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 Introduction 

The South African Disaster Management Act and National Disaster Management Framework 
calls for increased efforts to reduce risks developmentally. Disaster risk refers to the chance 
of hardship or loss resulting from the interaction between natural or other hazards and 
vulnerable households exposed to them. Disaster risk reduction in informal settlements 
refers to all policies, actions and initiatives that minimise vulnerabilities and disaster risks in 
informal settlements, including prevention, mitigation and preparedness.  

Disaster risk reduction can include both structural and non-structural interventions. The latter 
involves urban planning, education, health and other social vulnerability reduction measures. 
Social development actions can also reduce risks. Closer cooperation and confidence 
between settlement residents and local authority representatives can improve municipal 
service delivery as well as strengthen local responsibility for recurrent risks. Many risks in 
informal settlements are strongly rooted in social and economic vulnerability, along with 
unstable sources of livelihood. 

As a developmental approach to disaster risk management/reduction, community risk 
assessment is a fundamental measure to inform development measures that are grounded 
on local risk dynamics with a view to ensuring sustainable development and service delivery 
programmes. A community risk assessment has as its key tenant a concern to put local 
communities at the forefront of the risk and vulnerability identification process thereby 
allowing ownership and control of the risks assessment process to the local people. In this 
way a CRA creates a framework for a reciprocal exchange of information and strategies 
between development practitioners and local community members.  
 
A Community Risk Assessment was undertaken for two days, from 7th to the 8th December 
2009, in the communities of Never-Never and Phola Park in Philippi. The programme used a 
participatory action research approach and formed part of training exercise for fifteen 
participants, from both South Africa and across the African continent, who were attending a 
short course in which they were trained to conduct a Community Risk Assessment. Fifteen 
participants were accompanied by members of the Never-Never and the neighbouring Phola 
Park communities in the process of this assessment. 

The purpose of the assessment was essentially three-fold: 

� To enhance CRA skills capacity of disaster risk management and related practioners 
from South Africa and beyond. 

� To empower communities by involving them in self risk assessment of disaster risks 
in their locality. 

� To develop a ground–truthed report that will be shared with responsible service 
delivery and government stakeholders to inform corrective intervention with a view to 
ensuring effective DRM / DRR in the area. 
 

Although the field study was limited to only two days, it conformed to basic ethical and moral 
standards of a research process, such as respect for cultural dynamics, lack of biasness, 
political sensitivity, and accommodation of language preference. It is believed that had there 
been enough time for the research an in-depth analysis of other hazards could have been 
made additional to flooding and crime. 
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What is a Community Risk Assessment (CRA)? 

Participatory risk assessment is a methodology that has been developed to engage 
communities developmentally, using highly participatory approaches and a bottom-up 
approach. It provides insights into how risks are generated and can be reduced. A 
Community Risk Assessment can be adapted and applied in numerous contexts, for a wide 
range of risks. It is underpinned by a commitment to participatory engagement with at-risk 
communities and relevant stakeholders. Informal settlements are diverse; therefore risk 
reduction efforts will vary from one settlement to another. 

In the Western Cape context it is generally poor marginalised households in informal 
settlements and low-cost housing that are most vulnerable to fires, severe weather events 
and seasonal flooding, especially when they are located in risk-prone and ecologically-fragile 
areas. Government departments have been hard-pressed to keep pace with rapidly growing 
and often unplanned demands for service provision – including the maintenance and 
expansion of essential public infrastructure.  

Community-based disaster risk management (CBDRM) is an approach that aims to reduce 
local disaster risks through the application of participatory assessment and planning 
methods, aiming to strengthen people’s capacities to manage specific disaster risks. The 
CBDRM approach allows a wide group of stakeholders, including residents, civil society 
organisations and local government role players to jointly understand the disaster risk profile 
in a particular settlement.  

Undertaking a CRA in Never-Never and Phola Park, Philippi  

Groups of short course participants conducted fieldwork exercises in Never-Never and Phola 
Park over a 2-day period, from 7th to 8th December 2009. Each group was accompanied by a 
University of Cape Town facilitator and several local residents. Fundamental to the success 
of any research project is a need to have common understanding of underlying concepts, 
therefore the UCT team and community members embarked on a discussion of key disaster 
terms underscoring the assessments such as hazards, vulnerability and disaster. These 
exercise enabled community members to understand these terms in the context of their 
settlement.  

The participants were divided into two working groups in order to assess the risks in both 
Never-Never and Phola Park communities. Many other residents contributed to the 
exercises during the transect walks, allowing for a broader consensus of opinion on local risk 
issues. Informal interviews with other local residents during the transect walk provided a 
more in depth understanding of local conditions and coping strategies in terms of the 
particular risks prioritised.  Each participant group was later tasked to write up their 
assessment results in a comprehensive report which was submitted to the Disaster Risk 
Science Department at the University of Cape Town. Their report findings, observations and 
analyses, including their suggestions and recommendations were consolidated into this 
report.  

The methods used in the CRA included: 

• Problem Tree which is a flow diagram showing the relationship between different 
aspects of an issue or a problem. It helps to analyze the situation by identifying the 
major problems and the causes and  also clarifies the contents of the problems as 
well as their potential impacts. 

• Seasonal Calendar - A tool that is used to identify periods of stress or particular 
vulnerability and focus on seasonal risks such as floods, social and economic 
problems or processes such as holidays or harvesting. 
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• Risk History Table- This helps to build a sense of change over time and to show 
how developmental changes within and around the settlement may have increased 
or reduced specific risks. 

• Settlement mapping – A drawing of settlement by community members to identify 
available resources such as Water taps and environmental hazards, e.g dirty  and 
unsafe areas. 

• Venn Diagram – Shows significant relationship with organizations within and outside 
the community. It also identifies the importance and effectiveness of these 
organizations with the community. 

• Multi risk transect walk – involves walking through a settlement along a 
predetermined path observing particular physical conditions that increase or reduce 
risks and informally interviewing community members on their risk experiences. 

 

Limitations of the study 

It is important to acknowledge several limitations in this Assessment. As the study was 
conducted over two week days many of the economically active residents would have been 
at work and their opinions are therefore not represented. Ideally a risk assessment should be 
conducted over a longer period in order to make a thorough assessment. This was not 
possible within the time frame allotted during the short course. Most of the participants who 
conducted these assessments were field practitioners, many of them Disaster Managers. 
They must be commended for their enthusiasm and commitment to this task and for the 
comprehensive reports that they produced after only two days in the field. Compliments must 
also be given to the many community members who, in spite of other commitments, stayed 
for both days and were involved from beginning to end in the assessment process. For them 
this was a valuable learning process. 

 

A demographic and social profile of the two settlements 

Social issues 

There are no political offices, independent committees, community centres or development 
projects in either community. Residents have been waiting for permanent houses to be built 
for years, but have generally lost hope that this will ever happen after only a few were 
allocated houses in a nearby new development. It appears that most residents do not 
currently have their names on a housing waiting list. 

Health 

There are no nearby clinics, forcing residents of both Never-Never and Phola Park to make 
use of the clinics in Crossroads, Lower Crossroads and particularly Mzamomhle. As 
members of the two communities attend several different clinics it was not possible to obtain 
statistics for clinic attendance specific to the settlements but the sister in charge of the 
Mzamomhle clinic made some general observations about the health issues in these areas. 

He explained that the biggest health problems in both the Never-Never and Phola Park 
communities are the high rates of TB and HIV/AIDS infections. Although there are no 
dedicated clinic field workers due to a lack of resources, there are some home-based carers 
who visit patients at home. The clinic is provided with hospice accommodation for those 
suffering from advanced stages of AIDS. There are also a number of traditional healers living 
in the Never-Never community. 
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Figure 1  Local resident keeping her home clean  Figure 2. Communal activities at a new stand pipe 

In winter, wet and damp conditions aggravate the incidence of respiratory infections, 
especially among children. Due to the unhygienic conditions and only rudimentary communal 
sanitation facilities as well as a general lack of personal hygiene the clinic receives many 
patients with a variety of skin diseases and diarrhoea.  

Transport and other public services 

There are no nearby taxi ranks, although the settlements are both situated on the busy main 
route of Sheffield Road which is frequently serviced by the local ‘amaphela1 (informal taxis). 
The closest railway station is Stock Road which is within walking distance. There are no post 
offices, fire stations or police stations nearby. The settlement falls under the jurisdiction of 
the Philippi East Police Station and the nearest fire station is situated in Guguletu which is 
some distance away. 

Education  

Children attend various local schools. Vuyiseka High School is located adjacent to Never-
Never and across the road from Phola Park while the closest primary school is 
Zangemfundo Primary school situated in Marcus Garvey, a formalised area behind Never-
Never, but reportedly quite a distance away for small children to walk alone. The majority of 
pre-school children don’t attend crèche because there are none in the vicinity and there is 
risk of being hit by cars on the busy transport route of Sheffield Road for children crossing to 
attend those available in the Marcus Garvey area. 

Social development 

There is no Community Development Worker who regularly visits the area, however we 
managed to track down a CDW who is familiar with the settlement as does visit whenever 
possible. CDWs are supposed to be resident in the vicinity and to initiate small development 
projects such as establishing hygiene clubs, monitoring broken infrastructure etc. The 
absence of such a person in an impoverished settlement such as this is a therefore a 
developmental set-back. There are environmental health practitioners on the ground 
monitoring the situation and the environmental health department is hoping to launch an 
educational drive before the end of this year in the area.  

 

                                                           
1
 Amaphela means ‘cockroaches’ in the Xhosa language. 
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Employment  

There is high unemployment within both the settlements, with most of those who are 
employed working in either the construction or security industries. There are also many 
informal businesses such as shabeens and spaza shops within the settlements. With the 
majority of households headed by young people, many households are claiming child 
support grants. In addition food parcels and hand outs are often provided by the 
government. 
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An introduction to Never-Never 

Location 

Never-Never is situated on the busy Sheffield Road in Philippi East, an impoverished area 
on the Cape Flats. The predominantly sandy soil and a high water table make it prone to 
flooding where there is inadequate infrastructure to drain heavy winter rains away. The 
settlement forms Part of Ward 88 in Sub-council area 13, situated far from the city’s 
economic and industrial areas providing few opportunities for formal employment.  

Never-Never is situated just across the road from the small informal settlement of Phola Park 

and adjacent to the more formalised areas of Marcus Garvey. Never-Never settlement is 
located near a community hall and sport recreation center that also houses the office of the 
ward councilor. There is no formal road infrastructure or storm water drainage and only 

rudimentary sanitation facilities. There is no Crèche nearby and the closest clinic is in Lower 
Crossroads, quite a distance away.  

History 

The settlement of Never-Never, a name said to have originated from the fairy-tale place 
Never-Never Land because housing ‘never never’ seems to be available to people who live 
there, forms part of Philippi East originally designated in 1992 as Area K by development 
planners. It was the first Temporary Resettlement Area (TRA) to be established by the City 
of Cape Town to accommodate people, primarily from the informal settlement areas of 
Kosovo and Sweet Home Farm, after heavy rains caused severe flooding in those areas in 
2001. Initially 335 residential sites were provided with 84 container toilets, but the land was 
soon home to several hundred households.  

At this early stage in the development of the settlement there were adequate spaces 
between dwellings to reduce the risk of fire and allow for rainwater to be absorbed or run off, 
but this space has reduced over time with ongoing densification contributing to the 
increasing flood and fire risk (See media reports supplied which document these 
incidences). A survey undertaken by the City of Cape Town established that there were 354 
dwellings in the settlement in 2005, growing dramatically over the next two years from 585 in 
2006 to 634 dwellings in 2007. The number of households is currently estimated to be closer 
to 800. The land is owned by the state under erf number CA680-6 and is currently still zoned 
as rural although original development plans were to build a small business park there. 

When Philippi Park, which is situated on the opposite side of Sheffield Road, was developed 
with state-built formal housing in 2005, many in Never-Never were promised houses there. 
Some of the original residents were indeed allocated houses but the failure of others to be 
allocated with new houses raised resentment towards local authorities and some declined to 
move into their houses in solidarity with the rest of the settlement. The word from the City’s 
Human Settlements Department is that it could be feasible in the future to upgrade the 
settlement, but this would necessitate an initial de-densification process. The challenge is for 
the City to identify suitable land in the vicinity on which to house the households that would 
have to be moved, and to date this has not been possible. 

Risk Profile 

The houses in Never-Never are all informal, constructed from wood, cardboard, zinc 

sheeting and various other flimsy building materials. According to the community, density 
and over-population has increased the risk of floods and fires over recent years. 

During the winter rains the settlement is prone to severe flooding, having no stormwater 
drainage system. Disaster management records reflect that hundreds of households are 



12 

 

affected and numerous press reports reiterate this. The first flooding occurred in 2003 and 
have occurred annually every winter since then. Reports from the City of Cape Town reflect 
major fires incidents experienced in May, June and July 2008 and 2009 (winter period) 
affecting some 200 people. According to the City’s Roads and Stormwater Department, their 
Michell’s Plain depot usually assists by providing sand to raise floor levels, as floor levels of 
dwellings tend to generally be below ground level. Roads and Stormwater also assist by 
pumping flood waters out of the settlement and although they often receive requests to 
grade the tracks within the settlement, are powerless to do so due to the illegal overhead 
electricity lines which make it impossible for graders to enter the settlement.  

Fires are also a common occurrence and an increasing problem to residents as the 
settlement densifies over time (See time series photographs in field packs and data sheets 

attached). Recorded shack fires occurred in December 2007 (affecting 20 houses), May 
2006, April and December 2008 (City fire department)2. The land on which the settlement is 
situated is currently owned by the City and the area around it is serviced by the national 
electricity company, ESKOM, although residents do not have legal electricity connections, 
using informal connections that drive up the risk of fires.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 3. Examples of illegal electricity connections 

A storm water detention pond is situated behind the settlement. Unlike some similar 
detention ponds across the Cape Flats no-one has settled on this open area. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 View of main street and electrical cables 

There are several stormwater drains, one of which was found to be blocked with iron 
sheeting to prevent people from dumping the solid waste there. The other two storm drains 
are located next to water taps. 

                                                           
2
 Rodriques Elvira, Gie Janet and Haskins Craig. (2006) Informal Dwellings Count for Cape Town (1993 – 2005)  
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Figure 5. Drainage blocked with iron sheeting.          Figure 6. One of the storm drains next to stand pipe 

When the transit camp was originally established two waste collection containers were 
provided. One of them was later removed and the remaining container cannot be accessed 
because dwellings have subsequently been built across the access road rendering it 
redundant. Waste is currently collected twice a week from three waste collection points. 
Households are supplied with black plastic bags for waste, however the residents said that 
some people use them to store their clothes. 

The Never-Never community have reportedly expressed concern recently about the 
following issues to the field officer from the Informal Settlements department: 

1. Access road: There is concern with the road surface inside the settlement that holds 
water after heavy rains. The community have requested that it be levelled using 
gravel instead of sand. 

2. Electricity: There is currently no legal electricity even though the area is an Eskom 
Supply Area. 

3. Additional Standpipes: There was only one available for approximately 800 hundred 
households but three more were installed a month ago. 

4. Bucket system toilets: The community want flush toilets to replace the old bucket 
system.  

 

This settlement is Priority Number 105 on the City’s Essential Services Master Plan for 
informal settlements which is coordinated by the Development Services Department of the 
City3.  

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. New standpipes - note inferior drainage       Figure 8 Bucket toilets  

                                                           
3
 Attempts to acquire a copy of this report from the City were unsuccessful. 
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Community Risk Assessment of Never-Never 

The CRA for Never-Never was conducted for two days i.e. on 7-8th December 2009 at 
Philippi Sports complex and at the Never-Never neighbourhood. The assessment was 
hosted by UCT – DiMP. The CRA team was comprised of seven (7) students currently 
attending the ETD practitioner in CRA course organized by DiMP. The number of local 
community members that attended was 10 (4 male and 6 female). 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Figure 9 Never-Never community members and students from UCT 

The first day was broken down into various activities. The first activity was round of self 
introduction and welcoming, explaining the purpose of the visit to the community and the 
expectations and an overview of the CRA.  

Introduction of key concepts related to DRM:  The idea was for the community to be able 
to understand the internationally-recognized terminologies used in DR. It was also aimed at 
drawing the participants’ understanding and experiences of disaster risks. The introduction 
to key disaster terms used such as risk, vulnerability, hazard and disasters was conducted 
by a facilitator who is conversant with the dominant language group which was isiXhosa. The 
purpose was to assure the participants rights from the start that they can speak and/or write 
in any language they feel comfortable. 

 

 Figure 10 Introduction of hazard concepts  
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Hazard identification and prioritization: This activity was conducted by community 
members. A list was drawn up based on the hazards experienced in the area. The major 
hazards identified were floods, fire, environmental health and crime.  The participants then 
voted for the hazard they felt were most important. The outcome of the voting was that fire 
and floods were given the highest priority. 

  

Figure 11 Hazard identification and prioritization by voting 

 

The problem tree exercise:  The root causes of fire risk were identified as primarily housing 
density, the use of poor building materials, the use of candles and paraffin stoves in the 
absence of electricity connection, and illegal electricity connections.  

  

Figure 12 Problem Tree for Floods and Fire in Never-Never 

Shack density is the result of a shortage of suitable or available land for housing. This forces 
people to establish dwellings on marginalized and poorly located sites that have reached 
their carrying capacity. This was evident from the history table exercise which identified that 
the original residents of Never-Never had not experienced flooding in the early years of the 
settlement, but after 2003, due to the rapid increase in the number of dwellers the ground 
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was not provided with enough open space to allow for adequate rainwater absorption or run-
off. Heavy rain in Never-Never leads to ponding and up-welling of water due to high water 
tables and inadequate run-off and drainage on land previously used for agriculture. The 
densification of the settlement is due to a lack of land, natural population growth, and the 
tendency for people already living within the settlement to help others with a place to stay. 
There is a lack of stormwater drainage to direct water away from the settlement, while many 
houses built next to existing channels are vulnerable to flooding. Control of space in the 
settlement is perceivably lacking.  

Poor building materials are used for various reasons. Firstly because they are cheap and 
readily available, but also because they can be moved from place to place and are only 
meant as temporary measures until more permanent housing can be found. 

The use of candles is hazardous mainly because people often do not have candle sticks to 
hold candles securely so that they do not topple over and cause a fire, but also because 
people often fall asleep and leave candles burning unattended, especially those returning 
drunk from shabeens. Unsupervised children also play with candles. Paraffin stoves are 
often hazardous because they topple over or are prone to leakages, but community 
members also described how new stoves, particularly the cheapest variety, are often faulty 
from the outset being of poor quality and are known to explode when they are used. Illegal 
electricity connections are also hazard drivers, with short-circuiting causing fires. The 
outcomes of fires are obvious ones such as loss of property and injury or death, but also 
have more complex and less obvious outcomes such as loss of breadwinners, school books 
and uniforms, money, unemployment due to absence to repair housing, orphaned children 
and eventually often leads to crime and prostitution. 

The pervading dampness that follows a flood often leads to increased incidences of sickness 
and disease, and even death. Houses are compromised structurally and often become 
inaccessible for periods of time, making people essentially homeless and reliant on friends, 
family or disaster management for alternative accommodation. Generally, however, Never-
Never residents prefer to remain in their houses for fear of robbery and break-ins in the 
absence and have developed coping strategies to overcome this, such as the placing of 
crates or bricks underneath their furniture to prevent flood damage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13 Examples of flood coping strategies raising furniture above flood water 

 

The seasonal calendar exercise: This exercise is aimed at identifying the seasonality of 
each priority risk by looking at the daily, weekly and monthly occurrences and when 
vulnerability is the highest. 
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Figure 14 Fire risk in never-Never: various calendars 

 

The exercise revealed that flooding tends to occur in April trough to September, caused by 
the winter rains from June to September, with blockages of channels and drains 
exacerbating the situation. Diseases related to flooding were recorded in the months of April 
through to December. They are caused by the dampness inside dwellings as well as the 
flooding of the communal toilets which cause sewage contamination. Men in particular then 
avoid the toilets and resort to using open spaces causing unsanitary conditions.  

The history table: The history table not only refers to the prioritized hazards but also 
reviews the changes in the settlement over time, examining the history of disaster events 
and noticeable trends. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15 Risk history table 

The drafting of the history table revealed that from 2001to 2003 there was an influx of people 
to Never-Never from Kosovo and Phola Park informal settlements after flooding chased 
them from their homes. The settlement was planned by the City at that point to 
accommodate 340 dwellings, but soon exceeded this number. Roads, channels, waste 
containers and one tap were provided for the whole settlement by the City. No flooding 
occurred in these early years while no fires were recorded and little crime. In 2001 Portaloos 
were installed and in 2002 bucket toilets were provided. 
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Between 2003 and 2005 some Never-Never residents were moved to the new formal 
development of Better Life and this temporarily freed up space. However, due to ongoing 
housing development in Philippi around Phola Park more people were forced to re-locate to 
Never-Never when they did not qualify or receive a new home. From then on there was rapid 
development with more and more people arriving until 595 houses were recorded in a 
survey. Houses were built where roads and channels had previously existed due to the lack 
of space and this drove up various hazards as it denied easy access to emergency and 
maintenance vehicles. In 2004 the first bad floods occurred and in 2005 a fire claimed the 
lives of a mother and child. Members of the community vandalized the bucket toilets in 
protest at the lack of adequate services and housing. 

Between 2006 and 2009 the number of households rose to 900. Fires and floods became 
increasingly prevalent with major fires occurring in 2007 and 2008 with severe flooding in 
June and July of 2009. By this time the numbers of people far exceeded the provision of a 
single tap that the City had originally provided, while bucket toilets were still in place, and 
continue to be so. Crime also increased dramatically.  

Risk mapping: In the risk mapping activity community members  were asked to draw their 
settlement as they see it, indicating the location of resources, hazardous areas, and the 
spatial arrangement of houses, roads, channels and other services in the settlement. The 
image below shows the risk map drawn by community members from Never-Never. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Figure 16 Risk mapping of Never-Never   

 

The Venn diagram: The Venn diagram exercise identified the active and potential key 
players involved in disaster risk reduction and how they interact with the community. The 
Never-Never community members chose to place the local committee closest to the 
community as well as the school as they were seen to be key role players. The private solid 
waste contractor was also seen as a critical role player. The placing of solid lines between 
the community and these role players indicated that the community has a good, strong 
relationship with them.  

The shopping centre and the clinic were also considered important to the community 
members. Only the ward councilor and the ambulance service were placed at a great 
distance from the community and were shown to have a weak relationship. In contrast the 
Red Cross and an NGO featured more prominently. Various transport systems, although 
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considered were critical had weak linkages to the community. Disaster Management was 
also seen as a distant though important role player, as were the water and sanitation 
department, the bucket toilet contractors and the fumigation department. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17  Venn diagram of key role players 

The transect walk: The transect walk allowed participants to observe and record specific 
points and areas (using GPS) where disaster events have occurred and where risks have 
increased or been reduced. It was also aimed at strengthening the understanding of the 
specific settlement conditions, the community’s vulnerability and the spatial distribution of the 
risks and resources. 

 

                                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18 Transect walk with   community members   

 

Coping Strategies 

The community members were found to have developed risk coping strategies to prevent 
against floods, fires and health risks in the following ways: 

• Spreading out carpets around dwelling entrances to absolve more water 

• Making use of former toilet slabs to create steps around dwelling entrances to 
prevent flood water from entering. 
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• Fencing in a yard area to prevent people from building too close to existing dwellings 
and to deters criminals 

• Some toilets are kept locked by households living near them to keep them clean.  

• Residents keep buckets filled with water to put out shack fires incase of an outbreak. 

• When there are emergencies for example sickness, or during floods, the members of 
the community carry the affected persons to the main road. 

 

Conclusion  

This Community Risk Assessment of Never-Never established that floods and fires are 
considered by the community members themselves to be the two most critical hazards in the 
settlement. This is also confirmed by statistics from and discussions with disaster 
management officials. 

Residents are becoming increasing vulnerability to these hazards due to escalating shack 
density and population growth. The area was found to have inadequate services and 
facilities such as potable water, storm water drains, toilets, waste disposal, adequate 
spacing pathways between dwellings and illegal electricity connections.  

The residents of Never-Never are daily faced with these risks yet their capacity to deal with 
these challenges themselves is somewhat limited.   

Recommendations 

The participants of the group conducting the assessment of Never-Never, many of them 
disaster management officials from across the SADC region, made the following 
recommendations at the conclusion of the assessment process: 

• The community needs to be educated about flooding and fire preparedness and 
response.  

• There is a need to intensify community awareness about the risks and vulnerabilities 
for floods and fire in their area of settlement. More specific effort should be focused 
towards educating the community on the risks they are exposed to as a result of 
illegal electricity connections and use of paraffin stoves. 

• Management and monitoring of the area –The relevant authorities, such as the 
informal settlement department, must ensure that people do not build more shacks 
on the roads or replace toilet units with new dwellings as is the case now. This can 
also be a community-driven initiative ensuring that nobody builds on allocated toilet 
or road space. 
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An introduction to Phola Park4  

Location 

Phola Park is located in Philippi East, an area that many years ago was the focus of 
development planners, until the development of Khayelitsha later took precedence. The 
Philippi area has an intense political history that underlies the fierce contestation that 
continues to shape the process and speed of development there today. Phola Park is 
situated on the remnants of what was once a much larger piece of land that was also 
referred to as Phola Park. A narrow strip of land today, it is sandwiched between the Golden 
Arrow Bus Company Depot, the Cape Metro Police Training School and the new state 
housing development of Better Life, consisting of very small houses crowded closely 
together and abutting the informal dwellings of Phola Park. There is a recreational/sport/ 
community centre that offers sports development activities such as boxing, aerobics, drama, 
soccer, netball, volleyball etc situated directly opposite the settlement. 

History 

It proved very difficult to find historical information on the establishment of the Phola Park 
settlement and most information contained in this brief summary was obtained from 
interviews with community leaders and could not be cross-checked with City data. 
Apparently the settlement of Phola Park was established some time around 1989 when 
people from the surrounding areas, especially young people seeking independence away 
from crowded family homes, moved onto the land5. There was no development in the area 
for almost 10 years there was no formal development initiated in the area. Then in 1999 a 
formal development was initiated in the area known as Better Life, which is adjacent to Phola 
Park.   

It originally covered a much larger area than today and became associated with violent 
political clashes and criminal activity with most people living in extreme conditions of poverty. 
Part of this area was later developed and became known as Better Life, with 400 families 
benefiting from a state housing project.  

A new Phola Park community was established more recently in 2001 when people moved 
onto a small remaining thin strip of land that lies between the new Better Life housing 
development and the Golden Arrow bus depot. Many of these new residents were 
‘backyarders’ from areas such as Gugulethu, Crossroads and Khayelitsha as well as Greater 
Philippi and Vietnam (an area in Philippi) in particular.  

According to the City of Cape Town’s human settlement department there are currently 
about 1 350 families living in the settlement and the maximum service that can be provided 
has been reached. Residents still anticipate the provision of electricity in the near future. 
Today, although Phola Park has a community committee that functions as the interface 
between the community and the local authority structures, it was problematic to contact the 
leaders for the purposes of helping to conduct this Community Risk Assessment because 
they are either shift or seasonal workers and were not available at that time. The community 
is made up of mostly Xhosa-speakers, with a few Sotho and Zulu speaking people. The 
community today appears to be constituted mainly of middle age people, with more women 
than males. The community is characterized by a high rate of unemployment. 
 

 

                                                           
4
‘ Phola’ means literally ‘to chill’ in Xhosa, as in ‘polar’. It was so named because young couples and individuals 

originally came to settle here in order to establish their own independence away from their families. 
5
 I suspect that the history of this area stretches much further back, possibly to the political turmoil of the late 

1980s. 



22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Figure. 19. Location of Phola Park next to the bus depot and police college 

 

Infrastructure 

There are currently 161 pre-cast single concrete full flush toilets structures in Phola Park 
which were installed in 2007. According to the community leader there are approximately 
five households per toilet. There were originally four standpipes to service the water 
requirements of the Phola Park community. This was later increased with the addition of 
thirteen standpipes and thirteen gullies (to channel the water away from the standpipes), 
installed more recently to augment the original ones.  

In October 2009, the water pressure was increased to facilitate better flushing in the toilets. 
However, the Water and Sanitation department report that there are ongoing problems of 
vandalism of the toilets. When originally installed, the community were supplied with 5 keys 
for each toilet, but a short while later the toilets were vandalised and many of the cisterns 
were broken. The Water and Sanitation Department repaired the broken toilets and provided 
community members with new keys on two subsequent occasions.  

A visit to the settlement determined that many of the toilets were not functional, being in a 
bad state of disrepair, while several of the taps were broken. Water and Sanitation claim that 
the residents insist that the City must keep the toilets clean and do not take any 
responsibility for keeping them clean themselves. After heavy rains the canal that borders 
the settlement on the Golden Arrow side floods and water flows into the toilet facilities 
located close to the canal (See picture above). Solid waste is collected once a week and on 
our visit we did not witness any dump sites within the settlement. 

There is currently no legal electricity supply in the settlement although there are illegal 
electricity connections visible throughout the settlement emanating from the developed 
housing areas of Philippi Park and Better Life. Provided with no lighting the settlement is 
dark at night and prone to criminal activities. Most crime reportedly happens over weekends. 
The settlement made an official application to the City for their shacks to be electrified in 
June 2009. 
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Figure 20. Full-flush toilets                   Figure 21. Proximity of toilets to canal  
  

Risk Profile 

Statistics received from the City of Cape Town’s Disaster Management Centre reflect many 
flood and fire events in Phola Park (See data sheets). 

The area is prone to structural fires during the summer and winter seasons. Fires during the 
summer season are associated with abuse of alcohol while during the winter season they 
are associated with the cold and the fact communities are utilizing candles, paraffin stoves 
and wood to make fire in a bid to keep their houses warm.   
 
Evidence of two recent fires was observed during a site visit. These had miraculously only 
affected only one or two households, although a resident had died in one of the fires (See 
picture below). When asked how the fire was extinguished before being able to spread 
residents claimed that they were able to collectively halt the spread of the fire themselves. 
Emergency services are unable to access the area due to the illegal electricity lines that 
hang too low to allow access to fire engines and ambulances.  

The area is prone to flooding on annual bases during the months of May to July between 
1989 and 1999 however as from 2000 flooding months were April to November annually. 
Part of the problem is an open stormwater canal that separates the settlement from the 
Golden Arrow bus depot, running along the fence line along a very flat gradient. After heavy 
rains water rises in the canal and floods into the settlement because the storm water drain at 
the end of the canal blocks up with refuse and other wind-blown debris, but also because 
some residents frequently throw rubbish into the canal. A dedicated contractor utilising local 
labour continuously cleans the canal and the inlet and outlet structures throughout the year 
while the City’s Roads and Stormwater Department has also dug trenches between the 
shacks to convey stormwater to the canal. In earlier years there was still open land next to 
the settlement allowing graders access for re-grading the internal tracks and roads. 
However, with the development of this open land, this has now become impossible, with 
many low overhead electricity connections within the settlement now prohibiting the entry of 
grading machinery.   
 
From 1999 the rise in the operation of shebeens was noticed with the introduction of Ju-box 
which resulted in an increase in crime.  
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Figure 22. Site of fatal fire                                        Figure 23. Illegal electrical connections 

 

Community Risk Assessment of Phola Park 

A CRA was conducted simultaneously in Phola Park informal settlement, located on the 
opposite side of Sheffield Road from Never-Never. The following process was followed: 

Hazard identification and prioritization: Based on the knowledge of the area community 
members identified various hazards prevalent in their area as they experience and perceive 
them. They were then asked to prioritize the identified hazards by voting to determine which 
were the most critical. The result of this exercise was that crime and flooding were ranked 
highest by community members, providing a specific focus for the Phola Park risk 
assessment. 

Formation of hazards (crime and flooding) problem tree: Through participatory 
participation process a problem tree was developed for each prioritised hazard depicting a 
casual relationship for the disaster risk affecting the settlement, identifying the root causes, 
dynamic pressures and effects (both primary and secondary) underlying crime and flooding 
risk in the area. 

From this exercise it was ascertained from community members that the root cause of 
flooding in their estimation was the heavy rainfall. This leads to slow rising floods on low-
lying land where houses have no foundations. After heavy rain the adjacent canal becomes 
blocked, exacerbated by accumulated rubbish. They believed that the blocking of the canal 
was the result of the general community ignorance and also inadequate maintenance. The 
flooding led to loss of property and diseases such as diarrhoea and TB and particularly 
affected children and older people. 

In terms of crime, community members described house-breaking as the most prevalent 
crime. Alcohol abuse was another problem. Community members described how the police 
would patrol in the early evening and ensure that shabeens closed on time, but that they 
were reopened again shortly afterwards. Police, they explained were scared to enter the 
settlement after dark and did not return to ensure compliance with closing times. The levels 
of unemployment have led to increasing drug and alcohol abuse, there is a high school drop-
out rate, while possession of illegal guns is reportedly quite common in the settlement. As 
has been mentioned in several previous Community Risk Assessments, community 
members insist that there is collusion between criminals and police which has significantly 
affected local residents respect and trust of police so that they often fail to report crimes. 

Seasonal calendar / risk dynamics analysis: To gain more understanding of risks in the 
area, the community participants lead the team in drawing up a seasonal calendar depicting 
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the trend pattern and seasonality of flooding and crime risks. This exercise also illustrated 
the progression of disaster risk associated with flooding and crime within the settlement. It 
also highlighted internal and external factors that contribute to the exacerbating risk.  

Thus, in the case of flood risk, community members identified several problems related to 
flooding: stagnant water, blockage of the canal, slow-rising floods, increased cases of 
diseases such as flu’, TB and diarrhoea, and outbreaks of flies and mosquitoes. All these 
problems were seen to result from the lack of adequate drainage, exacerbated by rubbish 
accumulating in the canal and blocking it. The area is prone to flooding on annual bases 
during the months of May to July between 1989 and 1999 however as from 2000 flooding 
months were April to November annually. Flooding is reportedly worse between August and 
November. Stagnant water was said to be worse in September and October, while August to 
October see a prevalence of diarrhoea. Flies and mosquitoes are worst in the months of 
January and February. 

 

 

 

 

     

 

Figure 24 Seasonal flood calendar of Phola Park     Figure 25 Resident seen emptying waste into canal 

 

Risk Mapping: To support the measures discussed above, the community drew a map 

depicting their area, homesteads, risk hotspots areas as well as the most vulnerable features 

within their settlement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26 Phola Park residents drawing risk map         Figure 27 Final risk map of Phola Park 
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History table: The community research team compiled a history table illustrating the 

settlement’s history, its growth and disaster risk dynamics since its establishment in 1989. 6 

Transect walk: Using a GPS, the Google Earth generated map and the community drawn 
map, a transect walk of about one and half hours was undertaken under the guidance of the 
community team. This process involved personal visits to and observation of features driving 
flood and crime risk, mapping and informal or unstructured interviews with some of the 
community members found in the area/ facilities such as communal toilets, stagnant water 
areas, drainage channels, shebeens etc. The exercise enabled the team to gain empirical 
insights into the challenges facing the settlement residents as well as the observation of 
some of the coping strategies (structural and un-structural) being applied within the 
community. 

Figure 28 Phola Park resident indicates flood line             Figure 29 Environmental health conditions observed 

 

Coping and Local Adaptation 

During the transect walk and in work shop discussions the existing coping strategies of 

community members were recorded.  Details of these strategies are described below in 

relation to each identified hazard: 

Crime 

Prevalent crimes were identified by community members and included housebreaking, 

stabbing and rape. Coping strategies to combat crime in Phola Park were described during 

focus group workshop sessions with community members and these included the following: 

1. Use of chains and padlocks to safeguard property 

2. Neighbourhood watch patrols 

3. Dwellings are fitted with metal front doors and no windows to prevent entry 

4. People self-impose sunset curfew on themselves wherever and whenever possible 

Community members identified that authorities could adopt the following additional 

measures to reduce crime in the settlement: 

                                                           
6
 Unfortunately this information was not included in the report submitted by short course participants and could 

not be added here. 
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1. Police to patrol in the morning and evenings to ensure safety 

2. Police patrol to ensure ‘shebeens’ (pubs) are closed at appropriate times (8pm to 9pm). 

3. Community Police Forum can help to ensure safety as they undertake foot patrols in the 

areas that SAPD are unable to penetrate with vehicles. 

4. Street Committees can ensure that every member of the street is safe, taking care of 

those who are most vulnerable. 

5. The Ward Committee and the Councillor can work together to coordinate anti-crime 

measures. 

Flooding 

Individual community members were found to mitigate the outcomes of flooding in the 

following ways: 

1. By placing household furniture on top of either crates, bricks or plastic bags to ensure 

that they are not destroyed/damaged by water. 

2. When toilets overflow, community use the bush adjacent to the settlement. 

3. Avoiding disposal of solid waste into the canal 

4. Use of community hall in times of the floods to accommodate the affected 

5. Use of sand harvested from the canal to protect water from entering the houses7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30 Collapsing banks of canal after sand excavation 

 

 

 
                                                           
7
 It must be noted that this strategy is also undermining the integrity of the banks of the canal, reportedly causing 

them to collapse (See Figure 30 for illustration of this phenomenon. 
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Participants felt that the authorities and community leaders could help to improve the 

situation in the following ways: 

1. Better solid waste collection 

2. Provision of closer medical facility (clinic) to combat and treat diseases, particularly 

water-borne diseases that arise as a result of flooding. 

3. Community Development Workers (CDW) should conduct awareness campaigns to 

educate people on appropriate house construction 

4. Street Committees should ensure sure that their street is safe and take care of those 

needing flood assistance  

5. Ward Committee and the Councillor should work together to coordinate other institutions 

in case of floods  

A greater diversity of livelihood strategies is essential, particularly within the settlement itself. 

Few local livelihood activities were observed in Phola Park during the transect walk.  

 

Conclusions 

The risk assessment of Phola Park illustrates that the settlement is confronted by various 

risks on daily basis. These were identified as crime, poor health, poor safety and security, 

fires, flooding and also environmental health risks. Physical and social vulnerabilities 

combined with natural hazards and other hazards will probably result in significant future 

losses. This research illustrated that although the community want to reduce these risks they 

are currently lacking the resources, capacities, strategies, preparedness, education, 

awareness, guidance and most of all coordination with other role players in order to do so. 

This research work established that the main reasons for the high risk in the settlement 

were:  

♦ Poor housing construction using suboptimal building materials that cannot resist flooding 

and fires, together with inadequate weather proofing of dwellings 

♦ Floors of dwellings are generally located below ground level while roves are too flimsey, 

allowing flood water and rain to enter dwellings  

♦ Inadequate quality and quantity of water and sanitation infrastructure and poor 

maintenance thereof. Lack of awareness of the community on how to use the toilets to 

avoid clogging, basic hygiene and community maintenance 

♦ Leaks in the toilets leads to ponding which in turn causes diseases  

♦ Inadequate drainage system -  exacerbated by shallow dug informal drains between 

houses are clogged by food wastes, plastic bags and other materials 

♦ Blocked drainage system caused by the inappropriate behaviour of the community  
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♦ The adjacent canal - used by the community for waste disposal causing it to block 

frequently. This results in serious health problems and causes flooding in the settlement  

♦ Rain fall creates health problems when it is contaminated with raw sewage or the 

chemicals released by decomposition of solid waste 

♦ Dirty laundry water is disposed of near the taps causing pounding and stagnation of 

water in frequently used communal areas of the settlement 

♦ Accumulation of solid wastes around the houses and open spaces within the settlement 

poses a health risk 

♦ Lack of coordination between all the stakeholders 

 

Recommendations 

A coordinating body of the various actors in disaster risk reduction at the local level is 

recommended for effective risk reduction in the Phola Park settlement, with the community 

becoming more involved in risk identification, hazard assessment and vulnerability 

evaluation, management and monitoring in order to help reduce their vulnerabilities and 

enhance their own capacities. This will enable government agencies and the community to 

collaborate to develop a better strategy for a safer community for the future. Ownership is 

most important is community disaster risk reduction. 

Some preventives measures should be implemented over the short term to reduce 

vulnerability.  

(1) Raising structures above ground level  

(2) Using concrete rather than wood and sand floors,  

(3) Using sand bags and metal sheets to divert water away from housing units,  

(4) More frequent maintenance of the toilet facilities, 

(5) Better cleaning and maintenance of the canal to reduce the flooding risk, particularly in 

rainy season  

(6) Integrated programme of education, awareness, preparedness and management of risk 

should be conducted for community members 



30 

 

The stake holder discussion session 

Upon completion of the field work exercises in the two settlements a stake holder discussion 

session was held with local government officials, development workers who are currently 

working in the area, community members and short course participants.  

The short course participants were asked to present a preliminary report on their Community 

Risk Assessment findings to all those present. The floor was then opened to allow for open 

discussion among all stake holders present to discuss their observations and the issues that 

had been noted. The session not only gave community members an opportunity to air their 

concerns and grievances but it also allowed the various line sectors concerned to explain the 

constraints they are faced with etc. The session also facilitated the creation of longer-term 

networks and ongoing communication between informal settlement dwellers and local 

officials. Unlike other Community Risk Assessments that have been conducted by the 

University of Cape Town unit, no NGOs or other agencies could be found to be working in 

the Never-Never or Phola Park communities who could inform the debates. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 31.  The discussion session 

The Informal settlement department explained that there is an ongoing problem to identify 

additional land for informal dwellers in order to reduce the density that is helping to drive up 

risk. The representative also explained that illegally constructed new dwellings will be 

demolished as well as those that are not being used and standing empty. The intention is to 

set up a pilot office within these areas (for example close to Never-Never and Phola Park) 

and to have volunteers running such an office. This will enable local community members to 

report on developments within their community and allow for swifter more effective action to 

be taken. She encouraged community members to report illegal construction of dwellings. 

She explained that members of the community need to understand the nature of risks and 

how they can make a difference. For this purpose she would like to hold workshops to 

communicate these messages. 

The Environmental Health Department explained that the community themselves need to 

take responsibility for some of the conditions that develop. He cited as an example the 

blocked drains which are often caused by the disposal of food in the drains or the 

construction of dwellings across run-off routes. He suggested that the community appoint 

health monitors to ensure that toilets are not blocked and that other drainage issues are 
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reported to the relevant department. Timeous attention to these problems will help to reduce 

the health problems known to be associated with unsanitary conditions of basic services. 

The Water and Sanitation Department representative said that generally people do not want 

to take responsibility. He has been associated with the development of Phola Park since it 

was developed. In Never-Never he explained that after the City had provided toilets some 

members of the community had built their dwellings, demolishing toilets in the process and 

using the materials to build their new homes. Initially spaces and channels had been 

planned but these were requisitioned by people desperate for space for housing 

construction. He said that although there was a plan in place to provide the community with 

full-flush toilets, this would require some dwellings within the community to be shifted (not 

removed) so that the water pipes for the toilets could be installed. At present it was not 

possible to lay the pipes which are straight because there are dwellings in the way. 

The Disaster Mitigation For Sustainable Livelihoods Programme (DiMP) from the University 

of Cape Town, which undertook the Community Risk Assessment with their short course 

participants, is currently trying to take this development plan forward by facilitating dialogue 

between the Never-Never community and the various line sectors involved. This will help to 

fast-track the upgrade of facilities within the settlement. 

It must be noted that much of the comment during this session was not recorded by the 

visiting participants who became involved in the animated discussion and omitted to keep 

notes. Much of the critical comment and discussion has, therefore, unfortunately not been 

reflected in this report. However, for both the community members and the line sector 

officials this proved to be a very valuable exercise in creating new lines of communication 

and becoming aware of each others issues and concerns.  

 

 

 

 

The pages that follow contain copies of some of the time series photographs that were 
provided to community members during the discussion during the risk history mapping 
exercise. These pictures are very powerful in initiating discussion around the development of 
a settlement and the risk drivers that area associated with developmental changes over time.
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