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a b s t r a c t

Insufficient and inadequate housing for the urban poor has a long history in South Africa, as in other
African cities. Nearly one-fifth of urban households in South Africa reside in an informal dwelling. While
most live in informal settlements, significant proportions have erected informal structures (essentially
‘shacks’) in the backyard of another property, a distinctly South African phenomenon. Backyard dwellings
have historically been overlooked by housing policies that focus on upgrading and/or eradicating
informal settlements. Previously, backyard dwellers were perceived as marginalised, living in appalling
conditions and exploited by cavalier landlords. However, the post-apartheid provision of state-funded
housing for the poor has altered the nature of backyard housing, creating a new class of cash-poor
homeowners who are dependent on income from backyard dwellers’ rent, thus ensuring a more equi-
table power pendulum between landlord and tenant. This paper uses research conducted in a low-
income state-subsidised housing settlement in Cape Town to explore the new dimensions of informal
backyard housing, both for landlords and tenants, as a consequence of South Africa’s formal housing
policies.

� 2009 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Introduction

In December 2007 more than 1000 backyard shack dwellers
invaded unfinished houses in Cape Town’s N2 Gateway project.
Impatient with waiting for housing and tired of politicians’ prom-
ises, families moved into partially-built houses that lacked doors or
windows, painting their names on walls to indicate territory (Cape
Times, 2007). Despite legal precedents of granting invaders their
right to housing, the Cape High Court dismissed backyard dwellers’
demands and ordered their eviction the following February (Cape
Times, 2008). The core of the dispute lay in the proposed housing
allocation for the N2 Gateway project: 70% to informal settlement
residents and 30% to backyard dwellers from the locality. In protest
at their marginalisation and angry that their needs were over-
looked in favour of informal settlement residents in the proposed
housing allocation, backyard dwellers unsuccessfully demanded
a 50:50 distribution. Despite failing to achieve their demands, the
profile of backyard dwellers had never before been so prominent in
everyday, media and official discourses in Cape Town.
5.

All rights reserved.
Problems related to informal housing are nothing new for cities
of the global South, but have increasingly received international
attention, recently articulated in the United Nations Millennium
Development Goal 7/11 to achieve ‘‘a significant improvement in
the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers’’ (UN, 2000). Despite
criticism of the term ‘slum’ (Gilbert, 2007) the MDG goal recognises
the problems of informal living as a major global challenge. UN-
HABITAT (2003a), mandated to achieve this goal, estimate that one
billion people live in ‘slums’, predicted to double over the next 30
years. Such statistics conjure images of mile after mile of ‘shacks’,
a sea of poverty-stricken homes built from metal, plastic and wood,
arranged in an irregular fashion with alleys criss-crossing homes,
and with minimal access to basic infrastructure and services.
However, not all informal housing is situated in collective areas. The
emphasis on ‘slums’ overlooks a lesser known sub-set of informal
housing: backyard dwellings.

Backyard dwellings are informal shacks, typically erected by
their occupiers in the yards of other properties, and are a uniquely
South African phenomenon (Crankshaw, Gilbert, & Morris, 2000).1
1 Although backyard dwellings can be brick-built outhouses (or converted
garages), the primary focus of this research is on informal shacks erected in the
backyards of formal properties.
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Some backyards host multiple shacks, and landlords typically share
electricity, water, sanitation and refuse collection with backyard
tenants, in return for rent.2 Backyard dwellings lack the mass
visibility and collective force of an informal settlement,3 being
instead merged into existing residential areas and functioning
alongside neighbours with formal tenure rights and access to
infrastructure and services. This paper explores the dimensions of
informal backyard housing in a relatively new context, located
within state-subsidised housing settlements. The paper argues that
South Africa’s formal housing policies have indirectly encouraged
backyard housing and have thereby augmented informality in
South African cities, the exact opposite of the policy’s intentions.
Within this context, analysis considers why backyard dwellings
exist, both for tenants and landlords, as well as analysing the
landlord–tenant relationship. In addition, broader questions
related to the function of backyard dwellings within the city,
particularly for policymakers, but also landlords and tenants, are
considered. For while backyard dwellings generate income for poor
homeowners and provide serviced accommodation for poor
tenants, they also perpetuate informal forms of living and thus
hamper the government vision of eradicating informality in favour
of ‘‘suburban bliss’’ (Robins, 2002), as well as contradicting
government prioritisation of homeownership over rental housing.4

These questions are addressed by analysing data from research
undertaken in a low-income settlement in Cape Town, comprising
650 formal houses, which owners received through the govern-
ment housing subsidy scheme, most of which host informal
dwellings in backyards. In September 2006, a survey of 100
households (both homeowners and backyard tenants) was under-
taken, using random sampling techniques to ensure a broad range
of demographic profiles. The survey asked residents quantitative
and qualitative questions about their housing experiences, and this
paper draws on material related to respondent’s experiences of
backyard dwellings, as neighbours, landlords and tenants.
6 According to the SAIRR (2008), ‘‘between 1996 and 2007, the total number of
households residing in informal dwellings grew by 24.2% from 1.45 million to 1.80
million. During that period, the number of households living in backyard informal
dwellings rose by 46% from 403,000 to 590,000. The number of households staying
in free-standing informal settlements grew by 16% in comparison, from just over
one million to 1.2 million. At the same time, backyard informal structures as
a proportion of total informal dwellings grew by 18% while those built in informal
settlements declined by 7%.’’

7 This statistic captures backyard properties that are both formal (described by
the census as a ‘‘house/flat/room’’) and those that are informal (described as an
‘‘informal dwelling/shack’’), though this research focuses on the latter.

8 Cape Town’s demographics are unique to South Africa in not hosting a Black
African majority. Instead, the Coloured community is the single largest population
group (48%), followed by Black Africans (32% – predominantly isiXhosa), and
Whites (19%) – data from census 2001 (StatsSA, 2001, the most recent national
census). These apartheid-influenced racial/ethnic labels are used as they continue
Backyard dwellings in South Africa: history

Insufficient and inadequate housing for the urban poor has a long
history in South Africa, with apartheid-era policies of urban
containment resulting in overcrowded and under-serviced town-
ships and informal settlements on the urban periphery. Prior to
1996, housing policies virtually ignored backyard dwellers and
statistics captured them in the ‘informal settlement’ bracket,5

though their circumstances and challenges are very different.
According to the 2006 General Household Survey, 14.5% of house-
holds in South Africa live in an informal dwelling, rising to almost
one-fifth of households (19.1%) in the Western Cape (StatsSA, 2006).
Whilst most of those reside in informal settlements, 590,000
households (approximately one-third of all households living in
informal housing), reside in backyard shacks (SAIRR, 2008), repre-
senting 5.7% of all South African households (StatsSA, 2006).
Furthermore, recent data from the South African Institute of Race
2 This paper uses the terms ‘tenant’ and ‘landlord’ for ease of understanding
throughout the paper, although such formal descriptions for the relationships were
not used by respondents (also identified by Morange, 2002).

3 An informal settlement is defined as an unplanned settlement where informal
housing (i.e. structures not in compliance with building regulations) is constructed
on land that occupants have no legal claim to (at least, initially) and on which few, if
any, services exist (though that may change over time).

4 This emphasis on homeownership rather than renting is a strategy common to
governments throughout the global South, though not without critics (e.g. Gilbert,
2008; Kumar, 2003; UN-HABITAT, 2003b).

5 The 1996 census was the first time that ‘informal housing’ differentiated
between ‘informal in backyard’ and ‘informal not in backyard’.
Relations indicate that the proportion of households living in back-
yard dwellings is growing faster than the proportion in informal
settlements, indicating the growing popularity of this housing type
in the context of massive housing shortages (SAIRR, 2008).6

The City of Cape Town housing department estimates that
75,400 households live in backyard dwellings (Haskins, 2006).7

These are almost exclusively Black African and Coloured-headed
households,8 a legacy of apartheid.9 Furthermore, informal back-
yard dwellers (82%) and informal settlement residents (85%) are
similarly poor, surviving on less than R150010 per month (StatsSA,
2001). Names for backyard informal dwellings range from ‘wendy
house’, ‘hokkie’, ‘shack’ and ‘bungalow’, used interchangeably
throughout the paper.11 Backyard shacks are constructed from
corrugated iron, metal sheets and wooden planks, ranging in size
and quality, with most comprising a single room in which residents
cook, eat, sleep, wash and live. The everyday realities of backyard
living are best demonstrated by a backyard dweller:

When it’s raining sometimes it leaks. When it’s windy it’s bang
bang bang – very noisy. And I can’t buy more things because it’s
so small. And my baby is sick because of the draft [N.X. 04/09/
06]12

Although the inadequate size and quality of backyard dwellings,
as well as the unhealthy living environment, are similar to living in
an informal settlement, backyard shacks differ in being situated on
a demarcated plot within a formal fully-serviced housing area, and
their proliferation throughout urban South Africa is linked to the
massive housing shortage for poor households.13

Cape Town’s backyard shacks are perceived to have originated in
Coloured residential areas. Here, insufficient housing since the
1960s was supplemented by informal and formal backyard struc-
tures (hokkies14), predominantly accommodating relatives, with
payment in-kind, rather than formal tenants or financial rent.15

Concurrently, backyard dwellings emerged in Black African town-
ships as a dual-consequence of the late-1960s halt on constructing
houses for urban Black Africans, alongside the prohibition of
informal settlements.16 This left backyard dwellings a popular,
to reflect everyday discourses and official statistics.
9 10.5% of Cape Town’s Black African-headed households reside in backyard

accommodation (overwhelmingly in informal shacks), while 7.5% of Coloured--
headed households reside in backyard accommodation (an even split between
brick-built rooms and informal shacks) (Haskins, 2006).

10 R1500 is approximately UK£100.
11 Respondents favoured the term ‘bungalow’, perhaps because it is less pejorative

than the alternatives.
12 To ensure anonymity, comments from respondents are initialled and dated.
13 2.4 Million households in South Africa live in informal housing (Sisulu, 2005).
14 A Middle Dutch word meaning shack or doghouse.
15 Sophie Oldfield, personal communication, 12 July 2007.
16 Although backyard dwellings existed as early as the 1920s (Bank, 2007), they

have only been prominent since the late-1960s.
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albeit illegal, option for accommodating growing populations in
already overcrowded Black African townships, particularly in
Johannesburg and Cape Town where the nearest homelands were
distant (Saphire, 1992: p. 675; Crankshaw, 1993: p. 35; Gilbert,
Mabin, McCarthy, & Watson, 1997: p. 137; Crankshaw et al., 2000:
p. 843; Beall, Crankshaw, & Parnell, 2002: p. 59). Unlike hokkies in
Coloured areas, backyard dwellings in Black African townships
were more likely to accommodate paying tenants than kin (Saphire,
1992: pp. 675, 679; Beall et al., 2002: p.163). From the late-1980s, as
apartheid state controls declined and township defiance grew, the
number of backyard dwellings multiplied (alongside the expansion
of informal settlements) (Crankshaw, 1993: p. 44; Murphy, 1993;
p. 53; Gilbert et al., 1997: p. 137; Gilbert & Crankshaw, 1999: p.
2394; Beall, Crankshaw, & Parnell, 2000a: p. 117; Seekings, 2000: p.
833). By 1990, nearly 60% of Gauteng’s township properties hosted
backyard dwellings, housing almost half (44%) of Gauteng’s Black
African population and representing the vast majority (85%) of
Johannesburg’s shacks (Saphire, 1992: p. 680; Crankshaw, 1993: pp.
34, 44). By the late-1990s, virtually every backyard in Soweto
township hosted an informal shack or outhouse structure, accom-
modating nearly one-third (30%) of Sowetoans (Beall et al., 2000a:
p. 111; Beall et al., 2002: p. 163). Backyard dwellings were similarly
prevalent in Cape Town’s townships over the same period: by 1994
shacks existed in the backyards of 87% of township houses in
Guguletu and Khayelitsha (Watson, 1994). In fact, Guguletu had
9981 backyard dwellings on the plots of 8156 houses, with similar
ratios throughout Cape Town’s townships (Lee, 2005: p. 621).

Backyard dwellings continue to proliferate in contemporary
South Africa, where most township backyards (57%) host dwellings
(SDMS, 2004), particularly in older, well-located townships (Bank,
2007: p. 206). In addition, the post-apartheid era has witnessed
a new supply of backyard dwellings in state-subsidised housing
areas, in direct contradiction to national aims to eradicate informal
housing. The post-apartheid government established the National
Housing Subsidy Scheme that since 1994 has provided 2.3 million
subsidies to poor households (Kotsoane, 2008). Subsidies effec-
tively provide ownership of a newly-built one bedroom house,
known colloquially as RDP houses and settlements,17 to eligible
households.18 However, progress has been slow and backyard
accommodation remains important, as households wait more than
a decade for RDP houses (Beall et al., 2002: p. 164). Furthermore,
RDP settlements offer a new location for backyard dwellings,
leading to changes in the nature of backyard housing. Shacks are
erected on the significant yard space of fully-serviced RDP houses,
providing additional accommodation and/or rental income to new
homeowners (Robins, 2002). Although problems with RDP housing,
such as small size and poor construction quality, in addition to
peripheral locations, are widely criticised (e.g. Gilbert, 2004;
Huchzermeyer, 2002; Tomlinson, 1999), the role of the housing
scheme in creating renewed opportunities for informal housing is
rarely considered. The fact that a housing strategy which formalises
residents and land has become a key mechanism for augmenting
informal housing is a significant post-apartheid housing trend.
Backyard dwellings in South Africa: existing research

Despite the growing number of backyard dwellings relative to
informal settlements over the past ten years (SAIRR, 2008), the
17 After the 1994 Reconstruction and Development Programme.
18 Eligibility for the subsidy is restricted to households with a monthly income

below R3500 (approx. UK£230), who are South African citizens with a partner and/
or dependent, and who have not previously owned property (or received a housing
subsidy).
former remains an under-researched area, and the existing litera-
ture is largely piecemeal. With the exception of a handful of in-
depth studies (Bank, 2007; Crankshaw et al., 2000; Morange, 2002),
reference to backyard dwellings tends to be a subsidiary element of
studies focusing on other aspects of housing. In reviewing previous
findings on backyard housing, a line can be drawn between
research undertaken before and after the late-1990s. Prior to this
period, research identified that despite being wealthier and better-
serviced than residents of informal settlements, backyard tenants
frequently chose to leave their backyard accommodation in favour
of informal settlements because of appalling backyard conditions
and exploitative landlords. In particular, early- to mid-1990s
research documents tenants’ disgruntlement with rising rents in
the context of backyard overcrowding, lack of privacy, and the
behaviour of landlords in restricting access to water, sanitation and
electricity, as well as controlling tenants’ behaviour (e.g. cleaning
duties, curfew hours, visitor restrictions, noise restrictions)
(Crankshaw, 1993; Guillaume & Houssay-Holzschuch, 2002;
Saphire, 1992). In contrast, from the late-1990s onwards, backyard
dwellings became a more attractive form of housing, representing
the most common form of accommodation for new arrivals to the
city (Gilbert et al., 1997). Backyard overcrowding was no worse than
in formal township structures and offered extremely low rents
alongside good access to water and toilets (and limited access to
electricity), with relatively conflict-free and non-exploitative
tenant–landlord relationships characterised by a common struggle
between equally poor township residents (Bank, 2007; Beall et al.,
2000a, 2002; Beall, Crankshaw, & Parnell, 2000b; Crankshaw et al.,
2000; Gilbert et al., 1997; Morange, 2002). The reason for this
change is not clear, although the growing number of cash-poor
township homeowners (e.g. those who bought their former council
property) is likely to have increased backyard supply and thus
forced landlords to improve conditions or lose rental income.

A significant commonality of the existing research is its focus on
backyard dwellings in urban townships. In contrast, the primary
contribution of this research is its investigation into the ways in
which the growth of a relatively new segment in South Africa’s
housing market, subsidised houses for low-income households,
affects the backyard housing sector. No previous research has been
conducted on backyard dwellings situated within RDP settle-
ments,19 and thus this research provides a glimpse into the emer-
gence of an existing housing form (backyard dwellings) in a new,
and increasingly common, urban context (RDP settlements). In
particular, analysis explores the ways in which the subsidised
housing market has provided a new supply of backyard dwellings,
as well as the ways in which the emergence of a new class of cash-
poor asset-rich landlords, who are dependent on income from
backyard dwellers’ rent, is creating a more equitable, and in some
cases inverted, landlord–tenant power relationship.

Backyard dwellings in South Africa: policy

Recognising the failure of the National Housing Subsidy Scheme
to resolve South Africa’s housing shortage with sufficient speed, the
2004 ‘Breaking New Ground’ (BNG) Housing Strategy was intro-
duced, including the promotion of alternative tenure options.20 In
particular, BNG emphasised the need to support rental and backyard
19 Although Robins (2002) mentions the role of backyard dwellings in re-in-
formalising a state-subsidised settlement, backyard dwellings per se are not the
primary focus of his research.

20 BNG also promotes the creation of integrated and sustainable human settle-
ments mixing housing and income types in areas close to economic opportunities,
social and infrastructural services – but this aspect of BNG is not the focus of this
paper.
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housing, acknowledging the latter as an ‘‘important component of
the overall private rental sector’’ (DoH, 2004: p. 22). This represents
a major change of emphasis. Rental options were not part of the
initial post-apartheid housing package, and in fact local authorities
decreased their existing rental stock in the late-1990s (Tomlinson,
1999),21 while backyard dwellings were viewed as temporary,
a trend that would disappear as low-income households moved into
subsidised houses. However, evidence that approximately 20% of
South African households live in rented accommodation and that
new tenants are predominantly accommodated in backyard dwell-
ings and informal settlements (SHF, 2008) has forced the govern-
ment to acknowledge the necessity and dominance of rental (and to
a lesser extent, informal) housing for low-income households.
Although translating this ‘recognition’ into policy has been slow, for
example the 2005 Draft Social Housing Policy (DoH, 2005) remains
unimplemented four years later; the 2007 Rental Housing Amend-
ment Bill has substantially increased tenants’ rights, and pro-
grammes providing affordable rental housing for low-income
households are slowly emerging.22 For example, the Community
Residential Units (CRU) programme launched in 2008 provides
rental options for low-income households by upgrading and main-
taining existing public housing stock (Burger, 2008).23 However,
many rental programmes are yet to have an impact on the ground,
and homeownership remains the primary product.

Despite this emerging focus on rental options, explicit policy
recognition for backyard dwellings is less forthcoming. Although
not surprising given the weak BNG policy commitment, stating that
‘‘in order to develop appropriate [backyard] policies, the Depart-
ment requires more information on the scale, conditions, rental
charges and facilities which are provided within this sector’’ (DoH,
2004: p. 22), it is indefensible in light of recent evidence that over
a quarter of all rented dwellings are shacks, nearly two-thirds of
which are situated in backyards (SHF, 2008). Nevertheless, one
policy has recently emerged at a regional scale: in 2008 the Gau-
teng Department of Housing released a draft ‘Backyard Rental
Policy’ to regulate and formalise backyard dwellings (Gauteng DoH,
2008), which was piloted in two Johannesburg townships, Orlando
East in Soweto and Boipatong in Sedibeng, during 2006–07 (Gau-
teng Housing, 2007). The pilot (and draft policy) provides a grant24

to upgrade backyard shacks into formal two/three-roomed fully-
serviced structures (with shower and toilet), as well as legal
support to formalise the landlord–tenant relationship (Gauteng
Housing, 2007; Gauteng DoH, 2008). In essence, the policy eradi-
cates the ‘informal’ nature of backyard dwellings and is in line with
broader national goals to eradicate informality in the city (the
implications of this policy are discussed later in the paper).

Although backyard dwellings are a uniquely South African form
of housing, international literature on rental policy for the poor
provides some parallels. Indeed, the South African government is
typical in promoting homeownership rather than rental housing,
despite indications that private renting is the fastest growing form
of accommodation for low-income households in the global South,
21 For example, between 1994 and 2000 ownership of more than one-third
of public rental stock was transferred to occupiers (UN-HABITAT, 2003a, 2003b:
p. 215).

22 See UN-HABITAT (2003b, Appendix 1) for more on the history of rental housing
strategies in South Africa.

23 Although the effects of this programme are yet to be seen, early indications of
municipalities adopting the CRU are positive. In 2008, the City of Johannesburg
initiated construction work to transform derelict worker hostels into family rental
accommodation (BuaNews, 2008a) and the City of Cape Town announced its
intention to upgrade existing public rental stock (BuaNews, 2008b).

24 This ‘‘Affordable Rental Accommodation Grant’’ will be determined by the
Gauteng Department of Housing (Gauteng DoH, 2008).
and that poor tenants are most likely to rent from poor landlords
rather than wealthy individuals, private or public institutions
(Gilbert, 2008; UN-HABITAT, 2003a, 2003b). This is equally the case
in South Africa, where small-scale landlords provide housing for
15% of households, most of whom are low income (Gordon & Nell,
2006), and thus this form of rental housing requires policy support,
something that is currently lacking, particularly in the backyard
realm. Indeed, despite official recognition of the importance of
backyard housing, public officials and the media continue to criti-
cise its informality (Gordon & Nell, 2006: p. 52), highlighting its
tenuous position in most South African cities.

Case study: Westlake village

Westlake village is a low-income community where residents
received ownership and occupation of their state-subsidised houses
in late-1999, having previously lived 500 m away in a range of
informal (squatter settlement) and formal (dilapidated publicly-
owned) accommodation.25 Its location is unusual for RDP settle-
ments, being situated in proximity to middle-class suburban
neighbourhoods, rather than on the urban periphery, and is thus
a popular location. Semi-detached houses are mostly 27 m2 in size
with one bedroom, an open-plan kitchen/diner and a small shower/
toilet room with running water and electricity. The brick-built
properties are semi-detached, on a full plot size of 130 m2 (i.e. 65 m2

for each house) and thus have considerable yard space. Freehold title
deeds were accompanied by pre-approved plans to extend the
property according to the owner’s needs, timings and ability to pay.
Fig. 1 is a copy of the house plans, showing two semi-detached
houses, with pre-approved extension indicated by dotted lines.

Although a ‘formal’ neighbourhood, almost immediately after
residents moved into their houses, informal structures emerged in
Westlake’s backyards. Most backyard dwellings are pre-fabricated
structures purchased by tenants from nearby townships (costing on
average R2500, approximately UK£165, including delivery and erec-
tion) although some are constructed on-site by tenants, and range in
quality and size. It is important to note that no backyard structures
which were being let to non-kin were constructed or purchased by
landlords, indicating the lack of investment by landlords.

The ‘‘re-informalisation’’ (Robins, 2002) of land and people in
Westlake village is a major criticism levelled by the media and local
residents at the community, accusing backyard dwellings of
blighting the visual landscape and contributing to overcrowding,
sanitation, sewerage and refuse overload within this relatively new
housing community (Cape Argus, 2005a, 2005b). This paper firstly
provides quantitative data regarding the numerical dominance of
backyard dwellings in Westlake village, analysis then considers
why people live in backyard dwellings, as well as why homeowners
invite them into their yard within the context of the state subsidy
housing scheme. Both individual/household agency reasons as well
as wider structural rationales are considered. Finally, the nature of
the landlord–tenant relationship is explored in order to demon-
strate the ways in which the national housing policy, and its
consequent creation of low-income homeowners, has affected the
power balance between landlord and tenant.

Extent: dominant or negligible?

In 2005 the Westlake United Church Trust (WUCT, a local NGO)
census identified 411 ‘back dwellings’ in Westlake, an average of 0.6
backyard dwellings for each house, with 516 adults residing in
25 See Dykes (2004) and Lemanski (2008) for a thorough history of the
development.
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backyard dwellings (children were not counted), indicating an
average occupancy of 1.2 adults per backyard shack, compared to
4.4 people (adults and children) per house (Dawes, 2005). By 2006,
my research found that that over half of properties (58%) have
backyard dwellings, all of which are informal structures typically
accommodating 1–2 adults (and occasionally 1–2 young children),
indicating lower densities than in formal houses (though in smaller
spaces). Some backyards host multiple shacks (Fig. 2), and the
handful of households sharing yard-space with two or more
bungalows experience overcrowding and competition for services
designed for a single household.

The survey and NGO census reveal backyard dwellings as a major
housing form in Westlake village. This is also evident in other RDP
housing areas (SDMS, 2004), and is widely criticised by the media and
public officials (Gordon & Nell, 2006: p. 52). Interestingly, my 2006
research revealed that the 42% of Westlake homeowners without
a bungalow also demonstrated opposition to backyard dwellings.

I don’t like all these bungalows, it makes it look like a squatter
camp [D.T 11/09/06]
The hokkies on our neighbours’ plot – I’m not happy about that.
It’s just a metre away and it smells [S.S 13/09/06]

These quotes suggest that under current conditions the number
of properties hosting backyard dwellings is unlikely to change, as
increased demand is restricted to current suppliers. However, social
or economic change could quickly alter these dynamics. For
example, the xenophobic violence that swept through South Africa
in May 2008 led to the evacuation of 150 foreign immigrants from
Westlake village,26 most of whom were backyard tenants. Although
an unusual example, it highlights the speed and ease with which
broader socio-economic crises could alter the characteristics of
Westlake. However, at the time of the research, Westlake’s back-
yard accommodation was at, or close to, maximum capacity.

In analysing the demographic composition of backyard
dwellers, this 2006 research survey found that the majority are
unrelated to landlords, pay a market-led rent, are employed, came
to Westlake from outside Cape Town and represent a broad range of
ages, from young couples to elderly widows.27 This suggests both
26 James McGregor, WUCT chairman, personal communication, 26th May 2008.
27 Although one-third (34%) of backyard dwellers are related to those in the

house, this research primarily addresses backyard dwellers who are unrelated to
their landlord.
change and continuity from previous research. For example,
Crankshaw et al. (2000) identified Soweto’s backyard dwellers as
youthful, relatively new city arrivals who paid a tiny rent to unre-
lated landlords, while Gilbert and Crankshaw (1999) found a high
proportion of rural migrants and Mozambiquean immigrants in
Johannesburg’s backyards, and Bank (2007) found backyard
dwellers in East London to be only slightly younger than landlords,
predominantly female and relatively poor (half were unemployed).
The increased age, employment-levels and rent found in Westlake
village indicate backyard living in RDP settlements as less a transi-
tion phase for the young and newly-arrived, and more a permanent
market-linked form of housing.
Why live in a backyard dwelling?

Why do poor people live in backyard dwellings, dependent on
landlords and liable for rent, rather than move to an informal
settlement and experience an independent and rent-free life-
style?28 The principal reasons identified are positive agency factors
such as access to services, location and flexibility, and reduced
threat of eviction, in addition to structural reasons related to the
failures of the housing policy.
Access to services

Particularly in the late-1980s the incentive to live in a backyard
shack rather than invade land was access to infrastructure and
services. Compared to residents of informal settlements, with
minimal sanitation and reduced to basic cooking and heating
methods, backyard dwellers were superior, typically sharing elec-
tricity, water and sanitation with their landlord (Murphy, 1993: p.
54). Although residents of informal settlements have since estab-
lished their constitutional right to basic shelter (i.e. 2000 Groot-
boom case), with implications for basic service-provision for the
vulnerable, in reality, most informal settlements remain un-
serviced and lack tenure security (Huchzermeyer, 2003), and thus
backyard dwellings offer preferential access to services.
28 Although some shack dwellers in informal settlements pay rent, they represent
the minority of informal settlement residents, and furthermore, rents are approx-
imately one-third cheaper in informal settlements than in backyard shacks (SHF,
2008).
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Fig. 2. Number of Backyard dwellings per property, Westlake village, 2006.
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Backyard dwellers in Westlake village report no problems
accessing water from the outside tap fixed to each RDP house, with
the cost included in monthly rents. In addition, virtually every
backyard shack (97%) accessed electricity from the main house via
multiple illegal extension cables running from plugs inside the
house to shacks outside (Fig. 3), all sourced from a single pre-paid
electricity meter within the house.

Unlike ten years prior, when backyard dwellers were reticent to
use electricity, favouring traditional cooking methods, using
candles and distrusting electricity bills (Beall et al., 2000b: p. 845;
Mehlwana, 1997), because RDP houses have pre-paid meters
(rather than bills), backyard shacks in Westlake village contain
lamps, stereos, heaters and cookers, all using electricity sourced,
metered and pre-paid from the house. However, access to services
and infrastructure is not necessarily straightforward. Technical
problems such as defective and unsafe electricity connections with
frequent outages from over-consumption, as well as social prob-
lems such as reliance on good relationships with landlords in order
to access electricity and water, can reduce the advantages of
backyard living (Mehlwana, 1997).

There are one, two, three [bungalows], and this [electricity] box
. start[s] making a noise, it’s too much electricity [J.K. 22/09/
06]

For example, the two backyard shacks without electricity access
were a result of tensions regarding payment. Westlake village
houses contain pre-paid electricity meters and most backyard
dwellers pay a flat monthly electricity fee (average R50)29 to
landlords. However, with no mechanism for either tenant or
landlord to accurately measure consumption rates between the
house and backyard, tensions regarding over-consumption and
under-payment can sour relationships, with landlords ultimately
able to curtail access (though at the risk of losing rental income) as
indicated by the below quote.

We made a decision R100 or R50 a month electricity, but not
even a quarter of the month the electricity is gone and me and
my wife must pay from our pocket for them if they made an
agreement. We had them for three months, but then told them
to go [Ry.M. 03/09/06]

Regarding solid waste management, the City of Cape Town
provides weekly refuse collection in Westlake village. However, the
29 Approximately UK£3.33. The amount paid for electricity varied from
case-to-case, but in the main, the seemingly arbitrary amount of R50 per month
was agreed between landlords and tenants in advance of the rental commence-
ment. The other, less popular, payment method was the equally unfair system of
putting money into the meter as and when needed by each individual.
plastic bin allocated to each house is insufficient for plots with
multiple backyard dwellings. Although affecting only a handful of
properties, the impact on general dumping and littering has
significant environmental consequences. Access to sanitation is
more problematic for backyard dwellers in RDP settlements as the
absence of outside ablutions (unlike the outside toilets, albeit
locked overnight, in apartheid-designed townships, Beall et al.,
2002: p. 167) renders backyard tenants reliant on access inside
landlord houses. In Westlake village, virtually all landlords lock
their toilet at night, while a handful (12%) do not allow backyard
tenants access to their toilet/shower facilities at any time, leaving
them to urinate, defecate and wash outdoors.30 Although lack of
access to sanitation affects only a minority, it is a serious concern,
highlighting landlords’ perceptions that they provide only yard
space (with even the structure provided by tenants), as well as the
absence of provision for informal dwellers in RDP settlements.
Furthermore, even for those with access to landlords’ toilets, over-
use of sanitation facilities designed for a single household leads to
frequent blocks and surcharges.

Although backyard dwellings arguably offer closer proximity to
services and infrastructure compared to living in an informal
settlement, the constant need to negotiate access through land-
lords, as well as the limited capacity of infrastructure, indicates the
limits of informal living in a formal area. This is particularly
accentuated in RDP settlements, which are designed exclusively for
formal lifestyles, and thus have no provision (e.g. communal
ablutions) for households living in informal conditions. Indeed, the
government vision to eliminate informality ensures that there is no
consideration for the needs of informal households when planning
RDP settlements, as no such households should exist. Although it
could therefore be argued that many informal settlement residents
in Cape Town have better access to services via communal ablu-
tions, water stands and metered electricity, these have typically
been secured from city authorities with significant effort over
a long time period, and elsewhere in South Africa service-provision
to informal settlements is less widespread, indicating that the
differences in access to services between the two types of informal
housing vary across time and space.

Location and flexibility

For poor households reliant on informal and irregular employ-
ment, backyard shacks offer flexibility to respond to changing
employment opportunities, compared to static residence in
30 Although the 2007 Rental Housing Amendment Bill requires landlords to
provide full access to utilities, in reality this is not enforced or monitored, partic-
ularly in backyard arrangements.



Fig. 3. Backyard dwellings and electricity connections, Westlake village (photo taken by author, October 2006).
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a periphery settlement (SDMS, 2003: p. 41). Most backyard
dwellers in Westlake village found yard space by knocking on the
landlord’s door, with no references, deposit or intermediary. The
ease of securing backyard space is matched by the ease of departing
if opportunities arise elsewhere. Thus, for some households, rent-
ing backyard space may better facilitate their livelihood strategies
than renting or owning (in)formal property in a set location.31 A
backyard dwelling close to employment can be cheaper than
a township property, reducing transport costs and with set rental
rather than changing council rates and service payments (Morange,
2002; Robins, 2002). In particular, new arrivals to the city, requiring
cheap accommodation close to employment opportunities, are
predominantly attracted to backyard housing (Gilbert & Crank-
shaw, 1999: p. 2381). Although this indicates the temporary nature
of backyard living for some households, for others it provides
a more permanent base. Furthermore, it indicates that future RDP
settlements (designed to be in non-periphery locations close to
economic opportunities as part of the new BNG strategy) will be
particularly popular with backyard dwellers.
32 Although legally landlords cannot evict tenants on short-notice (e.g. verbal
Tenure security

Despite reliance on the whims of landlords, backyard dwellers
perceive themselves at less risk of eviction than informal settle-
ment residents (Crankshaw et al., 2000; Gilbert et al., 1997;
Morange, 2002; Watson, 1994). In particular, given the govern-
ment emphasis on eradicating informal settlements by 2014,
backyard living in a formal area is perceived to offer more long-
term security than an informal settlement (SAIRR, 2008). Back-
yard dwellers in Westlake expressed virtually no perceptions of
tenure insecurity, reflecting the long-term nature of many rental
agreements, although as an earlier quote indicated, landlords can
31 Although renting is generally perceived to offer more flexibility than home-
ownership (e.g. Gilbert, 1999; Kumar, 2003), backyard letting is particularly flexible
as the housing unit itself can be moved to take advantage of economic opportu-
nities elsewhere in the city.
and do evict backyard tenants, often with little notice.32 In
addition, backyard dwellers demonstrate strong perceptions of
tenure security that extend beyond backyards. For example, most
Westlake residents believe that backyard dwellers have a ‘right’ to
future state housing constructed in the vicinity, and this is
certainly a motivating factor for backyard households remaining
in the area. However, such localised attitudes are rarely shared by
public authorities, and the land opposite Westlake recently ear-
marked for ‘gap’ housing33 will not accommodate local backyard
dwellers despite their protests.

Despite perceptions of tenure security, the political voice of
backyard dwellers within their community and city is weak. The
‘invisibility’ of backyard housing as a collective force ensures that
local community groups and government bodies communicate
exclusively with registered owners and rate-payers (Beall et al.,
2002: p. 171) rather than tenants of any sort, but particularly those
in informal housing. For example, when a developer leafleted
Westlake villagers in 2005 offering to buy all 650 properties in
exchange for cash and land elsewhere, the voices of backyard
dwellers were overlooked, and the decision to reject the offer was
made exclusively by homeowners. A backyard dweller neatly
summed their exclusion:

If they sell the house where will we go? [N.M. 13/09/06]

Furthermore, in January 2009 the Westlake Homeowners
Association was established, given a mandate as ‘‘the only legiti-
mate and recognized body to act on behalf of the community of
Westlake’’ (WHOA, 2009), effectively excluding backyard dwellers
(as non-homeowners) from community representation and
implying their status to be illegitimate and/or temporary. Backyard
agreements are protected by the 1999 Rental Housing Bill), few backyard tenants
are aware of this.

33 Gap housing is provided for households with monthly incomes of
R3500–R10,000 (and thus few backyard dwellers would be eligible), introduced in
2004 to meet the needs of those with incomes too high for subsidised housing but
too low to secure a mortgage in the private open market.
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dwellers throughout South Africa lack strong leadership or orga-
nisation (Morange, 2002), not having a distinct spatial constituency
despite similar agendas. Although some townships have developed
organisations (e.g. Guguletu Backyard Dwellers) and mobilised in
action (e.g. N2 Gateway invasion), this is rare, and in general
backyard dwellers’ political voice is constrained by lack of organi-
sation, capacity or representation.34 This indicates a further
constraint of informal living in an RDP settlement, where issues
related to informality and access to services are not on the agenda.

Failures of the housing policy

Whether households actively choose backyard living, or
whether backyard housing exists as a structural consequence of
South Africa’s housing crisis is questionable (Morange, 2002),
though both factors arguably play a role. Nonetheless, tenants
‘choose’ backyard shacks over other forms of cheap accommoda-
tion, and also choose the location of their backyard, tolerating it as
the best option given the subsidy scheme’s slow delivery and the
shortage of cheap accommodation. Although households have
diverse reasons for choosing backyard space, most express
a desperate need for shelter and inability to afford formal housing,
while awaiting government housing.

In our bungalow, it’s me, my sister and her child . I’ve got
nowhere else to go. Yes, I’m on the waiting list [for a house], I
signed last year. I’ve heard nothing from the municipality. I hope
I will get a home one day [N.M. 13/09/06]
I came here to look for job, my husband was already here . We
don’t have the house, we’ve been on the waiting list long time
[X.D. 26/09/06]

While these quotes indicate backyard dwellings as temporary,
and indeed all South African respondents expressed a long-term
desire for RDP homeownership, in reality many backyard residents
are ineligible for government housing (e.g. foreign immigrants,35

previous RDP beneficiaries) and even those eligible face decade-
long waits as the housing backlog grows faster than delivery
(Hunter, Van Ryneveld, & Yorke, 2007: p. 43). Thus, backyard
dwellings are a long-term feature of South African cities.

Thus, diverse reasons exist for backyard living, and although the
failures of the national housing policy contribute to the prolifera-
tion of backyard shacks, agency factors such as proximity to
services (notwithstanding problems of negotiating access), flexi-
bility, location and tenure security are positive reasons households
favour backyard shacks over other housing forms.
Why do property owners have backyard dwellings?

Why would the owner of a new fully-serviced state-subsidised
brick-built house, their first ‘formal’ property after decades of
informal and sub-standard accommodation, fill their backyard with
shacks? Two principal agency reasons are identified: needing
34 Although backyard dwellers are represented by both the ‘South African
Homeless People’s Federation’ and the ‘Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign’,
both groups tend to prioritise informal settlements above backyard shacks.

35 A significant minority (approx. 150) of Westlake’s backyard dwellers were
foreign African immigrants at the time of the research (although virtually all fled
the area due to national xenophobic attacks in May 2008, most have now returned
to Westlake). Ineligible for the housing subsidy and lacking the social networks
necessary to enter informal settlements, or legal paperwork required for private
housing, immigrants favour the immediacy of shelter and services in backyard
dwellings close to employment. This is not a purely Westlake phenomenon and is
equally evident in other townships (Beall et al., 2002; Crankshaw et al., 2000; Mail
& Guardian, 2006).
additional space and income-generation. Wider structural reasons
related to failures in the housing policy are also explored.

Space for family

The size of Westlake village’s RDP houses, 27 m2 (Fig. 1), offers
insufficient space, requiring some residents to sleep in the kitchen/
diner.36 This has negative consequences for family life and privacy
even for a small family, but for those with larger families and/or
a culture of accommodating extended family, additional space is
necessary. Given the low incomes and high unemployment in most
RDP housing areas, including Westlake village,37 the costs of
formally extending the house (e.g. materials, labour, building
standards and regulations) are too high compared with the
affordability of backyard shacks.

The place is too small. I’ve got two daughters and a son, so I let
my son build a place at the back [S.Sw. 21/09/06]
Because the house is too small and the children have grown .
Before they were in the house, but the children were getting big
[A.H. 13/09/06]

Although the inverse relationship between RDP house and
family size is an important reason for backyard shacks (certainly
more than in the past, Crankshaw et al., 2000), it is not the full story.
My 2006 research survey found that one-third of backyard dwellers
(34%) are related to homeowners, and thus most backyard dwellers
are non-kin tenants. This is arguably linked to Westlake’s relatively
short history, meaning that few adult children have ties to the area,
and thus might change over time.

Mechanism to generate income

Given significant poverty and unemployment in RDP housing
areas, it is not surprising that residents use their sole asset as
a mechanism for income-generation. In addition, most RDP
homeowners have experienced shack-living and thus have
sympathy for backyard dwellers.

They were sitting in the street with no place to stay and it was
pouring. They didn’t know what to do, they didn’t know where
to go [E.S. 16/09/06]

Although the initial decision to accommodate non-kin backyard
dwellers might originate from compassion (Gilbert et al., 1997: p.
145), in the main it is a financial relationship. All non-kin backyard
dwellers in Westlake village pay monthly rent, typically ranging
from R200 to 250 (UK£13-17), in addition to contributions towards
electricity (Fig. 4).

To be eligible for an RDP subsidy, households must earn below
R3500 per month (UK£230), although most recipients earn below
R1500 (UK£100) (Baumann, 2003). Thus the additional financial
pressures of owning a house such as council rates, electricity, water,
in addition to demonstrating ‘‘proper living’’ by purchasing orna-
ments and furniture (Meintjes, 2000, 2001) is unsustainable for
many households. Indeed, for small-scale landlords with monthly
household incomes below R1500, rental income comprises almost
one-third (29%) of their household income (SHF, 2008), and thus it
is clear that backyard rent forms the economic backbone of landlord
households, rather than a bonus per se, also indicated in Westlake.
36 Indeed, many households did operate like this – either placing beds in the
living area or sleeping on sofas.

37 The 2005 WUCT census indicated that 50% of adults living in formal properties
were unemployed (Dawes, 2005), while the 2001 national census indicated
a cunemployment figure of 37% (Ngetu, 2003).
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Fig. 4. Monthly rent paid by backyard dwellers, Westlake village, 2006.
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I’m unemployed and we are struggling . If I was employed we
wouldn’t have it [a bungalow] . but I don’t want to rob people
for money, so I must have it [M.F. 21/09/06]
Because I’m not working and I don’t have money to pay water
and the rates . [so I have] three bungalows [Fz.M. 17/09/06]

Although previous research indicated that township landlords
use backyard rents to supplement incomes, for example to pay
municipal rents (Crankshaw et al., 2000), it is significant that in
a post-apartheid state housing project, the very poverty that gave
households eligibility for RDP homeownership is the same factor
that forces them to invite informal housing into their yards. In other
words, a housing policy that seeks to promote formal homeown-
ership is unwittingly promoting informal tenancy (as a means for
formal beneficiaries to survive).

Failures of housing policy

As indicated earlier, the national housing subsidy scheme
promotes homeownership above all else.38 Beneficiaries are expec-
ted to use houses exclusively for ‘living’, not income-generation,39

thus conceptualising the poor as static consumers rather than
active producers, and prohibiting the very livelihood strategies
that many were reliant on prior to becoming RDP homeowners
(Baumann, 2003; Napier, 2007). Letting yard space is therefore
a direct response to the failures of the housing policy to recognise
poor people’s poverty, as well as their uses and understandings of
land and property (Baumann, 2003; Napier, 2007). In this sense, the
housing subsidy scheme itself plays a crucial role in encouraging
and creating new opportunities for backyard shacks to thrive.
Although this is clearly an unintended consequence of South Afri-
ca’s housing policy, it is ironic that a strategy seeking to eradicate
informality actually provides additional opportunities for informal
backyard housing in the city. This causality between augmented
informality and the housing policy is unsurprisingly not officially
recognised and backyard housing in RDP areas remains vilified as
an agency ‘problem’ (i.e. blaming homeowners’ stupidity, igno-
rance and ingratitude), rather than a structural by-product of
government policy. This reaction is neatly summed by a public
official’s comment that ‘‘the government builds houses for people
to live in, not to rent or erect shacks in their yards’’ (Gordon & Nell,
2006: p. 52). Thus government fails to acknowledge the role played
by the policy itself in encouraging backyard shacks both on the
38 Though the post-2004 ‘Breaking New Ground’ Housing Strategy does have
some focus on increasing rental options this is secondary to homeownership.

39 Ironically the department of housing would have no concerns if RDP home-
owners used their property for subsistence urban agriculture, even though this has
been shown to yield a smaller and less certain financial return than backyard letting
(Rogerson, 1993: p. 26).
demand-side, as prospective beneficiaries await housing, and on
the supply-side, as existing beneficiaries seek the means the
maintain a formal lifestyle.

Landlord–tenant relationship

Previously, relations between backyard tenants and landlords
were understood as ‘‘deeply exploitative patron-client relation-
ships between a layer of better-off residents (landlords) and a layer
of particularly vulnerable poor people (tenants)’’ (Skuse & Cousins,
2007: p. 983) in which landlords ‘‘ruled the roost’’ (Bank, 2007: p.
212). Examples of night-time curfews, restrictions in access to
water and electricity, high rents, cleaning duties, maximum
numbers of visitors and essentially living precariously on the
whims of the landlord illustrated the vulnerability of backyard
dwellers (Saphire, 1992: p. 680; Crankshaw, 1993: pp. 44, 45;
Guillaume & Houssay-Holzschuch, 2002: p. 94).40 Landlords were
sufficiently restrictive in the early-1990s that many backyard
dwellers moved to un-serviced shacks in informal settlements to
escape landlords (Crankshaw, 1993: p. 44). However, tenant–
landlord relationships have become less abusive over the past
decade as backyard housing is now increasingly demand-driven
and in some cases the balance of (financial) power is held by the
tenant, particularly in state-subsidised housing settlements.

Financial relationship: profit-seeking or survival?

All non-kin backyard dwellers in Westlake village pay rent to the
homeowner in whose yard their shack is situated. Landlords
operate on a small-scale and are largely from the same social class
as tenants, although tenant households often have higher incomes
than cash-poor landlords, indicating the interdependency of the
relationship. Prior research suggested that rents charged were
sufficiently low to represent merely the costs to the landlord rather
than any capitalist income-generation (Gilbert et al., 1997: p. 140;
Crankshaw et al., 2000; Morange, 2002). Fig. 4 shows rental figures
for all surveyed backyard dwellers and landlords that pay/charge
rent in Westlake village.41

The similarity of most Westlake rents, in the R200–250 bracket
(UK£13-17), exclusive of electricity, indicates an internal market,
keeping rents competitive and stable. These rents are significantly
higher than those identified by researchers elsewhere in time and
40 Although Bank (2007: p. 212) identified backyard tenant–landlord relationships
in East London as changing from landlord domination to a more equal (if not
inverted) relationship as early as the 1980s as part of the anti-apartheid struggle,
this is not found elsewhere in the literature.

41 Given the small size of the sample, the data are indicative rather than repre-
sentative of broad trends.



Table 1
Cost of renting backyard dwelling in urban South Africa, 1989–2008.

Year Backyard
rents

Location Source

1989 R43 average
(up to R100)

Gauteng townships Saphire, 1992

1997 R40–R100 Johannesburg and Cape
Town townships

Guillaume & Houssay-
Holzschuch, 2002

1997 R20 average Guguletu (Cape Town
township)

Gilbert et al., 1997

1997 R51 average Tamboville (Johannesburg
township)

Gilbert et al., 1997

1997 R69 average Soweto (Johannesburg
township)

Crankshaw et al.,
2000

1998 R100 (R50 if no
water or electricity)

Diepsloot
(Johannesburg)

Bénit, 2002

1998–9 R52 average
(up to R100)

Helenvale township
(Port Elizabeth)

Morange, 2002

1998–9 R17 average
(R10-R30)

Walmer Location
(Port Elizabeth)

Morange, 2002

2005 R150 (including
electricity)

Duncan Village (East
London township)

Bank, 2007

2006 R150 Gauteng townships Gordon & Nell, 2006
2006 R240 average

(excluding electricity)
Westlake village (Cape
Town RDP housing)

This research

2007 R150 (excluding
services)

Cape Town townships Skuse & Cousins, 2007

2008 R147 average National survey SHF, 2008
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space, even taking inflation into account (Table 1). For example,
Saphire’s late-1980s research in Gauteng found average backyard
monthly rents of R43 (though some were as high as R100), which in
the context of rising unemployment and declining real wages led
many backyard dwellers to invade un-serviced land rather than pay
rent. By the late-1990s, backyard rents had not increased signifi-
cantly, and remained below R100 in Johannesburg and Cape
Town,42 representing a decline in real terms given inflation.
Although rents have risen in the past decade, for example recent
research by the Social Housing Foundation identified the average
backyard rent as R147 (UK£10) per month (SHF, 2008), confirmed
by other recent research shown in Table 1, but less than the mean
rent of R240 (UK£16) identified in Westlake village.

Westlake’s higher rents reflect its preferred location, close to
economic and employment opportunities, unlike more peripherally-
located townships and RDP housing areas. Furthermore, increased
backyard rent since Crankshaw et al. (2000) research indicates the
changing nature of South Africa’s housing market and class positions.
While Crankshaw et al. (2000) found that backyard tenants had
slightly lower incomes than their landlords, Morange (2002: p. 14)
and Bank’s (2007: p. 214) research suggested the opposite, though the
difference in economic status remained marginal, with rent rarely
dictated by market forces. In Westlake village, the role of state-funded
housing in creating a class of cash-poor asset-rich homeowners has
reversed traditional landlord–tenant roles in some cases. Given that
most homeowners are reliant on backyard dwellers’ rent in order to
survive, such a supplier-driven market should result in lower rents,
though perhaps this is mitigated by the central location of Westlake
village and demand-driven saturation of its backyard market. Thus,
the pendulum nature of the contemporary tenant–landlord financial
relationship in RDP settlements regulates dealings, with minimal
exploitation on either side.43

Although Westlake’s rental amounts are higher than elsewhere,
they are still low, representing less than one-seventh of backyard
dwellers’ average monthly income (R180044 according to Gordon &
Nell, 2006: p. 62). However, backyard rents provide a significant
income for homeowners, enabling them to pay for services, school
fees, transport and food. According to the 2001 census, most
Westlake household monthly incomes (58%) are below R1600, and
one-fifth of households (21.5%) survive on less than R400 a month
(Ngetu, 2003). Thus backyard rents of R240 per month comprise
a large section of household income, particularly for those with two
or more bungalows. The reliance on backyard rents for basic needs
indicates a survivalist rather than profit-seeking landlord mentality.

Although not at the levels of the late-1980s, when desperate
housing shortages enabled landlords to increase backyard rents
arbitrarily ‘‘in the full knowledge that it was a sellers market’’
(Saphire, 1992: p. 680), Westlake village landlords do have
a monopoly on affordable accommodation in this area, reflected by
relatively high rents. However, landlords are constrained from
arbitrary rent rises by the tenuous tenant–landlord balance of
power: the potential to increase rent is negated by landlords’
dependence on backyard rent. While in the late-1980s, housing
42 Morange’s data show significantly lower rents, reflecting weaker markets in the
smaller town of Port Elizabeth.

43 Although there are reports of entrepreneurs exploiting RDP beneficiaries and
future tenants/owners by purchasing RDP houses (often for very low prices) in
order to renovate and then let/sell the property at enormous profit (e.g. Cape Argus,
2008) there are no reports of entrepreneurs (in Westlake or elsewhere) similarly
exploiting backyard dwellers by charging outrageously high rents and/or enforcing
strict rules.

44 This figure includes backyard dwellers in both formal and informal units and is
significantly higher than incomes identified in other research (e.g. Bank, 2007;
Crankshaw et al., 2000; Morange, 2002).
shortages ensured that landlords dominated the relationship,
demanding high rents as well as quiet and tidiness on threat of
eviction (Saphire, 1992: p. 680), in the contemporary context of RDP
settlements, where homeowners are often very poor, the tenant
wields significant financial power. However, their power is equally
constrained by their reliance on the landlord for cheap fully-serviced
accommodation. Thus the relationship is a power pendulum.

Everyday relationship: tension or harmony?

Recent research on backyard dwellers has painted a picture of
relatively harmonious relationships between landlords and tenants
as opposed to the tension of the past. For example, Crankshaw
et al.’s (2000) Soweto research characterised the tenant–landlord
relationship as non-exploitative, with landlords a slightly older
more urban-experienced version of their tenants rather than
capitalist profit-seekers. Beall et al.’s (2002: p. 170) study in the
Orlando East section of Soweto further confirmed this, describing
a ‘‘united consciousness’’ between landlords and tenants. Mor-
ange’s (2002: p. 11) Port Elizabeth research reveals significant
solidarity and personal friendships between backyard tenants and
landlords, with for example non-payment tolerated. Bank’s (2007:
p. 214) survey in East London revealed little landlord–tenant
conflict, with most viewing the relationship as good. Furthermore,
Gordon and Nell’s (2006) study of small-scale landlords found that
although rental agreements are generally informal, most landlords
and tenants perceive the relationship to be good and most tenants
are content with their rental services.

In Westlake village, most backyard dwellers express neutral
indifference towards their landlord rather than the significant soli-
darity and friendship identified by other researchers in townships.
Although landlords and tenants reveal only minor tensions, largely
related to service consumption and inappropriate behaviour (e.g.
noise and excess alcohol consumption, also identified elsewhere –
Bank, 2007: p. 217; Morange, 2002: p. 11), Westlake landlords
demonstrated willingness to evict tenants for non-payment.45 On
45 Obviously this does not include those related to the family in the main house
(who are unlikely to view the owners as ‘landlord’ in any case).
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the whole, separation and privacy (rather than tension or harmony
per se) characterised relationships, with tenants and landlords
striving to conduct their respective lives with minimal interaction in
order to avoid tensions that might arise from spaces of overlap (also
identified in East London by Bank, 2007: p. 220). Reflecting the
higher rents charged and more permanent nature of backyard
renting, tenant–landlord interaction in RDP settlements has thus
developed into more clinical and professional financial relationship
compared to the solidarity and communitarian spirit found in
previous township research. It seems likely that this is a localised
trend, specific to backyard housing in well-located RDP housing
areas, thus highlighting the ways in which South Africa’s National
Housing Policy (and specifically, the location of backyard housing in
RDP settlements) has altered the dynamics of backyard housing.
Conclusion

South Africa faces a huge housing shortage, with 2.4 million
households living in informal and sub-standard accommodation
(Sisulu, 2005). Since 1994 the government has promoted home-
ownership as the primary solution to informal housing, despite
recognition in the international literature that private renting
provides greater opportunities for low-income households (UN-
HABITAT, 2003a, 2003b). However, the national housing subsidy
scheme is failing to meet demand, leaving low-income households
reliant on rental and/or informal accommodation, including backyard
dwellings. Although backyard shacks pre-date the subsidy system,
the policy itself inevitably creates a new supply of backyard space
because the beneficiaries are cash-poor. This unintended by-product
of the housing policy is a relatively new dynamic for the South African
city, and has received surprisingly little attention. This is a significant
oversight given indications from this research that being located
within RDP settlements has altered the nature of backyard housing.
Specifically, the subsidy scheme has created a more equitable and
interdependent relationship between landlords and tenants, for
example because very poor homeowner landlords are dependent on
tenants’ rent, thus minimising backyard exploitation of the past. In
addition, backyard housing has become a more permanent and
market-based form of housing, reflected in higher rents, more
detached and less communal tenant–landlord relationships and
closer proximity to services than found by past research situated in
townships. However, the location of backyard dwellings in RDP
settlements that are designed exclusively to cater for a pre-approved
number of formal properties has also negatively affected backyard
living. For example, the infrastructural capacity of RDP settlements is
over-burdened by additional informal households, leading to reduced
service connection, while the absence of public ablutions renders
backyard tenants’ access to sanitation entirely dependent on land-
lords, many of whom perceive tenants as a market-based business
arrangement (rather than a social or communal arrangements) and
thus display disinterest in their needs (e.g. locking the house and
thereby access to sanitation at night).

Given the importance of backyard dwellings in the context of
South Africa’s housing shortage46; indeed, the findings from this
research suggest that the government’s housing policy of home-
ownership only works because backyard dwellings provide suffi-
cient income for poor homeowners to cope with the demands of
formal living; their specific needs require public recognition and
46 Small-scale landlords provide accommodation to 1.85 million South African
households, of which approximately 60% (1.1 million households) are in backyard
dwellings (shacks and brick-built structures), and since 1994 have provided more
accommodation than the national housing subsidy scheme (Gordon & Nell, 2006:
pp. 61–62).
support, particularly in RDP settlements. For example, backyard
dwellers constantly negotiate access to services through landlords
(which can be revoked at any time) and are ultimately sharing
infrastructure designed for a single household, leading to problems
of over-consumption (e.g. electricity outages, low water pressure,
sewerage blocks and surcharges). Thus, some form of infrastruc-
ture-upgrading in areas with backyard housing, particularly RDP
settlements is necessary to recognise and support informal
households. For example, creating communal ablutions, extending
sewerage capacity, installing additional electricity sub-stations and
increasing water supply are all vital, and should be implemented
alongside community participation at all stages of the process
(Lemanski, 2008). Although these recommendations represent the
antithesis of the government’s emphasis on both homeownerhip
and the eradication of (rather than support for) informality, they
recognise the realities of poor households’ (landlords and tenants)
daily needs. In this context, the government’s 2004 official u-turn
on backyard shacks is significant, finally recognising their positive
contribution after decades of demonising and ignoring (in policy
terms) this housing phenomenon (Beall et al., 2002: p. 172).
However, this ’recognition’ must be met with action, such as
infrastructural upgrading for existing RDP areas, and extended
infrastructure planning for future state-subsidised housing areas.

However, current government policy is functioning in the
opposite direction, seeking to destroy rather than support the
informality of backyard housing. Gauteng’s 2008 draft ‘Backyard
Rental Policy’ (Gauteng DoH, 2008) upgrades backyard shacks into
formal fully-serviced structuresc, identifing the landlord as primary
beneficiary and thus potentially weakening tenants’ legal and
financial status. While improving access to services for backyard
households is certainly necessary, and the participatory nature of
the programme (requiring mutual agreement between landlord
and tenant) is commendable, physically upgrading backyard
accommodation from shacks to formal structures threatens their
affordability and dilutes their contribution to housing stock for
poor households. It seems likely that landlords with a formal 2/3-
roomed fully-serviced structure in their backyard will charge
significantly more than current rents of R150–250 (Table 1), and are
likely to find willing tenants given the national housing shortage
for those on low incomes.47 Although this may be mitigated in the
short-term by the policy requirements of a written contract
between landlord and tenant prior to upgrading, over a longer
time-frame, upgrading could facilitate gentrification, particularly in
well-located RDP areas such as Westlake village, further compro-
mising housing stock for the poor. Although these problems could
be mitigated by rent controls, implemented and monitored by
public authorities, this is unrealistic given limited public resources
and the state’s withdrawal from the housing market (Morange,
2002: p. 20).

From the landlord’s perspective, the potential impact of the
policy is very positive. Not only could they potentially receive
increased rental income but they would also benefit from a vastly
improved asset – somewhat unfairly transferring ownership of
shacks in the main bought and/or built by tenants to already asset-
rich landlords48 – thus further eroding the already weak financial
status and tenure security of backyard tenants. Ultimately, the
policy’s engagement with landlords rather than tenants continues
47 Although many backyard dwellers could in fact afford higher rents, many
cannot, and even those who can afford high rents might prefer to invade land rather
than pay more, not an ideal outcome for the city as a whole.

48 The policy’s condition that the ‘‘owner of the property to be upgraded is living
permanently or owns the property’’ (Gauteng DoH, 2008) seems highly unrealistic
and not based on empirical reality based on the findings from Westlake village
where all backyard dwellings were purchased by tenants, not landlords.
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to ignore the needs of backyard dwellers, who remain ‘‘one step
removed’’ from state interface (Beall et al., 2002: p. 172), forced to
negotiate their political position via landlords. Indeed, the policy
exists to support small-scale landlords not tenants (Gordon & Nell,
2006: p. 52) and thus addresses the needs of only half those
involved in backyard dwellings. In essence, the focus on backyard
dwellings rather than dwellers ensures that the policy provides
a housing solution for public officials and small-scale landlords
(often poor households themselves), but exacerbates housing
problems for poor backyard households. Furthermore, it fails to
recognise the complicity of government policies themselves in
augmenting informality, something that is likely to increase in
well-located BNG settlements of the future.
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