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De-densification of informal
settlements as a crisis response is
bad short-term thinking – 14 Civil
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De-densification is complex and contested at the best of
times and needs to be assessed and navigated on a case-bycase basis; it is definitely not an appropriate response
during the Covid-19 disaster that creates further shocks to a
part of society that is most vulnerable, nor is it appropriate
at scale.
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South Africa has close to 2,700 informal settlements that are home to more than 1.2
million vulnerable households. Despite several progressive policies and frameworks,
poor, unserviced living environments with their associated risk and inequality persist.
With the onset of the Covid-19 crisis, the lack of progress in addressing informal
settlements and their magnified risks have come to the fore. A highly debated, yet
controversial proposed response to Covid-19 is de-densification (at times rephrased in
seemingly less contested terms, such as “resettlement” or “decanting”).
De-densification is complex and contested at the best of times and needs to be
assessed and navigated on a case-by-case basis; it is definitely not an appropriate
response during a disaster that creates further shocks to a part of society that is most
vulnerable, nor is it appropriate at scale.
We as civil society organisations are strongly against any de-densification in the
context of Covid-19, especially to temporary relocation areas (TRAs) for the reasons
highlighted below:
First and foremost, our fiscal resources are limited and our short-term response has to
address basic needs such as water, sanitation, hygiene, solid waste management,
stormwater management and food relief. These precious financial resources need to
have a single and “bull-headed” focus to ensure that all the informal settlement and
backyard dwellers have access to the abovementioned basic services and resources.
This is non-negotiable, and there is good evidence to suggest that these interventions
will be critical in safeguarding our communities against the risk they face in the Covid19 crisis. Achieving this will be a massive endeavour requiring all our collective
resources and efforts. Focusing significant resources on only 29 selected settlements
for de-densification/TRAs is highly problematic.
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testing and well-located field hospitals, and
food relief can be rolled out at scale across all
informal settlements in the country.”

Second, while de-densification is promoted as a “quick fix” and “voluntary”, it will be
neither of these two. Based on over 25 years of experience, we know that such
processes take years to build consensus and consume significant human and financial
resources.
Third, if the intention is to create improved physical distancing and mitigate
overcrowding, any form of voluntary settlement would not necessarily achieve that.
Instead, it might create deeper pockets of poverty and decimate social solidarity in
informal settlements. The de-densification process itself would necessitate extensive
close human contact and resultant exposure risks. In addition, experience has shown
that re-densification, where the space that has been vacated is immediately occupied
by others, is a reality, as demand for such spaces is great. And overcrowding is not
only evident in the number of shacks per settlement; it is also a feature within shacks.
Hence, part of the solution lies in rethinking shelter options, such as allowing
residents of informal settlements to build upwards.
Fourth, there is significant evidence that many of the TRAs/ resettlement sites are
never short term but become more permanent settlements which become new pockets
of deeper poverty. Cape Town is home to a few, including the infamous Blikkiesdorp
and Wolverivier, and eThekwini Municipality has approximately 9,000 TRA units on
numerous sites with their associated social, economic and environmental challenges.
Most Metros with TRAs are accordingly not in favour of having more. Historically,
many of these have become home to associated violence, poor economic opportunities
and ultimately jeopardise the safety of people living in such TRAs.
Fifth, the Disaster Management Act does not allow the state to violate any human
rights or overturn any existing constitutional or legislative obligations of the state. In
this instance, it will have to comply with the requirement to consult (meaningfully)
with the residents in these communities and ultimately, reach consensus. This
requires facilitators to access communities and hold community engagements. These
negotiated processes are complex and take time and cannot be fast-tracked in the
coming weeks or even months.
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Sixth,X the informal settlement communities we work with have expressed deep
concerns about the social, political, economic and technical impact of de-densification
and the disruption it is likely to cause. Similarly, international experts and leading
organisations, such as the UN Rapporteur on the Right to Housing, UN-Habitat and
Amnesty International, have taken a strong stance against relocations and evictions of
any kind as a response to Covid-19. De-densification will disrupt existing community
networks, as well as support systems at the community level. The consequence will be
a further weakening of the already stressed coping mechanisms of the marginalised.
De-densification does not support universal interventions or outcomes. It will only
take place in a small number of settlements in the country, creating both positive and
negative impacts in a few settlements, at great cost. Covid-19 impacts on all informal
settlements and hence the short-term responses for protecting informal settlers from
Covid-19 risk must be fairly distributed across all informal settlements. The provision
and maintenance of basic services, communication, social learning and behaviour
change support, the provision of medical care through testing and well-located field
hospitals, and food relief can be rolled out at scale across all informal settlements in
the country.
The current crisis creates an opportunity for the government to focus not just on the
short term, but keeping in mind long-term solutions that are transformative and
sustainable for the urban poor and the state. Releasing well-located land, accelerating
incremental in-situ informal settlement upgrading, and building strong social
cohesion and citizenry are just a few of them. We are all committed to a proactive
human settlement response in the face of Covid-19; but we believe rash decisions will
come at a huge cost for the future. DM
Signatories:
Afesis-corplan; Built Environment Support Group (BESG); Development Action
Group (DAG); Habitat for Humanity (HFH) South Africa; Isandla Institute; Ndifuna
Ukwazi; People’s Environmental Planning (PEP); Planact; Project Preparation Trust
(PPT); SA SDI Alliance; Socio-Economic Rights Institute of South Africa (SERI);
Ubuhle Bakha Ubuhle (UBU); Violence and Prevention through Urban Upgrade
(VPUU); and Development Studies, School of Built Environment and Development
Studies, UKZN.
Blikkiesdorp (https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article_tag/blikkiesdorp/)
Covid-19 (https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article_tag/covid-19/)
Privacy - Terms

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-04-20-de-densification-of-informal-settlements-as-a-crisis-response-is-bad-short-term-thinking-14-ci… 4/10

29/01/2021

De-densification of informal settlements as a crisis re...

de-densi
X cation (https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article_tag/de-densi cation/)
informal settlements (https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article_tag/informal-settlements/)
TRAs (https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article_tag/tras/)
Wolverivier (https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article_tag/wolverivier/)

Daily Maverick Staff Writer
 Follow

 Save

 More (https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/author/daily-maverick-staff-writer/)

Top Reads This Hour
JUDICIARY IN CRISIS

Where’s Hlophe? Judge gone AWOL so Public Protector case has to
be postponed for months

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-28-wheres-hlophe-judge-goneawol-so-public-protector-case-has-to-be-postponed-for-months/?
utm_source=top_articles_poc)
MAVERICK CITIZEN NEWSBREAK

Novavax vaccine protects against South African coronavirus strain,
clinical results show

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-28-novavax-vaccine-protectsagainst-south-african-coronavirus-strain-clinical-results-show/?
utm_source=top_articles_poc)
BUSINESS MAVERICK

SAA and Eskom bailout bonanza is finally within grasp

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-28-saa-and-eskom-bailoutbonanza-is-finally-within-grasp/?utm_source=top_articles_poc)
CORONAVIRUS
Privacy - Terms

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-04-20-de-densification-of-informal-settlements-as-a-crisis-response-is-bad-short-term-thinking-14-ci… 5/10

29/01/2021

De-densification of informal settlements as a crisis re...

X

At risk and unpaid: The foreign doctors treating Covid-19 in South
Africa

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-27-at-risk-and-unpaid-theforeign-doctors-treating-covid-19-in-sa/?utm_source=top_articles_poc)
BUSINESS MAVERICK

Mboweni sacks entire Irba board, throwing the audit watchdog into
another governance crisis

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-28-mboweni-sacks-entire-irbaboard-throwing-the-audit-watchdog-into-another-governance-crisis/?
utm_source=top_articles_poc)

Related

Business Maverick: Cartoon

DAYS OF ZONDO: Secret

Tuesday by Rico

billions poured into State

Security Agency to sustain and
(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-

01-25-cartoon-tuesday-by-

protect ‘Zuma...

rico-4)

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/202101-26-secret-billionspoured-into-state-securityagency-to-sustain-andprotect-zuma-regimeclaims-acting-dg-loyisojafta)

MAVERICK CITIZEN
TRIBUTE: Farewell, Iqbal
Master – hero doctor and a
global expert on the...

Privacy - Terms

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-04-20-de-densification-of-informal-settlements-as-a-crisis-response-is-bad-short-term-thinking-14-ci… 6/10

29/01/2021

De-densification of informal settlements as a crisis re...

X
(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/202101-28-farewell-iqbal-

master-hero-doctor-and-aglobal-expert-on-thetreatment-of-drugresistant-tb)

STORM AFTERMATH:

CORONAVIRUS: At risk and

Tropical Cyclone Eloise wreaks unpaid: The foreign doctors
havoc, but rainfall brings some treating Covid-19 in SA

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/202101-27-at-risk-and-unpaid01-28-tropical-cyclonethe-foreign-doctorseloise-wreaks-havoc-buttreating-covid-19-in-sa)
relief

rainfall-brings-some-relief)

Newsdeck: Another storm,
growing stronger, set to hit
central Mozambique

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/202101-22-another-stormgrowing-stronger-set-tohit-central-mozambique)
(//www.engageya.com)

CITIZEN
Privacy - Terms

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-04-20-de-densification-of-informal-settlements-as-a-crisis-response-is-bad-short-term-thinking-14-ci… 7/10

29/01/2021

De-densification of informal settlements as a crisis re...

X

MAVERICK CITIZEN NEWSBREAK

Novavax vaccine protects against South African coronavirus
strain, clinical results show
By Estelle Ellis
(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-28-novavax-vaccine-protects-against-south-africancoronavirus-strain-clinical-results-show/?utm_source=homepagify)
QUICK SEARCH BOBI WINE (HTTPS://WWW.DAILYMAVERICK.CO.ZA/ARTICLE_TAG/BOBI-WINE/)
COVID-19 (HTTPS://WWW.DAILYMAVERICK.CO.ZA/ARTICLE_TAG/COVID-19/)
JACKSON MTHEMBU (HTTPS://WWW.DAILYMAVERICK.CO.ZA/ARTICLE_TAG/JACKSON-MTHEMBU/)
JOE BIDEN (HTTPS://WWW.DAILYMAVERICK.CO.ZA/ARTICLE_TAG/JOE-BIDEN/)
POLICE CORRUPTION (HTTPS://WWW.DAILYMAVERICK.CO.ZA/ARTICLE_TAG/POLICE-CORRUPTION/)
CYRIL RAMAPHOSA (HTTPS://WWW.DAILYMAVERICK.CO.ZA/ARTICLE_TAG/CYRIL-RAMAPHOSA/)

MAVERICK CITIZEN

‘My son
died a
lonely
death’ —
Shonisani
Zukiswa
Pikoli
L th l ’
FRIDAY ACTIVIST

Sarah
Dlamini:
A doctor

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-28my-son-died-a-lonely-death-shonisani-letholes-mother/?
utm_source=homepagify)

11 hours ago

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-29sarah-dlamini-a-doctor-who-prescribes-serving-others-asthe-best-medicine/?utm_source=homepagify)

Privacy - Terms

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-04-20-de-densification-of-informal-settlements-as-a-crisis-response-is-bad-short-term-thinking-14-ci… 8/10

29/01/2021

De-densification of informal settlements as a crisis re...

X

who
prescribes

2 hours ago

Zukiswa Pikoli

MAVERICK CITIZEN OP-ED

Remember our
social contract:
It’s (y)our job
to have the jab

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-0128-remember-our-social-contract-its-your-job-tohave-the-jab/?utm_source=homepagify)

Christine Hobden and Heidi Matisonn

11 hours ago

DEEP-CLEANING SCHOOLS

Continuing the Conversation with Maverick Citizen: The Gauteng Health
Department and the costs of ‘deep cleaning’
(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-29-continuing-the-conversation-with-maverickcitizen-the-gauteng-health-department-and-the-costs-of-deep-cleaning/?utm_source=homepagify)
Mary Metcalfe • 44 mins ago

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-29-continuing-the-conversation-with-maverickcitizen-the-gauteng-health-department-and-the-costs-of-deep-cleaning/?utm_source=homepagify)

Human birth control pills are as effective for gorillas. Why anyone would give that a test is an absolute
mystery.

KWAZULU-NATAL

City of eThekwini’s answers to questions about weeks-long water cuts run dry
Des Erasmus • 11 hours ago
(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-28-city-of-ethekwinis-answers-to-questions-aboutweeks-long-water-cuts-run-dry/?utm_source=homepagify)

Privacy - Terms

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-04-20-de-densification-of-informal-settlements-as-a-crisis-response-is-bad-short-term-thinking-14-ci… 9/10

29/01/2021

De-densification of informal settlements as a crisis re...

X

BHEKISISA CENTRE FOR HEALTH JOURNALISM

The barcoding gap: Why
South Africa’s Covid-19
jabs will be vulnerable to
theft

01-28-the-barcoding-gap-why-sou
covid-19-jabs-will-be-vulnerable-t
utm_source=homepagify)

Darren Taylor for the Bhekisisa Centre for Health …

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/202101-28-farewell-iqbal-master-hero-doctor-and-aglobal-expert-on-the-treatment-of-drugresistant-tb/?utm_source=homepagify)

MAVERICK CITIZEN TRIBUTE

Farewell, Iqbal
Master – hero
doctor and a
global expert on
theChristie
treatment of
Sean
d
i t t
NEWSFLASH

Ivermectin
and Covid-19:
SA drug
regulator
allows
Mark
Heywood
t ll d
MAVERICK CITIZEN

Phase One:
Vaccination
of health
workers to
begin
Estelle
Ellisin
id

11 hours ago

12 hours ago

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-0127-ivermectin-and-covid-19-sa-drug-regulatorallows-controlled-compassionate-access/?
utm_source=homepagify)

27 JAN

(https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2021-01-28phase-one-vaccination-of-health-workers-to-begin-inmid-february/?utm_source=homepagify)

28 JAN

LOAD MORE

Privacy - Terms

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-04-20-de-densification-of-informal-settlements-as-a-crisis-response-is-bad-short-term-thinking-14-…

10/10

