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The process of finding other parties to transact with is mediated by family and friendship 
networks to a very significant degree in all of the case study settlements in eThekwini (see 
Figure 7).  
 

Figure 7. Finding others to transact with (eThekwini) 

 
 
The implications are that the process of finding people is as extensive and intensive as family 
networks allow. It also means that knowledge and information is likely to flow through and be 
validated by family and friendship networks. Given that family and friendship networks are so 
strong and important for finding others to transact with, expressions of identity are also 
important because only certain identities make sense in particular networks. 
 

4.3.6.2  Establishing trustworthiness 
 
In ‘registered’ land transactions, professional conveyancers are used to establish the 
trustworthiness or legitimacy of claims to rights to land. ‘Off-register’ transactions do not 
normally have access to these services. Therefore, the survey analysed how parties to ‘off-
register’ transactions establish the bona fides of the claims of the other parties to the 
transaction. 
 

0.00

10.00

20.00

30.00

40.00

50.00

60.00

70.00

Old Dunbar Blackburn S-Makhanya

P
e
rc

e
n

ta
g

e

Family member
Friend 
Neighbour
Work colleague
Employer
Radio
Newspaper
Community meeting
Councillor
Municipal Official
Committee member



Do Informal Land Markets Work for Poor People? 
 

Urban LandMark 100

Figure 8. Means of gaining assurance of trustworthiness of the other party (eThekwini) 

 
 
Given that family and friendship networks are so important for finding others to transact with, 
it is not surprising that these same networks figure as important for checking the 
trustworthiness of the other parties to the transaction. These networks are most important in 
Blackburn Village but also emerge in Old Dunbar and Sobonakona Makhanya. The use of 
various types of documentation provides more assurance in Old Dunbar and Sobonakona 
Makhanya, especially if this is coming from an institutional source such as the eThekwini 
Municipality or the Inkhosi/Induna. The widespread use of documentation amongst 
transacting parties in Sobonakona Makhanya echoes the findings of the Rutsch Howard 
Consortium (2003). The household heads in Sobonakona Makhanya are also the highest users 
of police affidavits amongst all the case studies in all the metropolitan areas. 
 

4.3.6.3  Types of claims 
 
In this research, we have distinguished between four main categories of claims: ownership, 
rental, sharing and temporary borrowing. In Old Dunbar, the delivery mechanism was through 
public allocation within the Deeds Register and resulted in claims of ownership. In 
Sobonakona Makhanya the delivery system is through the traditional authorities and results in 
customary claims of ownership. The claims to rights to land that respondents have ‘bought’ in 
Blackburn Village relate to a right to access future development benefits from the state. As in 
the case study settlements in Cape Town and Ekurhuleni, each settlement appears dominated 
by one type of claim to rights to land. 
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Figure 9. Types of claims per settlement (eThekwini) 

 
The dominance of the claims in Old Dunbar and Sobonakona Makhanya meant that to analyse 
the steps of the transactions by claim by settlement was not necessary. The diversity of claims 
in Blackburn Village resulted in a sample size that was too small to draw conclusions from. 
Consequently, the most prevalent claim type in each of the settlements was selectively 
analysed in terms of different steps in the transaction process. 
 

4.3.6.4  Calculating 
 
Evidence of a socially dominated market emerges clearly in response to questions around how 
household heads calculated what would be exchanged in different transactions. This is most 
apparent in Blackburn Village where the greatest proportion of households ‘don’t check’, 
‘don’t know’ or ‘don’t pay’. For those that do check, the councillor and local committee are 
important sources. The picture is less clear in Old Dunbar because there is a substantial 
proportion of households that check with ‘municipal officials’ for information on prices. As it 
is an RDP housing project, it is perhaps not surprising that the role of local government or 
other external agencies becomes more prominent as it suggests a greater level of 
formalisation. However, there is significant cluster of households that ‘don’t check’, ‘don’t 
know’ or ‘don’t pay’. In Sobonakona Makhanya, the majority of household heads do not 
check to see if they are paying the right prices. This can be interpreted as being already 
resolved through the family and friendship networks. For those that do check, it is not 
surprising that the Inkhosi/Induna is important. A small percentage of household heads in 
Sobonakona Makhanya are turning to financial institutions and agents, thereby crossing 
between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ sources of information on prices. 
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Figure 10. How do you check the price (eThekwini)? 

 
 
In a socially dominated market, the ability to make a profit will be mediated by the social 
relations established through the transaction. This is to be differentiated from a financially 
dominated market where the profit will be mediated by the price that sellers are willing to set 
and buyers willing to accept for particular claims to land. The survey sought to understand the 
conditions under which it would be considered fair and unfair to make a profit in the different 
settlements. 
 
In Old Dunbar it is considered fair to make a profit if there have been improvements or 
extensions to the dwellings on the land. As in Cape Town, it appears that there are social 
norms around what is considered a decent size and space and hence the amount of money that 
it is possible to charge for space. Similar rationales appear to hold in Blackburn Village. It is 
considered fair to make a profit if the dwellings have been improved or extended and the 
space is of a decent size. Access or improved access to municipal services is more of an issue 
in (peripheral) Sobonakona Makhanya when it comes to thinking about making a profit. This 
is perhaps because access to services is taken for granted in Old Dunbar and is not really 
expected in Blackburn Village. 
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Figure 11. When is it fair to make a profit (eThekwini)? 

 
 
The results represented in Figure 12 confirm the trends observed in relation to when 
household heads thought it was fair to make a profit from another person wanting to live in 
the area. Social norms are in evidence in that what counts as ‘small’ or ‘quality’ space is 
highly subjective and that a few household heads indicated that it would be unfair to make a 
profit if ‘personal circumstances’ were taken into account.  
 

Figure 12. When is it unfair to make a profit (eThekwini)? 

 
 
It is considered unfair to profit if the dwellings have not been improved or extended,  
particularly in Old Dunbar. Interestingly, there is a small cluster of responses in Blackburn 
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Village that equate ‘ownership’ with the ability to make a profit. There is a similar proportion 
in Nkanini in Cape Town and Somalia in Ekurhuleni that hold the same view. 
 

4.3.6.5  Making an agreement 
 
In land market research that imposes market models on the way data is approached, the 
moment of making the agreement typically represents the transaction. However, as more 
nuanced accounts of land markets have shown, a transaction consists of far more than the 
moment or process through which claims to rights to land are exchanged. In this section we 
investigate how agreements to exchange claims to rights to land were made. 
 

Figure 13. Making an agreement (Ethekwini) 

 
 
Making an agreement verbally is the most important means in Blackburn Village but also is 
accepted in the two other settlements. Remaining with Blackburn Village however, it is clear 
that the support of the local councillor is a key means of making agreements. This is one of 
the clearest ways in which it is unhelpful to adopt the terminology of formal and informal. 
The example of the (informal) involvement of the (formal) councillor in an (informal) 
transaction to make the transaction more valid (formal) reveals the extent to which the 
formal/informal dichotomy cannot account for the complexity and contingencies of everyday 
life. In Sobonakona Makhanya and Old Dunbar, most households gained assurance about the 
trustworthiness of the other party through some form of documentation (Figure 8) so it is not 
surprising that in these two settlements the agreements were made mostly through 
documentation. 
 
The proportion of agreements that were made verbally in Old Dunbar is indicative of ‘off-
register’ transactions that have occurred since the land and dwellings were allocated by the 
eThekwini Municipality/Cato Manor Development Association. However, the number of 
verbally made agreements is nearly double the percentage of sales recorded in Table 10. We 
are unable to explain this discrepancy and conclude the true picture of the extent of 
transactions probably lies somewhere between the results represented in Table 10 and Figure 
13. We could hazard a guess that given the importance of family networks in accessing land 
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in eThekwini Municipality, the extent of verbal agreements could include agreements made 
within families and hence, not interpreted as transactions by the respondents. There is some 
justification for this argument since most households would ‘put a family member’ into the 
dwelling if they ever had to move from Old Dunbar (See Figure 19). 
 
There are established methods for resolving problems when transactions do not turn out as 
intended in the Deeds Registry system. There is less predictability in relation to ‘off-register’ 
transactions. We examine this issue below. 
 

Figure 14. Did anything go wrong after the agreement was made (eThekwini)? 

 
 
The data suggests that very little goes wrong after the agreements have been made.7 Similarly 
to Cape Town but not to Ekurhuleni, respondents in the RDP housing projects experienced 
more going wrong with the transacted agreements. 
 

4.3.6.6  Dispute resolution 
 
Assuming some part of the transaction did go wrong, it was important to determine how 
household heads would resolve the disputes. In Old Dunbar, the councillor and municipal 
officials emerge as the two most common agents that respondents would turn to if there was a 
dispute about their claims to land. As potential further evidence of ‘off-register’ transactions, 
a fair proportion of respondents reported that they would turn to the ‘previous owner’ to 
resolve disputes as their first choice. In Blackburn Village, the councillor emerges as the 
second most important means of resolving disputes. The most important is to resort to the 
previous owner. In Sobonakona Makhanya, it is the local committee that is most commonly 
approached to resolve disputes over land, followed by the local councillor. It is interesting to 
observe how the social networks have changed since accessing the land. While family and 
                                                      
7 It is important to note that there is an implicit bias in this response. It is likely that a certain 
percentage of people would have left their place if something had gone wrong with the agreement, and, 
therefore, there will be a greater percentage of people for whom nothing had gone wrong with the 
agreement. Notwithstanding this self-selection bias, the number of people for whom the process 
‘works’ is remarkable. 
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friendship networks were important for accessing land in all the settlements, a different 
network that enrols the local council and municipal officials are more important for proving 
claims to hold land in Old Dunbar and Blackburn Village. In Sobonakona Makhanya, these 
networks now enrol the councillor and local development committee. 
 

Figure 15. Dispute resolution (eThekwini) 

 
 
It is important to note that Figure 15 contains two types of data. The first set is the 
unweighted and total number of responses to the category. The second set is the percentage of 
responses that selected the category as the most important person or agent they would enlist  
if there was a dispute about ownership. To be able to display the relationship between the 
total number of responses and the percentage chosen as a first choice the unweighted 
responses were used in this case. 
 

4.3.6.7  How long it takes 
 
In this section, we report on the findings that relate to the time it takes to complete 
transactions in the case study areas. In the following section, we record the responses to the 
questions in the survey that related to the financial costs of the transaction process. Figure 16 
reports the median total number of days by gender of the household head between when a 
respondent first heard about the place they were now staying and when they perceived that it 
was theirs.8 Apart from Blackburn Village, there are significant gender differences in 
accessing land in eThekwini. We cannot explain why there is such a difference in Old Dunbar 
between male-headed households and female-headed households. It is interesting that it is as 
quick to transact in an RDP housing project for male-headed households as it is in an informal 
settlement. However, it takes longer for male-headed households to transact in Blackburn 
Village than it does in Nkanini and Somalia. In Sobonakona Makhanya, there may be 
patriarchal issues at play, but there is no evidence to support this in our data. 

                                                      
8 The median number of days is used in this section because it appears a more accurate reflection of the 
situation in the different settlements. This is because the average calculation includes a wide range of 
times that distort the analysis. 
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Figure 16. Median number of days between hearing about a place and getting it 
(eThekwini) 

 
 
In Figure 17, the data of Figure 16 is analysed in more depth and includes the element of the 
amount of time households spent strengthening their rights to the land. Thus while the 
previous figure represents the duration of the process, Figure 17 represents the amount of time 
taken to complete each step as well as the total time spent actually transacting (as represented 
by the transparent column for each settlement). 
 
While the amount of time spent strengthening rights is almost negligible in the case studies in 
Cape Town and Ekurhuleni, the respondents in eThekwini appear to invest heavily in 
strengthening their claims to rights to land. Only in Blackburn Village is any significant 
amount of time required to gain assurance about the transaction. 
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Figure 17. Time spent transacting and strengthening rights (eThekwini) 

 
 
The second aspect which Figure 17 reports on is the time households that are transacting ‘off-
register’ spend on activities needed to strengthen their claims to rights to land. The issue 
which was being tested for in the survey was the extent to which households transacting ‘off-
register’ need to engage in activities to strengthen their claims to rights to land in the absence 
of being able to resort to the Deeds Registry, local zoning or other planning regulations. The 
case studies in eThekwini suggest that this component of the transaction process is important 
and hence, that holding land is a critical part of transacting. 
 

4.3.6.8  Costs 
 
In addition to the amount of time households spend engaging in transactions, the survey 
calculated the financial costs of their transactions (in terms of transport, fees, people that had 
to be paid etc.) and the financial costs of strengthening their claims to rights to land.9 
 
The amount of time spent strengthening claims to rights to land does not appear to translate 
into high direct financial costs. It is evident that the average cost of transacting in Sobonakona 
Makhanya is much higher (R573.17) than in Old Dunbar or Blackburn Village. The average 
costs of transacting in Old Dunbar (R287.95) and Blackburn Village (R296.99) are almost 
equivalent. These figures are calculated without reference to the amount of time over which 
the costs of strengthening rights were incurred. However, as Figure 20 reveals there is little 
difference in the median number of years that households have held claims to land. 
 

                                                      
9 The survey did not try to quantify the financial value of people’s time spent transacting. 
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Figure 18. Financial costs of transacting and strengthening rights (eThekwini) 

 
 

4.3.6.9  Selling 
 
One element of a market is the amount of land that is demanded. Another is the amount that is 
supplied. 
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Figure 19. What will happen to this place if you leave (eThekwini)? 

 
 
Despite eThekwini Municipality’s active housing delivery programme, a significant backlog 
of adequate housing exists. The issues of supply and demand are analysed in more detail in 
the next section. In this section, we analyse the process of respondents trading their land 
holdings. 
 
It is clear that very few of the households in any of the case study settlements would be 
prepared to sell their current claims to rights to land. The importance of the family networks 
that assisted them to access land once again become important and reflects the shortage and 
difficulty of finding alternative land. The residents of Blackburn Village were able to report in 
great detail about the policies of eThekwini Municipality to demolish shacks when people are 
relocated to RDP housing projects. This explains why such a high proportion of respondents 
in Blackburn Village recorded that their shack would be demolished when they moved. 
 

4.3.7 Supply and demand 
 
In the following sections, we draw attention to broader implications for land markets of the 
transaction processes taking place in the case study settlements. We begin by quantifying the 
amount of ‘turnover’ within the land markets before considering respondents’ perceptions of 
where the demand for land is coming from. This is followed by an analysis of the efficiency 
of these transactions and what the consequences for the individual households tend to be as a 
result of these transactions. The research findings conclude with an analysis of the 
respondents’ experiences of transacting within the Deeds Registry system. 
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Figure 20. Median number of years that household heads by gender have lived in the 
area (eThekwini) 

 
 
The customary tenure area and male-headed households in Old Dunbar and Blackburn Village 
are all fairly close to the norm that suggests that a property changes hands every seven years 
(Figure 20). What is noticeable is that there are significant gender differences in the RDP 
housing project and informal settlement. In both cases, female-headed households tend to 
move and transact less frequently. This is important given the greater proportion of female-
headed households in Old Dunbar and Sobonakona Makhanya. The reason for this may be 
that female-headed households tend to take longer to find others to transact with. The 
implication of this is that new spaces must be found for new households either through 
densifying existing settlements or creating new settlements. 
 
Table 8 shows no appreciable differences between households that own their claim to land 
and those that hold other claims to rights to land. The differences across settlement types are 
also not very different, unlike in Cape Town or Ekurhuleni. If there is any pattern it is that 
those who hold claims other than ‘ownership’ tend to transact less frequently.  
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Table 8. Length of stay in years for those who bought (eThekwini) 

  Mean Median Std Deviation N 

Old Dunbar 
  
  

Bought 6.2 7.0 2.7 6 
Not Bought 9.3 9.0 8.5 68 
Total 9.0 9.0 8.2 74 

Blackburn 
  
  

Bought 7.1 5.0 5.6 19 
Not Bought 10.4 7.0 12.7 48 
Total 9.5 6.0 11.2 67 

Sobonakona Makhanya
  
  

Bought 8.3 7.0 6.9 64 
Not Bought 7.1 7.0 6.3 7 
Total 8.2 7.0 6.8 71 

 
When the different claims are analysed in greater depth, it emerges that tenants transact the 
most frequently in all of the case study settlements in eThekwini. 
 
Respondents were queried about their perceptions of where the demand for land was coming 
from. In Blackburn Village and Old Dunbar, the perceptions amongst respondents are that the 
demand for land is primarily coming from people looking for jobs. This reflects the 
importance of location in relation to employment opportunities for poor people and is 
supported by the observation in both of these settlements of new jobs close by. New 
employment opportunities close by are also important in creating demand for land in 
Sobonakona Makhanya. However, of more importance in this customary tenure area is that 
services such as electricity and water are now more widely available. The demographic factor 
of growing households is important in Sobonakona Makhanya but not as much in Old Dunbar 
and not at all in Blackburn Village. This probably relates to the fact that households tend to be 
more mature in Sobonakona Makhanya, and in Blackburn Village there is a high proportion 
of single person households. 
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Table 9. Length of stay in years by other claim (eThekwini) 

  
Mea
n 

Media
n 

Std 
deviation N

Old Dunbar 
  
  
  
  
  
  

I am renting 3.1 1.5 3.1 8
I was allocated the place by the 
Municipality 10.6 10.0 9.0

4
9

I inherited the place 5.0 5.0 4.1 5
I occupied this place 16.0 16.0 12.7 2
Allocated by the council 5.0 . 0.0 2
The space was given to me 7.0 . . 1

Total 9.3 9.0 8.5
6
8

Blackburn 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

I am renting 3.8 3.5 2.5 4
I was allocated the place by the 
Municipality 7.7 7.0 4.3 7
I inherited the place 14.8 4.0 21.8 9
I am looking after it 1.0 1.0 1.2 5

I occupied this place 13.3 7.0 12.9
1
5

Allocated by the council 10.0 10.5 3.2 4
Was renting but now am owner 26.0 . . 1
The space was given to me 9.3 8.0 3.2 3

Total 10.4 7.0 12.7
4
8

Sobonakona 
Makhanya 
  
  
  
  

I am renting 1.0 . . 1
I inherited the place 7.0 . . 1
I occupied this place 9.5 9.5 10.6 2
The space was given to me 7.7 9.0 6.1 3
Total 7.1 7.0 6.3 7

 

Figure 21. Perceptions of demand for land (eThekwini) 
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Table 10 seeks to provide an estimation of the number of transactions that have occurred in 
the three case study sites over the last 5 years (2002 – 2007). It is based on data generated in 
response to questions about when people moved to the settlement, what type of claim to the 
land they hold, whether they had bought the place, and, if so, how much they paid. The data 
suggests that there have been very few transactions in Old Dunbar in the last five years with 
only 8% of the households engaging in a transaction. It is clear that in both Blackburn Village 
and Sobonakona Makhanya there have been far more transactions involving approximately 
24% and 31% of households, respectively. 
 
An examination of the level of change in Blackburn Village needs to take account of another 
14.81% of the population that ‘just occupied’ land in the last 5 years. 
 

Table 10. Percentage of transactions, number of sales and value 

 
Old Dunbar Blackburn Sobonakona 

Makhanya 
Total (weighted) number of 
transactions in the last 5 years 
(2002 – 2007)† 72 206 2514
% of transactions in the last 5 
years 8.00% 23.88% 30.99%
Total (weighted) sales between 
2002 – 2007** 12 129 2400
Total (weighted) value of sales 
between 2002-2007*** R69,000.00 R75,907.46 R7,199,746.00
† This value is calculated from the number of respondents who indicated that they had either 
bought, rented or were looking after a place between 2002 and 2007. The figure excludes 
those who had occupied land or inherited it. 
** This value is the total number of transactions identified by the respondents as a sale. 
*** This value is calculated by multiplying only the transactions listed as sales by the median 
price paid. 
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4.3.8 Efficiency and effectiveness 
 
In the preceding sections, we have drawn attention to the steps in the transaction process and 
the time and cost implications of the various steps. In this section, we review the respondents’ 
ranking of how easy they found each step. Figure 22, Figure 23 and Figure 24 record the 
responses of the household heads in the various case study settlements by representing the 
step that had the highest percentage of responses. 
 
In Figure 22 it appears that most respondents found the process of transacting to be easy, with 
only a slightly greater degree of difficulty experienced in finding the opportunity to gain 
access to the land. The fact that the land and dwellings were publicly allocated explains the 
high percentage of respondents indicating that they did not know how to decide on the price. 
 

Figure 22. Old Dunbar 

 
 
Blackburn Village presents a similar picture to Old Dunbar. Most people found the different 
steps in the transaction process to be easy. The responses to not knowing about how to decide 
on the price relate to the fact that a fair proportion of the inhabitants ‘just occupied’ the land 
(See Figure 9). 
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Figure 23. Blackburn Village 

 
 
In Sobonakona Makhanya, most of the respondents found the different steps in the transaction 
process easy. 
 

Figure 24. Sobonakona Makhanya 

 
 
In an attempt to identify how the current system of land transactions and the operation of land 
markets could be made simpler, we asked respondents to identify who could make the process 
simpler. The answers to this question not only have relevance for those people or agencies 
identified but also speak to the perceptions of the respondents as to who or which agencies are 
important in eThekwini’s land markets. 
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Figure 25. Who could make the process simpler (eThekwini)? 

 
 
In Old Dunbar, the councillor and municipal officials are one grouping that could make the 
process simpler. Unexpectedly, the local committee is also perceived as having an important 
role to play in making the process simpler. The same trends can be observed in Blackburn 
Village although it might be more expected that the local committee has more of a role in the 
transaction process in Blackburn Village than in Old Dunbar since the municipality is not 
allocating the sites in Blackburn Village. In Sobonakona Makhanya, the Inkhosi and Induna 
are identified as most important for making the process simpler. One implication of this 
response is that it suggests that the traditional authorities are expected to maintain their role in 
the medium to long term. Importantly, the seller is also identified as a party who could make 
the process simpler in Sobonakona Makhanya. 
 

4.3.9 Rights strengthened/weakened 
 
In Figure 26, it is clear that most household heads in the different settlements feel that their 
rights to the land are stronger as a result of their occupation, despite the very different nature 
of these claims. Only in Blackburn Village is a degree of ambiguity and uncertainty evident 
with just over 30% of respondents in the informal settlement indicating that they thought that 
their rights had become weaker and nearly another 30% stating that their rights had stayed the 
same. 
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Figure 26. Now that you have lived here for a while, do you feel your rights to this place 
are stronger or weaker (eThekwini) 

 
 
The dominance of a perception of stronger and weaker rights to place are analysed further in 
the figure below. 
 

Figure 27. Ways in which rights are stronger (eThekwini) 

 
 

Figure 28. Ways in which rights are weaker (eThekwini) 
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In Old Dunbar, it is clear that the household heads have faith in the documentation they have 
and their relationship to the municipality. This is linked to the emphasis on documentation 
that the household heads have drawn attention to at different steps in the process of 
transacting. Documentation is also the most important factor for respondents in Sobonakona 
Makhanya. In Blackburn Village, however, the dominant reason for why respondents felt that 
their rights had become stronger was because they had obtained a ‘number from the 
municipality’. This demonstrates another key way in which the state is active in what is 
considered to be the informal land market. 
 
It is particularly evident in Blackburn Village and Sobonakona Makhanya (and to a lesser 
extent in Old Dunbar) that ‘waiting too long for development’ is perceived as weakening 
claims to rights to land. This research finding is taken up again in the recommendations. 
 

4.3.10 Consequences 
 
In eThekwini Municipality, all household heads have improved their financial situation by 
moving from their previous place to the current place. This is not the situation in either Cape 
Town or Ekurhuleni. Male-headed households have increased their average monthly 
household incomes in all settlements by more than female-headed households, and the 
variation (as measured by the standard deviations) is greater for male-headed households. It is 
striking that the customary tenure land transactions have resulted in much higher 
improvements than occur in either the informal settlement or the RDP housing project. 
However, it is worth recalling that household heads in Sobonakona Makhanya tend to be 
better educated (See Figure 2) and have higher household incomes than in the other areas. 
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Figure 29. Average change in monthly income of household heads (eThekwini) 

 
 

4.3.11 Inheritance and registered transactions 
 
It is clear that very few of the respondents have ever inherited a property in eThekwini. This 
raises important questions about the intergenerational accumulation of wealth and the ability 
of people who are experiencing chronic poverty to generate wealth. 
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Figure 30. No of household heads that have ever inherited a property (eThekwini) 

 
 

4.3.12 Summary 
 
Drawing the research findings for the case studies in eThekwini Municipality together suggest 
that the informal settlements, RDP housing projects and tribal areas account for a greater 
proportion of eThekwini’s poorer households than other settlement types. Female-headed 
households predominate in the RDP housing project case study and tribal area, but not in the 
informal settlement. The predominant movement patterns suggest that people are coming 
from rural areas to the informal settlement and that people are moving from informal 
settlements to RDP housing projects. Most people within the tribal area appear to have 
circulated within these types of areas before. A clear dynamic that is motivating the different 
transactions is access to employment and new employment opportunities. This is a very 
important value of land for people in the case studies.  However, it appears to be less so in the 
tribal area where the household life cycle appears to be an important motivator in the search 
for independence. Social networks of friends and family are critical for transacting, and there 
do not appear to be very many transactions that occur outside of these networks. The 
implication of this is that new households with poor social networks will be forced to densify 
existing settlements or begin new ones. As in Cape Town and Ekurhuleni, the relationship to 
the local state is considered to be the strongest aspect of strengthening or weakening people’s 
claims to rights to land.
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4.4 RDP housing projects 
 
This is the first settlement type report in a series of two, the other being focused on informal 
settlements. The profile presents the research findings for a total of three RDP housing 
projects studied in the three metropolitan areas. The section begins with demographic data 
that compares data on these projects with that generated for informal settlements. This 
comparison is possible because each metropolitan area examined included one RDP housing 
project case study and one informal settlement case study. Following the demographic data, 
the research findings present what motivates people to move to RDP housing, their origins in 
relation to the types of settlements where they previously lived and the types of qualities of 
land that they value when they move and transact. The research findings focus on the process 
of transacting before some broader analyses are presented on the implications for land 
markets. 
 
It is important to note that the RDP housing project case studies in the different cities 
displayed very different dynamics and trends. While this section of the report takes a different 
perspective on the data and makes new insights possible, the differences between the 
individual case studies should be borne in mind. 
 

4.4.1 Demographic data 
 
This section describes the demographic data generated in the three case study RDP housing 
projects of Kingsway (Ekurhuleni), Old Dunbar (eThekwini) and Delft (Cape Town). 
 

4.4.1.1  Age of household head 
 
The median age of the household heads in the RDP housing project case studies across the 
metropolitan areas is 40 years and is higher than the median of 34 years for informal 
settlements. The difference in age could partly be interpreted as a result that younger 
household heads have to find their way into informal settlements, since informal settlements 
are the source for most beneficiaries of RDP housing projects (See Figure 8). 
 

4.4.1.2  Gender 
 
The gender of the household heads in the RDP housing project case studies is predominantly 
female (67%). This is very similar to the gender breakdown of household heads in informal 
settlements. This could partly be explained by the fact that informal settlements have been the 
primary previous location of most beneficiaries of RDP land and houses. Gender of the 
household head is important to consider because previous research has demonstrated that 
property relations are highly gendered. In predominantly patriarchal societies – such as South 
Africa’s – women are considered to have specific and fewer claims to land than men. The 
predominance of female-headed households is likely to have particular impacts on the 
operation of land markets. This is an aspect that will require further investigation. The 
outcome of the state’s housing policy in relation to RDP housing projects is not 
disadvantageous to women in the case studies. A broader question is whether the land that 
female-headed households are accessing is capable of generating wealth in the long term. We 
return to this issue in the recommendations. 
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Figure 1. Gender of household head (RDP) 

 
 

4.4.1.3  Education level 
 
Levels of completed education are a good predictor of income levels in South Africa.  Given 
the notorious unreliability of income data we have drawn on educational attainment data in 
this research to obtain a general sense of the income levels of households and their future 
income generating possibilities.1 Figure 2 shows that the majority of residents in RDP 
housing projects have not completed secondary school. A little more than 10% of the 
population of these case studies has completed secondary school.  
 
The implication is that the majority of residents of RDP housing projects are likely to be poor 
and their chances of increasing their household income in this generation are likely to be low. 
This means that particular attention needs to be paid to issues of inheritance because one of 
the causes of chronic household poverty is the inability to pass assets on to future generations. 
As was evident in the city profiles, very few households in the case studies had ever inherited 
property. 
 

                                                      
1 Household income level data is presented in Figure 4. 
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Figure 2. Level of education of household head (RDP) 

 
Note: In Figure 2, the bar columns represent the data for RDP projects while the line 
represents the equivalent data for informal settlements. This format will be repeated where 
possible. 
 

4.4.1.4  Income source 
 
In this section, we present the findings of the most important sources of household income. 
Almost 60% of household heads reported that their most important source of household 
income was salaries and wages. This suggests that most household heads are linked into the 
metropolitan economies in some way.  
 
Figure 3. Most important income source (RDP) 

 
 
Note: In Figure 3, the labelled bars represent the data for RDP projects while the unlabelled 
bars represent the equivalent data for informal settlements. This format will be repeated 
where possible. 
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4.4.1.5  Level of household income 
 
Figure 4 shows that the level of monthly household income tends to be slightly higher in RDP 
housing projects than informal settlements. The majority of households in RDP housing 
projects are earning less than R1200 per month. However, the differences with households in 
informal settlements are not substantial.    
 

Figure 4. Average level of monthly household income (RDP) 

 
 

4.4.1.6  Household structure 
 
It is worth noting that the RDP housing projects have higher percentages of single parent 
headed households than informal settlements. The earning potential of such households is  
generally going to be lower than for households where there are two primary earners. The 
implication is that such households are going to struggle to transact in any land markets of 
greater value. 
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Figure 5. Household structure (RDP) 

 
 

4.4.2 Motivations 
 
The data in Figure 6 suggests that nearly 7 in 10 household heads that are now living in RDP 
housing projects were already living independently before they moved to or were allocated 
land in RDP projects. This is important because it suggests the possibility of an important 
‘pathway’ through different configurations of land claims. The predominance of household 
heads that have already negotiated a previous configuration of claims somewhere else is 
analysed further below.  As shown in Figure 8, nearly 50% of household heads had lived in an 
informal settlement prior to moving to an RDP housing project. 
 
Figure 7 shows that there are some similarities and differences between the motivations of 
people to move to RDP housing projects and informal settlements. We could expect 
similarities given that some of the key demographic factors are so similar. For example, the 
gender of the household heads, the levels of completed education and the racial identities are 
all approximately the same. The key difference is in the ages of the household heads, with 
household heads in RDP housing projects tending to be older than those in informal 
settlements. Household heads in RDP housing projects recorded that one of their biggest 
motivations for moving there was that they had essentially no other options, either because 
their previous dwellings were slated for demolition or because they felt they could not afford 
not to take up the offer of free land and a house in an RDP project   A second important 
difference in motivation lies in the expectations and social norms around ‘getting older’ and 
being able to express an identity as a person with control over a specific space in a particular 
location in the city. This appears as important for RDP housing project beneficiaries but not 
to the same extent as inhabitants of informal settlements in the three case studies. 
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Figure 6. Percentage of household heads that were living independently in their previous 
place (RDP) 

 
 

Figure 7. Motivation for moving (RDP) 

 
 
The final difference is that the motivations identified by respondents for moving to an RDP 
housing project are not as responsive to changes in employment status as in informal 
settlements. Informal settlements offer access to a set of claims to rights to land that allow 
households experiencing shocks, such as unemployment, to maintain their access to the city 
by relocating. Informal settlements also offer households access to a set of claims to land that 
have been obtained or ‘triggered by’ new employment opportunities. These employment 
opportunities may be low paying and so not facilitate transacting around anything more than a 
claim to temporarily borrow the use of land in an informal settlement.  A household may also 
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need to minimise living costs for other reasons, and, hence, the informal settlements offer a 
possibility of minimising living costs. 
 

4.4.3 Origins and movement 
 
Figure 8 shows that there is a clear movement from informal settlements into RDP housing 
projects in the case studies. Nearly half of all households in RDP housing projects came from 
informal settlements. The next largest previous location for beneficiaries of RDP housing 
projects was backyard shacks.2 There appears to be a small percentage of households (5.4%) 
that have taken the opportunity to obtain an RDP allocation even though they previously 
owned property. In comparison, a greater percentage (7.6%) of household lived as tenants in 
private sector houses. We could assume that living as a tenant in an RDP house facilitates 
integration into the local neighbourhood and increases knowledge of any opportunities to 
transact that may come up. 
 

Figure 8. Location of previous place (RDP) 

 
 

4.4.4 Valuations 
 
The survey included questions about what people valued about the location and qualities of 
the land they were living on. The responses represented in Figure 9 show what the 
respondents thought others in the area valued about the location and qualities of the land 
before they moved to the area.3 The dominant value is that the land was free, and this is most 

                                                      
2 In this research, the trend of residents in RDP housing projects coming from backyard shacks is due 
to the inclusion of the example of Cape Town and the effect of the policies in Cape Town of allocating 
RDP land to both backyard shack dwellers and informal settlement residents. 
3 This question is complementary to the responses recorded in the city profiles where respondents are 
asked what they had valued about an area prior to moving to it.  The difference in questions was an 
attempt to de-personalise the responses and gain a general sense of what was valued about the location 
and qualities of the land. 
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important, if less pronounced, in the informal settlement case studies as well. What is 
important to note is that RDP housing projects don’t appear to offer any improvements on 
proximity to employment opportunities since the responses recorded in relation to this value 
are roughly similar in both types of settlements. Given the dependence on salaries and wages 
as the most important household income sources in RDP housing projects (See 
 
Figure 3), it is interesting that the RDP housing projects are not more highly valued in terms 
of proximity to employment opportunities. A similar point can be made about ‘proximity to 
transport’ with only marginally more households valuing RDP housing projects for this 
quality above their counterparts in informal settlements. RDP housing projects are more 
valued when it comes to access to services such as water, electricity, proximity to schools and 
feeling safer.  These categories of value show significant differences with informal 
settlements. These differences are important to note and we will return to them in the 
recommendations. The quest for a sense of independence is valued by more inhabitants of 
informal settlements than inhabitants of RDP housing projects. 
 
Figure 9 and Figure 10 should be read together. Figure 9 shows the total number of responses 
for the different options and so gives an indication of the qualities that people value most 
about their locale. Figure 10 provides a more detailed picture and adds new insights by 
focusing on the percentage of respondents that cited each option as their first, second or third 
most valued aspect of the land or its location. 
 
In Figure 10 it is evident that not only did most respondents select the category of value that 
the place was free (in Figure 9) but that most respondents selected this as their most important 
value. Although the categories related to access to services were commonly selected as a 
value, they are predominantly ranked as a second choice. This suggests that such qualities are 
important for people but not the most important. The only issue that does stand out in this 
category is valuing access to schools in RDP housing projects. The RDP housing projects 
were not especially valued for their proximity to employment opportunities. Nonetheless, for 
those respondents that selected the category of value of proximity to employment, more than 
60% selected it as their most important value. 
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Figure 9. Total number of responses (RDP) 

 
 

Figure 10. Percentage of responses ranked first, second or third (RDP) 

 
 

4.4.5 Transactions 
 
In this section, the major steps of the transaction process are outlined. We describe how 
people: 
• find opportunities to transact around land, 
• are assured that the transactions will be valid and 
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4.4.5.1  Finding others to transact with 
 
There appear to be three clusters of ways in which people find opportunities to access land in 
RDP housing projects. The first is related to the local authorities and includes the councillor 
and municipal officials. The second is family and friendship networks. Somewhere between 
these two clusters is the third that consists of the assistance and information provided by 
community meetings and committee members. Local committees and community meetings 
are frequently the conduit through which the councillor and municipal officials communicate 
with family and friendship networks. 
 

Table 1. From whom did you hear about this place (RDP)? 

 Percentage 
Family member 15.5
Friend  12.1
Neighbour 1.3
Work colleague 1.1
Employer 0.1
Radio 0.4
Newspaper 0.2
Community meeting 16.8
Committee member 10
Councillor 20.1
Municipal Official 23.1
Taxi commuters 0
Traditional healer 0
Door to door knocking 0.2
People living around 0.1
Agents 0
Landowner 0.9
Knew the place 0
 
Table 1 is important because it shows three dynamics. The first is that despite the formality of 
RDP housing allocation processes, family members and friends remain a significant means of 
finding out about different locations. The second important dynamic is the role of the 
committee and community meetings as sources of information, and this reflects the interface 
between the people in informal settlements and the local state. The third dynamic is the 
central role of the local authority in providing information on settlement opportunities to 
people living informally. 
 

4.4.5.2  Establishing trustworthiness 
 
The means of establishing the trustworthiness of the transaction in RDP housing projects is 
heavily influenced by the existence of documentation and registration with the municipality. 
The obviousness of the importance of bureaucratic processes in a public allocation of land 
should not distract the analysis from another important point. This is that the dominance of 
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the bureaucratic process has effects that extend beyond the immediate allocation of land and 
housing in RDP housing projects. Consequently, the slightest engagement of inhabitants of 
informal settlements with bureaucratic processes can lead to the creation of the ownership of 
a right to access a future allocation in an RDP housing project. The more successful the 
state’s bureaucratic process of developing and allocating RDP projects is, the greater the 
value of the (abstract and ‘informal’) right to future development is likely to be in informal 
settlements. This is simply a contradiction that emerges from the successful execution by the 
state of its responsibilities (c.f. Holston 1991). In effect, the state is upholding the value of 
‘off-register’ transactions and is one of the most fundamental ways in which the state is 
present in ‘informal’ land markets. 
 

Table 2. Means of assuring the transaction would be valid (RDP) 

 Percentage 
Family and friends 12.6
Committee system 10.9
Municipal instruction 21.6
House had a municipal registration number 10.3
The land was empty and I took a chance 1.8
They would give me a receipt 3.6
Other people were doing it 0.1
Signed official papers 45.7
I made a police affidavit 2.1
Used a lawyer 0.4
Inherited it 0
Used official documents to prove identity 0.8
Paid money in advance 0
Landlord gave me receipt 0
Have a title deed 1.1
Verbal agreement 0.4
 

4.4.5.3  Calculating 
 
As one measure of the extent to which, or circumstances in which, households may be leaning 
towards a financially dominated land market model, the survey asked respondents to define 
when it would be considered fair or unfair to make a profit through a land transaction in their 
area.   The assumption is made that perceptions of fairness and unfairness relate to the 
circumstances in which respondents would be more guided by price than by social relations in 
calculating the amount to be exchanged in the transaction.4 Perhaps not surprisingly, the 
results recorded are mixed. There are clear instances when it is considered fair to make a 
profit, such as when a dwelling has been extended or improved. Where there is more room for 

                                                      
4 There will clearly be instances where a person might still be able to make a profit and still conform to 
a particular set of social norms and not result in the buyer/renter feeling exploited. Thus the proxy of 
fairness/unfairness in charging a profit is not an exact indicator of propensity to let the transaction be 
based on price rather than social relations. Another factor to consider is that the definition and 
understanding of profit is highly variable. Nevertheless, the responses to this issue provide some 
indication of when a household might be able to make a profit, even if they do not always choose to do 
so. 
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social relations to influence the price of land and dwellings is in perceptions of whether a 
space is of a ‘decent’ size and quality. 
 

Figure 11. When is it fair to make a profit (RDP)? 

 
 

Figure 12. When is it unfair to make a profit (RDP)? 

 
 
For the most part, the logic of when it is thought to be unfair to make a profit is the converse 
of when it is considered fair. However, one important difference emerges. Approximately 
32% of the respondents feel that it is unfair to make a profit on land originally obtained for 
free. 
 
Adherence to this value or perception will clearly act as a break on being able to capture any 
increases in value through transactions. It will, however, be advantageous to future 
generations of poor people. We could speculate that the emphasis on being able to make a 
profit once improvements have been made to a dwelling is one way of reconciling the value 
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that it is not fair to make a profit on  something originally obtained for free, because the level 
of investment justifies a return. 
 

4.4.5.4  Making an agreement 
 
What is remarkable about Table 3 is that only 36.8% of the respondents in RDP housing 
projects refer to their title deeds as their means of proving that land belongs to them.5 It is 
clear that public witnessing of transactions is still an important form of proving ownership. 
The relatively high number of responses in relation to ‘verbal agreements’ and transactions 
being ‘witnessed by councillors’ suggests the occurrence of ‘off-register’ transactions. 
 

Table 3. How did you make the agreement (RDP)? 

 Percentage 
The agreement was made publicly 5.3
I was given a receipt/document/letter 33.4
The owner gave me a verbal agreement 15.5
The agreement was witnessed by others 0.8
The agreement was witnessed by a councillor 12.7
The agreement was witnessed by the police 2.2
I was given a title deed 25.4
The title deed is coming 11.4
Bought space 0
No agreement made 0
I was given a number 0
I was given a key 0.4
Paid the rent money 0
I was given the place by family 0.1
Attended a community meeting 0.9
We were registered 0
 

4.4.5.5  Dispute resolution 
 
This section addresses the issue of how people in RDP housing projects would resolve 
disputes about claims to their land and dwelling. Figure 13 and Figure 14 should be read 
together. Figure 13 provides the research findings for the total number of responses by  
category, while Figure 14 analyses these choices in greater detail by presenting the percentage 
of households that selected each option as their first choice (within each option). 
 
The people/agents that the most respondents would turn to if they needed to resolve disputes 
about claims to their land and dwelling are councillors and municipalities. Not only were 
these people/agents selected by most respondents, but they were selected as the first choice by 
most that cited a response in these categories. Neighbours emerge as the next most significant 
group of people that the respondents would turn to as the means of resolving disputes, 
reflecting the importance of social networks.  However, though neighbours were selected by a 
                                                      
5 This figure is derived from summing the responses to the categories ‘I was given a title deed’ and 
‘The title deed is coming’. 



Do Informal Land Markets Work for Poor People? 
 

Urban LandMark 135

large proportion of respondents, they were only chosen as the first choice by about 15% of the 
household heads. 
 

Figure 13. Dispute resolution (RDP) 

 
 
Figure 14 shows the importance and perceived involvement of councillors and municipalities 
in resolving disputes around land in the RDP housing projects. 
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Figure 14. Percentage first choice in dispute resolution (RDP) 

 
 

4.4.5.6  How long it takes 
 
In Figure 15, the average duration of time between when a respondent first heard about the 
option to access land in a RDP housing project and the time they moved in (total time) is 
compared with the duration of time it took to check the trustworthiness of the other party in 
the transaction and the duration of time it took to make the agreement. The calculations of 
‘checking trustworthiness’ and ‘making an agreement’ are subsets of the total time. The 
calculation of ‘total time’ excludes the amount of time a person may have been on a waiting 
list. 
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Figure 15. Time (RDP) 

 
 

4.4.5.7  Costs 
 
In addition to the amount of time taken to access land in this way, calculations were made in 
relation to the financial costs of transacting in this way (in terms of transport, fees, people that 
had to be paid, etc.) and the financial cost of strengthening their claims to rights to land.6 In 
Figure 16, the financial costs of accessing land in RDP housing projects are presented with 
the total average figure for transacting in this way amounting to R1636.30. It is clear that 
accessing land in an RDP housing project is far from ‘free’. On average, respondents in the 
RDP housing project case studies spent R338.93 on finding the opportunity to access the land 
and about one-tenth of this amount on gaining assurance about the validity of the transaction. 
The amount spent on ‘strengthening claims’ is an estimation of the level of investment that 
households have made in their dwellings. From Figure 16, the average amount of investment 
equals R1257.57. When this is averaged over the number of years that the respondents in 
RDP housing projects have been in possession of their land and dwellings (roughly 6 years), 
this does not amount to a large amount per year. 
 

                                                      
6 The cost calculations do not include the financial value of people’s time to engage in these steps of 
the transaction. 
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Figure 16. Costs of transacting (RDP) 

 
 
The table below shows that there are relatively few transactions around land occurring in the 
RDP housing projects and that the price at which the land and dwellings are being exchanged 
is below the subsidy value. However, in all the settlements the average prices at which the 
land and dwelling is being exchanged differs significantly from the median price indicating 
high levels of variability. For example the average price in Kingsway is R11366 with a 
standard deviation of R8829. In Delft, the average price is R34750 with a standard deviation 
of R36881. In Old Dunbar, the average price is R7081 with a standard deviation of R7515. 
Part of the reason for the low numbers of transactions in RDP housing projects is taken up in 
the following section. 
 

Table 4. Median price, number and percentage of sales in RDP projects 

Area Median N (unweighted) Percentage of total population 
Kingsway R15000.00 3 4.17%
Old Dunbar R5750.00 6 8.00%
Delft R17000.00 4 5.80%
 
 

4.4.5.8  Selling 
 
It is clear that more than 60% of the households would not sell their land and dwelling in 
RDP housing projects but would rather put a family member in their place.7 This is has 
profound implications for the operation of a land market in terms of the financially dominated 
model. Approximately 20% of households would be prepared to sell and a much lower 
percentage would be prepared to rent it out under the current circumstances. 
 

                                                      
7 This does not exclude the possibility that sales could occur within families. This is an issue for further 
investigation. 
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Figure 17. What will happen to this place if you move (RDP)? 

 
 
Figure 18 picks up on these issues by exploring the conditions or circumstances in which 
people would be prepared to move. It is evident that most households would not be prepared 
to move at all (combining the responses to ‘I will not move’ and ‘I passed away’). Since 
people inevitably have to move to cope with the contingencies of life, the responses to this 
issue demonstrate the prevalence of a socially dominated land market when it comes to 
selling land and housing in RDP housing projects. 

Figure 18. Why would you move (RDP)? 

 
 
In Figure 18  more than half of household heads (53.1%) indicated that they would not move 
from the land allocated through the RDP housing project as suggested by summing the 
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serious implications for stimulating a land market. But it is probably a more important 
reflection of the perception (or reality) that these households have reached a ‘glass ceiling’ 
and that in the absence of ‘gap housing’ there are very few options for them to move on to. 
 

4.4.6 Situation improved/worsened 
 
The first thing to note about Figure 19 is that the distribution of responses is roughly similar 
to that recorded for people moving to informal settlements. That is, we can conclude that only 
for about half of the households is there a clear perception of an improvement in their 
situation. It should be recalled (See Figure 8) that the majority of household heads in RDP 
projects have come from informal settlements or backyard shacks. In financial terms, the City 
Profiles show that there are clear gender differences as a result of moving to RDP housing 
projects. In all RDP housing projects, female-headed households experienced an 
improvement in average monthly household income following a move to an RDP housing 
project. In Kingsway and Delft, the average monthly income of male-headed households 
decreased as a result of moving, while in Old Dunbar it  increased. Similar trends can be 
observed at a settlement level where the average monthly household income has decreased in 
Kingsway and Delft and increased in Old Dunbar. 
 

Figure 19. As a result of moving to an RDP housing project did your situation improve 
(RDP)? 

 
 
 

4.4.7 Experience of ‘registered’ transactions 
 
There are a small percentage of households that have had a title deed before, and this 
indicates some degree of movement across the division between registered and ‘off-register’ 
claims (see Figure 20). 
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Figure 20. Percentage of households in informal settlements that have had a title deed 
(RDP) 

 

4.4.8 Summary 
 
In this section, we draw together some of the main points. In the case study settlements, there 
is a clear connection between RDP housing projects and informal settlements with nearly 
50% of households in RDP housing projects coming from informal settlements. This partly 
accounts for the similarity between the demographic profiles of RDP housing projects and 
informal settlements. However, the case study research shows that most households in RDP 
housing projects appear to experience their move as an interruption of sorts, and the most 
valued aspect of the land and dwellings is that they are free. As a rough calculation, it appears 
to cost R1640 on average to transact in an RDP housing project. The majority of household 
heads reported that they would not sell their claims to rights to land and would not be 
prepared to move. 
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4.5 Informal settlements 
 
This is the second settlement type report in a series of two, the other being focused on RDP 
housing projects. The profile presents the research findings for a total of three informal 
settlements studied in the three metropolitan areas. The section begins with demographic data 
that compares data on these settlements with that generated for RDP housing projects. This 
comparison is possible because each metropolitan area examined included one RDP housing 
project case study and one informal settlement case study. Following the demographic data, 
the research findings present what is motivating people to move to informal settlements, their 
origins in relation to the types of settlements where they previously lived and the types of 
qualities of land that they value when they move and transact. The research findings focus on 
the process of transacting before some broader analyses are presented on the implications for 
land markets. 
 
It is important to note that the informal settlement case studies in the different cities displayed 
very different dynamics and trends. While this section of the report takes a different 
perspective on the data and makes new insights possible, the differences between the 
individual case studies should be borne in mind. 
 

4.5.1 Demographic data 
 
This section describes the demographic data generated in the three case study informal 
settlements of Somalia (Ekurhuleni), Blackburn Village (eThekwini) and Nkanini (Cape 
Town). 
 

4.5.1.1  Age of household head 
 
The median age of the household heads in the informal settlement case studies across the 
metropolitan areas is 34 years and is lower than the median of 40 years for RDP housing 
projects. In Cape Town and eThekwini, the informal settlements have a higher proportion of 
(poorer) younger households, perhaps suggesting that this is their way of entering the land 
market. 
 

4.5.1.2  Gender 
 
The gender of  household heads is predominantly female (60%) in the informal settlements.  
This is very similar to the gender breakdown of household heads in the RDP housing projects. 
The city profiles revealed that informal settlements (and RDP housing projects) contained a 
greater number of female-headed households than the gender breakdown of each metropolitan 
area as a whole. There are at least two possible perspectives on this issue. The first would 
regard the urban land environment as hostile and difficult for women to negotiate and transact 
within. In this view, the preponderance of female-headed households in informal settlements 
is the consequence of women’s general lack of power and reflects the only space in the cities 
that can be accessed by poor women. The second perspective would put more value on the 
claims to rights that women have actually transacted over and consider these claims to be an 
assertive step in better adapting the city to the needs of women (even if the claims are on 
marginal land). 
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Figure 1. Gender of head of household (Informal settlements) 

 
 

4.5.1.3  Education level 
 
Levels of completed education are strongly associated with income levels in South Africa.  
Given the notorious unreliability of income data we have relied on them in this research to 
obtain a general sense of the income levels of households and their future income generating 
possibilities.1 In Figure 2, it is evident that the majority of household heads in the informal 
settlement case studies have not completed secondary school. The pattern is roughly similar to 
the levels of education of household heads in RDP housing projects. Despite these similarities 
it is possible to claim that the levels of education of household heads in informal settlements 
are slightly higher than their counterparts in RDP housing projects. Whether the difference is 
great enough to propel the household heads of informal settlements into higher earning 
possibilities is an open question. The difference in the levels of education can probably be 
attributed to the fact that the household heads of informal settlements tend to be younger than 
the household heads of RDP housing projects. The comparatively older household heads of 
RDP housing projects will likely have had to endure a more severe Apartheid-based education 
system. 
 

                                                      
1 Household income level data is presented in Figure 4. 
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Figure 2. Level of education of household head (Informal settlements) 

 
Note: In Figure 2, the bar columns represent the data for informal settlements while the line 
represents the equivalent data for RDP housing projects. This format will be repeated where 
possible. 
 

4.5.1.4  Income source 
 
In this section, we present the findings of the most important sources of household income. 
Almost 60% of household heads reported that their most important source of household 
income was salaries and wages. This suggests that most of household heads are linked into the 
metropolitan economies in some way.  
 
Slightly more households have earnings from their ‘own business or farm’ than in RDP 
housing projects. If this category is taken as a rough indication of involvement in the 
‘informal economy’ then slightly more households in informal settlements also engage in 
informal economic activities than in RDP housing projects. 
 

0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

60.00%

No school Primary Incomplete Secondary Secondary Completed University_Technikon
Completed

P
e
rc

e
n

ta
g

e



Do Informal Land Markets Work for Poor People? 

 

Urban LandMark 145

Figure 3. Most important income source (Informal settlements) 

 
 
Note: In Figure 2 the bar columns represent the data for informal settlements while the line 
represents the equivalent data for RDP housing projects. This format will be repeated where 
possible. 
 

4.5.1.5  Level of household income 
 
Figure 4 shows that the level of monthly household income tends to be slightly lower amongst 
informal settlements than RDP housing projects. The majority of households in informal 
settlements are earning less than R1200 per month. This has implications for the costs of 
transacting around different claims to rights to land and suggests that the types of claims that 
people can transact around are likely to cluster around claims to temporarily borrow land. 
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Figure 4. Level of household income (Informal settlements) 

 
 

4.5.1.6  Household structure 
 
In Figure 5, it is evident that two-adult household structures predominate in informal 
settlements. A pattern that distinguishes the informal settlement case studies from the RDP 
housing project case studies is that there are far more households where there is one person 
living alone and also households where nuclear families are living with friends or relatives. 
This data suggests that informal settlements are serving as the route through which young 
households are attempting to achieve some independence and as an access point for people 
who are, as yet, unable to obtain their own land and have to take advantage of social networks 
and share accommodation. 
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Figure 5. Household structure (Informal settlements) 

 
 

4.5.2 Motivations 
 
In comparison with households in RDP housing projects, there are about as many household 
heads that have broken away from their family homes to start new households, as there are 
households that have already made this move. This reinforces the view that is emerging 
through this research that informal settlements are a primary means of poor, young 
households finding some form of independence (see Figure 7). 
 
The importance of achieving independence as people ‘grows older’ is an unexpected result 
and differs from the rationalities that are assumed to inform why people move to different 
places in cities. It raises the question about the role of psychosocial factors in situations where 
poor people are under the control of landowners or persons who ‘control’ the land. This might 
be exacerbated in South Africa, given the country’s racialised urban history. It is not clear 
though whether the searches for independence as people grow older as a motivating factor, 
trumps locational factors.  This requires further research. 
 
The land claims that are possible to transact around in informal settlements appear more 
appropriate to households that are experiencing either ‘triggers’, such as finding new 
employment, or ‘shocks’, such as becoming unemployed. 
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Figure 6. Percentage of household heads that were living independently in their previous 
place (Informal settlements) 

 
 

Figure 7. Motivation for moving (Informal settlements) 

 
 

4.5.3 Origins and movement 
 
Figure 8 shows that almost half of all informal settlement inhabitants in the case studies came 
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independence and perhaps partly by the fact that living conditions, the amount of space and 
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access to services in a backyard shack situation is often little different to living in an informal 
settlement. 
 

Figure 8. Location of previous place (Informal settlements) 

 
 

4.5.4 Valuations 
 
The following figures provide the responses to the question of what the respondents thought 
that people who lived in the area valued about the place. Figure 9 and Figure 10 should be 
read together. Figure 9 shows the total number of responses for the different options and so 
gives an indication of the qualities that people value most about their locale. The possibility of 
minimising living costs emerges as the most chosen value of a particular location. 
Accessibility and  connectivity are also important options, with access to services making up 
a third cluster of values. This suggests that minimising living costs is an important economic 
strategy for those who are struggling economically or those that are just starting out on their 
own in the city. 
 
Figure 10 provides a more detailed picture and adds new insights. While the ability to 
minimise living costs was the most chosen value, just over 50% of those who value the ability 
to minimise living costs ranked it as the most important value, about 30% ranked it second 
most important and just over 10% ranked it third most important.  
 
It appears safe to conclude, then, that the ability to minimise living costs is one of the most 
valued aspect of the informal settlements. An analysis of the second most chosen value of 
access to transport (Figure 9) follows a similar trend. However, the third most chosen value of 
‘proximity to jobs’ shows a marked polarisation. Of the total number of responses, nearly 
80% ranked this as the most important value. Interestingly, while access to services such as 
water and electricity do not feature much as most important values, they are highly ranked as 
second and third values. This suggests that how people value a location is the result of a 
complex set of decisions about minimising living costs and increasing accessibility to jobs 
and services. 
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Figure 9. Total number of responses (Informal settlements) 

 
 

Figure 10. Percentage of responses ranked first, second or third (Informal settlements) 

 
 

4.5.5 Transactions 
 
In this section, the major steps of the transaction process are outlined. We describe how 
people: 
• find opportunities to transact around land, 
• are assured that the transactions will be valid and 
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4.5.5.1  Finding others to transact with 
 
The importance of family and friendship networks in finding others to transact with in 
informal settlements is clear in Table 1. 
 

Table 1. Before you moved here, from whom did you hear about it (Informal 
settlements)? 

 Percentage 
Family member 30.6
Friend  31.9
Neighbour 8.5
Work colleague 3.8
Employer 0.3
Radio 0.8
Newspaper 0
Community meeting 2.9
Committee member 2.5
Councillor 0.2
Municipal Official 0
Taxi commuters 1
Traditional healer 0.5
Door to door knocking 0.2
People living around 16.3
Agents 0
Landowner 0
Knew the place 0.8
 
Being able to tap into social networks of ‘people living around’ (16.3%) is also an importance 
consequence of social networks and the types of social identities that people are able to 
express. 
 

4.5.5.2  Establishing trustworthiness 
 
For registered transactions, the conveyancing process contains a number of checks and 
balances to ensure the identities of the parties to the transaction and the bona fides of their 
claim to the bundle of rights that will be exchanged as a result of the transaction. People 
transacting off-register do not have recourse to these forms of protection and must rely on 
socially acceptable forms of checking the legitimacy and validity of the claims of the person 
they intend to transact with. 
 
In Table 2, it emerges that for just over 40% of the cases, claiming land in informal 
settlements is a precarious and risky undertaking but that people nevertheless feel is worth 
taking a chance for. Commonly agreed systems such as those developed by local committees 
are the next most important means of checking. Given that family and friends are the most 
important means of hearing about different places, it is not surprising that they are also an 
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important means of gaining assurance about the legitimacy and validity of the claims of the 
person they intend to contract with. 
 

Table 2. Means of assuring the transaction would be valid (informal settlements) 

 Percentage 
Family and friends 20
Committee system 31.6
Municipal instruction 2
House had a municipal registration number 5.3
The land was empty and I took a chance 42.1
They would give me a receipt 11.5
Other people were doing it 8.8
Signed official papers 1.8
I made a police affidavit 0
Used a lawyer 0
Inherited it 0.7
Used official documents to prove identity 0
Paid money in advance 1
Landlord gave me receipt 0
Have a title deed 0
Verbal agreement 0.2
 
The predominance of opportunism and social networks stands out in Table 2. There are very 
few instances where the household heads used formal documents to assure themselves of the 
validity of the transaction they were about to proceed with. Contrast this with contracting 
below. 
 

4.5.5.3  Calculating 
 
As one measure of the extent to which, or circumstances in which, households may be leaning 
towards a financially dominated land market model, the survey addressed questions of when it 
would be fair or unfair to make a profit out of somebody wanting to come and live in the area. 
The assumption is made that perceptions of fairness and unfairness relate to the circumstances 
in which respondents would be more guided by price than by social relations in calculating 
the amount to be exchanged in the transaction.2 In comparison with the responses from 
household heads in RDP housing projects, there are fewer clear situations when it is 
considered possible to make a profit out of somebody wanting to stay in an informal 
settlement. 
 

                                                      
2 There will clearly be instances where a person might still be able to make a profit and still conform to 
a particular set of social norms and not result in the buyer/renter feeling exploited. Thus the proxy of 
fairness/unfairness in charging a profit is not an exact indicator of propensity to let the transaction be 
based on price rather than social relations. Another factor to consider is that the definition and 
understanding of profit is highly variable. Nevertheless, the responses to this issue provide some 
indication of when a household might be able to make a profit, even if they do not always choose to do 
so. 
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Figure 11. When is it fair to make a profit (Informal settlements)? 

 
 
The circumstances when it would be considered unfair to make a profit are more or less the 
opposite of when it would be considered fair. Thus if the access to services and amenities was 
limited it would be deemed to be unfair. However, the dominance of social relations in 
transactions in informal settlements is more evident in the answers to this question. There are 
a cluster of responses that suggest the importance of social relations including ‘getting the 
land for free’ (29.1%), if ‘personal circumstances are ignored’ (10.23%) and ‘when not the 
owner’ (8.47%). 
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Figure 12. When is it unfair to make a profit (Informal settlements)? 

 
 

4.5.5.4  Making an agreement 
 

Table 3. How did you make an agreement (Informal settlements)? 

 Percentage 
The agreement was made publicly 2.3
I was given a receipt/document/letter 34.4
The owner gave me a verbal agreement 22.4
The agreement was witnessed by others 7.9
The agreement was witnessed by a councillor 5.5
The agreement was witnessed by the police 0.8
I was given a title deed 0
The title deed is coming 0.8
Bought space 0.2
No agreement made 21.6
I was given a number 6.2
I was given a key 0
Paid the rent money 0.5
I was given the place by family 0.5
Attended a community meeting 0
We were registered 1.5
 
Most households in the informal settlement case studies relied on written documentation to 
make agreements. Approximately one in five households either made the agreement verbally 
or had no agreement. In 5.5% of the cases, a councillor witnessed the agreement. 
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4.5.5.5  Dispute resolution 
 
This section addresses the issue of how people in informal settlements would resolve disputes 
about claims to their land and dwelling. Figure 13 and Figure 14 should be read together. 
Figure 13 provides the research findings for the total number of responses by categories. 
Figure 14 analyses these choices in greater detail by presenting the percentage of households 
that selected each option as their first choice (within each option). Figure 13 suggests that the 
two most important people/agents that the respondents would choose to resolve disputes 
would be neighbours and the previous owner. Both of these options are heavily reliant on 
social networks for their effectiveness. 
 

Figure 13. Dispute resolution (Informal settlements) 

 
 
Of the respondents that selected the ‘previous owner’ as the most important person/agent they 
would turn to in order to resolve disputes about their claims, it is evident most chose this 
option as their first choice. Neighbours emerge as the next most significant group of people 
that the respondents would turn to as the means of resolving disputes. 
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Figure 14. Percentage of first choice (Informal settlements) 

 
 

4.5.5.6  How long it takes 
 
In Figure 15, the average duration of time between when a respondent first heard about the 
option to transact around land in an informal settlement and the time they moved in (total 
time) is compared with the duration of time it took to check the trustworthiness of the other 
party in the transaction and the duration of time it took to make the agreement. The 
calculations of ‘checking trustworthiness’ and ‘making an agreement’ are subsets of the total 
time. The calculation of ‘total time’ excludes the amount of time a person may have been 
searching for an opportunity to transact. 
 
Figure 15 suggests that, in terms of total time, land transactions in informal settlements are 
not much quicker than in RDP housing projects (if the issue and duration of being on a 
waiting list for an RDP allocation is set aside). 
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Figure 15. Average Time (Informal settlements) 

 
* Note that Figure 15 depicts average time spent as this better captures the spread of values 
for the three case studies in the research. The average figure is also used for the RDP profile. 
For the specific settlements types where there is only one case study, the median provides a 
more accurate description. 
 

4.5.5.7  Costs 
 
In addition to the amount of time taken to access land in this way, calculations were made in 
relation to the financial costs of transacting in this way (in terms of transport, fees, people that 
had to be paid, etc.) and the financial cost of strengthening their claims to rights to land.3 In 
Figure 16, the financial costs of land transactions in informal settlements are presented with 
the total average figure for transacting in this way amounting to R1351.87. It is clear that 
accessing land in an informal settlement is far from ‘free’. On average, respondents in the 
informal settlement case studies spent R157.18 on finding the opportunity to access their land 
and R38.86 on gaining assurance about the validity of the transaction.  
 

                                                      
3 The cost calculations do not include the financial value of people’s time to engage in these steps of 
the transaction. 
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Figure 16. Average costs of transacting (Informal settlements) 

 
 
The amount spent on ‘strengthening claims’ is an estimation of the level of investment that 
households have made in their dwellings. From Figure 16, the average amount of investment 
equals R1155.83. When this is averaged over the number of years that the respondents in 
informal settlements have been in possession of the land and dwellings (just under 6 years), 
this does not amount to a large amount per year. However, in relation to the investment by 
households in RDP housing projects, it could be argued to be greater in the sense that the 
household heads in informal settlements do not start with a dwelling and access to services. 
 
Table 4 shows great variability across the different metropolitan areas with respect to the 
prices paid for a place in the informal settlement case studies. The table also shows far higher 
levels of transactions in Somalia and Blackburn Village reflecting their having passed into the 
second phase of informal settlements. As a consequence of Nkanini being on the cusp of 
moving into the second phase, the smaller percentage of sales are conducted at a higher 
financial value. 
 

Table 4. Median price, number and percentage of sales (Informal settlements) 

Area Median N Percentage 
Somalia R50.00 41 56.16% 
Blackburn R590.00 19 28.36% 
Nkanini R1350.00 6 8.57% 
 

4.5.5.8  Selling 
 
The greatest proportion of responses in the informal settlement case studies suggests that 
households will sell their claims to rights to land should they have to move.  
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Figure 17. What will happen to this place if you move (Informal settlements)? 

 
 
A smaller, but still significant group would put a family member onto the land. The 
involvement of the local authority in ‘eradicating shacks’ is evident in that just over 20% 
indicated that their shack would be demolished and the land cleared if they moved. 
 

Figure 18. Why would you move (Informal settlements)? 

 
 
In Figure 18, the perception that RDP housing is the route out of informal settlements is 
clearly visible. The majority of household heads in informal settlements indicated that their 
reason to move out of the informal settlement would be because the government has provided 
a house and land. 
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4.5.6 Situation improved/worsened 
 
There is no clear indication that the household heads perceive that there was a clear 
improvement in their situation as a result of moving to the informal settlements in which they 
currently reside. This could be because some of the people are prioritising the locational 
advantage of the land to employment opportunities while others are seeking to maintain their 
presences in the city by minimising their living costs in response to a loss of employment or 
other household shock. For the 30% for whom their situation ‘remained the same’, this 
indicates an ability to at least maintain a standard of living through moving (no matter how 
minimal). 
 

Figure 19. As a result of moving to the informal settlement did your situation improve 
(Informal settlements)? 

 
 
 

4.5.7 Experience of ‘registered’ transactions 
 
There are a small percentage of households that have had a title deed before, and this 
indicates some degree of movement across the division between registered and ‘off-register’ 
claims (see Figure 20). 
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Figure 20. Percentage of households in informal settlements that have had a title deed 
(Informal settlements) 

 
 

4.5.8 Summary 
 
In conclusion, the majority of households in the informal settlement case studies were female-
headed households. For nearly half of the households, transacting in the informal settlement 
was their first transaction outside of the parental household. These transactions appear to be 
motivated as much by the need for independence at particular stages of the household life 
cycle as the fact that the claims to the rights to the land are free. In locational terms, 
households are valuing the proximity of the informal settlements to employment and transport 
connections. It is clear that family and friendship networks are important for many, but not 
all, of the different stages of transacting. As an approximation of the costs of transacting the 
calculations suggest that on average households in the informal settlement case studies are 
spending R1350. Most households in the informal settlement case studies would sell their 
claims to the rights to land if they had to move, but most would only move if the government 
provided an RDP land allocation and house. 
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4.6 Case Study Summary 
 
In this section, we draw out some of the key results of the case studies to highlight 
similarities, contradictions and distinctive features. 
 

4.6.1 Demographics 
 
African households in the three metropolitan areas are relatively young, which will inform 
future demand for land (African households form the majority of households in eThekwini 
(67%) and Ekurhuleni (77%) and with Coloured households constitute 72% of all households 
in Cape Town). 
 
Informal settlements and backyard shacks appear particularly appealing to younger 
households. 
 
Census 2001 data suggests that about one-third of households in the three metropolitan areas 
are female-headed (33% in Ekurhuleni, 36% in Cape Town and 38% in eThekwini).  
However, in seven of the nine case study areas, a reverse trend is visible with between two-
thirds and three-quarters of households being female-headed (exceptions are Blackburn 
Village in eThekwini and Wattville in Ekurhuleni, both of which correspond with census 
data). In eThekwini, there are a greater number of female-headed households among the 
African and Coloured population compared to the same population groups in the other two 
metropolitan areas. 
 
In Cape Town, a significantly higher proportion of the African households (i.e. one in three) 
hold the tenure status of ‘occupied rent-free’ compared to in Ekurhuleni (one in four) and 
eThekwini (one in five). Similarly, the proportion of African households occupying a ‘formal 
dwelling’ in Cape Town is significantly lower (44%) compared to eThekwini (57%) and 
Ekurhuleni (59%). In Cape Town, 41% of African households occupy an ‘informal dwelling’, 
compared to 22% in eThekwini and 27% in Ekurhuleni. 
 
Heads of households in the case study informal settlements tend to be younger than heads of 
households in the RDP settlements, with the median age being 34 years and 40 years, 
respectively. The vast majority of heads of households in the RDP case study areas have low 
levels of education, with just over 10% having completed secondary education and about 4% 
having completed a tertiary degree. 
 
Household heads in the three informal settlements studied tend to be slightly better educated, 
with one in five having completed secondary school. Yet, the proportion of household heads 
without schooling is more than double that found in the three RDP settlements surveyed, 
namely 10% and 4%, respectively. 
 
The outcome of the state’s housing policy toward RDP housing projects is not 
disadvantageous to women in the case study areas.  In the three RDEP housing projects, 67% 
of household heads are women (compared to 60% of household heads in the three informal 
settlements). 
 
Living in informal conditions should not be equated with informal employment. In Cape 
Town and eThekwini, salaries and wages are not only the prime source of income for 
households in the informal settlements compared to other case study areas in the same city; 
salaries and wages feature more dominantly as the main source of income in these informal 
settlements. While other case study areas in Ekurhuleni show a higher dependence on salaries 
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and wages compared to the informal settlement of Somalia, it is still the most important 
source of income for 48% of households in the latter settlement. 
 
About 6 in 10 households surveyed in the three RDP settlements earn less than R1,200 
compared to 7 in 10 in the informal settlements. However, differences in household income 
are not substantial, suggesting that households in informal settlements and RDP settlements 
are likely to be able to transact around similar configurations of claims, at least financially. 
 
Across the three metropolitan areas, state grants are a more significant source of income for 
households living in RDP settlements (varying from 18-25%) compared to informal 
settlements (12-21%). 
 
No common trends can be distilled with respect to dominant household structures in the case 
study informal settlements. In Somalia, 37% of households are nuclear families, while in 
Blackburn Village the dominant household structure is ‘one person living alone’ (27%). In 
Nkanini, the nuclear family is also the dominant household structure, but only one in five 
households (22%) fall under this category. 
 

4.6.2 Movement patterns 
 
The study has found evidence of movement from backyard shacks into informal settlements, 
with 68% of residents in Nkanini (Cape Town), 20% in Somalia (Ekurhuleni) and 17% in 
Blackburn Village (eThekwini) coming from backyard shacks. In the one case study area of 
backyard shacks, Wattville (Ekurhuleni), the largest proportion of surveyed tenants lived in 
backyard shacks previously, with a relatively small proportion coming from informal 
settlements. 
 
The need for independence is a strong motivating factor for poor people to move into 
informal settlements; the second most important factor relates to changes in employment 
status (both positive and negative). In the three RDP settlements, the main reason for moving 
into these areas is that household heads were not presented with alternative options. 
 
Fifty-three per cent of heads of households surveyed in the three informal settlements were 
backyard shack dwellers previously, while 20% made a horizontal move from another 
informal settlement. However, it is worth noting that trends in Nkanini and Somalia differ 
from those in Blackburn Village. Forty-nine per cent of heads of households in the three RDP 
settlements came from informal settlements, while 24% came from backyard shacks. 
 
More than 60% of household heads in the informal settlements indicated that the only reason 
for moving would be if the government were to provide a house. 
 

4.6.3 Social networks 
 
Family and friends are the most important means through which poor people find others to 
transact with around land in the three metropolitan areas, except for Kingsway (where 44% of 
respondents indicated that community meeting was the most important vehicle), Delft (where 
55% referred to the role of local government, i.e. both Councillors and officials) and 
Manenberg (where 65% referred to the role of local government). 
 
The extent to which such social networks are seen as important in checking the 
trustworthiness of other parties to transactions varies between the metropolitan areas and 
between the case study areas. Not surprisingly, a significant proportion of residents in 
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Kingsway, Delft and Manenberg referred to official documentation and other formal means in 
this regard. 
 
Local or social networks remain important as a means to resolve potential disputes about 
claims to land; however, there is evidence of shifts (i.e. the nature of networks changes) and 
also of greater emphasis on the role of the local Councils/officials, especially in eThekwini,  
the RDP settlements and areas with public rental arrangements (Manenberg). 
 

4.6.4 Claims to land 
 
In the RDP settlements across the three metropolitan areas, residents’ claims to the land were 
predominantly based on the fact that the claims had been allocated by the municipalities. In 
two of the three informal settlements, namely Somalia and Blackburn Village, claims based 
on ownership (having ‘bought’) showed the highest value, followed by occupation (and, in 
Somalia, municipal allocation). In Nkanini, occupation featured as the most dominant type of 
claim. These differences in claims may be indicative of how established or recent an informal 
settlement is. 
 
In general, female-headed households take longer to find and secure a place across the three 
metropolitan areas and the nine case study areas compared to male-headed households, except 
in Blackburn Village (same for male- and female-headed households) and Manenberg (twice 
as fast for female-headed households).  
 
Informal settlements offer the quickest settlement option across the three metropolitan areas, 
although this is similar to securing a backyard shack in Wattville. 
 

4.6.5 Holding land 
 
The majority of respondents across the case study areas expressed a desire to keep their 
dwellings within their families, especially in RDP settlements, tribal and public rental 
contexts. This seems indicative of the value placed on tenure security as a transferable right or 
asset. In Blackburn Village (eThekwini), demolition is seen as the most likely fate of the 
dwelling if the household were to move, followed by the intention to pass it on to a family 
member. In Nkanini (Cape Town), the first intent is to sell a dwelling, followed by passing it 
on to a family member. Residents in backyard shacks (Wattville, Ekurhuleni) do not believe 
that they have any authority over what happens to their dwellings after they leave. 
 
No significant differences are recorded in the duration of stay between female-headed and 
male-headed households in the case study areas in Ekurhuleni and Cape Town, except for  
Manenberg.  There, like all areas in eThekwini, female-headed households tend to move less 
and stay longer compared to male-headed households. One of the contributing factors may be 
that it takes female-headed households longer to find someone to transact with. 
 

4.6.6 Perceptions of demand for land 
 
The respondents’ views regarding the main sources of demand for land vary between the 
three metropolitan areas and between the case study areas: 
 

• In all three case study areas in Ekurhuleni, respondents overwhelmingly identified 
people coming from rural areas as the main reason for demand for land. While 
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important, this factor is deemed less significant in the case study areas in Cape Town 
and of very little significance in eThekwini.  

• In eThekwini, ‘people looking for jobs’ is seen as the main reason for creating 
demand for land. This factor also featured strongly in Somalia and Wattville 
(Ekurhuleni), but not in the case study areas in Cape Town.  

• Demographic trends like household splitting/new households forming/growing 
households are considered a more dominant factor across the three case study areas in 
Cape Town. 

• Municipal services (water and electricity) are considered important in the RDP 
settlement of Kingsway (Ekurhuleni), but are less prominent in Old Dunbar 
(eThekwini) and Delft (Cape Town). 

 

4.6.7 Transactions 
 
Over the last five years, the lowest level of transactions has tended to occur in RDP 
settlements (8-14%), followed by informal settlements (15-38%). The highest level of 
transactions has taken place in tribal areas (31%) and backyard shacks (68%). 
 
Across the three metropolitan areas and the case study areas, the process of transacting is 
generally considered easy. In the three RDP settlements, this was considered ‘easy/very easy’; 
although in Delft respondents indicated that the step of ‘finding a place’ was difficult. The 
informal settlements of Somalia (Ekurhuleni) and Blackburn Village (eThekwini) show 
similar findings. In contrast, in Nkanini respondents thought all the steps in the process were 
very difficult or, in some instances, said that they did not know.  There, only ‘selling/moving 
on’ was identified as easy. 
 
There is a strong perception in most case study areas that local government 
(Councillor/officials) can make the process of transaction simpler, especially in RDP 
settlements and Manenberg (public rental) and, to a lesser extent, in Wattville (backyard 
shacks). Not surprisingly, tribal authorities are seen to be central in making tribal land 
arrangements simpler. Interestingly, households in the informal settlements of Nkanini and 
Blackburn Village have high expectations that local government can make land transactions 
simpler; however, in the informal settlement of Somalia, almost 60% identified the local 
committee.  
 

4.6.8 Changes in perceptions of the strength of rights to land 
 
Households in RDP settlements overwhelmingly feel that their rights to land have become 
stronger as a result of their land occupation. In the two informal settlements of Nkanini and 
Blackburn Village, there is a greater degree of ambiguity, although a slight majority feel that 
their rights have become stronger. In Somalia, most respondents feel that their rights to land 
have remained the same (46%) or gotten weaker (39%). 
 
Households perceive their rights to be stronger if there is evidence of some level of state 
involvement, i.e. documentation/registration with the municipality (especially with respect to 
RDP settlements), getting a number from the municipality (Nkanini/Blackburn and 
Delft/Kingsway) or if negative state involvement has ceased, i.e. municipality not 
demolishing/evictions stopped (Somalia and, to a lesser extent, Nkanini and Blackburn 
Village). 
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In some instances, stronger rights are perceived to be the result of more organised 
communities, i.e. Sobonakona Makhanya and Nkanini (both around 20%), Old Dunbar and 
Wattville (both around 17%), Delft, Kingsway and Manenberg (all around 10%).  
 
In informal settlements, households perceive their rights to land to be weaker, largely as a 
result of ‘waiting too long for development’. 
 

4.6.9 Socio-economic consequences of land transactions 
 
In the RDP settlements in Cape Town and Ekurhuleni, the monthly household incomes of 
respondents have decreased on average compared to their previous place of residence. While 
monthly household income for female-headed households has increased, for male-headed 
households it has decreased.  
 
No other general trends regarding household income can be observed; the change in average 
monthly household income, both positive and negative, varies greatly between and within the 
case study areas. 
 

4.6.10 Inheritance of land and experiences of transacting 
within the registered system 

 
Formal inheritance of land is not a significant factor in any of the case study areas. 
 
Despite the RDP housing projects case studies being completed at least four years ago, 11% 
of respondents reported that they are still waiting for their title deed. These respondents are 
forced by the state to transact ‘off-register’ should they wish to do so. 
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5 Key findings 
 
The research findings offer a new understanding of land markets in poorer and less formal 
parts of the three metropolitan areas. This section highlights the key findings and draws out 
some of the implications of the findings. In the following and concluding section, we discuss 
these findings and present a range of recommendations. 
 

5.1 There are land markets in poorer parts of the metropolitan 
areas 

 
It is evident that the poor people in the case studies are engaging in land transactions. Table 1 
presents data on both the extent of transactions (defined as including exchanges where land 
was bought, rented or situations where people were ‘looking after’ the land) and those 
instances where respondents self-allocated the land. The level of transactions ranges from 8% 
in Old Dunbar to 68.57% in the vibrant rental situation of Wattville. The extent of self-
allocation over the last five years varies from 14.81% in Blackburn Village to 83.3% in 
Nkanini. The higher figure in Nkanini results from its comparatively recent establishment. We 
can also deduce from the responses from people that have not recently transacted that they 
have a fair sense of broader land markets. For example, 60% of respondents in the RDP 
housing projects indicated that they would not sell but allocate it to a family member. The 
predominance of this resolute response suggests for many beneficiaries of the housing 
programme, their land and dwelling is their first real asset that is transferable within the 
family. 
 

Table 1. Extent of transactions 

 RDP Informal settlement Specific area 
Cape Town  Delft Nkanini Manenberg 

% of transactions in 
the last 5 years 14.08% 15.49% 15.5%
Self-allocated 83.3%

Ekurhuleni  Kingsway Somalia Wattville 
% of transactions in 
the last 5 years 11.11% 38.36% 68.57%
Self-allocated 23.68%  

EThekwini  Old Dunbar Blackburn Village Sobonakona Makhanya
% of transactions in 
the last 5 years 8.00% 23.88% 30.99%
Self-allocated 14.81%

 
 
There is also a keen awareness of the processes creating a demand for land. In eThekwini 
Municipality, proximity to employment (27% - 91.9%) was a key factor in all settlements 
while improved access to services was a factor stimulating demand in Sobonakona Makhanya 
(43.2%). In Ekurhuleni, the perception was that demand for land was coming from rural 
migrants (41.8% - 53%), and particularly so in Somalia (53%). In Cape Town, the view 
amongst the respondents is that some of the demand is coming from rural migrants (12.5% - 
34%), but that demographic issues, such as the formation of new households or splitting of 
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existing households, is a far more important factor driving the demand for land (81.2% - 
118.2%).1 
 
The evidence of these transactions, the contexts in which transactions are seen to be 
appropriate and perceptions of demand brings different types of land markets into view. These 
markets have specific participants, they enable investments to be made and negotiated, and 
the norms are explainable (See boxError! Reference source not found.). 
 
The existence of different types of land markets in poorer areas of cities runs counter to the 
view that there is only one type of urban land market which is that associated with the more 
formal areas of the city. One of the 
drawbacks of assuming that there 
is only one type of urban land 
market is that such an assumption 
tends to consider other ways of 
transacting around land as 
dysfunctional or reflecting the 
absence of land markets. Such a 
view misses the importance that 
different land markets play in 
(poor) people’s lives because it is 
only looking for one ‘type’ of 
economic rationality. Recognition 
of different land markets creates 
the possibility of considering a far 
broader range of policy 
interventions than those currently 
associated with a single urban land 
market model. 
 
However, the logics of the land markets in poorer or informal areas do not conform to the 
model associated with formal land markets where supply and demand are essentially mediated 
by price and which we have termed the financially dominated land market model. Instead, the 
informal land markets are characterised by socially dominated land market logics. It is worth 
noting that this research project has only focused on poorer and ‘informal’ areas of the 
metropolitan areas, and therefore we are only able to offer insights on these areas. However, 
we argue that it is highly likely that actual economic practices in wealthier and ‘formal’ areas 
also conform to socially dominated logics, albeit to a lesser extent. The temptation to map 
socially dominated land market logics directly and exclusively onto poorer or informal areas 
of the metropolitan case studies must be resisted. To anticipate a finding presented later in 
Section 5.3, the results suggest that financially dominated land markets and their logic are not 
necessarily completely absent in poorer, less formalised parts of the metropolitan areas. 
 

5.2 Land markets are characterised by socially dominated 
land market logics 

 
The results show that the respondents’ understandings of their transactions are compared and 
aggregated to constitute socially dominated land market logics. These socially dominated land 
market logics are constituted through the interaction of people’s social identity, social 
networks and the type of claim they are attempting to ‘own’ in the process of transacting. 

                                                      
1 The figure of 118.2% was generated because respondents had the option of offering more than one 
response to the question. 

Explaining the ‘rules’ in Blackburn Village 
As she was leaving, she was selling her shack, 
so we agreed that as this is a ‘rural area’, there is 
supposed to be a ‘king’ that is ruling the place, so 
I asked her to negotiate for me to meet the 
person in charge of the place, something like 
committees or councillors.  We then met with the 
councillor at the office, I paid the money to the 
woman and then I got the place.  
 
When I got here, my sister introduced me to the 
neighbours, and told them that I will be staying 
here now. You also get to introduce yourself to 
what is called ‘the ring’ (where everybody in the 
community comes together and we formally 
introduce ourselves). They ask you questions, so 
that they can get to know you better.  
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The results from Cape Town show that the set of expectations that are associated with ‘getting 
older’ and starting a family can create powerful expressions of social identities for young 
nuclear or single parent households (40.8% - 68.8%). The social pressure of a norm of 
accessing an independent space in the city can be observed in all the case studies in Cape 
Town (46% - 63.9%). In Ekurhuleni, the expression of ‘independence’ (46.7%) was also 
important in the informal settlement. But perhaps more importantly the settlement was acting 
as a safety net for those whose identities had changed as they became unemployed but still 
wanted to keep a foothold in the city (65.5%). Transactions in Wattville revolve around a 
different set of identities that relate to employment opportunities and being salaried or regular 
wage workers with higher levels of employment (45.8%). In eThekwini, the profound 
disruptions of the political violence in the early 1990s in Kwazulu-Natal have left their mark 
on the identities of many of the respondents in the case study settlements. It is also clear that 
becoming a worker or work-seeker is a dominant expression of social identities in the 
eThekwini settlements (37.5% - 87%). 
 
The role and importance of social networks emerges at different steps in the transactions 
process. Family and friendship networks are the most important means through which the 
respondents find others to transact with (with the exception of Kingsway where 44% of the 
respondents noted that the community meeting had been the most important way of finding 
out about their options). Social networks are also important for checking the trustworthiness 
of other parties to the transactions, and the extent of this importance varies between the 
metropolitan areas and the case studies. While the social networks for finding, checking the 
trustworthiness and making the agreement may have been stretched over long distances and 
are discontinuous, when it comes to resolving disputes over land there tends to be a shift and 
local, neighbourly networks appear to be more important. Social networks might also begin to 
enrol the local councillor or municipal officials or, in the Tribal area, the local induna. 
 
Given the multiple expressions of social identities and variability of social networks it is 
perhaps not surprising that the research revealed that a range of claims to land can be 
configured from the overlapping networks of rights to land. The qualitative research indicated 
that the claims range from ‘borrowing’ the use of the land, to ‘owning’ a municipal number 
assigned to a shack, to ‘owning’ a right to a future allocation of land and a dwelling, to rental, 
to ‘looking after’ a dwelling/land parcel, to forceful occupation of land, to registered purchase 
and to ‘off-register’ purchases. Within the context of co-existing registers of meaning of land, 
some of these claims could be held simultaneously or change as the process of transacting 
progressed. The result of this understanding of transacting is that it ‘opens up’ the act of 
transacting over land to reveal land transactions as a process that is constituted by many 
different social processes, power relationships and economic factors. This makes visible how 
land markets operate. 
 
The results show that the majority of households are poor and that current forms of 
transacting appear to offer very few prospects for poor people to realise or generate wealth. 
This consequence for poor people has less to do with socially dominated land market logics 
than the fact that in the broader land markets of the metropolitan areas, access to the city 
which has a very low (financial) cost2 is conflated with, and ‘locked into’, people’s longer 
term land needs so that the value of the land they are on tends to be very low. Thus, it is not 
surprising that socially dominated land market logics characterise more formalised areas such 
as the RDP housing project case studies so that even ‘entry’ to these areas does not mean 
financially dominated land market logics are useful. We continue to explore this issue in the 
sections below. But for now we should resist concluding that socially dominated land market 

                                                      
2 On average, respondents in informal settlements spent R196.04 accessing a place to stay, on average 
R573.17 in the Tribal Area of Sobonakona Makhanya, R126.25 in backyard shacks in Wattville and 
R157 in Manenberg. 
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logics have little value or that they constitute dysfunctional land markets because they do not 
appear to be generating wealth. Socially dominated land market logics have a role to play in 
allowing poor people to access the city cheaply and quickly, access employment, achieve 
independence, and act as a safety net when households experiences ‘shocks’ but need to 
remain in the city. It is clear that they play a vital role in the city and must be accommodated 
in any land and housing plan for the city. 
 
The existence of these socially dominated land market logics implies that the existing 
instruments used by policy makers are less appropriate for designing interventions in poorer, 
less formalised parts of the metropolitan areas such as informal settlements, backyard shacks, 
Tribal areas and public rental housing neighbourhoods. Policy interventions that are based on 
assumptions that (dysfunctional) financially dominated land market logics are operating are 
unlikely to achieve their objectives. There is an urgent need to start debating policy 
interventions that are more appropriate to socially dominated land market models if the needs 
of urban poor people are to be more effectively addressed. This raises the role of the state and 
financially dominated land market model in land markets in poorer and informal areas of the 
metropolitan areas. 
 

5.3 Land markets in poorer areas are co-constituted by the 
financially dominated land market model and the 
activities of the state 

 
The findings of the research are that the land markets in poorer and informal parts of the 
metropolitan areas are co-constituted by the activities and policies of the state and the 
adherence to a single view of overall land markets as being constituted by the financially 
dominated land market model. By characterising the relationship between the different land 
markets as one of co-constitution, we are drawing attention to how the different land markets 
not only co-exist but are interdependent without necessarily being caused by each other. We 
begin by presenting the involvement of the financially dominated land market model before 
turning to the involvement of the state in informal urban land markets. 
 
To return to a point made earlier in Section 5.1, the first and most obvious way in which the 
financially dominated land market model is present is in the activities of the respondents 
themselves for there are clearly instances where they consider it appropriate to transact on the 
basis of price rather than social values. This might be in situations where households have 
made improvements to their dwellings (10.5% - 96%). The less obvious way in which the 
results point to the involvement of the financially dominated land market model in informal 
land markets is that poor people are accessing an overall urban land market that is already 
highly structured and formalised by major economic actors. These actors draw on different 
‘registers of meaning’ in which land figures only as an asset or commodity to understand the 
future development of the city. Simultaneously, however, we have noted how a single piece 
of land can be defined in multiple registers and that it depends on the distribution of political 
power as to which definition is ‘locked-in’. Blackburn Village illustrates this result well. 
Blackburn Village can simultaneously be defined as ‘productive’ farm land; the next area to 
be developed for a formal, gated development; or an area needed for the survival of poor 
people. Quite how the land will be used in the future is contingent on the balance of political 
forces and the ability of the different actors to ‘lock’ the definition of land in a particular 
register of meaning. But, as all the formal estate agents that were interviewed observed, a key 
finding is that the financially dominated land market logic would not be able to operate and 
generate the wealth that it does if it had to accommodate the land needs of poor people. The 
financially dominated land market model is therefore dependent on the socially dominated 
logics operating in informal land markets. This does not mean that the financially dominated 
land market model will always win out, and the existence of Old Dunbar is a good example of 
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this. However, the financially dominated land market logic provides a powerful basis for 
planning and developing the cities. The result is that poor people generally land up in 
peripheral or marginal locations – within the niches of the financially dominated land market 
model. The location that many poor people access in the city is therefore already a result of 
the financially dominated land market model. This has important implications for the 
involvement of the state in informal markets because it means that progressive officials are 
already operating within the parameters of the financially dominated land market model when 
they engage with poorer people who have accessed the city. 
 
The findings show that there are obvious ways in which the state is involved in poor and 
informal areas. For example, in registering shacks the state creates a new commodity which 
revolves around a ‘right to future development’. Overwhelmingly, ‘waiting too long for 
development’ is perceived to weaken rights to land (66.7% - 85.2%). Another example, 
observed in eThekwini, is the state’s plan to demolish shacks once people are moved to RDP 
housing projects, which tends to limit supply in those locations. And lastly, the effective 
policing of the boundaries of informal settlements in Cape Town has led to an increase in the 
density of land use (Kuhn 2007). But perhaps the most important way in which the state is 
involved in land markets in poor and informal parts of the metropolitan areas is that current 
urban policies encourage local government officials to ‘lock’ poor people into specific 
locations, and these locations become the means of obtaining a formal right to land in the city. 
These locations and the types of claims that can be made tend to be the places that poor 
people have accessed through their own over-stretched and over-burdened social networks. In 
other words, the locations are already determined by the financially dominated land market 
model. The more the location (e.g. informal settlement) becomes a criterion for access to 
more secure forms of land rights, the more the state encourages and stimulates specific land 
markets amongst poorer people. Other research confirms that obtaining RDP housing is 
currently the only means of obtaining securer forms of tenure for poor people (Cross 2006; 
Huchzermeyer 2002, 2003). The implication of these findings is that socially dominated land 
markets are not a result of state failure or the absence of the state but a result of the selective 
and specific ways in which the state is involved in land markets.3 The state is present in 
socially dominated land markets, and new interventions need to take account of this. Poor 
people continue to relocate within the metropolitan areas. For example, the average length of 
tenancy in the backyard shacks of Wattville was two years. We are therefore not suggesting 
that current urban policies physically tie people to specific locations. However, to maintain 
‘ownership’ of the right to future development, poorer people must retain a link to the 
location in which the state has first recognised them. This gives rise to complex and stretched 
out social relations as poor people seek to balance their locationally specific right to future 
development and their everyday needs of sustaining a livelihood with the cities. 
 
The previous section confirmed the importance of socially dominated land markets for poor 
people accessing the city. Within this context, there is a clear need to allow for poor people to 
continue to access the city but not for the state to trap poor people in specific locations that 
are usually marginal or peripheral. We continue to address this implication in the final key 
finding below. 
 

                                                      
3 Here we are addressing the view that ‘informality’ and ‘informal land markets’ result from state 
failure which tends to lead to the conclusion that the state is absent in poorer and informal areas of 
cities. Our conclusion does not contradict the possibility that the state may be failing poorer people in 
other ways. 
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5.4 Land markets work for poor people in the short term but 
in the long term are detrimental for both poor people and 
the city as a whole 

 
The research shows that socially dominated land market logics work for poor people. They 
allow poor people to access the city and contribute to the urban economy as evidenced by the 
majority of respondents obtaining their income from salaries and wages. This access is 
relatively quick, easy and cheap. However, as noted above, the locations that poor people are 
able to access are often peripheral or marginal (because the types of claims that can be made 
on land are already determined by the financially dominated land market model). 
 
However, because the current urban policies encourage and even require state officials to 
‘lock’ poor people into specific locations (through registering them, providing services or 
identifying the location of an informal settlement as the criteria for relocation to an RDP 
house and land allocation), poor people’s future development ‘rights’ become locked into a 
location that was initially only an access point to the city and does not necessarily reflect their 
longer term location needs. The result is a growing mass of peripheral or marginal land that 
has little value and that does not allow poor people to generate any wealth. Thus, while land 
markets in poorer and informal parts of the metropolitan areas work for poor people in the 
short term by facilitating access to the city, in the longer term they are being ‘locked’ into 
locations that do not generate wealth for the households or the city as a whole and have 
negative implications for the sustainable development of cities. 
 

5.5 There is not enough differentiation between informal 
settlements and RDP housing projects 

 
The findings show that there are very few qualitative differences between informal 
settlements and RDP housing projects. Perceptions of an improvement in people’s situation in 
RDP case studies were only observed in 53% of the surveyed households and for 29% their 
situation remained the same. The majority of respondents in the RDP housing projects (72%) 
came from informal settlements or backyard shacks. The results also showed that what 
respondents valued most about their allocation of an RDP house and land was that it was 
‘free’. The RDP housing project case studies were not especially valued for their proximity to 
employment opportunities (Old Dunbar being an exception). A smaller, but significant group 
valued ‘access to schools’ in the RDP cases studies, and this starts to indicate that investing in 
public infrastructure is one way of differentiating between informal settlements and RDP 
housing projects. 
 
The implication of the lack of differentiation of levels of servicing in the public environment 
and location between RDP housing project and informal settlements is that beneficiaries in 
RDP housing projects are unable to differentiate their dwelling and land from others and 
realise the difference in value. 
 
The research findings do not confirm a popular perception that there is widespread trading of 
RDP houses. There could be different reasons for this finding. First, it should be noted that all 
of the RDP housing case studies were deliberately selected because the five-year clause, 
requiring any sale of land and housing to be made to the state, had not lapsed. Beneficiaries 
may be observing this more strictly. Second, the location of the case studies may be a factor. 
Higher levels of transacting may not be occurring in Old Dunbar because respondents have 
realised the value of the location. While in Delft and Kingsway, the comparatively less 
attractive location may not be encouraging new demand for land. Finally, there is a 
discrepancy between the fact that 60% of the respondents in the RDP housing project case 
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studies expressed an intention to allocate their land and housing to a family member, rather 
than sell it; and the finding that only half of the respondents felt their situation had improved 
as a result of moving to an RDP project. The discrepancy suggests that respondents value a 
house and more secure rights to land, but, in and of itself, this is insufficient to allow poorer 
people to find a pathway out of poverty. This reinforces the need to rethink issues related to 
the immediate and broader city environment. 
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6 Conclusions 
 

6.1 ‘Informal’ urban land markets are complex 
 
The dominant message of the research is that in the absence of a clearly defined financially 
dominant system, the land markets of the poor are complex. This is both good news and bad 
for poor people. The research findings show that ‘extra-legal’ or ‘informal’ land markets are 
the outcome of a set of formally constituted processes around land, driven not only by the 
state and the market but also by a set of more diverse socially constituted transactions. This 
latter set of transactions around land (termed socially dominated in this report) emerges 
through the interaction of the elements of claims, networks and identity within specific 
locations and co-existing registers of meaning.  
 
The configurations of these social interactions change over time as the attributes of both 
communities and the land and settlements on which they live change. Moreover, within the 
different steps of a ‘single’ transaction, the configurations of the rules of social interaction can 
change. One of the most important ways in which the social transaction value changes, hinges 
on how the state acts in relationship to the land in question. The more successful the state is in 
engaging and processing informality, such as informal settlements, the more deeply entangled 
the state becomes in extra-legal transactions.  
 
To capture the complexity observed and acknowledge that there are both parallel and 
overlapping ways of making land transactions in poor parts of South African cities, we 
identified two coexisting forms of land markets, namely as being socially dominated or 
financially dominated. For poor people, the two are enmeshed, though one logic may 
dominate at a particular moment. In the positive sense, this means that at different points and 
at different times different understandings can be drawn upon, expressed and adapted by poor 
people to maximise their land opportunities in the city. 
 

6.2 Poor people are adapting the city to their needs 
 
The research findings show that poor people are adapting the city to their needs as best they 
can to manage their livelihoods, relationships and aspirations. New locations are being 
claimed through an infinite variety of transactions designed to enhance the parties’ needs. 
However, this does not mean that the way that poor people are transacting is satisfactory and 
the systems do not require further support. Social networks of families and friends currently 
provide a powerful means of accessing the city. But social networks can also be exclusionary, 
and there is a need to build on these processes by validating inclusionary social networks and 
supporting poor people to make informed claims to land in parts of the city that are well 
located. 
 

6.3 Socially dominated land markets are the norm for the 
poor 

 
In the balance of transactions that are socially dominated and those that are financially 
dominated, we conclude that the case studies display only limited circumstances when the 
financially dominated land markets exist as the overarching organising frame of land 
transactions. For the most part, and from the perspective of the poor, transactions are 
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currently framed within a socially dominated land market logic, with formative, but largely 
hidden, involvement by the market and the state. 
 
For a start, it is important to recognise that even amongst ‘formal’ land uses and land users at 
a city-wide level, economists and policy makers have a difficult task in modelling financially 
dominated urban land markets. For example, David Dowall (1994, 29) observes that unlike 
other markets, “land markets are disorganised. There is no central clearing house for 
information about land prices, land conversion and demand for land.” This difficulty is only 
compounded amongst off-register land users who have access to very few of the facilities for 
aggregating and comparing statistical land information generated by estate agents, valuation 
companies and financial institutions in their various indices and quarterly reports.4 That is, 
assuming that such information exists on areas of the city considered by these agents to be 
informal or too poor to be worthy of their interest. Indeed, in our research, none of the formal 
agents interviewed had any professional knowledge of land transactions in the ‘informal’ 
areas of the city. This could be either because the cost of acquiring this information is too 
high or the value and volume of the transactions is perceived to be too low or, to anticipate a 
key finding of our research, because there is not enough differentiation within the poorer parts 
of the city for a land market to emerge. But this does not mean there is not now, or will ever 
be, any cash transactions of land in these areas. 
 
International experiences suggest that there are three keys ways in which to think of urban 
land markets. Kironde (2000, 153) notes that an urban land market is considered to be a 
“framework in which those seeking land, and those owning or controlling land, are brought 
into transaction in order to effect access to land by the land seekers”. Our research suggests 
that, currently, the ‘framework’ that brings together those that seek land and those that have 
land is the interactions between people’s membership of social networks, expressions of 
social identities and the configuration of claims they are able to make with respect to land. 
These social networks, configurations of claims to land and expressions of identities, are 
invariably geographically pre-determined by the imprint of apartheid and post apartheid 
spatial planning. We will emphasise this point again, but it is worth noting now that the 
implication of these pre-determined patterns is that the current socially dominated 
‘framework’ offers very few opportunities for poor people themselves to transform these 
discriminatory patterns that are set by the state, financially dominated land market models and 
cultural norms. 
 
Dowall (1993, 3) outlines another way in which we might be able to evaluate the extent to 
which there is a financially dominated land market operating in the areas of the city 
considered by policy makers to be informal. If there were financially dominated land markets 
operating we could expect that price would be an important factor in determining the location 
of poor people in the city and that price would be a primary means of ensuring that the 
different qualities of land supplied would equal the quantity of land demanded. However, the 
data shows that the configuration of claims that poor people are able to transact around are the 
most important variable in determining which land is in ‘demand’ and which is ‘supplied’. 
Price may be a subsequent and dependent variable that emerges as these configurations of 
claims are consolidated or legitimated or, for example, when an informal settlement passes 
into Phase 2 or, in years to come, when the relative value of the currently undesirable 
locations of the land in question improves.  Price may also change once landlords move in at 
scale, and capture the currently largely household based claims creating a competitive rental 
market. 
 
Our research suggests that there are few financially dominated land markets emerging 
because the undesirable locations chosen by the land traders for the poor means that there is 
                                                      
4 Our research data shows that only the smallest percentage of people in one of the RDP Housing 
projects heard about land opportunities through a newspaper or radio. 
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no perceived shortage of land for invasion and subsequent upgrading. Anyone can access the 
city if they are prepared to squat. The state’s urban policies are then conflating the ways in 
which poor people access the city with the ways that poor people hold land in the city. This 
occurs because the housing and service policies encourage the state officials to fix people in 
the locations which they have accessed. Typically, the (peripheral) spaces poor people have 
accessed through their own meagre resources and over-burdened social networks become the 
sites of RDP housing projects. These informal settlements and new RDP suburbs, rather than 
the people themselves, then become the focus of state investment. This is true even for the 
new national policy for housing that seeks to eradicate shacks (DoH 2005, 12). Rather than 
poor people being offered a range of different claims to different land in the city, the shacks 
are upgraded or peripheral RDP units are offered. This conflation might not be so problematic 
in other circumstances. However, the ways in which poor people currently access the city, 
with or without a state subsidy, reflects their marginal positions. The locations they choose or 
are allocated are the result of poor state planning or dependence on already over-stretched 
social networks and the ‘quiet encroachment’ strategies of poorly resourced and vulnerable 
individual households. When the state conflates poor people’s points of access to the city with 
their future location in the city it effectively locks in the marginality.  It creates a mass of 
marginality in which where the upgraded settlements (or new RDP housing projects) are little 
different to the informal settlements that remain un-upgraded in terms of location, quality of 
public space and access to urban amenities. The failure to plan and provide well located land 
is responsible for creating a mass of low value land with little differentiation amongst 
different claims.  It is also responsible for limiting the ability of poor people to generate 
wealth. One might argue there is no land market for the poor in South Africa because the 
urban land the state provides to the poor has very little value. 
 

6.4 Poor people are trapped by their social capital 
 
In a socially dominated land market, poor people are heavily dependant on their social capital. 
But most poor people only know other poor people, and poor communities are characterised 
by lack of access to knowledge about land, urban development and land based opportunities. 
As a result, the poor people operate in a narrow sub-section of the land market, defined in 
most instances by the fact that the land is affordable and undesirable.  And, once they have 
transacted into a settlement, they find it difficult to trade up or out of the socially determined 
range of land options. 
 

6.5 Steps in the land market transactions of the poor shift in 
response to activities and policies of the state 

 
By attending to the different steps in the transaction process, we can differentiate between 
accessing land, trading land and holding land amongst poor people. We can also 
differentiate how, at different steps of transactions, the configurations of networks, identities 
and claims change. If these configurations did not change we could assume that the ways 
people access land would represent the ways that they want to hold and trade land. However, 
it is clear that these steps are very different and that, most importantly, they shift in response 
to the activities and policies of the state. A good example is the two phases of informal 
settlements we distinguished. Phase 1 of informal settlement describes the period during 
which the settlement begins, usually on land that is perceived as ‘vacant’ by the people 
settling.5 In this phase, the transaction is completed through the physical occupation of the 
                                                      
5 In some situations, even ‘vacant’ land has a set of rights that can be activated through the overlapping 
claims. An example of this is the areas of Cape Town that are ‘vacant’ due to bio-diversity concerns. A 
vigilant environmental lobby effectively monitors any settlement incursions into the environmentally 
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land. However, once the land is occupied and there is some sense of security, the identity 
appears to change, and identities as a ‘squatter’, ‘shack-dweller’, and having achieved some 
form of independent identity from family and friendship networks become significant. This 
does not mean that the networks that initially facilitated access to land are no longer 
important, but that they tend to be de-emphasised at this step of the transaction process. 
 
Typically at Phase 2 the informal settlement has been recognised by the state in some way. 
This might only be that people perceive that they are not going to be evicted, but usually the 
sense of possibility derives from the provision of basic services by the state. Negotiations 
with the state are generally channelled through some form of organisation representing the 
people in the informal settlement. In the case studies, this local organisation took the form of 
a development committee.  
 
Sometimes more explicitly than others, the agreement struck between the state and informal 
settlement is that they effectively stabilise the population by policing the future growth of the 
settlement. The effect of this is to require the people in the informal settlement to ‘close the 
gate behind themselves’. This involvement of the state has two somewhat contradictory 
effects.  
 
On the one hand, it limits the supply of land for poor people in that location. While this might 
make it more difficult for other poor people to find spaces in which to transact, the limitation 
of space in what are often marginal or peripheral locations is better for both the people in the 
informal settlement and the city in the long term. But what the residents are primarily valuing 
is not access to the exact space that they are occupying. Rather, they are valuing ownership of 
a right to ‘future development’. However, the exact nature of this right is currently so vague 
and determined so opaquely to the residents of informal settlements, that it can 
simultaneously mean nothing and everything to people in an informal settlement. The result is 
that the commodity that is created around a ‘right to future development’ has a variable value. 
Some people place great store in this right, while others may despair and move on. 
 
On the other hand, the ability of those people who are registered by the state to ‘close the gate 
behind them’ is influenced by the strength of their social networks of friends and family. 
Therefore, their ability to stabilise the population of the settlement is always going to be 
partial and selective, for the promise of development will attract new residents. While the 
overall size of an informal settlement may not increase, the level of densification will. This 
dynamic is evident in Cape Town (Kuhn 2007). 
 
Once people in an informal settlement are holding a set of claims to some future development 
they shift from focusing on their social groups and begin to emphasise their individual 
relationships to the state. They are now in the ‘queue’ for development and therefore have 
explicitly entered into an agreement with the state. In addition to the networks of neighbours 
and family and friends used to prove ownership of the claim to future development, both the 
municipality and local development committee are included as important institutional sites at 
which to verify the identities of the residents. The municipality is enrolled in these networks 
through the registration and numbering processes they embark upon. 
 

                                                                                                                                                        
sensitive areas – even if the incursions are small scale and difficult to detect by the Council (Walker 
2007). At the other end of the scale, where the requisite configuration of claims is proving difficult to 
activate, are some cases in Ekurhuleni. Ekurhuleni is currently facing a particular problem with land 
invasions (Kotzee 2007). Even if Ekurhuleni Metropolitan Council is in favour of preventing land 
invasions, they are often caught within the bureaucratic processes of winding up deceased estates or 
dormant companies that own the land while (active) companies that own the sub-surface rights have 
little interest in taking on any processes associated with evicting land invaders (Williamson 2007). 
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Although the promise of development can strengthen the claims of residents of informal 
settlements, the converse can equally be true. In the case studies, the longer residents had to 
wait for development, the weaker they perceived their claim to be. It was not possible to 
determine what effect this had on land transactions in this research, but this delay factor 
points to a key question on the role of the state in supporting or undermining the value of poor 
people’s claims on land. 
 
 
7 Recommendations  
 
In this section we propose a set of recommendations which focuses on the relationship 
between informal settlements and RDP housing projects. This is because this is where the 
clearest links emerged in the data. Where possible, we make recommendations on the other 
types of settlements and the relationships between RDP housing and other types of 
settlements. 

7.1 Recognise the role of the state and market in the 
complexity of ‘extra-legal’ urban land markets 

 
The research has empirically confirmed the roles of the state and market in the complexity of 
‘extra-legal’ urban land markets. The co-existence of this complexity on the one hand and 
significant numbers of poor people on the other suggests that poor people’s ability to maintain 
themselves in the city is a finely balanced and precarious undertaking that is based on many 
unpredictable variables. This complexity is unlikely to diminish in the short-term and has at 
least four implications for policy makers.  
 
First, resolve the complexity of existing land use management legislation must be 
streamlined in favour of poor people. The speed of decision making on the status and future 
of land is key, as delays in development of particular sites impact negatively on the poor. 
There are a number of areas of reform that would speed up land development decisions. Land 
assembly and development to house the poor is often a difficult and prolonged process, 
requiring navigation across several levels of government and multiple layers of legislation. 
Often the cause of delays are bureaucratic - for instance, determining who within the state 
owns the land and coordinating between municipalities and the various state organs that drive 
assembly and housing projects, including the national and provincial departments responsible 
for land affairs and housing. Often delays are worsened by the confusing number of 
regulatory requirements for land development that are implemented at all levels of 
government. These requirements impose substantial, often redundant, tedious and time 
consuming requirements on land development. A good example is the triumvirate of laws that 
may be used to develop land for low income housing, that is, the various provincial planning 
Ordinances, the Development Facilitation Act (DFA) and the Less Formal Township 
Establishment Act (LEFTEA). The existence of these three channels for land development 
creates potentially different types of development outcomes because of the varied 
requirements they impose. LEFTEA particularly presents the most problematic piece of 
legislation with regard to this. These laws also create duplicated processes for land 
development that are confusing and unnecessary. This also tends to put consenting authorities 
in different spheres of government, where these laws are administered, in potential conflict 
with each other. Another example is the parallel consent processes for land development 
under these laws, and for the environment, through the National Environmental Management 
Act. Many of the requirements of these processes could be integrated to simplify the land 
development process as well as save on time and costs. Most approaches to land markets stop 
at this point.  
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The second implication for policy makers is that it is crucial to reflect on the fact that the 
presence of ‘extra-legal’ land markets does not mean that there is an absence of the state 
in these parts of the city. The state is deeply involved in ‘extra-legal’ land markets, and 
assuming that there is a ‘tabula rasa’ upon which new legislation can simply be imposed is 
likely to further disadvantage poor people who have somehow managed to maintain a 
minimal existence in the city and advantage those who are better off and can benefit from new 
land dynamics.  
 
Third, the existence of a socially dominated land market means that the existing tools that 
the state uses to intervene in support of building stronger financially dominated land 
markets are not necessarily appropriate. We return to this implication in Section 7.2.  
 
The fourth and final implication emerges as a consequence of these three implications and 
supports emerging insights at a national policy level.   A ‘one size fits all’ approach to 
policy making is not appropriate, and imperatives to establish unitary land rights must be 
set against local variations in conditions, gender and generational dynamics. 
 
As an added point, although the nature of this research project has limited the conclusions we 
can draw to the short-term, it is critical to think about the complexity in the medium and 
longer-term. What may be in the interests of poor people now may not be in their interests in 
the longer term. We return to this issue in different ways in the following recommendations. 
 

7.2 Improve and support the capacity of poor people to make 
claims to rights to land 

 
There is little doubt that poor people are able to access the city and transact around claims to 
rights to land. It is also clear that family and friendship networks are critical for these 
transactions to occur. But these networks, and the identities that are tied into their existence, 
are not only a positive feature of urban life. They are also highly divisive, unpredictable, 
geographically limited, laden with personal prejudices, and characterised by unequal gender 
dynamics. Perhaps most importantly the social ties of the poor are already overstretched and 
vulnerable (c.f. Mosoetsa 2004; Thomas 2002). The networks simultaneously enable and 
constrain poor people to adapt and manage the precariousness of making their way in cities 
(Simone 2001). It is important to recognise the value of what poor people have been able to 
achieve and support these processes – to recognise the ways, however minimal and transitory, 
that poor people have adapted the city to their needs. There are a number of options that both 
the state and civic groups can explore to strengthen people’s social networks through linking 
different networks together in new ways, and enrolling new actors into existing networks and 
generally creating conditions that are conducive to constructive and healthy communities.6 
 
As noted above, the existence of socially dominated land markets implies that simply using 
the policy tools associated with expanding financially dominated land markets, like extended 
access to credit, is less appropriate. In this regard the interplay between the land markets of 
the poor and the effective delivery of the social package or social wage as well as the 
reduction of crime and improvement of mobility to ensure the circulation of the poor across 
the city are interesting avenues of reform. 
 

                                                      
6 We are not the first to draw attention to the need for ‘social’ interventions to support poor people’s 
access to urban land (see for example, Fourie 2004). 
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7.3 Create a basis for the planning and allocation of land that 
is based on a city perspective 

 
What is required is a city perspective, not a neighbourhood perspective, on land for the poor. 
We concluded that current urban policies lock both progressively minded state officials and 
poor people into a view that conflates one step in the process of transacting – poor people’s 
ability to access the city – with another step, namely how and where they hold land. 
Consequently, although poor people tend to be able to access the city relatively quickly, in 
comparison with state processes, they also tend to access land that is marginal, peripheral or 
precarious because that is where their networks guide them and where they can transact 
around specific claims to rights to land. To some extent, these marginal, peripheral or 
precarious locations are already determined by the operation of financially dominated land 
markets through the mechanism of price. The distorting impact of having state agencies value 
their land only in current Rand terms (rather than in terms of the public good, 
competitiveness, or even long term monetary value) is a particular problem in this regard and 
suggests new ways of offsetting the market value of land which need to be explored. 
 
There is a need to create another basis for the planning and allocation of land that is based on 
a city perspective. One part of this is to recognise that there is more than one way of 
understanding land transactions and that the financially dominated land market model is not 
the sole model. Another part is to examine different elements of the socially dominated land 
transaction process so as to differentiate between accessing the city, trading land and holding 
land. This means that it is possible to think of how the distribution of land can be used to 
effectively address poverty by allocating land for poor people to hold that is well located in 
relation to employment or transport connections.  
 
It will be useful to shift the basis of a claim to rights to the city from a focus on affordability 
to the types of claims to rights to land that people are entitled to make under the constitution. 
We make a start by identifying three alternatives that are not mutually exclusive. In a 
financially dominated land market, policy makers tend to restrict their thinking about the 
value of land to one register – price. In this view, the result is that if the (financially 
dominated) land market is to work for poor people the state has to increase its interventions 
though better planning interventions and investments or making bigger housing/land 
subsidies. Another option would be to let the financially dominated market model to run its 
course.   The size, quality or location of the land needs to be tailored into small enough 
entities for poor people to afford or poor people will face ‘barriers’ to entry. Alternatively, the 
state could recognise the socially dominated market and privilege the informal types of claims 
to rights to land that different people are able to transact, including what are traditionally not 
recognised as legal transactions. 
 

7.4 De-link poor people’s location in an informal settlement 
from their position in the queue for state land and 
housing benefits 

 
Part of the process of accepting that informal settlements in their various guises are an 
important means in which poor people will continue to access the city is to de-link poor 
people’s location in an informal settlement from their position in the queue for state land and 
housing benefits. As the research has shown, people transact around land for many different 
reasons that are primarily based on household life cycle dynamics, earning a living, feeling 
the need for independence and so on. Poor people are not initially or obviously focused on 
getting into the queue for state land and housing benefits when they transact around land. 
However, the situation changes quite rapidly, and poor people who have transacted in 
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informal settlements adopt and adapt the dominant development discourses which strengthen 
their initial claims to rights to land. Currently, the dominant discourse is that ‘development 
equals shack eradication’. The contradiction is that the more successful the state is at ‘shack 
eradication’, the faster and greater impetus there will be for new informal settlements to 
emerge. As others have already pointed out, there are also inherent problems with the current 
(singular) forms of providing freehold claims to poor people through the national housing 
programme (c.f. Cross 2006; Huchzermeyer 2001b, 2001a, 2002). Despite these problems, 
there is little wonder that once people have moved to an informal settlement it is considered to 
be the best means of getting into the queue for state land and housing benefits. There is the 
need to create one waiting list that is not linked to people’s current location or housing status. 
In particular it may be beneficial to encourage short-term occupancy of backyard shacks, 
especially if these can be granted status to ensure service benefits reach tenants. 
 
Separating people’s location in an informal settlement from their position in the queue for 
state land and housing benefits reinforces the conclusion offered in the previous section. It is 
important not to conflate how people access the city with the land they need to hold if they are 
to be able to generate any wealth (for themselves and the city). 
 

7.5 Guarantee a minimum set of standards in informal 
settlements and enforce these standards 

 
When informal settlements (and backyard shacks) are accepted as socially valuable for poor 
people (and by implication, valuable by people operating in financially dominated markets 
that are able to function because they do not have to include poor people’s land needs), then a 
minimum set of infrastructural standards for informal settlements has to be created and 
enforced. There are currently wide ranges of standards that are applied in informal settlements 
and for backyard shack areas. The movement of many households out of backyard shacks in 
the case studies in Cape Town and eThekwini and into informal settlements suggests that 
there is little difference in the minds of these people between backyard shacks and informal 
settlements in the quality of land, its location or size. Living poorly in an informal settlement 
is better than living poorly under the direct control of a landlord as the strong motivation for 
‘independence’ amongst backyard shack dwellers in Cape Town shows. 
 
We echo, with some important caveats, the recommendations made in recent research by 
amongst others, Home and Lim (2004) and Rakodi and Leduka (2004), among others, for the 
state to soften its hostility to informal land transactions. We are not suggesting that the state 
embrace all socially dominated land market transactions and acquisitions, for we have shown 
that this is not necessarily in the long-term interests of poor people. Instead, our research 
recommends that there is on occasion a need for the state to recognise the importance of 
incorporating ‘borrowed’ or temporary claims to land into the range of configurations of 
claims available and legitimised. Endorsement of ‘illegal’, or ‘informal’ or socially 
constructed land claims should only occur if such claims take place in areas of the city which 
that are likely to serve the long term holding interests of current and future generations. 
Where claims are well located, and in accordance with the developmental agenda and spatial 
plan of a city, the state should move to roll out its subsidy programme and guarantee a 
minimum set of infrastructural standards in these settlements that can be enforced. This may 
involve spending more fiscal resources on funding the current minimum household and 
neighbourhood standards, but South Africa unlike other African countries has large unspent 
revenue. Another recommended form of increased fiscal investment is outlined in the next 
section. 
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7.6 Spend more money to create more diversity within land 
markets 

 
On the basis of the research findings, we concluded that currently there is not much difference 
for poor people between living in an informal settlement, RDP housing project or backyard 
shack. We also concluded that apart from age and the conditions in Wattville and Sobonakona 
Makhanya, there were also few significant socio-demographic differences between household 
heads in the different settlements. We have also argued that currently state urban policy is 
conflating the way that poor people transact to access the city and their future land holding 
needs. 
 
Although we have some reservations about the hierarchical implications of the metaphor of a 
‘housing ladder’, this metaphor can be used to demonstrate the recommendation we make. 
Our recommendation is that if informal settlements and RDP housing projects are considered 
as different rungs, then these particular ‘rungs’ on the ‘housing ladder’ are currently not far 
apart enough. There is a need for more differentiation and diversity if poor people are going 
to be able to generate wealth. This is because the current undifferentiated mass of land and 
strength of social networks do not encourage the investment that will create added value that 
people can trade against. Bridging the rungs to enable mobility rests on a much more focused 
strategy around backyard shacks and other formal second dwellings (including ‘Wendy 
houses’ and domestic servants’ quarters). 
 
One of the aspects of land value that emerged clearly in the case study of RDP housing 
projects, but not in the informal settlement case study, was better access to schools. It is this 
type of investment in public amenities and public infrastructure that will start to differentiate 
RDP housing projects from informal settlements and allow poor people to start to generate 
wealth through their land transactions. Giving closer attention to off-plot investment in 
sustainable communities is a key recommendation of how to make land markets work better 
for the poor. 
 
If one of the recommendations is to increase the ‘rungs’ of the ‘housing ladder’ then linked to 
this is the need to attend to the means by which poor people will transact in more diversified 
land markets. We present an understanding of these more diversified urban land markets in 
Figure 1. 
 
The figure presents a diverse urban land market as a series of smaller steps between the 
current ‘rungs’ on the housing ladder. It recognises that both socially and financially 
dominated land market logics are operating and that the state and (formal) private sector are 
involved in these transactions in different ways. The purpose is to draw attention to the need 
for more nuanced policy interventions than the current situation allows and to make it 
possible for poor people to generate wealth by differentiating between different options. Each 
one of the different options will require detailed analysis. It is important to note that the figure 
relies on both public and private rental options. Public rental in particular offers the state a 
direct means of structuring the broader city perspective we recommended above. In the 
remainder of the section we draw attention to how existing and proposed legislation might be 
changed to start to create this diversity. 
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Figure 1. Diverse urban land markets 

 
 
Second dwellings, ‘Wendy houses’, backyard shacks and domestic worker accommodations 
have been identified as an important semi-permanent place of mobility that allows the urban 
poor to move from informal settlements to RDP projects and other better forms of housing 
through rental options, rather than ownership. However, these forms of rental properties are 
inappropriately regulated, and, as a rule, the legislative regime is hostile to this form of 
housing. The following areas of legislative reform are therefore recommended:   
• Tax incentives 
• Reform of land use management schemes and regulations 
• Education and awareness among all stakeholders 
 
The new Local Government: Municipal Property Rates Act, 6 of 2004 has been enacted but is 
yet to be widely implemented, pending the creation of new valuation rolls. The Act provides 
for a municipality to determine its own rating policy in consultation with the public. It also 
gives the municipality substantial powers in determining persons who can be exempted from 
rate payments. Through these policies, there is scope for the urban rating system to be 
rethought so as to encourage types of second dwellings, through fiscal incentives such as 
rating exemptions. 
 
There are three main restrictions to the use of land in urban areas. Zoning regulations 
prescribe the manner in which land can be used by prescribing density, height, layouts, 
coverage and so on. They also determine the kinds of allowable land uses (for example, 
residential, industrial or commercial). A second set of rules relates to those dealing with 
building regulations, which define requirements for the quality of structures developed on 
land. Thus, for instance, under the National Building Regulations and Building Standard Act, 
103 of 1977, municipal councils are authorised to clear buildings that are considered unsafe. 
Health and environment regulations are a third important set of laws. The Health Act, for 
instance, gives provincial and municipal authorities powers to deal with a broad range of 
health related issues, including those related to dwelling conditions in buildings, while 
environmental regulation of catchments and pollutants impacts directly on many areas of 
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invaded land. Sensitive decisions over which land poses an ecological threat or a disaster risk 
would need to inform which informal or socially constructed land claims are recognised.  
 
Reform to the regulatory system has to be accompanied by education and awareness 
measures. These need to be designed around the types of second dwelling industries and can 
cover issues such as any new tax requirements and norms and standards required for the use 
of land in this manner, as well as general education around the landlord tenant contractual 
relationship. Another area of focus is around the formal deeds registration system, and the 
implications of people not registering a transfer in it, as well as not pressing to have their title 
deeds issued. 
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Appendix 1. Specific questions 
 
This appendix lists the specific questions that were set out in the terms of reference and either 
notes the section where the responses are provided, briefly adds additional comments or states 
the limitations of responses provided. 
 
1. How does the informal land market work? This should yield an empirically 

supported description of the inner workings of landed property transactions and 
tenure in South African cities and towns. 

 
See Sections 3 and 4 of the report. 

 
2. How functional/efficient are these informal markets? 
 

The research has shown that there are different logics operating within ‘informal’ markets 
and that these different logics are related to co-existing registers of the meanings of land. 
This implies that there are many different ways of answering the question and many 
different ways in which the functionality and efficiency can be assessed. There are also 
questions to be confronted about functionality and efficiency for whom, in what ways and 
over which time periods. There are layers of complexity in relation to this question that 
the synthesis report has made visible and drawn attention to which makes it difficult and 
hazardous to make conclusive statements. 
 
Notwithstanding these caveats and qualifications, a short answer is that the transactions 
that are making up ‘informal’ (always in relation to transactions that are making up 
‘formal’ markets) markets are functional and efficient for poor people – at least in the 
short term. Most people in most of the case studies found it easy and quick to transact, 
and we have suggested that these transactions are assisting people to adapt the city to 
their needs. The importance of socially dominated land markets and the role of social 
networks and identities in the transactions suggest that the transactions are functional for 
maintaining and developing social networks. However, in the longer term these 
‘informal’ markets do not appear to offer poor people the ability to generate wealth and 
improve their situations. We argue that this will impose significant costs on the city as a 
whole in the medium to longer term because the scale of poverty and distorted urban 
patterns that emerge will prove more and more difficult to address. Therefore, in the 
longer term, the current relationships between transactions in ‘informal’ markets and 
transactions in ‘formal’ markets are likely to be neither functional nor efficient for poor 
people and cities as a whole. 
 

3. If land is not highly commodified in some situations, does trading constitute 
‘market’ activity, or are these practices distinct from the market? 

 
See the distinctions between transactions in socially dominated land market logics and 
financially dominated land market logics in Section 3.2. 

 
4. How do the formal and extra-legal systems compare in cost and benefit? Can the 

benefits be isolated? This seeks to answer why people see comparative benefit in one 
over the other. 

 
Our conclusion is that the formal and extra-legal systems cannot be compared in cost and 
benefit. There are a number of reasons for this. First, in the analysis of legislation 
completed for this project, it was clear that it is very difficult to ‘frame’ which costs and 
benefits should be included in any calculation of a transaction in the ‘formal’ system. 
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Second, the research findings show that, for the majority of steps within the transaction 
process in ‘extra-legal’ systems, socially dominated land market logics are dominant and 
that many transactions are entirely framed within these logics. Consequently, it is difficult 
to calculate a value to make transactions comparable. Third, the questions about costs and 
benefits raise similar questions to those raised in relation to functionality and efficiency 
above. It is important to think about how costs and benefits accrue to different groups, in 
what ways, in what forms and over which periods of time. Fourth, the research findings 
have shown that the state and market are integral to ‘extra-legal’ transactions which 
makes it more difficult in practice to identify which transactions count as ‘formal’ and 
which are ‘extra-legal’. In the light of these findings, what can be claimed with certainty 
is that any attempt to make the ‘formal’ and ‘extra-legal’ systems comparable is a 
thoroughly political act that through the ways issues are defined and conceptualised will 
make certain features visible and obscure others. We suggest that the task in this regard is 
always to attend to making features visible in the interests of poor people. 
 
Nonetheless, there are costs which poor people find difficult to gain protection from. 
While corruption occurs in both ‘registered’ and ‘off-register’ transactions, other research 
has shown that poor people are likely to incur greater costs in relation to particular forms 
of corruption because they have little recourse to state protection. These forms of 
corruption may be rooted in the transactions themselves or in the way that the political 
systems tend to configure the relationships between local politicians and their 
constituents. 

 
5. Are informal markets pro-poor? That is, do the extra-legal ways of doing things 

constitute an efficiently functioning system or are there winners and losers? 
 

The arguments summarised in relation to functionality and efficiency, and costs and 
benefits apply equally to this question. The result is that it is dangerous to make general 
claims. We argue that to the extent that ‘informal’ markets facilitate poor people’s 
relatively easy access to the city such markets could be considered pro-poor in the short 
term. However, in the longer term, these informal markets are not likely to be pro-poor. 

 
6. What are the power relations between land holders (even informal) and those 

buying into the system? 
 

In our conceptual framework (Section 3), we explored how property relations were 
established by being able to configure and consolidate a particular set of claims (out of a 
network of overlapping claims) of rights to land. This introduces complexity and 
diversifies the types of power relations that can be established or acted upon between 
parties to transactions. Thus, the power relations between those holding land and those 
buying into the system has more to do with the types of social, financial, legal and 
political capitals that the different parties can mobilise than an isolated assessment of the 
interaction between the transacting parties would suggest. If we were to generalise, one 
way would be to focus on the power relations that exist between the different claims to 
rights to land – ownership, renting, sharing and temporarily borrowing. 
 
The importance of social networks and identities and the power relations that are 
inevitably inherent in these features suggest that power is an important component of any 
transaction. One of the most explicit ways in which this is manifested in South African 
society is through gender relations. Thus, the high percentage of female-headed 
households in many of the case studies indicates that power relations are being played out 
in different ways. This needs to be followed up with more qualitative research. 
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7. What is the relationship between land transactions, migration patterns and 
residential mobility? Do transactions normally occur within an urban area, or 
between urban and rural areas, or across provincial and other boundaries? 

 
The answers to this question depend on where the start the transaction process is 
considered to be. Certainly, there were a few household heads who, it could be argued, 
began the transaction process from a rural area by activating their social networks in an 
urban area.7 This is more evident in the eThekwini case studies. The research findings 
show that the social networks that constitute socially dominated land markets are 
discontinuous and locally specific. The research findings reveal that 92.3% of 
transactions in the case studies occurred within an urban area. 

 
8. What part do inter-generational transfers of land play? (i.e. de facto or de jure 

inheritance of land) 
 

The data suggests that there are very few de jure instances where land was inherited (See 
Sections 4.1.11, 4.2.11 and 4.3.11). Nevertheless, the high number of household heads 
that indicated that they would never sell their land and housing in RDP housing projects 
and would rather put a family member into the dwelling suggests that de facto there may 
be a large number of inter-generational transfers of land. The strong gender dimensions 
revealed by the data suggest that this is an important area for future research. This is also 
a critical issue to resolve because one of the causes of chronic poverty is that new 
generations of poor people have to start with claims to rights to land that are not 
recognised by the state. 

 
9. What is the relationship between land transactions, changes in tenure and poverty 

(i.e. is there income mobility)? 
 

The findings suggest that the relationship is more contingent on local factors than 
between land transactions, changes in tenure and poverty. In some RDP housing projects 
such as Old Dunbar, there is evidence of income mobility. In Delft and Kingsway, the 
results are more mixed. Similar variable results emerge in the other case studies and as 
revealed there are important gender differences to these results. 
 
The implication of our research findings are that it is not possible to answer the question 
by focusing on land transactions, changes in tenure and poverty and that other factors 
need to be included. Our research tentatively points towards including factors such as 
proximity to employment opportunities and access to urban amenities if any meaningful 
relationship to income mobility is to be established. 

 
10. Are there individual households (i.e. multi-nodal households) who trade property in 

both the formal and extra-legal systems? 
 

There are a very few households who trade property in the ‘formal’ and ‘extra-legal’ 
systems if the number of household heads who have ever had a title deed is used as the 
basis for answering the question. Nonetheless, 34.9% of households had a spouse or child 
under 18 years old living in another dwelling. Of these households, 20.2% lived in the 
same city, 17.9% lived in another city and 61.9% lived in a rural area. This suggests that 
within broader family structures there may be the potential for households to trade across 
different types of claims to rights to land. 

 

                                                      
7 Responses to this question are likely to differ according to the age of the household head. Our 
sampling procedures were randomised to minimise any distortions that may have arisen in the 
responses. 
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11. What is the national incidence of informality – the extent of informal settlements 
and of backyard shacks, the incidence of land invasions, the incidence of informal 
sale transactions in the case areas and projected nationally? 

 
The national extent of informal settlements is approximately 24.5% of all household 
heads and households in backyard shacks number about 7.36% (Census 2001). However, 
it is not advisable to generalise the data generated in this research to a national level. The 
size of the sample is not big enough and focus is not diverse enough.  

 
12. What is the potential for integrating informal processes into formal ones? 
 

We have argued that the ‘informal’ and ‘formal’ processes are already integrated in 
particular ways which appear to benefit poor people in the short-term but that are likely to 
have negative consequences for poor people and the cities as a whole in the longer term. 
We have aimed to make visible some of the ways in which what are considered ‘formal’ 
and ‘informal’ processes interact. Given that new forms of formality will always produce 
new forms of informality, the task is to pay attention to the interaction and seek forms of 
interaction between informal and formal processes that are in the interests of poor people. 

 
13. What do the findings imply for state programmes of land and housing and the way 

in which municipalities manage land and engage with urban citizens? 
 

See Section 7 of this report entitled Discussion and Conclusions and the separate 
document entitled: An analysis of legislation impacting on the urban land market and its 
influences on the ability of the urban poor to access, trade, and hold land. 
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