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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 refers to all policies, actions 

and initiatives that minimise vulnerabilities and disaster risks, including prevention, 

mitigation and preparedness. The South African National Disaster Management Framework 

explicitly states that “Disaster risk assessment efforts must actively include the participation 

of vulnerable communities and households” (RSA, 2005: 2.1.4). 

As a developmental approach to disaster risk management/reduction, a community risk 

assessment is a fundamental step to inform development measures grounded on local risk 

dynamics with a view to ensuring sustainable development and service delivery 

programmes. 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. In employing 

participatory methods a community risk assessment (CRA) has as its key tenet a concern to 

put local communities at the forefront of the risk and vulnerability identification process, 

thereby allowing ownership and control of the assessment by local residents themselves. In 

this way a CRA helps to create a framework for a reciprocal exchange of information and 

strategies between local authorities, key role players and local community members.  

Conducted bi-annually by the Research Alliance for Disaster & Risk Reduction (RADAR) the 

Community Risk Assessment: Focus on Informal Settlements short course is intended to train 

disaster management staff, humanitarian aid workers, community NGOs and academic 

researchers in participatory research methods in order to undertake a community-led risk 

assessment in accordance with the principles of Community-based Disaster Risk 

Management (CBDRM). The Chester Williams Settlement in Paarl was selected for training 

exercise after it was identified by the Drakenstein Disaster Manager, Warren Scholtz, as a 

high risk area. 

A preliminary scoping of Chester Williams was undertaken over a period of several months 

both in 2013 (when it was first planned) and then again early in 2014 by a Stellenbosch 

University Disaster Risk Studies coordinator from the Department of Geography & 

Environmental Studies at Stellenbosch University. The actual assessment was undertaken in 

July 2014, beginning with classroom-based lectures and training at the University and 

culminating in the 2-day field trip to Chester Williams on 9 and 10 July.  

The purpose of the assessment was essentially three-fold: 

 To empower the Chester Williams community volunteers by involving them in a risk 

assessment of their own living environment (CBDRM) 
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 To provide a risk assessment report to the Drakenstein Municipality and local 

community leaders, to be shared with service delivery and government stakeholders 

with a view to ensuring effective disaster risk management/disaster risk reduction  

 To enhance the field research capacity and community engagement skills of the 

short course participants. 

 

The short course participants visited Chester Williams where they collaborated with 

community members, employing simple risk assessment tools in the co-production of 

knowledge, to conduct a risk assessment. During the assessment the priority hazards as they 

are perceived by local community members were identified and described, while historical 

information was collected to enable the drafting of a brief settlement history. The 

assessment included free-hand community-mapping of the settlement to record the 

location of high risk areas, community resources and disaster events. 

On completion of the assignment, the short course participants were tasked to compile 

reports based on their findings. This report is derived from a consolidation of their reported 

findings, together with notes and observations made by the RADAR facilitator. It includes 

detailed information on the hazards identified by members of the Chester Williams 

community, their perceptions of the root causes of these hazards, temporal trends and 

historical changes, recording the physical transformation of the settlement over time. The 

participants also provided recommendations for risk reduction based on their research 

findings to inform future risk reduction initiatives in the area. 
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1. Introduction 

The South African Disaster Management Act (2003) and the 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 refers to 

all policies, actions and initiatives that minimise vulnerabilities and disaster risks, including 

prevention, mitigation and preparedness.  These may typically involve urban planning, 

education, health and other social vulnerability reduction measures. Closer cooperation and 

confidence-building between at-risk communities and local authority representatives can 

improve municipal service delivery as well as strengthen local responsibility for recurrent 

risks. Many risks are strongly rooted in social and economic vulnerability along with 

unstable sources of livelihood. 

As a developmental approach to disaster risk management/reduction, a community risk 

assessment (CRA) is a fundamental step for informing development measures that are 

grounded on local risk dynamics with a view to ensuring sustainable development and 

service delivery programmes. The key tenet of a community risk assessment is a concern to 

put local communities at the forefront of risk and vulnerability identification, thereby 

allowing ownership and control of the continued risk assessment process by the local 

people themselves. In this way a CRA creates a framework for a reciprocal exchange of 

information and strategies between key service providers, development practitioners and 

local community members. Anderson and Woodrow (1998: 14) suggest that by assessing its 

own capacities a community can build community cohesion through joint action. 

 

The Chester Williams Informal Settlement in Paarl was selected for a Community Risk 

Assessment short course training exercise after it was identified by both the Cape Winelands 

District Disaster Management Centre and the Drakenstein Disaster Manager as a high risk 

area. Conducted bi-annually by the Research Alliance for Disaster & Risk Reduction (RADAR) 

these short courses are intended to train disaster management staff, humanitarian aid 

workers, community NGOs and researchers in participatory research methods to undertake 

a community-led risk assessment in accordance with the principles of Community-based 

Disaster Risk Management (CBDRM). 

The purpose of the assessment was essentially three-fold: 

 To empower the Chester Williams community volunteers by involving them in a risk 

assessment of their own living environment (CBDRM) 

 

 To provide a risk assessment report to the Drakenstein Municipality and local 

community leaders, to be shared with service delivery, local government and other 

stakeholders with a view to ensuring effective disaster risk management/disaster risk 

reduction  
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 To enhance the field research capacity and community engagement skills of the 

short course participants. 

 

2. Methodology 

Risk analysis is the process employed to determine the nature and extent of risk by 

analysing potential hazards and evaluating existing conditions of vulnerability/capacity that 

could pose a potential threat or harm to people, property, livelihoods and the environment 

on which they depend [ISDR, 2004].  

The risk assessment of the Chester Williams informal settlement included a preliminary 

desktop study, an initial scoping survey of the settlement, a two-day community workshop, 

which included a transect walk and interviews with other community members across the 

settlement, followed by additional desk-top research. 

2.1       Desk top study 

Background information about the settlement, although limited, was eventually compiled 

from municipal planning documents, a review of media and through interviews with local 

stakeholders. This enabled a more informed understanding of the area in which the risk 

assessment was to be undertaken, suggesting additional information to be sought during 

field work.  

2.2       Scoping exercise 

A preliminary scoping exercise is an essential part of the Community Risk Assessment 

process. Critically it involves consultation with a range of stakeholders, from local 

authorities, essential services, to local community leaders and organisations. It also requires 

a preliminary physical survey of the proposed assessment area. These tasks were 

undertaken between April and June 2014 by a Disaster Risk Studies coordinator from 

Stellenbosch University.  

2.3       Field Assessment Methods 

The field assessment was carried out in July 2014, beginning with classroom-based lectures 

and training at the University and culminating in the two-day field trip to the Chester 

Williams informal settlement on 9 and 10 July 2014. This was facilitated by the Research 

Alliance for Disaster & Risk Reduction (RADAR) from Stellenbosch University.  

2.4       Community Risk Assessment  

Community risk assessment is a methodology that has been developed to engage 

communities developmentally, using highly participatory tools and methods. It provides 

insights into how local risks are generated and can be reduced. It is an approach that aims to 

empower the community concerned by involving them in defining problems, in 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 but is always underpinned by a commitment to 

participatory engagement with at-risk communities and relevant stakeholders. It 
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acknowledges that risk reduction efforts will necessarily vary from one community to 

another given their unique historical, socio-economic and physical attributes. 

 

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

dwellings 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 and local authorities 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 and services. The small 

community of Chester Williams is a classic example of this kind of challenge. 

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 community.  

The Community Risk Assessment comprises three phases: 

 Preparatory groundwork to determine the scope of the risk context and existing risk 

reduction initiatives 

 Conducting a Community Risk Assessment with the community 

 Generating appropriate information for the generation of integrated disaster risk 

reduction plans and appropriate developmental interventions and solutions. 

 

The participatory methods used in the CRA included the following: 

 Hazard identification by local residents to identify the most prevalent hazards 

affecting their households or the community as a whole. 

 Hazard Prioritisation in which the hazards identified are clustered into common 

general themes. Community members then vote for the hazards they feel are most 

critical. 

 Problem Tree - 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 of a particular hazard 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. 

 Risk History Table - This helps to build a sense of change over time and to show how 

developmental or demographic changes within and around the community may have 

increased or reduced specific risks. 
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 Venn Diagram – Illustrates relationships the community has with organizations and 

role players both within and outside the community, identifying their perceived 

importance and effectiveness to the community, particularly during times of duress. 

 Community Mapping – this identifies the spatial extent of hazards and high-risk 

areas, including the location of local community resources and the sites of previous 

disaster events. 

 Transect Walk – this involves traversing the settlement extensively together with 

community members, interviewing other community members and recording their 

comments, taking field notes of observations and recording important landmarks 

and salient features.  

2.5 Limitations of the study 

It is important to acknowledge several limitations of this Community Risk Assessment:  

 Ideally a risk assessment should be conducted over three or more field days to 

enable a thorough assessment of all hazard types. As this was essentially a training 

exercise with a limited time frame it was not possible to conduct a full assessment. 

The assessment was conducted on week days when many economically active 

residents were working and their opinions may therefore not be adequately 

represented in the findings.  

 Although the discussion session scheduled with stakeholders was well attended, the 

local Ward Councillor representing the settlement, who is also the Deputy Mayor, 

was not present. The denied the councillor an opportunity to engage with both 

community members and various stakeholders in a neutral forum to discuss key 

concerns and issues raised. This CRA report, however, has subsequently been sent to 

the councillor for his attention. 

2.6 Ethical Considerations 

Several ethical issues had to be considered in undertaking this assessment.  

 To avoid the creation of expectations the purpose of the survey was clearly 

communicated to community members and no development interventions promised 

 Anonymity was guaranteed  

 Community members volunteered their time  

 Community members were assured that the findings of the assessment would be 

transparently communicated to all key stakeholders, including community leaders, 

the Ward Councillor, Drakenstein Municipality, as well as key service providers. 

 Permission was sought before photographs were taken 

 The positionality of the short course participants, mostly non- South Africans, was 

discussed in class and cultural sensitivity was stressed before entering the 

settlement 

 To accommodate the majority language spoken in the settlement, each team was 

accompanied by someone able to communicate in Afrikaans. 
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3. Chester Williams in context 

The small settlement known as Chester Williams is located in the Drakenstein Municipality, 

the most populated of five local municipalities that make up the larger Cape Winelands 

District Municipality. Covering an area of 1,538 km2, the Drakenstein Municipality is the 

second largest municipality after the City of Cape Town, comprising the towns of Paarl, 

Wellington, Saron, Gouda, and Hermon.  

Drakenstein is an important regional economic centre, largely focused on agriculture, 

tourism and light manufacturing industries, but it also has a strong business services base. 

During the period 2001 and 2009 Drakenstein recorded positive economic growth. The 

agriculture and manufacturing sectors employ the largest number of people. 

The Drakenstein Municipality has the largest population in the district, more than half of 

whom reside in the Paarl area. Unprecedented population growth, driven in part by 

economic growth which has attracted increasing numbers of job seekers, has contributed to 

the current housing backlog of around 36 000 units. 

 

Figure 1. Drakenstein Municipality 

 Source: http://www.drakenstein.gov.za/PublishingImages/MAP.GIF 

The settlement of Chester Williams is located in Amstelhof, a suburb of Paarl. It forms part 

of Ward 27. The settlement is surrounded by formal houses and is bordered on one side by 

the Amstelhof Primary School. Historically a low-income area, many houses in Amstelhof 
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have been renovated since the advent of democracy, with many beautiful homes and 

gardens to be seen all around this proud neighbourhood.  

 

Figure 2 Aerial view of the Chester Williams settlement in Amstelhof, Paarl 

 

3.1       Introducing the settlement 

Chester Williams informal settlement is today home to around 114 households, although 

some community members insisted that the exact number currently around 132, with an 

average of five to six members in each household. Most dwellings are built of recycled 

materials, such as pieces if zinc and wood, with mud floors that are often covered with 

carpets or pieces of cardboard and roofs made of zinc and plastic or tarpaulins to keep out 

the rain. Some dwellings, however, are more substantially constructed, showing evidence of 

more household investment, with slightly raised concreted or wooden floors and more 

substantial roofs. Many homes have pretty cultivated gardens and fenced yards. 

The settlement is run by a small committee who control the allocation of space and try to 

maintain peace and order. It was evident from comments made during the assessment, 

however, that this leadership group currently lacks cohesion and is not considered 

representative of the community.  

Although Google historical imagery shows evidence of increasing densification of the 

settlement over time, today the number of residents remains fairly static, except for natural 

internal growth. According to a local community leader, once a resident has been allocated 

a state-provided formal house in one of the new local housing developments and vacates 

their informal dwelling in the settlement, the space either remains open or is reallocated for 

the extension of existing dwellings. Officially the construction of further dwellings is not 

permitted, with the high mast lighting poles at either end of the settlement reportedly 
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indicating the boundary past which the municipality does not permit the construction of 

dwellings1. 

3.2      Historical background 

Traditionally, the ground on which Chester Williams is located today was once used by the 

local primary school for sporting activities. The Amstelhof Primary School head master 

explained that at some time in the past the school once held a 99-year leasehold authorised 

by the municipality for the use of the land.  

The first resident to set up home on what was later to become the Chester Williams 

settlement was a Rastafarian, Danie “I-Man” Davids, who built a structure in 1984 following 

a Rastafarian Festival held there. Apparently this festival was an annual event. Mr David’s 

dwelling remained the only informal structure on the land for eight years before others 

joined him, most hailing from the surrounding community or from nearby farms. The 

settlement was originally called Stone Town, after one of the founding members of the early 

community. By 2007, however, following the death of Mr Stone, the settlement was 

renamed after a local rugby hero, Chester Williams.  

Local Amstelhof men have always traditionally played rugby, a sport about which they are 

passionate. While adults played the game every Sunday at a nearby sports field, many 

youths watching the games were inspired and decided to play on the open piece of land 

that today houses the settlement. One of these youths was Chester Williams, who went on 

to become a famous South African national rugby player, one of the first players of colour to 

play for the national team (The Springboks).  

 

Figure 3 Chester Williams in his heyday in action on the rugby field 

In the early days of the settlement, there were neither taps nor toilet facilities and 

settlement dwellers were reliant on homes in the surrounding formal area for access to 

these facilities. Although there were more open spaces between shacks then, there was 

greater congestion within the dwellings. The average household size today is reportedly 
                                                           
1
 Information provided by a community member during a workshop session. 

http://www.blitzbokke.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/chester-williams1.jpg
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significantly less now than it was at that time. There were few problems of water run-off in 

this early period either and no reported fires. 

Later toilets were constructed and the settlement gradually became more congested. The 

council made some vague promises of houses and electricity which perhaps attracted more 

people to settle there. Certainly the time series photographs (See Section 9 of this report) 

suggest a gradual increase in density over a decade. By 2012 many more households had 

become established in the settlement, causing the municipality to initiate the enumeration 

of dwellings, a number which some residents suggest has subsequently grown, and this 

despite claims from both local leaders and the ward councillor that the number of dwellings 

is strictly controlled. 

3.3      Demographics 

It is evident that over 500 people currently reside in Chester Williams, the majority of whom 

are Coloured people2, whose first language is Afrikaans. Most of the very first settlers on the 

land were Rastafarians, and today a significant number of them continue to live in the 

settlement.  

Many Chester Williams dwellers were born and bred in the Amstelhof area and therefore 

have families living in the near vicinity, providing some measure of localised, yet critically 

needed support. Newcomers to the settlement in more recent times include foreign 

migrants, particularly from Zimbabwe. According to local residents, the number of 

Zimbabwean inhabitants in the settlement remains fairly constant, with several dwellings 

constantly occupied by Zimbabwean migrant men for short periods of time, before they 

move on, to be replaced by others. It would seem, therefore, that the settlement functions 

as a known point of entry for Zimbabweans arriving in the Cape from the national road 

which is located close by. 

A community leader explained that in poor households people generally do not have the 

means to either get divorced or to set up alternative homes when their marriages break up 

or when they have extra-marital affairs. Many of those residing in Chester Williams today 

apparently have these kinds of relationship histories. They had no alternative but to move 

into a local informal community having insufficient economic means but needing to remain 

close to their support networks in Amstelhof and other surrounding areas.  

The Amstelhof Primary School headmaster suggested that close to 200 children attending 

his school reside in the settlement. Given this high number, the lack of safe recreational 

areas for children to play is a serious concern. During several visits to the settlement 

children were observed to be amusing themselves by playing in streams or puddles of dirty 

water. After rainfall rainwater runoff mixes with standing greywater, dirty washing water 

thrown out by households who have no alternative drain facility for this purpose apart from 

pouring it down the toilets. This dirty water tends to collect, particularly around the 

communal taps, or flows downhill between or even through dwellings. Communal 

                                                           
2
 A South African racial category denoting people of mixed race. 
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standpipes are generally places within informal settlements where much communal activity 

and interaction occurs, therefore attracting small children. 

 

Figure 4 Community members often congregate around communal facilities.  

During scoping visits many small open areas were noted, reportedly kept vacant for use as 

public open spaces in this otherwise densely settled settlement. Such open spaces are 

critical for social interaction and relaxation in informal settlements. 

Unemployment and under-employment are serious issues. Several enterprising settlement 

dwellers have established small businesses. These include a construction and maintenance 

team, a wood-cutting business and some small retail enterprises selling everyday goods and 

fruit3. However, few people in the settlement have permanent or full-time work. The state, 

through the municipal authority, runs an Extended Public Works Programme (EPWP) which 

employs local people to provide basic services such as street sweeping and solid waste 

collection. However, this is only temporary poorly paid work providing no skills 

development. One consequence of this is that there are high levels of food insecurity among 

the settlement dwellers. In this regard, a local soup kitchen in the adjacent formal area 

provides a critically-needed facility, while children who attend Amstelhof Primary, located 

next to the settlement, are provided for by a school feeding scheme during school term 

times.  

The settlement is home to several elderly people, most of whom have reportedly moved off 

farms4. Most of them live in the lowest flood prone part of the settlement adjacent to the 

school, where conditions are perpetually damp due to the downward flow of rainwater and 

significant grey water leakage from the stormwater system. This was witnessed during the 

risk assessment. They are also located furthest away from the ablution facilities and are 

                                                           
3 During a preliminary transect walk members of the scoping team were offered ‘cheese’, a new form of drug, 

by a young adolescent, indicating that a grey economy also functions to some extent within the settlement. 
4 The presence of elderly people in informal settlements across the Cape Winelands district has been noted 

during several previous risk assessments over the last few years and this appears to be a trend that requires 
further investigation. 
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fearful of using the facilities at night. Transect walks through this area revealed that some of 

the most rudimentary structures are to be found in this part of the settlement. The living 

conditions of those living in these structures are appalling, with many dwellings having 

incomplete walls and roofs resulting in rain-saturated floors and soaked belongings. 

3.4       Infrastructure and services 

Although there are no formal roads, vehicles can pass through the settlement from one end 

to the other by means of an informal muddy road, while many smaller paths weave 

between the houses. The road allows access to emergency vehicles, while a police van was 

seen to be patrolling the area during a scoping visit to the community. 

 

The Municipality has provided the settlement with two full-flush communal toilet blocks, 

each comprising ten toilet units (See the image below). The first toilets were provided 

sometime around 2004, and community members remarked that this marked the start of 

the problem of overflowing water, which had previously only resulted after heavy rainfall 

due to poor drainage. The leaking water from the ablution blocks then exacerbated this 

problem. 

Recently a new block was installed on the periphery of the settlement to replace a disused 

and vandalised block witnessed on earlier visits. However, it was evident from conversations 

with settlement dwellers that although the new ablution block was gratefully received, the 

community itself had not been included in the planning and design of the new facility. 

Installed on an open area on the periphery, these toilets are located outside of the 

settlement. The residents anticipate that the new block, like the previous one, will fall victim 

to the destructive actions of gangs from surrounding areas at night, removing metal and 

other objects for sale as scrap. They would have preferred the toilets to have been located 

within the settlement, with criminal elements less likely to enter the settlement for fear of 

reprisals from residents. 

There are five communal taps, placed within the vicinity of the toilet blocks. Despite the 

replacement of metal taps with plastic ones to deter vandalism and theft, the taps are 

reportedly still stolen. Repairs to or replacement of taps often takes a long time, reducing 

the community’s access to water. This also has consequences for the community’s ability to 

Figure 5 The toilet block and two communal taps 
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fight an outbreak of fire as they depend on the communal water taps to fill buckets of water 

to extinguish flames. 

Once located in a wetland area traversed by a stream, the settlement is now provided with 

large storm water pipes that were installed some years ago. Although intended to drain 

water away, due to dwelling density localised flooding persists. A recent extensive 

upgrading of the local sewage system has included the provision of new sewage pipe lines 

on the open land adjacent to the settlement, and will eventually also accommodate the 

provision of services for the eventual upgrading of the settlement. 

At the time of the Community Risk Assessment there was as yet no legal provision of 

electricity in the settlement, although installation was anticipated with the poles to carry 

the electricity cables already installed. During the stakeholder discussion session the 

representative from the electricity department explained the reason for the delay and 

committed to continuing with the installation within a week. Subsequent follow-ups have 

revealed that the electricity has indeed been installed, with each dwelling receiving an 

electricity meter for prepaid electricity 

Many settlement dwellers purchase illegal sources of electricity from adjacent formal 

houses, using extension leads, which are either slung above dwellings and open areas or, 

perhaps even more dangerously, lead across the ground between dwellings, posing the 

threat of electrocution, particularly to young children.  

The charges for these rudimentary connections are highly inflated (some residents reported 

paying as much as R100 per week for electricity supply), making this power source only 

affordable for those with a reasonable household income. For others, the use of gas, 

candles and open fires provides alternative energy options. Two high-mast lights located on 

the periphery spread light over the settlement at night, helping people to navigate in the 

dark, while also deterring criminal activities thereby increasing personal safety to some 

degree.  

Figure 6 An electricity cable on the ground between dwellings and a ‘jerry blik’ fire 
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Figure 7 High mast lighting on settlement periphery 

There are a few other street lights within the settlement, although some of these appear to 

have been vandalised. The local ward councillor explained that in the past these street light 

poles have often been incorporated into dwelling structures, effectively preventing the 

servicing and maintenance of the lights. However, despite these forms of lighting, residents 

report that the settlement is still very dark at night, discouraging them from using the 

sanitation facilities after dark. 

Solid waste from the settlement is collected by the municipality. However, although 

households are provided with municipal refuse bags for this purpose, there is no secure 

collection point or skip within the settlement in which to place the bags.  

There is no local clinic or police station in Amstelhof. The police station was recently 

relocated to an area further away. The relocation was a cost-saving initiative as the station 

building was privately-owned and being rented by SAPS. The new station building belongs to 

SAPS and has reduced the running costs significantly.  

There are two clinics in the vicinity, Tiffany’s (located in local council flats) appears to be the 

closest, while Sonop is situated a little further away. Residents explained that in order to 

access the police station and the facilities located in the town it is necessary to walk past the 

suburb of Chicago, something that they fear greatly due to the gang activity there. 

Churches and other relief and welfare organisations fulfil a vital supportive role in the lives 

of Chester Williams residents. Pastor Davids of the Apostolic Church of South Africa and 

Pastor Coki were specifically mentioned.  

3.5       Other resources 

Several informal businesses have been established in the settlement. These include a 

vegetable shop, a barber and a small general supplier, as well as several shebeens. The 

shebeens reportedly trade later in the day and in the evening and were not observed during 

the transect walks which were undertaken in the early mornings.  
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Figure 8 Local fruit vendor 

A small business park has been established in Amstelhoflaan, a road opposite the 

settlement. The park offers a soup kitchen facility, access to the internet and functions as 

the base for the Amstelhof neighbourhood watch.  

The eastern side of the Chester Williams settlement abuts the Amstelhof Primary School, 

which is celebrating its 50th anniversary this year, and which many young children from the 

settlement attend. Amstelhof Primary School is a no-fee school, and importantly 

participates in the state’s Primary School Nutrition Program, a government feeding scheme. 

Children receive breakfast in the morning and a hot meal at lunch time during term times. 

For some children this is a critical source of nutrition, the only nourishment they receive in a 

day. The Headmaster explained that local women are paid a small stipend to cook and serve 

the meals for the children. 

Generally there is a strong sense of community among the residents of Chester Williams, 

who described themselves as ‘a big family’. Community members explained that while 

people generally tend to keep to themselves, in a crisis they all come together to help each 

other. For example, after a fire everyone in the community helps to rebuild homes 

destroyed or damaged by fire.  

3.6       Future development of the settlement 

There are plans for the future formalisation of the settlement. The Drakenstein Human 

Settlement Department has proposed the building of 133 small housing units but no budget 

has as yet been allocated for this, with several other areas considered to be of higher 

priority.   

Aurecon has recently conducted an engineering study of the area creating several potential 

layout plans. According to the municipality the formalisation of the settlement is not 

anticipated any time soon. 
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4. Community Risk Assessment of Chester Williams 

The residents identified the lack of employment as their most pressing concern, both 

directly and indirectly responsible for shaping their risk environment. In this respect, fire, 

flooding and poor sanitation associated with public health risks were identified as priority 

risks. These have, however, changed over time as the assessment will illustrate. 

4.1      Fire risk 

Fires have historically destroyed multiple dwellings in the settlement due to the close 

proximity of dwellings to each other. A review of historical aerial Google images illustrates 

how the density of the settlement has gradually increased over time. Up until 2007, for 

example, there were still open spaces between homes and as yet no illegal electricity 

connections.  

After a fire event that occurred in the South western corner of the settlement in 2009 that 

raised many dwellings, some major changes were made by the municipality to alter the 

settlement topography. They brought in bulldozers and flattened the ground in this corner 

of the settlement before the dwellings were rebuilt. This action, although well-intentioned, 

altered the slope of the ground significantly preventing natural run-off and exacerbating 

flood conditions after the subsequent heavy rains. After the fire, as another risk reduction 

initiative the municipality re-blocked the area and forbade the closure of the footpaths 

between the dwellings to prevent densification and to reduce fire risk. The consequences of 

this, community members recounted, was that criminals could more easily move around the 

settlement after dark and incidents of crime as well as drug dealing activities increased, 

allowing easier access to settlement for outsiders, especially after dark.  

Community members identified several major causes of fires that have occurred in the 

settlement in the past, among them the use of illegal electricity connections, construction of 

dwellings using fire-prone or inflammable materials, and the use of open flames, such as 

fires and candles for heating, cooking and light. They also reported that fires are often 

deliberate acts of arson resulting from soured relationships or jealousy.  

During the assessment, which was conducted in mid-winter, many homes were seen to be 

burning open fires, both inside and outside their dwellings, typically using an old ‘jerry blik’, 

or oil drum, pierced with holes (See image above). Residents explained that, despite the fire 

risk these pose, open fires are used inside houses to dry out wet floors, reduce damp 

conditions as well as to warm inhabitants. 

Illegal electricity connections from surrounding formal houses are often inadequate. Poorly 

joined wires pose another fire hazard, particularly during the hot summer months when 

temperatures soar. Melting wires cause short circuiting that can lead to sparking and lead 

potentially to fire outbreaks. Multiple connections inside dwellings from a single multi-plug 

can also overload the plug causing sparks that can ignite fires. This also poses a fire hazard 

to the formal homes to which the informal dwellings are connected.  
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Although fires can occur at any time of the year, they are generally more prevalent during 

holiday seasons, such as at Christmas, when bonuses are paid out and more alcohol 

purchased. Drunken behaviour is a known trigger of informal settlement fires which is why, 

statistically, they most occur more frequently over weekends. Fires are also more likely to 

happen in the cold winter months, when there are longer hours of darkness and conditions 

are cold and wet, necessitating increased use of open fires and candles. 

The two most recent fires in Chester Williams both occurred at night and during the 

weekend. In 2011 a fire destroyed 23 dwellings, while a smaller fire earlier this year 

devastated six homes. Community members whose homes have been destroyed or severely 

damaged have in the past been temporarily accommodated in the school hall. However, the 

councillor explained that within a week of the last event all fire victims had been able to 

construct new ‘homes’ using housing kits provided by the municipality. The community 

mapped the areas affected by three fire during a workshop session (see image below), 

illustrating that fires have historically occurred in several different parts of the settlement. 

The causes have varied from arson, to a gas explosion and a candle tipping over. 

 

Figure 9 Community fire history map 

While recent fire incidents have not caused any injuries, they did result in a total loss of 

assets for the victims. Fires have serious impacts on households, resulting in loss of personal 

and essential household assets, including critical items such as school uniforms and text 

books, identity documents and work clothes, but may also lead to strained resources and 

food insecurity, leading to hunger among affected households. These impacts can result in 

absenteeism from work and from school. Fires can also lead to the fracturing of families, 
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with household members becoming separated while being accommodated in other 

households until homes can be rebuilt and assets replaced. 

It appears that the community drive up their own fire risk in many ways. For example, the 

assessment team witnessed a local business cutting fire wood using a chain saw. This busy 

enterprise, which can conceivably generate sparks and ignite a fire, is located in a closed 

structure that is located in amongst other dwellings, suggesting that the extent of fire risk is 

ill-perceived and poorly understood by the settlement dwellers themselves. 

 

Figure 10 Fire wood cutters using chain saws 

4.2      Flood Risk 

Flooding occurs across the settlement every winter due to poor drainage, with certain areas 

of the settlement more affected than others. Flooding does not, however, result from rivers 

overflowing or sudden flash floods, but rather from constant rain which overcomes the 

absorption capacity of the ground in and around the settlement. Chester Williams is in fact 

located in a wetland area that slopes gradually downwards towards the South western 

corner of the settlement. After rainfall small streams develop on the paths between homes 

and even run through homes, creating unhealthy, damp environments.  

During the transect walk, which was conducted several days after heavy rainfall, wet 

conditions prevailed, with some homes inundated with streams of water. In one home, for 

example, the assessment team witnessed how a resident had channelled flowing water 

through her house by digging channels to allow the water to run through her living area and 

exit under a back wall. Her home was wet and cold. Extremely damp conditions were in 

evidence in dwellings throughout the settlement. Most do not have concrete or raised 

floors, and are defenceless to prevent rainfall runoff from either seeping up or running 

through doors and even under walls constructed of wood and tin sheeting, even cardboard. 
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Wet and damp conditions were in evidence in most dwellings visited during the assessment, 

with conditions considerably worse in dwellings at the lower end of the slope, adjacent to 

the Primary School. 

In the earliest years of the settlement there were reportedly less problems with flooding 

and runoff, perhaps due to the open spaces that still existed between dwellings before the 

settlement densified.  

 

Figure 11 Corner of the settlement adjacent to school where a wall has now been constructed 

Due to increasing concerns about crime and the frequency of break-ins, Amstelhof Primary 

is constructing a permanent brick wall on the school boundary adjacent to the settlement as 

a security measure. It was noted that in the future, given the downward slope and natural 

run-off towards this boundary line, the wall will aggravate flooding on this side of the 

settlement during heavy rainfall, trapping water and causing dwellings adjacent to the wall 

to fill with water. Evidence of recent flooding in this part of the settlement was observed 

during the transect walk. 

4.3       Public health risk  

Poor sanitation and hygiene resulting from the lack of adequate ablution facilities and poor 

drainage drives up public health risk in Chester Williams. Standing water at communal 

standpipes, for example, creates environments c the proliferation of disease-causing 

bacteria, while the lack of drains results in people discarding grey water indiscriminately in 

publicly-utilised spaces. Due to the settlement gradient this waste water tends to run 
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downhill through the settlement, spreading polluted water further. Communal taps are all 

located in close proximity to toilet blocks. Although this facilitates installation and 

maintenance, it also compromises public health, driving up the risk of disease. 

 

Residents expressed their concern about the inadequate ablution facilities and the health 

risks associated with poor drainage and inadequate drains for the disposal of grey water and 

no containment facilities for solid waste. The toilets today are frequently vandalised and 

constantly broken, partly due to their frequent use by the large numbers of residents, but 

also because residents, without alternative drains to dispose of their grey water and other 

liquid waste, use the toilets as drains. Most residents keep buckets within their dwellings to 

relieve themselves and then empty the buckets, either in one of the working toilets (only 

two were functioning within the settlement when we visited), or into the open manhole 

located at the lower side of the settlement.  

 
Figure 12 Dirty water and rubbish at communal toilet facility 

The open manhole was discovered on the lower side of the settlement, located at a distance 

from the communal ablution facilities that is being used by the community to dispose of all 

manner of discarded items as well as human waste, particularly night soil.  

Figure 13 Open manhole into which waste is disposed 
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Residents explained that the manhole was located on a sewer line which justified their use 

of the opening to dispose of their waste. However, it was established that it was in fact 

connected to the stormwater system and therefore posed a serious public health risk. 

Indeed, a glimpse into the open manhole revealed that apart from human waste, all manner 

of rubbish was being disposed of indiscriminately there, including dead animals, old 

mattresses, broken crates etc. Residents reported that in the last two years several people, 

among them three children, have been injured by falling into the open hole. The manhole 

has reportedly been left open like this for several years. Some community members were 

concerned that it should welded shut to prevent waste disposal and to increase child safety. 

A community member was found to have connected toilets inside his dwelling to this same 

system. The image below illustrates his ingenious adaptation. The resident was 

subsequently approached by the Disaster Manager who explained that the toilets were 

feeding directly into the storm water system, and therefore ultimately into the berg River. In 

a fairly recent survey of water pollution risk in informal settlements undertaken by Dr Jo 

Barnes from the University of Stellenbosch, Chester Williams was identified as one of the 

dirtiest settlements in the Berg River area (Barnes 2007). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The lack of adequate solid waste collection points means that people have to leave their 

refuse bags in open and unprotected areas where dogs frequently rip them open, spreading 

the waste around the settlement. Residents reported that waste collection trucks refuse to 

take away broken bags, removing only those left untouched by scavenging dogs and vermin. 

This, they say, is what causes the accumulation of rotting garbage around the settlement.  

While a collection depot was purposefully built to contain waste on the periphery of the 

settlement this is kept locked. The clean condition of the facility and the locked chains that 

were observed bore testament to fact that the site was not being actively used for garbage 

collection. Residents complained that during the summer months in particular refuse 

collection points cause bad odours and flies that invade people’s homes. The inadequacy of 

the current waste disposal system was clearly a source of great stress, particularly for the 

women with regards to the disposal of sanitary waste. There is a need for the provision of a 

Figure 14 Toilets connected to stormwater drain 
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dog-proof waste collection facility in the settlement. A serious rat infestation related to dirty 

conditions and easy access to waste food items was also reported throughout the 

settlement, with injuries caused by rats to small children in particular graphically explained 

4.4      Crime and substance abuse   

The issue of local crime and substance dependency was frequently raised. According to the 

Disaster Manager, several years ago drug dealers moved into Chester Williams where they 

built a shack from which they began to trade. Local Amstelhof residents became angry and 

eventually confronted the dealers, destroying the structure and running them out of the 

area. 

Alarmingly, a growing number of young children are becoming drug users, while alcoholism 

is a widespread social issue among the broader Amstelhof community. According to staff at 

the primary school theft is becoming an increasing challenge, with local children constantly 

breaking into the school premises. Much of the theft is apparently related to the need for 

money to support drug use. A recent survey revealed that of the 750 children attending the 

school, around 400 hundred were smoking drugs, particularly ‘dagga’ (cannabis) and 

mandrax, but increasingly also meth amphetamine or ‘tik’. There are no drug rehabilitation 

facilities in the area geared towards children. This poses a problem for teaching staff as 

many parents are addicts themselves and are neglectful of their children. Thus, 

responsibility for child counselling falls to the teachers, the Department of Education’s 

Social Workers and also to a local community-based organisation called Khula Development.  

Teachers mentioned the general lack of interest shown by parents in the education of their 

children. In response they said that they try to stimulate children through organised 

sporting activities. Various external organisations also regularly conduct School Holiday 

Programmes to keep children entertained and off the street. Thankfully, there is no gang 

culture in the Amstelhof area to exacerbate the situation. 

It was reported that a scrap dealership established by an Amstelhof resident three years ago 

has rapidly created new social problems, particularly the theft of metal parts, particularly 

from communal facilities such as those found in Chester Williams. This has had knock-on 

consequences for the residents of the settlement who now have to live with the 

consequences of malfunctioning and leaking toilets, missing toilet doors and even cistern 

parts and stolen taps.  

4.5      Other issues raised during the assessment 

There are reportedly many cases of TB among the Chester Williams community, although 

this could not be verified during the assessment process. This has consequences for the 

whole community given the close proximity of dwellings and generally crowded nature of 

most households. Although a home-based care service once serviced the settlement, 

particularly to assist TB patients, budget cuts have resulted in the retraction of this service. 

Community members also reported that strong forms of influenza commonly affect 

members of the community and leave sufferers feeling weak for several weeks, while 

bronchitis is also a common ailment. 
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The consequences of flooding are chronic illness, specifically respiratory problems resulting 

from perpetually dam conditions in the winter months and diarrhoea from unsanitary and 

unhygienic conditions. This often prevents children from attending school and adults from 

going to work with associated loss of earnings. Many residents, without the resources to 

travel to the nearest clinic when they are sick, attempt to self-medicate to prevent missing 

work in order to travel to the clinic where they generally have to wait in long queues. This 

increases the vulnerability of the rest of the household, who are at risk of contracting 

sicknesses. 

 

Figure 15 Damp conditions persist many days after rainfall 

Given the high levels of unemployment, few people within the settlement possess cell 

phones. This restricts their ability to summon emergency services in in the event of a 

disaster or other critical times of need. 

5. Coping strategies and adaptations – home grown responses 

Very few obvious coping strategies were observed during the risk assessment, although 

many may indeed exist that our brief process failed to bring to light. While coping refers to 

the ability to ‘make a plan’ in an adverse situation, adaptation entails proactive actions to 

mitigate the impacts of an anticipated hazard or disaster event. 

To cope with flooding many residents excavate small canals to divert water away from their 

homes, or even through their homes. Pebbles are placed in pathways to slow down the flow 

of water.  

While many households place tarpaulins or thick black plastic sheeting over their tin roofs to 

reinforce them against rainwater leakage, this was also said to result in rapid rusting, due to 
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the moisture that develops under the tarpaulins. Despite this it was clear that many 

settlement dwellers would welcome the provision of waterproof sheeting and disaster 

management was requested to provide the settlement dwellers with black plastic for this 

purpose. The Disaster Manager said that the plastic had been ordered and would be 

provided as soon as it arrived. 

During times of heavy rainfall the municipality reportedly often also supply residents with 

sand bags. However, community members said that allocation of the bags was flawed and 

that the same people receive them every time, discounting needy others, and thus are not 

distributed fairly, especially to those at the lower end of the settlement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

In terms of adaptation the best solution to flooding, for those with adequate economic 

means, is to raise the floor level by concreting the floors, making homes more resilient to 

overland flooding and the constant upwelling of underground water. Another more simple 

solution is to extend the roof so that it extends past the dwelling so that water runs off the 

roof and way from the dwelling (See image above). Another quite extensive adaptation is 

the building of a top floor so that belongings can be kept safe from flooding ensuring dry 

sleeping and living areas (See image above). 

6. Seeking solutions – some recommendations 

The following section provides some recommendations to reduce risk in the Chester 

Williams settlement, drawn from the Community Risk Assessment process. 

Figure 16 Double-storey building as a flood-adaptation strategy 

Figure 17 Creative local roofing solution to rainfall runoff 
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 There is a need for a strong community structure to be established within the 

Chester Williams community as a representative body. This will enable the disaster 

manager and municipal line departments to engage more effectively in future with 

the community and to respond to issues timeously and appropriately. At present the 

lack of such a representative structure is undermining effective communication with 

critical role players external to the community. 

  

 While it is acknowledged that effective drainage of the whole settlement area is a 

costly and large scale endeavour, it became apparent that the community could 

benefit, not from expensive engineering solutions requiring prior planning, budget 

allocations and high-level decision-making, but rather from simpler and well-

informed small-scale engineering solutions provided by local qualified engineers. 

Such solutions that could be employed by either affected individual households or by 

groups of flood-prone households and could potentially significantly improve daily 

living conditions during wet weather. 

 

 Residents have few resources to respond to fire outbreaks in the settlement due to 

reliance on communal water taps to fill buckets to extinguish flames. Community 

members requested that fire hydrants be installed in the near vicinity and an 

emergency phone line installed as few residents have mobile phones. It was 

suggested that to avoid vandalism an emergency phone could be installed inside a 

local settlement shop. In response to this the Drakenstein Disaster Manager said that 

he envisaged the installation of a small fire post within the settlement as a first 

response solution for the community. This would necessitate basic fire-fighting 

training and the provision of fire-fighting equipment if the community is prepared to 

attend such training and to support the initiative. Those present at the workshop 

and discussion session said they would welcome such an intervention and would 

take this further within their community. 

 

 The termination of the home-based care service has implications for the control and 

spread of TB within the settlement and beyond. Despite budget cuts, the 

reinstatement of basic home visits, particularly to those suffering from TB, should be 

prioritised by the local health services to ensure that patients receive regular 

medication. Given the distance of the settlement from the nearest clinic, especially 

for those who are ill and unable to travel any distance, this is essential in reducing 

the likelihood of drug-resistant strains of the virus developing.  

 

 Community members need to take more responsibility for the risk conditions 

prevalent in their settlement. For example, by establishing community based 

initiatives to maintain a cleaner environment, forming a neighbourhood watch to 

reduce crime, or by becoming a disaster management volunteers.  
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7. Conclusions 

Those who participated in the community workshop and the discussion session came to a 

deeper and shared understanding of the issues pertaining to risk in the Chester Williams 

settlement. They acknowledged the importance of a constant and on-going dialogue 

between role players from the community and the local authority.  

The need was identified for the establishment of a functional and inclusive community 

forum to represent the community in future discussions with the local municipal authority 

to facilitate appropriate decision-making that can effectively reduce risks and improve the 

general living conditions for the benefit of the whole community. It was acknowledged that 

the community may require assistance in establishing such a representative committee. 

Figure 18 Community map indicating flood-prone areas, crime hot spots, resources and local businesses 
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9. Time Series Photographs of Chester Williams 

The following pages contain Google Earth images of the Fairyland settlement area, captured 

between 2003 and 2012. They illustrate considerable changes in spatial development over a brief 

period. Temporal changes, such as increasing settlement density is of particular interest.
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9.1      Chester Williams 2003 
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9.2      Chester Williams 2005 
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9.3      Chester Williams 2009 
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 9.4      Chester Williams 2012 


