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Climate-induced displacement,
resettlement, adaptation, and
resilience for cities

CIDRARC
CIDRARC is the Global Research Network on Climate-Induced
Displacement, Resettlement, Adaptation, and Resilience for Cities, a
research partnership, hosted by the School of Cities, that connects a
team of international social and physical scientists and practitioners to
refine our understanding of human decisions about adaptation and
migration, as well as the adaptive capacities of different groups and
infrastructures across contexts. The goal of CIDRARC is to build greater
understanding of how climate displacement plays out in different
contexts based on the interplay of individual and institutional
perceptions and management of risk. Our objectives are thus:

to identify how local embodied knowledge in urban regions informs
climate adaptation through the lens of displacement in different
contexts; 
to develop new measures of climate migration; 
to build communities of practice and tools to help different types of
cities, from core to periphery, cope with climate displacement and
its related inequities and vulnerabilities.

CIDRARC emerged in 2023 out of two workshops funded by a SSHRC
Connections Grant and led by the University of Toronto’s School of
Cities and Boston University’s Initiative on Cities. In Spring 2024, SSHRC
awarded CIDRARC a Partnership Development Grant, which supported
research including eight case studies (Barcelona, Boston, Cape Town,
Costa Rica, Karachi, Kelowna, Melbourne, Tacloban City).
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Introduction

This case study focuses on the ways Cape Town, South Africa
is managing the risk from wildfires that are pervasive across
the region (Figure 1) and projected to increase with climate
change. These pressures are particularly acute in Cape Town,
due to its location in a fire-prone and fragile global
biodiversity hotspot and the government’s commitments to
redressing the Apartheid legacies of poverty, inequality, and
social polarization. The determination in Cape Town to
resist physical displacement of residents after fires –
although internationally distinctive – has had a series of
unintended consequences for biodiversity conservation and
public safety. This case study emphasizes policy
coordination and implementation challenges that are 
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common to other C40 cities facing wildfires and competing
public safety, housing provision, cost control, and
environmental protection goals. 

The case begins with an overview of Cape Town’s entwined
ecological and housing issues, their relation to wildfire on
the City’s boundaries, and the climate risks that emerge
from these relationships. It then addresses the fragmented
and at-times contradictory policy framework governing
wildfire risk and public safety in Cape Town. Finally, it
reviews a series of participant interviews with residents of
at-risk suburbs and informal settlements in wildfire zones,
as well as with planning professionals – highlighting
conflicting environmental, housing, and public safety goals,
as well as disparities in protection and resources between
residents.
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Cape Town’s pyrogenic climate and landscape

Cape Town is located within the heart of the Fynbos, a
globally-recognized biodiversity hotspot and distinct
ecoregion. Fynbos ecosystems are ‘fire-dependent’
shrublands whose open character depends on burning at 10-
20 year frequencies to sustain the life cycle of fire-adapted
species, like South Africa’s national flower, the king protea
(Figure 2).
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Figure 1: Location of wildfires occurring in South Africa, 2000-2021. (A) shows (in grey) 500m  pixels within the Republic of South Africa
where wildfire was recorded as occurring in 2000-2021 by NASA’s MODIS MCD64A1 Burned Area Product as well as the area detailed in (B)
whose location is marked with a box; (B) highlights the territorial limits of the City of Cape Town, with surrounding municipalities shaded
and red marking any 500m  pixels where wildfire was recorded as occurring at least once in 2000-2021 by NASA’s (2025) MODIS MCD64A1
Burned Area Product. 
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This life cycle, through which fire regimes sustain
biodiversity, has been disrupted by urban development and
encroachment into the Fynbos, with the practice of wildfire
suppression near residential areas leading to a number of
perverse outcomes – biodiversity loss due to the growth of
invasive species (such as the highly flammable pine and
eucalyptus trees) and the accumulation of dead biomass and
fuel, ultimately leading to more intense, difficult to control,
and destructive fires.

Despite its continuing expansion into the wildland-urban
interface, Cape Town faces acute housing pressure. Its
population has more than doubled over the last thirty years
since the end of Apartheid and its legal restrictions on rural-
to-urban migration by Black Africans. Housing provision has
failed to keep up with the demands of a rising population
which now enjoys the constitutional right “to have access to
adequate housing.”  The proportion of the population living
in informal, often fire-prone, housing has increased from
12.2% in 2002 to 16.7% in 2022. In Cape Town, the municipal
Department for Human Settlements recently counted
296,590 informal dwellings located in 835 sites within the
city limits that have been appropriated by rural-to-urban
migrants without title or formal planning permission.  

1

2

Cape Town has been called “the fire capital of South Africa,”
with approximately 500 deaths and 15,000 hospital
admissions reported each year due to fire.  In 2022, the
City’s fire service attended 1,855 structural fires, which
destroyed a total of 6,324 dwellings, almost all of them
within the City’s vast informal settlements.  Climate change
is projected to extend the duration of the fire season, when
dry conditions and high winds can turn even a small spark
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 South African Constitution, ch. 2, sec. 26.1

 CoCT, Integrated Human Settlements Five-Year Sector Plan, 112.2

 Wang et al., “Developing an Experimental Database of Burning Characteristics.”3

 CoCT, Integrated Annual Report, 464.4

Figure 2: King protea flowering in Peninsula Sandstone Fynbos on
the eastern slopes of Table Mountain in Cape Town (Source:
Wikipedia CC-BY-SA-3.0)
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conflicts with SANParks’ fire management plan, which calls
for more fires to support biodiversity, combat invasive
species, and support the reproduction of fire-adapted
species.5

Faced with contradictions between public safety and
biodiversity promotion, some agencies are shifting toward
an integrated approach to wildfire and biodiversity
management so as to “proactively manage the benefits and
risks of veld and forest fires.”  For example, the Working on
Fire (WoF) program was first established by a consortium of
South African forestry companies with government funding
to recruit and train unemployed youth to fight forest fires. 

6

However, the implementation of integrated approaches
remains challenging. Budgeting is an important barrier. In
its 2022 budget,  the Western Cape Government included
several earmarks to support wildfire disaster risk reduction,
but the additional sums allocated to the local government
grant specifically to bolster “aerial firefighting” were three
times greater than those allocated to CapeNature for fuel
load reduction and Fynbos restoration in the protected areas
it manages. Liability is also a concern. Rather than
completing all planned ‘ecological burns,’ Cape Town’s 
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 SANParks, Table Mountain National Park Fire Management Plan.5

 Western Cape PDMC, Annual Report, 83.6

 Provincial Treasury, Estimates of Provincial Revenue and Expenditure 2022.7

into a major conflagration. This will compound current risks
by increasing fuel loads from invasive species, disrupting fire
regimes, and pushing vulnerable communities to move into
overcrowded, dangerous settlements in the Fynbos.

Policy framework for wildfire disaster management

The institutional framework for wildfire disaster
management in Cape Town is fragmented across governance
levels and functions, leading to coordination challenges and
contradictions between policy goals and measures for fire
management, biodiversity conservation, housing provision,
and post-disaster recovery.

At the national level, the 1998 Veld and Forest Fire Act
(VFFA) sets out a framework to “prevent and combat veld,
forest and mountain fires throughout the republic.”
Landowners have a legal duty to prepare firebreaks to halt
the spread of wildfires and to assist in fire suppression.
However, the national building code is largely focused on fire
hazards inside the home, doing little to address external
widfires as a risk. The VFFA’s emphasis on suppression is
echoed by provincial and municipal authorities, with the
former insisting on a strategy of containing fires before any
major spread, and the latter promoting defensible space
principles through voluntary planning guidelines. However,
the VFFA’s emphasis on fire suppression for public safety
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Biodiversity Management team spent two months cutting
firebreaks around the edges of its nature reserve boundaries
to protect the City from being sued for damages by
neighbouring property owners in the event of wildfire.8

Wildfire management is also influenced by the City’s urban
development and housing policies. Cape Town’s latest
Human Settlement Strategy seeks to prevent further sprawl
and promote ‘inward growth’ to support better transport
connections and create economic opportunity for
historically marginalized and spatially disconnected
Township communities. This policy also restricts

development at the fire-prone wildland-urban interface on
the edge of the City (Figure 3). However, wildfire and
biodiversity are rarely mentioned in the Human Settlement
Strategy, which largely focuses on the housing crisis as well
as housing markets’ and government programs’ failures to
meet low income household needs.

Additionally, clearing informal settlements is difficult, as
residents enjoy substantial legal protections against
displacement under the Constitution. Case law holds that
the “court should be reluctant to grant an eviction against
relatively settled occupiers unless it is satisfied that a
reasonable alternative is available.”  Faced with strong social
movements in support of informal residents, like the
Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign,  it is now policy
within the Human Settlement Strategy to upgrade existing
informal settlements in situ, while simultaneously resisting
the development of any new ones. A key element of its in
situ upgrading program involves “super reblocking” to
reduce density within informal settlements, create fire
breaks, and improve access for emergency vehicles. 

9

10

The Disaster Management Act (2002) authorizes – but
crucially does not require – the state to fund “post-disaster 

Figure 3: Spatial Vision for future development: “to grow the city in
and up not out” (Source: CoCT, People’s Guide, 8)

 Port Elizabeth Municipality v Various Occupiers.9

 Levenson, Delivery as Dispossession.10 CoCT, Biodiversity Management Progress Report, 79–81.8
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recovery and rehabilitation” or provide “payment to victims
of disaster and their ‘dependents.’” The Act defines formal
criteria for declaring whether a disaster is national,
provincial, or municipal, which in turn determines which
level of government has responsibility for coordinating the
emergency response and recovery as well as the scale of any
“national contributions to alleviate effects of local and
provincial disasters.” In addition, provinces and
municipalities can apply to the National Disaster
Management Centre for Disaster Grant funds, for help
defraying damage impacts on public infrastructure,
including housing. 

Individuals who lose their homes to fire can seek means-
tested support through emergency housing grants from the
government. Administered through Cape Town’s
Department for Human Settlements, these grants discharge
the state’s duty under section 26 of the Constitution to take
“reasonable measures” to enable citizens to realize their
constitutional “right to have adequate housing.” Unlike the
strict statutory disaster declaration requirements for
Disaster Grant funding, the definition of an ‘emergency’
under South Africa’s Emergency Housing Programme is
more discretionary. Partly as a result, the priorities for and
distribution of Emergency Housing Grants have been deeply
controversial. While activists have gone to court demanding
that municipalities provide emergency housing support for 

informal settlement residents threatened with evictions,
municipalities have pushed back with more restrictive
definitions of what is an emergency deserving of state
support in order to protect funding for their planned
programs of housing investment from being entirely
swallowed up by reactive emergency grant aid.  In its recent
review of the National Disaster Management system the
Government expressed concern about the moral hazard
created by “repeated distribution of relief for recurrent
threats such as fire” which can “inadvertently reward risk-
promotive behaviour … by reinforcing the expectation of
external support and transferring individual and/or
household risk to governmental and humanitarian
assistance agencies.”

11

12

Those public sources of disaster financing operate in parallel
with private systems of insurance and charitable giving,
which supplement the capacity of individuals and families to
absorb fire losses and recover from them. South Africa’s
insurance market is the largest and most mature of any
middle-income country, with total gross written premiums
of US$44.7 billion in 2019  and an insurance penetration
rate (dominated by life rather than property lines) of 11.5% –
that is above the global average and by far the highest in 
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 Cirolia, “South Africa’s Emergency Housing Programme.”11

 CoGTA, Efficiency & Gap Analysis of NDMC Framework.12

 Maher et al., South Africa: Disaster Risk Finance Diagnostic.13
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Africa.  Property insurance is widely available in a
competitive marketplace, with most home policies providing
comprehensive cover against wildfire loss and other
disasters. However uptake is heavily skewed toward middle-
and upper-income homeowners, despite the availability of
property cover lines targeted specifically at low income
groups.  Emergency aid from NGOs, churches, and other
charitable sources provides an important backstop to secure
support from state and private insurance.

14

15

The effectiveness and lived experience of this fragmented
system of wildfire management varies across Cape Town’s
socially and economically segmented settlement types, as we
discuss in the next two sections.

residents remain predominantly white today. Enjoying wide
roads with fire hydrants and easy access for fire trucks, most
of the white-majority suburban residents put their trust in
this infrastructure to protect them, if they even thought
about fire risk at all. They also expressed confidence in fire
regulations that, contrary to the informal settlements, would 

 Deloitte, Africa Insurance Outlook 2024/2025.14

 Maher et al., South Africa: Disaster Risk Finance Diagnostic.15

Participant interviews: Formal suburban communities

Many of the most exclusive communities in Cape Town are
located along the slopes of Table Mountain, where they
press up against extensive areas of fire-prone Fynbos (Figure
4). Laid out formally in the 1950s and 60s on generous
single-family house lots and with good highway access to
the central business district, this belt of inner suburbs was
designated for whites-only under Apartheid, and its 

Figure 4: View over the heavily vegetated formal suburbs above Hout
Bay in greater Cape Town, with the dense informal settlement of
Imizamo Yethu visible in the distance to the right
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prevent the worst outcomes. However, suburban homes in
Cape Town, particularly the most affluent, are often
surrounded by potentially flammable vegetation and other
materials like wooden decks, fences, and firewood piles that
could be easily ignited by burning embers blown from a
wildfire. In fieldwork travels around Cape Town’s suburbs,
researchers found little evidence of residents following the
“defensible space principles” for reducing the risk of
structural ignition from wildfire recommended by the City.16

Although many interviewees lived near wildfire-prone areas,
they did not see themselves as living near a potentially
hazardous wildland interface or feel any need to take
precautions, thinking it to be the responsibility of municipal
and state agencies to manage this risk. Although several
participants mentioned that they belonged to
neighbourhood watch organizations to guard against crime,
none had joined the Cape Peninsula Fire Protection
Association, which is the official mutual aid organization
designated under the VFFA to assist with wildfire risk
reduction. 

Participants had little direct experience of wildfire losses
and tended to speak in vague terms about preparedness and
recovery, mentioning the possibility of calling the fire 

department, their insurance company, or drawing on wealth,
social capital, and institutional resources in the event of a
disaster. Indeed, participants assumed that in a disaster
most people would be covered by insurance – even if they
were often uncertain about their own level of coverage and
policy exclusions – while dismissing Emergency Housing
Grants and other forms of direct government assistance.
These policy exclusions and gaps have consequences for
reconstruction. For instance, reconstruction after wildfires
swept through the suburbs of the small Western Cape city of
Kynsna in 2017 has been substantially delayed by insurance
coverage gaps that left some affected homes and businesses
without the finance to rebuild. The lessons learned report on
the Kysnsa fires highlighted the precarity of a ‘missing
middle’ of pensioners and others struggling to afford private
insurance for their homes but not sufficiently impoverished
to qualify for means-tested state aid.17

 Forsyth et al., Knysna Fires of 2017.17

Participant interviews: Townships and informal settlements

Most of Cape Town’s townships and informal settlements
are located far from the Fynbos-covered slopes of Table
Mountain, in the Cape Flats that stretch out 10-30 km
southeast from the city centre. This barren and wind-swept
plain was where the Apartheid regime had sought to confine 
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 Louw, Natural Interface Study.16
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Figure 5: Shack dwellings crowded together in one Cape Town informal settlement. (A) Location of the road access point to the settlement,
with the black arrow marking the location in the distance of the tree shown in (C). (B) Narrow separation between shacks, with low and
exposed water pipes and electrical cables (C) Fire-scarred tree stump, indicating that this upper portion of the settlement (location marked by
arrow in (A)) has burned at least once previously – ignited, perhaps by a spark from the tangle of electrical wires suspended overhead.

Coloured and Black African populations to designated
Townships away from White-only areas. The research team
conducted focus groups with Black African and Coloured
residents of six townships and informal settlements that
have grown up since the end of Apartheid near or into fire-
prone wildlands around Cape Town. They are doubly
exposed to fire from both the wildland and accidental shack
fires, but viewed the latter as the much greater threat. 

Structural inequalities, like reliance on open flames for
lighting, cooking, and heating, make such accidents more 

likely to happen. Additionally, informal housing is often
built with easily ignitable materials – for instance, the motor
oil Zanale is reportedly used as a preservative for wood,
instead of the more expensive pressure-treated lumber. This
is exacerbated by dwellings being packed together as closely
as possible to meet the overwhelming demand for housing
(Figure 5). Haphazard construction and overcrowding
accelerate fire spread from structure to structure, while
encroachment into roadways and firebreaks make fires
difficult to access. 

CIDRARC CAPE TOWN CASE STUDY
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As a result, losing one’s home to fire is an all too common
experience. After suffering loss to fire, township and
informal settlement residents look first to family and friends
for support in rebuilding (Figure 6). NGOs and charities are
another vital source of support for disaster recovery.  There
is also limited awareness of a new microinsurance program
called Lumkani, which offers a fixed payout of R45,000 (~
US$2,400) for a modest monthly premium of R60 (~
US$3.25). Disaster-recovery support from the state is less
certain. It is City policy to provide informal settlement
residents with emergency building materials to rebuild their
structures,  often the very next day, whereas applications
for an Emergency Housing Grant are typically more drawn
out. While this support allows residents to stay in place, it
does little to address their vulnerability to fire risk. Funding
for ‘building back better’ is released if the fire is large
enough to trigger a provincial or national disaster
declaration. This then begins a lengthy process of securing
Disaster Grant funds from the national government for
infrastructure improvements.  

18

19

20

Funding is not the only barrier to reducing vulnerability to
fire disaster. Without a clear title, informal settlement 

residents hold on to their land, not only for its economic
value but as the locus for their social networks and
livelihoods. In this context they fear physical displacement
and often prefer to rebuild a shack with emergency supplies
than risk vacating and potentially losing their land to allow
for construction of a more secure and sustainable dwelling.
Those fears are not misplaced. A City housing official
explained that one challenge they face in upgrading is that
the moment they clear a site to allow new buildings to be
erected for residents, opportunists move in and erect shack
housing, forcing the City to seek eviction orders from the 

 Ncube et al., “Understanding Resilience Capitals, Agency and Habitus”; Wilson
et al., Water and Fire Household Surveys.

18

 CoCT, Issuing of Housing Kits Policy.19

 Western Cape PDMC, Annual Report, 76.20

Figure 6: Sources of post-fire support identified by informal
settlement respondents surveyed
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Like many cities across the globe, Cape Town is facing more
wildfires due to climate change and development at the
wildland-urban interface. Destructive as it can be to human
life and property, fire is crucial in sustaining healthy
ecosystems. Stopping small fires leads to biodiversity loss,
higher fuel loads, and the ‘wildfire paradox’ of larger and
more destructive fires becoming more likely.  Managing
wildfires requires finding acceptable trade-offs between
often competing demands for public safety, housing
provision, biodiversity conservation, and economic
efficiency. The Cape Town case highlights the challenges
involved in making those compromises with equity and
economy. 

21

court before breaking ground. The City’s efforts to create
internal firebreaks and access roads for emergency services
and infrastructure provision are similarly compromised by
resident distrust.

Several lessons emerge from Cape Town’s struggles with
wildfire management:

Strong leadership is required to resolve trade-offs
between competing policy goals and to ensure that
implementation across different policy domains is
consistent with them;
Integrated wildfire management can help reconcile
public safety with biodiversity conservation, but is
incomplete;
Limited public awareness of the importance of fire
breaks and defensible space is a barrier to wildfire
disaster risk reduction;
Working on Fire (WoF) offers a model for reconciling
economic development with environmental justice
though simultaneous employment opportunity and
disaster risk reduction;
Social capital is key in disaster resilience in Cape Town,
with members of formal suburban communities using
theirs to leverage formal institutional resources, while
members of informal and Township communities use it
to connect them with friends and neighbours;
Emergency aid to enable fire victims to avoid
displacement and stay in place can perpetuate longer-
term vulnerabilities, unless it is accompanied by
transformational upgrading.

 Arno and Brown, “Overcoming the Paradox in Managing Wildland Fire.”21

Concluding lessons from Cape Town
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	CIDRARC is the Global Research Network on Climate-Induced Displacement, Resettlement, Adaptation, and Resilience for Cities, a research partnership, hosted by the School of Cities, that connects a team of international social and physical scientists and practitioners to refine our understanding of human decisions about adaptation and migration, as well as the adaptive capacities of different groups and infrastructures across contexts. The goal of CIDRARC is to build greater understanding of how climate displacement plays out in different contexts based on the interplay of individual and institutional perceptions and management of risk. Our objectives are thus:
	to identify how local embodied knowledge in urban regions informs climate adaptation through the lens of displacement in different contexts;
	to develop new measures of climate migration;
	to build communities of practice and tools to help different types of cities, from core to periphery, cope with climate displacement and its related inequities and vulnerabilities.
	CIDRARC emerged in 2023 out of two workshops funded by a SSHRC Connections Grant and led by the University of Toronto’s School of Cities and Boston University’s Initiative on Cities. In Spring 2024, SSHRC awarded CIDRARC a Partnership Development Grant, which supported research including eight case studies (Barcelona, Boston, Cape Town, Costa Rica, Karachi, Kelowna, Melbourne, Tacloban City).
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	This life cycle, through which fire regimes sustain biodiversity, has been disrupted by urban development and encroachment into the Fynbos, with the practice of wildfire suppression near residential areas leading to a number of perverse outcomes – biodiversity loss due to the growth of invasive species (such as the highly flammable pine and eucalyptus trees) and the accumulation of dead biomass and fuel, ultimately leading to more intense, difficult to control, and destructive fires.
	Figure 2: King protea flowering in Peninsula Sandstone Fynbos on the eastern slopes of Table Mountain in Cape Town (Source: Wikipedia CC-BY-SA-3.0)
	Despite its continuing expansion into the wildland-urban interface, Cape Town faces acute housing pressure. Its population has more than doubled over the last thirty years since the end of Apartheid and its legal restrictions on rural- to-urban migration by Black Africans. Housing provision has failed to keep up with the demands of a rising population which now enjoys the constitutional right “to have access to adequate housing.”1 The proportion of the population living in informal, often fire-prone, housing has increased from 12.2% in 2002 to 16.7% in 2022. In Cape Town, the municipal Department for Human Settlements recently counted 296,590 informal dwellings located in 835 sites within the city limits that have been appropriated by rural-to-urban migrants without title or formal planning permission.2
	Cape Town has been called “the fire capital of South Africa,” with approximately 500 deaths and 15,000 hospital admissions reported each year due to fire.3 In 2022, the City’s fire service attended 1,855 structural fires, which destroyed a total of 6,324 dwellings, almost all of them within the City’s vast informal settlements.4 Climate change is projected to extend the duration of the fire season, when dry conditions and high winds can turn even a small spark
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	into a major conflagration. This will compound current risks by increasing fuel loads from invasive species, disrupting fire regimes, and pushing vulnerable communities to move into overcrowded, dangerous settlements in the Fynbos.

	Policy framework for wildfire disaster management
	The institutional framework for wildfire disaster management in Cape Town is fragmented across governance levels and functions, leading to coordination challenges and contradictions between policy goals and measures for fire management, biodiversity conservation, housing provision, and post-disaster recovery.
	At the national level, the 1998 Veld and Forest Fire Act (VFFA) sets out a framework to “prevent and combat veld, forest and mountain fires throughout the republic.” Landowners have a legal duty to prepare firebreaks to halt the spread of wildfires and to assist in fire suppression. However, the national building code is largely focused on fire hazards inside the home, doing little to address external widfires as a risk. The VFFA’s emphasis on suppression is echoed by provincial and municipal authorities, with the former insisting on a strategy of containing fires before any major spread, and the latter promoting defensible space principles through voluntary planning guidelines. However, the VFFA’s emphasis on fire suppression for public safety
	conflicts with SANParks’ fire management plan, which calls for more fires to support biodiversity, combat invasive species, and support the reproduction of fire-adapted species.5
	Faced with contradictions between public safety and biodiversity promotion, some agencies are shifting toward an integrated approach to wildfire and biodiversity management so as to “proactively manage the benefits and risks of veld and forest fires.”6 For example, the Working on Fire (WoF) program was first established by a consortium of South African forestry companies with government funding to recruit and train unemployed youth to fight forest fires.
	However, the implementation of integrated approaches remains challenging. Budgeting is an important barrier. In its 2022 budget,7 the Western Cape Government included several earmarks to support wildfire disaster risk reduction, but the additional sums allocated to the local government grant specifically to bolster “aerial firefighting” were three times greater than those allocated to CapeNature for fuel load reduction and Fynbos restoration in the protected areas it manages. Liability is also a concern. Rather than completing all planned ‘ecological burns,’ Cape Town’s
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	Biodiversity Management team spent two months cutting firebreaks around the edges of its nature reserve boundaries to protect the City from being sued for damages by neighbouring property owners in the event of wildfire.8
	Wildfire management is also influenced by the City’s urban development and housing policies. Cape Town’s latest Human Settlement Strategy seeks to prevent further sprawl and promote ‘inward growth’ to support better transport connections and create economic opportunity for historically marginalized and spatially disconnected Township communities. This policy also restricts
	Figure 3: Spatial Vision for future development: “to grow the city in and up not out” (Source: CoCT, People’s Guide, 8)
	development at the fire-prone wildland-urban interface on the edge of the City (Figure 3). However, wildfire and biodiversity are rarely mentioned in the Human Settlement Strategy, which largely focuses on the housing crisis as well as housing markets’ and government programs’ failures to meet low income household needs.
	Additionally, clearing informal settlements is difficult, as residents enjoy substantial legal protections against displacement under the Constitution. Case law holds that the “court should be reluctant to grant an eviction against relatively settled occupiers unless it is satisfied that a reasonable alternative is available.”9 Faced with strong social movements in support of informal residents, like the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign,10 it is now policy within the Human Settlement Strategy to upgrade existing informal settlements in situ, while simultaneously resisting the development of any new ones. A key element of its in situ upgrading program involves “super reblocking” to reduce density within informal settlements, create fire breaks, and improve access for emergency vehicles.
	The Disaster Management Act (2002) authorizes – but crucially does not require – the state to fund “post-disaster
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	recovery and rehabilitation” or provide “payment to victims of disaster and their ‘dependents.’” The Act defines formal criteria for declaring whether a disaster is national, provincial, or municipal, which in turn determines which level of government has responsibility for coordinating the emergency response and recovery as well as the scale of any “national contributions to alleviate effects of local and provincial disasters.” In addition, provinces and municipalities can apply to the National Disaster Management Centre for Disaster Grant funds, for help defraying damage impacts on public infrastructure, including housing.
	Individuals who lose their homes to fire can seek means-tested support through emergency housing grants from the government. Administered through Cape Town’s Department for Human Settlements, these grants discharge the state’s duty under section 26 of the Constitution to take “reasonable measures” to enable citizens to realize their constitutional “right to have adequate housing.” Unlike the strict statutory disaster declaration requirements for Disaster Grant funding, the definition of an ‘emergency’ under South Africa’s Emergency Housing Programme is more discretionary. Partly as a result, the priorities for and distribution of Emergency Housing Grants have been deeply controversial. While activists have gone to court demanding that municipalities provide emergency housing support for
	informal settlement residents threatened with evictions, municipalities have pushed back with more restrictive definitions of what is an emergency deserving of state support in order to protect funding for their planned programs of housing investment from being entirely swallowed up by reactive emergency grant aid.11 In its recent review of the National Disaster Management system the Government expressed concern about the moral hazard created by “repeated distribution of relief for recurrent threats such as fire” which can “inadvertently reward risk-promotive behaviour … by reinforcing the expectation of external support and transferring individual and/or household risk to governmental and humanitarian assistance agencies.”12
	Those public sources of disaster financing operate in parallel with private systems of insurance and charitable giving, which supplement the capacity of individuals and families to absorb fire losses and recover from them. South Africa’s insurance market is the largest and most mature of any middle-income country, with total gross written premiums of US$44.7 billion in 201913 and an insurance penetration rate (dominated by life rather than property lines) of 11.5% – that is above the global average and by far the highest in
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	Africa.14 Property insurance is widely available in a competitive marketplace, with most home policies providing comprehensive cover against wildfire loss and other disasters. However uptake is heavily skewed toward middle- and upper-income homeowners, despite the availability of property cover lines targeted specifically at low income groups.15 Emergency aid from NGOs, churches, and other charitable sources provides an important backstop to secure support from state and private insurance.
	The effectiveness and lived experience of this fragmented system of wildfire management varies across Cape Town’s socially and economically segmented settlement types, as we discuss in the next two sections.

	Participant interviews: Formal suburban communities
	Many of the most exclusive communities in Cape Town are located along the slopes of Table Mountain, where they press up against extensive areas of fire-prone Fynbos (Figure 4). Laid out formally in the 1950s and 60s on generous single-family house lots and with good highway access to the central business district, this belt of inner suburbs was designated for whites-only under Apartheid, and its
	residents remain predominantly white today. Enjoying wide roads with fire hydrants and easy access for fire trucks, most of the white-majority suburban residents put their trust in this infrastructure to protect them, if they even thought about fire risk at all. They also expressed confidence in fire regulations that, contrary to the informal settlements, would
	Figure 4: View over the heavily vegetated formal suburbs above Hout Bay in greater Cape Town, with the dense informal settlement of Imizamo Yethu visible in the distance to the right
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	prevent the worst outcomes. However, suburban homes in Cape Town, particularly the most affluent, are often surrounded by potentially flammable vegetation and other materials like wooden decks, fences, and firewood piles that could be easily ignited by burning embers blown from a wildfire. In fieldwork travels around Cape Town’s suburbs, researchers found little evidence of residents following the “defensible space principles” for reducing the risk of structural ignition from wildfire recommended by the City.16
	Although many interviewees lived near wildfire-prone areas, they did not see themselves as living near a potentially hazardous wildland interface or feel any need to take precautions, thinking it to be the responsibility of municipal and state agencies to manage this risk. Although several participants mentioned that they belonged to neighbourhood watch organizations to guard against crime, none had joined the Cape Peninsula Fire Protection Association, which is the official mutual aid organization designated under the VFFA to assist with wildfire risk reduction.
	Participants had little direct experience of wildfire losses and tended to speak in vague terms about preparedness and recovery, mentioning the possibility of calling the fire
	department, their insurance company, or drawing on wealth, social capital, and institutional resources in the event of a disaster. Indeed, participants assumed that in a disaster most people would be covered by insurance – even if they were often uncertain about their own level of coverage and policy exclusions – while dismissing Emergency Housing Grants and other forms of direct government assistance. These policy exclusions and gaps have consequences for reconstruction. For instance, reconstruction after wildfires swept through the suburbs of the small Western Cape city of Kynsna in 2017 has been substantially delayed by insurance coverage gaps that left some affected homes and businesses without the finance to rebuild. The lessons learned report on the Kysnsa fires highlighted the precarity of a ‘missing middle’ of pensioners and others struggling to afford private insurance for their homes but not sufficiently impoverished to qualify for means-tested state aid.17

	Participant interviews: Townships and informal settlements
	Most of Cape Town’s townships and informal settlements are located far from the Fynbos-covered slopes of Table Mountain, in the Cape Flats that stretch out 10-30 km southeast from the city centre. This barren and wind-swept plain was where the Apartheid regime had sought to confine
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	Coloured and Black African populations to designated Townships away from White-only areas. The research team conducted focus groups with Black African and Coloured residents of six townships and informal settlements that have grown up since the end of Apartheid near or into fire-prone wildlands around Cape Town. They are doubly exposed to fire from both the wildland and accidental shack fires, but viewed the latter as the much greater threat.
	Structural inequalities, like reliance on open flames for lighting, cooking, and heating, make such accidents more
	likely to happen. Additionally, informal housing is often built with easily ignitable materials – for instance, the motor oil Zanale is reportedly used as a preservative for wood, instead of the more expensive pressure-treated lumber. This is exacerbated by dwellings being packed together as closely as possible to meet the overwhelming demand for housing (Figure 5). Haphazard construction and overcrowding accelerate fire spread from structure to structure, while encroachment into roadways and firebreaks make fires difficult to access.
	Figure 5: Shack dwellings crowded together in one Cape Town informal settlement. (A) Location of the road access point to the settlement, with the black arrow marking the location in the distance of the tree shown in (C). (B) Narrow separation between shacks, with low and exposed water pipes and electrical cables (C) Fire-scarred tree stump, indicating that this upper portion of the settlement (location marked by arrow in (A)) has burned at least once previously – ignited, perhaps by a spark from the tangle of electrical wires suspended overhead.
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	As a result, losing one’s home to fire is an all too common experience. After suffering loss to fire, township and informal settlement residents look first to family and friends for support in rebuilding (Figure 6). NGOs and charities are another vital source of support for disaster recovery.18 There is also limited awareness of a new microinsurance program called Lumkani, which offers a fixed payout of R45,000 (~ US$2,400) for a modest monthly premium of R60 (~ US$3.25). Disaster-recovery support from the state is less certain. It is City policy to provide informal settlement residents with emergency building materials to rebuild their structures,19 often the very next day, whereas applications for an Emergency Housing Grant are typically more drawn out. While this support allows residents to stay in place, it does little to address their vulnerability to fire risk. Funding for ‘building back better’ is released if the fire is large enough to trigger a provincial or national disaster declaration. This then begins a lengthy process of securing Disaster Grant funds from the national government for infrastructure improvements.20
	Funding is not the only barrier to reducing vulnerability to fire disaster. Without a clear title, informal settlement
	residents hold on to their land, not only for its economic value but as the locus for their social networks and livelihoods. In this context they fear physical displacement and often prefer to rebuild a shack with emergency supplies than risk vacating and potentially losing their land to allow for construction of a more secure and sustainable dwelling. Those fears are not misplaced. A City housing official explained that one challenge they face in upgrading is that the moment they clear a site to allow new buildings to be erected for residents, opportunists move in and erect shack housing, forcing the City to seek eviction orders from the
	Figure 6: Sources of post-fire support identified by informal settlement respondents surveyed
	CIDRARC CAPE TOWN CASE STUDY
	court before breaking ground. The City’s efforts to create internal firebreaks and access roads for emergency services and infrastructure provision are similarly compromised by resident distrust.

	Concluding lessons from Cape Town
	Like many cities across the globe, Cape Town is facing more wildfires due to climate change and development at the wildland-urban interface. Destructive as it can be to human life and property, fire is crucial in sustaining healthy ecosystems. Stopping small fires leads to biodiversity loss, higher fuel loads, and the ‘wildfire paradox’ of larger and more destructive fires becoming more likely.21 Managing wildfires requires finding acceptable trade-offs between often competing demands for public safety, housing provision, biodiversity conservation, and economic efficiency. The Cape Town case highlights the challenges involved in making those compromises with equity and economy.
	Several lessons emerge from Cape Town’s struggles with wildfire management:
	Strong leadership is required to resolve trade-offs between competing policy goals and to ensure that implementation across different policy domains is consistent with them;
	Integrated wildfire management can help reconcile public safety with biodiversity conservation, but is incomplete;
	Limited public awareness of the importance of fire breaks and defensible space is a barrier to wildfire disaster risk reduction;
	Working on Fire (WoF) offers a model for reconciling economic development with environmental justice though simultaneous employment opportunity and disaster risk reduction;
	Social capital is key in disaster resilience in Cape Town, with members of formal suburban communities using theirs to leverage formal institutional resources, while members of informal and Township communities use it to connect them with friends and neighbours;
	Emergency aid to enable fire victims to avoid displacement and stay in place can perpetuate longer-term vulnerabilities, unless it is accompanied by transformational upgrading.
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