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Fostering Pathways Out of Homelessness: Choreographies of
Change-Making in the City of Tshwane
Stephan de Beera and Rehana Vally b
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ABSTRACT
Finding pathways out of street homelessness in the City of
Tshwane, South Africa, brought together major academic and
community-based institutions as well as local government. This
article reflects on the collaborative processes used between 2014
and 2020 and analyses the efforts needed to succeed. It considers
the challenges faced and demonstrates that a carefully
choreographed approach is key to determine common platforms
from which to address street homelessness through a human-
centred approach. It concludes with the idea that the will to
reduce street homelessness is key and should triumph over
narrow party political and personal interests. The article reflects
engaged scholarship and seeks to contribute to critical policy
discourse, suggesting the notion of “choreographies of change-
making”.
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Pathways out of homelessness: A concept

People openly live on streets of cities from Mumbai to New York to Cairo and to Pretoria.
Hardly any major city across the globe can boast that all its inhabitants are housed. The
reality is that homelessness, regardless of the many definitions used, is a growing crisis
that we urgently need to address. Major organisations like the UNHCR, the UNDP, the
International Committee of the Red Cross and faith based as well as local faith- and com-
munity-based organisations constantly emphasise homelessness as the visible result of
human precariousness today.

There is no longer any doubt that as cities grow, so do the number of homeless
persons. De Beer and Vally (2015) argue that shortage of affordable housing, high unem-
ployment, and factors like strife, personal safety and absence of basic security were
reasons for people to escape into diverse areas within cities. People flock to cities with
the hope of finding security in everything, and when there is nothing to rely on or
hope for, their only place becomes the street or sometimes temporary shelters. They
are the people that become the faceless shadow people in cities that emerge like sores
on the streets at night.

Like Delhi or Chicago, major cities in South Africa are also concerned with homeless-
ness as a major social issue that needs urgent attention. Our example of the City of
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Tshwane1 seeks to demonstrate that successful policies are those that address the
different needs of people living in a city. These can range from dealing with noise to
issues of basic security. Within the context of basic security, cities cannot ignore the pres-
ence of homeless people.

Not dealing with homelessness can be a mark of failure that city administrations
cannot afford. How to address homelessness needs a concerted effort and the City of
Tshwane accepted that in a democratic state, it could jeopardise its credibility to not
involve the major role players in its midst.

In September 2014, the Tshwane Homelessness Forum2 had reason to contact the
Executive Mayor to address issues of homelessness in the city. Mr Kgosientso Ramokgopa,
the Executive Mayor, understood the importance of finding durable answers to deal with
homelessness in the city and requested the Tshwane Homelessness Forum and the Uni-
versity of Pretoria to lead a research process, culminating in a Homeless Summit as well as
the formulation of a draft Policy.

This Summit became the catalyst for collaboration at a level not seen before in the City
of Tshwane and the province of Gauteng. A collaborative research project was designed
that brought the Tshwane Homelessness Forum, the City of Tshwane, researchers from
the Universities of Pretoria and South Africa, as well as homeless and former homeless
people together, both to contemplate the challenge of homelessness in the city, but
also the interventions required to facilitate sustainable alternatives to homelessness.3

The research process and subsequent Summit were informed by collectively and sub-
stantively addressing the socioeconomic–cultural phenomenon of homelessness. The
project became known as Pathways out of Homelessness (De Beer and Vally 2015) and
favoured an inclusive approach. Not only was it important to provide shelters and
related services, but it was considered equally important to understand trajectories into
homelessness with the aim of helping people to mediate their way out of this socioeco-
nomic cul-de-sac. To do so, the different partners studied different global practices and
experiences to inform strategies needed in the city. The work of people like Rosanne
Haggerty in New York City was of particular help in this regard.4

Choreographing change: the “ups” and “downs” of building collaboration

An agreement to collectively address street homelessness was a guarantee to collectively
search for durable solutions. This included an acceptance to sit around the same table and
agree on common objectives. Every organisation was aware of the sensitive and fragile
threads holding this alliance and remained vigilant about the processes to achieve real
gains towards removing homeless people off the streets.

We likened our experiences and processes of collaboration in shaping a homeless policy
and strategy for the city to the art of choreography. Choreography is the design of a

1The City of Tshwane is the metropolitan municipality in which Pretoria also belongs. It is the administrative capital city of
the Republic of South Africa.

2The Tshwane Homelessness Forum is a stakeholder forum consisting of non-profit organisations (NPOs), community-
based organisations, faith-based organisations, researchers, homeless and former homeless individuals and city
officials. The Forum is a registered non-profit company.

3The authors of this article were the co-leaders of the research team that is described here.
4Community Solutions, led by Rosanne Haggerty in New York City, became one of our key global partners, demonstrating
that homelessness was indeed solvable (see Community Solutions 2021).
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sequence of movements, in dance, for example, to create a coherent whole. Carey, Moran,
and Rooney (2019) say of choreography, that it involves “the relationship between exper-
tise, imagination and attention in the creative process of learning new movements”.

In the context of fostering a collaborative approach to engage more decisively with
street homelessness, choreography was an appealing idea as the process of bringing
together different organisations with their different purpose(s) to create a single, harmo-
nious movement. This collaborative approach was neither linear nor without bumps and
jolts along theway. How this process wasmanaged and sensitively choreographed is exam-
ined below. Beyond our finely crafted plans, which were crucial, there were oftenmoments
that threatened the collapse of our plans, or supported an accelerated realisation of them.
Leadership, we quickly understood, was fundamental to success and rested on the levels of
dedicated and discerning leadership we accepted to practice together. It was leadership as
choreography—allowing for expertise, imagination and attention (including attending
carefully to each other) to fuse rather harmoniously (if imperfectly).

A harmonious choreography is one where each player or unit knows their role and
understand that any success is dependent on collaboration and keeping to the same
aim. The process in Tshwane was based in a firm resolve to succeed and accept that
our difference are strengths to build together and not to drive us apart. All role players
understood that mutual trust was a key component in constructing our approach. All
accepted that the eradication of street homelessness was a long process and to demon-
strate this, we list some of the key moments that helped guide us through from 2014 to
2020. In the course of the article, we refer back to some of these key moments (Table 1).

These listed key moments we identified point to the precariousness of finding durable
solutions to street homelessness. A particular challenge we encountered was injecting
consistency in how we agreed to deal with homelessness in the streets. A major
concern was rooting individuals and organisation to the agreed strategic approaches.
While consistency and collaboration remained key to successful implementation of
approaches, the homelessness project experienced anxious moments when it felt like
we were losing ground. Whether commitment was individual or collective, they did not
dither on their moral imperative; but in line with their ambitions and their professional
and political commitments, they often premised their participation on immediate gratifi-
cation and/or at times found it difficult to accept that well-crafted and well-implemented
plans and processes to address street homelessness could prove to be inadequate.

Table 1.
Key moments Dates

Meeting with the Executive Mayor September 2014
Proposing and building a collaborative process of research and policy formation October–November 2014
Doing participatory research December 2014–May 2015
Hosting the Tshwane Homeless Summit 25–26 May 2015
Presenting research report and policy draft June–July 2015
Entering into social contract 10 October 2015
Resultant actions 2015
Local government elections: change of political leadership 3 August 2016
Vanguard City status 2017
Participatory research: Part II January 2018
Adoption of policy August 2019
COVID-19 March–April 2020
Acceleration of implementation April 2020–
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Therefore, it was not unexpected to deal with moments of institutional fatigue on this
question; and often, especially after six years given the gravity of the homelessness ques-
tion, it felt like nothing had moved.

Despite feelings of frustrations that homeless questions tend to evoke, the similarities
we noticed between the political landscape5 and the nature of homelessness made us
aware of the complexities in both contexts that did not respond to linear interventions.
Their complexities made change and especially negotiated forms of changes slow and
tedious. It is this complex process of finding/making change that we refer to as choreo-
graphing change: the creative and sometimes subversive weaving together of acts,
actors, multiple intentions, different approaches and more, over different time frames
that in many ways represent the passion and commitment to bring about lasting change.

Choreography is also a term that captures the creative methods used to ensure that
homelessness does not fall off the agenda of all in the City. This meant that the seemingly
different parts in the City interested in addressing street homelessness were like an opera
or a ballet brought together by their shared focus expecting of each to gather materials
and information/data and develop these into a fine-tuned structure guided by their
common commitment. This choreographic movement took structured/orchestrated or
organic shapes and mediated a harmony between them. Thus, as demonstrated in lin-
guistics and performing arts, using choreography as a research methodology should
not be ignored. This was further attested by an institution like Duke University that con-
sidered choreography in its broadest context as enhancing social and political processes
and the possibility of change. A course like Choreographic Praxis: Choreography as an Aes-
thetics of Change (Duke University 2020) supported our idea of bringing together a wide
range of disciplines and intentions to research and interact with street homelessness.

The use of choreography as a vector to bring together academia, community organis-
ations, local government and homeless people brought into relief our common aspira-
tions of dealing with homelessness in the City of Tshwane. This method allowed for
meaningful participation in what became known as Pathways out of Homelessness. This
helped to contextualise epistemological assumptions behind current homeless practices
and interventions. It moreover helped map processes that examined and made possible
practical thinking about structural changes. It also explored new embodiments in
response to street homelessness. An example of this successfully choreographed
process was the Homeless Summit. It allowed for deeper engagement between partners,
established research angles and methods and helped to identify types of practical and
research collaboration to find lasting solutions. A key input from the Homeless Summit
was the emergence of platform from which to address modes of collaborations and pol-
icies to eradicate street homelessness.

The fragility of the processes needed became evident as difficulties to maintain focus
interfered with the implementation outcomes of the Homeless Summit. Disruptions to
agreed processes largely came from administrators in the City of Tshwane. The inability
to act or put policies into place resulted from political deadlocks. The local elections
that resulted in political power shifts also made social projects subservient to narrow pol-
itical interests. The shift from one political party to another also signified a shift in

5“Political” here refers to party political discontinuities; organisational politics both in municipalities and in the non-profit
sector; as well as the politics of positionality proximate to resources.
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ideological approaches to social questions in the City. As expected, the paralysis was also
the result of the inability of the administration to navigate sensitive political terrain
creatively.

The political change in local government could have totally derailed the project to
combat street homelessness in the City. Thanks to the foresight of different role-players
and their tenacity to promote the agreed choreographed approach, they looked for
ways to tweak and continue the collaboration under new political conditions rather
than regard it as a cul-de-sac that was nolonger worth pursuing.

Embodied activism and collaborative policy-making: forms of engaged
scholarship

At this point, homelessness did not form part of official policies in the City and was not
adequately addressed. The absence of this made activism—as a means to create aware-
ness and place homelessness on the agenda of the City—an appropriate measure. We
were guided by activism as a method to create awareness about social ills and injustices
that policies and official structures fail to adequately address. In dealing with homeless-
ness in the City of Tshwane activism meant creatively choreographed acts at different
levels to get City officials to acknowledge homeless as an urgent issue. For the authors
of this article, we understood our approach as a form of engaged scholarship, seeking
to shape critical policy formation processes, to ensure that the street homeless population
be considered as a key population, supported through appropriate policy, strategy and
budgetary commitments (see De Beer and Vally 2017).

De Beer (2014, 133) speaks of engaged scholarship as “the process of sharing, gener-
ating and transforming knowledge” with an emphasis on “a kind of knowledge that is not
simply abstract and theoretical but one that enables local change and transformation”.
One area in which engaged scholarship can find expression is in processes of collaborative
policy-making.

This article is a form of critical policy discourse (see Montessori, Farrelly, and Mulderrig
2019), which is not the domain of a single discipline but cuts across various fields, inclusive
of all who are interested to engage policy, policy discourse and policy formation critically.
This could be thework of a liberation theologianworking in public spaces (Petrella 2017; De
Beer 2020); a health anthropologist’s informing public policy (Powell 2018), or policy soci-
ologists describing, critiquing or informing educational and other policies (Burawoy 2005).

The activism described here was not armchair activism or intellectual constructs only,
detached fromthe realitiesof streethomelessnessand those tasked toengage these realities.
Instead, the approach of activism and engaged scholarship practiced in the City of Tshwane,
was embodied through direct engagement with the office of the Mayor, responsible city
officials, partner NPOs, and homeless or former homeless persons. It was about engaging
structures and policies on homelessness and how they are manifested in the City, drawing
from existing practices that seek to address homelessness, and from the knowledges of
those experiencing homelessness or working in the homelessness sector directly.

Neither was this activism short of action. We understood that continuity was essential
and over the past six years activist practitioners, scholar activists, homeless activists, and
those quietly and faithfully doing their work of supporting homeless persons out of
homelessness, without thinking of themselves as activists, dedicated efforts to this
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cause. Activism took the form of individual meetings, a large summit, engaged research,
organised protests, town hall meetings with mayoral candidates, letters to officials, aware-
ness-raising workshops, critiquing certain actions, and (co)constructing plans and strat-
egies for change. There were significant overlaps between activism and research which
also sharpened our approach of “engaged research” (see our understanding of
“engaged scholarship” earlier). We understood our “engaged research” or “academic acti-
vism” as a potentially important contributor to socially just alternatives for homeless
persons. Because we treated the fight against homelessness as a social and moral impera-
tive, the basis of argument and academic involvement was different.

Activism was more than a principled stance. For us, it embodied making a difference
for and with homeless persons. Committed organisations like the Community-Orientated
Substance Use Programme run by the Department of Family Medicine of the University of
Pretoria remains an example of committed activism (Marcus et al. 2020). It provides health
care access to a particularly vulnerable and often ostracised population of homeless sub-
stance users. They do so without prejudice by applying the simple maxim of care. Their
posturing advocates loudly with and on behalf of substance users, shows alternatives
to criminalisation, and is a practice and philosophy worthy of replication.

Debunking negative and unfounded myths about homelessness form part committed
activism. This is done through tailor-made awareness-raising workshops, designed for jour-
nalists, law enforcement agencies, city officials and church leaders. This is about providing
community education, andadvocating for alternativeapproaches tohomeless interventions.

Activism is also about support practices for frail older persons and people living with
chronic mental illness to prevent them from falling into a spiral of becoming homeless.
Such support is also given to persons emerging out of homelessness or that are still
homeless,

Activists fighting against homelessness do not only provide direct care and services,
but also look for ways to choreograph their approaches and do so through a synchronised
approach. This is the embodied activism that—through its radically integrative
approaches—shows an alternative to societal exclusion and stigmatisation. Activism as
engaged scholarship furthermore incorporates collaborative research as described in
the next section.

Collaborative research: changing the chairs on the stage

Addressing and even ending street homelessness ask for a consolidated approach that
culminates in implementable strategies. With the acquiescence of the City of Tshwane
Executive Mayor, the group of researchers and others agreed to review existing
paradigms that undergirded the absence of appropriate policies on homelessness, or pre-
viously failed attempts at crafting homeless policies. This was done with the aim of creat-
ing a collaborative platform and agree to reconstitute the contexts within the City to
sharpen the focus on removing homelessness.

The nature of such research collaboration

“How does one create a synergy between disparate role-players and where each one is
driven by their own interests and outcomes?” All shared the common focus of tackling
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street homelessness and this became, as Pieterse (2014, 20) would argue, that urgent
question able to sustain the attention of all. Thus it did not matter if academics were
joined by local government officials, NPOs, religious organisations and homeless
people, because all agreed to sit around the same fire and change places if needed.

With the common focus established, discussions could move to methodologies. We
were guided by creating opportunities for constructive engagements between the
different role players. As explained in De Beer and Vally (2017, 395), an evidence-based
approach that foregrounded participation was ideal as this allowed for the retrieval
and centring of good-practices with regards to significantly reducing street homelessness
in the City of Tshwane:

The non-profit and faith-based sectors have relentlessly and unconditionally committed
themselves for years to develop innovative responses and solutions to homelessness…
Policy and strategy recommendations flowing from the collaborative research project built
on some of the sustainable alternatives offered by some of these organisations. (De Beer
and Vally 2017, 395)

Lastly, the combined approaches were outcomes-based, as they concentrated on con-
crete and implementable recommendations for both policy and strategy developments.
Part of the purpose of the process that embarked upon, and specifically the research com-
ponent, were

(i) to expand the body of knowledge on homelessness, and in particular, to find and
articulate pathways out of homelessness that represent just alternatives and sustain-
able solutions for people, and

(ii) to inform a Policy and Strategy for street homelessness in the City of Tshwane, includ-
ing a strategic action plan and an investment plan (De Beer and Vally 2015, 1).

The initial focus of the research was in three of the city’s seven regions: region 3 (including
the inner city, Pretoria West and Pretoria Old East), region 2 and region 7 (De Beer and
Vally 2017, 390).

The first phase of the project had a threefold methodological focus that included the
voice of homeless people. As succinctly explained by De Beer and Vally (2017, 391), this
phase concentrated on documenting existing practices, narrating lived experiences and
appraising current and related policy documents. Some examples of tasks are detailed
below.

Health, psychosocial and spatial practices among street homeless people were docu-
mented through the help of the Departments of Family Medicine, Social Work and Archi-
tecture at the University of Pretoria (see De Beer and Vally 2017, 391). This was a
collaborative project where 76 practitioners working for 19 civil society organisations
dealing with homelessness were interviewed (Van der Berg and Prinsloo 2015, 23–35).
As reported by Hugo (2015, 14–17), health assessments of more than 1500 homeless
persons including commercial sex workers and substance users were done. The Depart-
ment of Architecture mapped existing practices and did a sociospatial analysis of
current services and their locations (De Klerk 2015, 17–22).

To provide well-rounded insights to address street homelessness, in the City, we com-
bined policy, practice and academic approaches. How people living in streets survive led
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us to conducting ethnographic interviews. Teams of researchers like Moloko-Phiri, Mogale
and Hugo (2017, 439–449) narrated experiences of homeless women, while Kriel, Tembe
and Mashava (2017, 428–4) did so on homeless men. Asylum-seekers and refugees on the
streets were also interviewed by Teweldemedhin and Roets (2015, 41–42).

The wealth of insights on street homelessness led to the Tshwane Homeless Summit,
where voices of homeless and former homeless persons were present through round-
table conversations, policy interventions and collective planning exercises (De Beer and
Vally 2017, 391).

Effective methods to deal with street homelessness in Phase 1 also included critical
appraisals of existing policy documents in Tshwane and in South Africa specifically
dealing with street homelessness. This was done in the context of increased participation
and augmenting knowledge of homelessness through inclusion of international experi-
ences: an approach that allowed for constructive criticism of Tshwane’s draft policy on
homelessness (Mashau 2017, 414–427; Kriel 2017, 399–413).

The Tshwane Homeless Summit

The Tshwane Homeless Summit was a first and a noteworthy accomplishment. As demon-
strated by De Beer and Vally (2015, 44), its success was bringing together academia, public
and community-based entities and homeless people to find ways out of street homeless-
ness. “The fundamental objective of the Summit”, they argued, “was finding and support-
ing pathways out of street homelessness in the City of Tshwane through greater
understanding, awareness, and visibility” (De Beer and Vally 2015, 44).

Intense preparations on the part of all participants were needed. All agreed that the
desired outcome was an implementable public policy that comprised the required regu-
latory measures, courses of action and corresponding funding to ensure that street home-
less is addressed as a public issue. With this in mind, participants at the summit were
adamant that reflections based on knowledge inform the Summit and decisions made.
Research findings as well as Policy guidelines and strategic programmes proposed
were shared with more than 400 people at the Summit. Attendees included current
and formerly homeless people, officials, politicians, researchers, community practitioners,
religious leaders and individuals representing business or the South African Police Service.
More than 50% of the people attending were homeless or had experienced homelessness
(De Beer and Vally 2015, 44).

The research process was deliberate about changing the chairs on stage, not shuffling
the same ones around. All efforts for this summit were guided by establishing a common
voice to the collaborative effort. This was about finding durable solutions out of home-
lessness. All participants accepted that experiences of homeless people must form the
heart of the Summit. Subsequently, the emphasis on narratives of former homeless
people, to understand what their pathways out of homelessness were and the narratives
of how homelessness happens were undeniably essential in finding ways out of
homelessness.

A major effort was made to balance the different voices and interpretation without
coming across as prescriptive. If all had a right to a voice then dissension had to be
allowed. This was well captured by De Beer and Vally (2015, 44), who argued that listening
to diverse and often contesting points of view was positive as it allowed for deeper
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insights and more comprehensive knowledge of street homelessness. As the Summit
wished to be inclusive, no distinctions were made related to citizenship and others.
The only criterion for voices to be heard was their homeless status.

The range of participants allowed all at the Summit to engage with issues like the value
of sustained service structures and the importance of making the city accessible to all.
Hence spatial restructuring of the city and appropriate investments were flagged as
essential to break cycles of poverty and configure a more inclusive cityscape (De Beer
and Vally 2015). The generosity of participants was evident in their acceptance to put
aside individual desires and tackle any contentious points to find meaningful common
ground to work from. They, as explained by De Beer and Vally (2015), were driven by
an altruism that put the search for sustainable alternatives high on their priority list to era-
dicate street homelessness.

With such a large and diverse group of people, the World Café style conversations
proved ideal (see Löhr, Weinhardt, and Sieber 2020). For two days, participants actually
looked forward to meeting with their Café table friends and engage with issues. The out-
comes were astonishing and reflected how a committed common purpose had the
energy to channel so many minds into the single purpose of eradicating street homeless-
ness. This was captured in the report shared with the Executive Mayor and the ideas gen-
erated also helped to redraft and sharpen the Tshwane Homelessness Policy and Strategy,
for consideration by the City. How this was done is examined below.

There were moments of (mostly creative) tension, when homeless individuals called
out the Executive Mayor for his absence; and around the tables discussions and
debates were rigorous and not without contestation. Latent tensions in conversations
on homelessness often, and also at this Summit, centred around blaming persons for
being homeless versus understanding systemic causes of homelessness; rights-based
approaches to homelessness vs. welfare approaches vs. surveillance approaches. The
diversity of participants, the safe space to hold contesting conversations and the
shared commitment to find solutions beyond narrow self-interests helped to ensure
that moments of tension pointed into creative new directions. The most frustrating
moment was right at the beginning on the first day, when a small group of politicians
arrived and insisted on being seated at their own table right at the front of the room,
although the space was deliberately created to subvert hierarchies, to have diversity at
tables and to allow for attentive listening. It took a while for the politicians to distribute
themselves to various round-tables, and some did not stay for the whole two days.

Phase 2 of the Tshwane-based homelessness research: 2018–2020

The Summit provided us with a confident platform to pursue research and the much-
needed mandate to deepen knowledge about street homelessness. The Summit thus
made way for Phase 2, which started with a range of research projects seeking to under-
stand the complexities of homelessness. Instead of viewing homelessness as the simple
idea of a person living on the street with no shelter and employment, we agreed to
extend the scope of homelessness to include any efforts made by vulnerable people to
find some form of shelter.

In 2018, we received limited funding from the National Research Foundation to
support postgraduate students working on issues of street homelessness and
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collaborative seminars bringing a host of organisations together. Phase 2 is currently
underway and is also guided by deepening themes identified in the first phase of the
project6 as well as introducing a new set.

One of the latest themes deals with student homelessness that demonstrates the intri-
cate layers of social life and their connections to homelessness. The viability of urban
renewal as a strategy to provide affordable housing was examined with specific reference
to developments in the Hatfield/Hillcrest areas and their role in alleviating student
housing demand. Similarly, homelessness among older people and how that might be
addressed in an urban setting is also addressed. Building on data obtained in the first
phase of our research, we studied how community-based mental health care facilities
are documented, as replicable practices that could offer alternatives to homeless
persons living with chronic mental illnesses.

Deeper knowledge includes recognising humanity

Homeless people share the same humanity as us all. They may not have a regular roof
over their heads and limiting our perceptions of them strictly to this was tantamount
to robbing them of being total social beings. While the economically destitute status
remains a primary reason for homelessness, the Summit also placed emphasis on knowl-
edge of their social life as essential to finding ways out of homelessness. Such reflections
steered discussions into matters of personal and perceptions.

Homelessness is far from a glib topic of conversation to be shared over a drink. Some-
times to just hear the word homelessness can make for feelings of uneasiness. This was
voiced and discussed at the Summit by many attendees. However, feelings of uneasiness
were not only about being personal unsettled when talking about homeless people. It
was more about addressing the systemic silence of the City. The absence of the Executive
Mayor from the Summit, although he was expected, was used as an example by partici-
pants of the reluctance of the City and its key leaders to deal with matters pertaining to
homelessness.

How were homeless people acknowledged? This was approached through examining
media and their depiction of homelessness, the rights of homeless people, their access
and uses of urban spaces in the City of Tshwane. What perceptions were created in the
media and what were they based on? When did media recognise homelessness as
worthy of news coverage?

If we accept homeless people as equal human beings, then we also accept that we
share the same desires. We specifically asked about sexuality and how this is lived
among homeless persons. How do they identify as part of the LGBTIQA+ community?

Homelessness is also a reality among documented and undocumented immigrants.
Some came to Tshwane as refugees or asylum seekers, and others as economic migrants
fleeing conflict, unemployment and also personal distress. Their experiences are equally
important in helping us figure out ways to end homelessness on the streets of Tshwane.

In addition to broadening our research parameters, this phase sought to go deeper
into the city. Where Phase One concentrated on regions 3, 2 and 7, we now expand

6The title of the second phase of the project, supported by the National Research Foundation, is Pathways out of Home-
lessness: Going deeper. A Trans-Disciplinary Research Project in the City of Tshwane.
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our sights to include all regions of the City of Tshwane. In this way, we not only cover
greater areas but also gain deeper knowledge of certain issues that surfaced in phase
1. Furthermore, phase two is also for better documenting of good practices, both with
a view to support implementation of the city’s policy and strategy and to support the
possible incubation of innovative responses to particular forms of street homelessness.

Generative impacts of an engaged research process

The engaged and participatory research approach that started in 2015 produced results
that have positively impacted on our knowledge of street homelessness. More substantial
funding would definitely have helped to generate more data, but we considered the data
gathered as sufficient to engage with many of the major issues of street homelessness.
The salient outcomes are shared below.

In this section we briefly refer to six specific outcomes that we have chosen to elabor-
ate on: a street medicine programme; awareness-raising workshops; the Vanguard City
project; the Centurion project; counting homeless people; and the launch of the National
Homeless Network.

Taking health services to homeless people also meant using academic expertise as part
of a social and humanitarian response. Guided by Jannie Hugo, the Head and mentor of
Family Medicine at the University of Pretoria, they drew inspiration from Street Medicine
International to launch a street medicine programme in the City of Tshwane. A unique
feature of this programme was combining direct access to primary health care for home-
less persons in streets or in shelters with an extensive harm-reduction programme, aimed
at substance-using homeless persons (see De Bruin 2018; Wils 2019). Such intervention
was driven by the idea of extending health access and treatment to homeless persons
often denied entry to public health facilities.

Awareness-raising workshops were arranged during 2018–2019 with the aim of chan-
ging received notions and paradigms of street homelessness. This was not simply
addressed at the larger public but carefully sought to identify persons and professions
who could contribute to a better and more just representation of homelessness. Hence
journalists, city administrators, law enforcement agents and others within organisations
like churches benefited from these workshops.

Homelessness is a reality the world over. Bringing together awareness and strategies to
combat homelessness is a project initiated by the Institute for Global Homelessness (IGH),
based at the DePaul University in Chicago. To combat and create awareness about home-
lessness, the IGH launched the Vanguard City project (Institute for Global Homelessness
2019) and in South Africa selected the City of Tshwane as one of 12 cities globally to sig-
nificantly find ways of reducing homelessness in general, or in a specific population, by
2020. With its partners, the City of Tshwane chose to concentrate on homelessness
among the elderly. Homelessness among the elderly was relatively new and the trend
could be more holistically addressed. The recent presence of older homeless persons
and the possibility of knowing who and where they are meant that it could possibly be
reduced by as much as 80 per cent. Moreover, this approach was influenced by
helping vulnerable older people as relative newcomers.

Projects and strategies to alleviate homelessness are ongoing and given the size of the
City of Tshwane, there are always areas in need of assistance. The Centurion project
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located in the southern suburbs of the City was planned to materialise in 2020. In this area
a conservative estimate of 680 homeless people was recorded. An important acknowl-
edgement of phase 1 was the presence of homeless persons across the City and the
need for decentralising basic services. Access to shelter, housing and basic services
became guiding principles on which to premise all efforts to assist homeless persons.

Homelessness as the absence of fixed domicile means that they cannot vote or be
counted as full citizens. They are the vulnerable visible people in any context and as stat-
istics around the world demonstrate, the number of homelessness is far from decreasing.
To effectively find pathways out of homelessness requires an earnest approach that looks
beyond their status as taxpayers and voters. Statistics South Africa (the national statistical
service) demonstrated an earnest interest in the Summit and the resulting projects to find
ways of mutual benefit. As a strategic partner, it used the 2011 census on homelessness to
demonstrate the paucity of data available. Their initial approach was to consider homeless
people as a “hard-to-count” population. More accurate statistics of homelessness persons
and their livelihood patterns were essential to obtaining amore complete profile of people
in the country. To this avail, Statistics South Africa is collaborating with researchers at the
University of Pretoria and the National Homelessness Network on a pilot study to establish
frameworks and protocols for counting homeless people in the next census of 2021.

The sixth and salient outcome was the launch of the National Homelessness Network in
2017. The process of 2015 in Tshwane that placed broad-based collaboration at the nub of
all future activities was a catalyst for the emergence of this network. In March 2020 this
Network was publicly launched7 and committed itself to four activities (National Home-
less Network n.d.):

(i) Advocating for the homeless with national government and supporting advocacy at
provincial and municipal levels

(ii) Liaising at all levels with government departments and institutions
(iii) Sharing information on best practice, policies from across South Africa and the world
(iv) Sharing research and developing a common research agenda

The examples of projects and ideas emanating from the Summit emphasised our belief
that collaboration brings strength of resolve. Different spheres of government, different
academic disciplines, diverse non-governmental organisations and the homeless commu-
nity themselves participated robustly, bringing their diverse understandings of homeless-
ness and expertise in the field to bear. This was multi-sectorial engagement with a defined
purpose of eradicating street homelessness.

Institutional faultlines: delays and obstacles in adopting and
implementing policy

The euphoria of the 2015 Homeless Summit was affected by administrative and
implementation realities. The idea of the Summit was that City authorities would place

7Three statements by the National Homeless Network can be viewed at https://homelessnessandcovid-19.weebly.com/
national-response.html. It provides information about the Network, requests intervention by the South African Human
Rights Commission, and seeks to address homeless concerns during COVID-19, with both the Presidency and the
National Disaster Command Team.
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homelessness visibly and firmly on its agenda of action and give credibility to collabora-
tive engagements. This was not to be. Homelessness just could not find that space as part
of the City’s social development priorities. Such difficulties emphasised the vulnerability
of homeless people and also added to their voicelessness.

Public policies are intended to solve public problems effectively and efficiently. Good
public policies are those that promote justice, serve the people and are not tied to politi-
cal ambitions. This was the vision within which policies and strategies to deal with home-
lessness was proposed. Despite our firm intentions to help the City put together policies
and strategies supported by dedicated budget lines, the City could not motivate for this.

Discontinuities and leadership battles, slowing down adoption of policy and
strategy

We argue that good public policies are pro-people and meant to solve public issues. A
sine qua non of pro-people public policies is that they should ideally be resilient
beyond changes in the political landscape. This means that where people are beneficiaries
of public policies they may change in detail but not in essence.

An important achievement arising from the Summit and the participatory process was
the City’s commitment to adopt and help set in motion a pro-homelessness policy. The
City like all participants considered this as a highlight of the collaborative process and
patiently believed that the implementation of policies was a process and needed time.

This was a positive belief in the City. Nothing substantial can happen without policies
and a budget. The Summit demonstrated this and in 2015, a Tshwane Homelessness
Policy and Strategy, with a budget, were submitted to the City of Tshwane for approval.
This is where the cul-de-sac happened. Despite numerous attempts to bring home the
urgency of making homelessness a policy in and of the City, it only happened four
years later in August 2019.

Why was it difficult for the City to maintain their humanitarian commitment to reduce
or even eradicate street homelessness? We studied this delay against the background of
successful policies. Technically speaking, bureaucrats are non-elected officials tasked with
carrying out particular functions. They would be responsible for implementing policies.
The snag, we argue, arose significantly from the politicisation of functions and from the
political change within the City.

The local government elections of 2016 saw a fundamental political change in admin-
istration of the City. The African National Congress that had been in charge since 1994
were now replaced by a Democratic Alliance-led administration—a political change
that in itself created disruptions and uncertainties with the City administration. The
Weberian idea of stable bureaucracies where non-elected officials continue with their
tasks and maintain some sort of stability by being politically neutral seemed to be
challenged.

Senior officials that were part of the Summit and who supported the homelessness
throughout the different stages since 2015 resigned with the change in administration.
This left a vacuum and although officials in less senior positions tried to support the adop-
tion of this Policy, it was not to happen.

The result was that the professionality and non-partisanship of non-elected officials
were not guaranteed. Heads of sections changed, but their efficiency was dependent
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upon all persons attached to the City to function with one voice: that of public servant
and not as a political acolyte. The City as an institution capable of providing solutions
to collective problems and in the interest of the broader public was compromised by
not addressing the pressing issue of street homelessness. This was further compounded
when the Executive Mayor from the Democratic Alliance resigned in 2019 to be replaced
by Stevens Mokgalapa (News24 2019). Both mayors came from the same political party
but showed that the individual will to address homelessness as a public issue was a deter-
mining factor in adopting the homelessness policy.

Moreover, noble ideas of finding solutions to end street homelessness were further
threatened from within the Tshwane Homelessness Forum. The Forum believed in
accountable leadership and encouraged homeless individuals to actively participate in
the processes. The Forummade up of different organisations believed in constructive lea-
dership and was dismayed when focus on homelessness shifted. Certain homeless indi-
viduals, it seemed, recognised this as an opportunity to narrow the focus from helping
their constituencies to helping a select few.

With patience and tenacity, the Forum transformed itself from a loosely organised
network of committed people and organisations advocating for city shelters and
fighting against the forced removals of homeless people into a legal entity. In terms of
the Companies Act, No. 71 of 2008 (Nortje 2017), it registered itself early in 2019 as a
company with not-for-profit status with the National Department of Social Development.
As such, it acquired the legal recognition to lead the process that led to a comprehensive
research and policy-making process.

The euphoria of the Summitwas doused by some of these different hurdles experienced
in addressing street homelessness. Despite the formal recognition of the Forum, a lull set
in. The Forum hardly met in 2019 and progress with issues of homelessness were few.
Spirits were perhaps low, but to some extent the Forum could count on some persons
who believed in ignoring slumps and continued to be the livewires of the Forum.

Efforts of the Forum showed fruition with the adoption of the Policy and Strategy in
August 2019. It was clear, however, that by the City dragging its feet, four valuable
years were lost in finding ways to reduce street homelessness. Nevertheless, the Forum
and all who combat homelessness were still hoping to trust the City to implement
measures and work with the Forum and all other organisations to reduce homelessness
and human vulnerability.

A policy without a budget

A policy refers to distinct paths of action to follow in the pursuit of desired goals. Adopt-
ing a policy is only the first step, but then needs to be complemented with the material
support necessary for implementation thereof.

The Tshwane Homeless Policy that was adopted in August 2019 was always only going
to be as effective as its implementation. An issue we could not ignore was the budgetary
process and timeline that governs policy implementation. This specific Policy was
adopted in August of 2019, well after the closure of the budgetary process for the
2019–2020 financial year.

Time asks for patience and all factors pointed to the City putting resources in place to
help combat street homelessness. But life too has a way of forcing emergency measures.
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By the time of the 2020–2021 budget projections, the COVID-19 pandemic had forced
countries into isolation through lockdown and states of disaster were declared to focus
resources in fighting this pandemic. A major concern was to stem the spread of the
virus and social distancing was made an essential condition. The City thus factored the
homeless people into its plans to combat the virus and although tangentially, it also
took care of homeless people and demonstrated that the will to do so matters.

A strategy without dedicated institutional infrastructure

The experience of COVID-19 has aptly shown that the City can address issues of homeless-
ness. What happens to homeless people after COVID-19 remains a question.

The City had to examine its levels of expertise in addressing homelessness. Experience
has demonstrated that it could benefit from the knowledge and expertise residing in the
different community- and faith-based organisations, for example. With this in mind, it
would help if the City had set up a special purpose vehicle for implementation, made
up of representatives from various sectors, disciplines and Departments in the City.

The role of an organised civil society network such as the Tshwane Homelessness
Forum—with its various social partners—needs to be validated and regarded as vital to
ensure successful implementation of the City’s policy and strategies to fight homeless-
ness. As part of such a dedicated institutional infrastructure, evidence-based research
can be seen as a crucial and continuous element in providing continuous knowledge
and analysis on trends, meanings and perceptions of homelessness, but can also assist
in critical assessment of the actual impact of homeless interventions.8

The City may have dragged its feet in addressing homelessness but could not push it
off its agenda. Just trying to do so would have amounted to heads rolling and make the
municipality seem inhuman. It may have tried to keep the homelessness issue on the
furthest back burner but had to contend with civil society organisations that became
their conscience by constantly reminding them of their civic obligations. Homelessness
is not immune to the world around it and is also affected by all that happens in it. The
City unfortunately did not see homelessness as an integral part of social life. That was
until COVID-19 happened.

COVID-19: Acceleration of collaborative implementation

The coronavirus is the first virus since the 1918–1920 Spanish flu pandemic to require a
global effort to contain it. National lockdown applied to all and regardless of a person’s
socioeconomic or legal status, social distancing had to be enforced by all. Almost over-
night, fault lines in implementing the homeless policy began to show. For example, an
effective lockdown meant making provision for people that are homeless, living in over-
crowded conditions to isolate if needed. Lockdown also meant moving people off the
streets and into shelters erected for this purpose. The City of Tshwane had to do so in
compliance with the declaration of a national disaster.

8Since the construction of this article, the Pathways Operational Centre (POC) was launched as a dedicated institutional
mechanism to support the sector involved in implementing the City”s Homeless Policy. The POC is hosted in the Unit for
Street Homelessness at the University of Pretoria, but works closely with local and provincial government, the Tshwane
Homelessness Network and many NPOs.
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Moving people off the streets was not without mayhem. They needed to be rounded
up and taken to places of safety and they also had to be cared for. There was no choice
and it was like the City—that had dodged the issues of homelessness since the 2015
Homelessness Summit—now had to face homelessness head-on and do something
about it. The lack of formally acknowledging that homelessness is a social problem
found the City stuttering and looking for solutions. It was difficult to miss the irony as
just before the lockdown, the Tshwane Homelessness Forum twice sought to meet
with them to develop plans and conjointly respond to the COVID-19 crisis.

The aloof attitude of the City in protecting homeless people from the dangers of
COVID-19 could not be pushed aside. The Tshwane Homelessness Forum noted that
though the City had identified the Caledonian Stadium as a shelter, the disdain it
treated homelessness persons with was palpable in making the stadium a human
dump site. Within a period of 3 days it had dumped about 2000 people in the stadium
without any resources to help them survive. Scuffles broke out and people protested
against this inhuman treatment.

The City had to meet with the Forum and was asked to draft a COVID-19 plan to reduce
the risk for homeless persons.9 In a meeting with the Group Head, Community and Social
Development Services of the City of Tshwane, this plan was adopted as the plan to be
implemented.10,11

With a plan and the will to combat the spread of the coronavirus, the City demon-
strated that it could find solutions. Whether it was the weight of declared disaster or
the fear of not protecting its people, the City found more ways to deal with COVID-19.
Alternatives to the Caledonian Stadium emerged. Within about 2 weeks, 14 temporary
shelters opened up, accommodating almost 1500 people. A further two temporary
facilities opened on sports fields where 300 people each were accommodated in
tented shelters and managed by city social workers. An additional seven shelters
opened up in different regions across the metropolitan area. It did not stop there as
the City understood that even a single homeless person did not augur well for them.
As expected, churches and other social collectives too came to help with housing and
feeding homeless persons.

The elderly homeless were given permanent space in two properties owned by a local
social housing company. Two of the churches offering temporary shelter also decided to
consider long-term shelter facilities for homeless individuals on their premises.

The protocols to protect people from the virus applied equally to homeless people and
as part of the plan, the shelters had to apply them as well. Thus, systems to manage each
site were implemented with core personnel consisting of site managers, an assigned
health worker and social worker and supportive volunteers. An application was developed
to do virtual resource management, and a comprehensive data management system was
designed and updated throughout the period.

9This plan, jointly held by the City of Tshwane and the Tshwane Homelessness Forum, was accepted on Saturday 28
March 2020 and titled “Covid-19: Proposed Plan for Physical Distancing, Social Isolation & Reduced Risk for Homeless
Persons in Tshwane”.

10The process that unfolded once a joint plan was adopted between the City of Tshwane and the Tshwane Homelessness
Forum, is described in the research report titled “Homelessness and Covid-19 in the City of Tshwane” (De Beer and Hugo
2021).

11Also see the article by Renkin elsewhere in this special collection, focusing on the COVID-19 response to street home-
lessness in the City of Tshwane.
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This crisis helped to develop a database of homeless persons and was possibly the first
time that the majority, if not all homeless persons were sharing the same opportunities
and the same risks. The health screening of almost 2000 people was possibly the best
database the City has ever had.

In an unexpected way, the COVID-19 crisis displayed the possibilities when political will
and the tenacity to address homelessness fuse. The COVID-19 crisis and the collaborative
approach the City was able to muster makes it clear that homelessness is not an unsur-
mountable problem.

The City should now understand that the well-being of all its people is premised on
helping the most vulnerable specifically—that the solutions it now found, collaboratively,
should not be regarded as temporary or be removed, but made permanent, standing as
reminders, moreover, to prove that the success of any policy designed to improve social
life has to be people-centred.

As a conclusion, we assert that this COVID-19 crisis forced the City to transform reluc-
tance, rhetoric and (hesitant) resolve into actions, showing that homelessness is solvable
—but only through the common efforts of the City, civil society organisations and ordin-
ary people.
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