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Executive Summary 
 
The South African Disaster Management Act and National Disaster Management Framework 
call 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, 
including prevention, mitigation and preparedness.  
 
As a developmental approach to disaster risk management/reduction, community risk 
assessment is a fundamental measure to inform development interventions grounded on 
local risk dynamics with a view to ensuring sustainable development and service delivery 
programmes. A community risk assessment (CRA) 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 by local residents 
themselves. In this way a CRA creates a framework for a reciprocal exchange of information 
and strategies between development practitioners and local community members. 
Participatory risk assessment is a methodology that has been developed to engage 
communities developmentally, using highly participatory approaches in a bottom-up fashion. 
It provides insights into how risks are generated and can be reduced.  
 
The Disaster Mitigation for Sustainable Livelihoods Programme (DiMP) conducts a short 
course entitled Community Risk Assessment: A focus on Informal Settlements bi-annually as 
part of the PeriPeri U Programme. This is a pan-African initiative funded by USAID which 
aims to build capacity to reduce disaster risk across the African continent through a 
partnership of ten institutions of higher learning in as many countries. To this end a CRA was 
undertaken as part of a training exercise for short course participants in the informal 
settlement of Thabo Mbeki in Philippi, Cape Town, South Africa from 29-30 November 2010. 
The purpose of the assessment was essentially three-fold: 

� To enhance the CRA skills capacity of practitioners and researchers attending the 
short course from South Africa and beyond; 

� To empower an informal community by involving them in a risk assessment of 
disaster risks in their own 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. 
 

Thabo Mbeki was selected for a CRA after it was identified by the City’s Disaster 
Management Centre as a high risk area. This was substantiated by a review of media and 
other reports, as well as a scoping exercise conducted in the area. Members of the 
community leadership structure, the local Ward Councillor and Disaster Management 
supported the undertaking. 

Thabo Mbeki is spatially divided by a major road (See image below) into an East and a West 
side. Ownership of the land, and therefore service provision, is different on each side. The 
participants together with community volunteers were divided into four working groups in 
order to assess the risks in both East and West Thabo Mbeki. To allow for a broader 
consensus of opinion on local risk issues additional informal interviews with residents during 
the transect walk provided a more in depth understanding of local conditions and coping 
strategies in terms of the particular risks prioritised, namely Crime, fire and flooding.  Initial 
findings were discussed with stakeholders during a discussion session that concluded the 
field work exercise. Each participant group was also tasked to write up their assessment 
results in a comprehensive report. Their report findings, observations and analyses, 
including their suggestions and recommendations have been consolidated in this report.  
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Introduction 

According to the latest World Disasters Report ongoing and rapid urbanisation has resulted 
in over half the world’s population now living in urban areas, with more than a billion people 
living in slum conditions (IFRC, 2010). The United Nations Population Division projects that 
over the next few decades most population growth will occur in the urban areas of poorer 
nations (United Nations, 2008). This demands increasing attention to urban risk, especially 
in the burgeoning informal settlements of developing countries.  

In South Africa the South African Disaster Management Act (2003) and National Disaster 
Management Framework (2005) call 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 help to 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 interventions 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 risk assessment process by 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 training process was undertaken in the informal settlement 
of Thabo Mbeki in Philippi, Cape Town over two days, from 29 to the 30 November 2010. 
After receiving several days of classroom-based training, twenty three participants 
conducted a Community Risk Assessment in collaboration with community members using a 
participatory action research approach. 

The purpose of the assessment was essentially three-fold: 

� To enhance the CRA skills capacity of practitioners and researchers from South 
Africa and further afield; 

� To empower informal community members by involving them in a risk assessment of 
disaster risks in their own locality; 

� To develop a ground–truthed report for dissemination among 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 an abbreviated process of only two days, it conformed 
to basic ethical and moral standards of a research process, such as respect for cultural 
dynamics, lack of bias, political sensitivity, and accommodation of language preference. Had 
there been enough time for a comprehensive assessment an in-depth analysis of all hazards 
could have been made in addition to flooding, fire and crime which are covered in this report. 
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What is a Community Risk Assessment (CRA)? 

A community risk assessment is a methodology that has been developed to engage 
communities developmentally, using a highly participatory and bottom-up approach providing 
insights into how risks are generated and can be reduced. It is an approach that aims to 
empower the community concerned by involving them in defining problems, decision-
making, implementation of appropriate activities and evaluation of results and interventions. 
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 inherently diverse; 
therefore risk reduction efforts will necessarily vary from one settlement to another. 

In the Western Cape context it is generally poor marginalised households living 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.  

The Community Risk Assessment has three phases which include: 

• Preparatory groundwork in order to determine the scope of the risk context and 
existing risk reduction initiatives 

• Conducting the Community Risk Assessment with the community 

• Generating appropriate integrated disaster risk reduction plans. 

 

Undertaking a CRA in Thabo Mbeki, Philippi  

Participants attending a short course under the auspices of the Disaster Mitigation for 
Sustainable Livelihoods Programme at the University of Cape Town conducted community 
risk assessment fieldwork exercises in Thabo Mbeki over a 2-day period, from 29th to 30th 
November 2010.  

Fundamental to the success of any research project is a need to have common 
understanding of underlying concepts, necessitating the introduction and discussion of key 
disaster terms that underscore the assessment, such as hazard, risk, and vulnerability. This 
preliminary exercise was conducted by an experienced Xhosa-speaking facilitator and 
enabled community members to come to a shared understanding of these key terms in the 
context of their own settlement.  They were then tasked to identify the hazards facing the 
community and to vote for the hazards that in their opinion were the most critical in Thabo 
Mbeki. Crime was overwhelmingly perceived to be the most critical hazard, receiving the 
most votes, while fire and flooding were considered to be significantly less important 
hazards. 
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The participants were divided into four working groups in order to assess the identified risks 
in Thabo Mbeki, two on the East side and two in West Thabo Mbeki. Each group was 
accompanied by a University of Cape Town facilitator and several local residents and was 
tasked to focus on one particular hazard. The four groups were assigned as follows: As 
crime was considered prevalent throughout the settlement it was decided to investigate this 
within the context of both the East and West sides of the settlement (1 & 2). Flooding was 
more concerning to residents of the West side (3) while fire was more important to those in 
the East (4). Informal interviews with residents during the transect walk provided a more in 
depth understanding of local conditions and coping strategies in terms of the particular risks 
prioritised, allowing for a broader consensus of opinion on local risk issues so that findings 
were not based solely on the opinions of community members attending the 2-day 
workshop.   

Each participant group was tasked to write up their assessment results in a 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 in this report.  

The participatory 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 hazard situation by 
identifying the major problems and the root causes, also clarifying their potential 
impacts on households within the community; 

• Seasonal Calendar - A tool that is used to identify periods of stress or particular 
vulnerability. It can focus on the seasonal, weekly or daily occurrence of risks and 
aids in the identification of trends over time; 

• Risk History Table - This helps to build a historical picture of change and to show 
how developmental changes within and around the settlement may have increased 
or reduced specific risks1; 

• Settlement mapping – A drawing of the settlement by community members to 
identify available resources such as water taps and toilets, as well as hazards areas 
such as crime hot spots. Community members gain a sense of the spatial layout of 
their settlement from a new perspective;  

• Venn Diagram – This illustrates how settlement dwellers perceive the relationships 
of their community with role players both within and outside the community in the 
context of a particular hazard. It identifies where bonds can potentially be 
strengthened through increased/improved communication and provides an insight 
into what role players are considered most critical to residents; 

• Multi risk transect walk – This involves walking through a settlement along a 
predetermined path observing particular physical conditions that increase or reduce 
risks, informally interviewing community members on their risk experiences, while 
also ground-truthing information gleaned during the workshop sessions; 

• Risk Management table – This is used to determine what strategies residents 
already employ to both avoid and to cope with recurrent risks. It allows them to reflect 
on or become aware of each others’ strategies and coping mechanisms as individual 
households and suggests where pro-active collective action can possibly reduce 
risks. 

                                                
1
 In recent CRAs conducted by DiMP this process has been expanded in an attempt to capture the history of the 

establishment and growth pattern of each settlement being assessed. This has informed a more nuanced 
understanding of the socio-political context that has lead to the formation of each settlement as well the mobility 
patterns taking place between informal areas within the City. 
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Limitations of the study 

It is important to acknowledge several limitations in this assessment:  

Ideally a risk assessment should be conducted over three or more field days in order for a 
thorough process to be followed. As this was not possible within the time frame allotted 
during the short course this CRA represents an abbreviated version of an assessment 
process, which would normally investigate all the identified hazards more thoroughly.  

The study was conducted during two week days when many of the economically active 
residents may have been at work and their opinions may therefore not be represented.  

In an attempt to ameliorate the short assessment process, two DiMP researchers will be 
interviewing several of the stakeholders who were unable to attend the discussion session in 
order to verify some of the findings, clarify discrepancies, as well as adding to the 
information contained within this report. It is hoped that this report will inform appropriate 
development interventions in the future. 

Note 

The short course participants were drawn from a variety of sectors and included a Ward 
Councillor from the Eastern Cape, Disaster Management and emergency services staff from 
South African municipal and metropolitan centres, and many visiting academics and 
researchers from African Universities involved in the PeriPeri U Programme2. They all 
attended the short course in order to learn new participatory methodologies that can either 
be replicated or adjusted to suit different contexts and environments.  

DiMP is very grateful for the enthusiasm and commitment of all the participants and for the 
reports that they produced after only two days in the field in an environment with which most 
were very unfamiliar, namely, a Western Cape informal settlement.  

                                                
2 This is a pan-African initiative funded by USAID which aims to build capacity to reduce disaster risk across the 

African continent through a partnership of ten institutions of higher learning in as many countries.  
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A brief introduction to the Thabo Mbeki informal settlement 

The settlement of Thabo Mbeki is situated in Philippi East, an area on the Cape Flats located 
within the Cape Town metropole. Figure 1 below indicates the peripheral nature of the 
settlement in relation to the City of Cape Town CBD. For many decades the greater Philippi 
area was a wind-swept agricultural area with a high water table and vast areas of wetland. It 
was sparsely populated, mainly by farmers of German descent and their farm labourers.  
 
From the mid-1980s, due to political upheavals in the surrounding informal settlement of 
Crossroads, parts of Philippi became settled by Xhosa-speaking people escaping the violent 
political upheavals in the adjacent area. Slowly the number of informal communities grew, a 
process that speeded up immeasurably after the influx control laws of the apartheid regime 
had been rescinded from the mid-1980s onwards. Large numbers of migrants then began 
arriving from the impoverished Eastern Cape and other predominantly rural areas, while 
families sharing crowded homes in old established formal township areas took the 
opportunity to set up their own homes in this spacious but underserved area far from the 
employment opportunities or services available in the City. After 1994 Philippi became the 
focus of the City’s long-term development plans before it was sidelined in favour of 
expansion and concentration of service provision in Khayelitsha. In the last decade it has 
once again received the attention of the City, although some very poor and marginalised 
communities continue to be overlooked in development planning. 
 
Thabo Mbeki is one such marginalised community. Bounded by Lansdowne Road to the 
South, the National Road, the N2, to the North, with Delft Road (or the continuation of 
Symphony Way) dividing the settlement into an East and West section (See photograph on 
Page 6). The Western side of Thabo Mbeki is owned by the Province while most of the 
Eastern side is still privately owned.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Location of Thabo Mbeki within Cape Town metropolitan area 
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History of Thabo Mbeki  

Originally called “Lloyd” by its residents3, Thabo Mbeki informal settlement has been 
established for over a decade, with the first people reportedly arriving and setting up homes 
from around 1996 at the time when Thabo Mbeki was inaugurated as President. (It can be 
assumed that this event influenced the settlement’s change of name). Residents interviewed 
during the CRA reported having lived in the settlement for periods ranging from between two 
to fourteen years. One resident who claimed to have been one of the original settlers on the 
land, arriving in 1996, recalled that initially the settlement consisted of only nine dwellings 
constructed by people who had relocated from Luzuko, a settlement located in the near 
vicinity, when it was provided with formal housing (See formalised area in bottom right hand 
corner of above photograph). In the same year about 30 households from Makhaza in 
Khayelitsha set up home on the East side. Until 1999 there were reportedly still less than 
200 dwellings in Thabo Mbeki. 

The next wave of in-migration was difficult to ascertain but residents reported that with the 
arrival of further residents and the need for more residential space came the removal of 
trees. The first incidences of flooding in the winter months occurred shortly after this, 
signalling that the densification of the land influenced flood risk. 

Interviews conducted with residents during the CRA established that many residents had 
originally moved to the City from the Eastern Cape in search of work opportunities and had 
first lived with families and friends in some of the older overcrowded townships in the Cape 
Metropole such as Nyanga and Langa and also Khayelitsha. Their relocation to Thabo Mbeki 
was prompted by adverse living conditions such as overcrowding in state housing and the 
Nyanga hostels, disputes with relatives with whom they were sharing accommodation, and a 
need to establish homes of their own, especially young couples. Initially dwelling space was 
rented from the farmland dwellers living on the opposite side of Lansdowne Road, who 
formed the Klipfontein Communal Property Trust in 1998 (See area in left-hand corner of 
photograph above). Although Thabo Mbeki is inhabited predominantly by Xhosa-speakers, a 
small contingent of Coloured people lives on the East side near the petrol station. Sotho-
speakers, and more recently Somalians and Nigerians, also live in the settlement4. 

Although spatially Thabo Mbeki originally formed one settlement, the building of the 
Symphony Way into Delft in 1998 divided the settlement into two parts, the East and the 
West. Residents recalled that in the early days of the settlement residents had formed an 
area committee in order to raise community issues with the then Cape Town mayor 
Nomaindia Mfeketo who was sympathetic to their plight and agreed to lobby for change. The 
result of this initial dialogue was a plan for residents who had settled on the privately owned 
section of land to be relocated to alternative land that was to be identified and then secured 
by the City Council, while residents living on the state-owned land would be temporarily 
relocated to an area within nearby Mfuleni while Thabo Mbeki was upgraded with the 
provision of basic infrastructure. This plan was later abandoned, perhaps due a changed 
City administration. For several years Thabo Mbeki settlement saw little developmental 
change. 

                                                
3
 Interview with an elderly original resident of Thabo Mbeki, conducted 30 November 2010.It could not be 

established why the original name Lloyd was chosen. 
4
  Participants visited a Somalian-owned shop in Thabo Mbeki East during the transect walk and were very coldly 

received. However, the shop was very busy. An inventory was taken of the types of goods being sold which 
included the following: Bread; flour; tinned fish; cooking oil; eggs; rice; instant soup; spices; coffee; coffee 
creamer; chips; biscuits; mayonnaise; baby food; cold drink concentrate; sugar; mielie meal; jars of beetroot; 
dried beans; matches; candles; nappies; soap; toothpaste; deodorant; razor blades. One can purchase airtime 
and ready-made bundles of mixed essential goods for prices varying from R340 to R140. Residents remarked 
that the new shop made life easier as residents no longer had to travel far to buy items and that the prices were 
also reasonable. A South African local resident had established a fruit and vegetable shop next door. 
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The first residents had no access to basic services such as toilets or running water. 
According to residents interviewed water was first officially provided in 1998 but previously 
had to be purchased from Luzuko, Klipfontein Mission or from a source adjacent to the 
national road, the N2, which borders the settlement on one side.  

Leadership 

From the year 2000 local decision-making/leadership structures were developed in Thabo 
Mbeki. Several street committees were elected by the community and the dwellings were 
enumerated for the first time, with numbers being painted on the existing dwellings. The 
settlement today has three levels of administration as illustrated below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thabo Mbeki is situated in Ward 35 which was under the authority of Mr. Boyisile Mafilika, 
who represented the COPE political party, until recently. He was, however, dismissed on 18 
May 2010 after being found guilty on four counts of fraud. Although permitted to contest his 
seat in the by-elections held on 21 July 2010, Mafilika failed to be re-elected and a new 
ANC-party candidate, Thobile Gqola won the election with a resounding 70% of the vote.5  

The Thabo Mbeki settlement’s local Committee consists of fifteen community members 
representing three existing ‘street committees’. The number of representatives from each 
part of the settlement is roughly even and leaders interviewed during the scoping exercise 
for this CRA insisted that the community still considers itself to be one bounded unit although 
spatially divided into an East and a West section. 

Demographics 

As in most informal areas it is difficult to establish exactly how many people are currently 
living in the two settlements that now constitute Thabo Mbeki. Local leaders suggested that 
there are currently over a thousand households and roughly 8000 people. They explained 
that on average most households contain more than six members. This was substantiated 
during the transect walk and interviews with residents.  The latest statistics from the City of 
Cape Town’s Water and Sanitation Department (dated June 2009) put the number of 
households on the East side at 538 and the West at 402,  concurring with local residents 
estimates of around a thousand households. The City’s website shows that the number of 
households in the East side was as high as 670 in January 2005 dropping to 402 by June 
2006, while the West side had stayed fairly stable over the same period at around 400 
households. Aerial time series photographs obtained from the City and Google Earth do not 
reflect this constancy of household numbers on the West side, showing a significant 
increase in dwellings over the last few years (See Time Series photographs at the end of this 
report).  

                                                
5
 Mr. Gqola was consulted and his permission sought before undertaking the Community Risk Assessment. He 
welcomed the process, attended the discussion session where he gave significant inputs, and insisted on 
receiving a written report and that the findings be reported back in an open meeting to the community. 

 

Ward Councillor 

Ward Committee (15) 

members) 

Street Committee (3) 
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The settlement is home to people of all ages with many households being multi-generational, 
rather than a predominantly young community as has been the case in several other recent 
CRAs conducted by DiMP in Cape Town informal settlements in 2009/2010. 

Infrastructure 

According to the Water and Sanitation Department, the East side is provided with sixty six 
bucket toilets and nineteen pit toilets. The West by comparison is provided with only thirty 
eight bucket toilets and only fourteen pit-type facilities. In addition many residents are now 
also provided with ‘Porta-potties’ a new innovation provided to individual households. These 
are collected 4 times a week, a process observed during the transect walk. This new 
sanitation system was preferred by many of those interviewed. Although some residents 
complained about the smells generated within households, many others had been 
resourceful and constructed separate rooms for the purpose of housing them. However, 
recent protests have highlighted residents’ concern about the unhygienic nature of these 
toilets (See press cuttings August 2010). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Porta-potties 

 

The East is provided with eleven taps and the West with eight, with five of these being new 
taps installed in February 2010. Residents did not report any dissatisfaction with the 
provision of water and sanitation services and at the discussion session the City’s Water & 
Sanitation department insisted that the City are giving attention to the issue of toilet and tap 
provision in the settlement. During the transect walk many water pipes were observed 
leading from the existing standpipes providing individual households with access to running 
water inside their homes. 

Solid waste (refuse) is collected regularly. The current cleaning contractor, SIYABULEWA 
Cleaning, provides two black bags each week to each dwelling. A second contractor, 
TEDCOR, removes domestic waste from designated containers (See figure 3) and 
transports it to a landfill site twice a week. However, residents undermine this system by 
continuing to dispose of waste indiscriminately in undesignated areas. This includes bags 
containing human feces dropped around the waste-collection containers. Another 
phenomenon seen during the walking survey was the digging of holes by residents next to 
their homes and beside pathways in which to store garbage temporarily to avoid taking their 
refuse all the way to the storage container, which may be at a distance from their dwelling. 
Several such holes were pointed out by frustrated residents during the transect walk, often 
covered with make-shift lids. The holes clearly posed both health and safety problems, 
potentially hazardous to pedestrians but also a magnet for rodents and dogs, not to mention 
generating bad smells, flies or maggots. A representative from Solid Waste suggested in an 
interview that the residents need education about how to control their waste and the 
consequences of poor waste disposal.   
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Figure 3. Well-operating solid waste service 

There are no nearby clinics or police stations. The nearest police are stationed at the 
Philippi East police station in Stock Road, several kilometres away. Apparently there is a 
functioning Community Police Forum (CPF) but it was difficult to track them down for 
information pertaining to local experiences of crime, crime statistics or prevalence profiles. 
Regrettably, the local SAPS office failed to respond to several calls for information or to reply 
to the invitation to attend the discussion session6. Residents reported that crime, particularly 
child rape, is a serious problem in this settlement. The nearest clinic is situated 3 1/2 
kilometres away. Several public health specialists attending the short course suggested the 
provision of a mobile clinic as a viable alternative7 which would in their opinion help to some 
extent to alleviate the reportedly high incidence of TB as well as other primary health care 
issues. 

According to residents, the first crèche was built in Thabo Mbeki East in 1998 with money 
provided by a Chinese donor. This new building also provided a local facility for community 
meetings which had previously taken place in the open. There are now two crèches in the 
settlement, one on each side, but there are no nearby schools.  

Electricity was supplied in 2005, with every household provided with a prepaid meter. 
Although street lights are fixed to each electricity pole, on the Eastern side of the settlement 
the street lights burn permanently both day and night, while on the Western side street lights 
have ceased functioning due to acts of vandalism so that the settlement is plunged into 
darkness at night. Residents felt that this was a contributing factor driving up the incidence of 
crime.8 Generally the electricity supply appears sufficient and has been well received by 
residents. According to a representative from the City’s electricity department electricity 
supply to the East and West side of Thabo Mbeki comes from different service providers.  

Employment 

There is a high rate of unemployment among residents of Thabo Mbeki. Evidence from the 
CRA suggests the unemployment figure may be as high as 80%. Those with employment 
apparently work predominantly in the security and construction sectors or as domestic 
workers. The transect walk revealed a number of additional activities such as plumbing, 
spaza shops (there are nine within the settlement), fast food outlets, hair salons, telephone 
shops, shebeens and taverns while the nearby industrial park provides work for some. 
Those without employment eke out a living by selling scrap metal, recycling glass bottles 
and selling fruit and vegetables on the street. Many residents depend on the Child Support 
grant of R250.00 per month which is afforded to unemployed parents, and particularly young 

                                                
6
 The CPF was eager to participate and had agreed to attend the discussion session but failed to arrive. 

7
 The CPF was eager to participate and had agreed to attend the discussion session but failed to arrive. 

8
 It was not possible to ascertain the crime statistics for this area prior to the CRA for verification of this 
information i.e. whether crime was higher on the Western side. However, during the discussion session the Ward 
Councillor invited the community to attend the next Ward Budget Planning meeting in order to request high-mast 
lighting so that this can be prioritised in the next annual period. He explained that this was only possible if they 
attended such meeting to put their case forward. 
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unmarried mothers. Several women admitted their livelihood strategy of deliberately having 
more children in order to access several grants to some of the short course participants. 

Risk profile 

A review of disaster management incident records and those on the MANDISA9 database 
have established that the settlement regularly experiences fire and flood events. 

The Western side is more prone to flooding than the Eastern side due mainly to the different 
topography of the land. During a transect walk it was established that the settlement is 
located for the most part below the level of the surrounding roads. During heavy rainfall in 
the winter months water rushes downhill from Lansdowne Road, mostly due to blocked 
drains according to residents’ accounts, and then rushes over the kerb and enters houses. 
The Teguka Business Park, which was built in 2008, lies adjacent to the settlement. Large 
warehouse-type buildings close to the perimeter of the settlement are not provided with 
adequate rainwater pipes, merely redirecting rainwater off the extensive warehouse roofs 
into the settlement area. According to residents there are no storm water drains within the 
settlement other than those provided on the tarred roads surrounding the settlement. 
Rainwater therefore does not drain away but accumulates causing flooding. This was 
verified from records received from the City’s Disaster Management Centre. 

A broken water valve located on the N2 which borders the settlement, had reportedly been 
broken since May 2010 despite many calls to report the fault which causes extensive 
damage to homes in the Western side of the settlement whenever it rains. Evidence of this 
flooding was witnessed on the scoping visit although no heavy rains had occurred for some 
time10.  

 

Figure 4. Evidence of flooding prior to burst water valve incident 

Recent protests in the settlement drew attention to the broken drain valve close to the 
National Road which eventually burst causing extensive flooding on the Western side (See) 
report in Cape Argus dated 16 August 2010) that led to Disaster Management intervention. 

There have been several incidences of fire in the settlement but density is apparently strictly 
controlled by the local leadership committee. However, two recent fires were mentioned by 

                                                
9
 An information system developed by the Disaster Mitigation Programme that recorded fires occurring in the City 

of Cape Town from 1990 until 2005 when funding for the project ran out. 
10
 Subsequent to our visit there was a community protest about this pipe and extensive flooding occurred. See 

Argus article dated August 15 2010. 
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residents, one occurring at the end of 2009 in which eleven dwellings were raised, and the 
other early in 2010 in which nine dwellings were destroyed. 

Thabo Mbeki is located adjacent to several busy major routes and experiences a number of 
serious traffic accidents, many fatally involving pedestrians, with a high incidence of hit-and-
run incidents, particularly involving children crossing the road when walking to and from 
school or residents crossing roads to drop refuse at the waste container situated there. The 
high accident rate is reportedly worse in December. Attempts were made to include the 
traffic department in the discussion session in order to draw their attention to this problem 
and to seek possible solutions. They were regrettably unable to attend. 

Future development plans for the area 

Thabo Mbeki was one of eighteen informal settlements that formed part of an earlier 
development initiative which has since been shelved, known as the Integrated Serviced 
Land Project, iSLP. It was intended that residents of these prioritised areas be housed in so-
called greenfields projects and that these areas then be upgraded. Thabo Mbeki in the 
1990s was still privately-owned land and therefore did not qualify to receive municipal 
services.  

Currently, according to the City’s planning office, their plans are focused at a coarse city-
wide scale which does not incorporate plans for individual settlements. For this reason, there 
is something of a ‘vacuum’ around development plans for the Thabo Mbeki settlement in 
particular. No comments on future plans for the area could be drawn from the City. Recent 
protests in the settlement called for the provision of adequate housing for residents as a 
solution. However, many smaller development interventions could feasibly be undertaken 
that would greatly improve the lives of residents living there as this report will suggest. 
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Community Risk Assessment of Thabo Mbeki 

This section briefly describes the two-day process that was undertaken with members of the 
community to assess the risks existing in Thabo Mbeki. 

The opening session was facilitated by an experienced Xhosa/English-speaking facilitator. 
He began with informal introductions of all those present, including facilitators, participants 
and community members. This was followed by a brief explanation of the purpose for 
conducting a CRA in Thabo Mbeki. The facilitator assured participants that they could speak 
and write in whatever language they felt most comfortable with. This helped to ensure 
maximum participation of the community members.  

The facilitator explained the key terms that community members needed to familiarise 
themselves with before group work could begin, namely hazard, risk, disaster and 
vulnerability, interpreting difficult and often new concepts through story-telling and images to 
illustrate the differences in meaning more clearly and simply with examples that they could 
relate to in the context of Thabo Mbeki. Next the community members were asked for their 
opinion on what in their opinion constituted the biggest hazards in Thabo Mbeki based on 
their new understanding of this term. Crime was overwhelmingly identified as the most 
critical hazard by residents from the East and the West, a fact later corroborated in 
conversations with other residents during the transect walk in the community. Fire was rated 
the second most concerning hazard, with fire ranked third. 

The group was then divided into four fieldwork groups, two to survey the East side and two 
the West. For the purposes of this report, the findings will be discussed in two sections, 
presenting assessment findings from the East and then the West side of the settlement. 

Thabo Mbeki East 

The two hazards community members prioritised for the Eastern side of Thabo Mbeki 
settlement were Crime and Fire. 

Crime 

The major types of crime identified by community members were robbery, theft and violence 
resulting in injury and even death. Using the problem tree method the root causes of crime 
were identified as: 

1. Drug and alcohol abuse 

2. Unemployment and poverty 

3. Absence of visible policing and monitoring 

Drug and alcohol abuse is aggravated by local residents of the settlement who make a living 
from the sale and supply of such items. Drugs and alcohol are considered a means of 
escapism for those suffering from stress. The high rate of unemployment leads to boredom 
which may lead to substance abuse. Residents believe that unemployment is driven by a 
lack of education and a resulting lack of skills for the job market, while laziness was also 
cited as well as a basic lack of resources due to poverty – i.e. a vicious cycle. 

The absence of visible policing, which is a concern that has been voiced in most of the 
informal areas where DiMP has conducted CRAs, was also considered to be a major 
contributing factor to the high rate of crime in the settlement. However, corrupt policemen 
were also mentioned and their complicity in criminal activities was flagged by several 
community members. There is a perception among residents that the South African Police 
Services (SAPS) do not care about informal settlement dwellers. This is reinforced by the 
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physical distance from the settlement to the nearest police station which is located in Philippi 
East. 

Community members believe that violent crime is also the result of the inability of parents to 
support young adults financially, which leads to boredom.  Residents explained how youths 
need to maintain a certain image in the harsh informal settlement environment and 
described relational problems such as love triangles as drivers of crime. 

Crimes against children are prevalent and include child trafficking, rape, and general child 
abuse11. Residents explained that the prevalence of crime has a psychological affect on 
residents, resulting in  lives pervaded by fear and insecurity due to personal trauma. Such 
debilitating outcomes are not monitored nor is counselling locally available as far as DiMP 
could ascertain. 

Community members were asked to indicate in which months of the year crime is most 
prevalent and to explain why. Although crime occurs throughout the year residents felt that 
November and December saw a definite spike in criminal activities and again in the winter 
months when daylight hours are shorter and colder. Darkness imposes an unofficial curfew, 
keeping people inside their dwellings where they feel safer. Consequently there are fewer 
eyes on the street and crimes occur more readily.  

The same seasonality pattern is reflected in all CRAs that have been conducted in the 
Philippi area over the past few years. November and December are the holiday season 
months when residents often receive their bonuses. This has two outcomes: one is the 
festive atmosphere that prevails at this time when more money is spent on alcohol, which in 
turn leads to criminal activities associated with heavy drinking. Secondly, there are more 
potential victims for criminals, not only because people have received their bonuses, but also 
because this is the holiday season when more part-time work is available to those who are 
usually unemployed. Family members receiving bonuses donate some to relatives so there 
is more money around than usual. At the same time, many people return to their ancestral 
homes in the Eastern Cape at this time of year, leaving their homes unguarded and 
vulnerable to break-ins. Those without means to celebrate during the festive season need 
money for themselves and are driven to commit crimes. 

Residents explained the weekly pattern of the occurrence of crime, flagging weekends as 
high crime days. This was explained as being the result of people receiving wages on a 
Friday and related increased drinking over weekends. 

When discussing vulnerability factors that increase risk in the community residents agreed 
that those most at risk of crime are the business owners in particular, and more generally 
women and children. Those who have either permanent or temporary employment become 
targets by carrying cash or purchased items, such as electrical appliances, that criminals 
want. 

Community members also had the opportunity to draw a map of their section of the 
settlement, identifying important landmarks such as pathways, roads, facilities. They also 
mapped areas of high crime vulnerability, most of which were located in the vicinity of 
shebeens, which reportedly remain open until the early hours of the morning. They 
mentioned in particular a large hole adjacent to Sheffield Road that was a site of constant 
criminal activity and which residents insisted needed to be filled in. 

                                                
11 The City’s Disaster Management Centre flagged child abuse as a major issue in Thabo Mbeki during the 

scoping exercise that preceded the field work. 
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The community members were required to identify all agencies, organisations and role 
players within and outside the community that work with them in reducing risks and 
responding to disaster situations that arise. This was accomplished with the help of a Venn 
diagram which illustrated the perceived importance of these role players and the strength of 
the relationships that they have with the community. This exercise showed that the police 
are considered important role players in the fight against crime, while the ambulance service 
is considered very important, disaster management moderately so. However, the 
relationship that these role players have with the community members themselves is seen 
as very weak while the street committees and the local branch of SANCO are seen as 
critical local role players. The Ward Councillor was also mentioned briefly but his role was 
not elaborated on, possibly because he is newly elected and relatively unknown to most 
residents. 

Fire 

Most dwellings in Thabo Mbeki are built of flammable materials such as wood and cardboard 
which allow for the rapid spread of fires. Evidence of the storage of highly combustible 
building materials between dwellings was photographed and recorded during the transect 
walks. (See image below). The use of nets to cover some dwellings was observed as well as 
the common practice of lining interior walls with card board and roofs with plastic which can 
potentially facilitate the spread of fire. 

 

Figure 5 Example of stored materials between and poor wiring within dwellings 

Although the dwellings are generally constructed quite close to each other, Thabo Mbeki is 
visibly less dense than many other settlements in which DIMP has conducted risk 
assessments. Density is apparently closely monitored by the community leadership. 
Nevertheless, fire can spread rapidly due to the close proximity of dwellings and the building 
materials used in their construction. Narrow access roads, often only narrow paths, between 
the houses prevent response vehicles such as fire engines from approaching burning 
dwellings. 

Residents keep buckets of sand in their homes as a first defence against the outbreak of fire. 
Communal water taps are located at a short distance from most dwellings so that in the 
event of a fire residents are constrained in their ability to extinguish the fire themselves. The 
nearest fire station servicing the area is located at some distance on Lansdowne Road near 
Guguletu, which prohibits rapid response. 

Children are often left alone at home in enclosed places or even locked into dwellings when 
their parents are away as a security measure due to the prevalence of crime. This makes 
them vulnerable as they cannot easily escape in the event of fire. 
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Although the settlement is provided with legal electricity by the City, illegal or shoddy internal 
electrical connections cause incidents of electrocution and reportedly often lead to fires. 
During the hazard prioritisation exercise ‘electricity’ was voted as the fourth most concerning 
hazard. Poorly insulated internal and external connections lead to short circuiting causing 
sparking that ignites fires. Residents also spoke of people being electrocuted when coming 
into contact with poorly insulated electricity points while power overloads were blamed for 
causing sparks that cause fires within houses. Due to the brevity of the assessment 
electrical hazards were not explored further during the CRA.  

Despite the provision of electricity, residents cannot always afford to load their prepaid 
metres and instead make use of paraffin, which they keep in a container known locally as a 
‘jerryblik’. The presence of stored flammable liquid is believed to be a major cause of fire, 
especially in the winter when it is widely used for heating and cooking. Informal settlement 
dwellers, statistically usually young single men, unintentionally start fires when cooking for 
themselves in a drunken state on returning home from a local shabeen, either forgetting they 
are cooking or falling asleep in the process (Holloway & Roomaney,2008).   

Personal disputes also often lead to acts of vengeance such as arson attacks. Other known 
triggers of fire are accidents caused by children left unattended. Children are often 
responsible for cooking for themselves and younger siblings while parents are at work, and 
younger unattended children often start fires when playing with matches and candles. 

 

Seasonal (Annual) calendar 

Risk Type: FIRE J F M A M J J A S O N D Reason 

“Jerryblik”      � � �     Need for warmth 

Candles / stoves 
� 

� 

� 

� 
� � � � � � � � 

� 

� 

� 

� 

Summer: parties, 

alcohol, bonuses 

Electricity � � � � � � � � � � � � Power overloads 

Drunkenness � � � � � � � � � � � � Festivities, bonuses 

Cigarettes   � � �        Autumn 

Children cooking � � � � � � � � � � 
� 

� 

� 

� 
Festivities, weekends 

Figure 6 Seasonality of fire in Thabo Mbeki 

From the seasonal calendar exercise it was concluded that risk of fire is greater in the 
summer months (particularly November and December) when festivities occur, and again in 
winter (June and July) when it is cold and dark. During autumn months residents said that 
discarded cigarette butts often ignite dried materials causing fires.  

The same exercise was carried out to determine the risk fire pattern for days of the week. 
The table that follows illustrates community perceptions of the causes of fire and weekly 
trends in their occurrence. Prevalence is higher over weekends and residents agreed that 
fires tended to occur most often during the early hours of the morning, around 1a.m. 
According to community members interviewed the fire risk has decreased recently and they 
relate this to increasing fire awareness among the community. The leadership structure also 
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took a decision not to allow further densification in the settlement, leaving some distance 
between houses. 

Risk Type: FIRE Mo Tu We Th Fr Sa Su Reason 

“Jerryblik” storage � � � � � � �  

Candles / stoves � � � � 
� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 
Weekends, parties 

Electricity � � � � � � �  

Drunkenness � � � � 
� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 
Parties 

Cigarettes 
� � 

� � 
� 

� 

� 

� 

� 

� 
 

Children cooking     � � � Mother going to parties 

Figure 7 Weekly fire trends in Thabo Mbeki 

There are some mitigative strategies that community members can potentially use to prevent 
outbreaks of fire. For example, some settlements have been proactive in implementing 
neighbourhood watch systems to ensure that young men do not fall asleep while cooking 
after visiting a shabeen. However, while children can be educated not to play with candles 
and matches, young children will always play with forbidden things. The livelihood strategies 
of poor informal households dictate that young children must of necessity be left to look after 
themselves or in the care of older siblings and that fuel such as paraffin is stored within 
dwellings. 

The community see the Fire Service as well as disaster management as critical role players 
in responding to fire. However, when asked to represent response mechanisms in a Venn 
diagram exercise, the community illustrated how they rely on local street committees for help 
before external role players. It was not clear if this referred to response to a fire event or 
recovery.  

 

Thabo Mbeki West 

The two hazards prioritised for the Eastern side of Thabo Mbeki settlement were Crime and 
Flooding. 

Crime 

Using the problem tree method the community members were asked to identify the causes 
and consequences of crime in Thabo Mbeki West. Similar to findings on the East side of the 
settlement community members were quite clear that drug abuse and unemployment were 
the biggest contributors to the high crime rate, while the absence of a nearby police post, the 
existence of gang hideouts within the settlement and inadequate street lighting were also 
blamed. Women and children were seen to be the most vulnerable, particularly where 
households were headed by single mothers and children had to walk unaccompanied to and 
from school.  
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Rape and murder were identified as crimes that are regularly perpetrated. Women and 
children were considered most vulnerable to rape while middle age men and women, being 
the major income earners, were more frequently assaulted and even murdered. Rape was 
related to excessive drinking in the shebeens and drug-taking over weekends, while murder 
had the same pattern. Rape, community members insisted, is also driven by misinformation 
about cures for HIV/AIDS. This reflects a trend that has been observed in research 
conducted in other parts of South Africa (Meel, 2003; Richter, 2003). 

In terms of the seasonality of crime, community members concurred with those from the 
West on most seasonal trends. House-breaking, for example, was explained to be more 
prevalent over weekends when residents are absent, attending church services, funerals, 
community meetings or shopping, providing thieves with time and opportunity. Drug abusers 
who are wage earners buy drugs on Fridays when they get paid and then perpetrate crimes.  

Some observations were made in Thabo Mbeki West that were not mentioned in the survey 
of Thabo Mbeki East. For example, that drug abuse is more prevalent in winter and that 
crimes of passion, such as murder, are more frequent during December and January when 
holiday relationships often begin, sometimes resulting in jealous rages.  

During the risk assessment two types of risk map were generated that indicated the location 
of some of the crime hotspots. Firstly, after perusing time series photographs provided to 
them, community members were tasked to draw a hand-created map of their section of the 
settlement. The resulting map showed areas of concern with regard to crime (See image 
directly below). 

 

Figure 8 Community-drawn risk map of Thabo Mbeki West 

 

Figure 9 Risk map of Crime in Thabo Mbeki West 
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The risk mapping exercise was followed after the transect walk by the creation of the image 
above in which community members drew attention to the crime hotspots within their 
community by attaching small labels to a large aerial photograph of their section of the 
settlement12. This information could potentially aid in the setting up of patrol routes within the 
settlement should this be established at a later stage. 

Opportunities to manage the risk of Crime 

Generally the community are very aware of the existing and growing crime risk and their own 
associated level of vulnerability. They try to mitigate this daily hazard creatively through both 
risk avoidance and coping strategies. For example, many community members have sought 
to reduce their own vulnerability to crime by installing burglar bars, gates with padlocks, 
constructing fences around their properties to secure their living space more effectively, 
while others have grown hedge-rows to enhance privacy. Some residents keep dogs as both 
a deterrent to criminals from entering their property and as an early warning system. 
Businesses in particular were observed to be well-fortified against break-ins. Residents were 
seen watching over their washing while it dried and explained that while this prevented theft, 
it is not always possible if they have other household chores.  

The introduction of Porta-Potties offers an alternative to walking to communal toilets 
significantly reducing the risk of crime. Walking in groups and returning home before dark 
are effective crime avoidance measures. Sending young children to the crèches is effective 
in ensuring their safety and reducing abuse, while also creating job opportunities for 
community members. A community warning system observed in Thabo Mbeki is the practice 
of entangling shoes in power lines across pathways in order to draw attention to areas 
known to be local crime hotspots (See image below).   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 Old shoes marking crime hotspot 

Some residents expressed a desire to form a local settlement-scale CPF which could 
interact with the local SAPS Police Station in Philippi East. Currently a kind of mob justice 
prevails so that perpetrators are often caught and dealt with rather harshly by community 
members themselves. Other more traditional or culturally determined processes exist for the 
resolution of criminal issues. So, for example, if two youths fight and one is killed, the family 
of the perpetrator is made to cover the funeral costs of the victim13. 

Flooding 

Flooding was identified as the third most prioritised hazard, voted for primarily by members 
of the community from the Western side, although a Disaster Management official had 
pointed out flood prone areas in the Eastern sector during a preliminary transect walk 
several months earlier. Flooding is associated with heavy rains in the winter months, 
generally between July and September, and occurs in the low-lying parts of the settlement, 

                                                
12
 DiMP would like to acknowledge the City Corporate GIS Department for the provision of these aerial maps 

used in their CRAs which have proved invaluable and are subsequently passed on either to the community 
members or to the Ward Councillor concerned after the assessment is completed. 
13
 This information was collected during informal interviews with residents. 
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especially those situated below the level of the surrounding tarred roads. Surface run-off 
from these surrounding roads spills into the settlement.  

The recent bursting of large water pipes adjacent to the national road, the N2, exacerbated 
the situation causing radical flooding in Thabo Mbeki West, prompting protests that made 
news headlines. Media reports suggested that members of the community had deliberately 
vandalised the valve in order to draw attention to a frequently reported leak. This could not 
be verified, and the councillor believes that the valve was too large and solid to permit 
human tampering and that the resulting gush of water from the valve would have injured 
anyone nearby. 

Frequently blocked drains drive up the risk of flooding. As in most informal settlements in 
which DiMP has conducted CRAs, this is linked to poor waste management, not only by the 
service provider but also by the community members themselves. Some residents dispose 
of their waste indiscriminately in undesignated areas (See image below). The windy Cape 
weather conditions blow the refuse into stormwater drains causing blockages which lead to 
flooding during the rainy season if not regularly maintained. Flooding generally leads to a 
loss of personal property and assets such that people are often forced to abandon their 
homes and move in with family, friends or neighbours. Community members explained that it 
is at times like these that children often leave their homes and become ‘street children’.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Example of indiscriminate disposal of waste 

However, community members have learnt to anticipate flooding and have developed 
localised avoidance and coping strategies. For example, some have constructed dwellings 
on raised foundations to prevent water from entering their homes. Other residents have 
planted trees and shrubs around their dwellings to reduce wind speed during storms, while 
others place tyres around their dwellings to act as barricades to reduce the speed of the 
flood water and to redirect the flow away from their homes (See image below). Participants 
noted that in Thabo Mbeki West the toilet facilities have been purposefully constructed on 
raised foundations in anticipation of flooding during the winter months. 

 

 

 

 

 

          
Figure 12. Example of concrete raised foundation and tyre barricades  
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Each fieldwork group was asked to present a preliminary report on their Community Risk 
Assessment findings back to all the assembled groups. In several instances the group 
presentations were lead by community members who volunteered to present the findings 
themselves, clear evidence that they were taking ownership of the information that had been 
generated.  

The two-day workshop concluded with a stake holder discussion session to which with local 
government officials, development workers currently working in the area, community 
members and short course participants were invited. The short course participants were 
asked to prepare questions for key role players and stakeholders based on their findings. 

A synopsis of this session follows below. 

The stake holder discussion session 

The discussion session was set up in advance of the Risk Assessment process. A range of 
role players was invited to attend based on the findings of previous assessments and could 
not based on the findings of the Thabo Mbeki assessment. This underscores the value in 
undertaking a thorough scoping exercise prior to an assessment in order to get a sense of 
the kinds of issues that may come to light during an assessment. However, the prevalence 
of crime was surprising and regrettably role players from the crime sector did not attend 

The floor was opened to allow for general discussion regarding the issues that had been 
raised by the assessment. Representatives from many of the City’s directorates attended, 
including Water and Sanitation, Roads and Storm Water, Environmental Health, Disaster 
Management, Solid Waste and the Electricity Department. Several other departments and 
role players were invited but were unable to attend. These included the Human settlements 
Department and Social Services, the local Fire Station Commander and his team, the head 
of the local clinic, and the local Community Police Forum. Several NGOs attended, namely 
the Paraffin Safety Association and Beautiful Gate in order to answer questions around fire 
and child abuse. The headmaster of a local high school attended in order to address parents 
about issues he is dealing with including absenteeism and crime perpetrated by or targeting 
children . 

The Councillor, who is newly elected and therefore relatively unknown to the Thabo Mbeki 
community, attended the discussion session in order to introduce himself and to explain 
some of the obstacles he finds himself faced with in relation to Thabo Mbeki. He explained 
that although the budget allocations had already been made for 2011, he would encourage 
them to attend future such planning meeting so that issues specific to Thabo Mbeki can be 
addressed. He insisted that a longer term plan for the settlement should form part of the next 
IDP and that he was aware of some of the issues that had been raised and was now better 
informed.  

The representative from the City’s Environmental Health Department explained that the 
service delivery from his department in Thabo Mbeki West was better than that in many 
other Philippi settlements, while the Eastern side was still privately owned and posed a 
service delivery problem.  

The Disaster Management official was asked by a public health practitioner who was a 
participant on the course about the possibility of a mobile clinic service for the Thabo Mbeki 
community given their distance from the nearest clinic. He said that this suggestion has 
already been mooted and the Councillor promised to follow up on this. The Environmental 
health officer informed the Councillor that Ms. Soraya Aleka was the point person for such 
an enquiry. He also explained that Thabo Mbeki was one of 21 priority areas on their 
informal settlement list. 
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Figure 13 Stakeholder discussion session 

The discussion session which lasted for two hours, successfully brought a variety of role 
players together in one collegial forum for constructive discussion. It not only provided 
community members with an opportunity to air their concerns and grievances but also 
allowed other role players the chance to explain the constraints and problems that they are 
faced with. In this way the session also facilitated greater understanding on all sides as well 
as the creation of longer-term networks and ongoing communication between informal 
settlement dwellers and local officials and other role players. It initiated discussion on 
possible ways forward which need to be followed up on. 

It was made clear from the outset that the Community Risk Assessment process could not 
promise to induce any changes or improvements in the lives of those in Thabo Mbeki, but 
rather to produce up-to-date information that would be drafted into a comprehensive report 
which would be disseminated to a wide variety of stakeholders and role-players. 

In collaboration with the Ward Councillor a feedback session is scheduled in the near future 
in order to relay the findings of the assessment to the greater Thabo Mbeki community in 
Xhosa. Copies of this report will be made available to all interested parties and can 
potentially be used to motivate for well-informed development interventions to aid in the 
reduction of community risks.
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Conclusion and proposed way forward 
 
The community members identified their priority risks as crime14, followed by fire and 
flooding. The risk assessment indicated that the potential exists to reduce risk in Thabo 
Mbeki by introducing mitigative measures through a participatory process driven by 
community members themselves in collaboration with relevant stakeholders. The 
recommendations below have been drawn from the presentations made by community 
members and short course participants, comments and suggestions made by the various 
stakeholders during the discussion session, and drawn from interviews with residents during 
the transect walks.  
 
The assessment revealed that that while long-term and costly actions can be taken to 
reduce risk and improve the standard of living in the settlement, several smaller interventions 
can potentially improve the lives of those residing in Thabo Mbeki in the short-term as well. 

Suggestions to reduce crime included the following: 

• The provision of high mast lighting to improve the security of residents after dark 
when much crime is perpetrated; 

• Increased police visibility and patrols; 

• The provision of a police station closer to the settlement – currently Thabo Mbeki is 
serviced by both Nyanga and Philippi East police stations which are both located at a 
distance from the settlement and do not allow for rapid response; 

• The establishment of a neighbourhood watch system in collaboration with the South 
African Police15;  

• Provision of local shopping amenities could create employment opportunities for local 
residents and bring commodities closer, reducing the necessity for travelling long 
distances to shop, which is when many break-ins occur. 

• Education and awareness about drug and alcohol abuse is essential. Residents 
would welcome a community meeting to discuss the crime situation and to mobilise 
the community.  

While long-term developmental goals are needed to reduce the variety of hazards and risks 
that form part of the daily existence for residents of Thabo Mbeki, this must not prevent the 
design and implementation of shorter-term measures to address crime in the area.  

The councillor encouraged community members to attend the next budget meeting in order 
to request an allocation of funds for the provision of high mast lighting in the settlement. He 
agreed to help facilitate a locally-driven crime prevention initiative and proposed a meeting 
with community leaders and key stakeholders to discuss ways in which crime can effectively 
be reduced.  

                                                
14 The prioritization of crime is consistent with crime reports for the Nyanga/Philippi area (CSVR, 2008). 

15 Drawing on advice and the provision of training from the Department of Safety and Security. Residents said 

they would encourage interaction with local government role players such as the department of Social 
Development, external agencies such as NGOs, and engagement with Sports and Development agencies as a 
means to uplift their community and address one of the root causes of crime – boredom of unemployed youths.  
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The findings of this assessment are consistent with recent development initiatives, both in 
South Africa and further afield. There is global evidence that successful crime prevention 
has often been achieved through the formation of partnerships involving state departments 
such as housing, health, sport and recreation, urban planning, local government and local 
communities, informed and supported by various levels of government (Republic of South 
Africa, 1998). A community-driven approach is also consistent with the South African White 
Paper on Crime which states that crime prevention can be achieved through the removal of 
opportunities for the perpetration of crime in the environment in which they occur, such as 
improving lighting and increasing police visibility. It also suggests that communities should 
take more responsibility for crime prevention in their neighbourhoods through localised 
programs which mobilise community members to address crime prevention at settlement 
level.  

In terms of fire mitigation, the assessment offered no solutions other than increasing 
community awareness about the cause and prevention of fires and the education of children 
to the danger of playing with candles, matches and fire. 

Flood risk was found to be a result of settlement dwellings being located below the road level 
so that flood water runs of the road and into the settlement, while blocked drains caused by 
indiscriminate disposal of waste exacerbated the situation by preventing water from draining 
away. This requires substantial long-term investment in infrastructure and/or housing. 
However, interim drainage solutions can creatively be sought through discussion with key 
role players to ameliorate flooding to some extent for the short term. 

During 2010 the Provincial Disaster Management Centre initiated a road show in order to 
spread awareness of fire and flood risk among poor communities. Thabo Mbeki was one of 
Disaster Management’s prioritised communities within the City that was visited during the 
road show by the Jungle Theatre. This innovative acting troupe was commissioned to bring 
key risk avoidance messages across through dramatic representation and the use of humour 
(See image below). 

 

 

. 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 14 Jungle theatre group. 

 

We trust that this assessment has helped in some measure to inform future decision-making 

with regards to development planning for the reduction of risk in Thabo Mbeki. 

Trish Zweig 
Disaster Mitigation for Sustainable Livelihoods Programme 
February 2011
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  Time series photographs of Thabo Mbeki 

 

These images were used during the CRA to illustrate how the Thabo Mbeki settlement has 

been changing over time. It also introduced community members to an aerial perspective of 

their environment. The images stimulated lively debates about the settlement’s development 

from 1998 to 2009. 
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