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Chapter 6 

 

Research Context 

In the democratic South African city we find that “the spatial patterns of apartheid are effectively 

being recreated” (Berrisford, 1999:4; quoted in Huchzermeyer, 2001: 319). 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the geographical, developmental and disaster risk context 

of George. Such an overview is essential to any disaster risk assessment of an 

area particularly when bearing in mind the discussions in section 4.3.1 around 

the urban risk context. Finally key findings of the three extreme weather events 

from which the research emerges are presented. 

 

6.2 Geographical Context of George 

George is a small city along the south coast of the Western Cape Province of 

South Africa. It falls under the Eden District Municipality (EDM) of the Western 

Cape Province, also referred to as the Southern Cape or often the Garden Route 

because of its pristine natural landscape. The exact geographical position of 

George is at 34°00’S; 22°23’E (see map 6.1). 

 

The EDM is divided into seven local municipalities these include: Bitou 

Municipality, Knysna Municipality, George Municipality, Kannaland Municipality, 

Hessequa Municipality, Mossel Bay Municipality, and Oudtshoorn Municipality. 

George is a large town, but its local government for economic reasons refer to it 

as a city. Furthermore, George is the economic hub of the EDM and the second 

largest urban settlement after Cape Town in the Western Cape Province 

(Thomas, 2005). The George municipality includes not only the ‘town’ of George 

but also other surrounding settlements, resorts and rural areas which collectively 

are referred to as the George Municipality.  
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George is comprised of twenty wards1. These are the locality of George, 

Wilderness, Herold’s Bay and a number of small coastal resort settlements 

(these include Kleinkrantz, Victoria Bay and Wilderness National Park) and rural 

settlement areas (including Geelhoutboom, Herold, Hoekwil, Waboomskraal, 

Wilderness and Wilderness East) (Thomas, 2005;  http://www.thedplg.gov.za). 

The municipality covers a total area of 1068 km² which is less than one percent 

of the total provincial area (Thomas, 2005). For the purposes of the research this 

area will be considered as the ‘city of George’ since the local government of 

George Municipality itself introduces their municipality in this way. Furthermore, 

Kammeier (2002) suggests that to study small cities we should consider their 

importance and relationship with their surrounding rural environment. Therefore 

consideration of the entire George Municipality as comprising the ‘city of George’ 

seems justified.      

 

The 2001 census data placed the population of the greater George Municipality 

at 135 500. Population estimates for 2005 are based on projections by Thomas 

(2005) factoring population growth at an annual average rate of just below 4.6% 

before 1996, while between 1996 to 2001, Africans, Whites and Coloureds 

constituted 10.1%, 1.1% and 4.4% respectively. Thomas, noting the continued 

high in-migration of Africans from the Eastern Cape and retirees from Gauteng, 

projected the total population for 2005 to be at 160 000. However, the 2001 

census data indicate that the population comprised 51% Coloured and Asian, 

27.5% African and 22.5% White2 (table 6.1). The Coloured population comprised 

the largest part of the population, yet this proportional percentage is lower than 

the provincial average. The African population comprised the second largest 

                                                 
1
 A ward is an area that can include a part of a settlement if the settlement is very big or can 

comprise one or two whole suburbs/ residential areas, depending on the size of a suburb or 
residential area. In a single ward a particular councillor representing a particular political party 
who secured a ward during local elections would be in charge of the interests (in terms of service 
delivery, local developments etc.) of the residents in that ward. 
2
 During the apartheid regime South African citizens were classified according to the following 

racial groups: African (from the traditional southern African tribes, namely Xhosa, Zulu, Sotho, 
Tswane, Venda), Coloured (either of mixed descent or from the indigenous Khoi-San ancestry), 
Indian (from the Indian subcontinent) and White (of European descent). Those with Asian 
descent, excluding Indian, were classified as Asian. 
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population group, at a percentage higher than that of the province but 

significantly lower than that of the country. Although the White population 

comprised the smallest population group, this total is higher than the provincial 

average and significantly higher than that of the country as a whole. Males 

constitute 49.9% and females 51.1% of the population. George accommodates 

about one-third of the population of the EDM and contributes between 30 to 35 

per cent to the District’s Gross Regional Product (Thomas, 2005).    

 

Table 6.1: Population Composition of George relative to the Province and Country 

 Coloured & Asian 
% 

African 
% 

White 
% 

George 51.0 27.5 22.5 

Western Cape 54.6 27.0 18.4 
South Africa 11.2 79.2 9.6 
Source: StasSA, 2001 in Thomas, 2005: 19 

 
Map 6.1 Map of South Africa indicating location of George 

 
Source: Johan Stander, SAWS 

 

 



 95 

6.2.1 Overview of the Western Cape Climate 

The Mediterranean climate of the Western Cape distinguishes it from the rest of 

South Africa in that it receives winter rainfall and drier summers whereas the 

opposite is true for the rest of the country. This is due to its latitudinal position in 

relation to the band of westerly waves of air circulation and the associated low 

pressure systems that move from west to east at about 40º and 50º south. These 

westerly waves contribute to the climate of the Western Cape, bringing rain in the 

form of cold fronts (Midgely et al, 2005). The extensive mountain ranges, referred 

to as the escarpment, intensify this rainfall by causing rain to fall on the coastal 

side (windward side) of the mountain and therefore leaving the leeward side (the 

interior) dry (ibid). The Atlantic and Indian oceans surrounding the Western 

Cape, with their associated high pressure systems, also influence these westerly 

waves and therefore causing the frontal systems to be more frequent during 

winter (ibid). 

 

Other significant weather systems that affect the climate of the Western Cape 

include the coastal low pressure systems which results in berg winds – warm dry 

winds that move from the escarpment down to the coast (ibid). The descending 

air, coming from the interior down the escarpment, warms up as it descends 

down to the coast. This occurs mostly along the southern part of the province 

and usually during late winter and early spring causing associated veld fire risk 

(ibid). 

 

Another significant weather system that affects the province’s climate includes 

that of cut-off lows. A cut-off low refers to a cold low frontal depression that 

occurs in mid-latitudes where air of polar origin is intercepted or ‘cut-off’ from the 

main subpolar belt of low pressure and cold air which normally moves from west 

to east. A cut-off low is characterised by heavy rainfall and gale force winds and 

is most common during spring (September and October) and autumn (March and 

April), when heavy rain is often experienced (Midgely et al, 2005; SAWS, 2007). 

This causes extreme rainfall and flooding in the province, particularly to the 
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southern part (see for example DiMP, 2003; 2004; 2005a; 2007; Midgely et al, 

2005). 

 

Midgely et al (2005) assessed historical trends in the Western Cape climate in 

order to inform a basis for future climate predictions for the province. Where 

future rainfall patterns are concerned they predicted that there will be an increase 

in total rainfall over the eastern regions of the Western Cape during late summer 

(January to March) and a decrease in rainfall, particularly over the western 

regions of the Western Cape, during early winter (April to June). This tendency 

for decreased rainfall continues throughout the winter season. Overall, there will 

be winter drying and changes in late summer rainfall will be mainly due to an 

increase in the intensity of the rainfall. There will also be increases in 

temperature of about 1.5ºC along the coast and 2-3ºC over the interior (ibid). In 

summary, the province of the Western Cape will see an increase in climate 

variability. 

 

6.2.2 Overview of George’s Climate 

In the context of the Western Cape Province, George is located along the south 

coast of the province. George also falls under the region known as the ‘Cape 

South Coast’ which includes a part of the neighbouring Eastern Cape Province to 

the east (regions 8 and 11 in map 6.2). The South Coast receives predominantly 

winter rainfall, but this trend changes towards the east of the South Coast region 

where rainfall is characterised by a tendency towards summer rainfall (Tummon 

in DiMP, 2007). George is found to the west of the South Coast (region 8 in map 

6.2) and as such has a tendency towards winter rainfall (ibid). By considering 

average monthly precipitation for an 85-year period from 1921 to 2006 it is 

apparent that the annual average rainfall is relatively high (see graph in figure 

6.1) experiencing heavy downpours compared to most other regions in the rest of 

South Africa (Tummon in DiMP, 2007 also see Walton [ed.], 1984: 19 for maps 

indicating different rainfall areas across southern Africa). 
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In the broader rainfall region of George (i.e. region 8), the rainfall is similar to the 

rainfall in George for the same period (1900 to 2006) as can be seen by 

comparing figures 6.2 and 6.3. The precipitation cycle for region 8 is bimodal in 

that high rainfall occurs twice annually in March-April and August-November 

respectively (Tummon in DiMP, 2007). The average August rainfall for region 8 

(figure 6.4) is 41.5mm, which compared to figure 6.2 is slightly lower than that of 

George. This difference between George and its broader rainfall region (region 8) 

is due to topographic influences. To the north of George are the relatively high 

Outeniqua Mountains, which are higher than 1450 metres above sea level 

(http://www.oudtshoorninfo.com). George is located on the windward side (i.e. 

the coastal side) of the Outeniqua Mountains. This mountain range influences 

climate in George causing orographic rainfall, as moist air is forced up the 

windward side of the mountain. As explained in 6.2.1, the resultant rain falls on 

the coastal side (the windward side) whereas the leeward side only receives the 

rain shadow (i.e. the shadow of the rain clouds can only be seen from the interior 

on the leeward side of the mountain). 

 

A number of intense rainfall events have occurred over region 8 during the period 

1921 to 2006. In 1962 and 1986 intense weather events occurred where rainfall 

was greater than 140mm (figure 6.4). Precipitation peaks over 100mm occurred 

in 1954 and 1981 (figure 6.4).    
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Map 6.2 Map dividing South Africa into 94 rainfall regions 

 

Source: Fiona Tummon in DiMP (2007) 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.1 Recorded Precipitation Readings from 1900 to 2006 at P.W. Botha Airport, 
George 

 
Source: Fiona Tummon in DiMP (2007) 
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Figure 6.2 Average Annual Cycle of Precipitation for George between the period 1900 to 
2006. The red line indicates the annual cycle and the green lines indicate the 2.5%, 17%, 
83% and 97.5% percentiles 

 
Source: Fiona Tummon in DiMP (2007) 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 6.3 Average Monthly Rainfall for Region 8 for the Period 1900 to 2006 
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Source: Fiona Tummon in DiMP (2007) 
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Figure 6.4 August Rainfall for Region 8 for the Period 1921 to 2006 
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Source: Fiona Tummon in DiMP (2007) 
 
 
 

6.3 Development Context of George 

In presenting the development context of George the following areas will be 

discussed: 

� Influence of broader regional, national (and global) policies over 

developments in George; 

� Demographics and economic inputs of the George urban environment; 

� Population growth patterns within George; 

� Current socio-economic situation of the urban environment; and 

� Spatial development of George. 

 

6.3.1 Influence of Broader Regional, National (and Global) Policies over 

Developments in George 

The historical economic and political processes that occurred at a global, 

regional, national, provincial and district level –viz. colonisation, globalisation and 

neo-liberal economic policies, the apartheid regime and the consequent 

apartheid city planning, national socio-economic and housing strategies post 

apartheid, and socio-economic strategies of the Western Cape Province and the 

EDM (Bond, 1997; Dewar et al, 1982; Goodland, 1996; Hjort and Ramadiro, 

2004; Huchzermeyer, 2001; Lehulere, 1997; Parnell and Hart, 1999; Rogerson, 
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1996; Swilling, 1991; Thomas, 2005; Thompson, 2001) –played a role in the 

development of George on a more localised scale (George IDP, 2002; Thomas, 

2005). Consequently the current developmental context of George is reflective of 

the broader regional and national (where global policies have a strong influence) 

socio-economic policies of past and present. This is evident in the discussions 

that follow. 

 

6.3.2 Demographics and Economic Inputs 

Thomas (2005) provided three explanations as to why George is experiencing 

high population growth. These include: 

1. High in-migration from the neighbouring Eastern Cape Province; 

2. The above is due to the Eastern Cape having the second lowest per capita 

income levels in the country 

3. Despite the first point above, the southern Cape experienced the lowest per 

capita income levels in the Western Cape (20% lower than the national average). 

However, George is considered one of the wealthiest southern Cape towns. This 

explains high population growth rates of George relative to other towns in the 

vicinity since the 1980s –because George appears to be relatively attractive for 

in-migration from the Eastern Cape into the southern Cape (George IDP, 2002). 

 

6.3.3 Population Growth Patterns 

Population growth patterns for George for the period 1921 to 2005 are as follows: 

- 1921 – 1960 →stable growth rates 

- 1960 – 1970 →first population boom – high growth among Coloureds. 

This can be attributed to the local economy improving between 1968 and 

1975. 

- 1980 – 96 →second population boom (below 4% growth rate) – high in-

migration from African population3. This had strong implications for the 

provision of social services and housing. 

                                                 
3
 This may be due to the abolishment of the influx control legislation that placed restrictions on 

African migration into urban areas in order to control the African population in urban areas. 



 102 

- 1996 – 2001 →third population boom (highest growth rate -4.6%) – high 

in-migration from the African population from the Eastern Cape and White 

population from Gauteng Province. 

- 2001 – 2005 →fourth population boom – continued in-migration from the 

Eastern Cape (George IDP, 2002; Thomas, 2005). 

 

6.3.4 Current Socio-Economic Situation 

By discussing the current socio-economic situation within George the following 

elements will be considered: 

� the population growth and structure of George; 

� the employment and unemployment figures of George’s population; 

� the housing situation of George’s population; 

� the education and skills levels of the population; and 

� the health standards of the population. 

 

6.3.4.1 Population Growth and Structure 

It was mentioned in 6.2 that the total population for 2005 was estimated at 160 

000. Table 6.2 (Annex 2) indicates that there is an almost equal representation of 

males and females in the population. Coloured household sizes appear to be 

much larger than both African and White. Thomas (2005) attributed this to 

several factors. First, many Coloured households tend to absorb extended family 

members from surrounding rural areas. Second, many of the African family 

members still reside in the Eastern Cape. Third, the size of informal dwellings 

accommodates less people. Finally, the majority of White households are 

retirees. The future estimates provide insight into the housing expectations for 

the future (ibid). The estimates for 2015 indicate that the African population will 

grow to comparable levels with the Coloured population because of continued in-

migration from the Eastern Cape (ibid). Table 6.3 (Annex 2) indicates that the 

majority of the population (46.8%) is young (24 years and below in age) which 

may have implications for the economy in terms of the productively active group. 
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6.3.4.2 Employment and Unemployment 

Table 6.3 summarises 2001 census data on the basis of key age groups by race 

group for George. The economically productive age group relevant (25 to 54 

years) is virtually equally distributed among the three race groups, with the share 

highest among Africans (44.6% compared to 41.0% for the other two groups). 

This indicates the migration impact viz. “income-seekers” are relatively 

overrepresented in the local population. Above this age group the pattern 

changes, with the number of Whites exceeding the other race groups, clearly 

reflecting the often-quoted (pre)-retirement settlement pattern (Thomas, 2005). 

 

Comparing totals, the relatively large size of the 15- to 24-years age group 

(18.2% of the total compared to 42.2% for the 25- to 54-years group) is 

particularly striking. “This reflects the challenge of ‘youth employment’ and the need for more 

education and training facilities” (Thomas, 2005: 28).  

 

Table 6.4 (Annex 2) presents the projected 2005 employment totals. Based on 

the estimated total population of 160 000 for 2005, the labour force total of 66 

500 constitutes 41.5 per cent of the population, which is similar to trends in the 

Western Cape (Thomas, 2005). The estimated unemployment of 14 000 

constitutes 21 per cent of the labour force, which is also similar to Western Cape 

patterns (ibid). “The level has remained constant since 2001, which suggests significant new 

job creation and substantial job losses, in addition to the regular increase of the labour supply due 

to natural population growth and in-migration” (ibid: 30).  

 

The racial breakdown of these different magnitudes reflects the region’s socio-

economic past and present: “The coloured community has a share of 47.5 per cent in the 

2005 population of George, a 50.6 per cent share in the labour force, a 48.9 per cent share in 

employment and a 56.8 per cent share in unemployment. In contrast whites have a population 

share of 21.1 per cent, yet an unemployment share of only 4.6 per cent whereas the African 

share in the labour force is 28.9 and in unemployment 38.6 per cent” (ibid: 30).  
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A further analysis of the actual employment pattern [the distribution of the 52 500 

(self-) employed people in 2005] becomes possible with reference to table 6.5 

(Annex 2) which provides a relatively detailed matrix showing estimated 

employment of people from the different race groups in a 16-sector breakdown of 

the George economy. Table 6.5 reflects “widely divergent racial employment shares in 

line with different skill needs, sector development patterns and formal/informal-sector mixes” (ibid: 

30). 

 

Table 6.5 reflects that trade plays the largest role (13.8 per cent) in the economy 

(George IDP, 2002). This is followed by the tourism sector with a 12.2 per cent 

contribution to the economy. The manufacturing sector constitutes the third 

largest sector with 10.3 per cent (ibid). Most Coloureds are employed in the 

manufacturing sector, whereas most Africans are employed in the construction 

sector and the majority of Whites are employed in the tourism sector. This sector 

by race distribution reflects apartheid strategy planning where Africans were 

channelled into low-skilled manual labour, Coloureds into semi-skilled manual 

labour and Whites into the tertiary sector. 

 

Table 6.6 (Annex 2) presents the 2001 Census data on household-income 

distribution for George. The income categories range from no income to an 

annual household income of R300 000 and higher. The four biggest categories 

(with 12 to 18 per cent of the households falling into each category and a total 

coverage of 65 per cent of the 35 000 households) fall into the range of R400 to 

R6 400 per month. “If one takes a conservative level of R800 household income per month as 

a ‘poverty line’, about 30 per cent of George households fall below that line” (Thomas, 2005: 32). 

The census data appear to have errors in data capturing because it appears 

unrealistic to have nearly 14 per cent of households earning no income (ibid). 

 

Thomas (2005) observed that South Africa is going through a process of 

widening rather than narrowing wealth inequalities. This trend he noted also 

holds true for George. Thomas further observed that being a relatively well 
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developed and mature urban area, George’s income and wealth inequalities are 

not as large as those of developing rural areas and in some metropolitan areas.  

 

6.3.4.3 Housing 

Where housing and basic services are concerned, Thomas (2005) noted that 

George seems to be far better off than many other urban areas, with the category 

“proper (brick or timber) house structure on a separate stand” dominant among 

all three race groups. Basic services such as “toilets connected to sewerage 

system” and “refuse removal at least once a week” reflected in table 6.7 (Annex 

2) are relatively impressive. Categories 3 to 5 covering ‘informal or make-shift 

accommodation’ accounts for 18 per cent of Coloured and 36 per cent of African 

households, “which may be a reasonable indication of the ‘poverty-cum-housing’ challenge 

facing George” (ibid: 35).  

 

6.3.4.4 Education and Skill Levels 

Table 6.8 (Annex 2) presents the Census 2001 statistics reflecting education 

levels of the George population (Part A of the table) and about registration in 

educational institutions during 2001 (Part B of the table). Part A of the table 

confirms an expected pattern, “given the migration process and past inequities of 

opportunities…. Compared to other urban and rural areas in South Africa the overall pattern 

(shown in the last column of Section A of the table) looks relatively good, with almost 70 per cent 

of all race groups together having completed at least ‘some’ high-school education and only 7.8 

per cent of those beyond school-going age having ‘no schooling’” (Thomas, 2005: 35). 

 

However differences become apparent if race groups are compared, showing 

almost all Whites having completed primary school, with 46.4 per cent having 

completed secondary school and 27.3 per cent completing higher education. In 

contrast, almost half the African group (beyond school-going age) have only had 

education up to primary-school level and just less than 20 per cent had 

completed high school or more. The share of Coloured people who completed 

high school or more is only marginally above the level of Africans (21.2 per cent 

compared to 19.5 per cent). “This would seem to indicate that many of those better 
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educated have actually moved away from George to take up opportunities elsewhere in the 

country. In fact, the percentage breakdown of the different education levels is very similar for the 

coloured and African groups, which just accentuates discrepancies between ‘white’ and ‘black’” 

(ibid: 35). 

 

Part B of table 6.8 shows enrolment in the different educational institutions during 

2001, indicating very low engagement in post-school education. This may not be 

completely accurate, since many learners from George may have been engaged 

in (post-) school education outside George at the date of the census, i.e. might 

not have been included in the data (ibid). The enrolment at adult-education 

centres is similarly low, “which may in part be an undercounting, but also reflects the 

absence of such facilities in a clearly visible way” (ibid: 36). All of these statistics reflects 

the challenges that face George’s local economic development strategy (ibid). 

 

6.3.4.5 Health Standards 

No substantial health census data exist for George. However Thomas (2005) 

presented some useful basic information about the general health standards of 

George. These are presented in box 6.1 (Annex 2). 

 

6.3.5 Spatial Development  

A basic outline of the spatial planning of George and how this planning shapes 

development is presented here. By looking at the spatial planning of George 

legacies of South African apartheid city planning become evident. The following 

spatial elements will be considered: 

� general land use pattern of George; 

� the natural surrounding environment of George; 

� the built environment resources of George; 

� residential areas and housing within George; and 

� spatial development and poverty within George. 
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6.3.5.1 General Land Use Pattern 

The main land categories in the George Municipality include areas of human 

settlement (urban and rural settlements), productive areas (agriculture and 

forestry) and pristine natural areas (national parks, indigenous vegetated areas, 

coastline and ocean), (Thomas, 2005) – see Annex 1. The four key land uses in 

the city of George include the central business district (CBD), decentralised 

commercial nodes, industrial areas, and residential areas or suburbs. The CBD is 

centrally located in the town and has maintained a level of vibrancy and 

economic activity despite the ongoing decentralisation of economic activities and 

the many underutilised land (ibid). There has however been a decline in 

investment in the CBD where investors prefer the decentralised, suburban 

locations (ibid). George also has one fairly centralised industrial area where there 

is still substantial vacant land (ibid). 

 

The residential areas reflect a striking similarity with many South African towns 

and cities (ibid), on the basis of race, income and proximity to urban opportunities 

(ibid). The remnants of apartheid can be seen in that many Africans and 

Coloureds are residing in areas distant from the CBD and other urban 

opportunities (ibid). “The majority of the coloured population live in Pacaltsdorp and 

surrounding areas, in the southern part of the town. The majority of African people live in 

Thembalethu, in the south-eastern part of the town. The majority of the white population live in 

locations close to urban opportunities and in spectacular natural settings in the eastern, northern 

and north-eastern parts of the town and in exclusive coastal resorts” (ibid: 42). 

 

6.3.5.2 Natural Environment 

George has a strong natural resource base that includes the Outeniqua 

Mountains, the Indian Ocean, numerous river valleys, coastal cliffs, bays and 

beaches, valuable agricultural land (see Annex 1) and a moderate climate 

(Thomas, 2005). These natural resources are important for the significant 

contribution made by the tourist, forestry and agriculture sectors to the economy 

(ibid). The economic infrastructure related to the natural environment includes 

protected areas (private and public nature reserves and national parks), 
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numerous golf courses, and the Outeniqua Choo Tjoe train that takes tourists 

from George through the natural landscape towards Knysna to the east (ibid). 

 

6.3.5.3 Built Environment Resources 

Thomas (2005) supported the view that the physical infrastructure of a locality is 

one of the most critical factors that shapes the locality’s local economic 

development due to its role in ensuring the supply of basic infrastructure services 

and to secure investments. The existing infrastructure and service networks in 

George include roads and engineering, water and sanitation, electricity supply, 

waste disposal and telecommunications (ibid). 

 

The municipality is well served by an integrated intra-municipal road network that 

enables reasonable access between settlements within the municipality (ibid). 

Gravel roads occur in predominantly rural areas and poorer suburbs in 

Pacaltsdorp and Thembalethu (ibid). There is sufficient water available to supply 

the demands of the population, however not all households have effective 

connections to water supplies (ibid), especially in informal settlement areas. 

Electricity supply has not reached the entire population, especially in informal 

settlements and low cost housing areas where it is prohibitively expensive. A 

number of solar panels have been set up in the low cost housing areas of 

Thembalethu to alleviate the costs of electricity to the poor4. 

 

6.3.5.4 Residential Areas and Housing 

Thomas (2005) observed that the demand for residential land by the high-income 

households is influenced by the economic development of George as well as the 

quality of life offered by the natural environment. Similar to national trends this 

segment of the property market has received strong upward pressure over recent 

years (ibid). 

 

                                                 
4
 Personal observations and discussions with local ward councilors.  
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As a response to this high demand, land for this segment of the property market 

is to be made available on the periphery of the city, “in the most desirable locations and 

removed from medium-low or low cost categories of housing” (ibid: 44). This process 

however will not answer the “land for housing” needs of the low income 

population of George or help with the process of social integration of George’s 

population and it does not constitute efficient use of scarce land resources (ibid). 

 

There is also a stronger need for the provision of safe housing to low-income 

households (ibid). This demand is fuelled by local population growth and high 

rates of in-migration (ibid) particularly from the neighbouring rural Eastern Cape. 

The 2001 census revealed a housing backlog of 5 875 housing units (ibid). This 

backlog increased dramatically over a three-year period according to a social 

survey undertaken for the municipality in 2004 which revealed an immediate 

demand for 9 800 units as well as 5 500 units for an additional category of young 

adults and the aged (ibid). With an estimated growth in demand of 800 to 850 

units annually, this means that the demand for low-income housing may grow to 

16 000 units by 2010 (ibid). 

 

The municipality currently has plans for large-scale housing developments 

located on the periphery of George, far from the CBD (ibid). Average densities for 

future developments are between ten and twenty units per hectare, which is far 

below what should be aimed for in such urban areas (ibid). There is also no 

mention of improved housing quality in these plans, with a focus on only 

alleviating the backlog (ibid). This is contrary to the objectives of the National 

Housing Policy. The national housing policy provides a once-off subsidy to 

households that have never received state assistance for housing and have met 

income and family-size criteria (Oldfield, 2000). A graded subsidy is provided to 

families earning less that R3 500 per month (Mackay, 1999; Oldfield, 2000; 

Tomlinson, 2007) for the purchase of land and the development of a serviced 

house, usually less than 25 square metres (Oldfield, 2000). 
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This dualistic supply of housing (i.e. focusing on high-income and low-income 

households) makes no provision for middle-income households who cannot 

afford the “upmarket” properties and who would not be satisfied with the low-cost 

housing schemes (Thomson, 2005). There is therefore no continuous range of 

housing options on the market, which will hamper the ability of the city to attract 

better skilled operators or junior to middle management staff for local firms (ibid). 

 

6.3.5.5 Spatial Development and Poverty 

Map 6.3 shows the location of low-, middle- and high-income suburbs around the 

George municipal area, whereas map 6.4 depicts areas of concentrated poverty. 

Map 6.4 includes all the areas identified as “disadvantaged” in the 2004 Spatial 

Development Framework for George. The following are the poor settlements/ 

residential areas/ suburbs: Ballotsview, Blanco, Borcherds, Bossiesgieft, 

Conville, Golden Valley, Kleinkrantz, Maraiskamp, New Dawn Park, Pacaltsdorp, 

Palana Valley, Syferfontein, Thembalethu, Touwsranten, and Wilderness 

Heights. In many of these areas poverty in terms of low household income is 

exacerbated by “poor-quality basic services, long distances to health, welfare and other basic 

services as well as to main employment opportunities” (Thomas, 2005: 49).  

 

From this it becomes clear that the spatial planning of the city has an immediate 

relationship to the city’s economic development. Therefore the areas furthest 

from the CBD and urban opportunities are in most cases also the areas of 

poverty. This spatial planning in many senses reflects the ripple effects of the 

apartheid system urban planning and the transition of South Africa into a 

democratic era. 
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Map 6.3 Household Income Zones 

 
Source: Thomas (2005: 51) 
 

 
Map 6.4 Areas of Poverty 

 
Source: Thomas (2005: 51) 
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6.4 The Study Area: Thembalethu5 

Thembalethu, a majority African settlement, comprises 5 wards, with an 

approximate population of 18 000. There are about 8 000 RDP (Reconstruction 

and Development Programme6) houses and over 2 000 informal dwellings in the 

settlement7. The settlement is located on a topographically inappropriate 

landscape for human settlements (Annex 3). The settlement has a somewhat 

hilly landscape and is surrounded by peripheral rivers on either side, the 

Skaapkop River to the west and an unnamed stream to the northeast. The result 

is that dwellings (both RDP and informal) are situated on slopes of hills and in the 

valleys of the two rivers and its tributaries. The land consequently has a high 

water table and in some areas there are underground springs. 

 

Most of the informal areas are under-serviced, especially in terms of water and 

sanitation. There are very high people-to-toilet and -tap ratios, one communal tap 

for example is to be shared among 35 families. As an alternative, the majority of 

residents use the bush to relieve themselves while some build their own bucket-

toilets within dwellings. People stand in long queues for water collection, 

particularly on weekends. Refuse removal occur once a week, where black 

refuse bags are handed to the people for the up-coming week. However, there 

are weeks when refuse is not removed. The result is dumping of household 

refuse in the surrounding environment. Furthermore, the informal areas are 

poorly drained and therefore the ground is always saturated long after heavy 

rains. There is also no formal electrical connection available for informal dwellers. 

 

The RDP houses are built on a somewhat “awkward” landscape. This generates 

a juxtaposition of houses built on elevated hill tops, others on the slope of hills 

and on the foot of hills. Because of this “awkward” landscape, infrastructure is ill-

                                                 
5
 This section is based on fieldwork conducted in the settlement (see chapter 7). 

6
 The term Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) is used for government 

subsidised low-cost formal houses after the socio-economic strategy ‘Reconstruction and 
Development Programme’ of South Africa following democracy under which such subsidised 
houses were conceptualised. 
7
 Information from personal communication with Ward 12 councillor and informal dwelling 

information from DLGH report. 
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sited in a somewhat uncoordinated and clumsy manner, reflected, for instance, in 

roads being located above housing developments. A few of these roads are 

tarred but given the topography this does not seem to be an appropriate 

approach as run-off tends to erode these tarred roads relatively quickly. 

Stormwater drainage also seems to be uncoordinated, as outlets of some 

stormwater channels flow directly onto the roads, but worse still, some of them 

directly exit toward RDP houses. Much of this uncoordinated siting of 

infrastructure is a result of poor integrated development planning. 

 

Other development constraints in the settlement include the absence of any 

community hall, library or playground. Furthermore, there is only one clinic 

supposed to service 18 000 people, situated on the outskirts of the settlement, 

where it is virtually inaccessible to those most vulnerable (the elderly and 

children) living in the centre of the settlement. This is because, in the absence of 

personal transport and inadequate public transport, vulnerable residents 

requiring medical assistance have to walk 1 to 2km across hilly terrain towards 

the clinic, which reportedly takes about half an hour to an hour for elderly 

people8. If they do manage to reach the clinic they are then faced with long 

winding queues of patients waiting to be treated. 

 

There are also no real community development projects, only meagre efforts by 

some dedicated teachers and parents.  

 

6.5 Disaster Risk Context of George 

The EDM Disaster Management Centre (DMC) contracted SRK Consulting to 

conduct a user-friendly Disaster Management Plan (DMP) as part of the ongoing 

process to improve its disaster risk management service delivery for the EDM 

residents, and in accordance with the provisions of the NDMA and the NDMF. 

This resulted in the SRK (2006) disaster management plan and risk assessment 

                                                 
8
 However, some younger people claim it takes them anything between 1 to 2 hours. A reliable 

elderly woman however commented on this claim stating that people like to exaggerate.  
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for the EDM report. Unfortunately the risk assessment was wholly based on a 

desk review of existing (secondary) data on hazards and while mostly Census 

2001 data was used for the vulnerability analysis. No evidence of any “ground-

truthing” was found in the assessment, either with regards to fieldwork, or 

consultations to assess the hazards, and household interviews or participatory 

approaches to assess community vulnerability and capacity. As a result, the 

assessment lacked a thorough hazard and vulnerability analysis. According to 

discussions in chapter 3, this risk assessment was constrained by the use of a 

limited range of inappropriate and technically-biased approaches.  

 

6.5.1 Priority Risks 

Despite the above constraints the SRK (2006) report identified the following 

priority risks for the George Local Municipality (LM), in order of priority: 

� Flooding – especially in low-lying areas such as lagoons. Previous floods 

were experienced in George in 1996 (where the 1 in 100 year cycle flood 

was experienced), 1998, 20049, 2006 and now 2007. 

� Hazardous materials transport – air traffic disasters and hazardous 

materials road transport disasters pose a risk in the George LM. 

Hazardous materials transport is of particular concern along the mountain 

passes and where the N2 passes through residential areas and over low-

lying bridges along the coast. An alternative route through less vulnerable 

areas was proposed for the N2 but the construction of such a route is yet 

to be confirmed. 

� Key services disruption – The impact of a major disruption of key services 

in the LM is high because of the many industries and tourism resorts in the 

area.  Water supply is problematic and projects to identify alternative 

sources of fresh water for residential and industrial use are planned. The 

road network, especially minor roads is very concerning.  Many roads are 

degraded and show evidence of potholes and disintegration of the tarred 

                                                 
9
 From the 11 August 2006 flood disaster debriefing. 
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surface.  Since the roads are important for the local economy especially 

with regards to access, this needs urgent attention.  

� Communicable diseases10 – The George LM has a combination of 

industrial, formal and informal residential areas, holiday resorts, 

institutional establishments, schools and hospitals, which may all be 

subject to the outbreak of epidemics.  HIV/AIDS and TB is expected to be 

high among especially the lower income groups in the LM, in informal 

settlements such as Touwsranten and Kleinkrantz, and informal 

settlements such as “Wilderness Heights”. The George airport may 

provide a route for infectious disease to enter the EDM, especially if it is 

opened for international travellers. 

� Veld and plantation fires – veld fires in the Outeniqua mountain range and 

forest plantations are particularly problematic to the George LM and EDM. 

 

6.5.2 Current Disaster Risk Reduction Priorities and Initiatives and Compliance 

with Legislation 

According to the George (2002 and 2006) IDP (Integrated Development Plan), 

disaster management is an unfunded mandate. For this reason, disaster 

management becomes an extended line function of the fire service department. 

Consequently the office of the disaster manager for George LM sits in the local 

fire-fighting department and is occupied by the local fire-fighter chief. This is the 

case with most municipalities in the EDM. In other local municipalities in the 

province this position is occupied by the local chief traffic officer in the traffic 

department. As the disaster management function within local municipalities is 

often “added” to those undertaken by technical officers such as fire fighters or 

traffic officers, local municipal disaster managers often lack the necessary skills 

required for disaster risk management – the capacity to facilitate co-ordination of 

disaster management activities and to develop disaster management plans with 

                                                 
10

 This is incorrectly classified in the report as human epidemics. However HIV and TB are not 

epidemics. 
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a focus on integrated risk reduction and awareness especially of the at-risk 

communities, in accordance with section 52 and 53 of the NDMA.  

 

According to the George LM disaster manager, the municipality does have a 

disaster management plan. However the LM disaster manager was unable to 

provide a copy and did not have a digital copy available. The disaster manager 

claimed that the plan is not an in-depth strategy to manage floods but was only a 

step-by-step procedural guideline on what to do in responding to floods (or any 

other disaster) which also included relevant contact information. 

 

The George LM disaster management therefore do not have a disaster risk 

reduction priority and strategy in place as required by section 52 and 53 of the 

NDMA. The EDM disaster management plan, based on the deliverables of the 

SRK (2006) report, does have a proposed risk management and a priority risk 

reduction plan in place for the district as a whole. This proposed plan is in 

accordance with the National and Provincial Disaster Management Frameworks. 

The priorities relevant to flood management include: 

� all developments should include environmental impact assessments to 

ensure environmental sustainability as well as a disaster risk assessment. 

� the protection of wetlands 

� maintenance of local infrastructure 

� floodlines and indicative floodlines should be developed for the highest 

risk zones and development should not be allowed take place within these 

zones without adequate flood mitigation measures. Furthermore, more 

specific land uses within floodplains should be delineated, e.g. high 

hazard zones could have parks, medium hazard zones for example could 

be allocated as parking lots, and low hazard zones could be residential 

gardens. 

� the realisation of an adequate early warning system that would 

communicate warnings to the local population. The EDM disaster 

management has indicated the need for research into appropriate 



 117 

approaches to ensure early warnings involve and reach the at-risk 

populations11. 

 

6.6 Three Extreme Weather Events over George during 2006-7 

The research took place in the context of three extreme weather events that hit 

the southern Cape, including George during (i) 31 July to 3 August 2006, (ii) 21 

to 24 August 2006, and (iii) 19 to 24 November 2007. Events (i) and (ii) were 

assessed in DiMP (2007). The DiMP (2007) post-event assessment of the two 

events in 2006 found negative impacts to the infrastructural, social and 

environmental sectors of the George municipality. The DiMP (2007) report 

revealed that critical infrastructure and agriculture seem to suffer the most 

damage when exposed to extreme weather events. These sectors were again 

worst affected during the 2007 events (Office of the Premier, 2007). 

 

This section presents the following key findings of the three extreme weather 

events that affected George: 

� a comparison of economic and infrastructural losses during 2006 and 

2007 following the three events; 

� impacts to the social sector; 

� preparedness planning for extreme weather events 

 

6.6.1 Comparison of Economic and Infrastructural losses during 2006 and 2007 

Table 6.9 (Annex 4) presents the total reported direct economic losses by all 

stakeholders in the EDM for the August 2006 floods as collected by DiMP. Table 

6.10 (Annex 4) presents the preliminary total reported economic losses by most 

stakeholders in the EDM for the November 2007 floods. From the two tables it is 

clear that more damage was sustained during the 2007 flood events (R746 358 

680.24 in losses) than the 2006 events (R509 763 497.56 in losses), bearing in 

mind that the 2007 estimates were still to be finalised. For the 2006 events, the 

                                                 
11
 29 November 2007 Disaster Debriefing – Damage Assessment by the Eden District 

Municipality. 
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George local municipality sustained the highest economic losses associated with 

damage to roads, bridges and stormwater drainage infrastructure within the 

EDM. For the 2007 event George sustained the second highest damage in the 

EDM (after the Knysna Municipality – table 6.10) where damage was sustained 

to roads and stormwater systems, water pipes and sewerage systems12. As the 

department of Civil and Technical services is responsible for the above 

infrastructure, table 6.11 (Annex 4) reflects how these impacts have affected this 

department’s annual budget. Table 6.11 indicates that the damage sustained by 

the August 2006 floods alone took up 37.9% of the maintenance and repair 

budget of the department and just over 5% of the planned expenditure budget.   

 

Table 6.9 reveals that SANRAL (South African National Road Agency) incurred 

the highest losses (17.21%). The damage sustained to the Kaaimans Pass (a 

portion of the National Route 2 connecting Cape Town to the eastern seaboard) 

in the George Muncipality contributed 54 % of these losses to a value of R47 600 

000 (DiMP, 2007). This is a very important route for commuters between Knysna 

and George and also for trucking from the eastern seaboard to Cape Town. The 

timber industry in George is particularly dependent on this pass, with at least four 

truck loads of timber passing through each hour. As such the temporary closure 

of the pass led to a slow down of traffic and therefore negatively impacted on 

businesses and tourism as people were held up in traffic up to four hours each 

day travelling to and from George or Knysna. These losses however have not 

been calculated requiring a further in-depth assessment of the secondary 

impacts suffered by businesses.  With respect to rail infrastructure, the George-

Knysna Choo Tjoe railway line/train service was negatively affected during the 

August 2006 events and further damaged by the November 2007 floods 

(Maposa, 2008). SANRAL compiled a report where damage to the railway line 

was estimated at R 100 million (ibid). The report has been criticised for not being 

                                                 
12
 Report submitted to the National Disaster Management Centre on the 26 November 2007. 
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conducted by rail experts (ibid). The closure of the railway line has resulted in 

about 200 job losses and has also negatively affected tourism13.  

 
The Provincial Department of Local Government and Housing sustained 5.67 % 

of the total reported losses of the 2006 events amounting to nearly twenty-nine 

million rand (table 6.9). Comparatively, during the 2007 events the same 

department sustained 14.05% of the total reported preliminary losses (table 

6.10). It was reported that from the 2006 events 50.43 % of these losses totalling 

R 14 568 485 were experienced in the George Municipality (DiMP, 2007) 

resulting principally from poor siting, poor integrated planning where houses were 

built lower than road levels, poor construction standards, inferior building 

materials and non-weather proofing of dwellings. 

 

The Provincial Department of Education sustained 0.38 % of the total estimated 

losses of the 2006 events which amounted to nearly two million rand. A high 

school and a primary school in George contributed R 165 000 to the 

department’s losses (DiMP, 2007).   

 

Insurance losses from the 2006 events amounted to 3.50 % of the overall losses 

totalling R 17 818 253.16.  Insurance claims from the population of George as a 

result of the August 2006 weather events comprised 12.75 % of all the insurance 

losses to the value of R 2 271 136.32, which is by far the most claims from all the 

municipalities within the EDM (figure 6.6 – Annex 4). The causes of the damage 

included flood losses (R 722 392.32), storm impacts (R 1 535 999.68), 

subsidence and landslide impacts (R 3 492.42), water impacts (R 4 385.05), and 

wind impacts (R 4 866.85). 

 

In total, the documented direct losses from the 2006 events from the George 

Municipality (see table 6.12 – Annex 4) contributed 15.97 % of the total direct 

losses sustained to the EDM. George municipality contributed 16.09% of the 

                                                 
13
 Input by one of the attendance at the 22 February 2007 debriefing. 
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losses sustained by all the Eden District municipalities in 2006. Comparatively 

from the 2007 events the George Municipality contributed 16.94% of the losses 

sustained to all the municipalities in the district. More losses were sustained 

during the 2007 flood events, attributed in part to the fact that the rainfall event 

experienced during 2007 was more intense than those in 2006.  

 

In these severe weather events, numerous indirect impacts were not quantified. 

These include lost work productivity due to traffic delays and disrupted road 

services. The tourism industry was also affected, particularly with the damage to 

the railway line between George and Knysna on which the popular tourist 

Outeniqua Choo Tjoe train used to travel. 

 

6.6.2 Social Impacts of 2006 Events 

The DiMP (2007) Social Impact Assessment (SIA) report found that several 

suburbs and settlements were seriously affected during the 2006 events. These 

included both affluent residential areas (including coastal resorts) and poor 

settlements. The vulnerability of residents in affluent residential areas and 

coastal resorts was due to their choice of location on high slopes, rivers and 

beaches. Such developments are approved by town planners in efforts to attract 

wealthy residents to the municipality despite warnings from environmental impact 

assessments and other activists14. The vulnerability of residents in poor 

settlements was due to them choosing to live in such settlements because of a 

lack of alternative options. Furthermore poor integrated development planning by 

the local municipality increased the vulnerability of residents in poor settlements. 

Thembalethu was identified as the most affected settlement in George. 

 

6.6.3 Preparedness Planning to Extreme Weather Events 

At the Provincial Debriefing in George on the 11 August 2006 the Eden Disaster 

Manager stated that a Flood Committee established in February 2006 was 

planning for extreme weather events, but that planning was clearly not enough. 

                                                 
14

 Interview with a retired geographer. 
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Where forewarning and dissemination are concerned, Eden Disaster 

Management stated that on the 1 August 2006 at 17:06 PM they received a 

warning from South African Weather Service (SAWS) to expect heavy rain. 

SAWS disseminated this information to all relevant departments via text 

messages (SMS –Short Messaging Service). Eden Disaster Management kept 

all the municipalities updated with weather reports and advice on what to expect. 

None of the warnings for the first event were communicated to local 

communities. In the municipality of George, residents from settlements in 

Thembalethu and Touwsranten claimed that they received no warning, although 

some residents with access to radio and T.V. and who are able to interpret the 

weather forecasts received their ‘early warning’ through weather forecasts on the 

news. However, some residents from the informal settlement of Wilderness 

Heights claim that they received early warnings for the second event by the 

police and fire services.  

 

At the 29 November 2007 debriefing following the November 2007 event, Johan 

Stander of SAWS presented the Flood Early Warning System (FEWS) that was 

applied during both the 2006 and 2007 events. This FEWS system will be 

improved in the near future when more accurate information becomes available 

from the proposed future radar network. 

 

As part of SAWS’ FEWS, warnings were issued via SMS, e-mail and phone call 

by SAWS to the Western Cape, Overberg and Eden District disaster managers 

(see Annex 5). According to Johan Stander, good communication exists between 

SAWS and Disaster Management but a major continuing challenge is the 

strengthening of institutional communications. The Eden Disaster Manager 

commented (based on the DiMP, 2007 report) that a second continuing 

challenge includes ensuring effective communication of warnings to vulnerable 

communities. He agreed with DiMP (2007) that research need to be conducted 

on how best to develop community-based early warning systems.  
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For all three events there appeared to be no contingency or preparedness 

planning in place by the George municipality despite experience from previous 

severe storms. Furthermore, the SIA report highlighted minimal levels of 

preparedness by residents where negative social behavioural patterns (of alcohol 

abuse), poverty and low levels of education and skills contributed to this. 

 

6.7 Conclusion 

The geographical context of George indicates that its unique natural environment 

and strategic location are key factors in its continued growth and development. 

The geographical location of George relative to the Western Cape determines 

the type of climate the city experiences and consequently George’s local climate 

has direct consequences to the risks (particularly hydro-meteorological in 

occurrence) to which the city is exposed. Thus berg wind conditions during 

summer increase veld fire risks (SRK, 2006) and cyclonic frontal weather 

systems, particularly cut-off low pressure systems increase flood risk. SRK 

underline this point by ranking flooding as the highest priority risk in George. 

 

The flooding risk George is exposed to (urban flood risk) needs to be considered 

in combination with the development context of George where vulnerability 

emerges. The development of George and its surrounds was influenced by every 

historical development that South Africa experienced. Furthermore, 

developments at the provincial and district levels also shaped the current 

economic and demographic situation of George. The demographic, economic, 

health and spatial data that was analysed reveal that George is a medium-sized 

city, which in many ways is better positioned than many other South African 

towns, but there are also major challenges evident which need to be addressed 

in order to improve the welfare of its low-income population (Thomson, 2005). 

 

The processes from the macro, meso and micro levels have therefore left 

George characterised by relatively high unemployment levels that may still be 

rising, especially among the African population (ibid). There have also been 
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considerable job losses or retrenchments in many companies where certain 

manufacturing sectors are particularly badly affected (ibid). There is an uneven 

spread of unemployment across the different suburbs and urban areas within the 

municipality and no progress to social integration since democracy has taken 

place (ibid). Furthermore, poverty levels are quite high and racially stratified 

(ibid). Property has become virtually unaffordable for low-income households 

(ibid). Black economic empowerment (BEE) has made little progress in George’s 

White dominated business sphere (ibid). Following this, business and economic 

advancement is often impaired by inappropriate skills among the greater labour 

force (ibid). Finally, large areas within low-income suburbs/settlements within the 

municipality still lack adequate basic services (ibid). 

 

The development context of George indicates that the most vulnerable portion of 

the population to urban flood risk is the same part of the population that were 

previously disadvantaged during apartheid. This development context is further 

exacerbated by a municipal disaster risk management structure that is unable to 

ensure that integrated development incorporates risk reduction priorities and 

initiatives in its planning. Consequently the municipal disaster management 

structure lacks the intuition to develop a comprehensive integrated flood risk 

management plan for the municipality to reduce repeated flood and storm related 

losses. 


