
STOP  
THE CAPTURE  

OF PUBLIC LAND
SOMERSET HOSPITAL PRECINCT



WHAT IS THE SOMERSET HOSPITAL 
PRECINCT?

The Somerset Hospital Precinct sits 
between the Cape Town Stadium and the 
V&A Waterfront. It is 10.6 hectares in size, 
equal to almost eleven soccer fields. It is the 
most valuable piece of property that the 
Western Cape Provincial Government owns 
and is worth billions of Rands. The precinct 
includes the Somerset Hospital, the 
Helen Bowden Nurses Home (aka Ahmed 
Kathrada house) and the Old City Hospital.

Only a small part of the site is currently 
being used as a hospital. Large areas are 
lying empty and most of the site is not open 
to the public. The site is incredibly well-
located in terms of access to jobs, schools 
and public transport. 

WHAT IS HAPPENING? 

The Western Cape Provincial Government 
has submitted an application to have the 
land rezoned from Community Open Space 
and Open Space to General Business 6. 

This would allow for general business 
activity, such as restaurants, shops and 
office spaces in tall buildings.

In terms the law, the City of Cape Town, 
as the local government, is the power that 
considers such land use applications. The 
City must either:

• Accept the application

• Reject the application

• Accept the application with conditions 
attached

WHAT IS THE DEVELOPMENT THAT IS  
BEING PROPOSED?
The application proposes a mixed-use 
development including retail, commercial, 
hotel, residential use and a clinic. The 
proposal is for 270 000 m² of floor 
space - which is roughly equal to two 
Canal Walk shopping centres. The site 
will be developed densely with buildings 
ranging from 5 - 10 storeys high. Provincial 
Government intends to ‘release’ the site 
through three phases. It is unclear whether 
this will be through a sale or a lease.



 The development will include:

WHAT IS WRONG WITH THE  
DEVELOPMENT PROPOSAL?
Business as usual  - spatially unjust

Since the beginning of democracy there 
hasn’t been a single subsidised housing 
unit created in Cape Town’s inner city and 
surrounds. Cape Town’s spatial apartheid 
remains unchanged.

The Somerset Hospital is perhaps the most 
important piece of publicly owned land 
for addressing spatial apartheid in Cape 
Town’s inner city, and this decision will have 
enormous impacts on South Africans  
for generations to come. This development 
proposal shows that Helen Zille’s 
government remains uncommitted to 
achieving spatial justice in Cape Town and 
that it has been captured by a style of 
exclusive property development  
for the rich.

The main idea of the development is to 
generate funds from the site to pay for 
social amenities ‘elsewhere’. This approach 
to the development of well-located public 
land ensures that ownership, occupation 
and use of central city land remains only 
in the hands of the rich. This corrupted 
approach entrenches spatial apartheid and 
contradicts provincial Government’s own 
policies.

Little public benefit 

The proposed development prioritises the 
economic value of the land over its social 
value. As a result, the proposed plan paves 
the way for the site to be privatised with 
very little public benefit.

 Too little affordable housing 

The plan says that it will include ‘at least 
300 affordable housing apartments’. 
Research has shown that the Tafelberg 
site in Sea Point could fit 316 affordable 
apartments together with 120 market 
rate apartments. The Tafelberg site is 
six times smaller than the Somerset 
Hospital Precinct, which shows that the 
development proposal is not serious about 
providing a decent amount of affordable 
housing The other big problem is that 
affordable housing is not defined. Who will 
it be affordable for? The commitmnet is 
vague.

Broken promises 

Helen Zille and her Cabinet ‘promised’  
that the land would be released on the 
specific basis that as much affordable 
housing as possible must be included. 

Zille’s rogue public works department

The applicant is the Western Cape 
Government’s Department of Transport 
& Public Works and it’s Regeneration 
Programme which was set up to developing 
strategic pieces of Provincially owned land. 
Despite spending millions of Rands on 
consultants the programme has still not 
broken ground on a single site since it was 
established 7 years ago.



• This is the same government department that 
has to date never handed over any Provincially 
owned land to the Department of Human 
Settlements. There is also evidence suggesting 
that the department has a long track record of 
refusing to co-operate with the Department of 
Human Settlements which has been desperate 
to secure well-located land for affordable 
housing.

• This is the department that attempted to 
unlawfully sell the Tafelberg property in Sea 
Point, even though the Department of Human 
Settlements requested the site to develop 
affordable housing.

• This is the same department that is selling 
off public land to help fund a R1,2 billion Rand 
government offices which they attempted to 
do through a highly controversial and suspect 
Public Private Partnership.

• This is the same programme where Gary Fisher 
was both a senior public official responsible for 
land disposal and a private property investor 
and developer. He, joined his brother in law’s 
company shortly after Tafelberg was sold and 
bought a R90m road across the road. Despite 
this serious conflicts of interest Zille has refused 
to investigate him and other potential conflicts 
of interest he may have.

De Lille supports developments only for 
the rich

• The law says that the City of Cape Town must 
ensure that urban development is spatial just. 
The City can place conditions that have to do 
with to the social impact of any development - 
whether on public or private land - and can use 
this to create affordable housing.However, she 
has never used this power before because she 
believes land is for profit not for people!

• Not only has de Lille’s government failed to 
create any affordable housing in the City and 
of dumping poor and working class people in 
relocation camps like Wolwerivier she has rolled 
out the red carpet for luxurious developments 
that only cater for the rich.

WHAT SHOULD HAPPEN ?

Zille must retract the application and show 
South Africans that she and her government are 
committed to advancing spatial justice.

Zille must show that the Provincial Department 
of Human Settlements, as well the City and 
National Departments of Public Works and 
Human Settlements have been consulted on 
this vital development application. 

The City of Cape Town must apply the principle 
of spatial justice to reduce spatial inequality 
and increase the supply of affordable housing 
in well-located areas. It should reject the 
application on the grounds that it is not 
sufficiently aligned with the City’s Integrated 
Development Plan, as well as other national 
legislation.

WHAT CAN YOU DO?

•Organise your local community around this 
application. Support any Reclaim the City 
events, protests and actions or organise your 
own.

•Phone or write to your ward councillor to raise 
this issue and demand that the City plays a 
more active role in building a just and inclusive 
city.

•Phone or write to Premier Zille’s office and 
demand acountability for the commitments she 
made to build affordable housing.

•Follow Reclaim the City on social media for 
updates. Like, comment and share to help build 
the campaign and spread the word.

 


