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Introduction 

The South African Disaster Management Act and National Disaster Management Framework 

calls for increased efforts to reduce risks developmentally. Disaster risk refers to the chance 

of hardship or loss resulting from the interaction between natural or other hazards and 

vulnerable households exposed to them. Disaster risk reduction in informal settlements 

refers to all policies, actions and initiatives that minimise vulnerabilities and disaster risks in 

informal settlements, including prevention, mitigation and preparedness.  

Disaster risk reduction can include both structural and non-structural interventions. The latter 

involves urban planning, education, health and other social vulnerability reduction measures. 

Social development actions can also reduce risks. Closer cooperation and confidence 

between settlement residents and local authority representatives can improve municipal 

service delivery as well as strengthen local responsibility for recurrent risks. Many risks in 

informal settlements are strongly rooted in social and economic vulnerability, along with 

unstable sources of livelihood. 

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

assessment is a fundamental measure to inform development measures that are grounded 

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

programmes. A community risk assessment has as its key tenant a concern to put local 

communities at the forefront of the risk and vulnerability identification process thereby 

allowing ownership and control of the risks assessment process to the local people. In this 

way a CRA creates a framework for a reciprocal exchange of information and strategies 

between development practitioners and local community members.  

 

A Community Risk Assessment was undertaken in three small informal communities located 

within Samora Machel in Philippi on the Cape Flats on the 15 and 16 March 2010. The 

programme used a participatory action research approach and formed part of a training 

exercise for a class of Honours students from the Department of Environmental & 

Geographical Science at the University of Cape Town. Twelve students and several staff 

members were accompanied by members of the three communities in conducting this 

assessment. The purpose of the assessment was essentially three-fold: 

� To enhance CRA skills capacity of the students 

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

in their locality. 

� To develop a ground–truthed report that will be shared with responsible service 

delivery and government stakeholders to inform corrective intervention with a view to 

ensuring effective DRM / DRR in the area. 

 

What is a Community Risk Assessment (CRA)? 

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

communities developmentally, using a highly participatory and bottom-up approach. It 

provides insights into how risks are generated and can be reduced. A Community Risk 

Assessment can be adapted and applied in numerous contexts, for a wide range of risks. It 

is underpinned by a commitment to participatory engagement with at-risk communities and 
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relevant stakeholders. Informal settlements are diverse; therefore risk reduction efforts will 

vary from one settlement to another. 

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

settlements and low-cost housing that are most vulnerable to fires, severe weather events 

and seasonal flooding, especially when they are located in risk-prone and ecologically-fragile 

areas. Government departments have been hard-pressed to keep pace with rapidly growing 

and often unplanned demands for service provision – including the maintenance and 

expansion of essential public infrastructure.  

Community-based disaster risk management (CBDRM) is an approach that aims to reduce 

local disaster risks through the application of participatory assessment and planning 

methods, aiming to strengthen people’s capacities to manage specific disaster risks. The 

CBDRM approach allows a wide group of stakeholders, including residents, civil society 

organisations and local government role players to jointly understand the disaster risk profile 

in a particular settlement.  

Undertaking a CRA in areas of Samora Machel in Philippi  

By carrying out the Community Risk Assessment (CRA) in Samora Machel the DiMP 

Department (Disaster Mitigation for Sustainable Livelihoods Programme), aims to facilitate 

the gathering of information specific to a particular community in relation to hazards faced by 

residents. Understanding the disaster context of the settlement, as experienced by those 

living there, serves as a far more fruitful exercise in finding coping strategies that can be 

successfully applied to help alleviate stresses and also to supplement mitigation measures. 

These strategies need to be dynamic, as one group of people is affected differently to 

another, in response to, for example flooding and ponding and associated health risks. A 

CRA focuses on the settlement as the unit of analysis, spending time communicating with 

residents to unravel priority hazards. 

Groups of Honours students conducted fieldwork exercises in several areas of Samora 

Machel over a 2-day period, from 15 to 16 March 2010. Each group was accompanied by a 

University of Cape Town facilitator and several local residents. The fieldtrip exercise was a 

participatory process where the mutual exchange of knowledge was carried out in an 

educational manner for both respondents and students alike. There was an interest by the 

student group to reach a diverse range of people, each with a different experience of 

disaster to tell. A key motivation for the assessment was to produce a report that disaster 

risk reduction managers, in the relevant City of Cape Town departments, could use as a 

ground-truthed representation of priority risks. This is particularly valuable in that the 

perceptions and concerns came from the mouths of those most adversely affected and as 

such were subjectively identified hazards. This can better inform policy and guide 

community-upliftment strategies than a purely armchair based research account of the area 

which highlights the problems it might ‘theoretically’ face.  

Participants were divided into three working groups in order to assess the risks in three small 

informal Samora Machel communities. Many residents made contributions to the exercises 

during the transect walks, allowing for a broader consensus of opinion on local risk issues. 

Informal interviews with local residents during the transect walk provided an understanding 

of local conditions and coping strategies in terms of the particular risks prioritised.  Each 

student group was tasked to write up their assessment results in a comprehensive report 
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which was submitted to the Disaster Risk Science Department at the University of Cape 

Town. Their report findings, observations and analyses, including their suggestions and 

recommendations were consolidated into this report.  

Fundamental to the success of any research project is a need to have common 

understanding of underlying concepts, therefore the UCT team and community members 

began with a discussion of key disaster terms underscoring the assessments such as 

hazards, vulnerability and disaster. This enabled community members to understand these 

terms in the context of their own living environments. After the introduction to key concepts 

the students were tasked to make use of a number of exercises for Community Risk 

Assessment which had been previously introduced to them in the classroom.  

The methods they applied in the CRA included the following: 

• Problem Tree which is a flow diagram showing the relationship between different 

aspects of an issue or a problem. It helps to analyze the situation by identifying the 

major problems and the causes and also clarifies the contents of the problems as 

well as their potential impacts. 

• Seasonal Calendar - A tool that is used to identify periods of stress or particular 

vulnerability and focus on seasonal risks such as floods, social and economic 

problems or processes such as holidays or harvesting. 

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

how developmental changes within and around the settlement may have increased 

or reduced specific risks. 

• Settlement mapping – A drawing of settlement by community members to identify 

available resources such as Water taps and environmental hazards, e.g dirty  and 

unsafe areas. 

• Venn Diagram – Shows significant relationship with organizations within and outside 

the community. It also identifies the importance and effectiveness of these 

organizations with the community. 

• Multi risk transect walk – involves walking through a settlement observing particular 

physical conditions that increase or reduce risks and informally interviewing 

community members on their risk experiences. 

 

We are grateful to the many community members who were involved in the assessment 

process. We hope that for them as well as for the students this was a valuable learning 

process. 
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 Figure 1.  Aerial view of Samora Machel showing 4 proposed areas for CRA 

 

Figure 2. An overview of the layout of informal settlements within Cape Town. There are essentially 

two main clusters visible. Samora Machel, (area circled in blue), is included within the first cluster, 

while Khayelitsha forms the centre of the second cluster 
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Information about Samora Machel 

Location 

Samora Machel is located in Ward 33, in Weltevreden Valley in the Greater Philippi area on 

the low-lying Cape Flats. Philippi as a whole faces a range of social problems, including poor 

levels of education, violent crime, substance abuse, environmental degradation and an 

alarming rise in the number of residents with HIV/AIDS.  

 

Philippi has experienced a period of rapid expansion since 1996 when influx control laws 

were abolished. People began migrating to the City from traditional rural Xhosa-speaking 

areas in the Eastern Cape, but also from long-established existing Cape townships that were 

bulging at the seams due to a shortage of housing in these areas. This rapid and ongoing 

expansion has placed increasing strains on existing public resources, infrastructure and 

services, with the population of Philippi reportedly having grown by almost 50% between 

1996 and 2001 alone. 

Samora Machel is bordered in the North by the Michell’s Plain/Khayelitsha railway line and 

by Samora Machel Parkway to the east. Vanguard Drive forms the western border while the 

busy major route of the R300 runs along the southern side. It is situated at a distance from 

formal employment opportunities, at a significant distance from economic hubs or industrial 

areas. Informal activities therefore create the most jobs. This has implications for the 

livelihoods of residents, who every month are required to spend a significant proportion of 

their minimal monthly income on transport to and from work. For example, the Mitchells Plain 

Town Centre is around 12 kilometres away, the Investec site in Phillipi East is around 8 

kilometres away, while the Lansdowne industrial area and the City of Cape Town are around 

7 and 20 kilometres away respectively (Development Action Group, 2008: 316). The Philippi 

agricultural area, about 5 kilometres away, offers some employment in the agricultural 

sector, mostly unskilled work and usually badly paid. Others are employed as teachers, 

librarians, supermarket staff (there is a Score Supermarket in Samora Machel) and cleaners. 

All the housing developed in Samora Machel is within walking distance of public transport, 

with Oliver Tambo Drive which runs the length of the settlement being a major taxi route and 

Philippi Station located close by. 

A study by Du Toit, which examined ongoing levels of extreme poverty for the urban poor in 

the Cape Metropolitan area ten years of South African democratic government, suggested 

that there is ample evidence to suggest widespread poverty in Samora Machel, finding that 

Samora Machel residents often went without adequate food, fuel and shelter for a significant 

percent of the time (2005:10).  
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Time Series of Samora Machel Using 1:50000 Maps 

An Honours student used a time series of 1:50000 maps to trace the development of the 

area from 1941 until 2000. This showed the gradual addition of roads, the construction of the 

railway and the building of the Philippi Stadium, until by 2000 a massive state housing 

development had filled most of the space that has be then become known as Samora 

Machel. 

 

Figure 3. A 1941 map showing farming land with some dirt roads traversing the area that eventually 

became Samora Machel (Source: Survey and Mapping Directorate, Mowbray, Cape Town, 2010).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. A map from 1959 showing how roads have now been tarred in what was to become Samora 

Machel (Source: Survey and Mapping Directorate, Mowbray, Cape Town, 2010). 
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Figure 5. By 1981 railway infrastructure is in place and Vanguard Drive, which became the western 

boundary of Samora Machel, has been built. Oliver Thambo Drive is also visible, (Source: Survey and 

Mapping Directorate, Mowbray, Cape Town, 2010). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. This 1983 map shows significant development of roads as well as the Philippi Stadium (Source: 

Survey and Mapping Directorate, Mowbray, Cape Town, 2010). 
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Figure 7. By 2000 Samora Machel is well established (Source: Survey and Mapping Directorate, Mowbray, 

Cape Town, 2010). 

Early history of the development of Samora Machel 

During the apartheid era housing policy was used as a means to implement the Nationalist 

government’s separate development strategy. After 1968 further provision of new African 

family housing in the cities was curtailed in line with this strategy, eventually creating a 

tremendous back-log in accommodation, especially in Cape Town. In 1996, when influx 

control restrictions were eventually lifted, there was a tremendous influx of people to the 

Cape Metropole. The shortage of land and housing eventually necessitated the 

implementation of an integrated development strategy. 

During the 1980s contestation over land and housing resources led to great political 

upheaval in the Philippi area. Emanating from an informal settlement known as Crossroads 

(Cole, 1987), this often violent struggle spilled over into the Philippi area. Weltevreden 

Valley, which is located in the south-west corner of Philippi, was removed from these 

upheavals and the contestation that characterised the development of other parts of Philippi, 

such as Philippi East and Browns Farm, and therefore became the natural focus for local 

government development planning.  

By the early 1990s the only inhabitants of Weltevreden Valley were living in a small informal 

settlement in the north-west corner and aerial photographs from January 1993 clearly show 

that Samora Machel did not yet exist. 

The Integrated Serviced Land Project (iSLP), recognised in 1994 by the national government 

as a Special Integrated Presidential Project as part of the Reconstruction and development 

Programme, was initiated late in 1990. A R1.4 billion integrated development project it was 

aimed at addressing the socio-economic needs of 40,000 families living in informal 

settlements in and around Cape Town who were in the lowest income groups, thereby 

qualifying for the government’s national housing subsidy. Samora Machel, remaining 
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unaffected by the turmoil in other parts of Philippi, was identified as the first greenfields 

project to be undertaken by the Western Cape Provincial authority. The development project 

was initiated in 1999 by the Provincial Administration of the Western Cape together with the 

Department of Housing, Local Government and Planning and the City of Cape Town and

was taken over by the City in 2000. 

The Samora Machel project, which was regarded as an experimental or pilot project ‘to 

enhance the development of a community spirit and a sense of ownership’ (DAG, 2008; 

314), aimed to accommodate the needs of low-income families who had to relocate when 

other informal areas such as Crossroads, Guguletu, Langa and KTC were upgraded. 

Although the community originally wanted free-standing homes on 160m² plots, this low-

density option was not viable due to the shortage of land. The development was conducted 

in several stages with the aim of promoting community spirit, and comprised nine sites. The 

layout was determined by the following objectives: 

♦ To ensure maximum value remained for the building of the top structure 

♦ Achieving high density  

♦ Most cost-effective layout for civil engineering costs 

♦ Achieving maximum quantity and quality of space 

♦ Compliance with minimum Provincial Housing Board guidelines (Chittenden, Nicks de 

Villiers, 2001). 

 

Consultants were appointed in February 1994 and were requested to put together a Local 

Structure Plan to include a design for the provision of bulk infrastructure. On 26 May 1994 

representatives of the Residents Development Committees (RDCs) of various communities, 

including Samora Machel, passed a resolution mandating the Province to apply to the 

Provincial Housing Board for project funding. Two months later several other communities 

also expressed an interest. So it was that the Weltevreden Valley Project Committee came 

to represent thirteen communities and the Province. The Project Committee became the first 

to choose its own civil engineering and town planning consultants from a panel selected by 

the Province.  

In February 1994 the first count of dwellings in Samora Machel, which had been conducted 

remotely from an aerial plan, had estimated the number of households at 245. By June of 

the same year this number had risen to 425. A proper ground survey in November 1994 

established that Samora Machel had grown to 735 dwellings, each of which had been 

numbered during the survey (Adlard, 2009). The settlement at that time straddled what was 

to become the main road into Weltevreden Valley and the land required special earthworks 

to prepare it for development. For this reason the community was requested to relocate to 

temporary serviced sites while permanent housing was being developed.  

Disagreements arose concerning the employment of labour on the earthworks and contracts 

for the building of the transit camp. The Samora Machel community became quite powerful 

in the planning and roll out of the project, often bringing work to a standstill and delaying 

progress. Due to community demands, in mid-1995 the transit camp was re-situated south of 

the access road, although no relocation had yet taken place. In June 1995 the Samora 

Machel RDC reported that there were now 1 010 dwellings in the settlement and demanded 

that the project provide sufficient sites to accommodate this growth. Thus, 1 105 sites were 

eventually prepared in the transit camp and the relocation finally began on 7 August 1995. 
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Phase 1 of Weltevreden Valley saw the first large-scale application of the national housing 

subsidy in the Western Cape region. The maximum capital subsidy available was R15 000 

per eligible household in February 1995 when Phases 1 & 2 were approved for finance by 

the Provincial Housing Board. The subsidy was intended to cover all the costs of creating a 

serviced township, with the balance used to finance the construction of the dwelling. In 

addition, due to the inherently poor soil conditions on the Cape Flats, the Housing Board 

provided a premium of 15%, which increased the subsidy to R17 250. However the per-site 

cost of the earthworks in Weltevreden Valley was R1 200 and infrastructure costs in Phase 1 

raised the anticipated cost of a serviced site, without a toilet, to over R9 500. This left 

roughly R7 500 for the construction of each dwelling with a toilet.  

The primary objective had been to create a serviced site with a simple but small starter 

home that was easily extendable by the householders themselves (DAG, 2008).The 

development planning was also strongly focused on public transport and pedestrian 

lifestyles, promoting ease of access for residents, while including the concept of shared 

facilities and the provision of commercial spaces (Chittenden, Nicks de Villiers, 2001). Other 

community facilities in Samora Machel include a clinic, Weltevreden Valley Clinic, a creche, 

a Community Hall located in the Centre of the community and where most community and 

municipal meetings are held, a satellite police station, located inside containers on the 

community hall premises, a library, two primary and two secondary schools.  

The Province invited building contractors to submit proposals within this budget, complying 

with the required standards set by the Housing Board, while also creating opportunities for 

small and emerging building firms. Once the applications had been adjudicated, a show 

village was established allowing contractors to demonstrate their products. The houses in 

the show village ranged from 16 – 25m² on 130m² sites, and included some innovative 

designs. The idea was that those who had been allocated sites in Phase 1 could select a 

house-type from the show village and then engage the relevant contractor. The innovative 

systems were eventually discarded and almost everyone chose a 25m² dwelling made of 

concrete blocks.  

Many contractors failed to meet their contractual obligations and the construction of houses 

stopped. In September 1996, the Cape Town UniCity which governed the Cape metropolitan 

area and was controlled by a different political party to that of the Province, condemned all 

the houses for being too small and requested the Province to halt construction. “The political 

battle lines were drawn: the Province owned the land was the implementer of the iSLP and 

was controlled by the New National Party (NNP) – the City, which held jurisdiction over the 

urban area, the communities were its citizens and it was controlled by the ANC”.1  

Fearing that the sites would be invaded, the Province could not abandon the project. It also 

could not allow the sites to be occupied because municipal regulations prohibited occupation 

of residential sites unless there is a toilet on site and at that stage there were neither 

dwellings nor toilets2. Eventually, the Province decided to provide each site with a toilet and 

a tap by which means occupation of the site could be legal and the beneficiary could re-erect 

a shack on the site and cover the toilet. In this way as much of the subsidy residue as 

possible would be preserved for when development resumed and the residue could be used 

                                                           
1
 Adlard, 2009 

2
  Ibid 
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for the construction of a starter dwelling. By the time building could resume there were only 

two contractors still working in that market, both experienced concerns – one building with 

blocks and the other with pre-cast concrete panels. Their products had a floor area of no 

more than 20m². They contracted to individuals and not to the Province, and were paid the 

residual of the subsidy. No NGOs were involved in the implementation of the development, 

but community-based organisations such as SANCO were instrumental in securing the 

contractor and equipment. Occupation of houses finally began in September 1996. Most of 

the housing beneficiaries had previously lived in informal settlements. 

In 2000 a major site invasion occurred on land adjacent to Samora Machel. It soon became 

a large and very dense informal settlement, now known as Kosovo. The residents of this 

new settlement had an impact on the community facilities that had been provided for the 

people of Samora Machel, making use of the clinic and schools among other things. This 

angered the residents of Samora Machel for whom these services were originally provided. 

Demographic information 

A survey of Samora Machel conducted by the Development Action Group in 2004 

ascertained that nearly all households consisted of only one household with an average of 

four persons per household. While ten percent were couples, twenty percent were nuclear 

families i.e. parents with children, while single women with children constituted 20%. Single 

men made up only 2.5% and single men with extended family 10%. There were on average 

1.6 children per household. Women-headed households accounted for 35% of households. 

Only 32.5% of households’ monthly income was derived from formal employment, with 55% 

being informally employed. 55% of the households were accessing welfare grants of some 

description, while 5% received no regular income. Over half households interviewed earned 

less than R800 per month and the median income was R570 per month (DAG, 2008: 317).  

Development shortfalls 

A day hospital and a functioning old-age home are still critically needed (DAG, 2008:318). 

An old age home has been built but is not operational due to a lack of funding. There are 

also currently no sports grounds and facilities for the youth. Although there is a satellite 

police station, it is manned by a small skeleton staff and is only open during office hours. 

Residents of the area would like to see the provision of a fully-fledged police station, given 

that crime is prevalent in the area. 

Health 

According to Sister Dinginto, who heads up the Weltevreden Valley Clinic, there are several 

major health issues in Samora Machel. The clinic is responsible for primary health care for 

children from birth to 13 years old, provides treatment for sexually transmitted diseases 

(STIs) and tuberculosis (TB), and also offers family planning services while it is the first base 

for the treatment of HIV/AIDS3.  

 

At the time of the Community Risk Assessment, there was a measles outbreak among the 

children in Samora Machel necessitating a mass inoculation campaign, which was gotten 

quickly underway, targeting all children from 6 months to 15 years of age.  

                                                           
3
 Adults with HIV infections presenting a low CD count are referred to the Coronation Ward at Lentegeur Hospital 

in Michell’s Plain, while there is an ARV roll-out programme and a hospice at Mzamomhle Clinic in Philippi. 
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The clinic deals with many cases of diarrhoea, especially among small children, but the 

Sister explained that the there are generally many more cases among the informal 

settlement residents than in the formal areas. These types of contagious health issues often 

spill over into the formalised housing areas due to the density of the area, with informal and 

formal areas abutting each other. Each year there is a ‘diarrhoea season’ which has no 

predictable timing. The settlement was experiencing just such a season in February/March 

2010 when this research was undertaken, which was affecting the younger children mostly. 

TB is a constant and growing problem which Sister Dinginto says is being compounded by 

the impact of HIV/AIDS. While drug resistant TB cases are increasing, the number of TB and 

HIV cases is also reportedly escalating.  

There is a Health Committee in Samora Machel and an NGO called Zanempilo Trust which 

is contracted by the Health Department. Zanempilo’s care givers visit those who are house-

bound three times a week, on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. 

Crime 

Housebreaking and mugging occur frequently in Samora Machel. Many incidents of 

domestic violence and particularly of women and child abuse are reported, although these 

are typically under-reported. There are also many cases of missing children which is of 

particular concern. Alcohol and drug abuse is wide spread.  

Areas selected for the Community Risk Assessment 

Although Samora Machel today consists to large extent of state-provided RDP housing, 

most of these houses now also have back yard dwellers living in poorly constructed informal 

structures. After state-provided housing was developed in 1999 many undeveloped spaces 

soon became filled with informal dwellings, homes to people who had not qualified for state-

provided housing. This densification has driven up and intensified the risks for all those living 

in Samora Machel.  

According to the City’s Disaster Management Centre there has been extensive flooding in 

the informal areas of Samora Machel. The areas of Iraq, Tsunami, NY, New Look, 

Thembisa, Siyanyazela, Faneze and Zola are frequently mentioned in their incident reports. 

This information motivated the choice of four small informal areas for the purpose of this 

CRA, namely, Iraq4, Tsunami, NY and Zola which are situated at a distance from each other.  

                                                           
4
 The residents of Iraq later reneged on their agreement to participate in the assessment, which was then carried 

out in the other three areas. Iraq would have been a very interesting case study, located beside the railway line 

and close to the pedestrian bridge which provides access to areas on the other side of the line, such as Brown’s 

Farm. Iraq is also reportedly home to a group of informal dwellers hailing  from the same village in the Eastern 

Cape who restrict their membership to abakhaya only. 
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Conducting a Community Risk Assessment in Samora Machel 

The purpose of this Community Risk Assessment (CRA) was primarily to provide the 

Honours students with practical experience in undertaking field work as part of a Disaster 

Risk Science module at the University of Cape Town. However, the 2-day workshop also 

provided an opportunity to gain insight into the risk profile of a small community in Philippi 

and to provide in-depth information to decision makers. The students and community 

members together were provided with the opportunity to propose solutions acceptable to the 

community. At the same time awareness was created among community members about the 

root causes and outcomes of the risks they face and the ways in which they can mitigate the 

impacts of disaster events or even prevent them.  

 

The local Ward Councillor, Mr. Monwabisi Mbaliswana, was consulted about the proposed 

CRA. Mr. Mbaliswana had previously co-operated in a 2009 Community Risk Assessment of 

Kosovo, a densely populated informal Settlement which lies adjacent to Samora Machel and 

is also located within his ward. Having facilitated the report-back meeting for that CRA he 

was keen to conduct a similar assessment in Samora Machel. Staff from DiMP, together with 

the councillor and officials from the City of Cape Town’s Disaster Management Department, 

conducted a scoping exercise visiting informal areas across Samora Machel in order to 

select several assessment areas. Eventually it was decided to assess four informal areas 

and so permission was requested of leaders from these four areas for UCT students to 

conduct assessments. The leaders agreed to organise several community members to 

participate in the 2-day workshop and to allow transect walks of their areas.  

 

Usually such assessments cover an entire settlement, such as Kosovo, but the aim of this 

particular assessment was to attempt a survey of several small informal pockets within a 

developed area. Due to the specific geographical locations and different community 

compositions of these four areas it was anticipated that, even though all four settlements are 

located within the Samora Machel area, they would exhibit different risk profiles. On arrival in 

Samora Machel on the first day of the assessment the Iraq community had decided not to 

participate resulting in the assessment of three areas. These three areas were NY, Tsunami 

and Zola and are described briefly below. 

 

NY, situated on the corner of Chris Hani and Helen Joseph Roads in Samora Machel, is very 

densely populated and currently home to about 300 households that moved onto the land in 

1998 when state housing development in Samora Machel marginalised those who did not 

qualify for government-built housing. Most of these residents reportedly come from the 

Eastern Cape, and more especially from two specific areas, Centane and Tsomo.  

The settlement is provided with several rows of full flush toilets (nine in each row), communal 

taps, and electricity and waste removal services. The Solid Waste Department of the City 

reportedly provides residents with black bags which are collected twice weekly. Residents 

must place their rubbish on the main road for collection. However, a collected pile of rubbish 

which had reportedly been there for many months indicated that refuse collection is 

problematic.  

There are no lights within the settlement, although there is one street light in an adjacent 

road that illuminates parts of the settlement. There is no church and no crèche but the 

settlement is located close to both primary and high schools. 
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Dwellings are prone to fire, situated very close together, some even touching each other, 

with building materials often seen stored between dwellings which enables fire to spread 

quickly. According to the Councillor, NY experienced a big fire towards the end of 2009 

which began among the informal meat sellers and spread to the dwellings behind. Disaster 

management officials and local residents say that the area is prone to flooding in the winter 

months, which leads to outbreaks of sickness, particularly among the children, also 

aggravating conditions for those with TB. However, the settlement is not provided with any 

storm water drains.  

There is a large fruit and vegetable trading area called Mbonelele Fruit and Veg on the edge 

of the settlement and several meat sellers ply their trade there. This area has thoughtfully 

been provided with two toilets and a standpipe.  

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Figure 8a + b. Scenes from NY 

 

Tsunami is located on the busy Oliver Thambo Drive, the major route through Samora 

Machel, which has a high traffic volume. According to the Councillor, Tsunami was first 

established in 2002 and is currently home to around 800 people who are provided with six 

full-flush toilets and two stand pipes. Although electricity was installed last year, the 

electricity poles were not simultaneously provided with street lights to provide light to 

residents at night as is often the case in other informal areas. The toilet area is very dark at 

night and is avoided by residents after dark for fear of crime. There are many informal 

traders operating on Oliver Thambo Drive and a few shebeens operating within the 

settlement.  

The settlement is extremely dense with many passages between dwellings leading to dead-

ends and the gaps between dwellings often too narrow to allow passage between them. 

Given that there was a fire in the settlement last year, this is an alarming situation, with the 

community driving up their own risk by providing no means of escape from a fire. Despite the 

density, a large church structure has pride of place in the centre of the settlement.  

The chairman of the local Community Police Forum lives in Tsunami and reports that crime 

is endemic there. Flooding is a big problem and disaster management records indicate many 

call-outs to the area for flood and fire relief. Although two storm water drains are located 

behind the settlement and close to the toilet block, these are constantly blocked causing 

stagnant and dirty water to pond, in turn posing a health threat. Storm water drains are also 
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used by people living in informal areas for the disposal of dirty water. Blocked drains and 

toilets therefore pose a big problem for residents and drive up health risks. 

The City’s Solid Waste Department reportedly supplies residents with black bags for the 

collection of refuse which must be placed in a designated area on Oliver Tambo Drive where 

it is collected every Monday. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 Figure 9. Scenes from Tsunami 

 

The small settlement of Zola was established in 2005 and was the smallest of the three 

settlements selected for the assessment. It is currently home to about 150 people 

constituting 32 households. Most residents living in Zola reportedly came from other 

dwellings within Samora Machel, mostly young people setting up homes of their own and no 

elderly residents. There is fairly wide spacing between structures at present. The density of 

Zola is controlled by the community members who prohibit the building of new dwellings, 

demolishing any that are erected and reporting offenders to the councillor.  

Zola contains a large informal Methodist church, the Lusanda Educare centre and two 

shebeens. Although supplied with electricity in February this year, no street lights were 

simultaneously provided. Nearby high mast lighting sheds some light over the settlement.  

Zola is provided with a block of eight flush toilets and one tap, but there are no storm water 

drains. Although the solid waste department used to supply black bags for refuse collection, 

this has allegedly stopped. Residents place their rubbish on Oliver Tambo Drive where it is 

collected on Wednesdays. 

The settlement has experienced one recent fire which destroyed one dwelling. Flooding is a 

major problem and residents say that after heavy rain water flows across the settlement and 

into their houses. Situated adjacent to the busy Oliver Tambo Drive, like the Tsunami 

settlement, Zola also experiences a high rate of crime with a high accident rate on the road. 
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Limitations of the study 

There are several limitations that must be acknowledged in this assessment. Firstly, the 

study was conducted over two week days so that many of the economically active residents 

would have been at work and their opinions are therefore not represented. Ideally in order to 

undertake a thorough assessment this exercise should be conducted over three to four days, 

which was not possible within the time allotted to the Honours field work. The study ideally 

could have incorporated more interviews and a longer discussion session with stake holders. 

Although accompanied by Xhosa-English speakers from the community, one student and 

one DiMP staff member fluent in the Xhosa language, students were challenged to 

understand or to make themselves understood at times. This may have made resulted in 

less nuanced interpretations of community perceptions and issues. 

Ethical considerations  

Ethical considerations are extremely important when conducting research involving 

community participation, often requiring participants to give personal accounts of their 

experiences. The students employed the following ethical standpoints which emphasize: 

• Not raising expectations of the community members by offering false promises  

• Building on existing programmes and initiatives 

• Including as many members of the community as possible, including those less 

vocal, or those residing far from services, in less accessible areas 

• Ensuring a professional attitude and keeping opinions away from the work due to 

the diversity of the settlements 

• Being transparent with all findings of the research and share all findings with the 

community 
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Community Risk Assessment of Tsunami 

Tsunami is a small informal area located within Samora Machel, North of Oliver Tambo 

Drive. Tsunami has a shape of a “U” (See outline in figure 11 below) that faces to the north 

of Samora Machel. The assessment of Tsunami was arranged by the Disaster Mitigation for 

Sustainable Livelihoods Programme (DiMP) of the University of Cape Town and was 

undertaken by four Disaster Risk Science (DRS) Honours students in concordance with their 

Honours course (DRS1) in the Department of Environmental and Geographical Sciences. 

The assessment team comprised four community members of Tsunami, four students and a 

translator 

 

 

 

 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 10. The location of Tsunami outlined in yellow (Source: Google Earth image) 

On Monday 15 March the first session began with the community members and UCT 

students introducing themselves to each other. The students explained that the assessment 

aimed to establish the hazard profile of the Tsunami area and to identify and prioritize risks 

in the community. The aim was to understand the priority risk hazard, its causes, outcomes 

and seasonality in order to identify ways of reducing community vulnerability to the identified 

risk. The students introduced the terms vulnerability, risk, hazard and disaster to the 

participants so that the community members understood these terms well enough to provide 

examples of each in the context of Tsunami. 

Tsunami has a high housing density comprising approximately 96 households, with many 

passageways between dwellings leading to ‘dead-ends’. The dwellings are highly flammable 

due to the building materials used in their construction, increasing the vulnerability of local 
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residents to fire hazards by denying them escape routes in the event of fire. The residents 

share six toilets with pour-flush systems. (Only two of these were functional during the CRA). 

Some households in the community have commandeered toilets for their own use, changing 

the locks to prevent other households from using and abusing them. There are two taps in 

the settlement, only one of which was functioning during the CRA. This tap ran constantly, 

because the tap head had been stolen. Tsunami is also provided with two storm water drains 

located close to the toilets and the taps at the back of the settlement. Although refuse bags 

are provided by the Solid Waste Department which must be placed in designated areas for a 

Monday collection, some community members continue to dump waste in the drains causing 

the blockages. Although electricity is provided to residents, there are no street lights 

(Tonkin 2008). Due to the lack of lighting community members are more vulnerable to crime 

at night and are fearful of using the toilets after dark.  

The next section describes the exercises undertaken during the Community Risk 

Assessment with community members from Tsunami. 

 

Hazard Identification 

The community members were asked to identify key hazards affecting the Tsunami area. 

The participants were then given three votes each and asked to vote on the hazard that they 

felt is the most prevalent and significantly affects them. The final outcome was: 

 

Hazard         Votes 

Flooding             4 

Blocked drain             5 

Electricity             0 

Fire   0 

Crime   0 

Toilets   3 

 

The blocked drain and the dirty condition of the toilets were grouped into the category of 

Environmental Health Hazard and identified as the priority hazard within the community. 

Community members were then asked what problems and hazards are associated with 

environmental health issues in the area.  

Problem Tree 

The problem tree is a useful tool in identifying ‘progressive causation’, unpacking the causes 

and effects of hazards. The tree trunk represents the identified priority hazard 

(Environmental Health in this instance), while the roots of the tree represent the causes of 

the hazard and the branches represent the effects of the hazard on the community itself.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Tsunami problem tree 

 

The direct causes of the environmental health hazard were identified as dirty toilets, blocked 

drains and broken taps which constantly run. Community members explained that taps are 

generally broken because they are stolen and used for drug money. The drug problem in the 

community was blamed on unemployment. Community members believe the drain is 

constantly blocked due to the inadequate width of the pipes and because people dump 

things like chicken feathers and waste hair from a nearby hair salon in the drain. Cleaning 

the drain has recently become impossible because an informal dwelling has been built on 

top of it. The participants said that the City of Cape Town stopped cleaning the toilets in 

2008 although large numbers of people are using the facilities, especially on Sundays when 

the church is busy.  

Children play in the standing water, especially after heavy rains in winter, and become ill as 

a result of the unsanitary conditions and possibly because of their relatively weak immune 

systems. This often results in an adult in the household staying at home to nurse a sick child, 

losing a day’s work. Community members also described how during flooding the taps often 

become inaccessible, while flooded roads make it impossible for people to get to work. In 

summer standing water allegedly turns green and attracts flies and mosquitoes. 

 

Transect walk 

During a transect walk of the Tsunami area participants took note of the physical conditions 

that are increasing vulnerability to poor environmental health, providing the opportunity to 

identify local efforts to mitigate and reduce the effects of the hazard. Community members 

gave accounts of their own personal experiences and understanding of the hazard. The 

transect walk was led by community members who pointed out the blocked drains, 

constantly running taps and dirty toilets (see photographs below). Informal interviews were 

conducted with several other community members. There was an interesting difference in 

gender perceptions, with the men interviewed believing that the drains were blocked 

because people throw their refuse in the drain due to a lack of refuse bins and inadequate 

removal services, while women said that the refuse removal was not a problem because one 
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could take a bag of rubbish to the main road (O.R. Thambo Drive) every morning and it 

would be collected by the council.  

 

The transect walk allowed residents to identify the spatial extent of regular flooding to the 

students, to point out the location of the running taps and blocked drains, while verifying the 

reported state of the toilets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 Figure 12. Blocked drain                           Figure 13. Broken tap  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 14. Unsanitary toilet conditions             Figure 15. Bricks collected for flooding 

 

Seasonal Calendars 

To create a seasonal “risk profile” of environmental health hazards both monthly and weekly 

calendars were created to enable participants to identify when the hazards are most 

problematic. The blocked drain was considered a year round problem, becoming worse in 

the winter rainfall period, while the running taps and dirty toilets are apparently a constant 

problem. The dirty toilets are a bigger problem on weekends, not only because more 

residents are at home on the weekend but also because this is when many people gather at 

the Tsunami church, placing added pressure on the already tenuous sanitation system. 

Flooding occurs in winter due to inadequate drainage of rain water. Over weekends the 

children are at home and tend to play around contaminated water. The hair salon is busier 

over the weekend when more hair is disposed of into the drain. More chickens are 

slaughtered over the weekend creating ‘feather waste’.  

 

The following coping strategies were witnessed on the transect walk: 
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• Community members collect bricks to walk on during severe flooding (Figure 16 

above) but this is only effective when water level is low  

• Channels are often dug between houses during flooding to drain the water away  

• Buckets are used to bail out water from flooded homes  

• Sand piled on the boundaries of the informal dwellings prevents flood water from 

entering but only provides short term relief 

• All community members reportedly wipe toilet seats before use to mitigate the health 

hazard posed by dirty toilets  

 

Venn Diagram 

The Venn Diagram exercise identified who the Tsunami community believe are the key role-

players in their community and their perceived effectiveness in reducing the impacts of the 

environmental health hazard. Community members wrote the names of role players on 

circles of card: large, medium and small - and attached them to a sheet of paper (See image 

below). The size of the circles chosen indicates the perceived importance of organizations or 

individuals to the community in addressing the hazard risk, while distance from the centre 

represents the strength of the relationship between the organization/ individual and the 

community. The exercise revealed that although community members perceive the police 

and the councillor to be important role players, in effect a very weak relationship exists 

between them and the Tsunami community. In contrast the fire station, the Weltevreden 

clinic, the local community police forum, disaster risk management and the local library were 

placed close to the centre of the diagram – indicating a strong relationship, while the City of 

Cape Town was placed at the far edge of the diagram. Small circles represented the church, 

local committee and the crèche.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16. The Venn Diagram exercise  

 

Time line 

A hazard time line was constructed with the aid of community residents in order to trace the 

developmental history of the settlement and to record particular disaster events that have 

impacted on the community.  

 

The first settlement of people in Tsunami reportedly occurred in 2003. Water and sanitation 

infrastructure had yet to be provided so that community members had to make use of the 

facilities in the adjacent state-built formal houses instead. As formal houses could not be 

provided to everyone there seems to have been some kind of understanding between formal 
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and informal dwellers to share limited resources at this time. Tsunami was only one of 

several informal areas that sprang up on residual undeveloped pieces of land.  

 

Community members recalled that in 2006 the density of the settlement increased 

drastically, an observation that is also reflected in the time series photographs (See at the 

end of this report) which clearly show densification of Tsunami at that time. This densification 

corresponded with the first occurrences of flooding.  

 

In 2007, Tsunami was provided with 6 toilets and 2 taps. However by the end of that year 

these had all broken and become dysfunctional. Residents insisted that it takes 

approximately a month for the nearby storm water drain to be repaired when it becomes 

clogged and inundates the settlement. In 2008 electricity was provided to each household.  

The hazard timeline therefore helped identify that one of the major hazard drivers in the 

community was rapid densification which placed too much pressure on the limited existing 

infrastructure, reducing run-off area and  preventing flood water from draining away. Disaster 

Management log sheets indicate that several other parts of Samora also become flooded 

during winter due to blocked drains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17.  Blocked storm water drain in Tsunami 

 

Hazard mapping 

Showing the series of aerial photographs to community members and students alike allowed 

for a rich and animated discussion among community members about how their settlement 

has changed over time and stimulated debate about the spatial distribution of resources and 

hazards as well as previous disaster events. Using the aerial photographs as a guide the 

community members then outlined the Tsunami area and constructed their own ‘hazard 

map’ of their community.  

 

The resulting map (See figure 20 below) illustrates how the members understand the 

landscape in which they live on a day-to-day basis.  
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Figure 18. Map of Tsunami drawn by community members 

The map identified the location of the hazards and the extent of flooding in the winter. The 

location of the church in the community as well as the salon which is located on top of a 

drain was shown. The map showed that flooding happens throughout Tsunami during winter 

but is particularly bad around the blocked drains. The toilets are centrally located and are 

adjacent to the taps. The participants also showed the high water mark from flooding in the 

winter, reaching about 60cm high (shown in figure below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19. Green water line marks winter flood height  

 

Solutions charts 

Community members were tasked to provide a list of possible solutions to reduce and 

manage the environmental health risks identified in Tsunami. They willingly suggested how 

the authorities could help them. Interestingly none of their suggestions included large-scale 

interventions, but instead comprised small-scale changes to improve their lives.  
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• Install strong metal taps that cannot be stolen 

• Install street lights to prevent crime – e.g. to stop people stealing the taps 

• Parents should look after their children better 

• Stop dumping in the drain  

• Flush system toilets should be installed 

• Bins for refuse removal to be provided (Dogs rip into bags but not bins) 

• Government to clean the toilets with chemicals 

• Community meeting should be held to discuss community cleaning of toilets 

• Installation of another 6 toilets and 2 taps 

• Bigger pipes underground for drains 

• A government official to manage space and remove illegal shacks 

• A regular check of the drains by government 

• Regular toilet check by government 

 

The findings of the Tsunami Risk Assessment were later presented by the community 

members themselves to a wide group of stakeholders including officials from various local 

government departments, members of NGOs and community members from Samora 

Machel and Kosovo. The water and sanitation department explained that they were not able 

to install further taps and toilets because there was not space in which to do this due to the 

densification of the settlement. They also explained that the pipes used to construct the 

toilets were the largest regulation size available in the City. The newly revamped Informal 

Settlements Department can help community members to prevent further densification. 

Xolisile Mama urged community members were asked to call the City’s Solid Waste 

Department and the Water and Sanitation Department if/when services are not functioning. 

Telephone numbers were provided to those present for further dissemination. 

 

Coping strategies 

The resilience of people, to a hazard or risk is dependent on their livelihood strategies, 

access to resources and social institutions (Adger et al. 2002; 358). In the context of the 

Tsunami community where the majority of residents earn a minimum wage, hazard risk is 

compounded by a lack of access to resources and general services (social and 

infrastructural). Few explains that diversification of livelihoods and mobilization of the 

community can help to provide support, shelter and food and are good ways in lessening the 

impacts of disaster (2003; 47). None of the community members who attended the 2-day 

workshop in Samora Machel had permanent work and therefore little or no source of income. 

They were reportedly dependent on the kindness of their neighbours and other family 

members. They are socially and physically vulnerable to flooding events, dirty and 

dysfunctional toilets, broken taps and blocked stormwater drains all of which make them 

vulnerable to ill health and disease.  

 

Over the years the community of Tsunami has devised methods for coping with the 

environmental health issues and daily hazards. In dealing with health threats, which are 

external to the household, community members of Tsunami use bricks to step on initially 

while the flood waters are low. Digging of trenches between the dwellings and use of sand 

bags are other methods used to help cope with the flooding. The trenches channel water 

away from individual dwellings, while sandbags soak up some of the water and buckets are 

also used to bale water out of homes. During an interview a shopkeeper said that when 
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flooding begins she puts a blanket behind the door of her dwelling to soak up the water. 

However, all these methods offer only short term solutions. No longer-term solutions were 

proposed other than the eventual provision of formal housing which is seen as the panacea 

for all problems. 

  

When the toilets were first built they were cleaned and maintained on a regular weekly basis 

by the municipality, but this service was reportedly discontinued sometime in 2008. 

Consequently, in an attempt to maintain hygienic conditions in the toilets, some households 

resort to locking a particular toilet and sharing it between several households, barring other 

residents. 

Ahern et al (2005; 38) describe some of the health issues that can result from flooding in 

informal settlement areas. Among these are rodent infestation and associated diseases, as 

well as mosquitoes and faecal-oral disease. Community members mentioned experiencing 

some of these outcomes. Faecal-oral disease is a common threat associated with flooding, 

especially if residents have poor access to clean water and inadequate sanitation. In 

Tsunami such diseases do not seem to have presented major health problems yet, despite 

the dirty, dysfunctional toilets and regular flooding but may pose future threats.  

The students felt that a way to lessen the impact of the flooding on the Tsunami community 

and mitigate the problem is through education of the community and through local 

government-driven emergency preparedness measures.  
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Community Risk Assessment of NY 

NY section was settled between 1998 and 2000. Today it is comprised of informal dwellings 

densely packed together and constructed with poor materials such as wood and corrugated 

iron. An accurate social-demographic profile does not exist for the NY community and the 

data available only gives a rough idea of the profile of the wider Samora Machel area in 

which the community of NY is located. 

Figure 20. Location of NY within Samora Machel (Source: Google Earth image) 

NY is situated on the corner of Chris Hani and Helen Joseph Roads in Samora Machel, on 

Provincial Government land in the Metro South-East of Cape Town along Vanguard Drive 

(Development Action Group, 2008).   

Key services and facilities in NY include several rows of flush toilets with nine toilets in each 

row (See illustration below), communal taps, electricity and waste removal services. The 

toilets are located in the centre of NY, densely surrounded by dwellings; some not even a 

meter away from the toilets. Refuse collection, street cleaning, and maintenance of 

infrastructure such as pipe networks and road repairs, is provided by the City of Cape Town. 

Facilities available to Samora Machel include a clinic; a crèche; a community hall located at 

the centre of the community; a satellite police station located in a container on the 

community hall premises; a library; and two primary and two secondary schools (Tonkin, 

2008). The only formal commercial business in the area is a Score Supermarket; with other 

formal businesses located more than 10km away from Samora Machel which are accessible 

by public transport (Tonkin, 2008).  In NY there is a large fruit and vegetable trading area 

called “Mbonelele Fruit and Veg” located at the edge of the settlement.   
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Figure 21. Toilet facilities in NY                Figure 22. Tap in NY 

Introduction of key concepts  

In order to show their understanding of the term hazard, the community members applied it 

to situations they experience in NY.  For example, after washing clothes they explained that 

people throw their water out in front of their homes which does not drain away, becoming 

stagnant and posing a health threat. Other hazards include drunk people making noise, use 

of paraffin stoves, candles or gas in the home, the large industrial rubbish bin being 

constantly full creating conditions conducive to disease, houses being close together 

allowing for the easier spread of disease and fire. Crime was a big concern. The definition of 

disaster was discussed and the community members associated this term with the disaster 

of the Haitian earthquake, showing some understanding of international disaster events.  

They also understood the term applying it to situations in NY, stating that a disaster occurs 

when rain comes inside the house or when the rain interacts with electricity wires outside 

and inside the house, cutting off electricity or creating dangerous situations where people 

may be electrocuted.  The members could not grasp the definitions of vulnerability and risk. 

 

Hazard Identification and Ranking 

For the first part of the exercise, hazard identification, the group was asked to think about the 

hazards they live with on a daily basis. Each community member was then provided with 5 

cards on which to write the threats they felt were most important in their lives (one hazard 

per card). Due to the language barrier (English was a second or third language for the 

group) it was clear that the members of the group struggled to grasp the difference between 

hazard, risk and vulnerability.  

 

The following is a list of the threats that the group identified: 

� “Sparks coming from the electric wires” (‘spaghetti wires’) 

� “No drainage pipes so nowhere for rainwater to go” 

� “Dirty toilets carry bacteria” 

� “Heavy rainfall increase water table which leads to flooding” 

� “Knocking over candle” 
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� “Poor housing conditions – holes in the walls make it cold” 

� “Dark early in winter so easily robbed” 

� “Cooking on paraffin stoves which can be easily knocked over” 

� “Drunk people always making a noise” 

� “Water taps always being stolen” 

� “Heavy rain floods houses” 

� “The toilets have diseases” 

� “Not safe so must lock your door” 

� “People disturbing” 

� “Water coming into house from leaky roof” 

� “Toilet always blocked and overflows” 

� “No street lights so not safe to walk around” 

� “No drainage so standing water attract flies/mosquitoes which enter house” 

� “Drugs and alcohol make people do things such as theft” 

 

 

 

 

 

  

   

    Figure 23.Explaining Hazard Ranking                 Figure 24. Hazard identification chart 

 

For the hazard ranking, hazards were grouped into five categories: Fire, Flood, 

Environmental Health, Crime, and Other. Each group member was then given four slips of 

paper, one per vote, and asked to vote for the hazard that they felt was most important in 

NY. For example, they could place all their votes in the cup titled Fire or they could put two 

slips of paper in Fire, one in Flood and one in Crime depending on how they felt. The votes 

were tallied as follows: Fire: 0; Flood: 6; Environmental Health: 1; Crime: 13; Other: 0.Thus, 

it was very clear from the voting process that the group felt crime was by far the hazard of 

biggest concern in NY. This became the focus of the rest of the activities. 

The problem tree  

The problem tree exercise identifies the causes and effects of the priority hazard, show how 

vulnerability can worsen the severity of these hazards and identify and understand the direct 

and indirect effects of the hazard.  The tree trunk here represents the focal problem - crime, 

the branches represent the impacts of crime on NY, and the base or roots of the tree 

represent the root causes of crime in NY.  The students were led by the four participating 

community members into NY in order to construct the tree. The members stopped outside a 

local “shebeen” and called for other residents of NY to join them.  The concept of the 

problem tree was explained and the picture of the tree was laid on the ground. The 

community members were each given one blue card on which to write what they believed to 
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cause crime in the area, after which the cards were collected and stuck onto the base of the 

tree.  Members were then given another single blue card each and asked to write what they 

believe are responsible for these causes. These cards were then stuck below the primary 

causes.  The process was continued until the underlying root causes were identified.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25.  Problem tree exercise in NY            Figure 26. Problem tree of NY 

Moving on to another area inside NY more opinions were obtained from community 

members. The explanation procedure was repeated with the tree being stuck onto a wall, 

followed by local residents’ identification of the impacts of crime on the NY community.  Their 

answers were then stuck onto the ‘branches’ of the tree.  The members were then asked 

what they believe these impacts could lead to, or to give the indirect impacts.  These were 

placed above the primary impacts with each effect representing one branch of the tree, and 

the process was repeated until several knock-on impacts were identified.    

Five root causes were suggested by the residents of NY. The first was a lack of security 

patrols, the second was drug abuse, third was unemployment, fourth was the high density of 

dwellings, and fifth was a general lack of discipline. Many underlying factors result in these 

root causes. The lack of police in the area is a critical factor as police seldom patrol either 

the main road running past NY (Helen Joseph Road) nor the settlement. No experience and 

a lack of skills contribute to unemployment and together with the lack of entertainment 

facilities and services this leads to boredom which often results in drug-taking.   

The high density of the dwellings contributes to insecurity providing residents with little or no 

privacy. Criminals walking through the community can easily survey potential homes to 

burgle while the density also provides an easy escape route by creating a confusing “maze” 

providing criminals with opportunities to escape or to hide.   

There is one large flood light in NY which does not light up the entire area while lighting from 

nearby street lamps only illuminates the main street outside the settlement. Poor lighting 

may influence crime levels hiding illegal activities and providing places where robbers can 

wait in the dark for unsuspecting victims.   

The final root cause was identified more generally as a lack of caring for fellow community 

members or their property. This sort of attitude was thought to be influenced by peer 
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pressure, often aggravated among other things by being brought up by single parents, living 

in a stressful home situation and alcoholism. Community members said that it is mainly 

young boys and teenagers who are involved in criminal activities in the area. They see their 

parents drinking or taking drugs and believe that they can do the same.   

Crimes in NY include mugging, robbery, rape and even murder. Residents generally feel 

insecure and some prefer to stay at home where they feel safe rather than venturing out to 

seek work, leaving their homes exposed.  Due to the reported lack of police and inadequate 

patrols in the area, assistance is slow to arrive, further exacerbating feelings of in security 

among the residents.   

Community members provided an example of a typical crime scenario: a death in the family 

may result in one person left to look after children and to work in order to support them. 

Children are left alone and vulnerable and are often lured to criminals by the offer of sweets.  

Community members recognized that there is a need for the community to work together in 

order to ensure children’s safety, both by keeping them busy or in helping to care for them.  

Crimes in NY are reportedly not generally committed by people from outside areas but 

mostly by residents of NY themselves, illustrating the lack of social cohesion and community 

spirit.   

Seasonal Calendar  

The seasonal calendar unpacks the seasonality of the priority hazard and builds on the 

understanding of the underlying causes and effects of the hazard identified in the problem 

tree activity, crime, to identify any significant patterns or trends. Yearly and weekly calendars 

were created to unpack the typical pattern of crime events, with a modification being made to 

the weekly calendar so that days were further divided into morning, afternoon and night to 

provide an indication of daily patterns. This exercise explains when residents are most at 

risk. The key problems were identified as robbery, rape, drugs and alcohol and a general 

lack of personal security. Robbery included armed robbery or mugging, and burglary of 

homes when residents are absent or asleep.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 27. Seasonal Calendar of Crime in NY 
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Vulnerability to crime is always high. Patterns of increased vulnerability cluster around the 

dark months of June and July though this is in part mitigated by increased police patrols in 

the area. Individuals are more vulnerable to house break-ins during the times when they visit 

family in the Eastern Cape, such as traditionally at Easter and Christmas. Rape occurs 

randomly and shows little pattern although the number of rapes is thought to increase at 

times when children are not at school and are left at home alone. Abuse of drugs and 

alcohol is wide spread and continuous.  When people receive their Christmas bonuses their 

vulnerability to robbery tends to increase. 

Risk mapping 

A settlement risk map allows for greater understanding of the spatial layout of a settlement 

and a better understanding of the location of risks in the community. Time Series Google-

Earth images of the Samora Machel area were provided to community members for perusal 

so that the location of NY could be clearly identified and demarcated, while also allowing 

participants to have a clearer understanding of their location within Samora Machel from an 

aerial perspective. Participants were then tasked to draw their own map of NY and 

surrounds, clearly identifying important landmarks such as the railroad, main roads, 

“shebeens”, toilet blocks and the local meat sellers. Community members enjoyed this 

activity, showing genuine enthusiasm (See Figure below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28. Community members creating Risk Map 

The mapping exercise helped to identify crime hotspots in NY. Thieves and other criminals 

were shown to operate in the vicinity of the main roads, often following people into the dense 

settlement.  Roads were identified as very dangerous places to walk alone, especially at 

night.  The “shebeen”, located behind the meat sellers, was identified as another prime risk 

area. Criminals observe patrons leaving the shebeen and follow them with the intention of 

robbing them, either on the paths between shacks or when they get to their houses.  

Criminals observe where the people live in order to rob the home either when they are out or 

when they are sleeping. Young girls leaving the shebeen are at risk of rape.   



36 

 

The only asset identified by the settlement risk mapping exercise that potentially reduced 

crime was the single street light which does not illuminate the entire area.  No other risk 

prevention mechanisms were identified during the transect walk. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 29. Community Risk Map of NY 

 

Coping Strategies 

The last activity investigated the coping strategies adopted by NY community members to 

cope with or attempt to reduce crime.  Residents explained that house break-ins are the 

most common crime in NY, often perpetrated by people from within the community. 

Commonly stolen items are either those which can be easily sold with a high resale value 

(such as DVDs and CD players) or items for immediate use such as blankets and clothing. 

Coping strategies include installation of burglar bars and security gates, use of large steel 

chains to lock doors, asking friends and neighbours to house-sit or to keep watch over the 

homes when owners are away. Although many households chain their doors (See Figure 31) 

this also signals that no one is home and heightens the risk of robbery. The photographs 

below provide examples of common crime prevention in NY. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 30. Boarded up windows   Figure 31. Chained door 
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Figure 32. Burglar Bars                          Figure 33. Security gate  

Zanele moved to NY from Durban three years ago. She used to chain her door but burglars 

broke the chain and locks to get in. Since then she asks a neighbour to keep an eye on her 

home while she is at work. If returning after dark her neighbour switches a light on creating 

the impression that someone is home. This is a key coping strategy used by many residents 

to reduce the risk of house breaking. A young man living alone explained that he organizes a 

friend to stay in his house while he is away. Once, being unable to find someone to house-

sit, he asked a neighbour to switch on lights and put the radio on for an hour each evening 

so that it appeared that someone was at home.  

 

Community members often deal with crime by themselves. According to a resident who was 

burgled three times, the stolen items were found in another resident’s dwelling, whereupon 

community members banded together reclaimed the stolen items and evicted the criminal 

from the area. In another incident a criminal was caught breaking into a house and beaten 

up by community members. After this incident a group of men from NY started a 

neighbourhood patrol which was reportedly successful until a patrol member was shot and 

killed. Community members explained that dealing with crime as a community is the only 

way to manage the risk as residents have little confidence in police capacity to do so 

effectively.  

Muggings are prevalent in NY, with women being the primary targets. A young woman who 

has resided in NY for eleven years believes that muggings have increased recently. She has 

had her cell phone stolen several times while walking home and is now fearful of shopping 

alone, a sentiment echoed by many other women interviewed. Another young woman living 

with her parents in NY explained that she often carries a knife to protect herself, especially at 

night if returning home late from work. Ms. D, who has been robbed at gunpoint three times, 

says she simply does not go out at night and her children stay indoors after dark. Another 

married women said that if she needs something he sends her husband.  

 

Possible Solutions to Help Reduce Crime in NY 

During the interviews students asked NY residents what they thought could be done to 

reduce crime in NY. The following is a list of the most common community suggestions: 
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� Increase police patrolling inside NY 

� Increase lighting inside NY 

� Start a neighbourhood watch (Community Policing Forum) 

� Provide opportunities to keep people busy (e.g. activities for youth) 
 

It is clear that at a household level residents employ short-term strategies to reduce the risk 
of crime. However, if the safety of residents in NY is to be significantly increased there needs 
to be long-term community-level interventions.  

Recommendations  

Currently Samora Machel is serviced by a satellite police station, which falls under the 

Nyanga police station precinct. It is located adjacent to the Samora Machel Community Hall, 

inside a container, and is only open during office hours manned by a small skeleton staff 

(Tonkin, 2008: 318). The establishment of a permanent police station in Samora Machel 

would act as a deterrent to criminals in the area and provide faster response times, while 

increased police patrols throughout the area, especially at night, would help to reduce crime, 

deter criminals and create a greater sense of security among residents. Currently police only 

patrol the edges of the NY area or come in briefly to close down shebeens operating after-

hours (which re-open as soon as the police have left). Residents said they would value help 

from the police to help them establish a neighbourhood watch. Investment in youth centres 

and activities would be a positive step in the fight against crime.  

To increase visibility at night in NY it has been suggested that lights be placed on the 

numerous electricity boxes within the settlement. Many residents feel unsafe walking around 

at night because of poor or no lighting.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Street lighting could be attached to existing electricity poles 

Conclusion 

Residents mitigate risk of crime in several ways: avoiding crime hotspots such as the 

shabeens; staying indoors at night; reinforcing their homes with locks and burglar bars; 

creating the impression that their homes are occupied when they are out, often by simply 

leaving a light on or a candle burning. Unfortunately, though invited, the South African Police 

Service (SAPS) could not attend the discussion session so that these recommendations 

could be discusses or taken further. The local representative of the Community Police Forum 

was keen to start a neighbourhood watch system in the Samora Machel area and said that 

he would welcome help from SAPS in this regard. 
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Community Risk Assessment of Zola 

The tiny community of Zola is located within the Samora Machel area adjacent to Oliver 

Tambo Drive. Zola is entirely comprised of informal dwellings. The red polygon drawn on to 

the aerial photograph below indicates the position of Zola within Samora Machel. Zola is 

located at a significant distance from any main centres of commercial or industrial activity 

that might provide job opportunities. Residents are therefore reliant on public transport, 

including taxis which use the busy Oliver Tambo thoroughfare as pick up and drop off points 

for patrons. Residents are also able to use the Philippi Railway station on the northern 

boundary of Samora Machel.  

 

Figure 34. Zola demarcated by red boundary lines  

 (Source: Google Earth, 2010) 

 

The majority of the residents of Zola are employed in informal activities such as hairdressing, 

spaza shops, shebeens, creches, vegetable and fruit selling, butcheries, while some are taxi 

drivers and backyard mechanics. In the formal sector, women are generally domestic 

workers while many men work in the construction industry having to commute long distances 

to work. A community leader explained that taxis and other forms of public transport are 

unreliable, often making people late for work and costing them their jobs.  
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Figure 35. A spaza in Zola 

The Zola community has recently been provided with eight flush toilets and one water tap. 

Only six of these toilets were functioning at the time of the CRA .One water tap is insufficient 

for 33 households, or the estimated 190 people, living in Zola. There are two shebeens and 

a large informally built structure houses a Methodist Church, while the Lusanda Educare 

Centre is also newly built. In February of this year Zola residents were provided with 

electricity. However, the council has not installed any street lights and residents are fearful of 

crime after dark. There are no police patrols at night, which adds to the risk of crime. 

Figure 36. Standpipe provided to Zola residents         Figure 37. Four of the eight toilets in Zola 

The students began by introducing and defining the key terms in order to build a shared 

understanding of terms such as “risk, vulnerability, hazard and disaster, asking the 

community members what these terms meant to them and discussing them.  

Hazard Identification 

Having defined the important terms community members were asked to give some thought, 

without consulting with one another, to the hazards and risks to which they were exposed in 

their everyday lives. They listed the hazards as follows: drinking and alcohol abuse, crime, 

flooding, disease, pollution, shack fires and inadequate service delivery, (including waste 

removal, education, fire brigade response and healthcare). Several hazards were listed by 

all the community members whilst others seemed only to be experienced by certain 

individuals. This highlighted how community members experience hazards differently 

according to their own roles within the household and community. 
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Hazard Prioritisation 

Community members were asked which hazards they thought were most critical. Although 

hazards such as shack fires and crime were a very real threat to their everyday lives, for the 

residents of Zola flooding concerned them the most. Further discussion and the use of other 

assessment methods would show that the identification of flooding as the priority hazard was 

due to the multidimensional nature of the risks associated with it.   

 

Problem Tree 

One of the students was a Xhosa-speaker which facilitated communication with the 

community members allowing them a comprehensive understanding of the problem tree 

exercise. They described what they felt were the root causes of the flooding and the 

underlying reasons behind these causes developing a ‘chain of causation’ that can be seen 

in the image below. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 38. Zola problem tree 
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Community members identified one of the factors increasing their vulnerability as the 

environmental health risk posed by standing water. This was caused amongst other things 

they believed by the low absorptive capacity of the soil explaining that this was due to the 

fact that there was minimal vegetation to hold the soil in place and to absorb water. Pollution 

and lack of space caused lack of vegetation in and around flood-prone areas, preventing 

flood waters from being absorbed. Other risk drivers which the community members 

identified included shortfalls in service delivery and poor infrastructure maintenance. The 

problem tree exercise allowed both community members and students to understand the 

multidimensional nature of the risks associated with flooding. 

Seasonal, Weekly and Daily Calendar 

The seasonality of flooding and its associated risks was explored in order to better 

understand the temporal dimension of the community’s vulnerability. The risks which the 

community members had identified were listed in a column and the respondents indicated, 

by ticking off months, when they were most vulnerable to these risks. A column on the right 

hand side indicated why they were more vulnerable to the particular risk at certain times. 

Flooding was shown to be prevalent during winter months, (June, July and August), making 

the community vulnerable to blocked drains, standing water, the development of rashes in 

children, as well as damage to houses and food. The calendar indicated that several of 

these conditions persisted long after the flooding had subsided.  

 

The weekly calendar yielded some interesting trends illustrating the community members 

saw themselves as most vulnerable to the effects of flooding during the week when they 

were away from home and unable to deal with the immediate effects of flooding, returning to 

find their assets damaged. On a daily timescale community members felt they were more 

vulnerable to risks associated with flooding during the night and in the early morning, when 

their routine was disrupted the most. This included the inability to get children to school on 

time while dealing with early morning flood waters. 

Risk History Table 

In order to trace the development of Zola over time and how this may relate to the 

community’s changing disaster risk profile, a timeline exercise was drafted, with community 

members recalling particular events that had occurred in Zola from 2005 when it was first 

established. In this way it was established that very few dwellings had been built during the 

first two years and there had been few so-called ‘disaster incidents’, with first real flooding 

recorded after heavy rains in 2007. Flooding in 2008 was more devastating to the community 

coinciding with the onset of the economic recession. Economic factors beyond their control 

drove up their vulnerability as jobs were lost and those with previously steady incomes had 

to deal with financial insecurity and flooding. Residents explained that, although they were 

better prepared for the floods in 2009, the effects were just as devastating.  

 

In 2009, two houses burnt although the fires were quickly extinguished and did not spread. 

They explained that this was because the community had strict building regulations 

preventing the building of houses too close together. Subsequently, a single tap was 

installed and eight toilets were built, significant improvements to the lifestyles of Zola 

community members. However, by the end of 2009 the toilets were blocked and out of use 

while due to the lack of proper drainage the tap had become surrounded by stagnant and 

polluted water. What were previously very welcome services now posed health risks. 
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Electricity was installed in February 2010 which made a significant improvement to the lives 

of all community members. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 39. Zola risk history table 

 

Risk Mapping 
The risk mapping exercise provided a spatial dimension to the risk analysis. Provided with a 

large aerial photograph of the area community members were tasked first to outline the 

perimeter of Zola and then to map the hazards experienced in the community. The 

community members produced the map below and were impressed with the outcome. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 40. Community risk map of Zola 

 

Risk Management Table  

A Risk Management Table outlines what coping mechanisms exist, who uses them, and how 

they are effective (Holloway, 2008:85).  Zola community members drew up a Risk 
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Management Table identifying the numerous coping strategies they have adopted to 

manage flood risk.  

 

The digging of trenches around the perimeter of each house was highlighted as one of the 

most effective means of immediate protection, redirecting the water away from walls and 

front doorsteps, albeit for a limited length of time. Used by most residents as a protective 

measure, this is only effective if completed before the rains. It is not clear whether 

community members help one another, digging trenches for those who are unable to do so.  

The digging of ‘forts’ between houses in order to redirect water towards the drains is another 

strategy. Given that these are generally larger and deeper than the trenches mentioned 

above, it is usually men who do the digging. Residents explained that although effective it is 

imperative that these are dug at the beginning of the rainy season and that the drains are in 

working condition in order to remove the water. The digging of forts and trenches is more 

effective if sand is packed outside dwellings, particularly against the walls and front doors. 

This helps absorb some of the water serving as a barrier delaying water from entering 

homes.  The effectiveness of this coping mechanism can be nullified if the drain is blocked, 

which is often the case, and is also dependent on access to sand. 

Community members physically scoop water out of their flooded houses using containers. 

This helps in the short term and at the beginning of the rainy season before the flooding 

progresses. Elevating possessions using crates and bricks also appeared to be an effective 

protective measure used by residents to prevent damage to possessions thereby reducing 

the financial burden posed by flooding in terms of material losses.  

 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 41.  Pool table elevated to avoid flood damage 

Throughout the risk analysis, the exposure of children to both flood and stagnant water was 

emphasised and residents explained that special measures were taken to protect the 

children from the effects of flooding, although it is difficult to keep children away from the 

water when doing their household chores or away at work. The likelihood of children 

developing rashes is high, and antiseptic creams are used to treat them. Of particular 

concern to residents was the difficulty faced by crèche teachers in treating and protecting the 

many children in their care.  

The digging trenches and forts are examples of risk avoidance measures, strategies that 

“help people avoid or minimise serious risks before they even start,” (Holloway, 2008:85). 

Other mechanisms are more response-orientated, i.e. taken after the flood event or rain has 
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already started, such as packing sand or scooping water. None of the risk avoidance 

strategies suggested by community members is completely effective, serving only to 

minimise flood risk. 

There was no evidence during this exercise that government or any other formal structures 

played a role is assisting the community members with regard to the ongoing avoidance of 

flood hazards. These coping strategies were undertaken by the community members 

themselves, sometimes with support from other community members, but no external 

support. 

Solutions  

Residents identified possible solutions to prevent or reduce the impacts of flooding: 

 

• Scheduled government drain maintenance to ensure drains are operational, 

especially during the winter months. 

• Regular refuse removal in order to prevent drains from blocking. Dustbins rather than 

black bags should be provided. 

• Provision of sand/cement to residents in flood season to pack around their homes to 

absorb water and prevent or delay internal flooding of homes. 

• Delivery of appropriate aid 

Residents of Zola felt that the aid provided in a flood or fire event was not 

appropriate. For example from the community’s point of view providing food was not 

an urgent need, although they did not stipulate what would be more appropriate. 

• Installation of a drain at the tap, an area which is prone to flooding, to prevent the 

accumulation of stagnant water. The current provision of only one drain is a cause for 

concern, especially during heavy rainfall in winter.  

• Provision of a safe and secure crèche building so that the children are not exposed to 

wet carpets which cause rashes and other illnesses. 

•  

The students made the following recommendations based on their assessment:  

• Government could provide and install guttering on dwellings. 

This would not only channel water off the roofs and away from the walls, but also allow 

residents to place drums under the gutters to catch water for use in their houses instead 

of walking to the central tap.  

Paving of roads in Zola and installation of drains  

Water could be channelled along the paved roads towards the drains instead of flowing 

in all directions and then seeping into the sandy ground in people’s homes.  

• Building of formal houses.  

Community members suggested building their own houses which would be more 

resistant to floods than their current dwellings. This would depend on government 

providing them with building materials and skills and knowledge of building techniques.  

 

Discussion of Solutions 

All the solutions require government intervention being related to improved service delivery 

and maintenance of infrastructure. Although basic services have been provided, Zola 

remains an informal area at high risk of flooding. The issue of drainage and regular 
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infrastructure maintenance is a viable and immediate solution which is the responsibility of 

the local government.  

 

Another solution linked to poor drainage, is refuse removal and storage. Although refuse is 

collected on a weekly basis from Oliver Tambo Drive, the black bags which the residents are 

given to store their refuse in are torn open by dogs resulting in litter blowing into the drain 

and blocking it. The provision of dustbins in which the community can store the black bags, 

while ensuring that refuse is consistently collected, would decrease the amount of litter 

blowing around and the chance of the drain becoming blocked thereby reducing flood 

hazard. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 42. Uncollected refuse adjacent to the road – a magnet for scavenging dogs 

Interviews 

A transect walk provided a more nuanced understanding of flooding in the Zola community. 

Several residents were keen to explain how flooding affects their lives and to voice their 

concerns around flooding and other issues. A few of these interviews are summarised 

below: 

 

Interview with Spaza Shop Owner 

Mr. M. who has a spaza/shebeen business explained why flooding was particularly 

problematic for him. The spaza/shebeen consists of several wooden tables and chairs, two 

electronic gaming machines, three fridges and a snooker table. The bedroom is used to fry 

the burgers and dumplings which are sold to customers and houses two gas cookers, an 

ingredient store, pots and pans. During periods of flooding material goods and assets are 

damaged. For example, the legs of the shebeen tables had begun to rot from standing in 

water during winter and the snooker table had been raised to prevent similar water damage. 

Standing water had caused the electrical appliances (fridges and cookers) to rust and led to 

electrical faults with appliances and gaming machines. Cooking supplies are often spoiled 

and must be thrown away. This made Mr. M. financially vulnerable as he experienced a loss 

of income and assets. In addition, Zola’s only drain is located only a few metres away and 

although this is fine during the dry months, during the rainy winter months when the drain 

blocks, the resulting smelly and polluted water drives customers away resulting in a further 

loss of income.  
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Interview with crèche owner 

Mrs. S. employs three workers in her crèche who care for sixteen babies, ranging from nine 

months to four years old, in the lounge of her home. The babies sleep in the two adjacent 

bedrooms and on the floor of the lounge, which has a kitchen area where the food for the 

babies is cooked. As there is no outside play area for the babies they are kept inside all day. 

The babies arrive early each morning and are given porridge for breakfast, chips and juice 

mid-morning and rice and vegetables or soup for lunch. In the late afternoon, another meal is 

provided that usually comprises of eggs or fruit or sometimes stew. Although the cost of 

attending the crèche is R150 per month Mrs. S says that she does not turn anyone away but 

rather does it in return for a future favour, demonstrating that a system of reciprocity exists 

within the community. After heavy rains flood water sometimes enters through the door and 

seeps in through the corners of the house, posing a health risk to the babies. When this 

occurs, the babies are relocated to the beds in the bedrooms where they must be watched 

continuously in case they fall off the bed. Whilst some staff care for the babies, others must 

protect the furniture from flooding by raising it on bricks, scoop out water with buckets or dig 

trenches outside the door to drain water away from the house. The carpets must be removed 

to prevent them from becoming waterlogged. There is a risk of electrocution from plugs 

exposed to water further compounded by crawling babies who may poke their fingers into 

sockets. For three workers with sixteen babies to care for this is a mammoth task. Therefore 

the crèche closes until it is dry which causes loss of business and problems for parents who 

have to find alternative care for their children whilst they are at work. 

 

 

Interview with a local mechanic 

Mr. A has lived in Zola with other family members since 2005. Previously formally employed 

on Cape Town docks, he now works as a motor mechanic from his home in Zola. Cars stand 

in an open area next to his house where there is no covering, so when it rains both he and 

the cars get wet. The area in which he works and where the cars are parked is directly in the 

path of flood water as it flows through the settlement. Flooding during the winter months 

negatively affects his business. The cars become stuck in the mud which forms as a result of 

the standing water. People are therefore reluctant to bring their cars to him when it is raining. 

The winter rains and consequent floods severely limit his ability to generate income. He tries 

to decrease the amount of standing water by digging trenches to redirect it. This not only 

benefits him in that he gets more business but it also helps other community members. 

Improved drainage would enable Mr. A. to service and repair more cars, improving his 

income during rainy winter months, enabling him to provide for himself and other family 

members. 
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Conclusion 

The 2-day assessment was concluded with a discussion forum to which many local 

government officials and service providers, NGOs, CBOs and community leaders were 

invited. It began with an explanation of the Community Risk Assessment process that had 

been followed. Enthusiastic community members from each group agreed to present 

findings to all those present and all the exercise materials were displayed on the walls of the 

community centre. The findings were then discussed by members of the three assessment 

communities of Tsunami, NY and Zola as well as officials from Disaster Management, 

Environmental Health, the Department of Solid Waste, the Department of Water and 

Sanitation, the Informal Settlement Department, Sister Dingingto of the Weltervreden Valley 

Clinic and a representative from an NGO called Urban Matters, another NGO that has been 

monitoring the Educare Centres in Samora Machel, and others. Unfortunately the councillor 

and many other invited guests could not attend the discussion.  

 

Local residents were keen to voice their concerns and to ask questions related to the 

assessments. Local government officials and service providers in turn were given the 

opportunity to explain some of the constraints and obstacles that they were faced with to the 

community members. Several officials provided their emergency phone numbers to the 

residents so that issues could be more timeously and directly addressed in the future and to 

aid in the monitoring of vital infrastructure services, particularly those that have been 

outsourced to private service providers. Many community members said that they could not 

afford to make telephone calls to report disasters or broken infrastructure. The City currently 

does not provide toll-free lines for this purpose. Residents further explained that government 

departments often have answering services requiring callers to hold on, something poor 

informal dwellers cannot afford to do. It is clear that if local government and local 

communities are going to work together more effectively in the future this vital 

communication issue needs to be addressed. 

The results of the Community Risk Assessment will be communicated back to the 

community at a later date providing a starting point to address some of the hazards that face 

these small communities, whose voices otherwise generally remain unheard.  

The South African Disaster Management Framework describes the community as being ‘at 

the coal face of disaster risk management’. Section 1.3.2.2 clearly states that “All disaster 

risk reduction planning, the development of projects and programmes and the allocation of 

responsibilities must be founded on the needs and priorities of communities. Disaster Risk 

Reduction is a community-driven process”. Community Risk Assessments such as this one 

can aid in this process, aiding in the planning of appropriate and often small-scale 

development interventions that can immeasurably improve the quality of life of informal 

settlements dwellers. 

 

Patricia Zweig 
Disaster Mitigation for Sustainable Livelihoods Programme 
University of Cape Town 
June 2010 
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Time Series Photographs 

 

The pages that follow contain copies of the time series photographs that were provided to 

community members during the risk history mapping exercise. These pictures were very 

powerful in initiating discussion around the development of a settlement and the risk drivers 

that area associated with developmental changes in Samora Machel over several years.
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