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03 November 2010
Experts discuss various solutions to establishing sustainable human settlements in a new approach to
addressing the current housing backlog.
ITH more than 2 700 informal settlements in the country, the Department of Human Settlements has
its work cut out trying to address the housing backlog.

The department has wasted no time, acquiring 6 250 hectares of land and already it has started upgrading
hundreds of thousands of informal settlement dwellings.

But the department's plans go beyond just providing a roof over the heads of the approximately 12 million South
Africans in need of better shelter.

Human Settlements Minister Tokyo Sexwale often stresses that people need to be provided with sustainable
human settlements they can be proud of.

"Where people live must be where they can learn and [have] leisure. Where people stay must be where they can
play and pray," the minister says.

The department's approach goes beyond building houses and aims to build proper suburbs, villages and towns.

It's an approach that awarding-winning architect, Mokena Makeka, a speaker at a recent Knowledge Week
conference, strongly advocates.

The conference, themed "South African Human Settlements 2030 - Rethinking the Spatial Development
Trajectory,” was hosted by the Development Bank of Southern Africa, in partnership with the Department of
Human Settlements.

"Sustainable human settlements are composed not only of housing components but of public infrastructure,
amenities and space opportunities that actually make a community," Makeka says.

The aim behind establishing sustainable human settlements is actually making humane and dignified
developments, he points out.

"It is absolutely critical that the building not only have insulation and protection from the elements but if we are
talking about a sustainable human settlement, we are talking about the safety of that child who is walking home
from school at night. Are those streets well lit?

"That child may not have enough books at home but still has to do homework. Is there a library nearby where
the child can study? Is there a park where an elderly person can feel safe to walk out into the streets?" he adds.

Human settlements need to be strategically placed - close to city centres where there are economic
opportunities for people.

"If we are going to make sustainable human settlements for the majority of our country, we have to imagine the
house as more than just a unit. It has to be about the context within which it is in and about making the right
choices to allow the people in those areas to have enough opportunities," Makeka says.

For Ronald Eglin of Afesis-Corplan, a non-governmental organisation that focuses on community driven
development, the key element in addressing the housing backlog is land.

Eglin says the supply of housing is not keeping up with the demand. It is an observation that Sexwale also
acknowledges.

Government has hardly moved in breaking the housing backlog that already exists, never mind the numbers
associated with the population growth, the minister admits.
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This increased demand for housing is reflected in the number of informal settlements or slums which have
ballooned, he adds.

"They (informal settlements) are not the creation of government. They are, in fact, human parking lots, crammed

with people hoping and praying to make it into better housing in the cities," Sexwale says.
Eglin says estimates show that those without houses could be waiting for as long as 30 years to get one.

Although he admits it is a generalisation, Eglin points out the only two options for someone who is in need of
land or housing is to either wait out the years for a "break new ground house" or resort to land invasion.

To explore an option in between these two, the concept of LANDfirst or incremental housing was birthed.

It proposes a pro-poor approach to land access, with the emphasis on providing planned secure land with basic
services as a first step towards a longer term housing and settlement upgrading process.

The starting point of LANDfirst is to identify and acquire well located land, Eglin explains.

The next step is to provide basic services and allow for settlement on the land, even before RDP houses are
built.

Eglin acknowledges that initially people will, in all likelihood, build shacks but that this will be intermediate
housing while residents wait for proper housing to be built.

He suggests that over time, the shacks could become registered with the municipality. Eventually, and with
upgrading, shack lists can become more sophisticated and develop into lease agreements.

The overall aim is the upgrading of a LANDfirst settlement through the provision of additional services, houses,
tenure and facilities.

Eglin recognises that there are likely to be a number of objections to the LANDfirst concept and among the
arguments against the approach is that it just moves people from one shack to another; there are no guarantees

that the area will be upgraded; and that it encourages sprawl.

But he also points out the strong points of the approach will provide people with land to build their own homes,
and in so doing, gives them recognition as citizens.

It will give people the opportunity to start investing in something of their own and at the same time provide an
alternative to land invasion, he adds.
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