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Executive Summary   

 

Woodstock and Salt River are among the oldest and most centrally located suburbs in Cape Town, with 

rich histories of ethnic and cultural diversity. Woodstock was one of the few areas that avoided forced 

removals by the apartheid government in the 1950’s. In recent years, Woodstock-Salt River has undergone 

a process of gentrification, simultaneously driving up property prices and causing the eviction of many 

poorer working-class residents. Unable to afford accommodation in the area, many of those forced out 

of their homes have settled in one of the many informal and illegal settlements that have been established 

during the last 30 years.  

 

The Salt River Bridge and the Bromwell Stables communities are two such informally settled communities 

and are among eleven sites selected by the City of Cape Town for the development of social housing - a 

solution to the growing social and economic inequality in the area that is driving a shortage of affordable 

accommodation (the area outlined in red in Figure 1). The COVID-19 pandemic created an opportunity 

for the Development Action Group (DAG) to establish relationships with these communities and build 

their trust, organizing the provision of basic water and sanitation services from the city. In their quest to 

identify appropriate housing solutions for these communities when the development of social housing 

begins, DAG required some initial insights. They needed to understand why people have settled in these 

communities, the nature of their everyday lives and the challenges they face, their current livelihood 

strategies, existing social networks, and support mechanisms. By knowing the ‘who, why and when’, they 

hope to reinforce the relationship of trust they have already established with members of these two 

communities.  

 

In association with DAG, the Research Alliance for Disasters and Risk Reduction (RADAR) conducted a 

community assessment in both communities between the 21st – 23rd of October 2020. Participatory 

methods were employed to gather information from community members, both during workshop 

exercises and while visiting the settlements. These comprised community mapping, constructing flow 

diagrams, history tables and social network diagrams, but also included informal household interviews, 

transect (guided) walks, and focus group discussions. These activities were informed by the preliminary 

collection of secondary data provided by DAG and spatial data obtained from the City of Cape Town.  

 

The assessment determined that many of those residing at Bromwell Stables (shown in purple Figure 1) 

originally came from the area, spoke Afrikaans, and had limited forms of employment, while due to various 

social problems and stigmas, many were either reluctant or unable to find jobs. Contrastingly, many of 

those living in Under the Bridge (shown in blue) were not originally from the Woodstock-Salt River area 

but had just found it a convenient place to live. They predominantly spoke Afrikaans and Xhosa. While 

neither settlement was found to have an established leadership structure, more social cohesion was noted 

among the Under the Bridge settlement, where residents tend to help each other. In contrast at The 

Stables it appeared to be ‘every man for himself’. 

 

The biggest challenges faced by members of these communities were unemployment, gang violence, the 

selling and use of drugs and the behaviour of the South African Police Service (SAPS) and other security 

groups towards them. Members of the community aspired to have a safe place to live without fear of gang 

violence and crime, and where their children can play in more hygienic conditions.  
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One solution to the relocation of residents from these communities would be to provide them with 

transitional or social housing. This opportunity is constrained by the fact that few have regular 

employment to afford to pay even a moderate rental. Members of the communities also need assistance 

in overcoming social problems to enable them to access work opportunities, and in some cases to develop 

new skills to enable them to find jobs. 

 

It is imperative for DAG to facilitate communication between these communities, the City and other key 

role players in helping to build a shared understand of the opportunities and constraints being confronted 

by both role players and the communities and to ensure socially just solutions.   

 

  
Figure 1 Site of proposed social housing development 
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1. Introduction 

 

Woodstock is one Cape Town’s oldest suburbs and is well-located adjacent to the Cape Town city centre 

(Architecture Sans Frontieres UK, 2015). It provides access to the economic opportunities of Cape Town 

through its strategic location, affordability, and strong community structures (Architecture Sans 

Frontieres UK, 2015).  

 

 
Image: NASHO (n.d.) 

 

 
Figure 2: The location of Woodstock 

 

Originally inhabited by the Khoisan, from the mid-1600s the Dutch used the land for farming. Over time, 

the area was divided into three farms, one of which belonged to Pieter van Papendorp. This later became 

the town of Papendorp (Woodstock, 2011), which by the 1860s had become a fashionable residential 

area (Woodstock, 2011). Once the railway reached the town in 1862, it also became a popular beach 

town, and was renamed as Woodstock. In the 1950s the beach was lost due to land reclamation to create 

the Cape Town Foreshore. The area subsequently developed into an industrial zone and an area of 

affordable housing for the people that worked in the many factories that were built there. By the late 

1990s, however, Woodstock had become associated with gangs and drugs (Woodstock, 2020). 

 

The historically working-class suburb of Woodstock (including the adjacent area of Salt River) was one of 

only two inner-city neighbourhoods that escaped forced removals of under the Group Areas Act 

(Middleton, no date), an enduring melting pot of different cultures and races. Over the last decade, 

Woodstock has once again undergone substantial change through a process of regeneration (Architecture 

Sans Frontieres UK, 2015). This began in 2007, when the area was designated as a Priority Urban 

Development Zone (UDZ) by the City of Cape Town. This has seen many of the buildings being 

retrofitted and modernized, driven to some degree by creatives who found it a nice place to live and work 

close to the city.  
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Although for many outsiders the process of gentrification has been a positive, it has had very negative 

outcomes for many working-class households, some who have lived there for several generations. The 

process of gentrification is pushing up rents and resulting in evictions, with many residents increasingly 

unable to afford to remain in their homes (Middleton, no date; Architecture Sans Frontieres UK, 2015). 

Figures 3 and 4 below illustrate the change in property prices in Woodstock over the last decade, based 

on properties listed on Property24.com. As Figure 3 shows, sale prices increased steadily over this period, 

although they have started to decline. The price of sectional scheme units (Figure 4), however, has 

continued to rise, possible evidence of the redevelopment of existing buildings as smaller living and 

business units. The rich cultural heritage for which the area is known, is slowly being eroded as 

development continues. 

 

 

  
Figure 3: Trends in erven prices in Woodstock (2011-

2020) 

 

Figure 4: Trends in sectional scheme unit prices in 

Woodstock (2011-2020) 

 

Source: Property24.com, no date  

 

Stakeholders from the City of Cape Town (CoCT) recognise and value Woodstock’s diversity, history of 

social integration and rich cultural heritage. The City’s Head of Social Housing and Land Restitution, for 

example, notes that the special character of Woodstock is being threatened by gentrification and must 

be preserved. In this context, the CoCT has launched a plan to provide social housing for residents who 

cannot otherwise afford to continue living in the area. In September 2017, it released 11 centrally located 

plots of city-owned land for the development of affordable private and social forms of housing, nine of 

which are in the Woodstock-Salt River area. Social Housing is a rental or co-operative housing option for 

low-income households earning between R1 501 - R15 000 per month (Department of Human 

Settlements, no date). 

 

Two of these sites currently accommodate informal settlement communities: Under the Bridge and the 

Bromwell Stables. These communities will need to be relocated to make way for the proposed housing 

project. To prevent the further marginalization of these already vulnerable groups, it will be essential to 

find alternative housing arrangements for these households, that protect fragile livelihoods and existing 

social networks. One option may be to relocate them into transitional housing Transitional housing refers 

to temporary housing provided for individuals and families earning below this threshold who temporarily 

require a stable housing solution prior to moving on to more permanent options (Pillay et al, 2017).  
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Determining what options may be appropriate will require deeper insights into both communities, 

understanding their current everyday realities, their needs and aspirations, as well as their existing social 

arrangements and connectedness within the neighbourhood. This necessitates a multi-stage engagement 

process. As a first step, the Development Action Group (DAG) collaborated with the Research Alliance 

for Disaster and Risk Reduction (RADAR) at Stellenbosch University to conduct a three-day rapid 

assessment of the communities to inform subsequent programmatic planning going forward. The research 

reported here was undertaken as a service-learning project by students in RADAR’s Postgraduate 

Diploma in Disaster Risk Studies programme (see www.radar.org.za).  

 

1.1. Aims and objectives of the research  

The purpose of the research was to generate a preliminary snapshot of the two communities to establish 

the foundation for more in-depth enumeration and engagement processes to determine a socially just and 

responsive way forward. The objectives of the research were twofold: to assist in building a relationship 

with the people living in the two sites and to better understand them. In respect to the latter, the 

objectives were to: 

 

• Explore and profile who lives in the informal settlements 

• Why they are living there 

• To open a conversation on how to respond appropriately respond to their needs.  

 

1.2. Approach and methodology 

The research was conducted between the 21rst and 23rd of October 2020. It adopted an explorative, 

participatory approach that aimed to explore issues and provide participants with a voice to articulate 

their needs and priorities. A participatory research approach allows people to express and share the 

knowledge of their own lives (Chambers, 1994), and is one of the best ways to give ‘invisible’, ‘voiceless’ 

and ‘hard-to-reach’ communities (Pain & Francis, 2003) the opportunity to be included in the decision-

making process. Given the that the research aimed to strengthen the relationship between DAG and the 

two communities, there was an emphasis on building trust as opposed to being a ‘drive-by’ research 

project (Williams, 2012). 

 

The research included four components:  

 

• An interview with the City of Cape Town’s Head of Social Housing and Land Restitution.  

 

• An initial half-day workshop with representatives from the communities. This was facilitated by 

RADAR and DAG and sought to both introduce the research team to community members and the 

aim of the research (and larger process) and obtain initial information. It included community mapping 

and other participatory techniques (Figure 5). 

 

• This was followed by a day spent in the communities. This focused on deepening the information 

collected during the workshop and included a guided walk around the communities and interviews 

with residents (Figure 6, 7 and 8). These focused particularly understanding how people came to live 
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in the settlements, livelihoods, and residents’ social context and connections – both within each site 

and with the surrounding Woodstock-Salt River area. 

 

• A final half-day workshop with representatives to feedback and corroborate the team’s findings. This 

component aimed not only to be transparent about the analysis of the findings but also to provide an 

opportunity for participants to correct and reflect on the team’s conclusions. All of those attending 

had participated in the previous days’ research. Three central themes emerging from the research 

were identified, and smaller discussion groups created (Figure 8), with each group provided an 

opportunity to discuss two themes, and report back to a plenary (Figure 9). This process of 

establishing a shared understanding of key issues and concerns paves the way for continued 

collaboration with DAG 

 

  

  

Figure 5: Community mapping exercise 

 

Figure 6: Adding detail to the community map 

 

  

Figure 7: Exploring the history of the Stables Figure 8: Guided transect walk in Under the Bridge 
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Figure 9: Discussing findings together Figure 10: Feedback in final plenary 

  

1.3. Limitations 

The research aimed to provide an initial picture of the communities and was conducted over just three 

days, with more extensive research needed to fully understand the sites. Nonetheless, even this short 

period provided valuable insight into conditions, people’s relationships with one another and the world 

outside, as well as their needs and aspirations.   

 

It was envisaged that a multi-stakeholder focus group would be conducted with other role-players in the 

Woodstock-Salt River area to obtain their perspectives on the communities, the gentrification process 

and their priorities but unfortunately scheduling conflicts amongst participants prevented this. This report 

therefore focuses on the community-based research.  

2. Description of the communities 

 

Woodstock and Salt River are centrally located close to Cape Town’s central business district (CBD). 

They include a mix of income groups and housing types; diverse nationalities and multi-ethnic and inter-

faith population, high density housing and good access to public transport (Matiashe & Sadien, 2017). 

However, the changes that Woodstock-Salt River has undergone in the last 10 years have made the 

neighborhoods some of the most economically and socially unequal in South Africa country (DAG, Change 

by Design 2015; Matiashe & Sadien 2017). Among the refurbished housing, and hip shops and restaurants, 

the two informal settlements have been lost in the shuffle (see Figure 1 for an overview of the two sites). 

Geographically, the settlements are ideally situated near the Salt River Railway, bus stop mosque and a 

taxi rank. 

 

2.1. The Bromwell Stables 

 

The Bromwell Stables are located on Bromwell Street, less than a kilometer away from the Old Biscuit 

Mill, a trendy market and high-end restaurant complex. They consist of twenty-four dwellings, in twenty-

one 3mx3m stables, which have been adapted for human use, as well as three other informal wooden 
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structures. The Bromwell Stables are located on land owned by the City of Cape Town. Figure 11 shows 

dwellings in The Bromwell Stables today (marked in red). 

 
Figure 11: Layout of the Bromwell Stables 

 

2.1.1 Historical background  

 
The establishment of The Bromwell Stables is tied into the history of Woodstock. Woodstock was once 

a seaside hamlet. Owing to land reclamation in Table Bay in the 1950s (to create the current Foreshore) 

the area lost its beach, and became increasingly industrialised (Woodstock history, 2019). Bromwell street 

was centrally located, and the stables were built for the horses belonging to hawkers who used to bring 

produce to the Salt River Market (Hogg, 2016). According to residents, up until the late 1990s and early 

2000s, the stables still housed horses and a few other animals (chickens, sheep, and ponies), but had 

generally fallen into disuse. The first human resident moved into the stables around 1999-2000, with more 

following, at least partly due to evictions from rising property costs in the Woodstock-Salt River area. In 

2018, a fire was started during a domestic disturbance, and burned some of the stalls (Figure 11, the red 

stars). The starter kits and emergency assistance grant provided by disaster were used to build some of 

the additional dwellings. Figure 12 shows a view of the Stables.  

 



14 

 

 
Figure 12: A view of The Bromwell Stables today 

 

2.1.2 Demographic and socio-economic profile 

 
In the early to late 2000s, the Bromwell Stables came to be associated with sex-work, drugs and gangs, 

but has more recently become more family-oriented, with seven children now living in the community. 

Most of the residents are either unmarried and cohabiting, living with a friend or living alone. There are 

slightly more women than men, and most residents are between 30s-60 years of age. Although racially 

diverse, most residents are Coloured, among them several Muslim households, and are either Afrikaans 

or English-speaking, with many understanding and speaking both languages.  

 

At the time of the student exercise, the Bromwell Stables were home to eighteen dwelling units, including 

the original stables and several Wendy houses.  Occupancy varied from single people, notably older men, 

women, and units shared by several people and family units with children. 

 

There are generally low levels of education among the residents, with many not having completed a high 

school education. There are high levels of unemployment, with some residents reportedly surviving 

through illegal activities such as drug peddling to survive. Those that are employed, work in largely menial 

jobs, including domestic, gardening or cleaning work in and around the CBD, while some collect scrap 

metal, and one works at the local sportsground. Among those with higher-order skills was a lady who 

works as a machinist and a young man who is a tattoo artist.  

 

2.1.3 Provision of basic services 

 

Levels of service delivery in The Bromwell Stables settlement are minimal.  
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Water 

 

There is only one communal tap. However, participants reported that the tap is also often used by 

residents from the surrounding Woodstock-Salt River area who come to fill up large containers with fresh 

water to avoid high household water bills (since the water restrictions were imposed during the recent 

drought). Some outsiders reportedly come to fill up large containers of water for bottling and selling. 

These external parties often prevent people from the Stables from accessing the tap, for whom it is 

intended. 

 

Toilets 

 

For many years there were no toilet facilities at the Stables at all. In the run up to the 2014 national 

election, several precast concrete toilet cubicles were delivered but were never connected to the sewer 

system and nothing further was done to make them functional. During the COVID-19 pandemic, assisted 

by intervention by DAG, five portable toilets were provided by the City to ensure the provision of water 

and sanitation to the community (see Figure 13). 

 

Energy sources 

 

There is no formal electricity is provided to the Stables. Most residents rely on candles for light and gas 

or open fires for cooking. Some use car batteries as a source of energy to power lights and appliances. 

The lack of light at night makes residents feel unsafe. In the past, a light from the Salt River Market 

illuminated the area but this has now gone.  

 

Solid waste 

 

No solid waste is collected from the Bromwell Stables. The community dumps their waste in a corner 

near the tap, where is degrades slowly, attracting rats and other vermin. 



16 

 

 

Figure 13: Toilet facilities at the Bromwell Stables 

 

2.1.4 Where people at the Bromwell Stables came from 

 
It was difficult to establish much about where residents of the Stables came from, as only a few participated 

in the public discussions during the visit to the site, when people seemed defensive and on their guard. 

The few that made themselves available to be interviewed spoke quite vaguely about where they came 

from and gave little indication that they were originally from the area. 

 

Several residents said they were living there after being evicted from formal homes in the area, as a result 

of ongoing gentrification, while others claimed they had moved there because of its location near to the 

city centre, where work was available. It seems that only a few people had deliberately chosen to live at 

the Stables because of its proximity to their existing social networks in the Woodstock-Salt River area. 

Instead, most came from other areas and knew or met someone who lived there, who informed them 

when space became available. Only one of the younger residents said she had grown up in Woodstock, 

describing how she used to play with the horses at the stables when she was a little girl. Another resident 

who also grew up in Woodstock, but did not live permanently at the Stables, as he moves around a lot. 

 

Apart from a few long-term residents, some of whom had lived there for more than seventeen years, 

occupancy the population changes continuously, making it difficult for those living there to bond or 
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develop networks. This was evident during a history table exercise, where only a few residents had any 

long-term knowledge or insights into changes over time there, or of specific events in the past. 

 

2.1.5 Challenges faced by the Bromwell Stables community 

 
Members of the community identified some of the challenges they face living in the Stables. Figure 14 

below illustrates the range of issues they raised. They include: 

 

• Stigma: residents believe that living in The Stables brings with it the stigma of drug use, violence and 

worthlessness, leaving them socially and economically excluded. Despite the local development all 

around them, no jobs are made available to them in the immediate area, so that residents must travel 

into the CBD to find work.  

 

• Substance abuse and gang activity: is prevalent. A resident of the Stables mentioned that many 

residents are using drugs, and several selling them. Some residents were concerned about raising 

children in the Stables owing to drug use, and felt the environment was unsafe. Gangsters and drug-

users reportedly visit some residents and sometimes hide there from the police. This invites police 

raids. The police have little regard for their property, often leaving damage that is difficult and/or 

costly to repair. People would not report criminal behaviour in the community, fearing for their safety. 

 

• Individualism: residents report that there is no sense of community. People keep to and worry 

about themselves. Theft is reportedly common.  

 

Figure 14: Perceived challenges of living in the Stables 
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2.2 Under the Bridge 

 

The Under the Bridge community (Figure 12) is located on Foundry Road, under the Voortrekker Road 

bridge in Salt River, with the railway lines and the Salt River Market site forming the boundary of the site. 

There are around 30 freestanding dwellings, mostly along the boundary formed by the side of the bridge 

and the back of building adjacent to the property, reportedly so that dwelling fires do not spread through 

the settlement and exit routes remain clear. There is also a small cluster of people living in tents directly 

under the bridge and some others inhabiting old, abandoned railways buildings.  

 
Figure 15: The Under the Bridge site 

 

2.2.1 Historical background 

 

In the 1800s, a railway line was built through Woodstock and Salt River, bringing with it a vitalization of 

a then sleepy beach town (Woodstock history, 2019). The land on which the Under the Bridge community 

is situated is owned by the Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa (PRASA) but is being given to the City 

of Cape Town for the development of social housing.  

 

People started moving into the Under the Bridge area 20-30 years ago after the station house and the 

neighbouring railway police station were abandoned. It provided shelter amid the evictions occurring in 

the wider Woodstock-Salt River area.  
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In June 2018, a fire broke out in the community destroying 12 homes that were built directly under the 

bridge and displacing 50 people (Mjekula, 2018).  This caused the City and Transnet to ban the erection 

of structures beneath the bridge. 

 

2.2.2 Demographic and socio-economic background 

 

The Under the Bridge community has an equal number of women to men, where each dwelling mostly 

comprises of childless families, children under seven or entire families including siblings. There is a 

predominately Coloured Afrikaans speaking Muslim community with a one Xhosa family that tends to be 

somewhat isolated from the rest of the community owing to language. The age range of the residents are 

early 20s to 60s. Levels of employment are very low but residents report that they can get occasional 

‘piece jobs’ in the CBD. There is a low level of education, with many having dropped out of high school, 

and few report marketable skills. 

 

2.2.3 Provision of basic services 

 
Until the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Under the Bridge community was not entitled to the 

provision of basic services by the CoCT, as it is located on PRASA-owned land. As in the Bromwell 

Stables, and with DAG’s assistance, the City Town has provided basic services in response to the epidemic. 

 

Water 

 

Prior to the pandemic, there was no sanitation and the residents of Under the Bridge walked to the 

Stables to get water. The site now receives daily visits from a water tanker (Figure 16).  

 

Toilets 

 

Five portable toilets were installed in the settlement, which are reportedly serviced regularly (Figure 17). 

Prior to this there were no toilet facilities at the site. Previously, according to residents, human waste 

was simply discarded around the site in one of the many areas overgrown with weeds and long grass. 

 

Energy sources 

 

There is no electricity supply at the Under the Bridge site. Instead residents rely on candles for light, gas 

and firewood for cooking and heating water. This drives up the risk of fire and there have been several 

informal dwelling fires in the settlement (Figure 18). A few resourceful residents have acquired generators 

and one dwelling even has solar panels. Residents argue that the lack of lighting people more vulnerable 

to crime.  

 

Solid Waste 

 

No waste disposal service is rendered on this site, and large piles of refuse are noticeable in the settlement. 

In addition to lack of solid waste collection, people from surrounding areas dump unwanted refuse on the 
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site, reportedly attracting rats and other vermin. People described how rats often enter houses and have 

been known to bite residents while they are sleeping. 

 

 

  
 

Figure 16: Tanker delivering water to Under the Bridge 

 

Figure 17: New toilet facilities in Under the Bridge 

 

 

Figure 18: 'Hokkies' built against the bridge showing evidence of a fire in Under the Bridge 
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2.2.4 Where people came from 

 

At Under the Bridge, three or four families had long histories in the Woodstock-Salt River area, had 

grown up there, and children from some had gone to school together.  

 

One of the first to settle at Under the Bridge, was a Xhosa family who had moved to Cape Town 

approximately 20 years ago, when the father of the family got a job in the area. Other family members 

from the Eastern Cape and Gauteng joined subsequently. Today, theirs is a multi-generational family group 

made up of a grandmother, the father and two adult children.  

 

People have followed different paths to the community. Several people were from the Woodstock-Salt 

River area, while others were from elsewhere in the Western Cape. One was born in Namibia but lived 

all over the Western Cape when growing up, eventually settling in Salt River.  

 

Reason’s for moving into the community included: 

 

Evictions: 

 

One of the de facto community leaders, Mrs. N, was born in Athlone and still has extended family there 

but moved with her parents to Bromwell Street in 1989. After many years spent living in rental 

accommodation, she was evicted from her home. After receiving permission from one of the community 

members, she put up a Wendy house and has lived there with her family for approximately five years. Her 

friend, Mr. N, who she grew up and went to school with, was also evicted when his family of five could 

no longer afford rent increases. Born in Woodstock, Mr. N has lived in Salt River for most of his life. He 

has a job at Cape Town’s docks and was able to buy a new Wendy house using his savings, where he has 

lived with his family for the last six years. Another resident, originally from Elsies River, was evicted for 

the same reason, and has been living in Under the Bridge for seven years and is employed as a domestic 

worker locally. 

 

Despite such stories, interviews conducted during a short guided walk revealed that only a few families 

living in Under the Bridge had been evicted or forced to move from their homes in Woodstock or Salt 

River.  

 

Living on the street: 

 

Many of those interviewed moved to the area because they met someone at the local soup kitchen or on 

the street who told them there was space to live at Under the Bridge. An older lady, who was born in 

Wolseley and later placed into foster care in Elsie’s River, had been sleeping on the stoep of a house in 

the Woodstock area. When Ms N, met her she suggested that there was a place for her. Despite her 

circumstances, she admitted she was initially hesitant, having heard that it was a rough place. Eventually, 

she purchased a ‘hokkie’ for R200 and has been living there for almost two years, recently joined by her 

two adult sons.  
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Safety concerns: 

 

One family had moved to Under the Bridge from the city centre, where their previous place of shelter 

was often raided by the South African Police Service (SAPS). They said they felt much safer living in Under 

the Bridge but remained fearful of frequent police raids. She felt more afraid of SAPS than the local 

gangsters now living there. Unlike some other families, they had no roots in the area; the wife had grown 

up in Elsie’s River, and the husband came from the Eastern Cape. 

 

Local networks: 

 

Several of those spoken to had moved to Under the Bridge to protect social networks. After being 

evicted, Ms. N wanted to remain in the area to preserve her social network and found that the Bridge 

was the only affordable option. Another long-time resident and his family have lived at the Bridge for 

more than 12 years (and have reportedly been on a housing waiting list for 10 years). The household head 

explained that his wife had grown up moving between Mitchell’s Plain and Salt River and has social 

networks in the area that provide vital support. This suggests that preserving people’s social networks is 

critically important and should be a priority in determining rehousing options for residents.  

 

2.2.5 Challenges faced by the Stables community 

 
Figure 19 shows some of the challenges identified by residents. Residents reported that living in Under 

the Bridge is also associated with the stigma of drug abuse, which is a concern for residents, and sometimes 

prevents people who live there from obtaining work in the area. Unfortunately, the stakeholders meeting 

that was intended to inform this research did not happen, and it is unclear how the rest of the broader 

Woodstock-Salt River community views these communities.  

 

As shown in Figures 19 and 20, drugs (abuse and selling) and safety were identified as concerns. The recent 

arrival of gangsters (‘The Mafia’) in the areas also invites violence, while the sale of drugs by the gangsters 

is attracting other drug users into the community. Some people mentioned that this was a relatively new 

development that many felt uncomfortable with, bringing subtle changes to an otherwise peaceful small 

community. The entrance gate to the site is broken, allowing anyone to enter at any time. It was 

mentioned that criminals also cross through the site, making use of the railway service road when evading 

police. 

 

Both the railway police and the SAPS were reportedly aggressive towards those living at Under the Bridge. 

As noted earlier, some people said they were more fearful of these police than the members of The Mafia 

gang. In fact, some said that the presence of gangsters made them feel safer, with nobody from outside 

the community wanting anger them by upsetting those living in Under the Bridge. 

 

There were also service delivery-related concerns. Residents worried that the daily water delivery will 

stop as COVID recedes, as it has made a big difference to their lives. The dumping of rubbish by both 

residents and outsiders was also highlighted. There have also been fires, which have resulted in several 

households losing their identity documents, limiting their ability to claim welfare grants and apply for 

work.  
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Figure 19: Challenges identified by Under the Bridge community members 

Figure 20: Figure 20 Safety concerns raised by residents in Under the Bridge 
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3. Understanding social arrangements and networks  

 

It is important to understand the nature of the social arrangements and networks that exist, both within 

and between these two communities, and to what extent they are connected to the outside world. This 

helps to identify the level of cohesion within the community, how they operate and make decisions, as 

well as indicating to what extent they are embedded in the neighbourhood. Understanding these dynamics 

is critical in mapping out how to engage people living in the two areas about their future and preventing 

rehousing options from further disenfranchising these already marginalised communities.  

 

To do this, an attempt was made to conduct a simple participatory form of network analysis during visits 

to both the communities. This exercise revealed subtle differences between the two settlements. 

 

3.1 Bromwell Stables 

 

At the time of the student exercise, there were more 

than eighteen dwelling units, including the original 

stables and some Wendy houses. Despite their 

proximity to each other, there appeared to be little 

social cohesion. There was little mutual trust and it was 

explained that the unspoken code was ‘every man for 

himself’. Although the adults did not offer much 

information, a group of children who were  observing 

the diagrams we were creating, started drawing 

diagrams of their own, explaining how some people 

living in houses in the adjacent Bromwell street were  

family and friends of those living in the Stables (Figure 

21 and 22). One young girl explained that some of them 

were facing the threat of eviction themselves due to 

planned expansion of the Biscuit Mill development.  

 

  Figure 21: Children mapping neighbourhood 

connections 
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Figure 22: Relationships with residents of Bromwell Road 

 

People living in the Stables appear isolated from the larger community. One of the few local resources 

mentioned was the local neighbourhood watch, but this relationship is an uneasy one. Residents 

complained that the neighbourhood watch sometimes harassed them and raided their dwellings owing to 

perceived criminality, but also occasionally provided food for community members.  

 

3.2 Under the Bridge 

Apart from the few people who originally came from Salt River-Woodstock, external links to support 

networks in the local area seem limited. However, a greater level of cohesion between residents was 

noted among the people living at this site, than was the case in the Bromwell Stables. It was mentioned 

by several of those interviewed that people often help each other, especially with food, and that it was 

possible to leave doors unlocked during the day. Residents also have a relationship with the Stables, largely 

owing to having collected water there prior to the water tanker being provided. 

 

Relationships developed between people living in the Bromwell Stables and those external to the 

settlement during the lockdown. The local soup kitchen was identified as a resource and continued to 

provide daily meals to residents from the Bromwell Stables. ‘Uncle Eddie’, who runs another soup kitchen, 

became concerned about the two informal communities during the COVID-19 lockdowns, taking it upon 

himself to provide them with food and other resources.  Some residents at the Stables also received help 

from extended family.   

 

Although there are no recognised leaders to represent the interests of the residents in either settlement, 

there are residents who have become go-to-people, albeit reluctantly. Ms. NN looks after people’s needs 



26 

 

and is the person that normally interacts with stakeholders, while Ms. M is the person people usually ask 

for permission to stay in the site. However, neither want to assume a leadership role and would prefer 

to remain in the background. Mr. N is another potential leader and assisted the field team.  

 

 

Figure 23: Connections within the settlements and with others outside 

4. Perceived benefits of living in these settlements 

 

As noted already, some residents lived in the settlement in order to be close to relatives and friends still 

residing in Woodstock or Salt River, although for most of the residents the sites were simply a place to 

stay. While residents living in Under the Bridge reported that they feel a sense of community, especially 

amongst those who grew up together, this does not appear to be the case in the Stables. Here people 

reported that everyone is just grateful for a place to sleep and needed to defend and protect their space 

from others. 

 

Residents valued the centrality of the two communities. For those who do have jobs, there is easy access 

to transport networks and the settlements are near enough to walk to the CBD to seek jobs. There are 

also a number of schools in the area for the growing number of children living in both sites. 

5. Livelihood strategies and economic opportunities 

 

During the livelihood calendar exercise, it became evident that most people were not permanently 

employed and that there is a daily struggle to earn a living. Although a participatory exercise was used 
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initially, it soon became clear that many residents either had no work or were involved in activities they 

chose not to disclose, especially at the Bromwell Stables. There appears to be drug-use within both 

communities.   

 

5.1 The Bromwell Stables 

Several of those interviewed find occasional work, but employment levels are low. Many of those with 

jobs had lost them owing to the COVID-19 lockdown restrictions. Sources of income included: 

 

• Domestic work and gardening 

• Working in the harbour 

• Working at fast food outlets 

• Construction and painting houses 

• Washing bicycles 

• Woodworking 

• Watching cars or ‘skarreling’ (picking up trash and selling it to recycling depots or collecting and selling 

scrap metal) 

 

Some people have specialized skills. For example, a young man, whose mother still lives at the Bromwell 

Stables and who seems to have been brought up there, made a living as a tattoo artist. Ms M has been 

living in the stables for 18 years and has her own little tuck shop, but she also appeared to be renting a 

stable for income.   

 

Many residents survive off charity, particularly the local soup kitchen and ‘Uncle Eddy’. Few appear to be 

receiving grants - although one resident noted that it is better not to admit to receiving a grant lest others 

in the community steal the money. Only one person reportedly receives a pension, and another receives 

a disability grant. 

 

5.2 Under the Bridge 

Levels of employment were also low in Under the Bridge, and some reportedly have substance abuse 

issues that prevent them from working. Again, people rely heavily on low-skill occasional or part-time 

jobs, but some have more specialised skills. One woman worked as a breakfast chef at a hotel in Cape 

Town but lost her job owing to lockdown. Another works two-days a week at ‘Give-a-Hope-Soap’. As in 

the Stables, some residents earn a little from infrequent domestic work and ‘skarreling’.   

 

More people appear to receive grants than in the Stables. Some people received pension and childcare 

grants, and a few the Government’s R350 COVID-Relief benefit. Unlike those living at the Stables, they 

do not hide this fact. At the Bridge there is an informal safety net, with people sharing food with those 

without. Only a few people obtain work through the Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP), and 

many did not know about the programme. One of the problems limiting access to the EPWP is that 

several residents have criminal records and are therefore ineligible for the programme.  

 

As in the Stables, many residents rely on the soup kitchen and ‘Uncle Eddy’. During lockdown a few 

outsiders and religious groups donated food and clothing.   
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Figure 24: Livelihood strategies identified by the residents of Under the Bridge 

6. Priorities and aspirations 

 

In both communities, participants’ aspirations were primarily concerned with meeting basic needs. These 

included a decent place to live, better living conditions (including a clean environment) and to feel 

comfortable and safe. People also wanted a “safe space for our children to grow up” and a park or area 

where children could play in safety. Many also identified a need for security measures such as gates and 

lighting at night to reduce crime.  

 

In both communities, residents surfaced a strong desire for “peace and harmony” between people living 

in settlements and between insiders and outsiders. They longed to be treated decently and with respect, 

with several noting that residents are “treated like scum”, feel as though they have no rights, and that 

“the authorities and people outside do whatever they want”. Although not identified by participants 

directly, discussions throughout the research suggested that people feel that they have little control over 

their lives, and are powerless to either demand or effect change – whether this is stopping outsiders from 

dumping or using their water, preventing rough handling by the police, or stopping people from using and 

selling drugs in their settlements. Fostering and supporting a sense of agency and worth could therefore 

be an important point of intervention in these communities.   
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7. Summary of findings  

 

Table 1 summarises the central findings of the research. Although the study was conducted over a short 

period of time, it provides an initial snapshot of the two communities. The picture emerging suggests that 

the two communities feature high levels of unemployment, share a range of social problems and 

experience high levels of stigma and abuse. People in both aspire to feeling safe, respected and their basic 

needs fulfilled. But despite these commonalities, and their proximity, the settlements are very different in 

some respects. While there appears to be a degree of social cohesion and trust in Under the Bridge and 

some (albeit reluctant) leaders, there was virtually no such sense in the Stables. There appeared to be 

high levels of distrust within the settlement; people tend to focus on their own needs and secrecy is 

perceived as a survival strategy. The population in the Stables is also more fluid and there is a much higher 

turn-over of residents.  

 
Table 1: Summary of key findings 

 Bromwell Stables Under the Bridge 

 

Who  • Many from Woodstock-Salt River 

• Afrikaans and English 

• Primarily singles and nuclear families; 

some children 

• High turn-over of residents 

• Some have criminal records 

• Some from the area; most originally from 

elsewhere in the City, Western Cape and 

the Eastern Cape 

• Afrikaans, English and some Xhosa 

• Nuclear and some extended families; 

some singles 

• Several have criminal records 

Challenges • Stigma 

• Crime, drugs and gangsterism 

• Safety, from each other and raids by the 

SAPS and neighbourhood watch 

• Abuse of resources (water) by outsiders  

• Stigma 

• Crime, drugs and gangsterism 

• Safety; crime in general and raids by the 

SAPS and rough-handling by railway 

police 

• Lack of waste disposal; dumping by 

outsiders 

Networks and 

arrangements 

• Nominal cohesion; fear and distrust 

within community and of outsiders 

• No community leaders 

• Some connections with households living 

in formal housing on Bromwell Road 

• Largely isolated from outside role-players   

• Greater trust, cohesion and cooperation, 

but still limited 

• No leadership structure per se; de facto 

and reluctant leaders 

• Some choose to live in settlement to be 

closer to family and support networks 

Livelihoods • Low employment rates 

• Primarily occasional, menial jobs but 

some specialized skills 

• Low access to grants 

 

• Low employment rates 

• Primarily occasional, menial jobs but 

some specialized skills 

• Greater access to grants 

• Some employed by EPWP 

Aspirations • Reduced stigma; to be treated decently 

• Basic needs 

• To be safe 

• Peace and harmony, especially within 

community 

• Reduced stigma; to be treated decently 

• Basic needs 

• To be safe 

• Peace and harmony, especially within 

community 
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8. Determining a way forward 

 

The findings highlight some initial points for consideration in determining a way forward for the 

communities.  

 

8.1 Challenges 

• Lack of leadership structures. The absence of representative structures makes it difficult for local 

government and other stakeholders to negotiate change of any kind. Given the impending removal of 

residents from these two sites, such structures are critical for negotiating and navigating change to 

ensure a better future for all concerned.  

 

• Cohesion. The lack of cohesion, fluidity and active distrust in the Stables is likely to prove especially 

challenging, both with respect to creating leadership structures or implementing any kind of communal 

housing arrangements in the future.  

 

• Stigma. The high levels of perceived stigma may reduce people’s earning potential and serves as 

significant barrier to the settlements’ integration into the wider Woodstock-Salt River community, 

and is major source of unhappiness and concern for people living in the sites. Addressing this issue 

and building the self-esteem and mental resilience of residents would contribute to achieving 

developmental objectives, but the latter requires time and careful and skilled engagement.  

 

• Eligibility for social and transitionary housing. Social housing requires that the listed beneficiary 

has a steady income, is not blacklisted, and does not have a criminal record. Transitional housing aims 

to catch lower-income households and help them transition to social or other types of housing, but 

also requires a clear record. The high levels of unemployment and low or irregular incomes would 

currently exclude many residents from social housing opportunities, although there are some people 

who may be eligible. With criminal records, many residents will be ineligible for both social and 

transitional housing and are simultaneously unable to access earning opportunities such as the EPWP. 

 

• Social problems. Social problems identified in this brief study, especially substance abuse, will need 

to be addressed in transitional housing. In the context of un- and under-employment, it is apparent 

that illicit behaviour is a livelihood strategy in these communities and is likely to continue in the 

absence of legal alternatives. The presence of gang members may also prove challenging and will need 

to be considered in charting a way forward.  

 

8.2 Points to consider 

• Networks. Although a high proportion of residents moved into their settlement simply because 

there was a place available, some residents choose to stay there to be close to family and support 

networks. These are not only important emotionally, but in poorer communities form a vital safety 

net during periods of financial or social stress. It would be optimal to identify rehousing options that 

preserve these area-based networks.   

 



31 

 

• Livelihoods. Residents rely heavily on work opportunities available in the city centre. This is enabled 

by the settlements’ convenient location close to transport infrastructure and the city, and keeping 

residents in the vicinity will be important for protecting and enhancing livelihoods. 

 

• Unlocking benefits. While gentrification could create job-opportunities, people in the two 

settlements reap little to no benefit from the redevelopment occurring around them and are in fact 

actively excluded from focal points like the Old Biscuit Mill. Building a relationship between residents 

and the larger Woodstock-Salt River community and businesses could begin to unlock livelihood 

opportunities for people living in the Bromwell Stables and Under the Bridge.   

 

8.3 Recommendations 

In addition to these general points, the research suggests some recommendations: 

 

• DAG should assist the communities to form a leadership structure or committee that can make joint 

decisions, establish rules, and represent the interests of their settlements to the outside world. 

Differences in the level of cohesion suggest that different approaches will be needed in each 

settlement and may require intra-community trust building before leadership structures can 

determined and effective. 

 

• Irrespective of the housing issue, DAG should also try to build relationships between residents and 

the larger Woodstock-Salt River community and create a platform to begin unlocking the benefits of 

regeneration for people living in these sites.  
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