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Executive Summary 
The South African Disaster Management Act and National Disaster Management Framework 
call for increased efforts to reduce risks developmentally. Disaster risk refers to the chance 
of hardship or loss resulting from the interaction between natural or other hazards and 
vulnerable households exposed to them. Disaster risk reduction in informal settlements 
refers to all policies, actions and initiatives that minimise vulnerabilities and disaster risks in, 
including prevention, mitigation and preparedness. The South African National Disaster 
Management Framework states explicitly states that “Disaster risk assessment efforts must 
actively include the participation of vulnerable communities and households” (RSA, 2005: 
31). 

As a developmental approach to disaster risk management/reduction, community risk 
assessment is a fundamental measure to inform development measures grounded on local 
risk dynamics with a view to ensuring sustainable development and service delivery 
programmes. A community risk assessment (CRA) 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 by local residents 
themselves. In this way a CRA creates a framework for a reciprocal exchange of information 
and strategies between development practitioners and local community members. 
Participatory risk assessment is a methodology that has been developed to engage 
communities developmentally, using highly participatory approaches in a bottom-up 
fashion. It provides insights into how risks are generated and can be reduced. Anderson and 
Woodrow suggest by assessing its own capacities, a community can actually build 
community cohesion through joint action (1998: 14). 

The Disaster Mitigation for Sustainable Livelihoods Programme (DiMP) conducts a short 
course entitled Community Risk Assessment: A focus on Informal Settlements bi-annually as 
part of the Periperi U Programme. This is a pan-African initiative funded by USAID which 
aims to build capacity to reduce disaster risk across the African continent through a 
partnership of ten institutions of higher learning in as many countries.  

To this end a CRA was undertaken as part of a training exercise for short course participants 
in the informal settlement of Thabo Mbeki in Philippi, Cape Town, South Africa from 29-30 
November 2010. The purpose of the assessment was essentially three-fold: 

Ø To enhance CRA skills capacity of practitioners and researchers attending the short 
course from South Africa and beyond; 

Ø To empower an informal community by involving them in a risk assessment of 
disaster risks in their own locality; 

Ø 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. 
 

OR Thambo was selected for a CRA after it was identified by the Cape Winelands District 
Disaster Management Centre as a high risk areawithin the district. This was substantiated by 
a review of media and other reports, as well as a physical scoping exercise conducted in the 
area. Members of the community leadership structure, the local Ward Councillor and the 
Disaster Management supported the undertaking. 
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Twelve members of the community volunteered their time for two days in order to 
participate in the assessment and to guide the short course participants. Crime and fire 
were identified as the two most critical hazards in the community, while environmental 
health and flooding were considered critical though less important hazards. The assessment 
process, being an abbreviated 2-day training and fact-finding exercise, only allowed for the 
interrogation of crime and fire hazards in detail, although observations with regard to other 
hazards were made during the transect walk. Additional members of the community were 
interviewed during the transect walk to ensure that the opinions and perceptions collected 
were indeed representative of the community. Questionnaires compiled prior to the 
transect walk ensured that all participants asked community members similar questions so 
that information could be compared and contrasted.  

The findings of this two-day process were compiled into project reports which were 
submitted by the participants at the conclusion of the short course. This report is derived 
from a consolidation of these reports together with notes and observations made by the 
DiMP facilitators. It includes detailed information on the risk profile of the OR Tambo 
informal area, drawn from community perceptions of the root causes, hazard seasonality 
patterns, mapping of ‘hotspots’ as well as identified changes over time, be these historical 
events, demographic change, developmental intervention or even physical attributes of the 
settlement. In addition the key role players and existing coping strategies were identified. 
Finally, in discussion with community members and a range of stakeholders who attended 
the discussion session several suggestions for intervention were made and 
recommendations developed to help inform future interventions in the area.
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Figure 1.An aerial view of Mbekweni showing the OR Thambo informal area at top of picture adjacent to railway line.
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1. Introduction 
The South African Disaster Management Act (2003) and National Disaster Management 
Framework (2005) call for increased efforts to reduce risks developmentally. Disaster risk 
refers to the chance of hardship or loss resulting from the interaction between natural or 
other hazards and vulnerable households exposed to them. Disaster risk reduction 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 substantially 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 risk assessment process by 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 training process was undertaken in the informal settlement 
of Thabo Mbeki in Philippi, Cape Town over a two-day period, from 29 to the 30 November 
2010. After receiving several days of classroom-based training, participants conducted a 
Community Risk Assessment in collaboration with community members using a 
participatory action research approach. 

The purpose of the assessment was essentially three-fold: 

Ø To enhance the CRA skills capacity of practitioners and researchers from South Africa 
and beyond; 

Ø To empower an informal community by involving them in a risk assessment of their 
own locality; 

Ø To develop a ground–truthed report to be shared with responsible service delivery 
and government stakeholders so as to inform corrective intervention with a view to 
ensuring effective DRM / DRR in the area. 
 

Although the field study was limited to an abbreviated process of only two days, it 
conformed to basic ethical and moral standards of a research process, such as respect for 
cultural dynamics, lack of bias, political sensitivity, and accommodation of language 
preference. Had there been enough time for a comprehensive assessment an in-depth 
analysis of all hazards could have been made in addition to flooding, fire and crime 
identified in this report. 
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1.1 What is a Community Risk Assessment (CRA)? 
 
Participatory risk assessment is a methodology that has been developed to engage 
communities developmentally, using highly participatory approaches and a bottom-up 
approach. It provides insights into how risks are generated and can be reduced. It is an 
approach that aims to empower the community concerned by involving them in defining 
problems, decision-making, implementation of appropriate activities and evaluating the 
results and the interventions. 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 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 living 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.  

The Community Risk Assessment has three phases which include: 

• Preparatory groundwork in order to determine the scope of the risk context and 
existing risk reduction initiatives 

• Conducting a Community Risk Assessment  with the community 

• Generating appropriate integrated disaster risk reduction plans. 

 

1.2 Undertaking a CRA in OR Thambo, Mbekweni 
OR Thambo was selected for a CRA after it was identified by the Cape Winelands District 
Disaster Management Centre as a high risk area within the district. This was substantiated 
by a review of media and other reports, as well as a physical scoping exercise conducted in 
the area. A 2008 Risk Assessment undertaken by the Cape Peninsula University of 
Technology in collaboration with the Cape Winelands District Municipality and other 
partners also identified the Mbekweni community, of which OR Thambo forms a part, as a 
high risk area within the Drakenstein municipal area. Some of the risks identified in their 
report included disease, waste water and uncontrolled fire. In addition crime statistics 
published by the South African police service on Mbekweni between 2003/4 – 2009/10 
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provided startling revelations about the prevalence of crime, especially assault and murder. 
Drug abuse and sex-related crimes also featured prominently. 
 
Members of the community leadership structure, the local Ward Councillor and Disaster 
Management supported the undertaking. Twelve members of the community volunteered 
their time over two days in order to participate in the assessment and to guide the short 
course participants. They identified crime and fire as the two most critical hazards that 
community members live with, while environmental health and flooding were considered 
less important. The assessment process, being an abbreviated 2-day process, interrogated 
crime and fire, although observations with regard to the other two hazards were also made 
during the transect walk. During the transect walk other members of the community were 
interviewed in order to ensure better representativeness. Questionnaires compiled prior to 
the transect walk ensured that similar questions were asked by all participants so that 
information could be compared and contrasted. 

After learning about the context of Community Risk Assessment and how it can be adapted 
for use in almost any environment, short course participants practiced the assessment 
methods during class sessionsand prepared their own materials, before conducting a 
Community Risk Assessment in the informal area of Thabo Mbeki near Paarl in the Cape 
Winelands under the guidance of several DiMP facilitators over a 2-day period, from 18th to 
19th July 2011.  

Fundamental to the success of any research project is a need to have common 
understanding of underlying concepts; therefore the programme began with a discussion of 
key disaster terms such as hazards, risk, and vulnerability aided by a Xhosa-speaking 
facilitator. This exercise enabled community members to understand these terms in the 
context of their settlement.  

The community members were asked to identify the hazards facing the OR Thambo 
community and then to vote for the hazards they felt were the most critical. Interestingly 
crime received an overwhelming number of votes, while fire and flooding were perceived to 
be significantly less important hazards.The participants were then divided into two working 
groups in order to assess the identified risks in OR Thambo. Each group, accompanied by a 
DiMP facilitator and several local residents, was tasked to focus on the hazard allocated to 
the group during the workshop sessions, but also to note any other risk factors and 
conditions of vulnerability. 

The second day began with a transect walk through the community, with the settlement 
divided approximately into two halves to facilitate a thorough ground survey by the two 
assessment groups. The transect walk afforded participants the opportunity to obtain a 
deeper understanding of local conditions, particularly vulnerabilities, hazards and existing 
coping strategies. Group discussions as well as in-depth interviews were conducted with 
other local residents allowing for a broader consensus of opinion on local risk issues, 
avoiding the potential bias inherent in asking a local resident to recruit volunteers for the 
workshop sessions.   
 
The short course participants were tasked to write up their assessment results in 
comprehensive group reports which were submitted to DiMP at the conclusion of the short 
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course. Their report findings, observations and analyses, including their suggestions and 
recommendations were consolidated into this report.  

The participatory methods used in the CRA included the following: 

• Hazard identification exercise by local residents in which they identify the most 
prevalent hazards affecting their household or the community as a whole. 

• Hazard Prioritisation by local residents in which the hazards already identified are 
clustered into several groups. They are then tasked to vote for the hazards they feel 
are most critical. In this way each working group can be assigned a particular hazard 
to explore in more depth. 

• Problem Tree - a flow diagram showing the relationship between different aspects 
of an issue or a problem. It helps to analyze the situation by identifying the major 
problems and the causes 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 risks1. 

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

identify available resources such as Water taps and environmental hazards, e.g. 
crime-prone areas. 

 
• Venn Diagram – Shows significant relationships with organizations and role players 

both within and outside the community, identifying their perceived importance and 
effectiveness to the community. 

 
• Multi Risk Transect walk – involves walking through a settlement along a 

predetermined path observing particular physical conditions that increase or reduce 
risks and informally interviewing community members on their risk experiences. 

 
• Risk Management Table – this identifies the local strategies used to avoid or cope 

with recurrent risks. It encourages participants to consider simple interventions to 
reduce their own risks and how these can be developed further in some cases. 

 

                                                        
1In recent CRAs conducted by DiMP this process has been expanded in an attempt to capture the history of the 
establishment and growth pattern of each settlement being assessed. This has informed a more nuanced 
understanding of the socio-political context that has lead to the formation of each settlement as well the mobility 
patterns taking place between informal areas in the City. 
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The CRA process is concluded with a pre-arranged discussion session to which local 
authority officials, local role players and other stakeholders working within the community 
are invited.  These typically include local authority sectors such as environmental health, 
solid waste, water and sanitation, roads and storm water, fire services, police, community 
police forums and disaster management as well as local organisations such as faith-based 
groups, community-based organisations and NGOs. The discussion also involves the 
members of the community who took part of the Community Risk Assessment and the short 
course participants. The session allows for the presentation of the preliminary assessment 
findings by the community members themselves, with the aid of the short course 
participants where necessary, followed by an interactive discussion around the issues raised 
and a joint effort to solve some of the immediate problems. The session often helps to 
establish new or stronger relationships between role players and the community in order to 
strengthen community participation in resolving problems and reducing local hazards. 

1.2.1  Limitations of the study 
It is important to acknowledge several limitations in this Community Risk Assessment:  

• Ideally a risk assessment should be conducted over three or more field days to 
enable a thorough assessment. As this was not possible within the time frame 
allotted during the short course, this CRA represents an abbreviated version of the 
full assessment process, concentrating on two of the prioritised risks instead of all 
the risks identified by community members.  

• The study was conducted over two week days when many of the economically active 
residents may have been at work and their opinions may therefore not be 
represented.  

 

1.2.2 Note 
The short course participants included Disaster Management staff from South African 
municipal centres and visiting academics from African Universities involved in the Periperi U 
Programme. The latter attended the short course in order to learn new participatory 
methodologies that can be replicated and adjusted to suit different contexts and 
environments. DiMP is very grateful for the enthusiasm and commitment of all the 
participants working on this task and for the comprehensive reports that they produced 
after only two days in the field in an environment with which most were unfamiliar, namely, 
a Western Cape informal settlement.  
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Figure 2 Locality of Mbekweni - See square in Right hand corner 
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2. Context for the study 
A preliminary scoping exercise is an essential part of the Community Risk Assessment 
process. This involves consultation with a range of stakeholders, from local authorities to 
community leaders. The information that was compiled during the scoping exercise for this 
assessment was drawn primarily from published/unpublished reports, media reports, 
newspaper articles, students’ theses and personal and/or telephonic interviews with key 
stakeholders. The settlement was visited on several occasions and arrangements made with 
local leaders to ensure their acceptance of the process as well as to ensure the willingness 
of the community to participate. 

The section below contains the information that was collected during the scoping process 
that was undertaken over several weeks. Detailed background information enables 
facilitators and participants to understand the context of the settlement in which they will 
be undertaking a risk assessment, creating an awareness of particular dynamics and issues 
concerning the community, as well as in identifying gaps in existing knowledge of the 
settlement, suggesting the kinds of information that should be sought during field work.  

2.1  Location 
Mbekweni which means ‘respect’ in the Xhosa language spoken by the majority of residents 
who live there, is a poor urban settlement located in the Berg River valley between the 
towns of Wellington and Paarl in the Western Cape. The river influenced the development 
of wine and wheat farms along its banks, providing fertile soil and water for irrigation 
(Crawford, 1989:39). Mbekweni forms part of the Drakenstein Municipal District and is 
located some five kilometres from the town of Paarl and about half an hour’s drive from 
Stellenbosch. The summers are hot and dry while the winters are traditionally cold and wet, 
with snowfalls on the upper reaches of the surrounding mountains. 

The informal section of OR Thambo, which is the focus of the Community Risk Assessment, 
is located adjacent to the busy railway line that runs between Wellington and Paarl. The 
local municipal engineer explained that although OR Thambo actually falls under the 
jurisdiction of the Wellington local authorities, due to its spatial location within the 
Mbekweni area which surrounds it, it effectively forms part of Mbekweni, which is however 
considered part of Paarl. The informal dwellings of OR Thambo are constructed on railway 
reserve land which also forms part of an Eskom electricity servitude.  

2.2  Historical background 
People were originally drawn to the Mbekweni area by the seasonal work offered on the 
fruit farms. Later they provided much needed labour to the local industries that developed, 
such as the canning, textile and tobacco industries. A Divisional Council report recorded that 
the influx of people into the Paarl area began some time around 1941 (Möller, 1959:8). This 
influx escalated between 1946 and 1951 as these industries grew rapidly, driving the 
demand for labour.   

Möller, an anthropologist conducting extensive research in the area in the late 1950s, also 
associated this rapid growth with the fact that Paarl was one of the last areas in the 
Western Cape to implement the strict influx control measures that were introduced by the 
apartheid government. Paarl was one of the last areas to be proclaimed under the Urban 
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Areas Act (Act 21/1923)(Crawford, 1989: 37), possibly due to the need for labour for the 
growing industries. The City Area Consolidation Act (Act 25/1945) later drastically restricted 
the residency of African people in ‘white’ areas so that all Africans who had not worked for 
ten years or more for the same employer or who had not resided in the same area for more 
than 15 years became illegal residents. It is interesting to note, however, that over 70% of 
African people residing in the Greater Paarl area at that time nevertheless qualified to 
remain, suggesting that African people had already been living in the area for a significant 
period of time. After 1954, the loose implementation of influx control measures in the Paarl 
area also began attracting large numbers of African people who had been dispossessed of 
their property and homes in the City and the suburbs of Wynberg, Bellville and even 
Stellenbosch by the Group Areas Act and other draconian laws.  
 
Möller states that there were only 439 African people living in Paarl in 1938, but by 1946 
this had increased by 508%. A 1948 survey recorded that 3261 African people, 
approximately 650 families, were ‘making their own housing arrangements’ (Möller, 
1959:14). There were more men than women at that time, although this would later change 
as families arrived to join the men. Crawford’s study later records a huge growth in 
population in Mbekweni to 20 000 by 1989 (Crawford, 1989:39). 

Early Mbekweni residents tended to group themselves according to the areas from which 
they came or were removed from under the Group Areas and other government Acts, 
perpetuating kinship ties (Crawford, 1989: 50). According to Möller, in 1959 86% of the 
residents of Mbekweni were Xhosa-speaking, while 12% were Sotho speakers, noting that 
there were some noticeable differences between the two groups in terms of their life styles, 
choice of work, sports that they followed, and even levels of education. Most of the Xhosa-
speakers who came from the Eastern Cape hailed from one of only eight areas: the majority 
came from Glen Grey and Herschel, others from Umtata, Centane, Matatiele, Queenstown 
and Aliwal North. However, by 1959 more than 70% were actually born in the Paarl area, 
with more than half under the age of five, while the average age of the migrant workers was 
29.5 years (Möller, 1959: 45).  

2.3  Political history 
In terms of political party support, Mbekweni was originally a Pan African Congress (PAC) 
stronghold, but this shifted so that the Azanian People’s Organisation (AZAPO) later enjoyed 
a larger support base. During the 1970s and 1980s Mbekweni was managed by an 
Administration Board with the help of a local resident’s committee. Similar Administration 
Boards oversaw all Western Cape ‘African townships’ during that period. In 1978 Paarl 
established its own Community Council, a new system of township administration 
introduced by the Community Councils Act (Act 125/1977), which offered some semblance 
of elected representation for Africans living in South African urban settlements. In 
Mbekweni, however, the majority of residents resisted this change as elected 
representatives effectively had little decision-making power. Few residents registered to 
vote for the candidates, most of who had previously been working for the much hated 
apartheid Administration Board (Ladley, 1982:237). Eventually, the Black Local Authorities 
Act (Act 102/1982) made provision for local township councillors to have more decision-
making powers. In 1984 the Administration Boards were replaced by Development Boards, 
whose function it was to assist the municipal authorities to become fully fledged local 
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authorities as the state endeavoured to defuse the rising political unrest in the country by 
offering conciliatory local government for African people. Effectively, these councils still had 
very little power and were rejected by most local residents. In the unrest that ensued, 
Mbekweni councillors resigned and administration of Mbekweni continued under the 
jurisdiction of ‘white’ local government officials (Crawford, 1989: 52). 

In the early years of the new democratic South Africa a local government ward system was 
established. Mbekweni today is now divided into several political wards, all of which re-
elected the African National Congress during the recent local government elections (April 
2011). OR Thambo, the informal/formal area surveyed during this Community Risk 
Assessment (CRA), falls within Ward 8, with a small part located in Ward 5. Ward 8, which 
forms the largest part, falls under the jurisdiction of Councillor Mpelese Alfred Tshaya, who 
was consulted regarding this CRA and welcomed the process. 

2.4  Provision of housing 
In the 1950s the local authority identified a chronic shortage of housing for African residents 
in the area. This was blamed on the sudden stream of migrants pouring into the area after 
1941 and because the municipality did not have a housing scheme or an allocated area for 
Africans to build their own housing, while the growth of industries continued to attract 
more and more labour-seekers to the area. 
 
The migrant men had to organise their own forms of accommodation, which mostly 
consisted of informal ‘squatter’ housing. The municipality was well aware of the burgeoning 
of informal areas, and as early as 1937 had begun making enquiries regarding the purchase 
of land on which to build a ‘location’ – an apartheid-era urban African residential area 
provided by the state. Eventually, in 1942, the Central Housing Council approved and 
allocated £20 000 for the construction of a sub-economic housing scheme, while an 
economic grant of £159 440 was later provided for the provision of infrastructure in 
Mbekweni (Möller, 1959). Finally Mbekweni was proclaimed as a new township in 1950, 
whereupon 30 family houses were built by the Council as well as single quarters to 
accommodate 2500 migrant men. Initially a buffer zone was established around the 
Mbekweni area, separating it from surrounding communities, while within the settlement 
another buffer was created between the single sex hostels and the family accommodation.  

In 1951, the Prevention of Illegal Squatting Act (Act 52/1951) was proclaimed resulting in 
the removal of squatter communities in Huguenot, Suider Paarl, Klein Drakenstein and Dal 
Josaphat. The Paarl Municipality was tasked to accommodate these communities in two 
locations, namely Mbekweni and the Langabuya Emergency Camp which was later 
established to cope with those not able to be accommodated in Mbekweni (Crawford, 1989: 
38). On 1 March 1952, the large-scale relocation of ‘squatters’ took place. Apart from the 
formal accommodation provided by the municipality, people were accommodated in 300 
self-built houses, for which the Divisional Council provided the wood for building, while the 
Municipality provided the nails. Langabuya was later closed in the late 1960s at which time 
all the residents were relocated to Mbekweni (Crawford, 1989:39). 

The number of people living in Mbekweni remained fairly constant from 1952 for several 
years, housing 2660 people comprising 30 families with roughly 100 children, and also 2500 
single men (Möller, 1959:18). Kokoali recorded that for every house there were three or 
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more backyard shacks built to house additional people (Kokoali, 1987: 31), so that while the 
administration Board believed there were only 19 000 people residing in the settlement, 
Kokoali estimated a number between 27 000 and 30 000, with migrant workers forming a 
third of these. 

Houses were laid out in blocks, with eight to ten houses comprising three rooms each 
making up each block (Kokoali, 1987:34). The single quarters consisted of four blocks, each 
with its own dining hall, two kitchens, a bathroom, laundry with six latrines. The blocks were 
fenced off with two entrance ways. There was some attempt to add some aesthetic quality 
with the planting of 2000 trees. Storm water drainage, street lights and electricity were 
planned for the area at a later stage (Möller, 19). Even sporting activities were considered, 
with the provision of two rugby fields, two tennis courts and a soccer field (Möller, 19). 

In all, 837 houses were built in Mbekweni between 1950 and 1984. In 1964 300 houses were 
built, followed by 150 houses in 1969 and another 140 in 1976 (Kokoali, 1987:30). In 1986, 
additional houses were built under the Job Creation Scheme run by the Department of 
Manpower (Crawford, 1989:40). The majority of these new homes, however, were allocated 
to government employees who were later allowed to purchase them with low-interest loans 
from the government (Crawford, 1989:40). 

From the mid- 1980s to the mid-1990s no further housing was constructed (Knaggs, 
personal comment). At this time housing became a Provisional oversight and housing 
administration became ineffective and confused.  

Little information could be found regarding the period between the late 1990s and 2008, by 
which time Mbekweni had grown to some 30 000 residents (Magazi, 2008: 81). However, 
the Niall Melon foundation reportedly built some 78 houses in March 2009, while 
Collis/Cowen planned to build 350 subsidised houses using a mixture of recycled and 
traditional building materials utilising locally-available labour. A People’s Housing Process 
(PHP) is currently under discussion, aiming to provide self-built formal houses for residents 
of OR Thambo section. 

Period No. Housesbuilt 

1950 – 1984 837 

1964 300 

1969 150 

1976 140 

1986 Unknown 

Midi 1980-Mid 1990s No further houses constructed 

Late 1990s – 2008  Little information available (Mbkewenin grew to +/- 30 000 residents) 

March 2009  78 houses built (Niall Melon foundation) 
Figure 3. Summarised housing history of Mbekweni 
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2.5  Health Profile of Mbekweni 
As early as 1944, a visiting health inspector reported appalling conditions in the Paarl area 
(Möller, 1959:13). Indeed the general living conditions of the poor were among the worst in 
the Cape (Möller, 1959:15). Water provision, waste removal and the provision of sanitary 
facilities were totally inadequate for the numbers of people residing in Mbekweni by that 
time. In 1949, a study undertaken by the University of Stellenbosch found that conditions in 
eight local informal settlements were ripe for an epidemic and recommended the provision 
of housing as a preventative measure. This seems to have motivated some improvements to 
the provision of water and sanitation facilities in Mbekweni.  

The Drakenstein district has a high prevalence of TB, which is continuing to grow at an 
alarming rate (Magazi, 2008: 82). Dr. T. Carter of the Paarl East Hospital, reporting on the 
socio-economic profile of the Paarl district between 1999 and 2000, noted that most people 
then being diagnosed with HIV/AIDS came from Mbekweni and two other smaller 
settlements (Magazi, 2008: 82). When interviewed for the report in 2006, Mr. Maajo, then 
speaker for the Drakenstein District Municipality said that the spread of HIV and TB in 
Mbekweni was due to poor living conditions. The Drommedaris area, which forms part of 
Mbekweni, was highlighted as particularly hazardous to people’s health. Maajo suggested 
that the provision of decent housing would reduce this risk. This sentiment was also 
reflected in an earlier local council report for 2002-4 which suggested that the shortage of 
adequate housing posed environmental and health safety problems due to the conditions 
that people were living in, flagging the prevalence of HIV and TB.  
 
A Hope through Action report determined that between 2001 and 2002 TB increased in 
Mbwkweni by as much as 17% while there was a 54% increase in HIV/AIDS amongst 
pregnant women between 2000/1 (Hope through Action, undated). The report also flagged 
the ‘high teenage pregnancy rate, prevalence of abused and abandoned children, and the 
growing incidence of alcohol and drug addiction. 
 
Today there is a primary health centre in Mbekweni which has a dedicated TB clinic, VCT 
centre and ART clinic. Seriously ill patients are referred to the Paarl East Hospital, situated 
10 km away. The reported Mbekweni patient load at the time of a report published in 
February 2009 was 300 a day. The staff then consisted of 17: (1 doctor, 7 nurses, 3 medical 
assistants, 1 pharmacist, 1counsellor, 2 administrative clerks, 2 cleaners).   
 
Another major health concern is the contamination of the Berg River which lies in close 
proximity to Mbekweni, and which is an important source of water for farmers downstream 
A case study conducted by Potchefstroom University in 2004 reported that the river was 
being contaminated by the water entering the river from the storm water channels that 
were highly polluted with solid, liquid and human waste from the settlement. The Proposed 
Construction of a system to collect this polluted water would ensure that the water could be 
treated effectively before entering the Berg River. The project, completed around 2006/7, 
involved the construction of two gabion inlet structures and a pump station within two of 
the stormwater channels (ICLEI, 2004). This has improved the situation, although there 
remain many other concerns about the quality of the water entering the river from 
industries which are also posing a health hazard (Jackson et al, 2007). 
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Figure 4. Pollution from Mbekweni entering the Berg River      
(Source http://www.iclei.org/documents/Africa/greener_governance_in_southern_SADC.pdf) 
 

Preventative health services in the form of immunisation, prenatal and post-natal services, 
TB and venereal diseases were being provided at the local clinic on a daily basis in the late 
1980s, while a Day Hospital was opened in February 1988 as a satellite hospital to the Paarl 
Day Hospital (Crawford, 1989). Clinic records show that for the period 1986/7 the infant 
mortality rate was 23/1000, while the highest cause of death was respiratory disease, 
followed by heart disease, prematurity, and followed by TB, murder and then measles. The 
Sonstraal TB clinic in Dal Josaphat provided hospitalisation for those suffering with TB. 
 
Magazi’s 2008 study of HIV prevalence in Mbekweni suggested that increasing levels of 
poverty and the struggle for food have fundamentally changed social relations within the 
settlement, with increasing belief in witchcraft. This supports Hellman’s argument that the 
belief in sorcery and witchcraft is consistent among groups living in poverty, experiencing 
hardship, insecurity and danger, and living in constant apprehension with feelings of 
inadequacy and powerlessness (Hellman, 2007). 

2.6  Demographic and Socio-economic profile 
There are over 30 000 people now living in Mbekweni, most of whom are African. Many 
residents with Eastern Cape origins retain strong linkages to their ancestral homes, despite 
adapting to an urban ‘monied’ environment, with people returning on a regular basis for 
holidays and rituals such as initiation ceremonies and the burial of kin. While the majority of 
residents speak Xhosa, many coloured residents speak Afrikaans and a growing number of 
refugees from Africa hail from Angola, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), 
the Republic of Congo, Rwanda and Somalia. The Catholic Welfare and Development 
organisation has established the Mbekweni Advice Office for Refugees providing skills 
training and counselling. 
 
There is wide scale reliance on state grants as a basic survival strategy, with many 
households reportedly regularly experiencing periods of hunger, especially those of 
pensioners supporting young dependents (Bond, 2009). 
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According to Bond et al, seasonal farm work is more available from September through 
April. Household earnings and expenditure are highest in December when payments are 
made to informal saving clubs and bonuses are paid out and used to cover visits and 
ceremonies in the Eastern Cape (Bond, 2009). Payment of school fees in January is an added 
expenditure following soon after the festive season that creates much hardship. During the 
winter months, heating, food, and health care (due to the prevalence of sickness in the cold, 
wet winter months) raise household expenditure, coinciding with a time of year when work 
is in short supply and floods and fire occur more frequently (Bond, 2009). 
 
A 2005/6 report by the Integrated Development Programme found that Mbekweni was one 
of the poorest urban areas, with an average household income of residents below R800.00 
per month and an estimated 23% unemployment rate. A report published in February 2009 
recorded that Mbekweni had a low average income per household per year – R 5,505 – R16, 
158 compared to provincial average of R 6,000 (Bond et al, 2009). 
 
In 1989 Mbekweni had three schools to accommodate the 2500 children requiring 
schooling. There were also over 2000 pre-school children who were not catered for at that 
stage. Today there are three primary schools and a secondary school. 
 
Other community facilities to be found within Mbekweni today are: 

• Community Halls 
• Community Sports stadium 
• Several crêches 

There are also many local businesses and initiatives. 
 

2.7  Risks identified prior to the assessment 
A 2008 Risk Assessment Report published by the Cape Peninsula University of Technology 
(CPUT, 2008) in collaboration with the Winelands District and other role players, identified 
Mbekweni as one of two high risk areas in the Drakenstein Municipal area. Some of the 
emergent themes identified were: disease; waste water; uncontrolled fire 

Disease was selected by community members as the risk considered to have the most 
impact on the community. This was related to the lack of sufficient toilets and the constant 
blocking of drains as well as general littering and wastage of water. Stagnant greywater has 
direct health impacts, attracting flies which spread disease. Community behaviour was 
identified as a major contributing factor. A 2009 report investigated the prevalence of TB 
and HIV/AIDs and provides a detailed synopsis (Bond et al, 2009).  
 
Waste water. On a scoping survey of the area facilitators noticed several broken taps 
constantly running and causing pools of water to collect. In general, facilities appeared to be 
superior to those in other areas in which the facilitators have conducted CRAs, particularly 
the Philippi area, with concrete slabs purpose-built around ablution blocks to allow the run-
off of waste water around the ablution blocks to collect in gutters that drain water away. It 
appeared that each toilet had been allocated to serve five households. Each was securely 
padlocked, with the numbers of the associated household dwellings clearly marked on the 
door of each toilet. 
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In 1982 a massive fire caused the electricity to be cut-off to the area for some time and is 
probably well-remembered by the community for this reason. In 1988/9 another big fire 
raised many homes in OR Thambo informal section of Mbekweni where our study is based. 
A conversation with the local fire chief established that single dwelling fires occur in 
Mbekweni on an almost weekly basis. The severity and scale of fires has reportedly been 
reduced since 120 members of the community received basic fire awareness training, so 
that the large scale fires of the past now seldom occur. 
 
Many deaths have been recorded on the railway line adjacent to the OR Thambo Section of 
Mbekweni. A recent tragedy involving the deaths of two young children received a great 
deal of press, drawing attention to the safety of many such informal communities next to 
unfenced railway areas. (See report in information pack) 

Crime statistics for Mbekweni published for 2003/4 to 2009/10 by the South African Police 
Service record the prevalence and types of crime that occur in Mbekweni. The statistics 
show that incidents of murder have remained fairly constant, although spiking briefly in 
2007/8, resuming previous levels thereafter, with 17 incidents recorded between April 2009 
and March 2010. The majority of crimes are labelled “Assault with the intent to inflict 
grievous bodily harm”, followed by burglaries in homes and then common assault. Drug-
related and ‘sex crimes’ are significantly high. 

A health survey reportmentions that alcohol and drug abuse are serious issues that lead to 
crime in Mbekweni (Bond et al, 2009). Alcohol and drug abuse were becoming serious 
community issues leading to increasing crime in Mbekweni. The report spoke of the 
endemic violence of life in the township, with robberies (both armed and unarmed), 
stabbings, rapes, and killings occurring and said to be more prevalent in certain areas, 
particularly in the informal sections. Households were reportedly fearful to open their doors 
at night because of fighting and crime. 

In 2003 an anti-crime initiative was launched called Youth League Against Crime. This 
collaboration, launched by school children from schools in Mbekweni in conjunction with 
the South African Police, aimed to develop ‘the leadership and management skills of pupils’ 
(Paarl Post, 2003).There is an active Community Police Forum in the area. 

Xenophobic violenceerupted all over South Africa in 2008. In the Western Cape area alone 
22 000 people were run out of their homes. However, although xenophobic violence 
erupted in the Paarl area, successful reintegration was effectively and rapidly enabled 
through the efforts of the Mbekweni community working with the municipality and the 
police. Attacks broke out in Paarl in May and by the end of that month, due to the concerted 
efforts of local officials and community leaders 430 foreign nationals who had fled their 
homes during the violent period had been peacefully returned to their homes. Most of 
those who fled Mbekweni had left due to fear rather than actual attacks. According to a 
UNHCR report (UNHCR, July 2008 - see information pack) two days before the violence 
broke out in Mbekweni the local Community Police Forum met with municipal officials in an 
effort to prepare for the possible spread of the violence to the Paarl area. Potential 
‘hotspots’ where violence might erupt were identified. Ward councillors were tasked to 
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address their communities regarding the return of displaced foreigners. Many people who 
were housing the foreigners in Mbekweni came out in their support. 

2.8  Concluding remarks 
Most of the information above is not specific to the OR Thambo informal area, which was 
our area of study, describing rather the adjacent area of Mbekweni, of which it ‘unofficially’ 
forms part. All the information on the informal area of OR Thambo that was provided to the 
participants prior to the assessment was compiled mainly from personal interviews and 
telephonic conversations with several local officials and community leaders who have a 
working knowledge of or personal association with the area. However, the information was 
somewhat sparse and required verification.  
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3. Community Risk Assessment of OR Thambo 
 

 
Figure 5 Location of OR Thambo within Mbekweni 

 
This section of the report describes the two-day Community Risk Assessment process that 
was undertaken by the short course participants as a training exercise together with 
members of the community in order to interrogate the everyday risks that people are living 
within the OR Thambo informal area. It is important to note that although OR Thambo 
consists of both state-provided RDP housing and an informal section. 
 
Information about the informal section of OR Thambo, which the preliminary scoping survey 
discovered is particularly prone to fires, flood, polluted waste water hazards, and critically, 
is located adjacent to the busy railway line between Wellington and Paarl, was hard to find. 
The challenge for participants of this CRA, therefore, was to use the community risk 
assessment process to help fill the gap in existing knowledge of the area by collecting as 
much historical, demographic, socio-economic and other relevant information in addition to 
assessing the nature and severity of the risks occurring there.  
 

3.1  The CRA Process 
Twelve community members living in the informal area volunteered to participate in the 2-
day assessment process. The group comprised of six men and six women of various ages, 
the majority being young adults in their 20s and 30s.All the volunteers were South Africans 
and all were Xhosa-speakers. As preliminary research indicated that many residents of the 
informal area are also Afrikaans-speaking South Africans andmigrants from many other 
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African countries, this group of volunteers was not representative of the whole 
community.The level of education of the participants was not established but it was 
ascertained that only one of the participants had obtained a matric certificate, but he was 
nevertheless unemployed. Most participants were claiming child support grants and had 
very young children. 

The opening session was facilitated by an experienced Xhosa/English-speaking facilitator. He 
began with informal introductions of all those present, including facilitators, participants 
and the twelve community members. This was followed by a brief explanation of the 
purpose for conducting a CRA in OR Thambo. The facilitator assured participants that they 
could speak and write in whatever language they felt most comfortable with. This helped to 
ensure maximum participation of the community members.  

The participants then introduced the community volunteers to each of the methods in order 
to interrogate the risks within the informal sector of the OR Thambo settlement. This took 
place over two days and included a thorough transect walk of the settlement accompanied 
by community members during which other community members were interviewed along 
the way. 

3.2  Description of Priority Risks, Common Impacts and Responses 
The facilitator explained to the community members the key terms that they needed to 
familiarise themselves with before group work could begin, namely: hazard, risk, disaster 
and vulnerability, interpreting these difficult and for some of the participants, new concepts 
through story-telling and the drawing of simple images, providing examples that community 
members could relate to in the context of OR Thambo in order to illustrate the differences 
in meaning more clearly. The priority risks were then identified through a hazard 
identification exercise in which the community members were asked to identify the main 
hazards affecting them based on their new understanding of the term ‘Hazard’.  

Fire was identified as the most critical hazard, with crime rated the second most concerning 
hazard, and issues related to environmental health ranked third. The table below illustrates 
the priority rating results. 

 

 

 

 

Interestingly, flooding received only three votes from the community, despite the fact that 
the transect walk later revealed that there was a chronic risk of flooding. Our assessment 
took place during the winter rainfall period when flooding usually occurs. Recent rainwater 
had collected in pools throughout the settlement, a phenomenon referred to as ponding, 
and had caused obvious damage to many homes. This was exacerbated by the water that 
was continuing to drain downhill from the formalised areas situated on a more elevated 
level. Stormwater run-off was observed to be running right through the informal area, 
around and even through people’s homes. The pictures below illustrate the extent of this 

Risk Score Rank 
Fire 14 1st 
Crime 11 2nd 
Environmental health 8 3rd 
Flood 3 4th 
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hazard as well as some of the coping strategies adopted by residents to redirect flood 
waters away from their homes, such as installing pipes and digging channels. 

Local residents refer to the settlement by its Xhosa name ‘isigingqi’ which literally translated 
means ditch.This reflects the physical depression in which much of the settlement area is 
located, namely in the servitude next to the railway line where it forms a natural ditch to 
allow water to drain off the railway line. It is also located within the 100 year floodline of 
the Berg River which is situated on the other side of the railway line. Recent studies have 
shown that waste water is entering the river from the settlement, causing concerns around 
pollution and contamination. The Berg River serves as the water source for the surrounding 
areas and is used by farmers for irrigation (Jackson et al, 2007). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Divided into two fieldwork groups participants explored the nature of the two identified top 
priority hazards within OR Thambo. In addition to the structured methods of data collection 
taught to community members during the workshop, information was also derived in an 
informal fashion through discussion, observation and field interviews with community 
members other than those attending the workshop. 

Figure 6. Examples of flood risk conditions in OR Thambo. 
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3.3  Fire 
Fire was identified as the most critical hazard in the settlement. There was much evidence of past 
fire damage observed during the transect walk, and indeed a fire had broken out in a children’s safe 
home called  Miriam’s Home in Mbekweni  on the night before our visit killing a two-year old toddler 
who was living there , which might explain the prioritization of fire by the community members. 

3.3.1  Causes of fire 
The houses in OR Thambo are made mostly of cheap, easily inflammable materials such as 
plastic sheets. Community members explained that the immediate causes of fire in the 
community result from the use of flames stoves and candles, but also blamed deliberate 
acts of arson and illegal electricity connections. The use of flame stoves is seen as the main 
cause of fires in the settlement. Many flame stoves are made of cheap, poor quality 
materials affordable to low income earners. These are generally imported varieties that 
have not been quality assured or factory-checked. They have been known to explode when 
lit, often when used for the first time. Stoves left unattended can tip over or unattended 
food may burn, causing the dwelling to catch fire. Many without access to electricity or 
funds to afford illegal sources from neighbours in nearby formal houses, make use of 
candles as a source of light. When not placed in candle-holders candles often fall over, 
alternatively, residents fall asleep and leaving candles burning. Both scenarios are well- 
documented causes of informal settlement fires. During the transect walk community 
members demonstrated how easily a passing pedestrian can bump the side of a flimsy 
informal dwelling, inadvertently causing  a  fire to ignite when a candle topples over or pots 
fall off a stove as a result of the shaking motion. Another hazard noted during the transect 
walk was the presence of paraffin sellers operating within the dense settlement where they 
stored large containers of paraffin for resale to local residents (See Figure 6 below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Arson is apparently also a common cause of fires in the settlement, often resulting from 
conflict related to break-ups in relationships. Similar acts of jealousy have been noted in 
other areas where CRAs have been conducted and are a well-documented cause of informal 
settlement fires. Such fire events were said by community members to be more prevalent in 
to summer months when people had employment and therefore more disposable income 
allowing then to start new relationships. Another local survival strategy has been noted by 
the fire department which apparently has a seasonal trend, generally occurring after the 

Figure 7. Fire driver: Paraffin seller operating from an informal dwelling constructed using re-utilised 
building materials salvaged from a previous fire. 
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holiday season when all savings and resources have been expended. Unemployed residents 
resort to deliberately burning their dwellings down in order to access a compensation grant 
from the government. This ‘fake’ disaster trend was discovered after firemen began noting 
that after some fire events it appeared that informal dwellings contained no personal 
assets, indicating that these had been purposefully removed prior to a fire. For this reason 
local fire relief and compensation has been restrained/reduced so as to discourage this new 
trend. 

Informal dwellers are forced to connect electricity illegally as the area is not supplied with 
formal electrification, paying residents of formal houses adjacent to the informal settlement 
for access to electricity – constituting a significant source of income for these formal 
dwellers.  Illegal electrical connections often consist of thin electrical cables connected to a 
‘multi-plug’ located in a formal dwelling. One such formal home can potentially provide 
several informal dwellings with power, effectively over-loading intended capacity and 
causing short circuiting that can ignite fires. Wires are generally crudely joined with 
insulation tape or plastic bags, often resulting in exposed live wires. These are particularly 
hazardous to firemen responding to fires. Living under the Eskom electrical power lines is 
also an inherently hazardous choice of living space as pylons often emit sparks that can 
potentially cause fires. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The root cause of these problems was related by community members to living with poverty 
and associated lack of choice. Members asserted that they were not educated and therefore 
could not find decent paying work. The means of survival was said to be erratic, with much 
dependence on casual jobs and government grants, while some people claimed they were 
also often paid late or not at all. 

3.3.2 Temporal analysis of fire 
Using the seasonal calendar exercise community members identified when fire was most 
likely to occur. They explained that cooking inside houses, which are principally made of tin 
and plastic, makes conditions within the dwelling extremely hot and unbearable, particularly 
in the summer months when it is very hot in the Paarl/Wellington area. For this reason 
people often leave cooking pots unattended to stand outside where it is cooler.  

Figure 8. Examples of illegal electrical connections in OR Thambo. 
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Figure 9. Creation of seasonal calendars 

During summer months there is reportedly also more drinkingand drunken behaviour due to 
the seasonal availability of casual labour such as grape picking, a principal livelihood for 
many residents of OR Thambo, which in turn means more disposable income.This also 
increases the likelihood of arson, which was discussed above. During the winter fires occur 
more often as a result of precarious illegal electricity connections which are more favoured 
in the cold dark months when more heating, lighting and cooking is required. Fires are 
generally more likely to occur over the weekends as a result ofalcohol and drug abuse – a 
trend seen in informal settlements throughout the Western Cape. A Fire department 
representative confirmed the seasonality of fire events given by the community members, 
but also added that fires were also more prevalent after grant pay-out days when there is a 
notable increase in substance abuse. 

3.3.3  Key role players 
Community members identified both active and potential key players concerned with 
responding to fire events in the settlement, using the Venn diagram exercise. This allows 
community members to indicate which organizations and role players they consider 
important and whether they are perceived to be closely connected to the community.  This 
exercise can be valuable in identifying weak linkages so that efforts can be made to help 
build stronger relationships and regular interactions with role players that can be of added 
benefit the community. 

 

Figure 10.Venn Diagram illustrating community perceptions of key role players in the event of a fire 

Community members considered the police to be the most important role players in the 
event of a fire, being the first to respond and followed closely by the fire brigade, with both 
services situated close to the settlement. The councillor was also considered a key role 
player as he is responsible for informing the relevant authorities after a fire event, activating 
disaster management, home affairs and social services who respond within their own 
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mandates. The diagram showed the strong link with the councillor and weaker connections 
to other role players with whom the councillor himself usually deals directly. Apart from Red 
Cross, which was considered to have a weak relationship with the community, no other non-
governmental organization was identified as playing a key role in the community in the 
event of a fire. 

A member of the Fire Brigade, who attended the stakeholder discussion, representing both 
Disaster Management and the Fire Department, described the fire response procedure at 
the fire station to the community members. He explained how the fire crew on duty are 
activated at the press of a button and immediately man the fire engine and can usually 
respond within 5 to 7 minutes. The problem arises when it is not possible to give an exact 
address of the fire due to the unnamed warren of paths in the informal area. Without 
proper roads it is also very difficult for engines to access a fire. Interestingly when asked, 
community members were unable to indicate the location of any fire hydrants close to the 
informal area, explaining that these facilities only existed within the formal area.  

Given that community members only have a few ablution facilities where they can access 
water to douse flames, it was surprising to discover that fires do not have even greater 
impacts, generally only affecting a few households2. This would suggest that residents have 
developed fairly effective local strategies for containing outbreaks of fire. 

The fireman explained that a fire can spread from one dwelling to ten others within several 
minutes due to the density of dwellings within the settlement. The plastic sheeting, used 
frequently by informal dwellers to waterproof their roofs, is also highly flammable, creating 
intense heat. This can lead to spontaneous combustion that causes adjacent houses to erupt 
into flames. Some residents become disorientated in a fire event, particularly as fires occur 
most often in the middle of the night. Delinquent elements often exacerbate response 
efforts, throwing stones at firemen who are attempting to extinguish a fire, undermining 
their response efforts by causing them to become wary of walking with fire hoses alone 
between dwellings. Several years ago, in response to the frequency of fires, the fire 
department installed an emergency fire call system, but this was discontinued due to 
numerous prank calls and the eventual theft of the fire phones.  

In terms of key fire events, residents recalled the occurrence of large scale fire events in 
1982, 1988 and one in 2000 that destroyed around 150 dwellings. One community member 
claimed that since he had moved to Mbekweni in 1994 he had experienced 3 large scale 
fires, insisting, however, that small fires are recorded regularly. Community members said 
there had been at least three fire events in the informal area this year alone, each involving 
one or two dwellings. This was corroborated by respondents in a group interview conducted 
during the transect walk and by the local Fire Department during a telephone interview. 

The density of the informal area increased in 2002 when roads were built in adjacent 
Mbekweni. Homes that had to be removed to accommodate road construction were 
relocated to other parts of the OR Thambo informal area. Later during 2008/9 pubic 
                                                        
2 The Fire Department did not provide fire records or incident reports during the scoping exercise that 
preceded this assessment process so it was not possible to collect accurate fire statistics. Instead fire trends 
were discussed during a lengthy telephone conversation. Small informal settlement fires are often recorded 
under the name of a larger area, such as Mbekweni, making data-tracing virtually impossible. More detailed 
recording of fire events could significantly improve accurate fire trend analysis.  
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ablution blocks were installed for informal dwellers, which meant the removal of many 
more homes to accommodate the new structures. This problem was resolved by relocating 
the affected households from the ablution site to a new extension of the informal area. This 
expansion into a new area prompted the arrival of further households seeking building 
space for their dwellings. The time series photographs provided at the end of this report 
clearly illustrate the spatial changes prompted by the arrival of ablution facilities such as the 
simultaneous creation of an extended informal area, to be seen on the left-hand side of OR 
Thambo. 

The transect walk provided a better understanding of the specific settlement conditions, the 
communities’ vulnerability and the spatial distribution of the risks and resources. 
Participants were tasked to record the location of significant community resources and 
hazardous areas using a GPS, including the sites of previous fires, prevalent flooding areas, 
and community waste disposal areas, as well as ablution facilities. Unfortunately 
participants did not complete this mapping exercise and therefore did not provide the 
spatial data so that no maps could be provided. 

Each short course participant was tasked to interview at least one community member in 
addition to the volunteer workshop participants accompanying them. This was to ensure 
that the voices and opinions of more marginalised or at-risk members of the community, 
such as people from other language groups, the elderly and the sick, were also recorded, 
also serving as a way of triangulating and verifying the information already collected from 
the community workshop participants. In this way it was established that crime and fire 
were indeed considered prevalent hazards by other members of the community, while train 
accidents and floods were also identified as prominent hazards. 

 

 

Figure 11. Risk mapping of OR 
Thambo (a) Group exercise (b) 
final product. 

 

 

During a risk mapping exercise community members identified the formal provision of 
infrastructure in the settlement as well as the sites of previous fires that they could recall. 
The hand-drawn map also indicated toilets, pathways, the railway line, a homecare centre 
for children, the location of their own homes, shops and common fire spots. This process 
and the resulting map are illustrated in Figure 10 above. 
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3.3.4 Opportunities to manage fire 
Community members described strategies they use to prevent fires. These included the 
following: 

• On smelling fire neighbours check the surrounding dwellings. If fire is suspected and 
doors are locked because householders are all absent, entry is forced in order to 
access the fire and prevent it from spreading. This method of fire prevention is very 
effective and generally adopted by all community members.  

• If a dwelling catches fire community members attempt to extinguish the fire 
themselves using buckets of water.This is problematic given that water is only 
available at the communal standpipes. On the transect walk no fire-ready buckets of 
sand or water were observed in dwellings, a strategy often observed in other fire-
prone settlements. 

• When a fire cannot be extinguished rapidly the burning house is demolished to 
prevent the spread of the fire to other nearby dwellings. Houses in the path of the 
fire are also often demolished if the fire cannot be contained – this reduces fuel 
drivers and effectively creates a buffer area. 

• Some dwellers use glass bottles as candle-sticks to prevent candles from falling over, 
a common cause of fires in the settlement.  

• Illegal electricity connections are being used by many residents due to the absence 
of electrification in the informal area. Generally the formal houses that provide this 
access charge extortionate amounts, restricting such access to residents with the 
means to afford it. These electrical connections, although illegal, reportedly reduce 
the risk of fire incidents with residents making use of light bulbs and electric cookers 
instead of candles and flame stoves. However, such connections are also one of the 
primary causes of informal settlement fires as a direct result of overloading, poor 
and haphazard connections and the resulting short circuiting which often produces 
sparks and flames. 

3.3.5 Outcomes/ consequences of fire  
Fire has serious knock-on consequences for the lives and livelihoods of those affected. 
These were described by community members as: 

• Loss of life or serious injury 
• Loss of property and assets 
• Loss of income 
• Increase in crime and violence 
• Family conflicts as result of shared accommodation 
• Anxiety 
• Loss of personal identification 
• Hunger 
• Children being withdrawn from school. 
 

Recent research has shown how difficult it is for households to rebuild their lives after a fire 
(Wicht, 2010). The study found that few households manage to return to the same standard 
of living they had experienced prior to a fire, with many assets too expensive to replace and 
family members frequently dispersed among relatives and neighbours as an effective coping 
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strategy. Children are often withdrawn from schools, not only due to loss of uniforms and 
school books, but also as a way of saving vitally-needed money in order to physically rebuild 
homes and livelihoods. Wicht’s study also suggests the likely psychological consequences of 
hardship and loss for affected households and draws attention to the surprising lack of 
safety nets available to poor fire victims, who rely principally on their own social networks 
for aid and relief. 
 
During a transect walk in OR Thambo old fire damage was noticed in a particularly deprived 
part of the settlement, where people had rebuilt their houses using old charred pieces of tin 
from their previous dwellings. When questioned, community members explained that they 
could not wait for new materials, usually provided routinely as starter packs after a fire, if 
one wanted to reclaim the small but precious piece of land before it was claimed by 
someone else. 

3.3.6 Coping mechanisms after a fire event 
Community members described the typical options open to them and described how they 
are able to cope after a fire.  

• If one’s dwelling is destroyed by fire victims can stay temporarily with neighbours 
and relatives that are willing to house them – this is not always the case.  

• The councillor will organise for fire victims to be housed temporarily in communal 
accommodation on public premises such as community halls until homes can be 
rebuilt. Most of those interviewed disliked this and the associated lack of privacy. 

• Housing starter kits are usually provided by the municipality.The starter kits include 
building materials, beddings, utensils, basins, jerry cans and food parcels. This 
intervention is considered very effective and of more long term benefit by all those 
interviewed. It was also mentioned that a local business owner has been known to 
help provide housing materials but he was not identified.  
 

3.4  Crime 
Crime was ranked second in priority as a community-perceived hazard in the area. During a 
group discussion community members identified the forms of crime prevalent in the 
community. These include housebreaking, robbery, women abuse, child abuse, men abuse, 
drug abuse, rape, car theft and assault. 

3.4.1  Causes of crime 
Using the problem tree method, community members identified the root causes as well as 
the consequences of crime. The root causes of crime were identified as: 

1. Unemployment and poverty 
2. Illegal possession of fire arms 
3. Drug/alcohol abuse 

 
Residents were of the opinion that though education is provided for free by the state, 
educational materials, transportation to and from school and other sundry expenses are 
unaffordable to many, especially those who are unemployed, causing them to withdraw 
children from school so that meagre resources can be reallocated for other essential items 
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such as food. Residents explained that their lack of education and skills prohibit them from 
securing jobs, only providing opportunities for poorly-paid unskilled and often temporary or 
seasonal work. The volatilities of employment and constant layoff of factory-workers was 
said to cause many to turn to crime. 
 
Alcohol and drug abuse was cited as another prominent cause of crime. Substance abuse 
provides some relief from the stress of daily hardships, bad relationships and 
unemployment. This is aggravated by easy access to alcohol and drugs provided by 
shebeens dotted all over the community that are simultaneously providing many other 
residents with a living. Illegal possession of fire-arms contributes significantly to incidents of 
crime. Residents say that they have lost confidence in the police’s ability or willingness to 
protect them and to successfully prosecute criminal offenders. Fearing for their personal 
safety many people were said to acquire fire-arms with which to protect themselves, but 
these are also often used to commit crimes.  

3.4.2 Temporal analysis of crime 
Residents were asked to indicate when crime is most prevalent and to explain why. A 
community resident stressed that ‘…not one day passes without crime’.There was consensus 
among community members that when judged on a weekly basis, crime is more prevalent 
on weekends and is associated with high alcohol consumption. However, contrastingly 
house-breakings are generally perpetrated when people are absent from their homes, such 
as during weekdays when they are away at work. There is a high incidence of women abuse 
which happens frequently, reaching a climax over weekends. Community members related 
this to drunkenness on the weekend after wages pay-outs. After visiting the shebeens men 
often become aggressive, beating their wives or committing crimes.Women explained that 
this was because men had no respect for their wives after drinking and even resorted to 
raping unwilling partners. There was much discussion among the women about this and 
some laughter at the shock shown by participants, suggesting that local women have come 
to accept this as normal practice within their community. The table below illustrates the 
weekly nature of criminal activity as it is perceived by community members. 
 
 

Weekly calendar 

Type of crime M T W T F S S Reasons  

Drug abuse √ √ √ √ √√ √√ √√ Availability of cash, hopelessness 

Housebreaking √√ √√ √√ √√ √√ √ √ People away from home 

Rape √ √ √ √ √√ √√ √√ Drug + alcohol abuse 

Child abuse √ √ √ √ √√ √√ √√ Drug + alcohol abuse 

Women abuse √√ 

 

√√ 

 

√√ 

 

√√ 

 

√√ 

√ 

√√ 

√ 

√√ 

√ 

Men’s lack of respect + drunkenness, 
unrequited demand for sexual favours 

Car breaking √ √ √ √ √√ √√ √√ Need money to buy drugs 

Robbery √ √ √ √ √√ √√ √√ Need money to buy drugs 

Assault √ √ √ √ √√ √√ √√ Drunkenness 
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Although crime occurs throughout the year, residents agreed that crime is more prevalent 
during the winter months, particularly in June and July. This often results from increased 
hardship during the cold and wet wintry conditions, which leads to house breaking and 
patterns of woman and child abuse resulting from frustration and feelings of helplessness. It 
has been established in several previous Community Risk Assessments conducted by DiMP 
in the Western Cape that crimes in informal settlements are generally perpetrated by other 
members of the same community whose identity is often well known to residents. Many 
such crimes therefore go unreported. 
 
Crimes of house-breaking and drug abuse tend to reach their climax in 
December.Traditionally this is when many Xhosa-speaking residents return to their ancestral 
homes in the Eastern Cape, leaving their homes unguarded and easy targets for house-
breaking. This month is also associated with Christmas festivities, higher levels of drinking 
and alcohol abuse and is also traditionally when holiday bonuses are paid to those who are 
employed, making them the prime targets of criminals. However, those receiving these cash 
payouts are also often the perpetrators of crimes, having more money to spend on alcohol, 
generally accepted to be a major driver of crime. A positive correlation has been drawn 
between the number of shebeens in a settlement and the level of crime, with the 
establishment of more shebeens usually reflecting an increase in criminal behaviour. 
Community members explained that during December higher levels of income from holiday 
pay also tends to spawn new romantic relationships. Related crimes of passion and jealousy 
often lead to acts of revenge, particularly arson. Although this was not captured in the table 
below it was mentioned by community members and has been previously identified by 
many researchers as well as disaster management personnel and fire fighters in recent 
years. The table below shows how residents perceived the seasonality of crime. 
 
 

Monthly calendar 

Problem  J F M A M J J A S O N D Reasons 

House 
breaking 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√√ 

 

√√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√√ 

 

People on holiday entry easy 

Drug abuse √ √ √ √ √ √√ √ √ √ √ √ √√ To keep warm and de-stress 

Child abuse  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

√√ 

 

√√ 

 

 

 

    

 

Abandoned - shebeen 
prostitution 

Women 
abuse 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√√ 

 

√√ 

 

√√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

√ 

 

No jobs for women 

Robbery √ √ √ √ √ √√ √ √ √ √ √ √ Darkness 

Assault √ √ √ √ √ √√ √√ √ √ √ √ √ Not working and destitute 

 
In addition to the weekly and monthly crime calendars, participants also interrogated the 
times of the day when crimes are most likely to be perpetrated. It was agreed that there is a 
heightened likelihood of crime during the night or in the early hours of the morning, 
particularly during winter, due to shorter daylight hours i.e. under cover of darkness. The 
occurrence of crimes at night is also associated with bouts of drinking which generally occur 
at night.  
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3.4.3 Key role players 
A Venn diagram exercise undertaken by the community members helped to identify which 
key stakeholders are considered to play a role after a crime has been committed. The 
biggest role players identified by community members included the South African Police 
Service, the Department of Health, the ambulance service, the fire department, and the 
clinic. The ward committees, the beneficiary committees and the counsellor and individuals 
from the community were considered to play only a minor role.  
 
In many similar such settlements a local Community Police Forum or neighbourhood watch 
is usually established. The reported absence of such structures in both the Mbekweni and 
OR Thambo local communities is a cause for some concern, but also presents opportunities 
for the establishment of new structures that could potentially begin to address the serious 
issues of crime being raised by most community members. 

3.4.4  Spatial analysis of crime hazards 
After conducting a transect walk through a  section of OR Thambo accompanied by 
community members, and provided with a set of  time series aerial photographs, residents 
of the crime group drew their own risk map of the settlement (See picture below). They 
were also tasked to identify important landmarks such as pathways, roads and facilities in 
the settlement and to identify hazardous areas but particularly those related to crime. In 
this way the path along the railway line was identified as a hotspot for assault and mugging 
because the railway service road is used by many settlement dwellers as a short cut to areas 
external to the settlement. Generally the communal toilet blocks are considered unsafe for 
women, especially at night when skollies reportedly lie in wait for women and ambush them 
there. It is therefore also considered a rape hotspot. This explains why women prefer to 
conduct their ablutions within their dwellings and tend to dispose of their waste in the 
morning in undesignated disposal sites rather than walk past neighbours with their night soil 
buckets, in turn creating environmental health hazards. The community believe that crime 
will continue to get worse as more people are unable to find work and the environment 
deteriorates further. 
 

 
Figure 12 Community risk map 
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3.3.5 Outcomes / consequences of crime 
The residents identified various outcomes of criminal activities. These included early death 
of both victims and perpetrators, which has consequences for dependents. Community 
members explained how changing household circumstances can result in a lack of child 
supervision, leading some children to turn to begging or delinquency, joining up with armed 
groups. Young girls are often raped or enter prostitution, putting them at risk of HIV/AIDS, 
pregnancy or both. According to several organisations represented at the stakeholder 
discussion session, many faith-based organisations within the Mbekweni area are working 
hard to address youth development issues within the community. 
 
Another outcome of crime is injury, which can cause a financial burden for affected families. 
This can lead to much hardship and increasing poverty in the household, especially if the 
injured person is also a primary breadwinner. Children may have to drop out of school to 
care for injured or incapacitated household members 
 
Some residents expressed the opinion that crime adversely affects the potential for 
development within the community. Personal security is definitely a huge concern for 
residents, causing immense personal stress for both households and individuals. 
 

3.3.6 Opportunities to Manage Risk of Crime 
The community is well aware of the high risk of crime within their community. Community 
members practice both risk avoidance and risk coping measures in order to reduce the 
impact of crime in their everyday lives. For instance, most community members install 
burglar proofs bars to reduce their own vulnerability to crime. This risk avoidance measure 
is very effective against house breaking, although flimsy building materials often allow 
criminals to force their way in through other entry points. Another common risk avoidance 
measure is asking neighbouring households to keep a watch over one’s dwelling to prevent 
intruders from breaking in while you are away. Although these are effective temporary 
measures, absence from home for long periods of time increases the risk of burglary and 
vandalsim.  
 
In collaboration with the police, the community has enforced the closure of shebeens after 
ten o’clock at night, an action which has reportedly already significantly reduced crime 
during the night according to residents. In addition, the heavy sentence imposed on non-
compliant owners of shebeens has proved effective in reducing incidence of crime. 
 
The most common coping mechanism mentioned by residents was community retribution 
or revenge in the case of crime that results in death or injury. Even though residents agreed 
that this has not been an effective coping mechanism; they feel they have no choice but to 
deal with criminals themselves because they have lost confidence in the police and the 
criminal justice system to deal effectively with crime offenders. Similar comments made by 
informal settlement dwellers during several other CRA processes, suggest that this is 
becoming a commonly accepted informal solution to crime among poor communities. 
 
 
     ……………………………. 
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Although the brevity of this assessment process necessitated a focus on only the two top 
prioritised hazards, namely crime and fire, a wealth of information was also recorded 
regarding environmental health hazards. This is briefly described in the next section. 

3.5  Environmental Health 
Environmental health was ranked third in terms of hazard priority by the community. Much 
of this concern was related to the prevalence of flooding and the prevailing damp conditions 
during the winter months as well as problems of refuse disposal and littering. Each 
household in Mbekweni is reportedly supplied with black plastic bags for their refuse. These 
are collected and removed on a regular basis by community members employed by the 
Municipality. This is a rotational employment cycle providing members of the community 
with three-month periods of unskilled community-based employment. However, a walk 
through the community revealed poor waste management, with rubbish scattered around. 
 
Despite the reported and observed prevalence of flooding during the winter months there 
was no evidence of the provision of formal drainage channels to collect stormwater. Thus, 
OR Thambo (nick-named isingingqi by the community, a Xhosa word meaning ‘ditch’ ), 
situated as it is in a low lying area adjacent to the railway line, is constantly wet and damp 
during the winter. The increasing density of informal dwellings is compounding the problem, 
so that with less and less run-off space and reduced absorptive capacity, collected rainwater 
is forced to travel under and even directly through dwellings in its path as it proceeds 
downhill. This results in suboptimal living conditions which must necessarily impact on the 
health of residents, particularly young children and the elderly. Ponding rainwater that does 
not drain away, eventually becomes contaminated by both solid and liquid community 
waste, presenting a serious potential health hazard. 

There was much evidence of residents’ own attempts to channel water away from their 
dwellings using a variety of methods. For example, much use is made of old piping to 
redirect water away from dwellings while many other residents have piled river stones 
against the walls of their dwellings trying to direct the flow of rainwater. Much of the 
rainwater is draining off the higher lying formal area situated above the informal section 
and also from the railway line. Some residents had sufficient resources to enable them to 
build concrete aprons around the base of their dwellings to try to prevent water from 
entering. OR Thambo is situated in the natural flood plain of the river which is located on 
the opposite side of the rail line. 

Figure 13. Flooding conditions witnessed: Ponding between homes, water running under dwelling 
and an open water channel. 
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The local Environmental Health Officer for the area explained that poor community waste 
management has knock-on consequences for community health and well-being. Littering is 
a community-created hazard that causes blockages to the storm water drains, while some 
residents drop their bags of night soil and liquid waste straight into the drains that feed 
directly into the river. The officer reported that regular clean-up campaigns are run, while 
local contractors are often tasked to clean the area for short term periods, which makes an 
immediate improvement. However, soon after the campaign ends the problem returns 
because residents fail to adopt risk-inducing behaviour so that the problems continue.  

There are 14 communal toilets in the area under study (See example in picture below). 
These toilets are cleaned everyday by community members employed by the Municipality3. 
However, the absence of lighting in the vicinity of these toilets makes them crime hot spots. 
A woman in group discussion reported that “it is not safe for women to use the toilet at 
night and early mornings since men in general and youngsters in particular might ambush 
and rape you”. Similar incidences of crime around ablution facilities have been noted during 
other CRAs conducted by DiMP over the last few years. This fear encourages residents to 
use plastic buckets within their dwellings, which they later empty in undesignated areas not 
specifically allocated for this, such as near their homes or in the community rubbish skip 
pictured below, creating yet another health hazard.  
 

 
 
 
                                                        
3 In order to provide a more equitable allocation of job opportunities to community members unskilled work is 
provided in three month cycles to local residents. However, during the transect walk an Afrikaans-speaking 
lady was interviewed and explained that being a minority group within the predominantly Xhosa-speaking 
community she and others like her were seldom provided with these short term employment opportunities 
which are controlled by community gate-keepers. 

Figure 14. Evidence of community coping strategies: Packing mud and plastic as a rain-proofing measure, 
stacking river stones to redirect running water, a cement apron constructed around a dwelling. 

Figure 15. A community rubbish skip seen here 
located adjacent to the busy railway line, placed 
on an existing railway service road that facilitates 
collection. However, this location puts young 
children at risk of train accidents as they venture 
onto the unfenced railway line, a well-
documented settlement hazard that has claimed 
many lives.  
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The communal ablution blocks are serviced and cleaned by a private contractor. However, 
comments from community members led participants to believe that these services are 
somewhat erratic, although the Environmental officer reportedly monitors the area on a 
daily basis. She explained that she is passionate about the education and training of the 
community, stressing the importance of raising awareness about the problems of poor 
waste disposal practices among the community members themselves. To this end, her 
department has provided regular puppet shows in the local schools hoping to reach the 
greater community through child advocacy. 
 
The participants noted with great concern the wet floors inside dwellings from flood water 
draining through the houses, eventually ponding in lower-lying places, where it stagnates 
and becomes foul smelling, collecting windblown or discarded rubbish that contains both 
decomposing and non-decomposing materials - a suitable environment for waterborne 
disease vectors (See pictures below). One of the participants, who is a qualified public 
health doctor, noted that it would not be surprising to find a high rate of communicable 
diseases and other environmental consequences for residents due to these conditions. 
 
 

 

3.6  Recommendations 
A member of the Thabo Mbeki community from each research group was invited to present 
the findings of the two-day exercise to stakeholders who had been invited to an informal 
discussion session which concluded the field work exercises.  Each group made a 15-minute 
presentation introducing some of the key methods that had been applied to identify the 
root causes, seasonality, historical records, coping strategies and outcomes of crime and fire 
hazards. The process was enriched by additional remarks from fellow community members. 
The Xhosa-speaking facilitator translated between English and Xhosa for the benefit of all 
those present to enable a shared understanding of the issues being raised. After the 
presentations comments and suggestions were invited from all those present. In this way 
various recommendations were recorded. 

The situation in the informal settlement of OR Thambo is similar to those in other informal 
settlements across South Africa, and particularly in the Western Cape climatic zone. 

Figure 16. Communal ablution 
facilities in OR Thambo 
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Fundamental to addressing the hazardous conditions identified during this assessment, the 
underpinning root causes need to be addressed. These are related to conditions of poverty 
and socio-economic development and include a general lack/poor quality of education and 
growing unemployment that force citizens to settle increasingly in these types of settlement 
in order to survive.  

However some short term solutions were presented. 

• Firstly, plans are already at an advanced stage to relocate residents of the informal 
area to well-located and serviced land near to the local Traffic Department. 
Surveying of stands and road construction has already been completed. However, it 
is anticipated that others will attempt to fill the vacuum left by the relocated 
informal dwellers, perpetuating the current situation. 

• The community could benefit from communal sensitization programmes, especially 
by the fire department and the environmental health department4.  

• The ratio and location of water distribution points and toilets needs improvement. 
• Community members can be provided with buckets filled with sand in order to 

respond immediately to fire outbreaks. This has worked well in other settlements. 
• The absence of a Ward Committee and a Community Police Forum is undermining 

the potential for the community themselves to seek creative solutions and address 
issues within OR Thambo. The establishment of such local structures could beign to 
address issues and conditions mentioned in this report. 

3.7  Concluding remarks 
The local authorities have recognised that the precarious situation of the OR Thambo 
informal residents cannot continue indefinitely. The area, situated on railway and Eskom 
servitude land, needs to be kept clear for maintenance of and access to both the railway line 
and the Eskom power lines that run through the settlement.  

Land has been identified for the relocation of Thabo Mbeki residents who were listed during 
an enumeration process that was conducted in order to establish how many stands would 
be required. The area is situated closer to Jan Van Riebeek Drive, a major vehicular route 
which runs parallel to the railway line and borders Mbekweni to the East. Serviced sites will 
be provided here where residents will be permitted to construct their own homes. 
According to the municipal engineer most residents have accepted this proposed relocation. 
However, the Municipality foresees that other people will immediately take advantage of 
the opportunity and move onto the vacated OR Thambo land, perpetuating the problem. 
The authorities say that in anticipation of this situation they will be forced to fence off the 
land to prevent the establishment of new informal dwellings by new settlers.  

The proposal to provide serviced stands has encouraged more people to move into OR 
Thambo in the hope of receiving a stand in the new area. However, the Drakenstein 
municipal engineer explained that the number of stands to be made available is finite, 
having been surveyed and supplied with infrastructure already. 

                                                        
4 These recommendations were made by short course participants in collaboration with local residents. The 
Environmental health Department has in fact run regular such programmes but has reportedly achieved little 
success in sensitising residents and changing behaviour patterns that exacerbate unhealthy conditions.  
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Another problem cited by the municipal engineer was that there are a number of people 
living in OR Thambo who do not qualify for state-provided housing. This is generally because 
they have already received state-provided houses but have returned to the settlement in 
order to earn rental from tenants to supplement their income, making them ineligible to 
receive further housing aid from the local authority. This has been noted as a common 
problem nationwide. 

Faith-based organizations were well-represented at the discussion session that concluded 
the two-day CRA process. They stressed that it is critical to tackle the root causes of the 
prevalent hazards identified, namely entrenched poverty, lack of education and 
unemployment. Pastor Stofile explained that while it was easy to acquire a local tavern 
licence, it was impossible to get permission to build a church. He felt that it is to inculcate 
moral and ethical standards among the youth and other members of the community which 
could help to address the prevalence of crime and delinquency.  

During the discussion session members of various local authority sectors had the 
opportunity to explain the constraints under which they are working, while offering some 
simple solutions to everyday problems. Some provided emergency contact numbers and 
advice to the community members. Both stake-holders and community members gained a 
more informed understanding of prevailing conditions within the settlement. It is hoped 
that this awareness will aid in the development of appropriate interventions and strategies 
that can reduce and remove some of the everyday risks that community members are 
currently living with. 

                          ----------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

This report has been made available to OR Thambo community leaders, local municipal 
authorities and other interested role players. An oral feedback session to the community is 
proposed at a later stage.  

For a copy of this report please contact Patricia Zweig of the Disaster Mitigation for 
Sustainable Livelihoods Programme at Stellenbosch University on 021-808-9282 or email 
patriciazweig@sun.ac.za. 
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4. Time Series Photographs of Mbekweni: OR Thambo 
 

 
The pages that follow contain the time series photographs provided to community members 
during the workshop. Such pictures have been proven in the past to be a very powerful tool 
for initiating discussion around the historical development of a settlement. They allow for a 
better understanding of some of the risk drivers associated with developmental changes 
over time, simultaneously providing community members with a new perspective and 
spatial understanding of their settlement. 
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Figure 17. Farm land in the mid-1980s prior to the development of Mbekweni 

Figure 18. Mbekweni in 1997 with clear evidence of dwellings already existing in the OR Thambo area 
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Figure 19.  Or Thambo illustrating increasing housing density by October 2003 

 

Figure 20. OR Thambo February 2005 prior to the extension of the informal area into the vacant area (seen 
as open space to the left below the railway line).  
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Figure 21. OR Thambo August 2009, showing further housing development and expansion of OR Thambo 
onto  the vacant land (top right corner adjacent to railway line). 
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