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The Right to Adequate Housing (Socio-Economic Rights Institute of South Africa)

Adequate housing plays a critical role in improving the quality of life of our people. Our Constitution and the Freedom Charter enshrine a fundamental right to adequate housing. However, despite our commitment to progressively realising the right to housing through a range of state-subsidised housing programmes, millions of South Africans still live without adequate housing, often being forced to live in difficult conditions in informal settlements or inner-city “slum buildings”, where they are often subject to the constant risk of eviction. While overcoming this legacy has been a long-term goal of our government, it is not happening fast enough and deserves more drastic attention. 

We need to shift focus
Recent research has shown that we have delivered almost 1.88 million houses or housing units between 2002 and 2015.[footnoteRef:1] This is a laudable achievement. However, when we look at the full picture, it becomes clear that this figure hides a more worrying trend. The number of houses or housing units we are delivering is dwindling each year. In 2015, the number of completed houses reached an almost 20-year low (the lowest number since 2000).[footnoteRef:2] This is of serious concern given South Africa’s seemingly intractable and growing housing backlog.  [1:  Studies in Poverty and Inequality Institute (SPII), Monitoring the Right of Access to Adequate Housing in South Africa, SPII Working Paper No 16 (September 2017), p. 32.]  [2:  SPII, Monitoring the Right of Access to Adequate Housing, p. 32.] 


The state has tried to scale up the provision of housing by focusing on catalytic projects or mega projects (large-scale housing projects on peripheral greenfields developments). However, the focus on large-scale provision of housing has had the unintended consequence of exacerbating the spatial apartheid that remains a pervasive feature of South African cities. Recent research has shown that there is a direct relationship between where people live in South African cities and the likelihood that they will find a job.[footnoteRef:3] Poorly located housing therefore contributes directly to the persistence of poverty, inequality and unemployment in South Africa.  [3:  Socio-Economic Rights Institute of South Africa (SERI), Edged Out: Spatial Mismatch and Spatial Justice in South Africa’s Main Urban Areas, SERI Research Report (2016).
] 


We need to break down spatial apartheid with each human settlements project we embark on. For this reason, we need to shift focus – away from mega projects in poorly located areas and towards housing developments and informal settlement upgrading in well-located areas that are close to economic activity. The state should commit to finding undeveloped or under-utilised land in urban or peri-urban areas for the development of well-located, affordable and decent housing. Land or buildings should be expropriated to achieve this goal, if necessary. 

Affordable social and rental housing 
The vast majority of government programmes aimed at developing rental housing have failed to provide for poor and low-income communities. As a country we should therefore affirm our commitment to the development of genuinely affordable rental housing. 

Recent statistics from StatsSA indicate that in 2015 almost 50% of the South African workforce earned less than R3 100 a month (this does not take into account the millions of people who remain unemployed). The vast majority of our current social housing programmes target households that earn between R3 500 and R15 000 a month.[footnoteRef:4] We need to reconfigure our rental housing provision to ensure that we meet the needs of those most urgently in need – those earning below R3 200 a month.  [4:  Socio-Economic Rights Institute of South Africa (SERI), Affordable Public Rental Housing, SERI Policy Brief (2016).] 


Need for responsive and supportive institutional structures that can plan better, develop more effective strategies and ensure more efficient implementation
Human settlements are about more than just “bricks and mortar”; more than just constructing houses. In 2017 the Minister of Human Settlements, Lindiwe Sisulu, said during her Budget Vote speech that “South Africa will be turned into a construction site”, but we need more than just to build houses. South Africa needs strong local and provincial government institutions, with the skills and capacity to plan effectively, to engage communities, and to develop coherent and responsive implementation strategies and monitoring systems that enable us to track our progress and make evidence based decisions in redressing spatial injustice. 

In recent years, more than 97.5% of the annual housing budget has been spent on the construction of housing, while less that 2.5% has gone into the direct and indirect support costs required to develop programmatic responses to the housing crisis.[footnoteRef:5] This may indicate why we have been unable to develop lasting, sustainable solutions to the challenges posed in the human settlements paradigm. We have under-invested in our institutions with the legislative mandate to deliver housing that reduces rather than exacerbates poverty and inequality. It is critical that we take the opportunity to develop long-lasting institutional competence in order to address the challenges posed by human settlements in South Africa.  [5:  SPII, Monitoring the Right of Access to Adequate Housing, p. 17.] 


In doing so, the country will come to grips with how to plan for the unpredictable trends of growth in informal settlements and urbanisation. There is a lot that can be learnt from how our people have sought to address their own housing needs. The state should actively seek to support informal settlements, and instead of seeing only red tape and legal constraints, we should focus of finding innovative solutions: Instead of approaching informal settlements from the lens of relocations and evictions, we should try to find ways to secure people’s tenure and provide essential services.
