Khayelitsha (and other deprived areas), residents live in inadequate housing with limited access 
to clean water, refuse removal, electricity and sanitation. “As a result of living in such an unhealthy 
environment”, residents (especially children and the elderly) experience high levels of illness and 
face dangers when accessing communal toilets along poorly lit or unlit paths (SJC et al., 2013: 131). 

In Khayelitsha and other marginalised communities, children are “incubated in violence”, and growing 
up in such a violent environment has psychological impacts, in that the children are “witnesses to, and 
victims and perpetrators of, violence” (SJC et al., 2013: 172). Rape and murder by and of children are 
common. In June 2020, a 14-year-old girl from Macassar was arrested for the alleged fatal stabbing 
of an LGBTQI+ activist and talented dancer, Kirvin Fontein, over an argument in the early hours of the 
morning.  

Figure 2: Image of queer woman assaulted in Khayelitsha
Photo from AllAfrica
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For many children, just getting to school is fraught with danger, as access routes are “dangerous 
at a life-threatening level” (ibid: 309), and result in children avoiding and dropping out of school. 
This is aggravated by gang violence, which “coupled with the lack of an e!ective and immediate 
response by SAPS” means that many children are unable to access their constitutional right to a 
basic education (ibid: 183) — education is also associated with postponed and safer pregnancies, as 
well as marriage at a later age (Stats SA, 2018). School children are especially vulnerable to crime, 
gang violence and gang membership because this is an age when young people’s identities come 
into question. Recreational opportunities and a school system that allows children to succeed would 
“allow children to form alternative pro-social identities” (ibid: 192). However, Khayelitsha contains very 
few safe play spaces for children.

The Youth’s Body

In South Africa, more than half of the youth are from low-income households, and about “17 million 
are impoverished” (Buntu & Lehmann, 2015: 5). Youth are dynamic and energetic, and play a crucial 
role in the future of a city, but are also vulnerable, susceptible to emotional trauma, injuries, criminal 
activities, teenage pregnancies, and various medical complications (e.g. HIV/Aids). 

Compared to Indian and White adolescents, Black adolescents have higher death rates, lower 
educational levels and higher incidences of teen pregnancies (Stats SA, 2018; Goba, 2018). Addressing 
these vulnerabilities requires understanding the environmental (spatial), economic, social, political 
and racial factors of vulnerability that are specific to the youth and providing them with access to a 
holistic cluster of social and economic opportunities.

Figure 3: Public Toilets in Khayelitsha on vacant land
Photo from AllAfrica
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Figure 4: Pregnant teenager in Khayelitsha

Figure 5: Public Toilets in Khayelitsha on vacant land

The Di!erently Abled Body

Di!erently abled individuals often have a limited range of physical movements and have mobility 
and access di#culties. They require supportive infrastructure, improved accessibility and urban 
design that enables visibility and dignity, but these built environment needs are not met in townships 
and informal settlements. The lack of amenities, including sanitation and clean water, makes life 
especially di#cult for the di!erently abled, further disadvantaging the “[m]any persons living with 
disabilities in informal settlements and in shacks” (SERI, 2018: 7). Even when the municipality does 
provide amenities, such as communal standpipes or communal toilets, they are not designed with this 

Photo from AllAfrica

Photo from AllAfrica
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group in mind, as is evident from the inconvenient placement of these services along road servitudes 
and on the periphery of settlements in Khayelitsha. As a result, “retrieving water from communal 
standpipes creates a barrier to access”, as di!erently abled bodies may not be capable of carrying 
“25 litre water containers from the standpipes to their homes” (SERI, 2018: 18).

Higher numbers of children with disabilities live in informal settlements than in more developed areas, 
which may be due to the living conditions that hamper optimal growth and development of children 
at their critical physiological developmental age of 0–5 years (SERI, 2018: 7):  

There is serious divide in access to basic services and an adequate standard of living in the 
country based on race, geography, and economic status, with a disproportionate disadvantage 
for children living in rural areas and in urban informal settlements.

Spatial Well-being and the Built Environment
Development popularly refers to people having access to adequate food, shelter, education, health 
care and jobs. In measuring and defining development, three components are central (Chant & 
Mcllwaine, 2009: 16): 

1. Life sustenance in terms of basic needs.

2. Self-esteem related to self-respect and independence.

3. Freedom concerned with the ability of people to exercise freedom of choice over their own 
destiny.

Life sustenance concerns the provision of basic needs, such as minimal education, food, housing 
and clothing; self-esteem concerns feelings of self-respect and independence; freedom refers to the 
ability of people to determine their own destiny. A city is not considered developed if it cannot provide 
ALL its people with their basic needs, contains neighbourhoods that are excluded from participating 
in the urban dividend and has residents who do not have freedom of choice. The social and economic 
development of a country requires all to participate in and benefit from the process of growth, not 
just the wealthy minority (Thirlwall, 2014). Therefore, the true definition of development must include 
promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of ‘othered’ bodies. 

The central aim of South Africa’s National Development Plan (NDP) is to ensure that all South Africans 
have a decent standard of living. The “core elements” of a decent standard of living are (NPC, 2012: 
28):

 » Housing, water, electricity and sanitation

 » Safe and reliable public transport

 » Quality education and skills development

 » Safety and security

 » Quality health care

 » Social protection

 » Employment

 » Recreation and leisure

 » Clean environment

 » Adequate nutrition

The built environment can increase the vulnerability of susceptible members of society and manifest 
as spaces that harbour, enable and encourage grievous bodily harm through gendered, ableist 
and homophobic design (Goba, 2018). Therefore, the design, planning and development of human 
settlements must be aware of the invisible needs of vulnerable people in space. The improvement of 
the urban built environment is one of the interventions recommended by the IUDF (SACN, 2019: 4):
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 »  The development of integrative local 
safety plans.

 »  The improvement of the urban built 
environment.

 » A focus on prevention initiatives.

 »  The incorporation of social components 
into prevention initiatives.

 »  The incorporation of community/public 
participation in prevention initiatives.

The Violence Prevention Through Urban Upgrading (VPUU) programme in Cape Town has identified 
seven principles for situational crime prevention (Krause et al., 2014: 28): 

 » Surveillance and visibility.

 » Owned spaces. 

 » Defined access and safe movement. 

 » Image and aesthetics. 

 » Physical barriers.

 » Maintenance and management. 

 » Inclusive design.

Based on these principles, the VPUU programme has developed infrastructure, as part of urban 
upgrading, in Khayelitsha. The impact of this infrastructure on various social outcomes was found 
to be positive, as “[r]espondents who lived within 2 km of VPUU infrastructure (i.e. ‘the intervention 
area’) experienced less violence, showed fewer signs of depression, and were more satisfied with the 
infrastructure in their neighbourhood than those who lived further than 2 km from VPUU infrastructure” 
(Salahub et al., 2019: 69). 

In 2015, the enactment of the Spatial Planning 
and Land Use Management Act (SPLUMA) placed 
“strategic land-use planning […] clearly with 
municipalities” (COGTA, 2016: 64). According to 
SPLUMA, municipal planning is a local government 
responsibility and requires municipalities to 

integrate, coordinate and direct all actors and 
interventions in the urban space. Interdisciplinary 
collaboration, i.e. between land use, transport, 
human settlements and economic development, 
is crucial to enable spatial transformation of South 
Africa’s cities (ibid). 

The rest of this section looks at the extent to which the City of Cape Town’s various spatial development 
tools and plans for Khayelitsha speak to the needs of vulnerable groups. 

Integrated Development Plan (IDP) 2017–2022

The City of Cape Town’s IDP contains a variety of social and spatial objectives aimed at producing 
a spatially just city. The responsiveness of the IDP to the ‘othered’ is assessed by looking at how it 
addresses economic inclusion, transport and mobility, informal settlements and backyard infrastructure 
upgrading, and social programmes.

Economic inclusion
The IDP includes interventions aimed at tackling barriers to economic entry and development in 
the formal and informal sectors. Informal trade contributes to an estimated 4.5% reduction in the 
overall poverty rate, which “is equivalent to pulling 186 000 people out of poverty” (COCT, 2017: 
19). Economic upliftment e!orts cannot succeed if they ignore the fact that most of the population in 
Khayelitsha function within the secondary/informal economy. Policy developers should consider the 
varied end-users of the informal economy in space, especially the physical needs (of the ‘othered’) 
that should be addressed at site level in the promotion of inclusion and access.
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Transport and mobility 
Plans are in place to better integrate the southern and southeast areas (which include Khayelitsha) 
and to improve connectivity and movement between Khayelitsha and the central city. Planned 
rail upgrades include the Integrated Rail Transport Phase 2A, which should be operational within 
five years, and the MyCiTi Phase 2 extensions, which should be “constructed within four to five 
years, depending on funding” (ibid: 116). Transit plans should enable all users to access economic 
opportunities outside Khayelitsha, but the IDP does not address how the public transit system would 
be user-friendly to ‘othered’ bodies. It cites a ‘dial-a-ride project’, which is supposed to serve the 
di!erently abled community, although the model is only partially funded and is likely to exclude 
communities living far from the city.
 
Informal settlements and backyard infrastructure upgrading
The Spatial Integration and Transformation Programme (SITP) outlines the city’s plan for inclusionary 
housing, which includes Khayelitsha, and is supported by a poverty alleviation strategy. It also 
includes a framework for hostel and informal settlement upgrades and refurbishments. The city 
intends to roll out various interventions to reduce vulnerability caused by the poor living conditions 
in the informal settlements (Table 1). Other interventions include municipal support for formalisation 
of backyard units, sustainable public-private partnerships (PPPs) to enable the market to contribute 
to diversifying social housing provision, opportunities to broaden social inclusionary housing to make 
neighbourhoods more attractive and increasing the amenities available by including a larger selection 
of funders and investors. The IDP notes that the private sector has not been keen to invest in the 
township of Khayelitsha. PPPs should be part of the city’s precinct planning approach to developing 
safe neighbourhoods that cater to all groups.

Water and sanitation Electricity Waste management

Ɣ� �3URYLGH�FLW\�LQFOXVLRQDU\�
housing projects with 
precast structures 
FRPSULVLQJ�D�ÀXVK�WRLOHW�
and tap with washing 
trough 

Ɣ� �5ROO�RXW�ZDWHU�VHUYLFHV�
in accordance with the 
FLW\¶V�¿YH�\HDU�KRXVLQJ�
plan

Ɣ� �8SJUDGH�DQG�UHIXUELVK�
electricity infrastructure

Ɣ� �(OHFWUL¿FDWLRQ�RI�
low-cost backyard 
residences

Ɣ� �:DVWH�PDQDJHPHQW�
facilities in marginalised 
areas

Ɣ� �&RPSRVWLQJ�DQG�
builder’s rubble crushing 
facilities to serve 
informal settlement 
communities

Ɣ� �3XEOLF�ZDVWH�GURS�RII�
and recycling facilities

Ɣ� �2QH����Ɛ�UHIXVH�ELQ�SHU�
backyard unit

Table 1: Planned informal settlements and backyard infrastructure upgrades 
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Social programmes

The IDP includes many activities aimed at reducing vulnerability induced by the socio-economic 
condition of certain populations. These e!orts aim to reduce the city’s challenges with homelessness, 
the reckless use of alcohol, unemployment, racism, poor education, and gender-based violence. Table 
2 highlights programmes that specifically respond to the needs of ‘othered’ bodies. However, the IDP 
describes these programmes only at a city (not a precinct) level, and the scale of these programmes 
would have an insignificant impact in Khayelitsha. For instance, a youth cadet programme that recruits 
375 learners for the entire city over five years does not address the high incidence of interpersonal 
crimes or spatial violence in Khayelitsha. 

Programmes %HQH¿FLDULHV

Children Youth Differently 
abled

Women LGBTQI+

Improved education 
outcomes programme X

The metro police youth 
cadet programme 
to accommodate 75 
learners per year over 
WKH�¿YH�\HDUV�RI�WKH�,'3�

X

Apprenticeships, 
learnerships and 
bursaries in scarce-skills 
programmes

X

Campaigns focused on 
careers X

Dial-a-ride project (not 
funded) X
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Programmes %HQH¿FLDULHV

Children Youth Differently 
abled

Women LGBTQI+

Expanded Public 
Works Programme 
and Community Works 
Programme to equip 
EHQH¿FLDULHV�IRU�ORQJHU�
term employment

X X

Awareness campaigns X

Table 2: Social programmes relevant to ‘othered’ bodies

Municipal Spatial Development Framework (MSDF) 2018/2019 

The MSDF recognises the Khayelitsha CBD as an emerging sub-metropolitan node containing 
essential civic services and facilities. The node is located within the southeast region, which is the 
area in the City of Cape Town with the greatest socio-economic challenges (Figure 6: the “very needy” 
areas are shown in red).

The responsiveness of the MSDF to the ‘othered’ 
is assessed by looking at the nodal development 
of the Khayelitsha central business district (CBD), 
sustainable human settlements (the provision of well-
located housing with opportunities for socio-economic 
amenities), and transport and mobility.

Khayelitsha CBD 
The Khayelitsha CBD as one of the City’s emerging 
sub-metropolitan nodes. It serves communities in the 
southeast sub-region and is categorised by mixed land 
uses as well as some opportunities for employment. 
The City recognises it as an “incremental growth and 
consolidation area”, where the priority is to service the 
current communities in as far as infrastructure capacity 
permits. This is because employment opportunities 
do not adequately meet the demand for employment 
in this densely populated sub-region. “Despite having 
the highest concentration of residential density, the 
southeast does not have the corresponding formal 

Figure 6: Socio-economic index 2014 
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building density (or economic activity) to match this” (COCT, 2018a: 15). This shortage of economic 
opportunities makes the need for e#cient public transit connecting communities to the greater city 
as crucially important as the development of economic opportunities within Khayelitsha. 

Sustainable human settlements 
The MSDF seeks to “focus intensification in 
urban nodes to realise a very high intensity 
mix and clustering of urban activities 
or land uses at points of very high/high 
accessibility, exposure, convenience and 
urban opportunity” (COCT, 2018: 80). This 
type of mixed use and intense development 
decreases spatial vulnerabilities 
experienced by the ‘othered’ in space. 
However, the City has yet to secure the buy-
in of private sector in the southeast: despite 
“public investment in infrastructure and 
facilities, private investors have continued to 
avoid the south-eastern areas e.g. Philippi, 
Khayelitsha/Delft” (ibid: 229). Private and 
public partnership in the development of 
intensified and diversified land use is crucial 
for successful nodal development. 

Transport and mobility
The City uses development corridors and transit accessible precincts (TAPs) as spatial restructuring 
elements, which act “as generators and attractors of people and trips, contributing to economic 
growth and public transport viability” (COCT, 2018a: 6). TAPs refer to the 500m radius around Bus 
Rapid Transit (BRT) systems and rail stations that includes walkable areas aimed at enabling mobility 
and access to a combination of services. These areas o!er an opportunity for including CCTV, 

strategic location of open space 
with eyes-on-the-streets  design 
to enable visibility and increased 
surveillance. The City’s integrated 
public transit network (Figure 8) 
envisages the development of 
additional east–west MyCiTi bus 
routes, with Phase 2A extending 
“services from Khayelitsha and 
Mitchells Plain through Philippi to 
Wynberg and Claremont” (ibid: 
32). The MSDF further calls for the 
prioritisation of the Khayelitsha 
Railway investments. These plans 
support the development of spatially 
just and inclusive urban spaces.

Figure 7: Metropolitan and sub-metropolitan nodes
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Built Environment Performance Plan (BEPP) 2018/19

The BEPP “seeks to directly support the spatial transformation aspirations of the City’s IDP and the 
principles championed by the National Development Plan (NDP), Integrated Urban Development 
Framework (IUDF) and prevailing legislation” (COCT, 2018b: 15). It aligns city spending to projects 
that improve the living conditions of marginalised communities in peripheral and underdeveloped 
areas. The responsiveness of the BEPP to ‘othered’ groups is assessed by looking at how the City’s 
spending addresses the spatial challenges of the ‘othered’ groups in Khayelitsha, although the BEPP 
does not specifically address the ‘invisible’ spatial needs.

Water and sanitation
In 2016/17, the City invested R336-million in a janitorial programme in informal settlements that extends 
to toilets, taps and water facilities, alternative sanitation solutions and sanitation maintenance. For 
2017–22, the City plans to deliver 12 900 flush toilets where feasible in informal settlements city-
wide. According to the 2017/18 Basic Services Capital Projects, the municipality provided 71 toilets 
in Khayelitsha, while the BEPP includes a R72.4-million investment in a new bulk water supply line 
along with the instalment of communal standpipes in Khayelitsha. However, neither document makes 
any mention of design guidelines, scaling or adaptation to meet the needs of people living with 
disabilities or children. 

Urban upgrades
The Mayoral Urban Regeneration Programme includes three areas targeted for development in 
Khayelitsha: the Harare Safe Node, Kuyasa Interchange Precinct and the Khayelitsha CBD. This 
programme employs the findings and best practices of the VPUU combined with the community 
action planning process. These social crime prevention interventions are enhanced by community 
policing e!orts and neighbourhood safety programmes. The Integrated City Development Grant 
further allocates budget for CCTV installations and public open space upgrades, while three parks 
within the Harare safe node were identified for VPUU interventions. Targeted interventions of this 
nature reduce vulnerability associated with the built environment.

Metro South East Corridor Integration Zone (MSEIZ) priority projects
Khayelitsha falls within the MSEIZ, which includes built-environment improvement projects that 
decrease vulnerability. The total budget for 2017–2022 is R1.38-billion (COCT, 2018b). Projects include 
the Integrated Rail Transit: Phase 2, the Philippi public transport facility, the Athlone power station, the 
Two Rivers Urban Park (a transit-oriented development project), modernisation of Prasa rail, Paardevlei 
and the Southern Corridor housing project. Other projects that support the overall development in 
the corridor (total budget of R2.38-billion) include a primary school (R2-million), upgrades to hospitals 
in the area, electricity infrastructure upgrading and housing, while “major opportunities for mixed 
use and commercial development are being investigated” (COCT, 2018: 33). Considering the gross 
underdevelopment of social amenities in this region and high densities of people, this development 
is critical for the youth, children, and the community. 

Khayelitsha Mitchells Plain Greater Blue Downs District Development Plan 2012

This district “has the largest population of any district and has the highest population density. It is 
characterised by the lowest standard of living and has the highest unemployment rate (42.8%) in the 
city” (COCT, 2012: 27). Khayelitsha is part of sub-districts 4 (Denel Swartklip) and 5 (Site B, Site C, TR 
Section, and surrounds). 



68 The Spatial Determinants of Wellbeing Paper Series - Gendered Space & Wellbeing

Access to social amenities
The plan refers to the development of pedestrian routes that traverse the township and connect 
neighbouring communities. It focuses on integration and access to enable neighbourhoods to share 
public amenities such as schools. While this is critical in promoting access, schools are in short 
supply in this district, which has the highest rate (30%) of under-serviced scholars in the City (COCT, 
2012). This shortage has a devastating impact on the youth and children of Khayelitsha who must 
already face issues of safety and physical access to schools. The limited availability of schools further 
exacerbates the severity of intergenerational poverty and deprivation. The inadequate provision of 
educational amenities is a spatial violence that traps African and coloured youth and other vulnerable 
members of society within peripheral geo-locations of inescapable poverty. 

Provision of recreation/community open space
At a district scale, Mitchells Plain and Khayelitsha are the largest unserved communities in terms of 
recreational parks and open space (COCT, 2012). The plan proposes the development of multiple 
new parks to be integrated into the current open space network, with the emphasis on clustering 
these developments close to schools and other social amenities (ibid). The plan calls for a public 
open space network that includes “portions of the Mandela Park linear system linking Mandela Park 
sports complex with the Cricket oval in the Khayelitsha Business” (COCT, 2012: 106). 

The plan also speaks to integrating the VPUU Harare Safe Node Park into the network and addresses 
the interface of this park with the greater public investment node in Harare. However, given the 
population density within Khayelitsha, “despite the population making up almost a quarter of the 
City’s residents, access to truly functional city-level public amenities and quality public recreation 
facilities is limited” (COCT, 2012: 35). This shortage particularly a!ects the youth and children.

Mobility and non-motorised transport infrastructure
The district is characterised by predominantly pedestrian movement, with the highest foot-tra#c 
movement being around the public transit nodes and interchanges. As such, pedestrian access has 
been prioritised in the development plans for the district, along the “main movement generators 
(including public transport interchange/station areas), critical public links which connect to destination 
places and movement generators linked to internal open spaces” (COCT, 2012: 27). The plan further 
includes the development of cycling and pedestrian lanes “along public transport routes and around 
public transport stops, stations and interchanges to facilitate safe and convenient access to public 
transport services — forming the Tertiary and Quaternary tier of the accessibility grid” (ibid: 29), and 
greening of walkways is prioritised on major routes. 

Greening plays an important role in cooling walkways and introducing places of rest in public open 
space and routes. Such design interventions reduce the vulnerability of women, children and di!erently 
abled individuals. However, none of the mobility and non-motorised transport infrastructure speaks 
to the ‘othered’ end-user i.e. di!erently abled individuals or the elderly who have limited physical 
mobility.

Employment and economic opportunities
Investment in formal economic activities “has historically been limited by the low levels of commercial 
and industrial property in the district”, and a significant portion of the district’s economy comprises 
informal trade, including small and micro enterprises (COCT, 2012: 26). However, insu#cient space 
is provided for “informal traders operating at numerous transport interchanges” (ibid). Many of the 
planned neighbourhood-scale economic centres locate informal traders in places without the foot-
tra#c needed for these businesses to survive. As a result, many informal traders have relocated 
themselves to exposed road reserves on busy streets and public transit interchanges, which increases 
their vulnerability to vehicular accidents. 
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The plan seeks to “encourage economic development to locate on, or adjacent to, the accessibility 
grid, along identified activity routes and development corridors” (ibid: 27), but the design of such 
developments would need to consider the inclusion of marginalised groups.

Safety
Both undeveloped land and open spaces within Khayelitsha have contributed to unsafe land pockets 
and ine#cient use of land, a scarce resource in an already fragmented urban fabric. The plan 
addresses these concerns through the “rationalisation of the open space system, to promote safety 
through improving interfaces, as well as viability by reducing the amount of unmanaged open space 
where the provision of space is excessive” (COCT, 2012: 36) and advocating for increased visibility of 
street frontages.

The Prism of Spatial Vulnerability
The authors developed the Prism of Spatial Vulnerability Tool to assess the structural invisibility of the 
‘othered’ in space.

Photo by Anete Lusina on Pexels
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Physical 
Vulnerability

Spatial 
Violence

Developmental 
Recommendation

Base

Women 

Ɣ���+LJKO\�
vulnerable to 
rape and other 
violent crimes.

Ɣ���)UHTXHQW�QHHG�
to use toilets.

Ɣ���6PDOOHU�VWDWXUH�
and physical 
presentation 
making them 
vulnerable to 
crime.

Ɣ����6RFLR�
economically 
vulnerable.

Ɣ��/DFN�RI�VHFXULW\�
Ɣ���/DFN�RI�DEOXWLRQ�

facilities in 
public spaces.

Ɣ���1RQ�PRWRULVHG�
transport 
provision.

Ɣ���/DFN�RI�SXEOLF�
open spaces 
(playparks, 
etc.).

Ɣ���/DFN�RI�
greening and 
urban gardens.

 
Ɣ���/DFN�RI�

liveability.

Ɣ���/DFN�RI�
complexity of 
business uses 
in space.

Ɣ���/DFN�RI�
amenities.

The vulnerability of women 
�DQG�JLUOV��LV�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�
affected by the built 
environment, as they are 
generally responsible for the 
well-being of younger siblings, 
children and the elderly, 
and so more vulnerable in 
space. Issues to consider in 
developing protective built 
environments for women in 
space:

Ɣ���*UHDWHU�VHFXULW\�SUHVHQFH�
in collaboration with urban 
design considerations.

Ɣ���*UHDWHU�PL[�RI�VRFLDO�
amenities and services in 
closer proximity to each 
other, where possible in the 
same building.

Ɣ���*UHDWHU�PL[HV�RI�LQWHQVLWLHV�
of uses (e.g. schools used 
as computer labs at night).

Ɣ���*UHDWHU�OLJKWLQJ�LQ�GDUN�
spaces or close to wild-
peripheral open space.

Ɣ���$GHTXDWH�SURYLVLRQ�RI�
ablutions at strategic 
clusters of amenities.

5
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Physical 
Vulnerability

Spatial 
Violence

Developmental 
Recommendation

Base

/*%7,4�

Ɣ���3K\VLFDO�
appearance.

Ɣ���9LFWLPV�RI�
culturally 
acceptable 
violence.

Ɣ���9XOQHUDEOH�
to rape and 
sexual assault.

Ɣ���,QDGHTXDWH�
space and 
route lighting 
enabling violent 
attacks.

Ɣ���,QDGHTXDWH�
provision of 
safe public 
open spaces.

Ɣ���,QDGHTXDWH�
provision of 
empowerment 
programmes.

$V�WKH�/*%74,��FRPPXQLW\�
has been marginalised in 
society in multiple contexts, the 
aim is to increase their visibility 
and inclusion in society 
through: 

Ɣ���7KH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�QRQ�
discriminatory economic 
opportunities and 
programmes.

Ɣ���7KH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�
adequate safety and security 
measures (CCTV, security, 
etc.) in public open spaces 
that encourage active and 
passive surveillance.

Ɣ���$ZDUHQHVV�FDPSDLJQV�WKDW�
foster inclusion.

4
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Physical 
Vulnerability

Spatial 
Violence

Developmental 
Recommendation

Base

Children

Ɣ���6PDOO�VWDWXUH�
and size.

Ɣ���&XOWXUDOO\�
conditioned 
to be quiet 
and not resist 
adults.

Ɣ���7HQG�WR�
move around 
unsupervised, 
as their 
guardians work 
in other parts 
of the city.

Ɣ���+LJKO\�
vulnerable 
to rape and 
sexual assault.

Ɣ���/DFN�RI�VDIH�
play spaces.

Ɣ���/DFN�RI�VDIH�
routes to 
schools and 
community 
amenities.

Ɣ���,QDGHTXDWH�
sanitation and 
services.

Spatial planning from a 
child’s perspective would 
consider scalable public open 
space development and 
urban upgrades that support 
children’s pedestrian mobility.

Ɣ���/LJKWLQJ��&&79�DQG�YLVLELOLW\�

Ɣ���6DIH�ZDONLQJ�SDWKV�WR�PDMRU�
community amenities — 
design considerations that 
promote eyes-on-the-street, 
closed stormwater drainage, 
etc.

Ɣ���3XEOLF�RSHQ�VSDFH��
programmed play parks 
(supervised)

Ɣ���6FDOLQJ�RI�WRLOHWV�DQG�RWKHU�
infrastructure to meet the 
physical needs of children.

Ɣ���$GHTXDWH�SURYLVLRQ�RI�
educational amenities from 
early childhood to tertiary 
levels.

5
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Physical 
Vulnerability

Spatial 
Violence

Developmental 
Recommendation

Base

Youth

Ɣ���'HYHORSPHQWDO�
phase of 
the brain 
(puberty- early 
adulthood).

Ɣ���+LJK�HQHUJ\�
levels.

Ɣ���9XOQHUDEOH�WR�
peer-pressure 
and poor 
decision-
making (at-risk 
behaviours).

Ɣ���/DFN�RI�
recreational 
amenities such 
DV�VSRUWV�¿HOGV�

 
Ɣ���/DFN�RI�VNLOOV�

and training 
development 
programmes 
and centres.

All development visions 
which speak to the needs 
of Khayelitsha youth must 
consider:

Ɣ���$GHTXDWH�PL[�RI�UHFUHDWLRQDO�
facilities.

Ɣ���$GHTXDWH�WUDLQLQJ�DQG�
development centres with 
programmes for the youth.

Ɣ���$GHTXDWH�PL[�RI�HGXFDWLRQDO�
services from primary 
through tertiary (university 
and technical).

Ɣ���6DIH�SHGHVWULDQ�ZDONZD\V�
and well-lit underpasses.

4

Differently 
abled 
individuals

Ɣ���3K\VLFDO�
challenges to 
mobility.

Ɣ���:HDNHQHG�
immune 
system.

Ɣ���+LJKO\�
susceptible 
to rape and 
violent crimes.

Ɣ���$EOHLVW�GHVLJQ�
of municipal 
services.

Ɣ���3RRU�SURYLVLRQ�
of social 
amenities 
(medical, etc.).

Ɣ���3RRU�SURYLVLRQ�
of economic 
opportunities.

In order to allow for proper 
inclusivity of differently abled 
people, the following must be 
considered:

Ɣ���+\JLHQH�DQG�VDQLWDWLRQ��
provision of latrines that 
cater to the physical 
challenges of differently 
abled bodies and adequate 
waste removal services.

Ɣ���8UEDQ�XSJUDGHV�WKDW�DOORZ�
for increased safe mobility.

Ɣ���6HUYLFHV��IDFLOLWLHV�DQG�
programmes that cater 
to the empowerment of 
differently abled people.

3

Total number of points 20

Table 3: Prism of spatial vulnerability
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The tool is used to assess the 2012 Khayelitsha Mitchells Plain Greater Blue Downs District 
Development Plan’s response to the invisible vulnerabilities that the ‘othered’ face in space. Based 
on this assessment, recommendations are made for amendments to the plan and for design and 
development criteria to be integrated into the city’s built environment planning.

Khayelitsha Mitchells Plain Greater Blue Downs 
District Development Plan 2012

Group Base Prism of Spatial Vulnerability Score Total Score

Women 5

*UHDWHU�VHFXULW\�SUHVHQFH�LQ�
collaboration with urban design 
considerations. 1

2 40%

*UHDWHU�PL[�RI�XVHV�DQG�LQWHQVLWLHV�
of uses (e.g. schools used as 
computer labs at night).

0

Walkability and compact 
development. 1

*UHDWHU�OLJKWLQJ�LQ�GDUN�VSDFHV�RU�
close to wild-peripheral open space. 0

Adequate provision of ablutions at 
strategic clusters of amenities. 0

/*%74,� 3

The development of non-
discriminatory economic 
opportunities and programmes. 0

0 0%

The development of adequate 
safety and security measures 
(CCTV, security, etc.) in public open 
spaces that encourage active and 
passive surveillance.

0

Awareness campaigns that foster 
inclusion. 0
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Group Base Prism of Spatial Vulnerability Score Total Score

Children 5

Lighting, CCTV and visibility. 0

2 40%

Safe walking paths (NMT) to major 
community amenities: design 
considerations which promote eyes-
on-the-street.

1

Public open space: programmed 
play parks (supervised). 1

Scaling of toilets and other 
infrastructure to meet the physical 
needs of children.

0

Adequate provision of educational 
amenities from early childhood to 
tertiary levels.

0

Youth 4

Adequate mix of recreational 
facilities. 0

1 25%

Adequate training and development 
centres with programmes for the 
youth.

0

Adequate mix of educational 
services from primary through 
tertiary (university and technical).

0

Safe pedestrian walkways and well-
lit underpasses. 1

Differently 
abled 

individuals
3

+\JLHQH�DQG�VDQLWDWLRQ��SURYLVLRQ�
of latrines that cater to the physical 
challenges faced by differently abled 
bodies and adequate waste removal 
services. 

0

1 30%Urban upgrades that allow for 
increased safe mobility. 1

Services, facilities or programmes 
that cater to the empowerment of 
differently abled people. 0

Table 3: Prism of spatial vulnerability
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Recommendations

Group Base Total Score Recommendations

Women 5 2 40%

For women in areas of great 
marginalisation and concentrated 
poverty, greater security presence 
and urban design considerations to 
increase their wellbeing. 
Better lighting in dark spaces or close 
to peripheral open space. 
Expansion of the IDP youth cadet 
project in Khayelitsha combined with 
urban upgrades through PPPs. 
A greater mix of uses and intensities 
of the existing social amenities, 
especially given that the region 
is underserved in both social and 
economic amenities. 
Adequate provision of ablution 
facilities at strategic clusters of 
amenities, such as transit and 
economic hubs. 
Exploration of partnerships with 
LPSDFWIXO�1*2V�WR�GHYHORS�
programmes that address the socio-
economic empowerment of women. 

/*%74,� 3 0 0%

The development of safe community 
spaces supported by urban design 
considerations that encourage eyes-
on-the-streets and increased visibility. 
Social programmes aimed at 
educating the community using 
communication campaigns around the 
/*%74,��FRPPXQLW\��
Details of proposed awareness 
campaigns, as mentioned in the IDP, 
recognising the relationship between 
homelessness, the illicit sex trade 
and other vulnerabilities associated 
with ignoring the socio-structural 
oppressions colluding against this 
vulnerable group.
Economic development initiatives 
aimed at the economic empowerment.
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Group Base Total Score Recommendations

Children 5 2 40%

Active responses to how children 
navigate and move through space. 
*UHDWHU�HPSKDVLV�RQ�GHVLJQ�WKDW�
promotes eyes-on-the-street, CCTV in 
dark areas and in public open space, 
and lighting. 
6SHFL¿F�DWWHQWLRQ�SDLG�WR�WKH�
LQWHQVL¿FDWLRQ�RI�SDUN�XVH�
accompanied by a security presence; 
e.g. PPPs for developing youth sports. 
Toilets and other infrastructure to be 
scaled to meet the physical needs of 
children.
Adequate educational amenities, from 
early childhood to tertiary, need to be 
provided – they are an opportunity for 
intensifying uses and formalising land 
to develop for educational amenities 
as per SPLUMA.

Youth 4 1 25%

Training and development centres 
with programmes aimed at improving 
the conditions of the youth in 
neighbourhoods of concentrated 
poverty, offering an opportunity for 
PPPs that attract corporate (social) 
investments to work alongside social 
development and youth development 
initiatives.
An adequate mix of schools, from 
primary through tertiary (university 
and technical), not merely one primary 
school as proposed in the BEPP. 
*UHDWHU�HPSKDVLV�RQ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�
of schools and community centres in 
Khayelitsha.

Differently abled 
individuals 3 1 30%

Differently abled individuals to be 
considered when delivering basic 
municipal services and infrastructure. 
Urgent development of standards and 
frameworks for these adaptations in 
the provision of latrines, taps, rubbish 
bins and housing.

Total 20 6 30%
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“ When planners fail to 
account for gender, public 
spaces become male spaces 
by default.

— Caroline Criado-Pérez

Photo by Jackson David on Unsplash
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Conclusion
Crime a!ects all members of society, but ‘othered’ bodies are the most a!ected, especially in 
townships and informal settlements. One such place is Khayelitsha, which is one of the most violent 
places in South Africa, especially for ‘othered’ bodies — women, LGBTQI+ community, children, 
youth and di!erently abled individuals. It reveals the spatial vulnerability of ‘othered’ bodies that is a 
consequence of socio-spatial injustice and inequalities. The chronic under-development has resulted 
in spaces of social and physical vulnerability of the ‘othered’ in Khayelitsha. 

Women bear the disproportionate burden of 
caring for the household and children, which 
is aggravated by the di#culties in accessing 
services and amenities, and accessing these 
services is dangerous due to poorly lit access 
routes and lack of mobility. Violence against 
women is recognised as an epidemic in the 
country, but less so violence against persons with 
marginal sexualities and genders. Members of the 
LBGTQI+ community are especially vulnerable, 
particularly in informal settlements, as a result 
of homophobic-culturally accepted violence. For 
children, growing up in a violent environment 
result in their becoming witnesses to, victims of 

and perpetrators of violence. Access to school 
is fraught with danger and leads to children 
often dropping out of school, making them 
vulnerable to violence, recruitment by gangs and 
teen pregnancies. Youth in the townships are 
vulnerable to emotional trauma, injuries, criminal 
activities and various medical complications, 
while di!erently abled individuals are not catered 
for in the townships and informal settlements. Not 
only are they a!ected by the lack of water and 
sanitation services, but even when services are 
provided, they are not designed with di!erently 
abled individuals in mind. 

The City of Cape Town’s spatial development and planning frameworks recognise Khayelitsha CBD 
as an emerging sub-metropolitan node in an area that faces the greatest socio-economic challenges. 
The Khayelitsha Mitchells Plain Greater Blue Downs District Development Plan (2012) — the most 
recent spatial development plan for the area — was assessed using the Prism of Spatial Vulnerability 
Tool developed by the authors to articulate the structural invisibility of the ‘othered’ in space. The plan 
scored 30% for its response to the needs of the study group overall, which can be broken down into 
40% for children, 25% for youth, 30% for di!erently abled individuals, 0% for the LGBTQI+ community 
and 40% for women. 

Within hallmark projects, such as the Mayoral Urban Upgrade Programme that applied VPUU principles 
to creating safer neighbourhoods, the underlying vulnerabilities of the ‘othered’ remain invisible. 
Moreover, the scale of the projects does not address the extent of the challenge in Khayelitsha, 
and interventions do not consider the needs of di!erently abled individuals or children. None of the 
interventions related to economic development (including upgrading informal trading areas) speak 
specifically to the challenges of the ‘othered’ or make mention of opportunities for women, di!erently 
abled individuals or members of the LGBTQI+ community. This silence extends to the provision of 
ablution facilities at strategic locations, which are specifically helpful in combating vulnerability for 
women, and is especially notable on the municipal public lighting budget, with the City having no 
plans to increase street lighting significantly, as a means of combatting criminality in Khayelitsha.

Recommendations
The current transformation approach needs to address the crises of the ‘othered body’ in Khayelitsha, 
by investing in urban space in order to decrease vulnerability of the ‘othered body’ and promote 
universal well-being. These recommendations view true development through the prism of vulnerability 
and point to strengths and areas needing development within the city’s current approach.
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 »  For all ‘othered’ bodies, the most important need is the development of safe community 
spaces, supported by urban design considerations which encourage eyes-on-the-streets and 
increased visibility. 

 »  For women, this means safety-oriented urban design, as advised by the VPUU programme, 
with emphasis on better lighting in dark spaces or close to peripheral open space, including a 
greater mix of uses and intensities of the existing social amenities, and exploring partnerships 
with NGOs to develop socio-economic empowerment programmes for women. 

 »  For the LGBTQI+ community, which is the least catered for in all documents, economic 
development initiatives targeted at the economic empowerment of this group are also needed. 
In addition, the awareness plan included in the IDP must include cultural awareness and be 
adapted for the community of Khayelitsha. 

 »  For children, this means creating safer pedestrian routes, scaling municipal infrastructure such 
as toilets, providing adequate safe play spaces, and increasing educational facilities through 
intergovernmental collaboration. 

 »  For the youth, this means developing formal training facilities and community centres in 
Khayelitsha. 

 »  For di!erently abled individuals, this means developing design guidelines and standards 
for adapting basic municipal services and infrastructure, such as ablution facilities, taps and 
housing. 

 »  The City must explore economic mechanisms to attract the private sector into Khayelitsha’s 
a!ordable housing market. The development of PPPs that allow inner-city City Improvements 
Districts to adopt marginalised neighbourhoods could improve the relationship between 
developed and underdeveloped areas and increase safety for the ‘othered’. 

Photo by Samantha Sophia on Unsplash
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04

RETHINKING THE 
COMMUNITY 
CENTRE

Introduction

I n 1994, the new government faced the insurmountable task of addressing the entrenched 
spatial and economic inequality that had left the vast majority of South Africans significantly 
excluded from basic human rights. Much of the agenda for addressing this inequality was 
captured in the Constitution of 1996 and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 
recommendations, as well as the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), 

which set out to address the systemic spatial disparities.  The RDP programme was intended to 
incorporate many projects but has become synonymous with the delivery of state-subsidised houses 
aimed at assisting many people to realise their right to adequate housing. The RDP programme was 
replaced by the Breaking New Ground (BNG) programme, alluding to a need for something di!erent 
to the matchbox typology created by the RDP housing delivery. Despite this shift, both change and 
housing delivery remained slow and in 2014 — the 20-year mark of democracy — the housing backlog 
remained unprecedented and continues to grow each year. 

In a later shift, the Department of Housing was reimagined as the Department of Human Settlements, 
acknowledging that, although spatial inequality may starkly manifest in access to housing, the act 
of dwelling constitutes more than simply houses. As part of this shift, the South African government 
began to acknowledge the importance of additional public facilities for creating sustainable, well-
functioning neighbourhoods. It was an attempt to leverage the aspects of community life that support 
livelihoods beyond the home, “such as local schools, parks and recycling schemes”, which “could 
greatly enhance the quality of life of inhabitants” (Bennett, 2018: 12).

Based on New Public Management (NPM) 
philosophies, the government’s goal was to 
improve the liveability, livelihoods and well-
being of its citizens as clients, implying that 
active citizenry is encouraged in the provision of 
public facilities, such as community halls, public 
parks and training and youth centres. These 
public facilities often manifest as the ubiquitous 
community centres seen in neighbourhoods 
across South Africa, designed and implemented 
as one-size-fits-all spaces intended to serve a 

spectrum of social needs within their surrounding 
communities. However the community centre as 
a design tool is often a technocratic response 
used in an attempt to transform residential 
neighbourhoods into ‘human settlements’, but 
without the necessary public engagement in 
the design and management processes. As a 
result, these buildings may become symbols of 
government practitioners chasing clean audits, 
rather than spaces that improve lives and well-
being.
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RETHINKING THE 
In conversations about South Africa, the relevance of well-being revolves around the perpetual 
inequality and substandard living conditions that are a lived reality for many South Africans. Much 
of the systemic inequality faced daily by most South Africans is associated with the ingrained legacy 
of spatial inequality, which manifests as a lack of access to economic opportunities and excessive 
travel times to public amenities, inducing a perpetual cycle of poverty. The Spatial Determinants of 
Well-being in South African Cities report (CSIR Built Environment, 2018) began to look at how to take 
the conversation beyond the livelihood and well-being of individuals, and address elements of this 
systemic spatial inequality in order to begin to change the status quo. 

This paper explores how the attitude toward community facilities might begin to shift from providing 
a one-size-fits-all community hall to providing community infrastructure, where flexibility reigns and 
active citizens are able to participate in implementing, articulating, adapting or governing these 
spaces. In so doing, the paper interrogates several concepts:

 »  What is meant by well-being, and how do community facilities contribute toward a state of 
well-being?

 »  How might providing flexible infrastructure improve the likelihood that public facilities can 
contribute to spatial well-being?

 »  How is the current way facilities are conceived, implemented and managed not contributing 
towards neighbourhood well-being?

 »  How might the ideals of flexibility and adaptability begin to elicit future responses that allow 
neighbourhood well-being to emerge?

 »  What avenues of funding may be pursued to support these more flexible versions of community 
infrastructure?

The paper draws on the authors’ experience as spatial practitioners in the development sector in 
South Africa. Several of the cases are based in Johannesburg, where in 2019 the 1to1 – Agency of 
Engagement facilitated a grassroots research project, the ‘No Such Thing as a Community Centre’ 
project, which interrogated the nature of community centres as resources in urban environments. 
Additional examples have been used to illustrate ideas and concepts for clarity and provocation. 

Community Facilities as Resources Towards 
Well-being
Spatial determinants of well-being

Most indices used to define well-being rely heavily on measuring economic, social and abstract 
concepts. Defining well-being is complicated by the interchangeable use of terms such as quality of 
life and well-being, or the use of indices as factors of each other (OECD, 2017; CSIR Built Environment, 
2018). Many indicators of well-being are the same as those of quality of life. They include “material 
living standards; health; education; personal activities including work, political voice and governance; 
social connectedness and relationships, the state of the environment (both present and future); as 
well as economic and physical insecurity” (CSIR Built Environment, 2018: 21). What di!erentiates well-
being from quality of life are additional aspects, “such as happiness, life satisfaction, good family 
relationships and trust in the government” (ibid, 21–22). Most indicators of well-being are non-
spatial, which makes investigating well-being at a neighbourhood scale more di#cult, as at this scale 
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individualistic characteristics are no longer useful. The identification of spatial factors that contribute 
positively to well-being at a sub-city scale would enable government and spatial practitioners to 
develop tools to design better spaces for well-being (CSIR Built Environment, 2018).   

One definition of well-being, which relates more clearly to well-being at a neighbourhood scale, 
is that well-being is “the balance point between an individual’s resource pool and the challenges 
faced”, as illustrated in Figure 1 (Dodge et al., 2012: 230).

This understanding of well-being as equilibrium, balancing resources and challenges, requires 
achieving a degree of stability between positive and negative influences on the human condition 
(Dodge et al., 2012). Well-being cannot be measured because it is not a fixed state that can be reached 
but “is likely a moving target” (CSIR Built Environment, 2018: 8). This balance point of well-being is 
both finite and fragile, making well-being an elusive and almost impossible state to reach, not to 
mention a di#cult state to remain in. 

In South Africa, achieving the delicate balance of well-being is almost impossible, as spatial inequality 
is so entrenched in the urban fabric, with city dwellers facing multiple, shifting challenges on a daily 
basis and lacking access to social and economic resources. Therefore, this paper proposes an 
adaptation of Dodge’s definition, to include a “zone of well-being” (Figure 2). Given that well-being 
is a moving target, this zone implies that resources may not necessarily counterbalance exactly the 
challenges but could shift one’s position into a wider zone of well-being. 

Figure 1: Dodge’s original scale — Source: Dodge et al. (2012: 230)

Figure 2: Authors’ adaptation of Dodge’s scale
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This idea of a balance point and zone of approximate equilibrium becomes useful when contextualising 
and understanding well-being spatially within South African cities. A neighbourhood’s well-being 
may be achieved by o!-setting spatial resources against spatial challenges; however, for most 
South Africans achieving the zone of well-being is di#cult due to challenges and lack of resources 
(CSIR Built Environment, 2018). Defining well-being in this way allows us to understand how spatial 
interventions may contribute to a neighbourhood reaching the zone of well-being, either by being a 
physical resource, or by mitigating challenges. 

For example, during the global COVID-19 pandemic, Médecins sans Frontiers rapidly transformed the 
Khayelitsha Thusong Service Centre, which had been built as a sports and service centre in 2010, into 
a field hospital where local community members infected with the virus could self-isolate safety. The 
centre acts as a resource in an area where social distancing and self-isolation are major challenges 
and, in so doing, moves the neighbourhood into the zone of well-being (Christianson, 2020). 

Well-being at neighbourhood scale

The notion of well-being as relevant to space 
and inequality requires moving beyond 
the well-being of the individual to that of 
entire communities. Cities are made up of 
neighbourhoods, which are the smallest 
possible unit of a city, and so addressing 
well-being (and improving liveability) at the 
neighbourhood scale can a!ect well-being at 
a city-wide scale. 

Measuring well-being for a particular 
community or neighbourhood cannot be 
done by simply extrapolating or aggregating 
individual measures of well-being because, 
as discussed, many individual well-being 
indicators measure qualities that are 
not relevant spatially. In addition, simply 
extrapolating from individual measures does 
not contribute constructively to the work of 
development practitioners who seek to move 
beyond individual housing delivery to broader 
development. 

Since 1994, South Africa has experienced rapid 
housing delivery and continued spatial inequality. 
Most South Africans live in poorly resourced 
neighbourhoods on the urban periphery, either 
in townships or informal settlements — one out 
of five South Africans lives in informal conditions 
(Bennet, 2018). Townships are characterised by 
neighbourhoods containing row upon row of single-
storey residential houses from where residents 
must travel long distances to access economic 
opportunities. Residents of both townships and 
informal settlements face individual challenges, 

which are reinforced by spatial challenges. 
Spatial challenges include an undefined urban 
hierarchy due to the homogenous residential 
zoning, long distances from public facilities and 
economic opportunities, and a lack of social 
amenities. As a result, these neighbourhoods 
often fall outside the zone of well-being. Where 
resources necessary to elevate a neighbourhood 
to the zone of well-being are present, they are not 
necessarily accessible, relevant, well-managed or 
adequately funded to be able to counterbalance 
the numerous neighbourhood challenges.

Figure 3: The neighbourhood scale
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Figure 4: How resources are applied to meet challenges

Community centres 

The community centre is a resource found in many South African neighbourhoods. In the late 1970s, 
community centres emerged as skills development and training centres, either through outreach 
programmes across racial barriers to the disadvantaged townships (e.g. the Alex-Sandton partnership 
) or through Black Community Programmes.  These centres o!ered craft and other skills related to 
employability, including computer literacy and professional writing. Post-1994, community centres 
evolved into public facilities with supporting programmes, such as trade and civic projects, largely in 
the form of multi-purpose community centres. 

Some spaces that act as community centres are museums, cultural centres or spaces of commemoration. 
Local communities have criticised many of these centres for being inappropriate, not useful and 
irrelevant, and in some cases have sought to dismantle them. For example, community members 
closed down the Red Location Museum (New Brighton, Nelson Mandela Bay), in protest against the 
government building “a house for the dead” instead of houses for the homeless (Smith, 2016: 155). 
Indeed, community facilities are often the subject of protest actions by communities dissatisfied with 
service delivery — for example, the arson attack on a community hall in Joe Slovo informal settlement 
in Cape Town.  

In 2012, the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) published guidelines for providing 
social facilities in di!erent settlements, as a planning tool for government. The guidelines define a 
community hall as a (CSIR, 2012: 78):

Centre or hall for holding public meetings, training, entertainment and other functions and 
having a variety of facilities such as a kitchen, toilets, storage space, etc. which should be 
provided at nominal rates for hire, with rentals tied to socio-economic status of the area to 
provide a!ordable service.

The guidelines illustrate how a community hall or centre is often a state-driven, technocratic response 
to transforming residential neighbourhoods into ‘human settlements’, by providing a multi-purpose 
building. The term community frequently refers to any group of people who occupy a geographic 
region, assuming that proximity determines similarity or shared ideals. This leads to the development 
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of faceless community centres with open, unprogrammed spaces designed to accommodate many 
activities. Such an approach deals with “a homogenous technical challenge for a homogenous social 
demographic of people”, and “is damaging and criminally myopic in its lack of imagination, creativity 
or recognition of the situation”. (Bennett, 2018: 1). 

Grassroots youth activists and early career researchers investigated the nature of community centres 
in South Africa, through a comparative study in Johannesburg (1to1, 2019). Hosted by 1to1,  the 
‘No Such Thing as a Community Centre’ project postulated that there is no singular definition or 
understanding of a community centre and rejected the widely accepted definition of ‘community’ as a 
group of people living in the same vicinity. A new, collective definition of community, and by extension 
community centre, emerged from the project:  

A community is a group of people who share interests/aspirations and are engaged in action 
related to those mutual interests/aspirations. A community centre is thus a place where the 
capacity for this collective action is supported or capacity therefore is built. 

The definition points to the fact that community spaces can be viewed in di!erent ways. It deliberately 
opens up the understanding of a community centre as independent of a specific typology of spatial 
intervention, suggesting that future community interventions need not be physical interventions with 
overly formal governance. 

When considering neighbourhood resources that work toward counterbalancing spatial challenges, 
several terms are used interchangeably with nuanced di!erences — ‘community centre’ and 
‘community hall’ suggest very distinct ideas in urban discourse, whereas ‘social facilities’ and ‘public 
amenities’ bring up other ideas. Therefore, for the purpose of clarity, the paper will use the term 
‘community facility’ to refer to the typology of spatial interventions intended to support the livelihoods 
of their communities.
 
Community facilities as resources

The aim of South Africa’s National Development Plan (NDP) is “to eliminate poverty and reduce 
inequality for its citizens by 2030” (NPC, 2011: 24) and includes “public infrastructure investment at 10 
percent of gross domestic product” (ibid: 34). Investing in “the best quality public infrastructure for the 
poorest and most neglected in the city” is the most e!ective contribution that government can make 
to ensuring the right to the city for all (Pieterse & Van Donk, 2014: 159). Such public investment can 
improve informal settlements and the quality of life of individuals while (in theory) allowing citizens 
to participate in the city. To bring a neighbourhood into the zone of well-being, community facilities 
need to be able to serve the area as a spatial resource, countering the challenges that destabilise 
the balance. 

Despite government’s intentions to provide 
accessible, practical, and functional community 
facilities (COGTA, 2016; CSIR, 2019; NPC, 2012), 
the typical response is to provide a generic 
community facility that is expected to o!er equal, 
fair support to every member of a neighbourhood 
without considering the local social dynamics 
or variety of needs. A facility may be intended 

as a resource but, if it is unable to change in 
response to the changing needs of users, it 
risks becoming redundant and no longer able 
to counter challenges or contribute toward well-
being. Therefore, to be considered a resource 
that could actively contribute to balancing well-
being, a community facility needs to be a flexible 
space that can be adapted by citizens. 
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Slovo Hall: A resource for neighbourhood well-being

Slovo Park is an informal settlement located near Eldorado Park and Nancefield on the western 
periphery of Johannesburg and has been in existence since the early 1990s. Its leadership forum, the 
Slovo Park Community Development Forum (SPCDF) is well-established and has been fighting for the 
upgrading of Slovo Park and for housing delivery for many years. The battle ended in court in 2017 
and has led to progress in the plans to upgrade the settlement in-situ (SERI, 2012). 

In 2011, a 1994 voting station was converted into a formal community centre, through a collaborative 
design/build project between architecture students from the University of Pretoria and the Slovo Park 
community. Materials for the hall were sourced through donations. The project was developed in 
phases, as an engagement between 1to1 – Agency of Engagement and the SPCDF. The project was 
deemed a success and met with positive buy-in from the community. Its success can be attributed 
to the project being conceived by the SPCDF and only requiring the catalytic e!ect of a student 
engagement project to ensure its implementation.

The Slovo Park community continues to use the hall for a host of activities, including leadership 
meetings, choir groups, cultural activities and the provision of health services (from a mobile clinic 
in the space). The SPCDF is responsible for the access and control over the hall’s use but has 
recently passed this responsibility to the Slovo Park Youth Forum, which has renovated the space 
and transformed it into an afterschool youth centre. The hall is located along a main circulation route 
through the settlement, making it a part of the daily social life of the settlement. It is a place for casual 
meetings and exchange of news, and a place where meetings are visible, allowing for transparency 
among residents. Spatially, it is a resource for the settlement, serving many roles and hosting many 
activities. 

What began as a public facility for a once-o! event has been adapted to a gathering space for the 
community where plans for asserting their rights to formal housing have been discussed. It further 
became a space where several long-term support partnerships were formed and continues to be the 
venue for government engagements with the residents of Slovo Park. It is where information sessions 
and public meetings have taken place, and in 2018 was the venue for the o#cial electrification of 
the settlement.  This ability to provide a place for communal capacitation in the face of challenges 
qualifies the hall as a resource for well-being.
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Resource Provision: From Structure to 
Infrastructure
Provision of facilities: User as client

In the 1990s/early 2000s, NPM policies were introduced in South Africa. Although seen as outdated 
by some, the NPM continues to guide the work of both national and local governments in South 
Africa, despite heavy criticism for overconfidence and poor execution of the NPM ideals (Cameron, 
2009; Naidoo, 2015). 

The NPM’s core characteristic is the notion of citizens as clients, which contrasts with the traditional 
understanding of citizens as beneficiaries of the state (Cornwall & Gaventa, 2001). The NPM speaks 
about participation and consultation, which features in the White Paper on the Transformation of the 
Public Service (RSA, 1995), as being crucial to how public services are conceived, implemented and 
managed. However, this type of relationship causes problems if government does not deliver on its 
obligations to provide for its clients:

 »  Government and citizens may find themselves in opposition to one another, rather than in 
partnership with a mutual interest in development.

 »  The polarity may create apathy in both parties, with neither having faith in the other’s willingness 
to cooperate.

 »  The promise of service delivery may become a bargaining chip that is exchanged for votes 
during elections but o!ers little certainty of accountability. 

Although government is divided into various departments and di!erent spheres, it is often seen as 
a homogeneous entity, which leads to a department or sphere being held to account for issues that 
another department or sphere should be addressing. This may manifest in service delivery protests 
and demands for housing, services, education, etc. at any public interface. It highlights the importance 
of government hearing the needs and concerns of clients during all engagements, to avoid providing 
superficial solutions to systemic issues.

Photo by Rachel Martin on Unsplash
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Participation in practice: User as agent

In the ‘Ladder of Citizen Participation’, each rung 
of the ladder represents an increasing degree of 
citizen participation (Arnstein, 1969). Processes 
that may appear to be participative often are 
found on the lower rungs of the ladder and 
described as ‘non-participation’ because their 
aim is for those in power “to ‘educate’ or ‘cure’ the 
participants” (ibid: 217). This is not an uncommon 
attitude among development practitioners and 
government o#cials who assert that they are 
‘helping the community’ to develop.

The highest order of citizen participation is 
‘citizen control’, which acknowledges that no-
one has absolute control but that citizens are the 
first line of agency in decisions and institutions. 
The public has power over the channels through 
which decisions are made about how the city 
might be changed, even though the public may 
not have the direct ability (or mandate) to change 
the city (Arnstein, 1969). 

Participation is a fine interplay of power and 
agency, and is primarily about having the power 
to change processes and systems (ibid). Spatially, it alludes to the “right to the city”, which “is far more 
than the individual liberty to access urban resources: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the 
city” (Harvey, 2008: 270). Having a democratic right to the city means citizens are able to participate 
in how the city is made and managed — “the freedom to make and remake our cities and ourselves” 
(ibid). 

Figure 6: Arnstein’s ladder of citizen 
participation — Source: Arnstein (1969)

Figure 7: Spectrum of citizen participation 
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A limitation of Arnstein’s ladder is that it assumes 
only eight defined degrees of citizen participation, 
even though the eight rungs may increase to 150 
rungs in some situations, suggesting multiple in-
between stages (Arnstein, 1969). This is the same 
as assuming that government is a homogenous 
entity and that all communities are identical. 

Di!erent configurations of governance and 
social demography create di!erent relationships 
of power and agency, while the relationships 
themselves also change over time, suggesting 
that the position of a certain community may 
change. 

Therefore, instead of viewing citizen participation as a ladder, with separate, defined rungs for 
di!erent types of participation, citizen participation can be viewed as a ‘spectrum’, or a scale along 
which control and/or agency may slide over time. Movement along the scale would result from an 
increased or decreased need for external input or control and depend on the degree of agency that 
government requires to best execute its role of providing the best likelihood of well-being for its 
citizens. 

Citizen participation occurs through an interplay of varying degrees of agency over time. The right to 
the city is about the agency of citizens to alter their environments to better meet their needs (Harvey, 
2008). It is about communities converting the fabric of the city and neighbourhoods into resources 
needed to meet their challenges in order to begin to occupy the zone of well-being. 

Fixedness vs flexibility: From community structures to infrastructure

In certain instances, community facilities are referred to as infrastructure (NPC, 2011; CSIR, 2012), but 
for the purpose of this paper, it is important to distinguish between structures and infrastructure. 

 »  Structures refer to interventions that follow a firmly defined form, either in spatial configuration, 
articulation or relationship to their context. Government or private entities provide social 
facilities as resources in neighbourhoods, to produce places from where community activities 
can take place (Daniels et al., 2016).

 »  Infrastructure is the loosening of the structure and not a formally defined resource, but it is 
a framework from or within which community activities can take place. Infrastructure refers 
to providing the in-between elements within which structure may also be provided. It implies 
providing a network rather than the usual siloed community facilities that make amplifying the 
impact of what is provided more di#cult to achieve. 

The public structure approach is a spatial development tool 
that planning departments use to improve spatial quality in 
new neighbourhoods. The intention is to provide a high order 
of spatial structure to settlements and neighbourhoods, 
thereby achieving the greatest public benefit in the long 
term (Daniels et al., 2016). The emphasis is on investing 
in public structures that improve the liveability of human 
settlements, through designing and implementing elements 
such as connections (roads, pedestrian walkways and cycle 
paths), public spaces, public facilities and public utilities (ibid). 
Typically, government delivers all elements aimed at serving 
collective needs. 

Figure 8: Spatial intervention as structure
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The use of large, physical public interventions for spatial structuring has resulted in the design and 
construction of community facilities within townships and informal settlements that both serve the 
surrounding residents and contribute to the urban spatial hierarchy. Furthermore, although public 
participation occurs, in the form of information sessions and public meetings, the facilities are operated 
and managed by external (governmental) bodies and do not allow for user agency over utilisation, 
management, or adaptation. Such facilities fall within the “degrees of tokenism” of Arnstein’s ladder 
(Figure 6). 

In contrast, infrastructure looks beyond the physical building to include other components that are 
necessary for public facilities to become resources for well-being. These components go beyond the 
tangible and allude to the complex relationship between several factors.

The ‘No Such Thing as a Community Centre’ project identified aspects that influence the ability of 
social facilities to build community capacity, and found that consultation and co-production, ownership 
and management may change over time (1to1, 2019). The physical manifestation of a community 
facility is not always the most important factor in determining its long-term success or its ability to 
act as a resource for well-being. Therefore, shifting the focus from providing structures to providing 
infrastructure, as a looser and less defined resource, allows for the necessary structural elements to 
be implemented within neighbourhoods, but in a way that elicits the latent active citizenship that lies 
within self-organised grassroots groups. 

Providing infrastructure through physical urban-scale interventions or a management framework, 
where government surrenders agency to organised grassroots initiatives, allows for the community 
and users to decide on the structure. Interventions where community members are able to conceive, 
adapt and manage facilities themselves fall into the ‘citizen power’ end of the spectrum.  

Infrastructure vs structure: A matter of agency

In some cases, distinguishing whether an intervention is structural or infrastructural may be di#cult. 
The spectrum of citizen participation can be used to analyse interventions. An intervention is 
infrastructural if the levels of participation can be classified as varying degrees of citizen power; it is 
structural if participation falls within the ‘non-participation’ and ‘tokenism’ zones. 

Despite government’s adoption of NPM theories, where citizens are ‘clients’, public facilities are 
typically provided as a structure. For example, a multi-purpose community centre, which can take 
many forms and accommodate many services, is most often a facility provided by the state as part 

Figure 9: Spatial intervention as infrastructure
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of an overall development scheme. Although the facility hosts several community-based activities, 
community members are merely consumers of the centre and its amenities. These spaces can be used 
for activities organised by specific groups or individuals, but this use is usually subject to a financial or 
contractual arrangement. Apart from the obvious fixed and prescriptive spatial configuration of such 
spaces, the way in which they are managed and funded also leaves little room for appropriation or 

adaptation. 

The Slovo Hall case study illustrates how 
social facilities can act as resources for well-
being when residents have agency over both 
the use and management of the space. Slovo 
Hall might initially be classified as a structure 
but, based on the degree of agency that the 
community has over adapting and managing 
the space, it is actually an infrastructural 
intervention. 

Community facilities as structure are 
implemented at a specific time with low levels 
of real participation, despite the user being 
seen as the client. The resulting facility is 
based on a current needs analysis, so the 
function of the space becomes ‘stuck’ in a 
specific moment of time, with its usefulness 
to the surrounding community slowly eroding 
over time, as it and the community’s needs 
change. In contrast, community facilities as 
infrastructure engage the users, investigate 
their immediate needs and implement a 
flexible intervention that the community has 
agency to scale, adapt and alter over time. A 

Figure 10: Structure & infrastructure on the spectrum of citizen participation 
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facility that remains relevant and meets users’ needs will remain a spatial resource that assists the 
community to reach the zone of well-being.

It would be remiss to neglect the limits of agency, especially in the South African context of deep and 
pervasive structural inequality, which the NDP acknowledges (NPC, 2012). In many cases, people are 
so poor that they live a daily cycle of hand-to-mouth living, leaving little time, energy or capacity to 
participate as active agents for change. However, it is still possible to implement flexible infrastructure 
that allows for citizen appropriation and adaptation even when there are initially low levels of agency 
within a community.

Flexible Infrastructure and Well-Being
 
Flexible public infrastructure provision is a critical avenue through which the government can 
contribute to well-being. The following scenarios demonstrate how providing community facilities 
as flexible infrastructure, rather than as rigid structures, allows these facilities to be amplified into 
resources for neighbourhood well-being. 

Gillfillan Park redevelopment

In redeveloping Gillfillan Park, the Johannesburg Development Agency (JDA) reimagined an 
historic park in the inner city of Johannesburg. In existence since the 1880s, almost 40 years before 
Johannesburg was declared a city, Gillfillan Park was already a vibrant site of public life for the 
surrounding communities of Jeppestown, which may have contributed to the project’s success. The 
JDA’s brief mandated public participation processes and stipulated that a portion of the project budget 
be set aside to employ local labour for the ongoing maintenance of the park. 

In addition, the consultants who were appointed 
benefitted from prior community engagement 
undertaken by a private property developer in the 
area, which enabled them to engage with existing 
park users. While the success of this engagement 
is di#cult to quantify, the true measure of the 
park’s success lies in its active and varied use, 
an indicator of good public space. By designing 

relatively loose spatial interventions, the park 
plays host to several community activities. In 
essence, it is the site for multiple community 
facilities that occupy di!erent parts of the space 
at di!erent times; for example, the park is used 
for religious gatherings, sports clubs and political 
rallies.

Gilfillan Park is an example of providing community spaces in a less prescriptive manner, with agency 
lying in the hands of the user. The infrastructure is not necessarily a community facility in and of itself 
but becomes a place where communities may establish spaces of community, however temporary 
their appropriation . It demonstrates that consultation and successful engagement can produce an 
active, well-used space. Community facilities that take the form of well-designed, generalised public 
spaces can be transformed into resources needed to address neighbourhood challenges, even if 
citizen participation does not rate highly on the spectrum during the conception phase.  

Our City Our Block

The JDA’s partnership programme, Our City Our Block, invites inner city stakeholders to submit 
proposals for projects aimed at improving or transforming the public space. The intention is to find 
projects that are rooted in their locale, thereby enabling the JDA to respond most e!ectively to the 
needs of specific communities. The call takes the form of a competition that encourages “diverse 
collaborative partnerships at a neighbourhood or precinct-scale level” and “capital projects in public 
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space, that would return sustainable socio-economic benefits to all inner city users”.  

JDA projects are typically infrastructural in the traditional sense of the word, such as transport 
infrastructure or public space upgrades. It is common practice to include social facilitation and 
participatory planning processes in the project funding streams, but this consultation tends to take 
place after the final product has been determined because of the way in which projects are executed. 
This means that residents are not asked what their neighbourhood needs but rather if they are 
happy with whatever the JDA has deemed necessary for the area. While this does not negate the 
research and feasibility studies undertaken before developing the project brief, in such cases citizen 
participation falls within the zone of ‘tokenism’ (informing and consulting). 

Facilities need to consider the existing socio-economic dynamics, which may take years to research. 
Citizen power means involving the a!ected community in the conception and long-term operations 
and management of the facilities that they will be using. When residents of a neighbourhood are 
involved in identifying their challenges, more appropriate responses and resources to face those 
challenges may emerge. However, this is often impossible when the state provides resources within 
the siloed nature of government. 

What makes Our City Our Block unique is that it calls for a user-generated brief and favours submissions 
from existing established organisations with implementation as public-private partnerships. The 
programme relies heavily on existing social structures, from which it hopes to invest in small projects 
to bolster the capacity-building of such organisations. 

Kliptown Youth Programme

In 2007, a group of young adults started the Kliptown Youth Programme (KYP), a non-profit organisation 
that seeks to address and combat the many challenges facing the youth in the area. It began as a 
theatre production group for performing arts, gumboot dancing and sport, but the group soon saw 
the need to address social concerns in the community and expanded the programme to include 
assisting learners with homework after school. 

The KYP contributes to the holistic development of about 500 youth, through a host of programmes 
including educational support, computer literacy, food programmes, performing arts, sports and 
psychosocial services. The space KYP occupies was part of a former convent from the 1950s.

Although the KYP began as a local initiative, it 
gained international attention, which led to the 
KYP being externally managed by an international 
team for several years. Today, a board of directors 
(many external) support the KYP, which is funded 
through various streams, some international. 
However, the daily operations are managed 
locally, and all sta! on site are residents from the 
surrounding area. The ability of the management 
structure to change so dramatically over time 

allowed the KYP to become what it is today. 
During the international management’s term, 
civil participation was at the lower end of the 
spectrum, but in time agency over the programme 
shifted once more towards the community. The 
initial international input and control built up 
the community’s capacity, so that as control 
shifted back to the community, the management 
responsibilities could be met locally. 

This gradual shift in governance of community facilities need not be from external parties to the 
community but could occur even within the community. One such example is Slovo Hall, where the 
SPCDF passed custodianship to the Youth Forum, which resulted in the hall being converted into an 
informal afterschool centre for residents of Slovo Park. 
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“ Cities are more than the sum 
of their infrastructure. They 
transcend brick and mortar, 
concrete and steel. They are 
the vessel into which human 
knowledge is poured

— Rick Yancey

Photo by Brandon Bean on Unsplash
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The Need for Alternative Finance Mechanisms  
Alternative financing is needed to provide community resources that are more flexible in terms of 
space and governance mechanisms. What often restricts investments in flexible infrastructure are 
the traditional funding mechanisms, which include development finance for physical projects and 
investments in neighbourhood programmes and initiatives with fewer restrictions on how the funds 
may be used. Allowing organisations to manage their own finances and decide internally how funds 
are allocated may build internal capacity. Investing in existing community capacities is as important 
for alleviating poverty in African cities as investing in physical projects and programmes (Bradlow, 
2015). Some alternative avenues for funding that could allow the flexibility required for infrastructure 
to act as resources for well-being are described below. 

The aid model 

Foreign aid has traditionally supported and continues to support many local community development 
organisations, but the success of funded projects is often determined by the lifespan of grants 
or the sustainability of the investments. One way in which these limitations may be overcome is 
demonstrated by the German Catholic Bishops’ Organisation for Development Cooperation 
(MISEREOR), an organisation that supports hundreds of development initiatives globally. MISEREOR 
prioritises projects that enable existing self-help initiatives. Projects must be a#liated with support 
organisations which receive the funding and are responsible for meeting strict outcomes and financial 
reporting. This approach also encourages the organisations that are receiving support to collaborate 
and combine their e!orts at grassroots level. 

The MISEREOR approach ensures sustainability 
and accountability of projects that are funded. The 
question is why South African communities should 
continue to look to foreign aid for investment in 
social infrastructure and community resources as 

support in their e!ort to reach well-being. Local 
government could adopt such a model to support 
communities, trusting them to know what their 
challenges are and to develop the necessary 
resources to address the challenges. 

Grassroots community model

The South African Slum Dwellers International Alliance (SASDIA) is an a#liate of the international 
slum dwellers organisation, which is a network of grassroots organisations mobilised around poverty 
alleviation and development for people living in slum conditions. The uTshani Fund supports the 
work of SASDIA and has initiated the Community Upgrading Financing Facility (CUFF), which funds 
small community-initiated projects for upgrading informal settlements.  The CUFF aims to provide 
financial resources for developing critical auxiliary infrastructure that extends beyond the home and 
is identified as necessary by the community to meet their challenges. Examples include community 
halls, early childhood development centres and even community gardens, post boxes and visible 
street names. 

CUFF is a model that could be integrated into government’s approach to financing more flexible, 
citizen-focused community resources. This method of funding demonstrates confidence that capital 
investment can be made into grassroots projects, and that existing community organisational 
structures can identify their own needs, implement the necessary infrastructure and manage the 
operations of such facilities. The crucial factor here is that the uTshani Fund vets projects carefully 
and administers funding where relationships already exist.
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The outcomes-based model 

Outcomes-based finance is a contract where the investor or funder pays for a service based on the 
success of that service. Instead of paying for inputs and activities upfront, the funder pays for the 
outputs and outcomes in arrears. This creates financial incentives, which may lead to behavioural 
changes. In the case of a state-provided facility, a portion of the funding could be used for the initial 
infrastructure, with further funding dispersed once certain milestones are reached. The power lies 
with the users, both to ensure the milestones are reached and to determine if the milestones are 
appropriate. 

Outcomes-based funding also enables data-driven decision making, which can lead to improved 
management over time. Such funding needs working capital that could be provided by a socially 
motivated investor, based on the social impact needs identified by the community organisation. This 
organisation would repay the capital with interest once the outcomes are achieved. 

The business development model

Community facilities can become self-sustaining entities through training organised community groups 
in simple business concepts. Enabling community groups to identify alternative revenue streams 
would allow the facilities to serve the community and generate an income to sustain operations. 
This strategy allows for even more flexibility as, with no funders or investors to report to or impose 
restrictions, the income could be used in whichever way the management deems necessary — at the 
furthest end of the spectrum of ‘citizen participation’. 

In such cases, all that is required is the initial capital investment that enables revenue generation. An 
example is Slovo Hall, which is now managed by the Youth Forum for various afterschool activities. 
A projector was recently donated, allowing the Youth Forum to host screenings of programmes for 
children and sports events on weekends for which a nominal entrance fee is charged. These proceeds 
are used to pay for the afterschool programmes. 

Risks associated with more flexible funding approaches

Financial contributions by the community are crucial to mitigate the risk of external funding, which 
is “associated with weaker internal accountabilities [that] lead to a weakened ability to address 
members’ needs” (Mitlin et al., 2018: 7). Therefore, flexible funding could become part of a trust 
that combines community-based savings and external funding (through government infrastructure 
funding streams or development grants). However, this excludes less mobilised or extremely poor 
communities, whose members do not always have the means to contribute to a mutually beneficial 
savings process.  

The development of a multi-purpose centre in 
Langrug, the Worcester Polytechnic Institute’s 
Cape Town Project o!ers a salient lesson in the 
importance of involving and communicating clearly 
with the community. A hybrid funding mechanism 
for the centre was developed, with a major part 
of the funding coming from the Community 
Organisation Resource Centre (CORC) and the 
Polytechnic Institute. It was dependent on the 
community’s contribution, as CUFF funding would 
cover the excess. The municipality had agreed 

to finance the centre’s long-term operations and 
management, but the community believed that 
the municipality would be paying for the entire 
project. This misunderstanding came to light only 
after the plans had been finalised, at project-
funding stage, when the community refused 
to contribute financially. As a result, the project 
stalled. 
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Conclusion
To live a life of well-being, individuals need to have resources that enable them to meet the challenges 
that they face. At a neighbourhood scale, this means that communities must have su#cient resources 
to counter their challenges. Well-being is a moving target and is best defined as a ‘zone’ because it 
may not be possible to achieve an equilibrium between challenges and resources. However, resources 
may counterbalance the challenges, thereby improving one’s position in the zone of well-being. 

In South Africa, spatial inequality is entrenched in the urban fabric, and housing delivery has proven 
incapable of addressing historic spatial inequalities. Government has recognised the importance of 
public facilities for creating sustainable and liveable neighbourhoods, but these facilities are often 
a technocratic response rather than a community-driven and -owned process. The attitude towards 
community facilities needs to shift, from providing one-size-fit-all community halls to providing flexible 
infrastructure. Community facilities need to be viewed as a form of infrastructure, a network of 
provision from which natural mobilisation emerges, where users can contribute and use as and when 
they need. Such facilities need to be flexible, adaptable resources to help citizens meet their daily 
challenges and approach a state of well-being.

Flexible community facilities also need flexible management of their space. This management may 
involve external support at times or be entirely in the hands of the users. What is important is to 
acknowledge the value of existing social networks and the inherent nature of grassroots mobilisation, 
which can be scaled up through a process of collaboration and partnership. 

At the same time, there is crucial need to think 
di!erently about how community facilities are 
supported financially, which is the make-or-break 
element of any grassroots-driven development 
initiative. Traditional funding mechanisms for 
infrastructure often produce inflexible amenities 
and are unhelpful and unsustainable. Government 

needs to invest in social infrastructure and in 
decentralised investments, and to show trust that 
its people know what they need and will do the 
right thing. It is time to think outside the traditional 
community hall box. In addition, development 
requires patience and meeting each other 
halfway — change cannot be instant. 

Flexibility and variability over time require community agency and appropriation of resources in order 
to face their challenges, which may themselves vary over time. It is the sustained ability of systems to 
withstand external impacts that determine their resilience. 

Photo by Aris Vrakas on soafricaadventures.blogspot.com
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TESTING COVID"19 
PRACTICES

Introduction

T he global economy is in a state of paralysis: businesses are closing, production has 
ground to a halt. In many developed countries, governments are dishing out generous 
aid packages to freelancers, business owners and companies in need, but this is not the 
case in most developing countries and emerging economies. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has a!ected the world disproportionately: rich countries are able to absorb and cushion 

the economic fallout from the crisis, whereas developing countries are staring into a dark abyss. 
Countries are torn between keeping their economies open, to preserve jobs, and implementing 
lockdowns, to preserve lives by restricting movement and preventing the spread of the coronavirus.  
For the UN, the areas of gravest concern are Africa, parts of Asia and Latin America, which lack the 
health care systems for the suppression of the virus and the social safety nets needed to deal with 
the socio-economic impacts of the virus. The UN’s Secretary-General has called on wealthier nations 
to assist developing countries, as “anything short of this commitment would lead to a pandemic of 
apocalyptic proportions” a!ecting the entire world.  For wealthier nations, looking out for the interests 
of developing countries also means looking after the markets for their goods. 

Within countries, the most vulnerable must be 
protected because estimates suggest that 1.6 
billion workers in the informal sector (or half the 
global workforce) could lose their livelihoods as 
a result of COVID-19 (ILO, 2020). In South Africa, 
the lockdown will have the greatest impact on 
daily wage workers, casual labourers and migrant 
workers because of restrictions on movement 
and a shutdown of industry. These workers face 
the prospect of being evicted by landlords if 
unable to pay their rent or being unable to a!ord 

basic utilities and food. Migrant workers may 
start returning on foot to their hometowns, as 
a result of public transport restrictions in terms 
of frequency and capacity. These workers are 
‘the forgotten agents’ — the security guards, 
homeless people, illegal residents, informal 
workers, labourers, baby-sitters, house-helpers, 
gardeners and others who work silently, enabling 
cities to function without a glitch — they are also 
people who have limited choices for where they 
live in cities. 

Among the ‘forgotten agents’ and across society, the pandemic a!ects women the most. Between 
March and April 2020, domestic violence cases reported in South Africa may have fallen by 69.4%, 
according to cases reported by police, shelters and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), which 
creates the impression that family and domestic violence were reduced. However, the figure is certainly 
an under-representation because of the lockdown, which prevented women who were confined with 
their abusers from finding the privacy to report abuse (Dartnall, 2020). Domestic violence is also 
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di#cult to research when the culture is one of distrust in the system and fear of stigmatisation (ibid). 
In West Africa, studies have found that “the risk of domestic violence has grown more dire with the 
spread of the pandemic” and economic abuse is increasing (Laouan, 2020: 16).

The World Health Organisation (WHO) has called for countries to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic 
primarily through a strategy of health responses, which has meant most responses have focused 
on emergency measures. However, there is also a need to think about medium- to long-term spatial 
interventions aimed at reconfiguring cities, to make them better able to deal with the current and 
future pandemics, in particular for those who are the most vulnerable. 

This paper explores the various best practices geared towards ‘the forgotten agents’ in di!erent 
countries and assesses the possibility for localising these practices in South Africa, taking into 
account possible barriers such as infrastructural and fiscal constraints. These best practices were 
tested against 30 participants who are predominantly ‘forgotten agents’, to obtain their perspectives 
on whether these global practices could be adopted within the South African context. Lessons were 
then drawn about how South Africa could become more resilient to current and future pandemics 
through spatial responses and transformational imperatives. 

Methodology
The methodology used is a combination of primary and secondary research. The primary research 
comprises a literature review of global practices for dealing with COVID-19 and internet research 
into arguments for and against the view of  density as an enemy of e!ective COVID-19 responses. 
The secondary research comprises a survey distributed online through networks via Google Forms, 
targeted towards people who are mostly ‘forgotten agents’. The 30 participants (all under 35 years 
old) were asked about the likelihood of institutionalising various global interventions, with the option 
of answering “likely”, “may/may not” and “unlikely” and were asked to give justifications for their 
answers. 

Health and Well-being
COVID-19 is one of the most pressing threats to health and well-being, both of which contribute to 
a person’s quality of life throughout every stage of development. Ensuring good health requires 
meeting basic needs, such as access to clean water, sanitation and nutritious foods along with decent 
health care, medicines and vaccines. Well-being is not simply the absence of disease but is a state 
of physical, mental and social well-being — good health and well-being encourage personal and 
societal development. Access to basic resources and positive social relationships lead to higher 
levels of well-being. 

A person’s well-being may a!ect many aspects of their lives, from the way they perform at work to the 
quality of their family interactions and social lives. People with a positive outlook on their lives may 
live more productively and contribute more to their families, friends and communities. 

Well-being has a spatial dimension. The following factors are contributors premature death or health 
outcomes (NRC & IOM, 2015): 

 » Behavioural Patterns (40% contribution)
 » Genetic Predisposition (30% contribution)



108 The Spatial Determinants of Wellbeing Paper Series - Testing COVID-19 Practices

 » Social Circumstances (15% contribution)
 » Healthcare (10% contribution) 

Out of these contributors, behavioral patterns and environmental exposure are factors that can be 
directly influenced by the way in which spaces are shaped. To maximise good health outcomes, four 
functions need to be designed into spaces: physical activity, healthy foods, contact with nature and 
positive social contact. These functions should not be reserved for spaces that only the privileged 
use but should be integrated into everyday life for everyone, translating at the neighbourhood scale 
into a compact, mixed-use, walkable neighbourhood with leafy streets and green parks. 

The ‘Forgotten Agents’ 
Two myths about the urban poor (‘forgotten agents’) shape formal planning and decision-making in 
cities, and need to be dispelled. 

 »  The in-migration of poor people into cities is a bad thing — in fact, the poor may have limited 
choices about living in cities, but cities would be unable to function without the muscle power 
of ‘forgotten agents’. 

 »  Technocrats know more than ‘forgotten agents’ — in fact, the poor do not need professionals 
to make choices on their behalf. 

Poverty a!ects a!ordability but not the aspirations of the poor whose ambitions are similar to those 
of the middle- and high-income sectors of society. COVID-19 is a global threat that does not discern 
between the rich and the poor (‘forgotten agents’), and yet the poor will no doubt be disproportionately 
a!ected by its impacts (Vilasanjuan, 2020). Previous pandemics have led to a widening gap between 
the rich and the poor, and COVID-19 will be no exception. Economists share the view that the pandemic 
will have a disproportionate impact on the semi-to-low-skilled labour force and further widen the 
inequality gap (Furceri et al., 2020). 

Some of the more notable milestones in South Africa’s response to COVID-19:

 » South Africa’s unique response to COVID-19 comprises eight over-lapping stages: 

  o  Preparation (establishing 
testing capacity)

  o  Primary prevention (includ-
ing closing borders)

  o Lockdown
  o    Surveillance and identifica-

tion of active cases

  o Hotspots
  o Medical care
  o Bereavement
  o Ongoing Vigilance. 

 »  The Minister of Finance has adopted an economic response, based on a Risk Adjusted Strategy 
for economic activity. The economy is gradually being opened up, based on the five levels or 
tiers of the lockdown, each allowing greater movement and more activities. 

 »  As a spatial intervention, the Ministry of Human Settlements, Water and Sanitation, announced 
a de-densification initiative aimed at preventing densely populated settlements from being 
overwhelmed by COVID-19. In April 2020, relocation plans for five informal settlements were 
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at an advanced stage. However, NGOs/CBOsh and local government actors have criticised 
these plans for being similar to resettlements/relocations of the past that risk residents having 
to forego their livelihood networks in areas where they have chosen to reside.

Figure 1: COVID-19 timeline in South Africa (December 2019 to August 2020)
Author’s own compilation
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Current Global Responses (Health and Spatial) 
to COVID-19
Some of the initial global responses related to ‘forgotten agents’ are summarised below (World Bank, 
2020).

Leveraging data

 » El Salvador is using a tracking system and a dashboard.
 » In Honduras, the government has set up a central online portal resource.

Financial and other support

 »  In Brazil, government will distribute $600 vouchers to all informal workers who do not receive 
resources from the country’s two flagship cash transfer programmes.

 »  In India, the state of Uttar Pradesh will provide compensation via online payments to vegetable 
vendors, construction workers, rickshaw pullers, autorickshaw drivers, and temporary retail 
sta! who lose their jobs due to the pandemic.

 »  In Panama, the government is exploring ideas for transferring money to those who do not have 
a bank account, including using an ID, e-purse, or online membership to open a bank account, 
and converting an ID into a debit card to provide economic assistance to buy groceries, etc.

 »  Ireland has rolled out a simple application form for unemployment support for a!ected workers.
 »  Pakistan is scaling up the Ehsaas (social safety nets) programme based on information already 

available in the National Registry.

In addition, governments are providing social protection to the vulnerable:

 » In Colombia, water services are being provided free of charge to vulnerable families.
 »  In India, West Bengal and Delhi have set up temporary shelters for poor migrants at schools 

and community centres.
 »  In the USA, Texas has announced a temporary halt to evictions, to prevent people losing their 

homes.
 »  In El Salvador, the government has granted COVID-19-positive people a three-month waiver of 

payment of utility bills.

Information flow

 »  In Sudan, the government has produced videos for social media explaining what the virus is 
and how to avoid infection. 

Children and scholars

 »  In India, the Kerala state government will deliver ingredients for midday meals to over 300 000 
children.
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 »  In Bolivia, the government introduced the Bono Familia programme that feeds children of low-
income families who would not otherwise have school breakfasts during this time of quarantine. 

 »  In the USA, New York has distributed hundreds of Wi-Fi internet access points to enable 
children to keep up with their education, while some schools (e.g. in Washington DC) remained 
open to provide meals to children.

Leveraging creative platforms

 » In Pakistan, the government is using culturally tailored videos to reach people of all ages.

Hygiene measures

 »  In Kenya, the Nairobi City Government (together with UNICEF) has set up handwashing stations 
in Mathare informal settlement.

 »  In Rwanda, portable sinks for handwashing are being distributed at bus stops, restaurants, 
banks and shops throughout the capital, Kigali.

 » The Czech Republic and Haiti are proposing masks for everyone.

Community-led initiatives

 » In Brazil, local communities have installed hand-washing stations at entrances to the favelas.
 » In Argentina, 24/7 telemedicine/e-health centres have been set up.

Likelihood of Localising these Interventions
Thirty South African respondents participated in our virtual survey. All participants were under 35 
years old and 70% of them were women. Their occupations include: unemployed, student, film editor, 
information consultant, hairdresser, farm worker, housekeeper, waitress, barber, cashier, movie theatre 
usher, dry-cleaning worker, bartender, beautician, teaching assistant, catering sta!, waiter, tutor and 
marketing consultant. 

All participants had a moderate to adequate understanding of COVID-19, and the unemployed 
participants indicated that COVID-19 had handicapped their abilities to move about freely.

The survey questions included examples based on the above global interventions, some of which have 
since been applied in South Africa. Participants were asked about the likelihood of the intervention 
being adopted in South Africa (“likely”, “may/may not” and “unlikely”) and to provide justifications for 
their answers. The results of the survey are included below.

Leveraging data
(1) Examples: QR-based tracking feature where users use a colour-based system to record their 
health status on their cell phones; supermarkets, public areas and apartment blocks require 
people to present the status of their health prior to using the space/premises. 
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Because South Africans have been compliant with the safety measures imposed by the government, 
so far.

Because the government has acted swiftly and, for the most part, South Africans have adhered 
to the rules. If the government were to impose such a system, they would possibly adhere to it. 
However, the system does invade one’s right to privacy and may increase stigmatisation and 
discrimination.

Because it is unrealistic. The majority of South Africans are poor without smart phones, electricity 
or internet access. Also, it is not a lucrative system for business owners, as they would have to turn 
away those without compliant health statuses on their phones/devices.

Figure 2: QR-based tracking system

Photo from Aljazeera
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(2) Examples:  Dashboard using government or other data to track COVID-19 cases (location, 
total number and recoveries); central online portal resources.

Because the government already reports such data. It is just a matter of updating current resources 
and ensuring that the technological ability in the whole country supports this intervention.

Because of a lack of trust in the government. Government will not follow through, and so nationwide 
implementation does not seem very feasible now. For most people, the invasion of privacy would 
be a problem, and personal information disclosed could end up in the wrong hands, leaving people 
vulnerable to threats. Many people do not have internet access, although the intervention could 
work if o"ine systems such as SMS could also give people access to information on the portal.

Figure 3: Dashboard tracking

Financial and other support

(1) Examples: Government support for low-income workers through a national registry created 
for vulnerable workers; leveraging mobile money and digital finance for payment transactions 
and cash transfers; delivering food parcels to vulnerable families; vouchers and cash transfers 
to provide a social safety net; waiver for utility bills payments (electricity and water) for a certain 
period for positive cases. 

Photo by Edward Jenner from Pexels
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Because the lockdown has the greatest impact on lower-income groups, especially those living 
and/or working in the informal sector. The government has already communicated that support 
will not only be given to positive cases and not all vulnerable groups. There is some skepticism 
that the intervention would be prone to rampant corruption.

Because some people prioritise saving the economy over saving lives, even though there is no 
economy without people. As a result, it might take a while to find a system that will stabilise 
the economy while keeping the workforce healthy. Some are skeptical about households being 
given enough financial assistance because every vulnerable household needs the aid, but the 
government’s financial means are limited.

Figure 4 Financial support from government

(2) Examples: Financial support from middle-high income citizens; delivering food parcels to 
vulnerable families; vouchers and cash transfers to provide a social safety net; special donations 
to vulnerable families from those with income above a certain threshold.

Because the government cannot help the vulnerable alone but needs assistance from the middle-
high income citizens.

Because middle-high income citizens may not be sympathetic enough to donate. Some donors 
may need proof that their donations have reached the rightful beneficiaries, which would assure 
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other potential donors of the legitimacy of the process. Some donors should not be made to feel 
obliged to donate because that pressure might scare them away.

Because some people are hoarders and would not be willing to redistribute their wealth.

Figure 5: Charitable support from middle-high income citizens

Because education is important and e!ective. Such information would raise awareness and reduce 
stigmatisation and discrimination, as people become more knowledgeable. Misinformation, which 
causes fear and panic, would also be stopped.

Because the internet is still a luxury for most South Africans. Technology is a barrier for those 
in rural areas (terrible service), and so radio and TV must also be used to accommodate those 
without access to social media, which is limited to certain age groups.

Figure 6: Information flow

Information flow
Examples: Outreach; social media videos by health experts, including of those in the diaspora, 
explaining the disease and spreading awareness. 

Children and scholars
Examples: Wi-fi internet access points for families so children and scholars can keep up with 
their education; provision of meals for children in elementary schools

Photo from enca
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Because this would assist scholars, especially in rural and informal settlements, to transition from 
face-to-face to online learning. Those who rely on food from schools would still be able to eat while 
at home. Some argue that this intervention should have been the norm prior to the pandemic, as 
it is inclusive and pro-poor, assisting every child, regardless of social class.

Because not everybody is tech-savvy, especially in low-income households, and so even with 
internet access, some scholars may struggle to keep up with their education. Questions of how to 
identify and contact children about receiving meals and who oversees the process were raised. 
Some feel that the government is too preoccupied with ‘flattening the curve’ to do this, while 
others suggest that academic spaces may be the safer option for scholars from homes that are 
abusive and/or not conducive to e-learning.

Because there is inadequate infrastructure in the country to implement e-learning.

Figure 7: Education and nutrition for children

Leveraging creative platforms
Examples: Songs for awareness; culturally tailored videos to reach people of all ages; leveraging 
phone access and messaging to include messages about COVID-19. 
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Because South Africa is full of talented creatives who could make this possible and would benefit 
artists who may be struggling due to the lockdown and cancellation of concerts/gigs. The art 
could be screened on local TV and radio channels, which would be more enjoyable and easier 
to grasp than long, boring speeches, especially for children. It would spread awareness to all age 
groups and lighten the mood through these strange, tough times. The songs and videos could be 
in languages other than English. 

May not be possible for areas/households where access to the internet, devices and electricity is 
still an issue.

Figure 8: Songs of awareness, culturally tailored messages

Hygiene measures
Examples: Hand sanitisers for all; masks for all; portable hand-washing stations in public places 
(public transport hubs, restaurants, banks and shops, etc.).

Community-led initiatives
 Examples: Free shuttle services for health care providers; tele-medicine/e-health centres to 
reduce load on medical facilities.

Because there is no single, perfect health and safety strategy, and so government must explore 
all measures. People should only get what they need (not in bulk), to avoid selling and reselling of 
the items — having enough to go around will prevent people from panic buying. Government has 
already started implementing hygiene measures that are working. People will feel protected and 
taken care of by their government, encouraging patriotism.

Because it may not be possible in rural and/or informal settlements where sanitation was a serious 
problem prior to the pandemic –— more stringent interventions would be required, which would 
be more sustainable.

Because there is not enough financial support to provide the items for “all” South Africans.

Figure 9: Hygiene measures
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A summary of all the survey responses follows:

Because it is an incredible intervention from which healthcare practitioners would greatly 
benefit. Fewer people physically crowding in hospitals would allow the practitioners to focus on 
emergencies.

Because people’s movements will be reduced, and some people will still need to consult their 
doctors in person, e.g., maternity patients and those who are immunocompromised. It may not 
work because government services are always inconsistent.

Because there is no adequate infrastructure in South Africa for this.

Figure 10: Tele-medicine and e-health

Figure 11: Summary of responses about likelihood of localising the interventions
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Lessons for Design of Space
Historically, pandemics have tended to have a debilitating impact on societies, killing millions of 
people and reducing the generative force of cities. 

Figure 12: Death tolls of past pandemics (millions)

Past outbreaks can o!er some useful spatial design lessons for cities seeking to better quell the 
impacts of future pandemics. 

 »  Unmanaged dense urban living facilitates the spread of infectious diseases, such as malaria, 
tuberculosis, dengue and yellow fever (Africa).

 »  In heavily urbanised environments, a lack of urban infrastructure was an igniting factor in the 
spread and severity of tuberculosis (Democratic Republic of Congo) and cholera (Zimbabwe 
in 2009).

 »  In hyperconnected environments, importing disease to slums catalyses the spread and requires 
a mechanism to trigger emergency response, based on observations made in the peripheries 
to city core areas for Ebola pathogens (Kenema and Freetown in Sierra Leone, 2014).

 »  The cholera epidemic triggered the introduction of more modernised sanitation systems as 
part of service delivery.

 »  Urban planners reacted to the outbreak of Spanish Flu by changing the way in which cities 
were zoned and received updated infrastructure like ventilation and improved sanitation (Ott 
et al., 2007).

The biggest contributing factors to the rapid spread of pandemics such as COVID-19 are overcrowding, 
poor hygiene and inadequate infrastructure. Less populated public spaces and housing settlements 
would improve hygiene standards. The ‘forgotten agents’ who participated in the survey, o!ered some 
suggestions for reorganising spaces to be pandemic-proof, some of which have been implemented 
in South Africa.
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 »  Implement the recommended spacing measures in all institutions and places where gatherings 
are most likely to occur. 

 »  Create public spaces that meet the basic needs and purchasing power of the ‘forgotten agents’ 
within di!erent communities.

 »  Improve transport routes from communities (where ‘forgotten agents’ live) to these public 
spaces. 

 » Reconfigure public transport routes and reserve pickup points for essential workers.
 » Create technology hubs within di!erent communities to alleviate the technology barrier.
 » Provide food parcels and other products to assist the less fortunate, in times of need.
 » Continually spread information about the virus through billboards and social media platforms. 
 »  Place simple, visible, easy-to-understand signs/signage and instructions everywhere, and 

have government allocate people to public spaces in order to answer the public’s questions 
about anything COVID-19 related.

 » Educate homeless people who reside in these spaces about COVID-19.
 » Distribute free masks and sanitisers.
 » Continue to provide free housing for the homeless.
 » O!er incentives to those willing to volunteer to teach other members of their community.

In line with global best practices, South Africa’s response to COVID-19 has emphasised emergency 
interventions, including some of the above suggestions. For example, government has provided 
guidance on spacing measures during lockdown; government and ordinary citizens have provided 
support to the less fortunate during the lockdown; the Department of Health has provided simple and 
easy-to-understand information about the virus; and di!erent cities have implemented measures to 
assist the homeless during lockdown. In addition, some space interventions have been implemented, 
such as establishing portable water stations in congested areas of high risk, or proposing the de-
densification of informal settlements.

To de-densify or not? 

Overcrowding, inadequate housing/shelter and lack of clean water make it di#cult for residents in 
informal settlements to adhere to protocols and safety measures put in place to prevent and reduce 
exposure to the virus. As a response to COVID-19, South Africa’s Department of Housing, Water 
and Sanitation has embarked on de-densifying (also known as ‘decanting’ or resettlement) the most 
congested informal settlements.

Several NGOs and CSOs, including the Isandla 
Institute, Socio-Economic Rights Institute of 
South Africa and Ndifuna Ukwazi, opposed de-
densification, as the main strategy for dealing 
with COVID-19 in informal settlements. They 
argued that such an approach disrupts the lives 
and livelihoods of residents, as well as existing 
community networks and support systems, 
thereby further weakening the already stressed 
coping mechanisms of the marginalised. It risks 
deepening poverty and demolishing social 
solidarity. However, they also acknowledged 

that de-densification may be suitable in certain 
contexts, provided meaningful consultation with 
residents occurs, which is a complex process and 
takes time. De-densification is not a quick fix and 
does not guarantee that the spaces vacated will 
not re-densify, given the extremely high demand 
for such spaces. The CSOs put forward several 
possible long-term solutions to the overcrowding, 
including rethinking shelter options, such as 
allowing residents of informal settlements to build 
vertically, releasing well-located land, accelerating 
incremental in-situ informal settlement upgrading, 
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and building strong social cohesion and citizenry. 
 
The de-densification approach is based on the belief (shared by many) that density is the culprit behind 
the rapid spread of COVID-19 — density means closer contact and more interaction among residents, 
which make denser areas potential hotspots. However, a preliminary study of 913(US metropolitan 
counties by Hamidi et al. (2020) found that connectivity rather than density is what matters more 
in the spread of COVID-19. Areas that had tight socio-economic and commuting connections were 
the most vulnerable to the spread of COVID-19, as they were “more likely to exchange tourists and 
businesspeople with each other and with other parts of the world, thus increasing the risk of cross-
border infections” (ibid: 1). After controlling for metropolitan population, the study found density to be 
unrelated to the infection rate and negatively related to the mortality rate. 

These findings have important implications for planning in cities. Planners and local government 
need to tailor measures to their communities, to ensure more e!ective social distancing and mitigate 
adverse impacts on businesses, households and citizens. Thus, the planner’s role in addressing the 
pandemic is not necessarily through a change in paradigm, as there is little to no evidence that 
sprawling areas are more immune to the pandemic or experience lower death rates. It is all a matter 
of access to quality healthcare (ibid). 

Conclusion
Pandemics threaten and shape the way in which cities are designed. They provide new knowledge, 
new standards and new theories, and teach us to keep pace and adapt. Crises lead to major 
interventions and even beneficial shifts. During these terrible and tragic times, the slight silver lining 
of COVID-19 is that it o!ers a window of opportunity to rethink cities. Across the world, air quality in 
cities has increased dramatically as a result of the lockdowns (AGU, 2020). People are out walking 
in the streets, sitting on stoeps— during lockdown, cities are for people, not cars. The COVID-19 
pandemic has also shown that humanity is capable of great solidarity, which could herald positive 
changes for society. The ‘forgotten agents’ who participated in the survey were generally optimistic 
that South Africa could localise and scale up many of the global practices, some of which have already 
been adopted.

COVID-19 has been hugely disruptive (and disproportionately so for the ‘forgotten agents’) and more 
pandemics can be expected. Lessons from past pandemics, case studies, best practices and the 
surveys suggest that emergency responses are necessary in the short term, but must be followed by 
designing settlements that are pandemic-resilient and promote health and well-being, and ensuring 
that adequate public transport (including non-motorised transit systems) is available to transport 
‘forgotten agents’ who perform essential services. 

Redesigning and reorganising space in cities

Well-being has a spatial dimension, and so reorganising spaces to be pandemic-resilient means 
making provision for adequate space to enable emergency responses and to comply with hygiene 
and social distancing protocols in places where people gather. In planning and designing spaces, 
‘forgotten agents’ should be involved, as they will be disproportionately a!ected by pandemic shocks 
because of their limited means to cushion their impact and limited access to social safety nets. 

COVID-19 has highlighted poor urban land use in cities and the lingering e!ects of apartheid planning, 
exacerbated by post-apartheid planning decisions. What is needed is more stringent requirements 
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that safeguard the provision of amenities, such as urban parks, to provide safe emancipation from 
the ‘jail’ of a house during lockdowns, especially for women. Guidelines for public amenities need 
rethinking, to enable safe social distancing and increased physical activity. 

Contrary to popular beliefs, density is not at 
loggerheads with e!ective pandemic response. 
Research is showing that connectivity, not 
density, matters more in the spread of COVID-19, 
and that density makes delivering medical and 
emergency responses more e#cient. What is 
needed is to re-block and regularise spaces 
in order to alleviate access for emergency 
response; for example, widening of roads to make 

provision for emergency vehicles in congested 
settlements. In places where de-densification is 
necessary, it should be done in consultation with 
the community, taking care that it does not lead 
to displacement of people from their existing 
livelihoods and networks (thereby repeating the 
relocations, evictions and displacements of the 
past). 

Cities need to design spaces in ways that allow for new land uses and digital activities, as demand for 
centralised o#ce spaces decreases and remote working increases. For example, planning schemes 
need to be flexible enough to ensure that residential uses accommodate an assortment of land uses. 

Moving di!erently in cities

For decades, cars have been the king of the urban jungle, but COVID-19 has threatened their reign. 
It revealed how much space cities give to cars and how little space to people. Closing o! streets, 
widening sidewalks and creating more public spaces by repurposing surface parking lots can benefit 
the health and well-being of citizens. In Bogotà, the city is taking lanes away from cars and allocating 
them to cyclists and pedestrians, building on the city’s emergency response to COVID-19 that 
includes creating an 84-kilometre emergency cycle network to help essential workers move around.  
As the economy starts to open up in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis, cities should keep more streets 
open for people and cycles, not cars, and redistribute public space to prioritise pedestrians and non-
motorised transport. 

The pandemic has shown the importance of keeping essential services going, which means ensuring 
that the people who work in these services, many of whom are ‘forgotten agents’, are able to get to 
and from work. These people are working in hospitals saving lives; are creating, shipping and selling 
urgently needed supplies; and are keeping grocery stores open and functioning. Public transport 
needs to serve these people — the pandemic has highlighted that transit’s goal is not to compete 
for riders or to provide a social service to passengers, but is an essential service for lower-income 
workers who themselves provide essential services. 

Working di!erently in cities

Past pandemics taught city planners the importance of installing modern sanitation systems. The 
2020–21 pandemic has shown that electricity is essential to enable people to work remotely while 
isolating. Therefore, significant investment in the ICT space is needed, to facilitate e-learning, tele-
medicine supply and reporting. Confidential online systems for survivors to report incidents of 
domestic violence or fears of being attacked should be integrated into the ICT interventions. 

Planners and local governments have a significant role to play in adopting measures specifically 
tailored to communities, for more e!ective implementation of social distancing measures and 
to mitigate the adverse impacts on businesses, households and citizens. Compact cities should 
continue to be favoured over sprawling cities, as they bring environmental, transportation, health and 
economic benefits. During a pandemic, no-one can hide, no matter how high the gates or thickness of 
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walls. Therefore, upgrading, retrofitting and repurposing cities for pandemics need to be undertaken 
in a manner that promotes local resilience (especially for ‘forgotten agents’), self-su#ciency, urban 
regeneration, and good urban planning and design.
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06

FOOD SECURITY

Introduction

Spatial and Wellbeing Correlations

F ood and good nutrition are basic human needs and fundamental to wellbeing. The food 
system, which ultimately connects food and people, is rationalised by spatial factors and 
their geography.Food security is both an intriguing and elusive topic about which there 
has been a remarkable amount of research and debate in South Africa. Numerous 
working groups, academics, civil society organisations and agricultural activists have 

written research papers, policy briefs and food system analyses. However, this literary attention does 
not often translate into practical changes in the food system itself. Despite positive strides by certain 
food system actors, the systemic change required of a developmental state is lacking. 

In South Africa, food security does not have a neat “home” in any local governance structures and 
so su!ers from a paralysis of indecision, lack of political will, bureaucratic process and strategic 
uncertainty. There also appears to be a gap in understanding the spatial determinants of food security, 
and how these relate to broader societal wellbeing (Battersby et al., 2015b). 

This paper conceptually explores the spatial determinants of food security, demonstrating the link 
between food security, hunger, space and urban wellbeing. It then briefly documents the present and 
potential contributions of South African local government and discusses solutions and approaches 
through the lens of three case studies, in Johannesburg, Cape Town and eThekwini. The paper 
concludes with some practical recommendations for improving food security that will hopefully inspire 
local government to take action to enhance urban wellbeing.

Over the past few decades, it has become increasingly evident that the quality of people’s lives 
is significantly influenced by the condition of the physical environment in which they live. The 
environment influences their physical, mental, emotional and spiritual wellbeing (CSIR, 2018). As 
such, people’s overall quality of life is a combination of their environment and ability to combat the 
limitations of that environment.

Globally, cities or larger metros are the spatial environments in which most people now live – the 
world is for the most part an urban civilisation (Crush & Frayne, 2010). This is because residents 
can take advantage of the positive multiplier e!ect that diverse and concentrated activities a!ord in 



127The Spatial Determinants of Wellbeing Paper Series - Food Security

terms of access to urban services. As a result, city administrations need to pay special attention to 
the planning and design of cities, to enable sustainable livelihoods and wellbeing for their citizens. 

The geography of the food system

Food systems are embedded in the landscape (Pacione, 2009; Steel, 2008). People’s ability to derive 
nutrition and utility from food is determined by the spatial distribution of farms and agricultural inputs 
in relation to where people live, how they are able to move around, and where food is grown, sold, 
eaten and discarded. The geography of the food system influences food production, harvesting, 
storage, distribution, marketing, retail and consumption, and has spatial, economic, social, cultural 
and political dimensions (Battersby & Watson, 2019).

Food systems that drive cities are incredibly complex and a significant component of how well a city 
and its people are able to function. The availability, access and consumption of food typically define 
overall food security and urban wellbeing. One of the most basic needs is a secure food supply, 
which in urban areas is determined by both the appropriate type and location of infrastructure as well 
as investments in people and spaces.

Fundamentally, space determines the quality of 
life, peoples’ life chances and their wellbeing 
(NPC, 2012). In South Africa, with its historically 
distorted spatial legacy, the planning and layout 
of urban spaces often impede people’s quality 
of life. The e!ect is more pronounced in cities, 
where people continue to move to reap the 
urban dividend and the benefits of city living. City 
dwellers and urban wellbeing are unjustly a!ected 
by “land use patterns, transportation availability 
and quality, public open spaces, opportunities to 
partake in recreational activities, population and 
building density, ease of access to public goods 
and public amenities as well as the quality of 
services and the environment” (CSIR, 2018: 24).

All these factors have spatial dimensions and 
impact broadly on food security at a municipal, 
sub-city, and household level. These dimensions 
include the location and qualities of the di!erent 
city spaces, as well as – more importantly ) the 
way that these spaces are governed. Strategic 
policies, plans and urban frameworks, from 
national, provincial and local government, have 
a cascading e!ect on the overall governance of 
urban space (Haysom, 2015). Therefore, there is a 
direct correlation between the geography of the 
food system, urban wellbeing and how space in 
our cities is managed, accessed and invested in 
for the benefit of the broader public.   

Cities can manage spaces and make places to ensure that citizens “have a sense of belonging spatially, 
socio-culturally and economically” (SACN, 2016: 127). Transforming city spaces is vital for redressing 
the legacy of apartheid and “assisting those who remain spatially, socially and economically excluded” 
(CSIR, 2018: 19). Reducing these persistent inequalities and eliminating poverty are two of the main 
strategic goals of the National Development Plan (NPC, 2012). Improving food security forms a part 
of these goals, which both have stubborn spatial qualities and derivatives. Cities have to build their 
institutional capacity around social and spatial justice, which includes improving local food security.



128 The Spatial Determinants of Wellbeing Paper Series - Food Security

Food Systems Governance
South African food (in)security

Food security is a strategic priority in South Africa, and yet a majority of the population, particularly 
in urban centres, remain food insecure or vulnerable to food insecurity. There is a need for far more 
urgency in addressing food insecurity and the converging meta-crises of climate change, peak oil, 
water pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, urban systems failure, environmental degradation and 
the widespread desperation of poverty and malnutrition. Malnourishment, hunger and urban food 
insecurity are driven by larger food access and utilisation issues embedded in a “broken” food system 
and are symptoms of an enduring and unconscionable metabolic rift (Battersby & Marshak, 2013).

Food security policy is mainly defined through national and provincial departments, and the dominant 
approach to improving food security is that of a rural-centric, production-oriented support system 
with an agricultural bias (Haysom et al., 2020). The assumption is that food security challenges are 
experienced in rural areas and the problem is the loss of agricultural productivity. This bias towards 
the rural is clearly evident in the institutional placing of South African food security policy (Battersby, 
2012; Drimie & Ruysenaar, 2010). Such a narrow policy view continues to negate the wider context in 
which the entire food system operates and the broader spatial determinants that radically a!ect food 
security. 

Consequently, urban poverty largely fell o! the 
development agenda, and the rising urbanisation 
of poverty has become an increasingly 
visible phenomenon (Battersby et al., 2015b), 
compounded by an overt and unwarranted focus 
on food production and the promotion of urban 
agriculture (Webb, 2011; Battersby, 2012). This 
history, combined with the nutrition transition 
and increasing rates of urbanisation, demands 
that greater attention be paid to the lack of food 
security in cities and urban centres, as these are 
the sites of the greatest and most desperate need 
(Frayne et al., 2009; Battersby, 2011; Rudolph et 
al., 2012, Crush et al., 2018).

As rapid urbanisation pulls the balance of poverty 
into cities (Cohen & Garrett, 2009), it is imperative 
that interventions, strategic change and systemic 
overhaul shift to these hungry cities. 

Food security in South Africa also faces a 
larger institutional challenge. Food security has 
traditionally been housed in the Department 
of Agriculture, which has no local government 
equivalent, and so does not have a home at a 
municipal level where “urban food insecurity has 

[…] remained largely invisible” (Battersby, 2012: 
142). Food security requires localised governance 
and an integrated, multi-disciplinary approach 
(Haysom et al., 2020). However, di!erent 
departments within local government have failed 
to establish a platform for coordinated action 
at the local level and, subsequently, lack food 
system structures, reviews, plans and a senior 
o#ce bearer with full mandate and authority, as 
well as adequate funding (Battersby et al., 2015a). 

The concern is that despite 
the urgency of the issue, in 
the absence of a specific 
urban food mandate, other 
development challenges 
will always out-compete 
the food issue.
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Local government and the urban food system

The governance of urban food systems is influenced by the tangential activities of local government 
and fundamentally shapes the experience of food security and food systems even if this not explicitly 
recognised. “While historically local government has had no specific policy mandate to work towards 
food security, all municipalities are involved in the governing of the urban food system” (Battersby et 
al., 2015b: 58). This is illustrated through a brief review of the relevant policies and programmes in 
Johannesburg, Cape Town and eThekwini. 

Johannesburg

In the latest Integrated Development Plan (IDP) 
Review (2020/21), “poverty, inequality and 
food security” are grouped (COJ, 2020: 20). 
Two of the programmes aimed at alleviating 
poverty are the Expanded Social Package 
(ESP) and the Food Resilience Programme, 
which are delivered via the Human and Social 
Development Strategy (HSDS), informed by 
Outcome 1 of the GDS 2040: “Improved quality 
of life and development-driven resilience 
for all”. Despite a commitment to spatial 
transformation, proposed systemic changes 
in urban governance, and the recognition 
that “food security is critical to development 
and poverty alleviation” (COJ, 2020: 180), 
programmatic responses continue to be 
informed by the Food Security Strategy (DOA, 
2002). This Strategy’s focus is on supporting 
food gardens and increasing urban agricultural 
production and food banks for indigent and 
vulnerable households, which are necessary 
interventions but have limited impact on 
improving food security and changing food 
systems.     

CoJ Food Resilience Unit

Established in 2011, the CoJ’s Food Resilience Unit: Urban Agriculture Support programme is intended 
to address food resilience and food security in the city. It is currently coordinated under the Health 
and Social Development Cluster and overseen by the Department of Social Development. This 
institutional seating has determined the Unit’s priorities, which are around food charity, food banks 
and the delivery of food parcels. More recently, the Unit has expanded to contain four sub-units: a 
food bank, urban agriculture, agro-processing, as well as the establishment of organic farms, funded 
by the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP). The UNEP funding is for 20 new organic 
farms over three years and covers infrastructure (fencing and water), organic certification, market 
access and training for the farmers.

The Unit allocates extension o#cers to each of Johannesburg’s seven regions. The priority is to 
support urban agriculture, and two major agri-hubs have been developed: one in the north, in 
Alexandra (Region E), and one in the south, in Orange Farm (Region G), where the city owns vast 
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landholdings. This available land is intended to support emerging farmers who require space to 
commercialise/upscale their production, and significant infrastructure investments have been made 
in these agri-hubs (fencing, water security, i.e. boreholes, water storage tanks and irrigation systems, 
and growing tunnels of various sizes).

Cape Town

The 2021/2022 IDP Review recognises the 
link between food insecurity and health, 
noting that “[f]ood insecurity amongst the 
urban poor is a public health challenge driven 
by resource ine#ciency (e.g. food shortages 
as a result of drought) and insecurity, and has 
been linked to detrimental health outcomes” 
(CoCT, 2020: 16). The report states that the 
city should aim to transition from food aid as 
the primary means of supporting vulnerable 
households to a focus on food security, 
and acknowledges the importance of food 
access, saying “even when food is available 
in markets, it may not be accessible to poorer 
households” (ibid). It calls for “an urban food 
security systems analysis and strategy for 
Cape Town” to be done (CoCT, 2020: 24), 
although the City has already commissioned 
and approved a comprehensive 400-page 
study into the food system and food security 
in Cape Town (Battersby et al., 2014) – what is 
unclear is whether any of this study’s findings 
or recommendations were ever adopted.   

City of Cape Town Urban Agriculture 
Unit

The City of Cape Town is currently reviewing 
its Urban Agriculture Policy of 2007. The 
Urban Agriculture Unit, located within the 
Economic Development Department, is the 
main implementing agent of this policy which 
has the following objectives (CoCT, 2007: 1). 

 »  Create a common vision for urban 
agriculture in the City of Cape Town.

 »  Identify key enabling imperatives and 
strategic objectives to guide urban 
agricultural development.

 »  Clarify the role and responsibilities of 
stakeholders.

 »  Introduce consultative forums for 
stakeholder participation and consultation.

 »  Establish an institutional framework that 
can facilitate the development of urban 
agriculture.

 »  Determine an urban agricultural assistance 
program by the City.
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The Urban Agriculture Policy is translated into concrete actions through a Strategic Development Plan 
for the Promotion and Development of Urban Agriculture in the City of Cape Town (2013/14–2015/16), 
which has seven key focus areas:

1.  Awareness and advocacy for urban 
agriculture

2. Policy, legal and regulatory framework

3.  Research, knowledge and technology 
transfer

4.  Multi-stakeholder participation, 

communication and the urban agriculture 
network

5. Production and marketing – horticulture

6.  Production and marketing – urban 
livestock keeping

7. Youth engagement

The City of Cape Town also has a Food Gardens Policy in Support of Poverty Alleviation and Reduction 
(2013), which is designed to guide the Social Development and Early Childhood Directorate. The 
policy seeks to address food insecurity, through establishing sustainable food gardens, and to 
alleviate poverty, through food gardens at early childhood development centres (ECDs) “to provide 
nutritional meals” (CoCT 2013: 4). The main driver of food security programmes in the City of Cape 
Town is support for urban agriculture as a food security intervention.

eThekwini

The 2021/2022 eThekwini Municipality 
IDP Review includes a broad, systematic 
and comprehensive overview of its 
approach to food security (eThekwini 
Municipality, 2021: 261)266). It details 
the progress made in implementing the 
Farmer Eco-Enterprise Development 
(FEED) programme, which was set up “to 
transform the agricultural value chain in 
the eThekwini region” (ibid: 261). Its aim 
is to create opportunities for vulnerable 
groups, boost food security, improve 
market access, reduce dependency, 
increase agricultural land usage and 
provide more opportunities as production 
sites have become economically viable. 
Through the Agroecology Unit and 
Agroecology Programme, the municipality 
provides smallholder farmers and growers 
with technical support and mentorship, 
skills development and training, as well as 
supporting access to formal markets.

Agroecology Unit 

The eThekwini Municipality’s Agroecology 
Programme is part of the Community 
and Emergency Services Cluster, which 
promotes “appropriate and sustainable 
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approaches to the way in which agriculture in eThekwini is planned and implemented”. The 
programme’s vision is “food sovereignty” for all and the development of an urban agroecology sector 
that contributes to: 

 »  The health and well-being of eThekwini 
residents

 » Small-grower driven agriculture

 »  Local economies, skill development and 

rural regeneration

 » Environment sustainability, and

 »  The sustainable utilization of natural 
resources

The programme is aligned with the IDP’s focus on poverty and unemployment in its drive to support 
community farms, emerging farmer development and food security for vulnerable families to “create 
a safe, healthy and secure environment”. Agricultural support begins with a social focus (supporting 
institutional gardens, informal settlements and vulnerable households), moves to a socioeconomic 
focus and, ultimately, to a semi-commercial focus that includes community mini-farms, contract 
growing and niche projects. The programme starts with household producers (both indigent and 
subsistence farmers), scaling up to smallholder producers and then medium-scale and large-scale 
producers.

The Agroecology Unit has seven hubs distributed across the metropolitan area, “to facilitate the 
equitable distribution of resources and services taking into account catchments, road access and 
logistics, farmer association areas”.  These hubs di!er in their function and resourcing, and o!er a 
broad range of support to local smallholder farmers. 

$

Food Security Case Studies
As demonstrated, all three case study cities address food security to some extent in their policies 
and strategies, ranging from mentions in their IDPs and SDFs to comprehensive reviews of plans, 
programmes and integrated cross-sectoral activities (in eThekwini) and instrumental urban agriculture 
policies (in Cape Town). Cities also face similar characteristics and challenges. 

 »  Underfunded and under-resourced food 
security e!orts, and a lack of cross-
departmental collaboration to deal with 
the wider food system.

 »  A focus on increasing local agricultural 
production, food aid and food banks 
to support indigent and vulnerable 
households.

 »  Underused agri-resource centres, hubs 
and food empowerment zones, and 
wasted investments in infrastructure due 
to poor facility management and a lack of 
oversight and coordination. 

 »  Procurement issues due to the nature 
of the Municipal Financial Management 
Act, including under-skilled contractors, 

and bidders and service providers who 
lack technical knowledge, while internal 
budget oversight is also an obstacle.

 »  Training and support provided based on 
conventional farming methods, and lack 
of technical expertise to o!er support for 
low-cost, adaptable and environmentally 
sustainable farming methods. In this 
regard, eThekwini is the exception.

 »  The absence of a mentorship model, 
with experienced coordinators to ensure 
programmatic continuity within the 
municipal department should sta! leave.

 »  The lack of support to programme 
champions within the departments, and 
the lack of skills transfer or managerial 
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capacity, which may threaten investments 
and inputs.

 »  Specifically in Johannesburg, a major 
barrier to partnership is the lack of visibility 

of the Food Resilience Unit (FRU), which 
is almost impossible to find online or in 
person. 

Three case studies, from Johannesburg, Cape Town and Durban, demonstrate alternative approaches 
to food security, the challenges and opportunities for more programmatic intervention by the state.

 » Johannesburg: iZindaba Zokudla (IZ).

 » Cape Town: the Philippi Economic Development Initiative (PEDI).

 » eThekwini: Umgibe Farming Organics and Training Institute. 

Although these cases studies operate di!erently and take alternative approaches to food security, 
understanding their unique circumstances enables the potential cross-pollination of ideas. 

iZindaba Zokudla

iZindaba Zokudla (IZ) means “Conversations about the Food that we Eat together” in isiZulu and is 
“a multistakeholder engagement project that aims to create opportunities for urban agriculture in a 
sustainable food system in Johannesburg” (Malan, 2020: 29). Its ultimate aim is to create opportunities 
for emergent entrepreneurs in a sustainable food system in South Africa (ibid).

IZ draws together stakeholders “to create opportunities for urban agriculture and emerging and 
established entrepreneurs in a sustainable food system”,  through knowledge-sharing, training 
and developing local agricultural practices. Storytelling and visualisation are also used to envision 
a healthy food system through co-design. The network includes academics, students, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs, researchers, social movements, farmers and entrepreneurs who 
seek opportunities in urban agriculture and local food systems (Malan, 2020). 

Advocacy and engagement: IZ actively engages with government, the farmers, academic institutions 
and civil society groups to identify current policy issues and to encourage a better understanding of 
policy for farmers at a grassroots level. This engagement through participatory workshops enabled 
high-level politicians and farmers to meet and discuss issues face-to-face. IZ also facilitated the 
registration of the Region D Farmers’ Forum, a non-profit organisation formed by a collective of 32 
farming sites and 300 dependents in Soweto. Through participatory research, IZ builds the capacity of 
farmers’ organisations in Johannesburg and engages with food enterprises in the city. This approach 
encourages and facilitates discussions between its members, the University of Johannesburg and 
Wits University, the Gauteng Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, the CoJ’s Food 
Resilience Unit (FRU) and the Region D Farmers’ Forum in Soweto, assisted by various NGOs. 

Applied research: In 2013, a series of multi-stakeholder workshops were held to identify the issues 
facing farmers, i.e. land tenure, training, marketing and technology. IZ co-designs technology with 
farmers to improve agricultural practices, sustainably increase productivity and expand access to 
consumers. Fresh produce is sold through the Soweto Imvelo Market, another intervention co-
designed with the farmers, which ultimately leads to increased consumption of locally produced food 
and provides opportunities for local entrepreneurs. The development of appropriate technology 
provides the opportunity for sustainable intensification and potential increased profit for farmers. This 
in turn demonstrates urban agriculture’s feasibility for employment in the broader community and for 
entrepreneurial opportunities in both farming and the manufacture of equipment.



135The Spatial Determinants of Wellbeing Paper Series - Food Security

Skills development: IZ has three training and skills development components: a farmer’s school; an 
online knowledge portal, which provides and shares local, contextually relevant farming knowledge; 
and on-the-ground service learning, which takes education out of the lab, enabling students in 
industrial design, graphic design, multimedia and development studies to be actively involved on the 
ground. 

Although mostly focused on urban farming in Soweto, IZ has expanded to the Inner City of 
Johannesburg and the broader Gauteng City Region because food security and unemployment are 
widespread issues. 

Philippi Economic Development Initiative 

The Philippi Economic Development Initiative (PEDI) is an NGO based in the Philippi Horticultural 
Area (PHA) in the southeast of the Cape Town metropolitan area. It was established in 1998 by “the 
City of Cape Town in partnership with the Western Cape Provincial Government, businesses and the 
community”, with the aim of promoting “economic growth and development in the Philippi Industrial 
area”.  

PEDI seeks to drive dialogue between all parts of the community, create partnerships and formulate 
strategies aimed at accelerating economic growth. It focuses on four catalytic growth areas: agriculture, 
waste recycling, transport, and industry.

Partnerships: In terms of food security, PEDI’s mandate is to support the development of farmers 
in Cape Town and specifically in the PHA, through training and enabling a more inclusive local food 
value chain. In partnership with the City of Cape Town, PEDI is mandated to support 2500 farmers 
in the PHA, to facilitate access to markets, and act as an aggregation point and centre of excellence 
that finds innovative ways to increase job creation through urban agriculture. In partnership with a 
wide range of stakeholders (the Western Cape Department of Agriculture, City of Cape Town, Rotary 
Club of Kirstenbosch, Dhladhla Foundation, Philippi Market Operating Company, Pick ‘n Pay and the 
Industrial Development Corporation), PEDI displays a viable proof of concept around the e#cient and 
best practice use of public infrastructure. 

Agriculture: Agriculture provides the basis for local economic development. PEDI has established 
an Urban Agriculture Academy, which showcases an alternative to conventional farming that could 
be economically transformative for an area beset by poverty and unemployment. The ecological 
production methods are showing great success in the sandy soils. Recognising that agriculture and 
agro-processing can be a key driver for economic growth, a partnership between PEDI and Business 
Activator is “being developed for the incubation, training and development of new business owners 
who can become the beneficiaries of the PEDI academy and for informal traders” , encouraging future 
emerging farmers to become productive entrepreneurs.
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Waste recycling: A synergistic farming system has been developed in partnership with Waste to 
Food, on land adjacent to the Philippi Fresh Produce Market. Combined with Waste to Food’s organic 
waste processing project, high quality compost is produced from a large-scale vermiculture system 
that supports the Academy. 

PEDI’s agriculture programme is an example of NGO-driven local action that benefits from an enabling 
relationship with the state. Its approach to farmer-centred value chain development, and successful 
partnerships with local and provincial government, among other stakeholders, have allowed it to 
expand its service o!ering and secure the value of the remarkable resource that is the PHA – the 
Philippi Horticultural Area.  

Umgibe

Umgibe Farming Organics and Training Institute works with emerging and rural farmers across 
159 cooperatives, totalling 2897 members. The business has been self-funded from inception by a 
businesswoman, Nonhlanhla Joye, who has developed the resources, unique service o!ering and 
technical team that supports a vast network of smallholder farmers. Umgibe was previously based in 
Cato Manor in the eThekwini Municipality and has opened a new production site in Wartburg, a small 
town 27km north-east of Pietermaritzburg. Their seedling nursery operation is based in Chesterville 
in the eThekwini Metropolitan municipality and supports an extensive co-operative network across 
urban and rural KwaZulu-Natal. 

Agri-preneurs: Umgibe’s model focuses on 
training and mobilising “agri-preneurs” who 
graduate through an accredited training and 
mentorship programme comprising 30% theory 
and 70% practical training. The business is 
an AgriSETA accredited training provider for 
11 di!erent national certificate and diploma 
qualifications, including plant, animal and 
poultry production, horticulture, general 
abattoir processes and landscape irrigation. A 
24-month training and practical job shadowing 
programme produces agri-preneurs who are 
highly skilled organic practitioners working 
closely in the field with emerging farmers and 
playing a central role in the development of the 
local food system.

Cooperative network: Umgibe recruits farmers to join the “Umgibe network” and assists them with 
seedlings, training, and access to market. Umgibe is also creating multiple streams of work within 
the agricultural value chain. Agro-processing forms a significant part of the business, with Umgibe 
supplying beetroot wine, vegetable juices, chili sauces and herbal salts (among others) to the local 
market. 

Technological innovation: Umgibe’s “Connected Farmer” mobile app connects their network of 
farmers to a digital ecosystem, as a way to coordinate the supply chain, matching the supply and 
demand ratio for aggregation to market. The power of Umgibe’s app is the accurate capturing of 
farmer data and encouraging two-way communication with their network, which allows for coordinated 
crop planning, logistics routing and an ecosystem of supported farmers that have developed around 
an array of services and their value-proposition to market.
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“If planners are not 
conscious [of food 
issues], then their 

impact is negative, not 
just neutral

— Kami Pothukuchi
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Umgibe’s model supports the local farmer network and demonstrates the power of entrepreneurship 
as a key driver of food security. It enables a circular economy to develop, supported by the localisation 
of food systems and economic development through agricultural practice. Local government can 
enable e!ective services to famer networks, and the more capacity and energy that can be injected 
into food system localisation in the short, medium, and long term, the quicker local government will 
be able to deliver increased food security to its residents.

Lessons from the case studies

The case studies illustrate lessons that other cities can use to promote food security and address 
food system issues. These lessons are expanded into recommendations later in the paper. 

 »  Develop partnerships with existing NGOs and civil society organisations, which are already 
o!ering training and skills, and are working within local communities.

 »  Concentrate on developing producer networks and reliable market access for farmers, scaling 
up production and aggregating produce from multiple farmers to create viable businesses and 
stimulate economic opportunity.

 »  Develop marketing and o!-take arrangements, which focus on securing a market for farmers, 
though supplying produce to the city’s social services, informal vendors and local retail or 
export markets.

 »  Revive an agricultural economy around agro-processing, to create secondary food and 
logistical business opportunities for emergent entrepreneurs, and stimulate job opportunities 
and potential employment in low-income areas.

 »  Adopt ecological production systems with organic, agroecology and regenerative agriculture 
at the forefront of any training, skills development and/or methodologies. 

 »  Shift agricultural policy frameworks to accept organic agriculture as an alternative production 
system in alignment with the SDGs and the African Union ) Ecological Organic Agriculture 
Initiative (EOA-I).    

Spatial Application
Dimensions of food security

Food security is defined as “the situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical 
and economic access to su#cient safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food 
preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 1996). Four critical dimensions are recognised as 
essential to achieving household food security: availability, access, utilisation and stability, as defined 
by the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO). Stability refers to being food 
secure: 

[a] population, household or individual must have access to adequate food at all times. They 
should not risk losing access to food as a consequence of sudden shocks (e.g. an economic 
or climatic crisis) or cyclical events (e.g. seasonal food insecurity). The concept of stability can 
therefore refer to both the availability and access dimensions of food security. 
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Although food security is mostly experienced by households, the “four dimensions of food security 
suggest that […] its causes extend beyond the household scale” (Battersby et al., 2015b: 10). Each 
dimension has a direct spatial correlation to the proper functioning of the food system and people’s 
overall wellbeing, while the availability, accessibility and utilisation of food a!ect the overall stability 
of the food system (Figure 1). 

Food availability

The availability of su#cient quantities of food of appropriate quality, supplied through domestic 
production or imports (including food aid). (FAO, 1996)

Food availability refers to there being su#cient food in the system available to purchase and/or 
consume. Essentially, it is about there being significant food production taking place, and whether 
or not this food makes its way into the market through various formal and informal distribution 
mechanisms.

The spatial determinants of food availability 
include the geographic location of farms 
across the country (in the rural, peri-urban and 
urban contexts), crop distribution patterns, 
import and export profiles, and the location 
of agro-processors, fresh produce markets 
and wholesalers. Food availability also di!ers 

across di!erent settlement typologies and 
socioeconomic groupings. For instance, where 
healthy (fresh) and unhealthy (highly processed) 
foods are agglomerated, directed and sold. 
The availability of di!erent foodstu!s heavily 
influences food choices, dietary diversity, and 
subsequently health and wellbeing.

Wider systemic drivers include the location of the agriculturally productive regions across the country; 
the distribution of food production and cultivation between provinces; the production of su#cient 
culturally appropriate foods in significant quantities; and the stability and e#ciency of the food supply 
chain, which moves food from the farm gate into consumers’ hands at a price that they can a!ord to 
pay.

Figure 1: Four dimensions of food security
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Food access

Access by individuals to adequate resources (entitlements) for acquiring appropriate foods for a 
nutritious diet. Entitlements are defined as the set of all commodity bundles over which a person can 
establish command given the legal, political, economic and social arrangements of the community in 
which they live (including traditional rights such as access to common resources). (FAO, 1996)

Simply put, food access refers to where and how someone is able to acquire food. It has a significant 
spatial correlation: at the most fundamental level, a household would be able to procure some of their 
daily nutritional needs from their own garden or backyard. However, as with the programmatic urban 
agriculture response to food insecurity, assuming that households are able to satisfy all of their food 
needs on their own is naïve, and this self-determination may be born out of necessity.

The spatial determinants of food access become 
evident because people have to travel to acquire 
food. Food access is impacted by the geographic 
location of the household, i.e. whether it is central 
and surrounded by amenities, or peripheral 
and isolated; and the movement systems and 
transport modes available to people. Given 
the spatial legacy of apartheid, and the historic 
(but continuing) marginalisation of vulnerable 
households, food access becomes a significant 

challenge and is a!ected by the physical and 
economic geography of the food system. The 
determinants of food security, in respect of 
food access, are both spatial and financial. Most 
people in South Africa need to purchase the 
majority of their food and are negatively a!ected 
by the spatial layout of the city, their ability to 
move within it and subsequently, their ability to 
access food.

Food utilisation

Utilisation of food through adequate diet, clean water, sanitation and health care to reach a state of 
nutritional well-being where all physiological needs are met. This brings out the importance of non-
food inputs in food security. (FAO, 1996)

Food utilisation has to do with how food contributes to wellbeing from a nutritional perspective. 
Access to clean water, sanitation and healthcare are important factors in determining adequate food 
utilisation. The spatial determinants that a!ect food utilisation are driven by the availability of suitable 
infrastructure (water, waste and energy systems), healthcare and social facilities, as well as other 
urban and ecosystem services that a!ect the spatial quality of the environment.
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Food quality can also be understood as a component of food utilisation, through the changing 
distribution patterns of good, clean food and the subsequent negative public health outcomes of 
a high-carbohydrate diet of refined and processed foods. Food quality is also influenced by how 
land and agricultural resources are managed, how crops are grown, whether the farming methods 
contribute to a healthy, natural environment and sustainable practices, and if the focus is on increasing 
the nutritional content of foodstu!s through a programme of good soil health and agroecological 
farming.

Malnutrition and hunger are major causes of physical and mental health challenges experienced by 
young children in developing countries, including South Africa. It is essential to expand access to 
nutritious food for children in their early developmental stages. Households that are food secure and 
benefit from culturally appropriate food can direct their resources towards improving living conditions 
and accessing better economic opportunities.

Food security is a!ected primarily by food availability, food access and food utilisation, which 
collectively, contribute to the stability of the food system. All have spatial dimensions or qualities 
and can be assessed through the lens of their geography, relative location, intersection density and 
spatial relations, rhythms and patterns. 

Spatial determinants of food security

Mapping the actors, resource, operations and governance structures reveal the numerous spatial 
determinants to food security and the wider food system. These spatial determinants are both brash 
and abstract, and cut across numerous sectors and industries in society. Table 1 is not exhaustive 
but gives an overview of some potential spatial considerations and their indicators, across seven 
themes: space and access, supply chain, policy and governance, empowerment, local agency/action, 
sustainability, and health and nutrition. 

Table 1: Spatial determinants of food security

Theme 6SDWLDO�GHWHUPLQDQW�ļ�SRVVLEOH�LQGLFDWRU

Space and access

����'HOLQHDWLRQ�RI�WKH�XUEDQ�HGJH�ļ�XUEDQ�HGJH�DV�SHU�6')
����7UDQVSRUW�SODQQLQJ�ļ�SXEOLF�WUDQVSRUW�URXWHV
����'HQVL¿FDWLRQ�VWUDWHJ\�ļ�UHVLGHQWLDO�GHQVLW\�FKDQJH
�����/DQG�XVH�PL[��UHVLGHQWLDO��FRPPHUFLDO�DQG�UHWDLO��ļ�FXUUHQW�DQG�SURSRVHG�������

zoning and land-use change
����6KRSSLQJ�FHQWUHV�ļ�UHWDLO�WHQDQW�GDWD
����8UEDQ�DJULFXOWXUH�VLWHV�ļ�XUEDQ�DJULFXOWXUH�H[SDQVLRQ
����/RFDO�IRRG�JURZHUV�DQG�SURGXFHUV�ļ�QHZ�IDUPV�VPDOOKROGLQJV
����)RUPDO�DQG�LQIRUPDO�IRRG�UHWDLOHUV�ļ�IRUPDO�DQG�LQIRUPDO�WUDGH�PDSSLQJ
�����3XEOLF�WUDQVSRUW�VWRSV�ļ�SXEOLF�WUDQVSRUW�VWRSV�ZLWKLQ����P�ZDONDEOH�

radius
����/RFDWLRQ�RI�SXEOLF�RSHQ�VSDFHV�ļ�ODQG�]RQHG�³SXEOLF�RSHQ�VSDFH´�
����(&'V��IRU�IRRG�GLVWULEXWLRQ��ļ�(&'�ORFDWLRQ�GDWD
����+RXVLQJ�W\SRORJLHV�ļ�XUEDQ�JUDLQ�DQDO\VLV
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Theme 6SDWLDO�GHWHUPLQDQW�ļ�SRVVLEOH�LQGLFDWRU

Supply chain

����/RFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VRXUFHV�RI�IRRG�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�RI�SURGXFWLYH�IDUPV
�����'LVWULEXWLRQ�RI�IRRG�SURFHVVRUV�DJJUHJDWRUV�ļ�UHODWLYH�ORFDWLRQ�RI�IRRG�

SURFHVVRUV�DJJUHJDWRUV
����&HQWUDO�IRRG�PDUNHWV�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�RI�)30V�DQG�WKHLU�VHUYLFH�DUHDV
����*HRJUDSKLF�VSUHDG�RI�IDUPODQGV�ļ�QDWLRQDO�IDUP�SURGXFWLRQ�GDWD
����&ROG�VWRUDJH�IDFLOLWLHV�	�ZDUHKRXVLQJ�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�RI�FROG�FKDLQ�VHUYLFHV
����,QWHJULW\�RI�WUDQVSRUW�QHWZRUNV�ļ�RXW�RI�VHUYLFH�OLQHV�URDG�FORVXUHV

Policy and 
governance

����&RQVROLGDWLRQ�RI�WKH�IRRG�V\VWHP�ļ�DQQXDO�VKLIW�LQ�UHWDLO�SDWWHUQV
����,QIRUPDO�WUDGLQJ�SHUPLWV�ļ�LQIRUPDO�VHFWRU�PDSSLQJ
����6XSHUPDUNHWLVDWLRQ�DQG�GLVSODFHPHQW�ļ�VXSHUPDUNHW�ORFDWLRQ�GDWD
����5HVWULFWLYH�PXQLFLSDO�E\�ODZV�ļ�VSHFL¿HG�LQIRUPDO�]RQHV��ORFDO�6')V�
�����$FWLYLWLHV�SHUPLWWHG�LQ�RSHQ�VSDFH�ļ�PXQLFLSDO�PHWURSROLWDQ�RSHQ�VSDFH�

systems (e.g. JMOSS, DMOSS, CMOSS) 
�����/DQG�XVH�DQG�]RQLQJ�ULJKWV�ļ�XVH�]RQHV�VXLWDEOH�IRU�IRRG�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�

processing
����3URYLQFLDO�IRRG�VHFXULW\�SROLF\�ļ�DJUL�SDUNV�ORFDWLRQV
�����%XGJHW�DOORFDWLRQ�DQG�SULRULW\�SURMHFWV�ļ�EXGJHW�SHUFHQWDJH�IRU�IRRG�

security projects
•   Spatial development framework – sites promoted for urban agriculture

Empowerment 

����(GXFDWLRQ��XSOLIWPHQW�DQG�VNLOOV�WUDLQLQJ�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�RI�WUDLQLQJ�FHQWUHV
�����/DZ�HQIRUFHPHQW�ļ�ISSG�VDIHW\�FHUWL¿FDWHV��LQIRUPDO�WUDGLQJ�FOHDQ�XS�

operations
����/RFDWLRQ�RI�FLYLO�VRFLHW\�DFWRUV�ļ�QXPEHU�RI�QRQ�SUR¿W�SDUWQHUV
�����)XQFWLRQLQJ�XWLOLW\�VHUYLFHV�ļ�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�DYDLODELOLW\��HQHUJ\��ZDWHU��

stormwater, waste)
����$JUL�KXEV�DQG�UHVRXUFH�FHQWUHV�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�PXQLFLSDO�DVVHWV

/RFDO�DJHQF\�
action

����&LYLO�VRFLHW\�JURXSV�ļ�VHUYLFH�DUHDV�IRU�1*2V��&%2V�HWF�
����$FFHVV�WR�SXEOLF�ODQG�DQG�WHQXUH�ļ�SXEOLF�ODQG�UHJLVWHU�RU�OHDVHV�LVVXHG
�����$YDLODELOLW\�RI�ORFDO�IDUPLQJ�LQSXWV�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�RI�QXUVHULHV�IRU�FRPSRVW��

seed, seedling and implements
����2SHQ�PDUNHWV���SRWHQWLDO�IRU�RII�WDNH�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�RI�IUHVK�SURGXFH�PDUNHWV
����&RRSHUDWLYH�QHWZRUNV�ļ�QXPEHU�RI�FRRSHUDWLYHV�UHJLVWHUHG
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Theme 6SDWLDO�GHWHUPLQDQW�ļ�SRVVLEOH�LQGLFDWRU

Sustainability

����(QYLURQPHQWDO�TXDOLW\�ļ�30����PDSV��DLU��DQG�6$1%,�*,6�GDWD
����6RXUFHV�RI�SROOXWLRQ�ļ�VSUD\�GULIW�PDSV
����$JULFXOWXUDO�SHVWLFLGH�XVH�ļ�VSUD\�GULIW�PDSV
�����3UHVHUYDWLRQ�RI�DJULFXOWXUDO�ODQG�ļ�SHUFHQWDJH�RI�ODQG�VHW�DVLGH�IRU�

farming
����(FRV\VWHP�IXQFWLRQ�ļ�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�ELRGLYHUVLW\�DUHDV
�����6RLO�KHDOWK��ZDWHU�TXDOLW\��ELRGLYHUVLW\�ļ�ODERUDWRU\�UHVXOWV��RQ�IDUP�

testing)
�����)DUPLQJ�SUDFWLFH�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�RI�FRQYHQWLRQDO�IDUPV��DJURHFRORJLFDO�DQG�

organic farms
�����)RRG�ZDVWLQJ�DQG�PDQDJHPHQW�ļ�IRRG�YROXPHV�GLVFDUGHG�EHIRUH�VDOH�

(farm gate, central market and retail)
��������)RRG�PLOHV��FULWHULD�IRU�VRXUFLQJ��ļ�UDGLDO�EXIIHU�DURXQG�IRRG�UHWDLO

+HDOWK�DQG�
nutrition

�����6SDWLDO�LPSDFWV�RI�GLVHDVH�DQG�PDOQXWULWLRQ�ļ�JHRJUDSKLF�GLVWULEXWLRQ�RI�
obesity, hypertension, heart disease etc.

����&XOWXUDO�IRRG�SUHIHUHQFH�ļ�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�ORFDO�DQG�LQGLJHQRXV�IRRGVWXIIV
�����$YDLODELOLW\�RI�KHDOWK\�IRRGV�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�GDWD�IRU�IUXLW�DQG�YHJ�VKRSV��

grocery stores and informal traders
����/RFDWLRQ�RI�IDVW�IRRG�RXWOHWV�ļ�ORFDWLRQ�GDWD�IRU�IDVW�IRRG�RXWOHWV
�����4XDOLW\�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�ZDWHU�VXSSO\�ļ�6$1%,�(0*�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�

monitoring

Note: Appendix 1 illustrates a simple example of mapping food systems.
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The spatial determinants of food security and related indicators can be quite broad, considering the 
nature of the food system. Out of the list in Table 1, it would be worthwhile consolidating the determinants 
and indicators into composite datasets that can provide valuable information to departments and 
stakeholders. However, despite the importance of integrated data collection, storage, management 
and distribution processes for mapping and planning food systems, municipal spatial planning does 
not consider the integrity of the food system as a standard practice. With a mandate to focus on 
food security, local governments need to consolidate data that provides insight into the geography 
of the food system. This would enable various departments to work collectively and strategically on 
improving food security, by knowing where to intervene and provide support.   

The City of Cape Town provides a great example of integrated data management. It is helpful in 
providing real-time assessments of operational challenges as well as informing long-term planning 
and decision-making. This process could very easily include the datasets and insight necessary for 
positive food systems change. 

Farming New Networks of Opportunity
This paper argues that the developmental state is responsible for improving the quality of the spatial 
environment in order to positively influence wellbeing, through changes in policy and implementation, 
governance and practice. At the same time, individuals and communities have an incredible capacity 
to improve local food security through their own e!orts, and often do so. These e!orts could be 
multiplied and compounded through targeted interventions and better support from local government, 
which would result in a significant increase in food security and the overall wellbeing of society. 
Therefore, it is important to better understand who is doing what, and how these actions can be 
enabled and supported in partnership with local government. 

Within South Africa’s eight metropolitan municipalities, local o#cials and actors in the broader food 
system understand the contextual challenges and could, if empowered, play a leadership role in 
local food system governance. However, there is a lack of coordination and agreement on the overall 
direction the state should take in improving food security, from national government to provincial 
level, and ultimately down to local government. Public-private partnerships have the potential to 
move beyond the bureaucracy that is holding back the development of an ethical, clean and fair food 
system. As shown in the case studies, food system actors continue to develop their own alternative 
approaches that contribute to local food security.

Local government is responsible for managing 
the various urban systems (water, energy, waste, 
space, movement and food) that broadly influence 
food security and urban wellbeing. Municipalities 
make decisions, draft policies and implement 
strategies that a!ect the spatial environment, 

both in terms of quality and the impact on 
people’s lived experience. Outside of a specific 
food security mandate, these actions could easily 
be directed towards improving food security and 
the wider food system where this is a priority.

Recommendations for improving food security

The following recommendations for improved food systems governance are based on a broad 
literature review, the research findings and lessons from the case studies.

Food system planning
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 »  Promote food-sensitive planning and urban design. Inculcate food as a central tenet of the 
city’s metabolism and ensure that food systems and their impacts are an integral part of local 
government’s spatial planning.

 »  Collaborate to unlock bureaucratic processes. Land use management departments, municipal 
property managers and economic development units need to improve the security of land 
tenure and funding access for those practicing urban agriculture, agro-processing and food 
distribution.

 »  Develop a platform for cross-departmental collaboration on strategic food systems planning. 
Food availability, food access and food utilisation are all a!ected by the design and layout 
of the spatial environment, and improving food systems governance requires a whole-of-city 
approach.

Food system monitoring

 »  Advocate for better data collection on important metrics/indicators (as described in Table 1). The 
paucity of data on the South African food system at local level makes planning interventions 
incredibly di#cult.

 »  Collect more appropriate data at a sub-city level. For example: disaggregated food production 
data, measures of dietary diversity, food prices and purchasing patterns, private sector food 
flows, fresh produce market statistics, food processing volumes, urban land audits, monitoring 
of urban agriculture projects and beneficiaries.

 »  Make food system data available to all stakeholders. This data should be updated regularly 
and shared with internal departments and external parties for review, research and accurate 
reporting. Data should be housed in an Open Data Portal (ODP).

Food access

 »  Improve local access to food. Formalise the food supply to informal traders from local hubs 
that can aggregate from farmers and supply the local market. These municipal hubs could be 
the central points from where services are rendered and input support is distributed.

 »  Establish municipal packhouses with cold chains. Informal traders would be allowed to store 
food for trade and farmers to aggregate their produce at these local packhouses, which 
would ideally be cooperatively owned, to ensure the value is distributed equally among the 
cooperatives, or members.

 »  Create additional downstream job opportunities. These aggregations points have the 
potential to scale into agro-processing industries that support SMMEs and entrepreneurs in 
the agricultural value chain.

 »  Localise the food system. This can be achieved by decentralising the fresh produce markets 
and constructing more markets in outer-lying areas. Market spaces have been shown to be 
highly e!ective in unlocking economic activity for informal traders, independent retailers, local 
restaurants and civil society. 

Communities of Practice

 »  Help to establish and support social innovation labs and communities of practice. These 
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gatherings would enable stakeholders from business, entrepreneurship, non-profit, civil 
society, academia, public sector and practitioners to exchange information, ideas and capital.

 »  Encourage broad stakeholder engagement. For any food security intervention to be successful 
requires the participation of NGOs, CBOs, faith-based organisations, academia, research 
institutes, private companies, retailers, informal traders’ associations and farmers of all types. 

 »  Map the network of food system actors across South Africa. Understanding this network and 
fostering relationships into working partnerships will benefit broad food security objectives 
and food systems change.

 »  Make local government’s food security projects more visible. Cities need to advertise and market 
their projects and programmes and ensure that their department/unit is easily contactable by 
members of the public for support, advice, funding, training and collaboration or partnership.

Institutional positioning

 »  Clarify the relationship between the three spheres of government in terms of their responsibilities 
for addressing food security. Partnerships and working relationships need to be clearly 
understood to improve service delivery and ensure potential public/private partnerships are 
more e!ective.

 »  House the “food security mandate” in one central location. This would ensure accountability 
and the execution of service delivery in partnership with private and public sector stakeholders. 
Programmatic interventions, policies and strategies are often disguised within local governance 
structures with no clear support mechanisms in place.

 »  Encourage the participation of the urban poor in IDP processes that focus on food security 
projects. This would give farmers, gardeners, informal traders, retailers and consumers have 
greater agency in decision-making and the spending of budgets on municipal projects meant 
to serve them.

 »  Align departmental projects and budgets prioritising food security. The spatial determinants of 
food security cut across strategic (spatial) planning, land use management, transport planning, 
parks and open space, waste management, housing (human settlements), engineering services 
and infrastructure provision.

Agroecological farming practices

 »  Change national policy. The “draft organic policy” (organic agriculture and agroecology in 
the national policy framework) is in the 11th draft and has been shelved by the Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry for reasons unknown to the sector. The approval of this 
policy to support local and export-oriented organic production must be seen as a priority.

 »  Enable the formation of provincial working groups. These groups would have the mandate of 
a sustainable food system and conversion to agroecological production methods in alignment 
with the SDG’s and AU’s EOA-I program. These working groups will drive public and private 
sector partnerships.

 »  Provide coordinated training programmes. The programmes would need to be aligned to 
AgriSETA and other “green business” training for emerging smallholder farmers and established 
commercial farmers who wish to convert to agroecological production. The aim should be to 
develop a specialised agroecology extension service that can respond to the needs of farmers.
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 »  Provide incentives for the promotion and sale of healthier foods. The food produced would be 
monitored and incentives provided to companies that produce healthier foods, which would 
preferably be derived from agroecological methods. 

 »  Initiate waste management programmes in municipalities. Close the loop on organic waste, by 
having dedicated facilities that produce and sell compost and other fertility inputs. Cities are 
custodians of vast ecological resources and have the potential to supply large-scale compost 
and agricultural inputs to farmers.

Conclusion
Growing, processing, distributing, consuming and disposing of food are multi-dimensional activities. 
Food’s cross-cutting nature demands more attention across the various levels and sectors of 
government. Access to food is a constitutional right and should not remain on the fringes of local 
government’s responsibilities, embedded in a national and provincial policy framework with a distinctly 
rural bias. The spatial determinants of food security knit between many government departments and 
require purposeful coordination and collaboration to e!ect positive change. 

The bureaucracy of the state is often the main obstacle to overcome for e!ective planning and resource 
allocation to projects, organisations and civil society groups focused on food security. Grassroots 
movements are transcending the state’s e!orts through private sector funding and innovation – this 
has proven to be the saving grace for many communities around South Africa. 

But it doesn’t have to be. 

The “food security mandate” should be housed in an organisation that has the capacity to represent, 
protect and promote the interests of local government, support them to fulfill their developmental 
obligations and co-ordinate within the intergovernmental relations system. Perhaps shifting this 
mandate to an organisation such as the South African Local Government Association (SALGA) would 
be the most promising route forward to bypass the confusion and lack of urgency around food security 
in South Africa.

$
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Appendix 1: Food system mapping
The maps in this appendix are intended to illustrate how the spatial geography of the food system 
can be understood and interpreted visually. To better understand the dynamics of the food system at 
a sub-city level would require data at a ward or regional level. A combination of the datasets available 
are used to layer over di!erent themes and uncover patterns that will help to direct appropriate food 
security interventions. Following a further round of refinement, the indicators could then be used to 
track improvements in food security as a strategic priority. For this exercise, spatial data was gathered 
from both Open Street Map and from the City of Johannesburg, eThekwini and Cape Town’s GIS and 
Open Data Portals.

Methodology

Overlaid on the “Open space system” and the “Transport network” are “Food retail”, “Food 
convenience” and “Food access overlap” layers.

 »  Food retail is defined as all points within the metro boundary that are mapped as “shop = 
wholesale, grocery, greengrocer, deli, convenience, butcher, supermarket”.

 »  Food convenience is defined as all points within the metro boundary that are mapped as 
“amenity = restaurant, fast food”.

 »  Food access overlap highlights where these two layers intersect.

The clusters were generated by using a Point Cluster layer styling in QGIS, which was set to 1000 
map units and included the data-defined override @cluster_size.

See the Open Street Map Wiki for more information. https://wiki.openstreetmap.org
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Food Access Mapping for the City of Johannesburg
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Food Access Mapping for the Ethekwini Municipality
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Food Access Mapping for Cape Town
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