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backyarding conditions in their areas of jurisdiction, and to consider the ambit 

of possible strategic responses to each of these”. 
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Executive Summary 

A recent SALGA-commissioned report suggests that “backyarding” in South Africa is 

“a multi-billion Rand accommodation and economic sub-sector that provides 

accommodation options to many low-income households unwilling to, or unable to 

procure subsidised or formal privately developed bonded housing” (Rubin & Gardner, 

2013: Chapter 7: 13). Despite the acknowledged scale of this sector, however, there is 

currently no overarching policy framework guiding municipalities in their approach to 

backyard dwellings.  

In 2016, the Disaster Risk Studies Honours class from the Department of Geography & 

Environmental Studies at Stellenbosch University investigated the risk and vulnerability 

profile of backyard dwellers in the town of Klapmuts outside Stellenbosch. They 

produced a report that was later presented to the Municipality and the community 

leaders1. However, although several studies have been undertaken to understand the 

plight of backyard dwellers, still relatively little is known about how other community 

members are affected by the densification caused by housing in the backyards of 

formal housing properties. This research lacuna presented an opportunity to expand 

on the backyard dwelling survey undertaken in 2016, with the class of 2017 tasked to 

interview local homeowners in Klapmuts, identifying the nature of the challenges and 

opportunities that the presence of backyard dwellers in the town poses to other 

members of the community.  

The project was undertaken between 17 and 24 March 2017. Working in collaboration 

with Klapmuts community leaders and Stellenbosch Municipality, students interviewed 

234 home-owners, collected spatial data and noted their observations.  They also 

recorded all houses accommodating backyard dwellings.  

 

This report presents a consolidation of the survey findings, describing how the presence 

of backyard dwellings influences the quality of life of both host households and those 

not accommodating backyard dwellings on their property. Drawing on the opinions 

of the community members themselves, the report concludes by identifying some of 

the key developmental challenges currently being encountered, providing a list of 

useful recommendations for the municipality, the community and other relevant 

government departments. Suggestions are made regarding how the community can 

be supported considering the ongoing proliferation of backyard dwellings, and how 

community leaders might ameliorate some of the critical development issues 

identified by working with their communities. 

                                                           
1 Available from 
http://lib.riskreductionafrica.org/bitstream/handle/123456789/1271/Klapmuts%20backyard%20Dwelling%20S
urvey%20report%202016FINAL_AAA.PDF?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Purpose of the research project 

In 2016, an assessment of the risk context and spatial extent of backyard dwellings in 

a low-cost housing area of Klapmuts was undertaken by Disaster Risk Study Honours 

students from the Department of Geography and Environmental Studies at 

Stellenbosch University2. This module is taught by staff from the Research Alliance for 

Disaster Risk Reduction (RADAR). The small-scale study of backyard accommodation 

followed two previous research projects conducted by RADAR in Klapmuts: A 

community risk assessment of the Mandela City informal settlement (DiMP, 2012) and 

a hazard identification project conducted with Grade 7’s from Klapmuts Primary 

School in 2014 (in which the children identified and photographed local hazards). 

After several meetings held with officials from the Stellenbosch Municipality and the 

Klapmuts Ward Councillor, and a community workshop, a follow-on research project 

was collaboratively planned and designed.  

This report presents the findings of the homeowner survey undertaken in March 2017. 

It is intended for distribution to relevant municipal sectors, community leaders and 

organisations working with the Klapmuts community.  

1.2  Methodology 

The research was undertaken between 17 and 24 March 2017 during the Disaster Risk 

Studies Honours Module. Municipal officials were invited into the classroom to meet 

with the Honours class to discuss the challenges posed by backyard dwellings for 

municipal service delivery and housing administration. The officials explained some of 

the key development issues and prevailing institutional constraints that the 

Municipality is dealing with regarding the ongoing proliferation of backyard dwellings. 

This informative session preceded a questionnaire-based field survey undertaken by 

groups of students among Klapmuts home owners, capturing their perspectives 

regarding the presence of backyard dwellings. 

 

The project included the following elements: 

 

 Project PI met with municipal stakeholders regarding project planning (2016); 

 PI met with Ward Councillor to discuss the project proposal and plan 

community involvement (24 February 2017); 

                                                           

2  Geography and Environmental Studies Honours students taking the Disaster Risk Studies 

module annually undertake a practical field-based project. Over the last five years these have 

included risk research on behalf of communities and local municipalities across the Western 

Cape, namely Matzikama Municipality – Vredendal North (2012) and Doringbaai (2013); 

Overstrand Municipality – Zwelihle, Hermanus (2014); Breede Valley Municipality – Steenvleit, 

Touws River (2015), Stellenbosch Municipality – Klapmuts (2016).  
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 Meeting held with Klapmuts community leaders to discuss and fine-tune the 

project proposal (9 March 2017); 

 Housing officials visited Honours class to discuss municipal perspectives 

regarding developmental and other challenges posed by backyard dwellers 

/dwellings (17 March); 

 Student workshop run to discuss the project: included explanation of fieldwork 

component, group project planning and preparation (17 March); 

• Survey of Klapmuts homeowners, collection of spatial data (recording location 

of all properties hosting backyards), field note observations and collection of 

illustrative photographic evidence (22 to 24 March); 

 Post-graduate students captured survey data (between modules in 2017); 

 Data analysis undertaken (end of 2017/early 2018); 

 Report write-up (February 2018). 

 

The household survey covered all the state-built housing areas of Klapmuts, including 

areas omitted in the previous 2016 survey, such as the older part of the town adjacent 

to Merchant Road, and several new housing developments. The expansion of the 

survey was made possible by the much larger number of students in 2017.  

To determine the impact that the presence of backyard dwellings has on the 

Klapmuts community, both households accommodating backyard dwellings and 

those without backyarders were interviewed. The research area was divided among 

six student research groups, each tasked to conduct 40 interviews with home-owners. 

The six survey areas are illustrated in Figure 1 below. The division of the class into groups 

ensured that the sample, although random and dependent on the availability and 

willingness of householders to be interviewed at the time fieldwork was undertaken, 

included a geographically representative sample of members of the community. The 

final number of households interviewed was 234, two thirds of which (N = 146) 

represented landlord households, with the rest (N = 74) not hosting backyard 

dwellings. 
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Figure 1 Map showing the six areas covered by the survey groups 

1.3  Ethical considerations 

Several preliminary meetings were held with community leaders and municipal 

officials over several months preceding the field work to plan and design the project 

collaboratively. This also ensured that the project was acceptable to the key 

stakeholder groups. In addition, considerations of ethical research practice resulted 

in the following measures being taken: 

 The Stellenbosch University prescribed ethical clearance process was followed 

and institutional authorisation received prior to the commencement of fieldwork.  

 An Informed Consent form, drafted in English and Afrikaans, explaining the nature 

of the project, respondents’ right to anonymity and confidentiality of information 

was presented verbally to all respondents in the survey and at the community 

workshop. 

 Data collected contained no identifiable personal details, only street names. 

However, the spatial location of all houses accommodating backyard dwellings 

in the survey area was recorded. 

 Community facilitators accompanied students in the field to ensure student safety, 

guide them around the community and facilitate community engagement.  

 Only information voluntarily provided by residents was collected. Most residents 

were very willing to participate. 
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1.4  Limitations of the study 

 The research period was relatively brief, occurring between 17 and 24 March. This 

is because the field project forms only one small component of a 6-week Disaster 

Risk Studies Honours module.  

 Although the primary aim of the project was to provide fieldwork-training 

experience to post-graduate students, it was intended as a service-learning 

exercise as well. In this regard it is hoped that both municipal decision-makers and 

the Ward councillor have benefitted from the collection of grounded information 

and survey data that may help to inform planning, deriving longer-term benefits 

to the community.  

 A gang-related incident occurred on the second night during the fieldwork period, 

causing concern among the students. In the interests of student safety, fieldwork 

was discontinued on day three, with the result that some groups did not complete 

their full survey sample as planned.
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2. Placing Klapmuts in context  
 

The town of Klapmuts constitutes part of the Stellenbosch Municipal area, in the Cape 

Winelands District. The town, which forms part of Ward 18, is strategically located on 

the intersection of the national road (N1) and the R44 between Stellenbosch and 

Paarl, while it also straddles the Cape Town-Gauteng main railway line. (See Figure 2 

below). 

At the time of the 2011 census, more than half the households in Klapmuts lived in 

formal structures, but this is rapidly changing as more informal structures are 

constructed. In 1995, the Municipal Infrastructure Grant Programme (MIP) was 

introduced by the state to ensure that “all communities have access to at least a 

basic service” (Serageldin et al, 2003: 29). In Klapmuts, MIP funding was used to 

develop basic infrastructure, while an extensive housing programme was undertaken, 

funded by the National Housing Subsidy Scheme and supplemented with municipal 

funds (ibid, 2003). However, the provision of services and the development of formal 

housing has continued to attract newcomers to the area. 

In terms of both municipal and provincial spatial development planning, the town is 

currently considered a key development node, while the strategic goal of the 

Stellenbosch Municipality is to establish the area as a Special Economic Zone to 

attract investment (BEAL, 2017). Lawson (2014) indicates that investors are looking to 

Figure 2 Aerial view of the study area. Insert indicates relative location of town. 
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fund developments with a focus on light industries, such as in the agro-processing, 

retail and service sectors, as well as construction projects, with a view to encouraging 

the town to grow towards its full potential. Figure 2 below illustrates the current spatial 

planning vision for the town (Stellenbosch SDF, 2017: 50). 

The spatial development of Klapmuts is unusual because most development has 

historically been attracted to the periphery rather than to the centre. It is therefore 

considered to be what is known as a ‘doughnut’ settlement. This historical 

development pattern poses a challenge for ensuring future integrated development.  

Over the last few years, the road infrastructure has been extensively upgraded in 

terms of the nodal planning laid down in the Spatial Development Plan (2017), and in 

anticipation of the expansion of industrial and commercial developments in the area. 

The new Winelands Centre shopping precinct has been developed adjacent to the 

busy R44 and R101 traffic intersection and opened for business in 2015. 

 

Figure 4 New Winelands Centre, Klapmuts.  

Figure 3 Klapmuts proposed development  (Source. Stellenbosch SDF: 50, 2017)     
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Housing development has significantly expanded the residential footprint of the town, 

particularly with the development of several subsidised low-cost housing estates. The 

waiting list for housing currently stands at 21 098 units and is expected to increase by 

1% per year, reaching a shortfall of 22 671 units by 2024 (BEAL, 2017).  

Housing development began in the late 1990s, with several subsequent housing 

projects built in several phases between 2009 and 2014 (See Figure 5 below). 

According to the development priorities listed for Klapmuts in the most recent 

Stellenbosch Integrated Development Plan (2017-2022), despite major subsidy-

housing developments, the provision of housing continues to be a priority concern, 

failing to keep pace with demand. In response, the number of backyard dwellings 

appears to be growing significantly, while the Mandela City informal settlement, 

visible in the bottom left hand corner of Figure 5 below the large irrigation dam, is also 

growing unsustainably.  

Thus, population growth in Klapmuts, poses a significant challenge for Stellenbosch 

Municipality, particularly in terms of basic service provision, which is constrained by 

insufficient capacity, especially for solid waste, electricity and freshwater provision. In 

2011, electrical supply capacity was boosted when an Eskom supply substation was 

constructed to supply the greater Klapmuts area (BEAL, 2017). However, Eskom’s 

supply to residential erven is calculated at one supply point per erf. The existing 

reticulation system in the town is already close to its capacity. Plans are, however, 

already in place for the upgrading of the Klapmuts Waste Water Treatment works over 

the next few years (IDP 2017: 60), while the need for alternative sources of fresh water 

have also been flagged for the area. 
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Figure 5 Phased housing development in Klapmuts 
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3. Backyard dwellers – a developmental challenge in South Africa 

While current housing policy remains focused primarily on the provision of formal 

subsidy housing (Poulsen, 2010), it is slowly beginning to acknowledge the importance 

of the burgeoning rental market. This rental marker offers affordable and flexible 

housing options for a growing number of poor urban households for whom home 

ownership may not be a viable option. In 2001, roughly 19% of South African 

households lived in rental accommodation, but by 2011 a quarter of the population 

were renting (Rudin & Gardner, 2013).  

Due to the growing shortage of low cost housing in urban areas in South Africa today, 

backyard dwellings have become an important accommodation option (Lemansky, 

2011; Lategan & Cilliers, 2013; Shapurjee & Charlton, 2013). The 2011 census revealed 

the significance of this form of housing, demonstrating an increase of 55% since the 

previous 2001 census, growing from 460 000 units to 713 000, more than doubling in just 

a decade! According to Lategan and Cilliers (2013), backyard dwellings are now a 

feature of every settlement area in South Africa, both urban and rural, and particularly 

wherever formal state subsidy housing has been provided (Lemanski, 2009).  

Backyard dwellings may offer a unique proto-type solution to the South African 

housing crisis (Turok & Borel-Saladin, 2016), but are “typically outside the purview of 

several forms of state regulation, including property registration, planning ordinances, 

building codes, environmental health standards, and payment for property rates and 

use of basic services” (2016: 7). However, though characterised by poverty and 

posing significant development challenges, the backyard-housing sector can answer 

to contemporary urban planning agendas. These aim to increase “compaction, 

densification and better utilisation of existing infrastructure investments (Rubin & 

Gardner, 2013: i). Despite the growing body of research evidence, national housing 

policy has still not shifted markedly to acknowledge the role that backyard 

accommodation plays in answering to chronic contemporary housing shortages 

(Gunter, 2013; Rubin & Gardner, 2013; Tsangana, 2013), continuing to focus on home-

ownership. As Napier (2007) suggests “because policies, programmes, and promises 

to the electorate have been framed around the delivery of a house, the energy and 

attention of provincial and local government has been to facilitate the delivery of 

houses (2007: 8).  

 

The lack of an overarching policy or guiding framework has engendered the search 

for sustainable solutions at a sub-national level, seeking to balance the need for 

affordable housing and provision of basic needs, while also considering human health 

(Rubin & Gardner, 2013). The challenge going forward is in providing appropriate 

forms of institutional support to the rental market. Thus, while it may be useful to assist 

landlords in improving their backyard accommodation, this may result in increased 

rentals, displacing poorer households by making them unaffordable (Lategan & 

Cilliers, 2013).  
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Several pilot schemes are being tested, attempting to identify how best local 

government can support the rental market. For example, the Backyarders Programme 

launched by the City of Cape Town (Palm, 2017), has been attempting to provide 

basic services to backyard dwellers living in City-owned rental properties. These 

include “flush toilets connected to municipal mains, a tap stand, a wash basin, a 

water dispensing system …a prepaid meter and refuse collection” (Palm, 2017). The 

project has identified some of the challenges of implementation, such as dealing with 

gangsterism, vandalism and theft, limited access to properties, unwilling landlords, as 

well as limited space for the placement of toilet facilities (Palm, 2017).  

However, this Cape Town pilot study does not present a viable solution for smaller 

towns with limited or no municipal rental accommodation, where typically most 

backyard dwellings are located in the yards of privately owned subsidy housing, 

falling outside the ambit of municipal intervention. In this regard, another project has 

been undertaken in Gauteng, under the auspices of the National Department of 

Human Settlements (Topham, 2011). This aimed to construct affordable backyard 

units in low-income townships, promoting densification through the assisted growth of 

a housing rental market, but this too confronted many unanticipated challenges. 

What has become clear is that the development of a national backyard policy must 

be flexible enough to allow adaptation to accommodate different local housing 

contexts.  

While most backyard studies in South Africa have tended to focus on the challenges 

facing the backyard dwellers, much less has been said about how the presence of 

backyard dwellings affects the households with whom backyard dwellers live, or their 

neighbours (Gunter, 2013). Typically, people have developed stereotypical views of 

‘greedy’ exploitative landlords (Gunter, 2013; Watson 2009) bent on profit-making. 

However, research suggests quite contrary scenarios, far more benevolent in nature. 

For example, Lemanski (2009) and Turok & Borel-Saladin (2016) have shown how 

although land lording may help to provide supplementary income, landlord 

households may be as poor, if not poorer, than the backyard dwellers they 

accommodate, and for this reason perhaps more compassionate and flexible in 

accommodating poor struggling tenants.  

The student project conducted in Klapmuts intended to demonstrate the challenges 

and the opportunities that the provision of backyard accommodation poses for 

households accommodating backyard dwellers. It also sought to understand how 

households without backyard dwellers feel about this unfolding housing scenario, how 

their daily lives are affected by the presence of backyard dwellers, both directly and 

indirectly.  

This two-year study of backyard accommodation conducted by Honours students in 

Klapmuts aimed, more fundamentally, to explore the subtleties of a small-town 

housing landscape in South Africa today. Undertaken in collaboration with the local 

authority, Stellenbosch Municipality, it was intended to inform the development of a 

municipal backyard policy appropriate for local context. 
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4. Home owner’s perceptions regarding backyard dwellers 

This section begins by describing the demographic details collected from the landlord 

households visited in the survey. It then explains the range of relationships that typically 

exist between the landlord and the backyard dwellers, and the contractual nature of 

these relationships. To test how the stereotype of the ‘greedy landlord’ often 

described in the literature compares in the context of Klapmuts, the rentals typically 

charged and what they include is illustrated across the sample. The section goes on 

to describe the physical location and proximity of the backyard dwellings to the main 

house and the resources typically made available by landlords, and to what extent 

they are shared or not shared with the backyard dwellers.  

The section ends with a discussion of the challenges identified by both landlord 

households and other households concerning the presence of backyard dwellers. 

4.1 Host households: demographics 

The first part of the household survey sought to establish basic demographic 

information about hosting households living in formal houses, and how these varied 

across the survey areas. 

 

The number of people living in the main house varied across the sample. Most (21%) 

comprised four household members. However, while 13% of the sample were found 

to be accommodating only two people, many households were larger, with 11% 

having seven members and 6% comprising even larger host households.  

 

The heads of hosting households were predominantly male (60%). This reflected a 

similar trend identified among the backyard dweller households in the 2016 survey, 

when more than 80% of the backyard households interviewed were found to be male-

headed. However, these findings differ markedly from other studies (Gunter, 2013; 

Morange, 2002) that found a predominance of female-headed households.  

 

Although the survey undertook to establish the ages of members of the host 

household, data collection was unfortunately inconsistent and could not be used in 

the demographic analysis. However, most households visited had members younger 

than 15 years of age. This concurs with the most recent census data, which found that 

29% of the Klapmuts population were younger than 14 years of age, suggesting that 

the shortage of housing will continue to grow, driven by the accommodation needs 

of a predominantly young and growing population. 

 

4.2 Backyard dwelling facts and figures 

In a sample of 234 households interviewed in Klapmuts, almost two thirds were found 

to be accommodating backyard dwellings (N=146). This finding was reflected in a 
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brief visual analysis of Google Earth time series aerial images, which demonstrated 

how the number of backyard dwellings has increased significantly over time.  

The number of backyard dwellings reported on each plot visited varied between one 

and four, as the table below illustrates, with the majority of hosting households only 

accommodating a single backyard structure.  

Table 1 Number of backyard dwellings per property 

No. of backyard 

dwellings  

Distribution 

across sample 

1 59% 

2 26% 

3 11% 

4 4% 

 

The distribution of the number of backyard dwellers living on each property also 

varied, with 17% of backyards only accommodating one extra person, and a similar 

percentage accommodating between two to five dwellers. However, a quarter of 

homes in the sample claimed to be accommodating more than six people in 

backyard dwellings on their property. In two cases, host households were found to be 

providing dwelling space for 12 and 13 backyard dwellers respectively.  

 

Two thirds of respondents said that their neighbours had backyard dwellings on their 

property. This echoed the proportion of properties found accommodating backyard 

dwellers in the sample.  

Table 2 Number of backyard dwellers per property 

No. of backyard 

dwellers 

Distribution 

across sample 

1 17% 

2 15% 

3 17% 

4 18% 

5 8% 

  > 6 25% 

 

Most respondents (67%) felt that accommodating backyarders had become an 

accepted way of life in Klapmuts. The survey also aimed to determine whether this 

meant that establishing a backyard dwelling in one’s yard was still something for 

which permission was sought beforehand from adjacent neighbours. Surprisingly, over 

half (58%) the respondents stated that their neighbours generally asked permission or 

spoke to them before taking in backyard dwellers or constructing backyard dwellings. 

4.2.1 Who lives in the backyard dwellings? 

Most backyard-hosting households were found to be accommodating members of 

their own family (57%) in their backyard structures, while only 19% had unrelated 
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paying tenants, 17% took in people they considered friends, and only 7% of the 

homeowners said they provided accommodation for seasonal workers. A group of 

students conducting the survey in one of the older housing areas found that typically, 

while most backyard dwellers were family members, generally parents lived in the 

main house, while their children (and their families) lived in the backyard structures. 

This is markedly different from the findings of backyard studies conducted in other 

parts of the country, for example in Port Elizabeth (Morange 2002) and in 

Johannesburg (Shapurjee & Charlton, 2013), where backyard dwellers were more 

frequently described as unrelated paying tenants. This finding could possibly reflect 

inherent racial differences in the case study areas. Lemaksi (2009; 2011) who 

undertook a backyard study in the Western Cape comments, for example, that the 

province has a unique racial demographic, with the majority of people classified as 

‘Coloured”. In a backyard study conducted in another small Western Cape town with 

a predominantly Coloured community, Zweig (2015) similarly found that most 

households were multi-generational, with backyarders most often consisting of 

extended family members related to those living in the main house. This suggests that 

among Coloured communities, backyarding is not so much an income-generating 

endeavour, but more often a way to accommodate family members who have no 

other housing options. 

The inability to move out of home in crowded multi-generational households is often 

attributable to high levels of unemployment and/or limited financial means among 

members of the household. Some family members typically survive by sharing the 

welfare grant received by someone else in the household, for example a pensioner, 

or by sharing the income brought in by employed members of the household. Oldfield 

& Greyling (2015), however, have suggested that multi-generational households are 

often the result of members of the household being on lengthy waiting lists for housing, 

and faced in the interim with nowhere else to live.  

 

Testing this hypothesis in the context of the survey, just under a third (31%) of landlord 

households reported someone in the main house on the waiting list for housing, hinting 

at the shortage of accommodation still prevalent among host households. A quarter 

of those on waiting lists for housing had been waiting for over 5 years, in some cases 

for even more than 12 years. Comparing these findings to last year’s survey 

conducted among backyarder households in Klapmuts, delivered an interesting 

finding. Anecdotally, it would seem that most of those on the housing waiting list are 

currently living in backyard dwellings, with two thirds of backyard households 

reporting that someone was registered on the municipal housing waiting list; 

suggesting that those on the housing may more typically be living in backyard 

dwellings or other forms of informal housing. 

Group 1’s survey in the older part of Klapmuts adjacent to the railway line, found that 

in most households, no one was on the housing waiting list. Interestingly, a participant 

in this survey area mentioned that her son did not qualify for subsidy housing because 



 

14 
 

he earned more than the threshold income level and therefore had to continue living 

with his parents (Group 1 observation). 

A SALGA study conducted by Rubin & Gardner (2013) found that backyard structures 

are often converted for small-scale business activities. Only one case was recorded 

of a backyard dwelling being used as a business premises in the survey; in this case a 

crèche facility. Although other such small businesses were observed and did not form 

part of the sample, it is evident that this practice is not particularly common in 

Klapmuts. 

The length of time households had accommodated backyards on their property was 

also investigated and seen to vary across areas in the sample. In the new housing 

developments, for example those completed between 2012 and 2014, tenancy was 

much more recent, while in older housing areas backyard histories were 

understandably much longer. Periods of accommodating backyard dwellers ranged, 

as shown in Table 3 below. One student group also found that typically, family 

members had longer tenancies than friends or tenants, though this finding was not 

tested across the whole sample. 

Table 3 Length of presence of backyard dwellers on property 

Period of backyard 

tenancy on property 

Case frequency 

1 17% 

2 20% 

3 17% 

4 10% 

5 9% 

   > 6 >25% 

 

Our survey accords with Watson’s (2009) literature review of backyard dwelling 

research, which found that most backyard renters had occupied their 

accommodation for five or more years.  

4.2.2 Contractual issues, rental charges and affordability 

Most respondents (95%) said they did not have any kind of formal contract with their 

backyard dwellers, usually having only a loose verbal agreement. Perhaps this is due 

to the overwhelming number of family and friends found living in the backyards. This 

is typically the same arrangement found in several other backyard studies (Gunter, 

2013, Lemanski, 2009). In three cases in Klapmuts, however, landlords were in 

possession of formal documents, such as police affidavits, while three others had 

drafted some kind of informal document that served as a contract. Turok and Borel-

Saladin (2015) have remarked about the flexibility of backyard rentals, especially with 

regard to personal relations and the adaptability of payment arrangements that are 

not available for other types of housing options. 
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Research suggests that accommodating backyarders is a way for the hosting 

households to derive extra household income (Gunter, 2013; Lemanski, 2009; Turok & 

Borel-Saladin, 2016). However, over a third of landlords interviewed in Klapmuts 

claimed that the backyard dwellers on their property paid no rent at all, sometimes 

merely contributing towards household costs or services, such as electricity, and 

occasionally giving small cash or other in-kind donations to the host household.  

Among those landlords who did collect rent, more than a quarter said they charged 

on a monthly basis, with rental amounts varying from R200 per month (11%), to R400 

(14%), while slightly more (17%) charged R500 per month. Some landlords (8%) claimed 

to be charging more than R700 per month, evidence perhaps that for some host 

households, renting backyard accommodation is indeed an income-generating 

activity supplementing the income of the main house. The rentals the landlords 

reported to be charging are consistent with the rental that backyard dwellers claimed 

to be paying in the 2016 survey, with only three backyarders claiming to be paying 

more than R1 000 per month for their backyard accommodation. 

Almost a third (31%) of rent-receiving landlords said that electricity was included in the 

rental amount they charged. Some landlords (29%) said that access to running water 

was specifically included, while18% said that they charged for access to toilet 

facilities, and 17% that the rental included a fee for access to a solid waste repository. 

Students in Group 6 (See the blue area in Figure 1) discovered that when rental was 

charged by landlords, it generally covered rent and access to water and electricity. 

They remarked in their report that “…even in those cases where rental is ‘zero’, tenants 

contribute to the costs of electricity”. Although three quarters of the landlord 

households they interviewed (76%) said they provided electricity to their backyard 

dwellers, 62% of them said they would welcome the municipal provision of individual 

electricity metres to the backyard dwellings on their property.  

4.2.3 Resources provided by landlords to backyard dwellers  

The following section describes the provision of basic services to backyard dwellers 

reported by hosting households in more detail.  

Water 

Half the respondents said that backyard dwellers accessed a tap in the main house 

for water, while only a fifth of respondents claimed their backyard dwellings were 

provided with their own water taps, and 29% said their backyard dwellers had to 

access a tap in the backyard area. In more than 80% of landlord households, taps in 

the main house were shared among more than four people, but more commonly six 

or more people generally shared the indoor tap. However, in 15% of cases 10 or more 

people shared a tap inside the house.  

Toilets 

Most (70%) landlord households said that the backyard dwellers on their property also 

made use of the toilet inside the main house. However, a quarter of those interviewed 
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said that the backyard dwellers made use of toilet facilities inside their own backyard 

dwelling, while others reportedly used a facility located in the yard. (See Table 4 for a 

detailed breakdown). 

Table 4 Toilet facilities provided 

Location of toilet facility Percentage of landlords 

providing facilities 

Inside main house 72% 

Inside backyard dwelling 24% 

In the yard 4% 

 

Referring to the 2016 study, it is evident, that although landlords claimed that their 

backyard dwellers had their own toilet facilities, the reality is that like informal 

settlement dwellers, this means that backyard dwellers commonly make use of a 

bucket inside the dwelling that is later emptied, either down a nearby drain or 

indiscriminately in a public space. Supporting this observation, students reported 

sighting human waste on many open spaces during the field survey. 

A Cape Town study of low income houses undertaken by Govender et al. (2011) 

established that the sharing of toilet and ablution facilities between members of the 

main house and backyard dwellers resulted in an unsustainably high rate of use that 

led inevitably to “broken infrastructure and blocked or overflowing drains” (2011: 909). 

Their study revealed that the provision of housing to the urban poor, which was 

intended to improve their living conditions, was inadvertently driving up health risks 

and contributing to environmental pollution due to shared facilities.  

Cooking 

Despite the high prevalence of family members living in backyard dwellings, only one 

fifth of landlord households said they shared cooking facilities with their backyard 

dwellers. Many share mealtimes rather than cooking for themselves, being family or 

friends of those living in the main house. However, surprisingly more than three quarters 

of respondents said that backyarders on their property made use of their own cooking 

facilities. A typical example of backyard cooking facility is pictured in Figure 6 below. 

It illustrates the precariousness of backyard dwellings regarding potential fire risk. This 

is discussed further in Section 5.1 below. 
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Laundry 

In many hosting households, backyard dwellers use facilities inside the main house to 

do their laundry (43%), while the same percentage manage inside their own backyard 

dwelling. Only 14% make use of the yard for their laundry chores. However, most 

backyard dwellers do dispose of their grey water in the yard, a third using a drain in 

the yard (33%), but over a quarter of respondents said that their backyard dwellers 

dispose of water randomly in the yard in the absence of a formal drain. Only in two 

cases did landlords say that backyard dwellers on their property had drainage 

facilities inside their dwelling. 

The disposal of greywater in the yard poses a health hazard to both backyard dwellers 

and formal housing occupants alike, attracting flies, mosquitos and other vectors, 

which can have health consequences for all residents on the property. Govender et 

al. (2010) have also shown how the transmission of pathogens into the main house is 

often the result of contaminants originating in the yard being trodden into the house. 

Rubbish disposal 

According to the survey, roughly half of hosting households share their refuse bin with 

their backyarders. However, the other half of respondents admitted that their 

backyard dwellers make their own arrangement for the disposal of their refuse. The 

indiscriminate disposal of garbage in public open spaces in Klapmuts has become a 

problem, with waste often found dumped into stormwater canals such as the one 

pictured in Figure 7 below. 

Figure 6 Typical backyard cooking facility  
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Figure 7 Indiscriminate disposal of waste in stormwater channel 

Electricity supply 

Most landlords (89%) provide electricity to their backyard dwellers. Almost half (47%) 

of the landlords said that their backyard dwellers pay for a connection to the main 

house, while 26% claimed that they provided free electricity, presumably those who 

are accommodating extended family members. However, 27% of backyard dwellers 

already had electricity meters installed in their dwellings. 

When asked whether they would like the municipality to provide electricity meters for 

all backyard dwellings, there was an overwhelming positive response (81%) from 

landlords interviewed. This was surprising given that so many landlord were found to 

be charging for electricity provision.  

4.2.4 Location of backyard dwellings and dwelling access 

Most backyard dwellings were found to be free standing structures (79%), while only 

16% were found to be attached in some way to the main house, and even fewer (5%) 

were connected to other backyard dwellings. Many informal backyard dwellings 

shared an exterior wall with the main house as illustrated by the informal structure on 

the right-hand side in Figure 8 below. In some more formalised backyard structures, 

access may be provided through the main house, though this was the exception 

rather than the rule. 

It was common to see a variety of free standing and semi-attached backyard 

dwellings on one plot, as illustrated in Figure 8 below. This photograph was taken in 

one of the new housing areas and illustrates the growing density of backyarders, even 

in the newly established formal housing areas of Klapmuts. 
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In terms of access, most (71%) respondents said that backyarders could access their 

dwelling through the yard. In some cases (17%) access was only possible through the 

main house, while at the other extreme, landlords were totally disconnected from their 

backyard dwellers, providing a separate entrance from the street (12%). 

Access to the main house varied, from constant 24-hour access (77%), to restricted 

access (23%). Access was restricted when residents in the main house were out (59%) 

and during the night (29%), while 11% of landlords said they only allowed their 

backyarders occasional access to the main house. The same proportion (11%) never 

allowed backyard dwellers access to the main house. 

4.3 Challenges for landlords and non-hosting households 

While more than half of the hosting households interviewed said that they did not find 

the presence of backyard dwellers on their property challenging (56.5%), the other 

respondents claimed that they were troubled by their presence. However, the 

challenges were not related significantly to a lack of privacy as one might imagine, 

with only 24% of the sample mentioning this. Perhaps this is because privacy is already 

lacking in the main house. For example, one student group reported numerous cases 

of whole families living in each room in the host household, placing large demands 

on basic household infrastructure and services.  

When asked if hosting backyarders was considered an accepted way of life in 

Klapmuts, more than two thirds (67%) of respondents said that it was an established 

custom. Some respondents explained that there was no other option for many people 

without housing and that they felt obliged to help them. However, some of the 

households not hosting backyard dwellers admitted, less altruistically, to be negatively 

affected by neighbours accommodating backyarders. Their decisions not to 

accommodate backyarders on their own properties were driven by the perceived 

challenges this might pose to them or based on past experiences. These reasons are 

listed in order of frequency in Table 5 below. 

Figure 8 Property accommodating freestanding and attached backyard dwelling 
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Table 5 Reasons households chose not to have backyard dwellers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although landlord households rarely mentioned the same problems associated with 

backyard dwellers that were raised by the non-hosting households, when asked later 

how the municipality could provide better support, they raised many of the same 

concerns and suggestions.  These are discussed in Section 7 below.  

4.4 The views of non-hosting households regarding backyard dwellings 

Three quarters of those currently not accommodating backyard dwellers on their 

property had never done so. Of those who had previously had backyarders, 10 

admitted that they had made a conscious decision not to host backyarders again 

because of the numerous problems they had experienced. One respondent 

explained her neighbour’s decision not to continue with backyard dwellers: 

“The people they had [living in a backyard dwelling] were violent and rude. 

They also came in late hours of the night and disturbed people in the main 

house” (Interview transcript notes, Group 5). 

This sentiment was reiterated in another housing area surveyed by Group 6. Residents 

in this area explained how backyard dwellers can cause poor relationships to develop 

among neighbours, particularly when tenants were destructive, under constant 

influence of alcohol, and infringing on the privacy and security of neighbouring 

properties.  

In another area, a respondent said that the extensive and complicated planning rules 

involved prevented people from building rentable formal accommodation. Others 

said that they were new housing recipients and still enjoying their new home too much 

to want to share it with anyone else; while several other respondents claimed that 

they planned to build backyard shacks on their property in the future.  

Just over half of those without backyard dwellings (55%) had neighbours hosting 

backyarders. Most of these (86%) said that their neighbours had not consulted with 

them beforehand. More than half (56%) of them felt that they should have been 

approached first.  

Reasons 

Too many problems associated with backyarders 

Lack of privacy 

Problems removing backyarders 

Increased risk of fire 

Noise concerns 

Safety concerns 

Associated health & sanitation problems 

Constrained living space  

Substance abuse among backyarders 

Rental defaulting 

Difficulty getting building plans for formalisation 
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Although two thirds of respondents not accommodating backyarders themselves said 

that the presence of backyarders on their neighbours’ properties did not really impact 

on them, other respondents reported a variety of problems. These are listed in order 

of prevalence, from most to least cited in Table 6 below. 

Table 6 Impacts of neighbouring backyard dwellers 

Reason for impact 

Noise 

Loss of privacy 

Health hazards 

Increased fire risk 

Too close to their home - infringement 

Backyarder use of alcohol 
 

When asked if they felt that backyard dwellings should be regulated by the 

municipality, more than three quarters (78%) of households not accommodating 

backyarders felt that some form of regulation was necessary. They frequently cited 

the need for establishing more order generally, but also suggested the provision of 

basic services to backyard dwellers or making alternative land available for them to 

settle on. Other suggestions for regulatory measures provided by the interviewees are 

listed in Table 7 below. 

Table 7 Suggested action points for municipal authority 

Suggested municipal interventions 

Provide more control over backyards 

Provide more housing for backyarders 

Maintain database of backyard dwellers for monitoring purposes 

Provide basic services for backyard dwellers 

Provide free planning to enable owners to build formal backyard structures 

Stop the invasion of new housing by outsiders i.e. not those on waiting lists 

Provide support for formal housing maintenance 

Improve solid waste collection 

 

Others believed that no regulation of backyard dwellings was necessary, with 50% of 

respondents saying that backyard dwellers did not bother them and another 14% 

suggesting that they should just be left alone. Feelings towards backyard dwellers 

ranged from feeling sorry for them (21%) to wanting them to be removed completely 

from Klapmuts (7%), while some felt that providing upgraded facilities to backyards 

would only encourage an expansion of the number of such structures in Klapmuts. 
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5. Risk profile associated with the main house 

The survey also investigated the risk profile of landlord households, facilitating 

comparison with the risks associated with backyard dwellers recorded in the 2016 

backyard dwelling survey3. Many of the main houses were observed to be significantly 

dilapidated, with the owners not keeping up with general maintenance. Many 

residents believed that the pervasive problems in their homes were related to the poor 

fundamental design and construction of their dwelling units, such as the lack of 

ceilings or guttering in many homes, or the placement of plumbing on the outside of 

buildings rather than contained within the walls. When pipes expand and contract 

according to weather conditions, leaks and breakages result, many of which are 

beyond the financial capacity of households to repair, resulting in the gradual 

degradation of houses.  

The presence of backyard dwellers may aggravate several of the risks mentioned by 

property owners. These include electrical faults and plumbing leaks. Over demand on 

electricity supply, with extension cords providing power to outside structures using 

multi-plugs can cause power overloads and electrical short-circuiting, while the 

                                                           

3 Risk is determined here according to a commonly employed formula used in disaster risk 

studies: R + H x V/C, where R = risk, H = hazard, V represents vulnerability, and C is the capacity 

of households to withstand or respond to the other factors in the equation. The underlying 

vulnerability of households is thus a key factor influencing the level of risk. Capacity-building 

and increased institutional support also functions to reduce risk in this equation. 

 

Figure 9 Privacy infringements posed by backyarders on neighbouring properties 
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sharing of ablution and kitchen facilities among several households can rapidly 

degrade plumbing and drainage infrastructure. Govender et al. (2011) have 

emphasised the effect of degraded sanitation caused by overcrowded urban 

settlements, which may impact on municipal service provision overloading existing 

systems of reticulation or sewage systems, resulting in longer-term problems for the 

broader community.  

Landlord households were asked questions in the survey specifically related to fire, 

flood and health risks, while they were also given opportunities to describe other kinds 

of risks they encountered in their homes. The three major risk categories were identified 

from backyard dwelling surveys conducted in Klapmuts in 2016 (RADAR, 2016) and in 

Vredendal North in 2012 (Zweig, 2015). These surveys found that many risks associated 

with backyard living also affected those living in the main house. A survey undertaken 

in a metropolitan low-income area by Govender et al. (2010; 2011) identified similar 

trends in health-related risks among backyard and host households.  

5.1 Fire risk 

Only 10 households in the sample had experienced a fire outbreak on their property. 

In eight of these cases, the fire had started in a backyard dwelling, while in only one 

case had the trigger been in the main house. On the other occasion, the fire had 

started on a neighbour’s property and spread across the boundary. Seven of the fires 

had occurred during the hot, dry summer months. Surprisingly, all but three had 

occurred on weekdays. There was no obvious trend in terms of the time at which the 

fires occurred. 

The reasons for the fire outbreaks varied and were unknown in three of the cases. The 

causes identified were like those commonly recorded in informal settlement fires. On 

one occasion, the fire was caused by something left cooking on a stove, twice 

because of candles tipping over, and once due to an electrical fault. However, 

criminal activities were also reported causal factors, including a fire caused by drug-

related behaviour, and another incident of deliberate arson.  

The fires were extinguished in three cases by the householder themselves, by 

neighbours in four other cases, while the fire services responded to the other three 

fires. Damage ranged from complete destruction of a backyard dwelling, some 

damage to the main house, and even damage to a neighbour’s property on one 

occasion.  
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Figure 10 Fire risk posed by discarded rubbish in a backyard 

5.2 Flood risk 

Flooding had reportedly affected only 18 of the landlord households interviewed in 

the survey. The causes of flooding given by respondents are listed in Table 8 below in 

order of frequency, from highest to lowest.  

Table 8  Reasons for flooding 

Reason for flood event 

Lack of drainage in the backyard 

Heavy rainfall and lack of stormwater drainage 

Leaking tap in yard, water flowing into house 

Blocked drain in yard, water flowing into house 

Leaking geyser in main house 

Many residents living in Blossom Street, in one of the new housing areas, complained 

of repeated flooding, suggesting that there is an inherent drainage problem in this 

part of Klapmuts that needs to be addressed. The walls of houses in this area 

reportedly swell and crack during the rainy season, while in one reported case the 

floor had dropped after excessive rain, while the windows leak due to poor 

installation. Households in the area also suggested that it was difficult to 

accommodate backyard dwellings due to the lack of adequate drainage which, in 

one case, resulted in flooding that forced the backyard dwellers to evacuate their 

dwelling and move into the main house. 

The reasons for flooding generally relate to the lack of drainage in the backyard, 

which may be attributable to the presence of backyard dwellings, though this was 

not explicitly stated. One student group found that the lack of guttering and lack of 

drainage systems in the yards characterised most of the formal houses that they 
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visited. This observation accords with the findings of another study of state subsidy 

housing conducted by Pharoah (2013; 2014). Students also found that litter obstructing 

stormwater drains impeded effective runoff during heavy rains, with flood 

consequences for surrounding properties. 

Although flooding was found to primarily affect backyard dwelling households, with 

water running into dwellings located in the yard, the knock-on consequences for 

hosting households was also noted. Impacts included floodwater running into the 

main house, resulting in damp living conditions, damp walls and a flooded garage on 

one occasion, while ill health was also a reported outcome.  

In many cases of flooding, the host household managed to fix the underlying problem, 

but flood damage often remained unrepaired, while only one household had paid 

someone to fix the flood damage. This hints at the problems associated with state 

subsidised housing noted by Pharoah (2013; 2014), with low-income households 

seldom able to afford maintenance costs. This has obvious consequences for 

backyard dwellers located on flood-prone properties. A public health study of low 

income housing in Cape Town similarly found that “home owners do not have the 

finances to maintain their homes, placing them under a greater risk for disease” 

(Govender et al., 2010: 909). 

5.3 Health risks 

The most frequently cited health risks mentioned by survey respondents are listed in 

Table 9 below in order of the frequency with which they were noted, from most 

prevalent to least mentioned. Most host households selected at least one causal 

factor from the list provided, adding several others.  

The findings accord with a previous survey undertaken by Disaster Risk Studies students 

in Vredendal North in the Matzikama Municipality on the west coast, which found that 

the health of people living in the main house was severely affected by inherent 

structural faults and poor maintenance of state subsidy houses (Zweig, 2015). 

Table 9 Health-related risks identified 

Reasons 

Leaking roofs and walls 

Electrical faults 

Plumbing leaks 

Dampness inside houses 

Poor insulation 

Infestations: Rats and bugs 

Standing water 

Other infrastructural problems 

 

Households in the main house shared many of the problems commonly reported in 

the 2016 survey by backyarder dwellers. This accords with the findings of a public 

health study which found that “Comparisons on various indicators of health between 
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inhabitants of the main houses and the shacks in the back yard yielded very few 

significant differences” (Govender et al., 2010: 909).  

Host households frequently reported cracked walls in their homes and broken fixtures, 

such as leaking taps, faulty hot water geysers, as well as broken electricity metres. 

These conditions resulted in damp living conditions, aggravated by leaking roofs, 

mouldy walls, and lifting floors as well as poor insulation from both cold and hot 

weather. Thus, living conditions in the host households were observed to be little better 

than those of backyard dwellers, reiterating research undertaken by Pharoah (2014) 

and Govender et al. (2010), which compared living conditions in state-subsidised 

housing with those in informal dwellings. Both studies found formal housing to be 

frequently compromised by poor structural and infrastructural elements.  

Households in the new housing area located near Blossom Street in the South East 

corner of Klapmuts reported a variety of problems experienced even upon moving 

into their new homes. These included that the walls were very thin, frequently 

cracking, while the solar geysers quickly became defective. The problem of rat and 

bug infestations in the main house was mentioned frequently, and indeed throughout 

the survey. In the 2016 Klapmuts backyard dweller survey, this was also listed as a major 

problem. A study by Govender et al. (2011) similarly found all low-cost dwellings in their 

survey of four low-income areas reported infestations, particularly of fleas, flies and 

cockroaches.  

Govender et al. (2011) suggest that “Governmental planning ought to be adjusted to 

take health and safety of the inhabitants of these houses into consideration” (2011: 

341). Currently, the design of such housing schemes serves to some extent to increase 

the risk of communicable diseases such as TB, rather than improving living conditions 

as they are intended to do.  
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Figure 11 Typical informal living conditions showing proximity to main house 

6. Spatial extent of backyard dwellings in Klapmuts, May 2017 

The 2017 Klapmuts survey recorded the extent of all formal houses accommodating 

backyard dwellings throughout a larger area than that covered in the previous 2016 

student survey, incorporating the older part of the town adjacent to the railway line 

as well as the new subsidy housing developments. Only the location of houses 

accommodating backyard dwellings was recorded, while the numbers of actual 

backyard dwellings was not investigated. The map (See Figure 14) is therefore only 

indicative of the spatial distribution of backyarders, but does not provide a numerical 

count.  

A census survey in Klapmuts in 2001 established that only 5% of the houses were 

accommodating backyard dwellings. The 2011 census demonstrated the rapid 

growth in backyard accommodation, with 13.4% of formal dwellings accommodating 

backyard dwellers, more than double the 2001 figure. The time series images below 

sourced from Google Earth historical imagery illustrate the gradual compaction of 

living density between 2005 and 2017. This is due the gradual proliferation of backyard 

structures and the addition of several new housing developments, which are already 

accommodating backyard structures to varying degrees.  
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Figure 12 Aerial view of Klapmuts housing development in 2005  

 

 

 

Figure 13 Aerial view of Klapmuts housing development in 2017 
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As is evident, the density of backyard accommodation in the formal housing areas 

differs across the survey area, with densities generally greater in older housing areas. 

This may be attributable to several factors.  

Firstly, the plot size of earlier housing developments is reportedly larger than 

subsequent developments, allowing space for the accommodation of more 

backyard dwellings. When the municipality first developed subsidised housing in 

1997/8, plots were reasonably large (between 200m² and 250 m²). Later, in terms of 

national housing policy that called for greater densification, plot sizes were 

significantly reduced to between 80m² and 100m², leaving little space for backyard 

dwellings.  

Secondly, according to the student survey, although many households in new housing 

areas currently do not host backyard structures, many said they were planning to 

establish backyard dwellings in the future. 

One of the student survey groups working in the oldest area of the town adjacent to 

the railway line, Group 1, found no backyard dwellings at all in an area bounded by 

Pickering and Bell Streets, while the density of backyard dwellings throughout the rest 

of their survey area was quite limited compared to the other areas in the survey. They 

could not explain this phenomenon, other than that these were generally older more 

established households. Group 1 found that most (69%) of the plots accommodating 

backyard dwellings in their survey area typically had only one such dwelling. Most 

accommodated immediate family members or friends. 

Group 5, working in the newly developed South East corner of the town (See Figure 

13 below), incorporating properties between Alexander and Coronation Streets, 

found a relatively low distribution of backyard dwellings, with some residential blocks 

having no backyard dwellings at all. This is to be expected, given that this is one of 

the most recent housing developments to be built in Klapmuts. However, the number 

of people recorded living in the main houses was quite high, varying between four 

and seven people, suggesting that more people live inside the formal houses in this 

area than in backyard structures. Interestingly, more houses in this study area were 

female-headed (55%), compared to the overall survey sample, which may be 

instructive as the students noted that female-headed households contained more 

inhabitants in the main house compared to male-headed households. This may be a 

security-related issue, but was not explored further.  
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 Figure 14 Spatial Distribution of houses with backyard dwellings - Group 5 area 

Group 5 also discovered that many housing units were being rented out to foreign 

nationals, who declined to be interviewed. In three separate instances, the renter did 

not even know the identity of the owner, one of whom was said to be residing in Langa 

and another in the Eastern Cape, suggesting that the house was being rented out as 

a livelihood strategy. In another case, the person residing in the house admitted that 

they had informally purchased the property from the original owner. This concurs with 

comments made by many local people that outsiders were being provided with 

housing opportunities before long established residents who had been on housing 

waiting lists for years. 

The information from the survey questionnaires combined with observations recorded 

in the student field notes was later mapped using ArcGIS software. One student group 

compared their field observations and findings with Google satellite images taken in 

2016, approximately five months before the fieldwork was undertaken, to check their 

accuracy. While they found that there was generally a good consistency between 

the satellite images and ground observations, they found that the field interviews 

provided more up to date and reliable spatial data. In the satellite images, they could 

not differentiate between (1) constructions that appeared to be extensions of the 

main house, (2) two separate dwellings in a connected building, and (3) whether 

structures were inhabited or used only for storage. Only conversations with 

homeowners could avoid such misinterpretations. While the field sample of this group 



 

31 
 

determined that 61.5% of the households had backyard structures, the most recent 

satellite image suggested that only 57.5% accommodated such structures.  

Group 5 noted that satellite images could potentially be more usefully applied to 

analyse the size of backyard dwellings, although this was not required in the study. 

The group briefly analysed satellite images of their survey area and discovered that 

backyard dwellings were generally roughly half the size of the main house, although 

in some instances they were even larger. 

This spatial analysis of the distribution of backyard dwellings has demonstrated how 

the density of backyard dwellings varied across the Klapmuts housing landscape in 

2017. It provides a useful visual baseline of evidence against which to measure 

changes in backyard distribution in the future. This could help to establish how 

backyard dwelling density changes over time in response to longer periods of 

residency in the newer housing developments and/or further housing development 

projects. It may also illustrate the local housing response to other commercial 

developments planned for the Klapmuts Special Economic Zone.



 

32 
 

 

Figure 15 Houses accommodating backyard dwellers in Klapmuts study area 
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7. Recommendations 

The backyard dwelling survey revealed several key development issues that need to 

be addressed by both the municipality and different stakeholder groups within the 

community. The following section lists recommendations according to each 

stakeholder that was identified. 

a.  Municipal action points 

The following action points for the Stellenbosch Municipality are suggested, based on 

survey findings and comments collected during interviews with local community 

members: 

 Assistance could be provided with standardised legal contracts between 

landlords and backyard dwellers. This would include the laying down of legally 

binding terms and conditions that could potentially safeguard the rights of both 

landlords and tenants; 

 A dedicated rental housing sector in the municipality would need to be 

established to deal with contract-related disputes; 

 Better oversight of the housing waiting list is required and more transparency in 

this regard. Many households claim they have been overlooked despite being 

on the waiting list for many years; 

 Workshops should be provided explaining the rights and responsibilities of 

owners of subsidy housing as these are currently not well understood; 

 Workshops could be provided teaching basic building techniques for backyard 

dwelling construction for backyard dwellers and landlords alike. These should 

include inter alia advice regarding building materials, safety features and the 

implications of existing regulations; 

 Support is required for the maintenance of subsidy housing for indigent 

households. Many households seem unaware that this is their responsibility; 

 Increased frequency of solid waste collection is necessary to prevent dumping. 

The provision of wheelie bins to households hosting backyard dwellers is 

suggested by community members. Currently, solid waste overflows between 

collection days, often blocking storm water drains, exacerbating flood and 

health risks; 

 Storm water drains need to be regularly cleared of blockages accruing from 

wind-blown litter to prevent flooding and associated health risks; 

 Provision of electricity meters to backyard households. This may help to 

decrease fire risk; 

 Provision of subsidised building materials for backyard dwellers; 

 Monitoring of backyard structures – regular dwelling counts and population 

surveys; 

 Expansion of public transport service to accommodate growing numbers of 

inhabitants in Klapmuts. 
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b.  Community-led changes 

The following recommendations are made regarding community involvement with 

regard to backyard dwellings: 

 Establishment of a community forum to deal with localised issues such as noise 

complaints and reporting of criminal activities. 

c.  Other possible stakeholder-led interventions 

A range of possible interventions might involve other stakeholder groups: 

Police Services 

The escalation in crime levels is associated with the arrival of criminal elements, said to 

be residing in the backyards and in the informal settlement behind the town. Crime 

was high on the list of priority risks that need to be addressed4; 

 A specific police forum working in collaboration with community leaders could 

be appointed to assist in addressing the current high crime levels reported by 

community members: 

 The growth of gangsterism in the town and associated increase in drug abuse 

was flagged by many households during the survey5. This could be addressed 

through collaboration with community members. 

Community Health 

 Upgraded clinic facilities are required to accommodate the growing 

population. This has been flagged in the current IDP. 

Fire Services 

 There is a need for a satellite fire station located closer to the community to 

facilitate faster emergency response. 

8. Priorities for future policy-development 

From a policy perspective, it is quite difficult to rationalise government support of 

backyard accommodation (Turok & Borel-Saladin, 2016), particularly given that the 

problems associated with backyard dwellings are so numerous and complex. How 

can local authorities effectively protect the rights and interests of both backyard 

dwellers, landlord households and the general community? How can they legally 

                                                           
4 In a study undertaken by Lategan and CIlliers (2013) in Oudtshoorn, similar spikes in crime were 

noted in areas of high backyard dwelling density, though this noted relationship was anecdotal 

and might have been associated more directly with high levels of unemployment. 
5 In 2014, a project undertaken by RADAR among Grade 7 children from Klapmuts Primary to 

identify hazards they live with in the Klapmuts community, the children also highlighted the 

threat of growing criminal activity associated with gangsterism and drug abuse. The mapping 

exercises conducted with the children illustrated that many of the gangsters live in the new 

housing areas, reiterating comments made by respondents in the survey suggesting that 

criminals are new arrivals to the town. 
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intervene on privately owned land to which their institutional mandate does not 

currently extend? These and other challenges associated with the development of a 

new backyard policy, one that seeks to introduce new checks and balances that can 

potentially benefit all stakeholder groups, bring into focus fundamental issues about 

citizen rights and justice.  

This research set out to determine ways in which, from a community perspective, the 

local municipality can best support backyard dwellers, their landlords and the 

community more generally through the development of a backyarder policy.  

A SALGA-commissioned study (Rubin & Gardner, 2013) has developed an evaluation 

framework for determining the relevance and practicality of municipal responses to 

backyard dwelling. These are listed as follows: 

1. Ease of implementation 

2. Cost of incentives 

3. Management/ Administrative requirements 

4. Potential impact (2013: 12). 

The SALGA study acknowledges that “municipalities must view backyarding as a 

complex and highly differentiated accommodation sub-market and develop policy 

responses that match this complexity in different contexts” (Rubin & Gardner, 2013: 

15). A desktop study of case studies and officially commissioned government reports 

undertaken for this research provides evidence of the complexity inherent in the 

backyard housing sector, and that there is no one-size-fits-all solution.  Rather, the 

research has demonstrated that solutions must be appropriate for each context. 

Backyard accommodation is a preferred option to the continued development of 

sprawling informal settlement areas, despite the many potential pitfalls and 

challenges that have been identified. The Stellenbosch University student surveys 

conducted on behalf of Stellenbosch Municipality have identified some of these 

challenges from the perspective of different community stakeholder groups in 

Klapmuts, namely backyarders, landlords and neighbours without backyarders. 

Community-based research can help to answer some of these questions, allowing 

those who live with the challenges on an everyday basis to assist in shaping policy. By 

identifying the challenges, community members themselves can assist in determining 

what such a policy or by-law needs to incorporate, while at the same time also limiting 

the reach of the state on private property. Participatory approaches can often derive 

innovative ideas from those most immediately affected, ensuring better community 

buy-in and support.  
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