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Background - The development of 
Khayelitsha

Khayelitsha, situated on the southern outskirts of Cape Town, is one of the bigger 
townships of South Africa. Khayelitsha’s development was initiated in 1985 by local 
politicians to place the growing black community. This was still in the time of Apartheid, 
when the lives of the white and black South African people were heavily segregated and 
the rights of the white people were superior to the rights of the black South Africans. 
The black community, which was drawn from the rural areas to Cape Town in search of 
a better life, was forced to move into designated areas, such as Khayelitsha 
(wikipedia.org/wiki/Khayelitsha).  
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About the sustainability case library: The Sustainability Case Library is a growing 
collection of cases that can be used and adapted for teaching and learning at different 
departments, and also includes a teacher’s guide that briefly introduces the case 
methodology. A case is a real or constructed scenario that involves issues and conflicts 
that need to be resolved, though they usually do not have one clear or obvious solution. 
They may contain a description of the scenario as well as relevant background information 
such as graphs, stories or historical documents. Cases explore a problem from the point of 
view of a specific actor and can be used to bridge theory and practice, develop critical 
thinking, illuminate conflicts of interest and improve problem solving and communication 
skills. Cases can be used to shift focus from sustainability problems to solutions and 
strategies for a sustainable development. There are both Swedish and English language 
cases available and the aim is that the cases can be used without prior experience in the 
case methodology or in teaching sustainable development. The Sustainability Case Library 
is funded by a grant from the Division for Development of Teaching and Learning at 
Uppsala University and is coordinated by CEMUS/CSD Uppsala. More information and 
resources can be found at:

www.csduppsala.uu.se/sustainabilitycases
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Map of Cape Town, the marked area indicates Khayelitsha, available online: https://
maps.google.com/maps?hl=en&tab=8l

The elections in 1994, when Nelson Mandela was voted the first black president of South 
Africa, and the end of apartheid ignited hope of a new life among black South Africans. 
For many this was the chance they had been waiting for to change their lives. The 
migration to the big cities, like Johannesburg and Cape Town, exploded. People expected 
that the changes in South Africa would lead to economic development and they hoped to 
find better work in the cities (wikipedia.org/wiki/Khayelitsha). However, the cities were 
not prepared to provide housing for so many new people. Many people coming from the 
rural areas ended up in townships like Khayelitsha. Although the area was initially 
intended to house a maximum of 250.000 people, the actual number of inhabitants grew 
to an estimated number between 400.000 to more than 650.000 people (City of Cape 
Town, 2012).    

Khayelitsha was never the perfect environment for housing to begin with. The natural 
environment is harsh, several areas are prone to flooding during the raining season, 
adequate drainage systems are missing and some areas of the township are used as 
dumping grounds for all sorts of trash coming from the township and the city (Bid Book 
for Cape Town’s Bid for World Design Capital 2014,  2011). Because Khayelitsha grew 
much faster than expected, the politicians and urban planners could not keep up with 
the organization of the area and they failed to provide enough housing and facilities for 
the growing community. The rough environment mostly attracted poor people who did 
not have enough money to find housing in the better, safer neighborhoods of Cape Town. 
Being unable to afford proper housing, even in Khayelitsha, people started to build their 
own houses on small plots, using all sorts of building materials which they could find, 
like corrugated metal and wood. The area became very densely populated and the houses 
were built closely together, creating a chaotic maze of little alleys and passing ways. 
Basic facilities, such as access to water and healthy sanitation, are still not readily 
available for many people in Khayelitsha (URDR, Stellenbosch University, 2004). 

Local politicians continuously promise improvement and they have developed schemes to 
built brick homes for the poorer families and to relocate them to newer, safer areas with 
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enough space and facilities for the inhabitants (Mark Lobel for BBC News, 2013). 
However, this is a slow process and the people of Khayelitsha are disappointed and 
complain that the government does not do enough to improve the standard of living for 
the people in the townships. The majority of the people, an estimated 70%, continue to 
live in the unsafe, improvised shacks (Erna Curry for IPS, 2011). 

Image by Mike Hutchings / Reuters of Khayelitsha, available online: http://www.timeslive.co.za/
local/2013/01/02/khayelitsha-thembeni-fires-kill-three-leaves-4000-homeless

Housing in Khayelitsha, available online: http://www.panoramio.com/photo/53773907

The end of Apartheid and the expected economic development did not create enough jobs 
for all the people that moved to Cape Town. The people coming from the rural areas did 
not have the right education to get jobs in the city and the hopes for better lives faded 
quickly. Many of the young people in Khayelitsha became unemployed and they got 
stuck in the township they moved to. It is estimated that more than half of Khayelitsha’s 
inhabitants (53%) are unemployed and struggling to survive (Jane Battersby, 2011). Due 
to poverty, the lack of proper education and the lack of better perspectives for the future 
many young people are joining gangs and they resort to violence to make a living. 
Especially mothers fear for the lives of their sons and daughters and try to prevent that 
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their children fall into the hands of gangs. Gang members and other criminals have 
taken over many areas of Khayelitsha, leaving the inhabitants unsafe and prone to 
robbing, assault, rape and even murder. These crimes mostly occur after dark, when 
people are the most vulnerable and the gangs operate in the streets. 

The following news article by Donwald Pressly, which was published in 2004 in the Mail 
& Guardian, an online South African newspaper, states that Khayelitsha was named 
South Africa’s worst crime spot, indicating the severity of the situation. 
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News paper article from the Mail & Guardian (2004) that names Khayelitsha as South Africas worst 
crime spot.

Khayelitsha is SA's worst trouble spot
25 MAY 2004 14:00 - DONWALD PRESSLY

South Africa's most trouble-prone area is the sprawling township of Khayelitsha, situated not 
far from Cape Town International airport, says South Africa's Minister of Safety and Security, 

Charles Nqakula. Speaking at a media briefing, Nqakula said the township is the number-one 
spot in the entire country for murder, rape and serious and violent assault.

South Africa’s most trouble-prone area is the sprawling township of Khayelitsha, situated not far 
from Cape Town International airport, says South Africa’s Minister of Safety and Security, Charles 

Nqakula. Speaking at a media briefing of security cluster ministers, Nqakula said the township is the 
number-one spot in the entire country for murder, rape and serious and violent assault. 

He noted that there are 10 gangs operating in the area, which is hugely economically depressed. 
“Even 12-year-olds are part of the gangs.” Noting that something needs to be done, he said that it is 

one of 62 areas in the country with the highest incidence of contact crimes. He said a crime and 
sociographic survey of areas in the country with the highest incidence of contact crimes is to be 

conducted. “The profiles will be used to develop action plans in cooperation with various role-
players to address causes of crime, especially social crime.” 

“We are already working with the Human Sciences Research Council and Statistics South Africa to 
further enrich our understanding of the generators of social crime. We will also work with relevant 

provincial governments and local authorities to formulate programmes that will form part of our 
social crime-prevention thrust.” 

Nqakula declined to name the 200 top criminals earmarked for arrest in the coming months. He was 
asked why the names could not be released so that the public could measure the promise made by the 

government. President Thabo Mbeki said in his State of the Nation address to Parliament last week 
that “in the next three months we will set up special joint teams to target and focus on serious crime 

with an immediate objective of apprehending the top 200 criminals in the country, using all legal 
instruments to bring them to justice”. Nqakula said merely “these are people we know” but as a 

matter of strategy it is not possible to make public their names. He said they have been involved in 
organised crimes, including bank robberies and heists. “We are looking for drug dealers; we are 

looking for people who are multi-murderers.” He noted that police, the Scorpions and national 
intelligence will be involved in tracking the criminals.—I-Net Bridge
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Description of the Case
In 2006 the City of Cape Town, in collaboration with the German Government and the 
German Development Bank, initiated a large scale program to improve the livelihoods in 
the townships of Cape Town (Bid Book for Cape Town’s Bid for World Design Capital 
2014,  2011). In this specific program Khayelitsha was chosen as the first township 
where the program would be started and implemented. A budget of 120 million South 
African Rand, approximately 84 million Swedish Crowns, was made available to reduce 
the crime rates mentioned in the news article above and to increase the standard of 
living for the inhabitants of Khayelitsha (Martin Pollack for the City of Cape Town, 
2009).

The program was planned, organized and carried out by the City of Cape Town which 
had developed a specific 5-year plan focused on urban planning and urban upgrading. 
The goals of this program were to: “Increase the safety of residents; strengthen measures 
to reduce crime and violence; upgrade low-income neighborhoods; provide social and 
commercial services; strengthen community structures; introduce a model of sustainable 
community-based management of local service nodes and empower the beneficiary 
population” (Martin Pollack for the City of Cape Town, 2009). 

The program started with a project to map the different forms of crime which took place 
and to indicate the unsafe areas. This was done in collaboration with the local 
authorities and inhabitants of Khayelitsha. The results of this project are placed below. 

Map of crime in Khayelitsha, available online: http://openarchitecturenetwork.org/projects/
dlygad2_vpuu
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Case description: After the funds have been made available and the severity of the 
situation is fully understood, which steps could and/or should the City of Cape Town take 
next to reduce the crime levels and to improve the standard of living in Khayelitsha?  

Think about and/or discuss the following issues:

• What are the roots to the problems Khayelitsha is dealing with?

• What is the most urgent problem in Khayelitsha?

• What would be the best way to approach such a complex situation?

• What will be the main challenge that this program will face?

• How could the program ensure that the changes in Khayelitsha will be 
sustainable?

Streets of Khayelitsha, available online: http://westcapenews.com/?p=472
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The outcome of the program
The program initiated in 2006 by the City of Cape Town was called VPUU, which stands 
for Violence Prevention through Urban Upgrading. The program was not implemented 
all throughout Khayelitsha, since this area is too big to handle all at once. Instead, the 
program focused on a couple of different areas in Khayelitsha which were considered in 
need for change and the most suitable to implement the program (Bid Book for Cape 
Town’s Bid for World Design Capital 2014,  2011). 

The program’s focus was placed on three main areas for improvement for the township, 
which were determined as follows (Bid Book for Cape Town’s Bid for World Design 
Capital 2014,  2011):

• Improved access to facilities and better chances for people to develop themselves, 
e.g. through improved access to education.

• Increase social cohesion and strengthen community ties. 

• Urban upgrading and improved physical environments in the areas where most of 
the crimes occur. 

The combination of these focus areas were considered to be the source of many the 
problems Khayelitsha faces, e.g. poor environments and lack of perspectives, and by 
addressing them at the same time VPUU believed they were able to tackle the 
complexity of the situation.  

With these three focus areas in mind VPUU developed plans to reduce the crime levels 
in Khayelitsha. Throughout the program VPUU collaborated with the local community, 
which was also involved in the creation of these plans. This led to a great variety of 
interventions, including the following examples (Bid Book for Cape Town’s Bid for World 
Design Capital 2014,  2011):

• The creation of ‘Live-Work Units,’ areas where people can both live and work, the 
use of multipurpose spaces ensures that the areas are not deserted after dark and 
it increased employment opportunities in Khayelitsha. 

• The creation of ‘Active Boxes,’ buildings which are slightly bigger than 
surrounding buildings and stand out in the environment. The buildings house 
different organizations and patrollers are present 24 hours a day. The ‘Active 
Boxes’ are strategically located, approximately 500m apart from each other, and 
they are easy to spot. In case people feel threatened at night they can go to these 
active boxes to seek refuge. 

• Pedestrian routes are cleared up and provided with proper lighting. 

• A Social Development Fund was initiated to fund different community projects, 
such as food gardens, day-care centers and after-school programs.
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• Community members started a project to introduce civilian patrolling.

• A Local Economic Development Fund was initiated to support local 
entrepreneurship.

	  	  	  	  	  
Left: Interventions and locations, available online:http://www.capetown.gov.za/en/
PublishingImages/News%20Images/Khayelitsha_upgrade_s.jpg. Right: Example of an ‘Active Box’ 
available online: http://www.core77.com/blog/social_design/
redesigning_cape_town_interview_with_richard_perez_22948.asp

The interventions mentioned above were located in different parts of Khayelitsha and 
many changes were planned and repeated on several locations. This was done to ensure 
that as many people as possible would benefit from the program and to create an impact 
on the entire selected area. The right map below indicates where the ‘Active Boxes’ are 
located and how a safe walkway was created. The left map indicates the areas which 
were previously prone to crime. This map was used as a decision making tool to locate 
the ‘Active Boxes’ and other interventions.
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Overview of crime spots before and after the program, available online: http://
openarchitecturenetwork.org/projects/dlygad2_vpuu

The program was set up to ensure the involvement and commitment of the local 
community over a longer period of time. Many of the interventions initiated by VPUU 
are carried out by local organizations and community members to create a long term 
impact. After the program was first implemented in some areas of Khayelitsha VPUU 
received extra funding from the German Development Bank and the program was 
extended for three more years to cover other areas of Khayelitsha as well (Bid Book for 
Cape Town’s Bid for World Design Capital 2014,  2011).

The implementation of the program led to several measurable results, for example 
almost 2000 people took courses to increase their skills and 176 community projects 
received funding (City of Cape Town, 2011). Also the violence in Khayelitsha was said to 
have significantly decreased. The murder rates decreased from 358 in 2003/2004 to 121 
in 2008/2009. The City of Cape Town claimed that the improved safety was caused by 
the implementation of their program, while critics claim that VPUU’s intervention did 
not do enough to reduce the crime. The critics claim that the program should have been 
implemented in other areas and they state that the inhabitants of Khayelitsha have not 
noticed any significant changes in crime reduction. Furthermore they claim that it was 
not only the City of Cape Town which played a role in the reduction of crime, but they 
feel that the police and local community played an equally important role and they say 
there is a need to strengthen further cooperation between different players in their effort 
to reduce crime in the future (Quinton Mtyala for the Cape Times, 2010).
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