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5. INFRASTRUCTURES OF TRANSFORMATION:
A CONTEXTUAL STUDY OF HOUSING IN COSMO CITY

Bronwyn Kotzen and Samuel Suttner

Introduction

‘...[U]ntil we can expand our understanding of what takes place in contemporary

cities, we are limited in our capacity to develop imaginative solutions to some very
real challenges within them’ (Koch and Latham, 2012:516).

As South Africa enters its twenty-first year of non-racial democracy, institutional weaknesses, slow-moving
economic growth and unequal wealth distribution, amongst others, present a succession of profound socio-
economic challenges. This, together with the pressure of rapid urbanisation, result in cities that are continually
being reshaped as the boundaries are drawn and redrawn, local government restructured, economies remade
and social connections redefined. As the country’s financial centre, and most populated city (Frith, 2011),
Johannesburg represents the extreme of these dynamics, and Cosmo City — a suburb of the city —a microcosm
thereof.

Despite its burgeoning economy, and central location within one of the most powerful city-regions in Africa,
Johannesburg exists as one of the most socio-economically and spatially fragmented cities in the world. It is a
conurbation of a myriad of assemblages; a variegated city of remarkably different contexts within one urban
boundary, unevenly arranged into pockets of privilege and poverty, inclusion and exclusion. It has been carved
up in the shadows of successive social, political and economic forces that persistently sought to segregate its
residents. Attempts to alter this dynamic have been based on urban development paradigms that rely on large-
scale infrastructural investment as the means to fundamentally reshape stark inequalities. This belief continues
to predominate. PricewaterhouseCoopers’ report on Africa Gearing Up (2015) documents that investment in
infrastructure is the preeminent component of Africa’s development. In post-apartheid South Africa, rooted
in the state’s overarching mandate to reduce poverty by accelerating economic growth (Urban Landmark,
2009), the government introduced a system of developmental local government structures (Parnell, 2005). This
manifests in efforts to develop large-scale integrated settlements that “create more liveable, vibrant and valued
places” (RSA, 201 1:246).This assumption is premised on the principle that ‘integrated’ projects are able to bring
people of varied socio-economic and racial backgrounds together.















Research sample and interviews

It is important that the collected data reflects the various stakeholders and actors who were involved and
affected by the development. In total || key informants were interviewed. They included both formal actors
who participated in the conceptualisation, development and implementation of the project, as well as residents
from each of the three key housing typologies offered in the suburb.The three selected spatial areas were the
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) area, the linked housing area and the bonded housing
area (as revisited later, refer Map 5.2). The methods used were semi-structured interviews, providing a fairly
open framework, allowing for the conversation to move away from the set questions and identify more
appropriate ways to understand the subject matter, as Cohen and Crabtree (2006) advocate. The two major
sample groups comprised formal actors and households (Table 5.2 below).The formal actors were purposefully
selected because of the role they had played in the development of the suburb.The households were chosen
to represent the different areas within Cosmo City. Numbers were limited to accommodate the time frame of
the project.

Table 5.2: List of formal actors and households interviewed

OF HOUSING IN COSMO CITY

FORMAL ACTORS (X6) HOUSEHOLDS (X5)

LEAD CITY OFFICIAL (XI) RESIDENTS FROM RDP AREA (X1)

RESIDENTS FROM LINK HOUSING IN THE RDP

LEAD DEVELOPER (X2) AREA (X2)

LEAD PLANNER (XI) RESIDENTS FROM LINK HOUSING AREA (X1)
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A CONTEXTUAL STUDY

PLANNING CONSULTANT FORTHE CITY(XI) RESIDENTS FROM BONDED HOUSING AREA (X1)

FORMER PLANNER FOR THE DEVELOPER (XI)

Source:Authors’ formulation, 2015

Observations and spatial analysis

Observation offers a simple and widely used approach valuable in a variety of contexts to inform an understanding
of the place-specific intervention — a well-established methodology by Goffman (1963, 1971) and Whyte (1980).
Observation, literally observing people in the spaces that they inhabit, prioritises the embodied experience of
residents by providing insights into how they use space.
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The research was done in three key housing typologies in Cosmo City (Table 5.2 above).Although more time to
gather information would be necessary for an extension of this investigation, the allocated time was adequate to
assess the daily lives of people in the study areas.The beginnings of a comparative framework could be provided.
For each housing typology, the key characteristics were highlighted and specific features and characteristics as
well as similarities and differences were recorded. For the spatial analyses, the researchers drafted blueprints to
illustrate the layout, aesthetics and built form of each property.Attention was placed on stand sizes, boundaries,
openings, the types of objects found within the property and the way people occupied space.

Limitations

Gathering information to test the applicability of the theoretical assumption expressed about Cosmo City had
limiting parameters. First, the results from the qualitative method applied were not generalisable beyond the
context and informants from which they were derived. Second, due to time constraints, the sample group
remained small, focusing only on one household within each grouping and all residents interviewed were
homeowners. Third, the formal actors were interviewed as representing their professional role, which means
they had a vested interest in the subject which they portrayed as favourably as possible. Opinions and claims they
expressed had to be weighed against other collected information. Fourth, it is important to note that Cosmo
City was the first integrated residential development project of its kind in the country. Since its inception
fourteen years ago, structures and perceptions of the development have changed, both positively and negatively.

Housing, Housing Policy and Transformation in Post-Apartheid South Africa

The severe and seemingly intractable challenges confronting housing in post-apartheid South Africa have
demanded policy and programmes that strive for multiple ends. A considerable backlog, lack of access to
finance, poor affordability, poorly located units and inefficient housing markets are amongst the problems to be
faced. Interestingly, threaded through the situation has been a concern for integration against the background
of historically segregationist policies and the continued segregation of its cities. To understand the context out
of which Cosmo City emerged, and the various objectives hoped for, it is important to first place the suburb
in relation to South Africa’s housing policy at large. Sights were set on it being the first large-scale integrated
residential development of this type in the country. This section outlines the three key areas that government’s
policies and programmes of the state attempted to address.

Housing market

The housing market depends on the supply of housing units, either for households to buy or to rent. In South
Africa, the backlog remains substantial. In 2010, it stood officially at an estimated 1.2 million units though this is
likely to be significantly below the actual figure (Tissington, 201 1).The housing market struggles with constricted
supply, particularly for low-income households, which was intensified by the decline for over a decade in the
delivery of subsidised housing (Rust, 2015). Low-income households have struggled to access mortgages, limiting
access to the relatively small number of units on the market (Kihato, 2014).



Exacerbating this reality, the refusal to lend in inner cities and townships deflated the market in these areas,
while adequate access to housing finance in the formerly white-only suburbs resulted in a dual property market
at the end of apartheid (Department of Housing, 2004).

To address these issues, in 2004 a voluntary framework, the Financial Sector Charter, was drawn up between
banks and government.The intention behind the Charter was to contribute to “the establishment of an equitable
society by effectively providing accessible financial services to black people and by directing investment into
targeted sectors of the economy” (Banking Association of South Africa, 2003:2). One of the targets included
in the Charter was to increase mortgage lending to the ‘gap’ market, then households earning up to R7 500 a
month. Nevertheless, access to mortgage finance remains an issue for low-income households, the vast majority
of which are black. Currently the gap market consists of households who earn more than R3 500 a month,
which is not enough to make even the cheapest, newly constructed house easily affordable. The finance-linked
individual subsidy programme pegs this figure as being up to R15 000 a month. The gap market represents
households that do not qualify for a subsidised RDP house and also have difficulty in finding a house to buy,
implying they exist in a ‘gap’ in the market.

Subsidies

The White Paper on Housing, published in 1994, and the guiding document for government policy, introduced
the National Housing Subsidy Scheme, which provided capital subsidies to beneficiary households to own a
house.The National Housing Subsidy Scheme worked largely through government subsidising the private sector
construction of houses for households earning below R3 500 a month. These RDP houses, envisaged in the
White Paper on Reconstruction and Development (RSA, 1994), are now thought to number between two and
three million units nationally.

For households who fall into the gap market, there is the Finance Linked Individual Subsidy Programme (FLISP).
The Programme was implemented in 2005, then for households earning between R3 500 and R7 000, offering a
capital subsidy that went towards financing the purchase of a house.The Programme has undergone a number of
changes since, and, in response to its poor performance, it was relaunched in 2012. It was expanded to include
households earning up to R15 000 to account for the all households in the ‘gap’ market (Rust, 2012). Originally
restricted to new developments, in 2013, the Programme was extended to the resale market (Rust, 2013).
There is also a range of subsidies for the rental market, all trying to increase the supply and the affordability of
housing (Tissington, 201 I).
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Integration

Policy also considered what kind of cities and settlements resulted from it. Onwards from the White Paper
on Housing, published at the end of apartheid, in 1994, three years after the Group Areas Act was repealed,
government’s integrationist agenda has been threaded through documentation. Written within the imposing
spectre of apartheid, the National Housing Vision, the White Paper states that:

[g]overnment strives for the establishment of viable, socially and economically integrated communities, situated in areas
allowing convenient access to economic opportunities as well as health, educational and social amenities... (Department
of Housing, 1994)

This trend has continued as policy has developed, continually noting the intractable socio-economic segregation
of South Africa’s cities, and explicitly envisioning a more equitable urban reality. The White Paper on Housing
(Department of Housing, 1994) states that the land and housing development process had the potential to
“contribute to the racial, economic and spatial integration of South Africa”. The Housing Act (Department of
Housing, 1997:4) states that government ought to pursue this agenda, and prevent any discrimination in the
way of access to housing. Breaking New Ground (Department of Housing, 2004:13-16), the update to the
White Paper on Housing, has further promoted this objective, particularly under its chapter titled, Promoting
Densification and Integration.

More recently, integration has featured most prominently in the Integrated Residential Development Programme
(Department of Human Settlements, 201 3), which was introduced to the Housing Code in 2009.The Integrated
Residential Housing Programme is largely a practical programme, providing the means for the development
of integrated settlements on greenfield sites. “[P]roviding a tool to plan and develop integrated settlements
that include all the necessary land uses and housing types and price categories to become a truly integrated
community” (Department of Human Settlements, 2009:9). The programme creates a platform that allows
municipalities to become developers, and if the municipalities lack the capacity, responsibility can be transferred
to provincial government or private developers. The programme allows for different housing typologies in a
single settlement, including a mix of RDP, Finance Linked Individual Subsidy Programme, rental and bonded units.
In such developments the programme encourages zoning beyond residential use alone.

South Africa’s First Large-Scale Integrated Settlement: Cosmo City

Near Johannesburg’s north-western municipal boundary, past townhouse complexes, shopping malls and the
Kya Sands industrial park, towards the end of Malibongwe Drive, Randburg, an arterial road 25 kilometres
from Johannesburg’s Central Business District, lies Cosmo City. It is South Africa’s first attempt to achieve the
envisioned housing policy. The various required ends were put together and the result is Cosmo City (Map 5.1).



It is a large-scale integrated suburb in South Africa of considerable size developed through a public-private
partnership, a joint venture between the COJ, Basil Read, a developer and Kopano Ke Matla, the investment
arm of the Congress of South Africa Trade Unions (COSATU).The need arose when residents of Zevenfontein
and Riverbend informal settlements lying to the north-east had to be relocated. So the government took the
opportunity to use the development to realise the policy imperative of integration. Behind this initiative was
the understanding that integration included households of different income levels, giving rise to different classes
in a single suburb. By having three housing typologies, households would have access to shared amenities as
roads and other bulk infrastructure, schools, parks and other amenities would be provided.Three facilities were
offered: RDP units for low-income households; finance-linked units for the gap market; and bonded units for
middle-income households. Thus, beyond relocating the residents and attempting to integrate the suburb, the
development provided the opportunity to develop much needed RDP units (Onatu, 2010). Moreover, it also
increased the supply of units to the gap market and local government’s revenue from rates and taxes that could
then be used to develop units for middle-income households (ibid.).

Map 5.1: Location of Cosmo City in Johannesburg, Gauteng
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Cosmo City is criss-crossed by wetlands, protected environmental zones, fenced off with palisades. These
delineate and maintain a sense of distance, dependent on the width of the protected zones, as visible on the map
(Map 5.2).They lie between the 3 300 bonded units, the 5 500 RDP units and the 3 000 finance-linked units.The
bonded areas, which are on the boundaries of the suburb, consist of conventional suburban houses: plastered
and painted, roofed with terracotta tiles, and with walled yards. Private developers bought the serviced stands
from Codevco Pty. Ltd, the partnership-based developer of Cosmo City made up of Basil Read (a construction
company) and Kopano Ke Matla (a Trust with Congress of South Africa Trade Unions (COSATU) as its
beneficiary. They constructed the houses before selling directly to the public (LP, Pers. Comm., 2015). As with
the finance-linked houses, which are smaller, Codevco carefully sold the stands in batches, gradually developing
the settlement to convince households that purchasing a unit would be a sound investment. It would also allow
them to profit off the increase in property values associated with a more established suburb (ibid.). Mortgages
were used to finance the purchases of the bonded and finance-linked typologies, with the Finance Linked
Individual Subsidy Programme subsidy off-setting the cost for finance-linked housing. Meanwhile, Codevco was
also responsible for the construction of the RDP units, for which they received the capital subsidy (FPD, Pers.
Comm., 2015) (Box 5.1 records a view of Cosmo City through the eyes of its residents).

Map 5.2: Location of housing typologies within Cosmo City

bnded, (2) finance-linked, and (3) RDP ho



Box 5.1: Cosmo City through the eyes of its residents

Kabelo' owns a house in the bonded areas of Cosmo City i (Kabelo, Pers. Comm., 2015). He has lived,
now with his wife and daughter, in his house since 2007, having moved from a rented townhouse in
Weltevreden Park. Kabelo bought the house—which is on a perimeter road of the area, adjacent to
the wetlands—off-plan from one of a small number of top structure development companies that sold
units on the serviced stands bought from Codevco. Kabelo’s house is around 100 m2, and his stand is
250 m2— part of the only typology constructed without a government subsidy for the top-structure.

Kabelo’s house directly overlooks both the wetlands and the RDP areas beyond it. It is in this RDP
area that Joseph lives, with his wife and three children (Kabelo, Pers. Comm., 2015). He received
his RDP house in 2007; the top-structure for which was completely subsidised by the Provincial
Department of Housing, known today as the Provincial Department of Human Settlements. Through
two unsecured loans (one of R20 000, to which he added R60 000 of his own savings; the other worth
R70 000), Joseph has built eight backyard rental rooms in a ‘U’ shape around his 40 m2 house on
the 235 m2 property. Most of the households in RDP areas have built backyard rooms, the majority
of which are for residential rental; the remaining are retail spaces, hosting a wide variety of shops,
including spaza shops, salons, shebeens and restaurants. Joseph is unemployed but earns between
R800 and R1 200 in rental income from each backyard room.While this is his only source of income,
his wife works as a part-time cleaner for a family in Bryanston, five kilometres away. Many believe
that the rental accommodation provided by the backyards has increased Cosmo City’s population to
three times the intended size (LCO, Pers. Comm., 2015).

In the same extension, Jessica, Andile, and their daughter live in one of a collection of finance-
linked houses (Jessica and Andile, Pers. Comm., 2015). That there are finance-linked houses in a
RDP area is unusual, the result of unfavourable geological conditions that increased the cost of
construction beyond the amount provided by the RDP subsidy. The result is the unique (for Cosmo
City) adjacent placement of two different housing typologies—the finance-linked units ringed by RDP
units. Jessica grew up in Zevenfontein, and moved to Cosmo City as her mother was a beneficiary
of a RDP house. Before buying their house with a mortgage and a Finance Linked Individual Subsidy
Programme subsidy, the couple lived in a rented backyard room in the RDP area. Samantha, Andile’s
wife, works for a large company, while Andile is a construction labourer. Unlike Jessica and Andile’s
house, Lunga’s finance-linked unit, like most of the finance-linked units, is in a section of an extension
constituted only of finance-linked houses (Andile, Pers. Comm.unicaiton, 2015). Though he works
fulltime at an engineering consultancy, his main income is from an events business that he runs from
his house. He has extended his house to accommodate this business on his 285 m2 stand.
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iAs residents interviewed requested anonymity, this and all other names mentioned in this chapter are pseudonyms.

Source:Authors’ formulation
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The land on which Cosmo City was constructed was owned by the COJ (Murray, 201 1:198), who also financed
the bulk infrastructure (Onatu, 201 I). The subsidy for the RDP units was provided, as always for RDP units, by
the provincial Department of Human Settlements.The first units were completed only in 2007, as after the 1997
announcements of the plans to develop Cosmo City, fierce opposition delayed commencement until 2006. The
| 100 hectare project was worth R3.8 billion in 2008 (ibid.), with the contributions being 13% from the CO],
21% from provincial government and 66% from Codevco (ibid.). The final figures are not publicly available, in
terms of total cost of the project, the amount contributed by each party and the return on profit for Codevco
(PCC, Pers. Comm., 2015).

Cosmo City is now near final completion, with only a final few stands still to be developed. In some cases,
households have improved and extended RDP houses with their own financing (Photograph 5.1 below). Cosmo
City has been hailed as a success by the COJ (n.d.). Yet, despite a core objective behind the development of
Cosmo City being an integrated suburb, many socio-economic and socio-spatial divisions are evident (Map 5.3).

More recently, Codevco started pushing ahead with a similar integrated development, Malibongwe Ridge, on the
northern border of Cosmo City. It is denser, the stands are smaller; and a second subsidy was used to create
rental units on the ground floor, with the RDP unit above on the first floor. Malibongwe Ridge will, like Cosmo
City, include finance-linked and bonded units, though, without the wetlands to develop around, the different
typologies will not be as spatially separated.With some of the lessons Codevco learned from the development
of Cosmo City, Malibongwe Ridge offers the possibility to develop a more substantively integrated suburb.

Photograph 5.1: Original RDP houses and privately-extended double-storey RDP unit

Source: Photograph from Ivan Turok, 2015.



Map 5.3: Income distribution map of Cosmo City and surrounds
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A CONTEXTUAL STUDY OF HOUSING

Practices, Preferences and Paradoxes: Understanding Cosmo City

Cosmo City came to be because of the visions and aspirations of various actors that sometimes seemed
contradictory. This section explores how the concept of a paradoxical habitus works through Cosmo City. It
is one that is both concerned with integration but simultaneously resistive to it. It is used to provide insights
into how the dispositions of the various actors involved in this initiative shaped the possibilities and constraints
of the suburb’s development and its planning. Then finally, it will be applied to analyse the observed everyday
practices of its residents.
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Market imperatives and the integration agenda

Given what has been presented already about the current housing context within Bourdieu’s framing, Cosmo
City can be seen as the result of a paradoxical habitus, a synthesis of market concerns and the imperative for
integration. These dispositions identified enabled the development of Cosmo City, an integrated development
on what has proved to be well-placed land, where resident have reasonable equal access to infrastructural
provisions. Considering conventional developments in Johannesburg, Cosmo City challenges narrow views that
Johannesburg, its spaces, government, private sector actors and inhabitants is predominantly subject to financial
interests. The existing assumption is that development only acts to maintain segregation or the antithetical
view that a truly progressive government pursues only an integrationist agenda. Rather, it is the functioning
of the paradox of the habitus that has allowed for progress towards integration. Understanding the prevalent
dispositions reveals some of the conditions that shape the outcomes of its development.

The market and ‘NIMBYism’

In north-west Johannesburg, developers have focused their attention on the development of upper income
housing, shopping malls and office parks rather than low-income housing and integrated settlements (Murray,
201 1). Murray is among a number of writers who see the uncontrolled rate of these developments as the
result of a local government that complies with the needs of business over and above those of its residents
(Bond 2003; Naidoo 2005), a phenomenon that is part of a larger global trend governing of cities (Brenner
and Theodore 2002; Ong 2006). Perpetuating this dynamic is the dogged ‘NIMBYism’ opposing any proposed
development for low-income housing located near middle-income suburbs has to face (Murray, 2011:171-203).
From its inception, this opposition was particularly vociferous in the case of Cosmo City. Murray describes,
somewhat starkly, “the steadfast resistance of affluent suburban residents to the planned construction of low-
income residential development”, which, for him:

exemplifies the kind of protracted and bitter power struggles that have pitted the narrow parochial interests of high-income
homeowners against the needs of low-income (largely black) households and desperately poor squatter communities for
decent, affordable accommodation close to places of work (Murray, 201 1:196).

The opposition went to the courts, delaying the development by three years. At the same time, there was the
fear that the tax base of the surrounding suburbs would be jeopardised through property devaluation caused by
the proximity of low-income housing, or middle-class households boycotting payment of rates and taxes, as had
occurred before (LP, Pers. Comm., 2015). To avoid this possibility, developers undertook various measures to
placate the pre-existing middle-class communities. Beyond engagement with the protestors, it even extended
to the planning of the development. For example, out of concerns that the RDP units would result in the
perception of the suburb being a township, the bonded housing was deliberately zoned on the boundaries of
the suburb (Map 5.2).





