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surprisingly simple but effective ways to fullfill their needs.   

S I T E  /  L O C A T I O N                                                      
Somewhere in the squatter camps of Khayelitsha...

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E                                                                                      
Like already described above (see data-sheet ´Khayelitsha´) 
there is hardly existing any infrastructure. Shacks are built 
everywhere, where people have enough space to build one. 
Depending on the quality of the location this can lead to high 
densities (up to >1000 inhabitants per km²) in one place and 
moderate density at others. For instance in the areas of the 
train stations Nonqubela and Nolungile the density of popu-
lation is very high, because the people have short ways to the 
trains and can save time and money they would have spend 

otherwise to get there. 
Buying facilities are mostly given in informal dwellings. Besides 
public roads the layout of the streets is rather a path system, 
created through regularly use of the shortest ways around the 
shacks. Sanitary services are given in portable latrine facilities 
for shared use and 9 combined toilet and shower units for 
aproximately 25.000 people. But they are only distributed in 
the older areas of the squatter camps. The demands for water 
supply is regulated with some 550 collective standpipes for 
around 25.000 squatter households. 99% of the households 
do not have connections to the electricity network, so either 

CONTINENT: Africa >COUNTRY: South Africa > REGION: Cape Town > SUBREGION: Khayelitsha > OBJECT: Shack

OBJECT

F A C T S                                                      

Altitude:  462m above sea level
Building Age:  approx. 1/2 - 10years
Dimensions:  ca. 2-4x2x2m
Built surface:  ca. 4m²
No. of stories:  1
Typology:  improvised shelter
Climate:  mild, subtropical
Topography:  flat plains, high rocky mountains
Used Materials:  wood, corrugated iron, foils...

I N T R O D U C T I O N                                                      

This chapter will introduce the different kinds of shacks, the 
way how to build one and the many varieties of use. 

A shack serves the occupant with shelter in a hardly satisfying 
way. Except of giving a room called home it is often leaking 
during rain, it is cold in winter and hot in summer. When 
strong wind blows one have to be frightened the shack will 
fall apart.
It do not even offer enough space to feel comfortable as only 
one person and there are mostly living entire families in it, so if 
you have the wish of having privacy - forget it.
Also one´s need for security can not get granted at all. 
Nevertheless people developed real creativity to face their 
needs with all the means they got - and sometimes they offer 

they use wood or paraffin in order to make fire for lighting and 
cooking purposes or they extend illegally the circuits of the 
existing network.  
The public transport system is also inadequate related to the 
many people that need to get into town every day. Trains are 
mostly overcrowded and serve only three stations in Khayelit-
sha. So the residents have to walk long ways to get to the stati-
ons or they use the quite expensive private managed minibus-
ses. The private, state subsidised Golden Arrow bus company 
serves only the outlines of Khayelitsha. So there is no special 
internal bus system in Khayelitsha except the mini busses.       

S O C I A L  S T R U C T U R E                                     
It has to be emphasized that community ties and social cohe-
sion are strong in Khayelitsha. The community often functions 
as a resource and solidarity network to support each other.
The predominantly black population is also formed by the old 
Xhosa traditions. Almost every black person speaks Xhosa and 
is related to the old rituals like the initiation of the boys, which 
are taken very serious amongst the community.

People in Khayelitsha are very young according to the age pyra-
mid of 1996: 43% are younger than 20 years and 66% younger 
than 30 years. So only 34% are older than 30 years, whereas 
only 6,5% are older than 50 years. So almost half of the popu-
lation depends financially on the economically active group. 
That would not be a problem (in comparison to the upside 
down age pyramid in some european countries), would not 
be there the high unemployment rate of nearly 60%. Illiteracy 
is also a great problem, because many of the immigrants, most 
of them from the Transkai and Ciskai, had to suffer educational 
disadvantages. But most of the childs are going to one of the 
ca.50 public schools in Khayelitsha. Unfortunately the level of 
education is still very low. Teachers are expected too much as 
there are in some schools only 10 teachers for a few thousand 
pupils. Besides crime and violence, like burglary, theft, vanda-
lism, physical violence, possession of drugs and weapons and 
incidents of rape, are endemic are endemic at both primary 
and secondary schools. Therefore many residents, who are 
able to afford it, are sending their children to attend school 
outside Khayelitsha, primarily in formerly coloured and white 
areas.                                                       
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U S E                                                         
A shack is used for a lot of things but mainly for living. And in 
fact the inhabitants hope to move into town or a proper house 
sooner or later so in general it is seen as an interim solution 
of housing. That causes the sometimes only minimal mainta-
nance of the dwelling.  But the residents who realized they will 
stay in Khayelitsha and need long term housing created diffe-
rent kinds of possibilties and qualities of using a shack. Also 
the need of some kind of economic network undependent 
from far away trade facilities caused the development of infor-
mal dwellings for trade and services. For instance i saw shacks 
used as a barber shop, spaza shops offering goods for daily 
needs like fruits, vegetables, sweets cigarettes ...etc, shacks 
used as  phone shops and even as a cash store.  Shebeens, Ta-
verns and Gambling spots make up next to the informal trade 
facilities the biggest part of non-retail businesses accomoda-
ted in shacks. 

C O N S T R U C T I O N                                         
A shack is normally build within a day. In general there are 
four supporting planks in every corner. Sticked at them are the 
walls of wooden planks or metal, where openings are left to 
put some windows and a door in it. The roof construction con-
sists of a few supporting wooden beams nailed on top of the 
walls and then mostly corrugated iron or foils are fixed onto 
them. 

C O N S T R U C T I O N  P R O C E S S

First the necessary wooden planks have to be erected and 
fixed to the ground. This is simple done through driving the 
planks into the earth. Then the wooden or metal sheets are 
going to be attached at the planks. Openings for windows 
and doors  are cutted into the sheets before attaching them. 
In step 2 the windows are nailed into the left out openings.
Sometimes even small window boards are build in. The door 

is also fixed to the intended opening. Afterwards the roof fol-
lows. The supporting wooden beams are fixed to the walls and 
the rafters lay down onto them. At least the covering material 
like thick plastic foils or corrugated iron is going to be fixed 
on top. To give protection against rain water flowing into the 
dwelling, the foils or metal sheets are bend around the junkti-
ons of the roof to the walls. 
Inside the floor is constructed with wooden industrial pallets 
or just left as stamped down earth.   

F O U N D A T I O N / B A S E M E N T                                
Unfortunately there are no foundations what makes the dwel-
ling susceptable and insecure to the elements like rain and 
wind. And as commonly known in the cape are often strong 
winds blowing as well as it is constantly raining during winter.

W A L L S

Like mentioned above walls are in general consisting of woo-
den or metal panels and planks. And like a tree whose age one 
can read out of its rings one can determine the age of a shack 
out of its layers of wall panels.  

O P E N I N G S

Windows and doors are mostly second hand products, got 
from building sites or where ever one can find used windows 
and doors. 

R O O F

The roof is a construction of supporting beams and rafters 
where over thick plastic foils or corrugated metal sheets are 
spanned. No gutters or cornices are catching the rain to lead it 
in a controlled way to the ground.    

E N C L O S U R E  

Mostly there are no enclosures but if there are they are desi-
gned quite creative. Of course they are also second hand and 
found fences or other constructions but it is interesting to 

Pic. 6: construction process, step 1

Pic. 7: construction process, step 2

Pic. 8: construction process, step 3
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Pic.3: barber shop Pic.4: daily needs Pic.5: public phones

Pic. 9: construction process, step 4
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see how the inhabitants try to achieve some kind of privacy 
and to set theirselves off their surrounding.. In the pictures 
shown below one can see two completely different kinds of 
enclosures.The left one is a self-made fence in line with the 
improvised shack construction and the right one´s owner was 
lucky to find a real sweet little front garden fence. Many of the 
actually quite rare enclosures are something in between those 
two examples. 

I N N E R  B U I L T  E L E M E N T S  /  F U R N I T U R E           

The interior design is simple and purpose conform. Wallpa-
pers are mostly pages of newspapers or sometimes even the 
package of tetrapaks for isolation purposes. According to the 
little space a shack offers there is only necessary furniture put-
ted in like a bed, a chair and table and a cooking place. Simply 
matresses function as beds giving space for up to 3-4 persons.  
Personal belongings are kept away in boxes or shelves fixed to 
the walls, because there is not enough space on the ground to 

put everything down. 

P R O B L E M S  /  C H A N C E S                                 
Because of the high density in some areas and the use of par-
affin and wood for lighting and cooking purposes a common 
incident are quick spreading fires amongst the closely build   
shacks with considerable loss of life, material belongings and  
environmental pollution, as well as undermining the develop-
ment of economic activities. Another problem are the inade-
quate health conditions of the inhabitants. It is almost impos-
sible to live in a hygenically manner. Waste is all over thrown 
on the streets because the informal areas are only partly ser-
viced by the municipal refuse collection. Steady overflows of 
the sanitary toilet units causes an unhygenic environment by 
supporting the increase of bacteriums and other germs. 
Also the increase of HIV/Aids especially among the young peo-
ple presents a alarming problem for economic development 
and social cohesion in Khayelitsha. Already a few thousend 
Aids orphans are living on the street in and around the CMA 
and local health workers consider one in three people to be a 
realistic figure for HIV infected persons in Khayelitsha. 
Additionaly the unacceptable state of education and the lack 
of educational opportunities especially for adults block the 
development and emancipation of black people in order to 
access the formal labour market. Up to now black people are 
mostly employed for unskilled, elementary or service-related 
occupations. 
The poor living conditions of the vast majority of residents also 
contribute to exceeding crime rates, which in turn aggravate 
the poor circumstances of living in Khayelitsha.
Also leads the ongoing rapid growth of the population to a 
backlog in housing and infrastructure provision, resulting in a 
huge extent of partly unserviced informal settlements in the 
area as well as a degradation of the environment.

But as the government of Cape Town is aware of the problems 
being obvious in the townships and the great chance to up-
grade the state of economic position of Cape Town within 
South Africa the government released already an urban deve-
lopment plan for Khayelitsha. 
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Pic. 10: enclosure1 Pic. 11: enclosure 2
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Pic. 12: inside 1 Pic. 13: inside 2

The population of Khayelitsha spends already about R1,2 bil-
lion per annum for retail purchases, of which approximately 
70% is currently spent outside town. This leakage factor of 
about 70% indicates that Khayelitsha has to be considered as 
a large untapped market for retail and service providers.  


