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Executive Summary…   
 
The struggle of the Ruo Emoh community to have a decent shelter and secure tenure 
on a location of their choice spans over a decade; and the following is a summary of 
events in a chronological order:  
 
 
1997   Inception of Ruo Emoh Housing Saving Scheme.  
 
1999 The Community purchased land with the assistance of uTshani 

Fund and the Federation.  
 
October 2001  Application for rezoning and subdivision was made to Council.  
 
August 2002 Council approved the application, overruling objections from 

neighbours and Ratepayers Association.  
 
26 June 2006 PGWC dismissed the appeals from the objectors and granted 

final approval.  
 
June 2010  PEP was appointed to assist the Ruo Emoh community and 

uTshani Fund to finalise the project.  
 
21 September 2011 Application was made to Council to extend the validity of 

rezoning and subdivision approval.   
 
January 2011 Subsidy application (N6) submitted to City of Cape Town 

(CoCT)  
 
February 2011 CoCT approved the application.  
 
February 2011  Subsidy application was submitted to Province – Department 

of Human Settlements.  
 
March – April 2011 Council advertised the application and objections were again 

received from Colorado Ratepayers Association and Councillor 
Natalie Bent.  

 
30 May 2011 Province approved the project under developer driven subsidy 

scheme for 50 beneficiaries.  
 
08 June 2011 Work for the installation of infrastructure started on site.  
 
26 June 2011 The approval for rezoning and subdivision that was in place 

lapsed after 5 years.  
 
05 July 2011 ‘Cease works’ letter received from Council. 
 
06 July 2011  All works for the installation of infrastructure was suspended to 

comply with Council order.  
 
22 August 2011  Hearing was held at a Sub-council meeting in Mitchells Plain to 

consider application for extension of validity of rezoning.  
Decision made was for further negotiation.   
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15 September 2011  A second Sub-council meeting was held – again with no 
decision - and the application was referred to the SPELUM 
Committee for them to make a decision. 

 
22 September 2011  Still no word has been received about when the presentation to 

SPELUM will occur.  
 
Current Status Work on site remains stopped, the bureaucratic hurdles 

continue, and the decade long struggle of the Ruo Emoh 
community continues... 
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Introduction…  
 
This story describes the difficulties poor backyard dwellers have experienced in 

accessing an in-fill piece of land on which to build their houses in Cape Town, South 

Africa.  More than a decade ago (1997), this community, composed largely of 

backyard dwellers, wanted to build their own houses in Mitchells Plain, Cape Town. 

Instead of waiting on the government’s ever growing housing waiting list, the group 

formed the Ruo Emoh (Our Home spelt backwards) Saving Scheme, part of the 

South African Homeless People’s Federation and FEDUP and have been saving 

their money for over a decade to build their houses.  Now, 14 years later, the 

community’s dream has still not become a reality, due to numerous obstacles, 

including resistance from local neighbours and a local Ward Councillor, land-use 

policies and planning processes which are not pro-poor and incredibly time 

consuming; reluctance of government officials to provide housing subsidies for a 

development on a privately owned portion of land. 
 
They have lived in the Mitchells Plain area renting backyard shacks, garages and 

single rooms for most of their lives without secure tenure.  They have been struggling 

for over a decade to make their dream of having a decent shelter and secure tenure 

a reality.  Their story encapsulates some of the vast social and economic divides in 

the city and highlights the sad reality of bureaucratic red tape in the housing delivery 

process, lack of political will from local councillors and the NIMBY (not in my 

backyard) attitude from the local neighbours. 

 

The struggle of Ruo Emoh community began in 1997, when they first built a show 

house on a piece of Council land to demonstrate that organised communities could 

build houses for themselves if government could create an enabling environment. 

The show house was demolished immediately by Council.  The beneficiaries then 

identified a suitable piece of land and with the assistance of uTshani Fund; they 

purchased the land from a private seller in 1999, with the sole intention of building 

houses for their families.  

Urban Context: Location Location Location …  
 
The site is located in Mitchells Plain which is largely a ‘coloured’ township located 

±30km south-east of Cape Town Central Business District (CBD) built during the 

1970’s to provide housing for lower to middle income ‘coloured’ victims of forced 
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removal due to the implementation of the Apartheid Group Areas Act.  It is a large, 

sprawling, predominantly residential suburb with ±1.5 million inhabitants, but with 

commercial properties in designated areas.  The residential area has been divided 

into various suburbs, e.g. Tafelsig, Eastridge, Portlands, Westridge, Rocklands, 

Weltevreden Valley, Colorado, Woodlands, Lentegeur, Beacon Valley, etc.   

 
 

Mitchells Plain Locality Plan                                                 Map of Western Cape  
  
The Ruo Emoh site is well located on the corner of Weltevreden Parkway and 

Montana Road in Weltevreden Valley.  Access to the area can be described as good 

with N2 National Road, R300 and Vanguard Drive being the main routes leading to 

the area and Highlands Drive, which is a significant distributer road in the area, is 

also located approximately 130m to the south.  A commercially zoned property 

developed with line-shops is located to the south of the Ruo Emoh site and public 

open space to the north.  

 
ZONING MAP: PP/OS-PU = Public Place or Open Space, COM = Commercial,  

EDU = Education, PU-UT = Public Utilities, SR = Single Residential,  
UN = Undetermined   
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This is a testament to the ability of poor people to identify well located land 
close to public transport, social amenities and economic opportunities in their 
city.  

Bureaucracy in the planning process…  
 
Planning applications and approvals around Cape Town are based on the outdated 

Land Use Planning Ordinance (15 of 1985) (LUPO) and various fragmented Zoning 

Schemes.  These policies, planning processes and procedures do not support 

community driven housing projects for poor people to realize their aspirations to 

become home owners with secure tenure on sites of their choice.  Instead, approvals 

for housing developments such as Ruo Emoh have to go through a bureaucratic 

system that requires various rules and procedures to be observed, resulting in 

unnecessary red-tape, cost and time loss.  

 

Firstly, professionals such as planners, engineers, geo-technical and environmental 

consultants have to be appointed at a substantial cost to the beneficiaries.  An 

application has to be compiled by a town planner including all inputs from the other 

professionals to begin the Township Establishment process.  Once the application 

has been lodged with Council, it could take years moving from one department to 

another.  The planning process has been frustrating to the communities dealing with 

officials who do not exercise any accountability or show any sense of urgency and it 

could also be mangled in a political process.  

 
An application has to be circulated internally to various departments including 

environmental and heritage departments where authorizations need to be obtained 

and these alone could take up to two years.  The irony is that approvals that are 

finally granted are only valid for two years; which is why approvals usually lapse and 

the whole process has to be repeated again at further cost.  An application also has 

to be advertised to the general public and local councillors for comments and any 

objection could add further staggering delays.  Applications with objections have to 

be referred to the Sub-Council then to a SPELUM (Spatial Planning, Environment & 

Land Use Management) committee and finally to the Provincial Government if there 

are any appeals.    

 
Organised homeless communities such as Ruo Emoh who follow the PHP 
route have to go through staggering bureaucratic red-tape, observing 
countless regulations and procedures before they can even start building their 
own houses. 
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Not in my backyard (NIMBY):  Objections & Appeals…   
 
With Ruo Emoh, to get the initial planning approval, various professionals were 

appointed and a town planning layout was prepared by the beneficiaries with the 

assistance of professionals.  On October 2001 an application for rezoning from 

undetermined to subdivisional area was submitted to Council in order to permit a 

cluster housing development together with a small commercial enclave comprising of 

shops and a community hall.  

 

Subsequent to the proposal being advertised, as required by law, objections were 

received from surrounding property owners and the local rate payers association 

(Joint Body of the Collville Residents Association).  The Ruo Emoh community then 

amended their proposal and substantially reduced the number of proposed housing 

units in an attempt to appease the objecting ratepayers. After Council made a 

decision on the application to approve the proposal on 23 August 2002 the objectors 

appealed and the net effect of the aforementioned was that the Provincial 

Government Western Cape (PGWC) dismissed the appeals and final approval was 

only granted on 26 June 2006 - five years after submission.  
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Fast forward to 2010…  
 
Due to the protracted time it took to get rezoning and subdivision approval and the 

death of one of Ruo Emoh’s founding leaders, the saving group weakened and 

virtually nothing happened until June 2010 when PEP (People’s Environmental 

Planning) was appointed by uTshani Fund to assist the beneficiaries to regroup and 

kick start their project.  

 

The approval granted by Council in 2006 was valid for five years and since it was not 

implemented within that period, it was due to lapse on 26 June 2011.  Since it was 

apparent that the project would not be completed within nine months, an application 

to extend the validity of that approval was made on 21 September 2010 to avoid 

lapsing and having to repeat the previous lengthy process that took five years to be 

finalised.  Four months after the application was lodged, the community were 

informed by Council that the departures & consents granted with the 2006 approval 

were only valid for two years and had already lapsed.  It was a Council policy to 

advertise again to the previous objectors (the immediate neighbours and Colorado 

Ratepayers Association) and the Ward Councillor.  

 

 
 
Proposed Ruo Emoh Development – SDP, view from Weltevreden Parkway & house types 
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Local Ward Councillor & neighbours stand in the 
way…  
 
After Council sent notifications, immediate objections were again received from the 

local ratepayers association but most surprisingly, from Councillor Natalie Bent on a 

City of Cape Town letterhead, in her capacity as the Chairperson of Mitchells Plain 

Sub-council and Ward Councillor for Ward 75.  Councillor Bent was approached after 

she became the new Ward Councillor in 2009 and again in 2011 by the Ruo Emoh 

community in an attempt to allay some of their concerns.  Both of these requests 

were simply ignored.  Here was a group of people who had decided not to wait for 

“handouts’ but to pro-actively address their housing needs themselves, within a 

totally legal framework.  Showing patience and fortitude, they have saved, planned 

and suffered for more than 12 years waiting for the necessary approvals and 

resources to complete their development.  

Accessing housing subsidies…  
 
The beneficiaries, with the assistance of PEP, also applied for a housing subsidy to 

the Western Cape Department of Human Settlements (WCDHS) which first had to go 

through the City of Cape Town (CoCT).  After numerous meetings with various 

officials at CoCT, they agreed to approve the project and make funding available 

from the City’s 2010/11 budget on condition that the project was approved by 

Province.  A completed subsidy application (N6 application) for 50 beneficiaries was 

then submitted to WCDHS in January 2010.  There was immediate resistance from 

Provincial Government officials to fund the installation of infrastructure on a privately 

owned piece of land.  The registered owner of the Ruo Emoh site (Erf 1551) is 

uTshani Fund.  

 

Provincial officials were reluctant to approve subsidies for a development on privately 

owned land (land not owned by any state organ) as there is no provision in the 

housing policy for this scenario.  After several negotiations the project was approved 

on the following basis:  

The installation of the infrastructure (roads, sewerage, water, stormwater) was to be 

bridged by the community or some other third party.  Ruo Emoh then approached 

Shack Dwellers International (SDI) for bridging finance which the community would 

repay once subsidies were released.  Upon completion of the infrastructure and 

transfer of roads to CoCT, the infrastructure money would be released 
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The subsidy money for the top structure will be released in stages according to 

progress on site.  

 

After securing the project approval from the Provincial government and bridging 

finance from SDI, tender document was compiled by the consulting engineers, 

VelaVKE.  Three tenders were received and Civils 2000 were selected whose tender 

price for the installation of infrastructure was R 1,536,150 including VAT.  

Work commences on site…  

 
 

Ruo Emoh community officially hand over the site to civil contractor to begin work 
 
The community officially handed over the site to the contractor on 25 May 2011.  

They were very pleased to reach this crucial mile-stone after a decade long struggle.  

The contractor started work on site on 08 June 2011 after all the formalities such as 

guarantees were in place.  

A few days after work started on site and with renewed optimism among the 

communities, Councillor Natalie Bent and Colorado Ratepayers Association tried to 

stop the work on site on several occasions.  This escalated to a point where some of 

the objectors tried to physically stop work by standing in front of bulldozers and the 

police had to be called-in to restore some order on site. 

Police intervene to stop objectors from disrupting work on site  
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Local Ward-Councillor stands in the way …  
 

The local Ward Councillor, Cllr Natalie Bent, also vowed to stop the project using her 

political connections and the Ruo Emoh issue suddenly become publicised and a 

‘political hot potato’ in the province.  Planning officials became crippled due to 

pressure from politicians and were unable to make any decision to extend the validity 

of the previously approved rezoning before it lapsing on 26 June 2011.  By law, 

Council have to make a decision on planning applications within seven months.  

 

 
Local Newspaper – Plainsman – 22 June 2011 
 
The Ruo Emoh community and PEP were told that there was no official department 

or body that had the authority to extend the validity of the rezoning prior to lapsing on 

26 June 2011 due to local government elections.  This authority vests with either sub-

council or SPELUM (Spatial Planning Environmental Land use Management) which 

were still not constituted due to local government elections.   

 

On 15 June 2011 a meeting was called and chaired by Cllr Natalie Bent at Colorado 

Community Hall in an attempt to bring the two opposing parties together.  

Unfortunately the meeting was orchestrated by the Cllr to garner more objections 

from the residents of Colorado against the development.  PEP and the Ruo Emoh 

beneficiaries were not given enough time to explain the history of the Development 

and come to some form of compromise.  Ultimately the ratepayers and the Cllr 
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resolved to use everything at their disposal to prevent this development from 

materialising.  It was clear that most members of the Ratepayers Association were 

misinformed and had no clear idea of the planning process.  The planning officials 

present at the meeting tried to explain the bureaucratic process and confirmed that 

Ruo Emoh had legitimately complied with every step of the entire process to secure 

the initial approval.  Unfortunately no compromise could be reached as the 

ratepayers made it clear that they don’t want ‘back yard dwellers’ in their 

neighbourhood.  Ironically, many of the Ruo Emoh beneficiaries currently rent 

backyard shacks from the objecting rate payers.  

 

 
Local Newspaper – Peoples Post June 21 2011 
 
The rezoning and subdivision approval lapsed on 26 June 2011 and Council had not 

yet made a decision on the application to extend the validity thereof.  The political 

pressure mounted on the planning officials to stop the works and on July 5 2011, 

uTshani Fund received a ‘cease unlawful activity’ notice from City Council – Planning 

and Building Development Management – Khayelitsha.  The letter stated the reason 

as ‘the rezoning approval for Erf 1551 has lapsed on 26 June 2011 and the zoning 

was reverted to Undetermined Use Zone, which permits no infrastructure 

establishment’  

 

After some deliberation uTshani instructed the consulting engineers, Vela VKE, to 

order the Contractor to cease all work on or before 16h00 on 6 July 2010 to comply 

with Council’s instruction.  
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PEP, VKE and the Ruo Emoh beneficiaries met the City officials on site on Friday 8 

July 2011 to ask the officials to allow them to complete some of the work to mitigate 

the serious financial implications on the beneficiaries.  The officials refused and 

reiterated that no further work would be allowed on site until the rezoning was 

approved.  This was very surprising because those same officials had previously 

stated, in writing, that the infrastructure installation could not be stopped.  

 

It was clear that the politicians were pulling the strings behind the scenes to appease 

Cllr Natalie Bent and the Colorado Ratepayers Association at the expense of poor 

people who are pro-actively trying to address their needs.  

Planning decision left to biased local politicians…  
 
The application for the extension of rezoning was finally tabled at a Sub-council 23 

meeting on 22 August 2011.  We were initially told that SPELUM would be assessing 

our application but later informed that the Sub-council would be doing so – politicians 

rather than officials.  It was a formal meeting and the Ruo Emoh community and the 

objectors were given ten minutes each to address the Councillors.  At the outset of 

the meeting, it was confirmed that several of the members had not even read the 

CoCT Planning Report and therefore had no idea of the background to this project.  

At the end of the meeting the Sub-council made the decision that further negotiation 

was necessary between Ruo Emoh and the objectors and that they would facilitate 

this meeting. 

 
 
Local New Paper – Plainsman August 24 2011 
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Following the decision of the Sub-council not to approve the application as 

recommended by the planning officials, no further negotiation materialised between 

the two parties.  A second Sub-council meeting was then convened on 15 September 

2011.  The Councillors then visited the site for the first time in order to understand the 

context.  The Ruo Emoh Community made a final plea to the councillors to approve 

the project as the proposal was in line with local, provincial and national policies to 

integrate various segments of our communities. 

 

Unfortunately the Sub-council, with very little deliberation, decided to defer their 

decision to the SPELUM committee, a higher decision making body.  At this stage no 

date has been set and the community does not know when their case will be heard 

by the SPELUM Committee.   

 

Based on past experience with this development, it appears that the Ruo Emoh 

community will continue to be bogged down by “bureaucratic red-tape” causing 

delays that will have substantial cost implications for the overall development. 

Lessons learned …  
 

Based on our involvement with the Ruo Emoh community on their struggle to realize 

their aspirations to become home owners with secure tenure on sites of their choice, 

for over a decade, we recommend the following reforms to speed up housing and 

service delivery:  

 

Firstly, there is an urgent need to streamline planning approvals process in order to 

speed up the delivery of houses and make a dent in the ever growing housing 

backlog in the Western Cape and around the country.  In Cape Town alone, there is 

a backlog of 400,000 houses, which is increasing by 18-20,000 a year, with only 8-

9000 houses built annually.  

 

Secondly, there is a need to educate the Local Councillors about local, provincial and 

national housing policies all of which call for mixed-income, higher density, 

inclusionary housing developments.  Local Ward-Councillors such as Natalie Bent 

should become a part of the solution, not part of the problem by supporting a 

community driven housing initiative on a well-located infill land that is closer to 

schools, clinics, public transport, shops and job opportunities.  It is not sustainable to 

re-locate low-income households to the urban peripheries anymore.  
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Thirdly, we strongly believe that the overwhelming need for affordable housing in 

Cape Town suggests that while every attempt should be made to plan and design 

housing developments that are considerate towards their surrounds, surrounding 

neighbourhoods should not be in a position to dictate the terms on which housing can 

be built on infill sites.  It is incumbent on the Council to make bold statement in favour 

of addressing the housing need in the City, coming out in full and active support of 

medium density infill developments such as the Ruo Emoh development.  

Annexures …  
 

Annexure A:  Plans  

Annexure B:  Council Resolution – letter from Depart. Human  

Settlements Confirming Project Approval 

Annexure C:  Valuation Report   

Annexure D:  Objection Letters  

Annexure E:  Town Planners Report  

  


