
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

HIGH DENSITY LIVING – IS IT REALLY THAT UN-APPEALING TO SOUTH AFRICANS? 

Many of us believe that South Africans are averse to high density living of the “high rise” type, and that the market 
for such a lifestyle is limited. Certainly it isn’t everyone’s “cup of tea”, but this belief may be somewhat 
exaggerated.  

Whether it be on the Affordable or High Income end of the market, there are those of us who have held the theory 
that “South Africans like their own patch”. And, admittedly many of us are historically a low density living bunch. 
High levels of economic infrastructure development around our major cities up until the mid-1970s had previously 
allowed urban sprawl to take place with relative ease, encouraging a spacious lifestyle. 

But sometimes we perhaps forget that South Africa has more of a history of high density living amongst the Middle 
Class than we care to acknowledge. I refer to the many middle class citizens that lived in high rise areas such as 
Hillbrow or Berea in Joburg, or in and around the Cape Town City Bowl, back in days before some inner cities 
took a sharp turn for the worse. Some of these households lived there on a long term basis, while many young 
skilled people, working at corporates in the CBDs, started their working years renting apartments in these areas 
before later moving to the more spacious suburbs. 

Inner city high rise living certainly wasn’t for everyone, but seemed far more popular amongst the middle class in 
days when those areas were “well run and functioning”. They offered an affordable accommodation solution for 
young graduates, gave them the “low maintenance/lock up and go” convenience that many wanted, and of course 
kept their work-related commuting costs and time down. Add to this that many of the city’s famous evening 
entertainment venues, to which the “Yuppie” set were so attracted, were in close proximity to such areas, and it 
was almost a “no brainer”. 

The lesson from the likes of Hillbrow/Berea’s more “illustrious” past, therefore, is that high density/high rise 
living can be attractive, if it is well run and not lacking the necessary leisure, entertainment, education, health and 
transport amenities and services.  

Should I be correct, this would be good news, because the future for a far greater percentage of South Africa’s 
population, both low and higher income, will be in high density and even high rise properties. 

REGARDLESS OF THE ANSWER, DENSIFICATION IS A REALTY 

Indeed, FNB’s valuations data already indicates that, over the past decade or so, of the properties built in this 
period over 15% were Sectional Title units. This doesn’t sound like a high percentage yet, but it well-exceeds the 
percentage in the few decades that came before. In addition, of Full Title Units valued that were built from 2010 to 
2013, the average stand size was 498 square metres. This represents a big decline from a high of 1068 square 
metres average for the Full Title properties built from 1970 to 1974. Of those built from 2010 to 2013, 10% had 
swimming pools, down from the 40.6% of those built from 1980 to 1984. 

10 YEARS OF PROPERTY BAROMETER - Is high density 
living that unpopular to Middle and Upper Income Groups?  

Perhaps not as much as we may think, if we do it right. But it’s coming regardless, 
due not only to increasing land scarcity, but also as property competes with a 
proliferating number of consumer goods and services. 
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As stand size declines, at a faster rate than average Full Title building size, the average Full Title Land 
Utilisation rate, by build date, has crept up from 20.7% for homes built from 1970 to 74, to around 30% over 
the past decade.  

 

A general theme since the 1970s has thus been clear 
from the FNB Property Barometer data.....smaller 
stands, smaller building size, and less leisure 
amenities on the property. Much of this has been 
done to address a mounting land scarcity from the 
time that Government Economic Infrastructure 
Spend slumped in the late-1970s as the then-
Government’s fiscal position deteriorated. 

This category of General Government Spending has 
improved marginally in recent years to 2.3% of 
GDP by 2013, but remains far below the levels of 
the 1960s and 1970s. 

 

PROPERTY COMPETES WITH A PROLIFERATING NUMBER OF CONSUMER GOODS AND SERVICES 
FOR A “SLICE OF THE DISPOSABLE INCOME PIE” 

But densification is more than about land scarcity. The challenge that residential property has had for some 
decades has been increasing competition from a proliferating number of consumer goods and services. In 1970, 4 
key categories of Household Consumption Expenditure, namely Education, Transport and Communication, 

Household Fuel and Power, and Health, ate up 
10.8% of Total Disposable Income. By 2013, this 
percentage had risen to 25.8%. Some of this may be 
due to weak government delivery in the area of 
education, encouraging households to fork more 
private funds out, and of course there have been the 
extreme electricity tariff hikes of recent years.  

But Health has been the fastest growing major 
spending category over the long term. Much of this 
may have to do with the deterioration in the way we 
live health-wise, and of course in part due to 
urbanisation and  residential densification cutting 
down recreational space. Whatever the causes, the 
reality is that Health-related Consumer Spending 
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alone now exceeds the amount households spend on interest on debt, and housing is increasingly competing with 
consumption expenditure that has been steadily crowding out household savings. 

It has been simple economics in the form of growing land scarcity as the urban population increases, and rising 
competition from consumer goods/services, that has been a big driver of densification and the move to living in 
smaller-sized properties.  

However, the big change in the next 10 years or more, compared to the past, will need to be a greater effort to 
create a more orderly and planned densification, with a likely bigger focus on building “higher”.  

High density demand in and around the country’s prime business nodes can be expected to proliferate, as well as 
on any “state of the art” transport corridors, such as in close proximity to certain Gautrain stations. Such 
transport corridors can thus be expected to be a key driver of residential property values in close proximity in the 
coming years. 

PUBLIC TRANSPORT – INCREASINGLY CRUCIAL FOR SKILLS SUPPLY TO HIGH VALUE AREAS 

Important, though, is to expand the network of well run/well priced public transport corridors out to lower priced 
residential regions. And by this, I mean not only former Black Townships, but also the many middle class suburbs 
further removed from the upmarket residential regions such as those in close proximity to Sandton.  

The rationale for this is not only for the benefit of lower income people and areas. It is also for the benefit of the 
high income areas. This is because it is conceivable that, as land scarcity mounts near to prime business nodes, 
and residential values become extreme, such areas can begin to battle to attract the highly skilled but lower paid 
professionals such as teachers and nurses to name but two, because many may not be able to afford properties 
anywhere close to these areas. This is an interesting challenge which, for instance, academic institutions in such 
high income areas/sub-regions may increasingly experience should public transport not meaningfully improve. 

GETTING DENSIFICATION AND LIFESTYLE RIGHT CAN BE AN IMPORTANT REGIONAL 
COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE 

The challenges of densification and land scarcity will go far further, however. If it isn’t orderly, even the high 
income population may be increasingly discouraged from wanting to live in an area/region, hampering the 
economic growth in the region. Yes, 10 years of Property Barometer analysis has already pointed to certain key 
migrations which are possibly for lifestyle considerations, most notably the Western Cape being the best province 
at attracting repeat residential buyers from the other 8 provinces.  

Our regions will increasingly compete with each other for skills, in a skills-driven Services Sector-dominated 
economy. The design of our cities, including their transport systems, residential layout, and public and private 
amenities, will be increasingly important in the competition for skills both between SA’s regions and with the rest 
of the World. 

DOES DENSIFICATION PRESENT AN OPPORTUNITY FOR RETAIL MALLS? 

Finally, the urban densification and resultant shortage of public or private leisure space in future, may have major 
implications for retail centres/malls. These centres will increasingly experience competition from online shopping, 
but lack of urban space may present a new opportunity for them to re-invent themselves as “lifestyle centres”, i.e. 
places where people increasingly go for leisure purposes and less to shop. Already one sees elements of this taking 
place, with gyms increasingly being linked to malls, not to mention bowling alleys, and even super-tubes, static 
surfing waves and climbing walls. Malls increasingly have to give people an attractive reason to visit, and a lack of 
urban leisure space can be just that reason if they play their cards right.  

In the next 10 years, Urban change will be the only certainty 


