
























































































































ments for their houses, the majority do 
have no conception of what it will cost 
to realize their housing expectations. 

Employer involvement 

Politics 

A most promising potential impact of 
the project might be increased employer 
involvement and a commitment to 
meeting the housing needs of their 
employees. Here it is especially those 
people employed as domestic servants 
whose employers, in many instances, be­
came involved at an early stage. Some 
of the employers made grants available, 
while others provided interest-free 
loans for the initial R500 deposit on 
which the participants decided. These 
employers show a continual interest by 

A unique, hand-made two-roomed zozo, which is home for a large family Photo: Frik de Beer 

enquiring about the progress of the pro-
ject. Some have suggested a type of housing subsidy for their 
employees. 

Employer involvement is not only economically signifi­
cant; it indicates involvement that goes beyond the normal 
employer/employee relationship. In a country divided in 
many respects, opportunities of contact, where mutual 
understanding can be developed, must be nurtured. 

Implications for housing policy 

This case study points out a number of implications that 
need to be considered in formulating a housing policy for 
South Africa . There is consensus in South Africa that 
affordable land situated near employment opportunities is 
pivotal for solving the housing crisis. The question of how 
much land is needed must still to be answered. Estimates of 
the number of people living in mekhukhu (shacks) range 
between 3,3 to 7 million. 

In Mamelodi it was found that the number of people liv­
ing in backyard shacks is grossly underestimated. Since cal­
culations of the amount of land needed are based on esti­
mates of the number of shacks. incorrect estimates will 
result in too little land being released . This issue is further 
complicated by the failure of authorities at various levels to 
pro-actively make adequate land available. The situation in 
Mamelodi is, in a sense, explosive: conditions are over­
crowded and people have little privacy in backyard shacks; 
and landlords either exploit tenants financially or treat them 
badly. In desperation some of these shack dwellers have left 
for the squatter settlement of Mandela Village. The response 
of the local authority to the critical need for land towards 
the end of 1991 was to announce the pending release of an 
inadequate number of serviced sites . 

Aggravating the underestimation of housing need is the 
"disguised demand" for housing represented by the rela­
tively high number of adult children sharing their parents' 
meagre accommodation in Mamelodi. While more research 
is needed to verify this conclusion it is clear that this hidden 
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demand is real and needs to be considered in a housing 
policy that addresses the land question. 

A second conclusion drawn from the study is that land 
needs to be priced in accordance with what people can 
afford . Providing in the need for land is not only a question 
of pro-actively making adequate land available but also of 
making affordable land available . This calls for the provi­
sion of serviced sites at a scale never attempted before in 
South Africa. Only 20 per cent of the participants in the 
Elephant project earn enough money to maintain what is 
regarded as a minimum level of living; even they cannot 
afford present land prices . 

The third conclusion drawn from the study is that a seri­
ous needs exists among shack dwellers for information on 
the total housing process. Information is needed inter alia 
on how to acquire land and financing as well as regards the 
cost (including hidden costs!) of being a home-owner. 
Furthermore, if "self-help" is seriously regarded as part of 
the solution to the housing question technical advice is 
needed on an easily acquired basis. The high expectations 
held by members of the Community of our Elephant may be 
largely attributed to ignorance. They are not isolated in their 
ignorance as testified by the recent newspaper reports in 
South Africa on, for example. bond boycotts by black home­
owners . On another level, policy-makers need to be in­
formed about the circumstances and the expectations held 
by the urban poor - the majority of our population. 

A final conclusion drawn from the case study is that 
opportunities exist for empowering communities to find 
their own solutions to the housing needs experienced. The 
overwhelming majority of the members of the Elephant are 
uneducated and unskilled with a low level of job security . 
With the support of an empathic facilitator they are, how­
ever, slowly making headway in solving their primary need. 
Properly supported by enabling legislation and by officials 
who make themselves institutionally vulnerable, as Goulet 
calls it, these people hold the key to sustainable develop­
ment in South Africa. 
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Politics -------------------------------------------

In the light of the above conclusions some specific re­
commendations may be presented. First and foremost, what 
is needed is a proper calculation of the number of "shacks" 
in the urban areas. It is also necessary to calculate the num­
ber of adult children living with their parents. Random sam­
ples from the entire country may partly solve the problem. 
Once a fair estimate has been arrived at an all-out effort will 
be needed to make enough affordable land available on a 
pro-active basis. 

It goes without saying that "normal market forces" would 
not easily facilitate the release of land for low-income housing. 
The private sector aims to make a profit and cannot be ex­
pected to finance something that is the government's social 
responsibility. To a large extent it is up to the government to 
create conditions that are favourable for development. Making 
land subsidies available to the poor, as presently considered by 
the authorities, is one important enabling mechanism. Such 
subsidies must, however, be carefully administered in order to 
ensure that those in need are benefitted firstly and not some 
private developers who may be tempted to see it as an opportu­
nity to make a quick profit. If properly run, the subsidies would 
in any case "filter through" via the primary beneficiary to pri­
vate sector entrepreneurs; in this way both the individual and 
entrepreneurs in society at large may benefit from the subsidy. 

If the land and subsidy issues can be solved within rea­
son, individuals and communities must be put in a position 
where access to these resources is made possible. Here, 
information is an important tool. Serious consideration 
should be given to the creation of resource centres within 
communities where relevant information and know-how, as 
indicated above, can be made available to people. The White 
Paper on Urbanization lO makes provision for the crt:ation of 
such centres in urban areas, primarily to assist rural 
migrants in adapting to urban conditions. The centres pro­
posed in the White Paper may well be adapted to provide in 
the needs indicated here. 

The need to provide policy-makers with relevant infor­
mation will have to be dealt with at a different level. One 
way of gathering appropriate information is by promoting 
problem-orientated research at grassroots level. Such re­
search may eventually facilitate bottom-up policy formula­
tion instead of the top-down approach currently practised. 

A final recommendation is that community-based organi­
zations be acknowledged and made partners in the process of 
housing provision. Such organizations often have the rele­
vant expertise (or have access to it); they usually enjoy grass­
roots support; and they are in a position to act much more 
quickly than any bureaucracy. Of course this would mean a 
totally different attitude and modus operandi for officials; 
they would be required to become facilitators of develop­
ment rather than administrators of people, as is presently the 
case to a large extent. In South Africa this would, for the 
majority of officials, mean a total reorientation in work ethic 
and approach - something not possible without a decision 
to this effect (and coercion where necessary) from central 
government. It would, of course, entail the retraining of offi­
cials on a massive scale in development-related fields. 
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In housing, as in many other fields, South Africa is at a 
threshold. What is called for now is common-sense deci­
sions and a cool headed approach. 
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