Development Action Group

World Habitat Day  -  2 October 2006


Cities, Magnets of Hope -  Women and Housing Rights in South Africa
‘Cities, magnets of hope’ - an apt theme for reflection on World Habitat Day in 2006. Populations the world over are rapidly urbanising as poor and sometimes displaced people pursue prosperity in urban centres. With the increased migration comes the proliferation of informal settlements or slums and the growth of urban poverty. The impact of this on the lives of women is often invisible and the challenges they face in realising those aspirations which attract them to city centres go unnoticed.
What is the nature of the problem?
In South Africa women face overwhelming obstacles in achieving their right to adequate housing. Obstacles range from macro-level issues such as the land tenure system to micro-level issues such as intra-household dynamics. Migrancy, apartheid housing policy and cultural values shape gender relations in the post-apartheid South Africa and women continue to find themselves systematically excluded from economic, political and other activities and struggle to realize their human rights including their rights to adequate housing and safety and security. Customary practices continue to undermine the position of women and much education about the protection presently offered by the law is needed to ensure these rights are not violated. Women often endure additional hardship because of dependence on a spouse or family member for shelter.  Many women remain in abusive relationships because they are unable to find safe alternative shelter.  Post-apartheid national housing policy has focused on ownership and offers no support to single people without dependants thus further limiting the options available to women.

The right to adequate housing is a basic human right, and it is a right that is of particular importance as it is linked to a wide range of other rights. “The human right to adequate housing… is of central importance for the enjoyment of all economic, social and cultural rights” (United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights General Comment No. 4, Article 1); “adequate housing is essential to freedom, dignity, equality and security for everyone” (preamble, Draft International Convention on Housing Rights).

The importance of women’s housing rights are recognised in, amongst others, the Habitat Agenda (e.g. Articles 40(b) and 46 (a)) and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (Article 14(2)(h)). The housing rights of women are particularly important given their reproductive gender roles. For women, easy access to electricity, potable water and flush toilets can result in a saving of both energy and time, which can then be spent improving their economic position and that of their families.

According to the 2001 Census only 52% of black South Africans have access to piped water inside their dwellings or in their yard and 42% have access to a flush or chemical toilet.  Wood, coal and paraffin continue to be important sources of energy for domestic consumption such as cooking, heating and lighting.  The general health of any family is directly related to the quality of housing they enjoy.  Many inadequately housed South African families suffer ill-health in the form of diarrhoea, tuberculosis, pneumonia, bronchitis and other respiratory diseases which can be attributed to poor ventilation and a lack of protection from damp.  This has consequences for the number of hours that is spent caring for the needs of children, the sick or the aged and reveals the ongoing pressure placed on women in their reproductive gender roles. 

The majority of South African women continue to lack economic security. Census 2001 indicated that 49% of black African women are not economically active and a further 29% are unemployed. Black African women are very active in the informal sector, particularly in various forms of home industry such as spaza shops, hairdressing, dressmaking, and the provision of day care.  Having security of tenure affords women with the opportunity to become economically active, using her home as a production site.  The capacity to offer fixed-property as security also gives the property owner access to credit that may otherwise have been inaccessible.  This makes access to housing and security of tenure, vital issues in the struggle for gender equity.

The event:

DAG plans a World Habitat Day event to celebrate the success stories and to highlight the obstacles that women still face with regard to realising their housing rights in South Africa and in so doing to translate the hope which cities offer into real benefits. Awareness about this important issue needs to be raised and some tangible proposals need to be drawn up and put forward into the policy arena. 
The project will bring women from 20 different community based housing projects together with +/- 30 policy makers and housing practitioners in a one day seminar on the 2 October. The event will showcase examples of how women from 3 different communities have challenged the status quo and have fought for development and for the fulfilment of their right to adequate housing and other human rights. 

In Freedom Park (Tafelsig), an informal settlement, a committee dominated by women successfully struggled for the informal settlement to be upgraded. As a result the formal municipal upgrade project commenced in April. In Netreg (Bonteheuwel), women played a prominent role in initiating and planning a project to address the needs of households living in overcrowded backyard shacks to provide new homes on an adjacent vacant piece of land. After a 17 year struggle the group eventually succeeded and started constructing their new homes in February. The Minister of Housing, Dr Lindiwe Sisulu, recently stated at the launch of the project “It is a shame that government has taken so long to find the people…I want to thank DAG for assisting the community and for helping us [government] to see the conditions of our people and to meet the people after so many years to finally offer our support with subsidies.' In contrast, the Rainbow Housing Co-operative, a group of 350 domestic workers reliant on their employers for accommodation, continue their struggle for adequate housing located close to their workplaces. Their efforts have not borne any fruit and the women suffer daily under exploitative employment practices, lack of privacy and due to prolonged separation from their families. 

At the seminar, these women’s experiences will be showcased through a photographic exhibition and through their presentations/personal testimonies. By sharing their different experiences in working towards achieving their housing rights, the obstacles they have had to – or still have to -overcome and what the successful realization of the right to adequate housing means to them will be better understood. The purpose of this session will be to share experiences and show what is possible, but also to highlight the obstacles that women face. 

This will be followed by a panel discussion, where speakers from development and human rights organisations such as DAG, the Human Rights Commission, Lawyers for Human Rights, the Community Law Centre or the Women’s Legal Centre, will be invited to make brief inputs on women’s housing rights and the challenges faced in realizing them. This will be followed by a discussion and debate with questions and comments from the audience. The purpose of the panel discussion and debate will be to take stock of where we currently are in South Africa in terms of women accessing their housing rights and to discuss what still needs to be done to further promote women’s housing rights.

The essence of the discussion and debate will be written up in paper which will be published and disseminated to key decision makers in South Africa after the seminar. The paper will focus on describing current challenges that women face in accessing their housing rights and to identify how we can work towards a context where the realisation of women’s housing rights is made easier. 

To raise the profile of the event press releases will be prepared and radio interviews will be conducted with the women themselves to share their experiences more broadly.

The event will facilitate better access to housing rights by identifying weaknesses in existing policy and practice and developing proposals about how these can be addressed and sharing these amongst key decision-makers

Objectives:

The overall object of this event is:

· To raise awareness about the:

· right to adequate housing

· the difficulties experienced by women in accessing these rights

· the success of the women in Netreg and Freedom Park in securing their housing rights

· To foster a rights-based approach to housing delivery in South Africa,

· To enable women to influence policy makers and housing practitioners,

· To create a more enabling environment within which women can access their housing rights

Project activities:
1. Conduct a seminar for CBO’s, policy makers and practitioners on 2 October, World Habitat Day to highlight the problems women experience in trying to access their housing rights & identify ways to overcome these.

2. Produce a paper which clearly identifies the problems women currently experience in accessing housing rights and how these can be overcome in the future.

3. Produce a photographic exhibition documenting the experiences of women in the showcased projects.

4. Produce a video documenting lessons form the women's testimonies at the seminar.
5. Raise the media profile of the issue through doing radio interviews and produce an advertorial which highlights the problems women face in accessing housing rights drawing on the positive and negative experiences of the 3 showcased projects.

Support needed from UN Habitat:

We have secured some financial support from the Foundation for Human Rights to convene the seminar and to produce the paper. We would like to convene the seminar in collaboration with UN-Habitat and request financial support for the photographic exhibition and video production.
Photographic exhibition:

Description: 

Produce a photographic exhibition documenting the experiences of women in the showcased projects. The photographs will be taken of the women in their normal context to illustrate the conditions they find themselves in, the circumstances in which they live and the challenges this generates for them in realising their hopes of a better future.

The exhibition will be displayed at the event and will also be displayed in various local museums and galleries such as the District Six Museum. Efforts will be made to include the exhibition in the popular Cape Town One City Heritage Festival which takes place annually September and which attracts thousands of visitors.

Cost: R40 000
Video production:

Description: 

Produce a 20 minute video documenting lessons from the women's testimonies presented at the seminar and also their every day lives in order showcase their struggle and to illustrate the conditions they find themselves in, the circumstances in which they live and the challenges this generates for them in realising their hopes of a better future.

The video will be subsequently used by DAG as a training and advocacy tool and also by the women themselves to gain support for their efforts. The video will also be made available to other organisations for their use.

Cost: R50 000
Other funding:

Funds have been secured from the Foundation for Human Rights to convene the seminar in Cape Town and to produce the paper.

Cape Town to Johannesburg:

DAG has had discussions with PLANACT in Johannesburg and the idea of hosting two parallel events has been mooted, should funding be available. This will increase the profile of the issue & draw attention to the trends that emerge across cities.
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