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ABSTRACT
The urgency of providing affordable student housing influenced
government and higher education institutions to consider urban
renewal as a possible avenue to alleviate this demand, with the
result that private–public partnerships were promoted to address
this. Issues discussed in this article are drawn from qualitative
interviews with University of Pretoria’s Student Representative
Council (2018–2019), a university official and a Pastor as well as
an administrator from churches based in Hatfield and Arcadia,
Pretoria. This article looks at urban renewal processes in Hatfield
(Old East of Pretoria), which is home to the University of Pretoria
and argues that the unintended consequences of revanchist
gentrification has not sufficiently addressed issues of affordable
student housing. Rather, there is evidence of student homelessness.
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Introduction

Student accommodation continues to be a challenge for higher education institutions in
South Africa and this is not unique but a global challenge (Dominguez-Smith 2017).
Despite attempts to provide student accommodation, higher education institutions like
the Department of Higher Education and Training of South Africa are unable to keep
up with demand (Legodi 2019). Students who fail to secure accommodation on a
South African university’s campus find alternative accommodation within the private
sector. Private student accommodation is a lucrative area of investment, especially in
our cities. While the presence of private accommodation appears to be a viable solution,
the question emerges as to whether higher education meets its mandate of providing
affordable student accommodation. There is no doubt that the demand for student
accommodation far exceeds the number of beds offered by higher education institutions
and has led to a proliferation of private accommodation. High levels of inequality in South
Africa means that private student accommodation remains unaffordable for a significant
population (International Monetary Fund 2020). What avenues, then, are open to students
who do not qualify for university residence and who cannot afford private accommo-
dation either?
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This article1 examines the increasing role of private student accommodation through
urban gentrification and studentification and their impact on student homelessness in the
Hatfield/Hillcrest areas of Pretoria. In doing so, it examines student homelessness within
Hatfield/Hillcrest areas with regard to students of the University of Pretoria (UP). The
authors do this through the lenses of individuals and organisations involved with assisting
students with accommodation. The demand for student housing and the university’s chal-
lenge to provide accommodation to all has influenced it to introduce allocation criteria to
identify deserving students. An undisputable criterion was academic performance, where
students of UP that pass are assured of residence space. We cannot, for this article,
examine the merits of this approach and agree that it should receive further scrutiny.
What are the views of actors who assist students that have succeeded in enrolling at
an institution but cannot afford to pay for the university housing or the private
housing intended to alleviate the shortage of student accommodation? The combination
of gentrification and studentification and how this links to student homelessness is a key
focus of this article.

Using a qualitative research methodology, data were collected using in-depth inter-
views with a key University official, two religious organisations that provide students
with accommodation, and two members of UP’s Students Representative Council (SRC)
in 2019. We also drew from various print media sources on the subject under discussion.
A thematic approach was used to analyse the data.

Policy background and demand for tertiary education and hence student
housing

The demand for post-school enrolment at tertiary institutions has been on the rise since
1994 (DHET 2012). The Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) Ministerial
report found a shortageof 200,000beds across campuses in 2012 (DHET2012). It further pro-
jected the shortfall to rise to 220,000 in 2016 (DHET 2012). Student enrolment at South
Africa’s public universities has risen from 837,776 in 2009 to 1,085,568 in 2018 (DHET
2020). Although higher education institutions, with government support, have expanded
their academic spaces throughbigger lecture halls or an increase in thenumber of academic
and support staff, they did not equally respond to the need for student accommodation.

Furthermore, perceptions of student housing as not sufficiently addressed led to
numerous protests peaking in 2015–2016 where students across South Africa emphasised
the shortage of beds or dearth of affordable accommodation (Tshazi 2020).2 Private
student accommodation in urban areas was touted as a solution, although not affordable
to some students (Tshazi 2020). Available student accommodation at public universities
was in many instances not only expensive but also failed to meet minimum standards
of decency,3 contravening DHET’s Policy on the Minimum Norms and Standards for
Student Housing at Public Universities.

1This article was prepared as an outcome of a collaborative research project, titled “Pathways out of homelessness: Going
deeper”, a trans-disciplinary research project on street homelessness in the City of Tshwane, co-led by Professors
Stephan de Beer and Rehana Vally.

2https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2020-02-11-quality-university-education-is-at-risk-because-of-the-crisis-in-
student-accommodation/.

3https://www.timeslive.co.za/sunday-times/news/2017-09-02-university-of-venda-puts-shocking-twist-on-cram-college/.
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In 2012, the Ministerial Committee on the Review of the Provision of Student Housing
at South African Universities indicated that only 20 per cent of the total full-time students
were in university residences (DHET 2012). In 2016, the national beds shortfall was a con-
servative 25,000 (see also Payi 2020). South African students, like their international
counterparts, consider campus-based accommodation as ideal to complete their
studies. The DHET (2020) also found that at least 80 per cent of full-time enrolled univer-
sity students required campus-based accommodation for the success of their studies.
Universities could not independently address this problem. Thus, partnerships
between universities, government and the private sector were touted as a viable
approach. This triggered increased talk of public–private partnerships in the provision
of student accommodation across tertiary institutions in South Africa (DHET 2016).
Although van Noorloos and Kloosterboer (2018: 1228) write about emerging new cities
in Africa and how they reflect neoliberal investment strategies, we noticed the similarities
as part of neoliberal restructuring of urban spaces. We note the similarities in creating
student accommodation in South Africa. Similar to the restructuring of urban spaces
that tend to favour a middle class, the student accommodation particularly in urban
areas like Hatfield in Pretoria, Braamfontein and Auckland Park in Johannesburg tends
to favour a related middle-class student profile. The increase in demand for student
housing led to an increase in private-owned student accommodation, a situation that
had an adverse effect. Instead of affordable student accommodation, the high demand
and short supply resulted in high rental, thereby excluding the neediest (van Noorloos
and Kloosterboer 2018).

South African higher education institutions use the academic performance score (APS)
to determine a prospective student’s eligibility to enrol as student. The APS is not equally
applied across all institutions as some accept the matriculation subject of Life Orientation
as counting towards this score and others do not. Students with higher APS are generally
from model-c high schools that are semi-private establishments. Semi-private schools are
accountable to government and are partially self-funded; such funding comes signifi-
cantly from fee-paying parents and hence these students of semi-private schools are dis-
proportionately drawn from the middle and professional classes (Cooper 2019). This
moreover allows them to offer a better education than fully funded government
schools. The Grade 12 matriculation results that nationally announce the academic per-
formance of students and schools are reliable indicators of which schools performed
well or had rather mediocre results. By simply looking at the minimum APS requirements
of different higher education institutions, we noticed how the inclusion or not of Life
Orientation as part of the entrance APS requirements4 creates perceptions of better insti-
tutions and better results. Thus, where students enrol for tertiary studies is related to the
APS obtained and where they attended school.

The location of institutions that still reflect an apartheid sociospatial design means that
the urban environment still houses the more affluent institutions, including a specific uni-
versity located in such a historically white urban area (Dominguez-Whitehead 2017). A
substantial number of students at these institutions would come from the semi-private

4We are aware that students from partially funded government and private schools also enroll at institutions with lower
APS requirements. Among them would be students who do not comply with the APS requirements of the institutions of
their choice.
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school sector and afford private student accommodation (see Cooper 2019). High rentals,
thus, intersect with the location of an institution, the dominant profile of students
enrolled and the location of the property.

Spatial differentiation also influences the type of investment in addressing student
accommodation (Dominguez-Whitehead 2017). The Hatfield/Hillcrest/Arcadia/Brooklyn
areas around the UP provides an example where private investors recognise student
housing needs as a lucrative capital venture. These areas have witnessed a meteoric
rise of private student accommodation as representing a good return on an investment
(City of Tshwane 2021). This is not happening for altruistic reasons, but rather within
the gamut of neoliberally inspired urban gentrification. On one hand, private property
developers, some academics and researchers and those responsible for the management
of these spaces view this process as urban renewal, social transformation as well as urban
regeneration (see Hendriks and Flaherty 2018); on the other hand, these changes can be
viewed as urban gentrification. These differences are not the focus of this article.

In Hatfield, traditional stand-alone houses that served as student communes are being
replaced by large-scale private-sector high-rise blocks for student accommodation. Stu-
dents rent a room in a commune and agree to share living spaces like the kitchen,
living area and bathroom. Traditionally, communes were a more affordable option than
renting an apartment or a room in university accommodation, as revealed in interviews
with student leaders. The demand for student housing has impacted on communes
around UP as developers understood the potential of student housing for investment.
Communes are gradually being replaced by blocks of apartments with much higher
rentals.

From an architectural design perspective, these apartments cater for students and
higher rentals are justified by the amenities they offer. The result is that students from
economically challenged and impoverished backgrounds often cannot afford these apart-
ments. Thus, they get pushed further outside the university precinct. This is a reality that
renders free tertiary education meaningless, as either students cannot afford accommo-
dation or rentals gobble up their entire stipend, or they find affordable housing away
from the institution and transport costs are high. For vulnerable students, choices are
not necessarily only about academic matters, it is also about survival.

The changing geography of Pretoria’s Old East: A home for students?

The University is located within the area known as Old East Pretoria and comprises
suburbs of Hatfield, Hillcrest, Brooklyn and Menlo Park. For this study, Hatfield was ident-
ified as an ethnographic research site as it is also home to UP. Hatfield falls under City of
Tshwane’s region 3. This area is not only convenient for student accommodation but has
morphed into one of Pretoria’s premium centres for motor vehicle dealerships and is also
home to many government offices and private businesses.

Moreover, Hatfield, a suburb in Pretoria, has undergone several changes with regards
to its population, transport systems, road networks as well as economic and business
profile (City of Tshwane 2021). The presence of the Gautrain, City of Tshwane’s Bus
Rapid Transport System, A Re Yeng, and also the well-connected road network into the
city of national highways N1 and N4 to the far Pretoria East continues to motivate the
development of new commercial and residential buildings (CoT 2021). These changes
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are in tandem with the City of Tshwane’s (urban) compaction and (residential) densifica-
tion strategy to (City of Tshwane 2004, 2018). This was to guide residential development
as well as ensuring a more efficient, sustainable and equitable city (CoT 2004). As new
developments continued to emerge alongside[and] other rapid changes in Hatfield, the
suburb became more complex in terms of its population composition, economic and
business profile, thus creating challenges and opportunities (CoT 2021). UP as an
anchor institution and one of the key stakeholders in Hatfield decided to play a
“leading role in the urban renewal and social transformation project around its
campus” (Hendriks and Flaherty 2018: 106–107).

Like other higher education institutions, the UP too is looking for ways to increase the
number of student beds. This is not an easy task, as the number of beds are always too few
or too expensive for a significant number of students. Hendricks and Flaherty (2018) lay
out UP strategies in addressing student housing and improving student experience
through Hatfield Campus Village (University of Pretoria 2017). Hatfield’s City Improvement
District5 with the assistance of Habitat Landscape Architects and other specialists have
developed the Urban Design Framework for Hatfield Campus Village (CoT 2021). More-
over, City of Tshwane underscored the need for a comprehensive precinct plan to
guide various elements of development, a process of which Hatfield City Improvement
District funded and jointly developed with the City of Tshwane (CoT 2021). The Hatfield
Metropolitan Node Precinct Plan, which came into effect in 2021, includes a spatial and
urban development framework; development guidelines and principles; and an
implementation framework that includes a list of catalytic projects (CoT 2021: 2). What
this precinct plan heralds is an attempt to have holistic and controlled developments
in Hatfield.

Hendricks and Flaherty (2018) argue that UP as an anchor institution can contribute
to reversing urban decay in Hatfield in a political and social context. The sociocultural
diversity of the student and staff population and the economic transformation of the
area were essential reasons for the university to focus its attention on reviving the socio-
economic hub of Hatfield. As they reason, anchor institutions like a university can create
social change because students subscribe to the common goal of earning a qualification
and this would serve to ensure their economic independence. The urban renewal con-
tribution of the university therefore also included plans to alleviate student housing
demands.

In this way, urban renewal followed international trends and transformed Hatfield into
an extension of the university: Hatfield Campus Village. It (the university) bought houses
as they became available and redesigned them to accommodate students. The philos-
ophy behind the creation of the Hatfield Campus Village was to optimise student
success as well as create race, gender and socioeconomically mixed student communities
to challenge and breakdown historical apartheid ethnocultural structures (Hendriks and
Flaherty 2018). While this fits in with the university’s social responsibility undertakings
and its role as a societal game changer, unfortunately its poorest students could not con-
sider this option.

5City Improvement District refers to a geographic area in which property owners and/or tenants agree to pay for certain
services in addition to those offered by a local municipality to improve the physical and social appearance of the con-
cerned area (Central Johannesburg Partnership 2001: 4).
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The average cost for student accommodation can be prohibitive for poorer students.
Our interviews with the UP SRC indicated that students would like a room in a university
residence. To the question of securing a room in a private residence, our information from
students indicated that, with private accommodation, they had the choice of paying the
full rent for the academic year in one instalment or to pay it monthly. If they defaulted on
the monthly instalment, they would be forced to vacate the premises. This was the differ-
ence with the university with its flexible payment options. Defaulting students were not
asked to vacate, but their results were withheld. Students also pointed to the cost of living
in a private or university accommodation, with the former being more expensive.
However, one needs to consider factors like affordability, availability of money at any par-
ticular point for students for their upkeep, availability of time to prepare meals in deciding
whether accommodation is expensive or not.

The UP is the largest residential university in South Africa and operates more than 29
residences spread across six campuses (see Cooper 2019). The cheapest accommodation
for 2021 was a shared single room at R45,500 for the academic year. This price included
basic furniture, cleaning, laundry, Wi-Fi and other maintenance services. On the other
hand, the most affordable private accommodation near the university cost R35,550 for
the academic year. However, this did not include any services and maintenance, which
therefore represented additional costs for students. In both the university and private
accommodation, students had to buy their own meals. For three meals a day, the univer-
sity charged an additional R35,500 or R33.00 per meal for the academic year. In addition,
students preferred to secure university accommodation as they were sure to have accom-
modation for a full academic year. This seems to be motivated by convenience and
flexible payment regimes offered by the university.

Student homelessness, urban gentrification and studentification

South Africa has a mixed economy that combines aspects of capitalism and socialism to
address level of inequalities. Student housing is an example of this mixed economy
approach where the private sector was expected to resolve student accommodation
shortages. Such an approach was expected to lead to urban renewal where urban infra-
structure would be revamped (Massey 2020; Monare, Kotze, and McKay 2014). However,
this economic approach based essentially (see below) on urban gentrification unfortu-
nately has not resolved the student accommodation problem. Rather, it has worsened
the vulnerability of students from low-income backgrounds, as we attempt to highlight
below.

Student homelessness

Homelessness is a complex phenomenon that is often linked to poverty and unemploy-
ment. Homelessness in urban settings is globally increasing (De Beer and Vally 2017; De
Beer and Vally 2015; Roets et al. 2016). Definitions matter, and subscribing to a broad one
that strategizes exit strategies6 allows us to develop a more inclusive profile of

6Exit strategies are about getting out of homelessness. Thus, as the Pathways out of Homelessness project that brings
together UP, the Tshwane Homelessness Forum, the University of South Africa and the City of Tshwane emphasizes
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homelessness in the City. We define student homelessness as lack of or access to a safe
and secure dwelling at any point in time during one’s studies with a learning institution.
Thus, if we broaden the definition of homeless beyond the traditional idea of not having a
“structure with a roof” to call home, we can understand the plight of students struggling
to find accommodation. Although students are officially registered, and have a home in
their institution of registration, as well as a family home to return to at the end of the aca-
demic year, this does not imply that the concept of homelessness does not affect them.
Homelessness for students is not out of choice but a result of developments like urban
gentrification, we suggest.

Gentrification as one form of urban renewal

Urban gentrification is one way of improving the physical infrastructure of neighbour-
hoods or transforming vacant areas into habitable spaces. This can be from a develop-
mental or a revanchist approach (Massey 2020). The purpose and the targeted
population are a striking difference between these two contrasting approaches. Where
the developmental approach centres on including all people, the revanchist approach
within gentrification targets a particular economic class (Massey 2020). Smith (1996, 37)
states that gentrification is about “the class remake of the central urban landscape.”
Current trends of gentrification in Hatfield raise issues of inclusivity due to the revanchist
nature of the reconfiguration of the suburb. Like nineteenth-century Paris where revan-
chism was a strategy to counteract philosophies of shared communal spaces, the
process of urban renewal in Hatfield raises similar questions.7 The current approaches
of mixing development and private interests seems to weigh in the favour of private
entrepreneurs and raises ethical concerns about advocating this as pro-development
that caters for the accommodation needs of students—or at least the majority of stu-
dents. This is in the context of where, historically, the majority of students enrolled at
South Africa universities (including elitist or historically advantaged ones) and other ter-
tiary institutions come from low-income backgrounds. Therefore, a revanchist gentrifica-
tion exposes the inequalities that underpin South African society within the higher
education space in terms of affordability.

Studentification

If the demand for university residence space exceeds the number of beds available, what
would be the alternative? A tendency is to find lodgings close to the institution and
Hatfield would qualify. The influx of students into an area is described as “studentifica-
tion”. This is described by Gregory (2020, 225) “as a process of social, cultural, economic,
and physical changes that occur from the resulting influx of students, usually within pri-
vately rented accommodation in neighbourhoods close to higher education institutions”.
Student presence reconfigures the suburban identity as they displace original owners and

that, strategies to help homeless persons integrate into society need policy support, reinsertion activities and, impor-
tantly, awareness of homeless people.

7Revanchism, from revanche in French meaning revenge, is generally accepted as returning to a previous order. In nine-
teenth-century France this was about reinstating the bourgeois order in Paris, for example. Similarly, in Hatfield, where
gentrification meant pushing out the poor and making it more bourgeois.
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influence everything to take on a student-centred approach (Donaldson et al. 2014; Smith
2002), which is a hook for private developers to invest in student needs (Gregory 2020;
Smith 2005). Studentification around tertiary institutions must, or should, depict inclusiv-
ity, and we argue that it considers the structure of the society in terms of student needs,
lifestyles and habitus.

Results and discussion

Mismatch between changing geography and student profile

The DHET believes that it is addressing student housing as a development and humani-
tarian need, but that the exponential increase in student numbers makes this a real
concern and it cannot possibly respond through building student residences. The
public–private partnership model used by the government seems to provide an appropri-
ate solution. Yet, what seemed like a viable solution on paper has turned out to be the
contrary.

Business and humanitarian/development needs do not mix very well. To government
and higher education institutions, business seems to be helping as more students would
supposedly have access to a bed. To business, this is an investment opportunity with
assured returns. Business is primarily about pecuniary profit; education is about investing
in humans. Real estate development as business has transformed the phenomenon of
increase in student numbers into an indicator for more student housing. Whether they
borrow funds or have it, they are guided by establishing rental that includes profit as
its baseline. Private student accommodation developers are not obliged to do so in an
equitable manner.

Despite the increasing availability of private accommodation, our investigation has
suggested that many students seem to struggle to secure and pay for such private accom-
modation. Findings reveal that students cannot afford it because it is expensive:

student accommodation remains a challenge because Hatfield is oversupplied with expens-
ive student accommodation. A block of flats next to us is R4000–6000 per month [for bache-
lors or one -bed flat]. This is a big challenge because some students can afford while an
increasing number of students cannot afford it especially now when university student
profile is transforming. There is a need for low-cost accommodation. Some people say that
if you get [National Student Financial Aid Services] NSFAS funds… you are covered, it is
not true. NSFAS may pay for your accommodation, books but you come home with nothing
… (Interview with Pastor, Hatfield)

UP’s SRC echoed similar sentiments and raised the fact that the challenge of providing
affordable student accommodation is further complicated by the changing student
profile:

Accommodation is a big challenge, and as SRC, we encounter many challenges as we deal
with different cases of students and unfortunately, we have limitations due to resources
and our role in the university. At the beginning of the year, it is worse because when we
move around at night on campus, we find students sleeping in toilets, at the study centre,
benches and end up accommodating them in the SRC building. It is in times like these we
start liaising with the university community including property owners, church, and the
rest of the civil society for assistance. (Interview with UP SRC 1)

8 J. MASHAYAMOMBE AND R. VALLY



Although there are more beds for students to rent, the rapid gentrification process—
which is a combination of studentification in some corridors and the mixed-use precinct
in others—raises concerns regarding stakeholders’ understanding of student needs. The
emphasis on treating student accommodation as a business favours estate developers’
needs over those of students:

We do sit with different stakeholders and on different platforms, i.e. Hatfield village initiative,
but only limited to participation and not decision making. With private student accommo-
dation property owners, we engage them when we have crisis, i.e. NSFAS has not paid and
students are on the verge of being kicked out… sometimes when they need to reach a
specific capacity, they do ask us for students in need of accommodation and can pay a par-
ticular amount. However, when we try to negotiate spaces for students and specific prices
and mostly from large-scale entities, they usually say accommodation is a business and we
reserve the right to say no… The unfortunate thing is urban accommodation is driven by
profit; they see it as a business and use it to exploit students. That is why we need an inter-
vention from the City of Tshwane because, to a larger extent, their activities are regulated, but
not for the benefit of students… (Interview with UP SRC 1)

Cost of renting private student accommodation in Hatfield

Urban renewal processes in South Africa are meant to create affordable access (Gregory
2020). While the City of Tshwane subscribes to this, the development in Hatfield shows
the mismatch between affordability and profit and between the intentions of the
private estate developers and the economic needs of students. The proximity of
Hatfield to the university has created different perceptions for students and developers.
To developers, the university increases property value in Hatfield and for students, proxi-
mity means being closer to the university, but in fact only for those who can afford the
cost of student housing in Hatfield.

If affordability is key, then the current urban renewal processes unfolding in Hatfield
do not particularly focus on accessible student housing. In Hatfield, only those that can
pay can live near the university. Reconfiguration of Hatfield’s spatial design and land
use was designed with the university and “Hatfield Campus village” at the centre of it
and with a specific type of student in mind (CoT 2021). In the past, the affordability of
this gentrified area meant that tenants could pay the rent and access the utilities,
which are also needed for student living expenses. Consequently, instead of becoming
an inclusive student space, the developers are focused on creating access for students
with material means. This fits into the exclusivity that was consequently woven
into Hatfield’s student housing fabric. The relatively high rentals in Hatfield coupled
with the high demand for affordable student housing leaves students from low-
income and precariat households stranded without proper and convenient
accommodation.

There is no doubt that the radical changes that are underway in Hatfield are growth-
oriented and instead of being harnessed to basic social justice and economic diversity,
they seem to do the contrary. Students from the University, although politically equal
—as all carry the same registration card, take the same examinations, or sit in the same
classes—are not socially equal. Where they stay reflects their socioeconomic status and
their access to supporting mechanisms to complete their studies (Massey 2020;
Monare, Kotze, and McKay 2014).

SOUTH AFRICAN REVIEW OF SOCIOLOGY 9



The disappearance of communes has exacerbated the distinctions between poor and
affluent students where students with insufficient funding find themselves marginalised:

a lot of development in Hatfield is missing the mark in terms of response to the changing
student profile at UP… A lot of developments are going for student accommodation, but
expensive student accommodation. If you go to some of these buildings, small little rooms
are going for R4800 per month, then you add laundry, parking, electricity, and you get to
R6000, and this is a problem. affordable accommodation say from R1500–R2000…would
mean a lot to students. The other problem is the high-rise structures that have popped up.
These are not fully occupied because of affordability… the market has become oversaturated
with expensive student accommodation… Also, developers are not pushing entertainment
in Hatfield. There is no social life in Hatfield except restaurants. There is not more entertain-
ment and that is why you find students going to Lynwood Strip for alcohol and drugs…
developers need to think of students’ social life… (Interview with Pastor, Hatfield)

What do students need? This pastor in Hatfield observed that the transformation of
Hatfield into an elite student area was at the expense of providing students with a holistic
student life experience. It is a suburb for students with means.

Developers in Hatfield have shown little or no interest in student entertainment
except for restaurants.8 Students living in Hatfield find entertainment in the neighbour-
ing suburbs of Lynnwood and Sunnyside. Hatfield Square is a case in point, where enter-
tainment was sacrificed for profit generation. As the pastor observed, it used to be a
popular student entertainment area, but developers rezoned it and built student accom-
modation (see Bose 2015).

To maximise profit, developers used negative arguments related to student socialising
and entertainment to argue for the rezoning of the Hatfield Square. As emphasised below,
the Square acquired the reputation of housing all the social evils of the world:

there was a big story that Hatfield was the place for drugs in Pretoria because student popu-
lation and drug lords were enjoying a vibrant market… not just drugs, but substance abuse
like alcohol was said to be very high due to the Hatfield Square.… the university put its
weight into influencing the shutdown of the Square, rezoning of the land to build private
student accommodation… (Interview with Pastor, Hatfield)

It is difficult to know whether the Square was demolished to save students from social ills
or meant to provide housing for students in need. This remains a moot point, as the unin-
tended consequences arising from the demolition of the Square cannot be ignored. The
convenience of small, privately owned restaurants and pubs that provided an affordable
and collegial meeting place for students and also the shops around the Square have dis-
appeared. The development and transformation of the Square into student housing has
removed this with no replacements to cater for needs of the body and soul.

Students do not only need a space for sleep and study. They need spaces to meet and
mix with others. The demolition of the Square has simply transferred this desire to places
like Menlyn, Sunnyside, and the Strip on Lynnwood Road. Contradictions in the Hatfield
student village and CID plans to provide students with a safe space close to the university
remain (see Bose 2015). Although students are assured of learning spaces, there is not

8Student entertainment is lucrative, and the area known as The Strip on Lynnwood Road which is close to Hatfield and
across the university residences is an example of profitable student entertainment. Developers in Hatfield chose resi-
dence and housing as their preferred investment.
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enough reflection about them as young social people who see entertainment as an inte-
gral part of student life.

Decisions to favour student housing over social spaces is a further indication of the
pursuit of profits by developers. Hatfield student village exists as a concept as it does
not have all the amenities to make it a comprehensive village (Hendrick and Flaherty
2018). The costs associated with student accommodation have also changed the profile
of students living there:

The student profile has changed—everything relied on rich students and parents. Now you
have an increasing number of students on NSFAS. Now you need businesses that can support
those kinds of students where for instance an R80 should cover 3 meals. (Interview with
Pastor, Hatfield)

The focus of developers on providing student housing has not particularly served the
purpose of alleviating student accommodation shortages. This is a reality that higher edu-
cation institutions, especially since the 2015 #FeesMustFall protests, cannot ignore.

A transforming university or not?

After celebrating 25 years of democracy, South Africa has still to bridge the gap between
economic disparities that have continued to widen, making it the most unequal country
in the world.

Post-apartheid South Africa had to demonstrate equal access to resources. In the case
of higher education, it had to ensure that all institutions subscribed to equal access pol-
icies. In the case of UP, an Afrikaner-dominated and whites-only institution, English had to
be added as a language of instruction and black South Africans had to be admitted as staff
and students.

The UP, like all higher education institutions in South Africa, has made student growth
part of its policies and strategic plans. Its 2030 vision for catering for 70,000 students is
also related to the importance of higher education training in preparing young people
for the world of work and as researchers involved in knowledge production. However,
transformation of the higher education sector is not just increasing student enrolment
and addressing issues around demographic representations, but also about incorporating
the socioeconomic and cultural worlds of students. Although not spelled out in unequi-
vocal terms, the university recognises that successful student learning goes hand in hand
with acknowledging students as total social beings. Addressing the student demographic
profile without their economic viability seems to be missing an area that institutions
should address:

Problems are that, as enrolment increases and student profile changes. You want the
numbers, but you do not want the profile because if you understand the profile, you will
think differently about some basic things. You just want the numbers, but you do not
want to reshape the university in such a way that as you receive these large numbers,
you will also understand that these students come with certain needs, they are human
beings with real needs… real South African needs because it’s not like they come from
somewhere where we don’t understand or know. We know their background and where
they come from, but we still behave as if this university is just for the elite students who
do not have needs and maybe three or 15 of them will be in need… (Interview with Uni-
versity Official)
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If the university, as students argue, understands that transformation should go beyond
addressing the demographic profile of the student body, then affordable student accom-
modation should be at the centre of its transformation agenda, especially as student
success also depends on keeping body and intellect together. For students, it is affordable
housing that matters. Students as well as employees at the university seem to argue that
student housing in Hatfield is of concern to the institution:

People conveniently resist a paradigm shift or ignore reality [of poor students] and the
danger of this is it misrepresents the reality. You are seen to be doing something… increas-
ing numbers… increasing beds etc.… and people are proud of what you have done yet all is
not well. They get accolades etc. but it’s out of sync with the reality of the students and their
needs. Student accommodation is a crisis. The thinking of the university is to increase beds,
but this does not answer the question of affordability. I think the university is thinking of
capacity, but not affordability. (Interview with University Official)

This was further reiterated by the UP SRC regarding student housing in Hatfield and they
raised questions about tensions between inclusivity and maintaining class privilege. The
university’s Residence Placement Policy (RPP), the SRC argued, is not in sync with the
socioeconomic realities of its student base. The current approach, the RPP, as the SRC
contends, favours financially independent students over those relying on financial
assistance:

We don’t know if decision makers at UP actually take into consideration the reality out there
…we actually suggested that students that live within a radius of 20–50 km should not be a
priority in terms of residence placement but [rather] NSFAS students and those that stay far
away as they encounter many difficulties in securing accommodation… However, this is also
debatable… it can result in exclusion of other students from experiencing residence culture
… (Interview with UP SRC 2)

Why the SRC has not made this a central concern of their student life policies is worth
examining. Current student access requirements are selective and designed to identify
students that could cope with tertiary education. The lack of confidence in the Matric
results led to some higher education institutions introducing additional literacy and
numeracy aptitude tests before admitting students. The outcome of such access require-
ments disadvantaged young people from ill-equipped schools to gain access to higher
education institutions with selective access criteria. Those who gained access through
NSFAS funding are poor students from households where the collective income is insuffi-
cient to afford tertiary education (Payi 2020).

UP accepts students with potential from disadvantaged backgrounds and expects
them to demonstrate an APS that borders on the minimum requirements. In addition, stu-
dents with NSFAS funding and who comply with access requirements are also admitted.
These students, compared to those drawn from fee-paying schools and whose family
income comfortably exceeds the minimum threshold amount, would count among the
poorer students.

University officials working with student accommodation raised some concerns
regarding the awarding of residential spaces to students. Although not expressly
stated, they referred to student ability to pay for a room as an important part in qualifying
for one. Hence, students relying on NSFAS technically qualified for accommodation if their
funding was sufficient. However, cost-effective measures in practice weighed against
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disadvantaged students.9 As noted by a university official and also by the SRC members
interviewed, university residence policies need to be more student-in-need-friendly:

Residence placement culture is problematic because those that are privileged stay near the
university [yet]get residence placement and those students from afar do not get it and cannot
afford it. We raised this query but UP shut down this conversation… (Interview with UP
SRC 1)

Residence Placement Policy (UP) in its current state needs to be revised. The policy worked for
demographics within that period it was written but demographics have shifted significantly
and that is why we think the policy must be reworked… (Interview with UP SRC 2)

Thinking about community engagement

Community Engagement, alongside Research and Teaching and Learning, is regarded as
the third pillar of higher education in South Africa. Although there is no consensus on
what this means in higher education, it is accepted that it can form part of the social
responsibility activities of higher education institutions (Hall 2010). Could affordable
student housing not form part of Community Engagement and institutional commitment
to social responsibility is a question that needs urgent attention.

University officials’ oblique references to this raised a question about institutional
commitment to Community Engagement and Social Responsibility. Botha (2015) under-
scores the importance of community engagement as an important organic link between
the street and learning spaces. In this regard, the interviewees referred to gaps they per-
ceived in university policies to help align student housing with student needs and
explained that accommodation could be divided into categories of affordability. Some
could afford accommodation without external financial help, others could do so with
some external help, while others can manage with only external help. Some students
who fully relied on external help qualified for NSFAS funding or other bursaries, but a
substantial number remained without this support.10 The students without funding
are also those that have fallen through the cracks and are expected to rely on their
own resources.11

The officials pointed out that students who could not secure residence space were
mainly black African students.12 The demographic profile of black African students strug-
gling to afford student accommodation corresponds with data on the poor in the country
(Dass-Brailsford 2005). It also demonstrates the challenges faced by government and civil
society in reducing poverty among South Africans deprived of equal chances under the
apartheid regime. Such challenges are expressed below:

9Technically, the NSFAS bursary covers tuition and university residence. Where an NSFAS bursar rents private accommo-
dation, the bursary contribution is the equivalent of the university residence cost. In addition to this, the bursar also
receives an annual allowance of R15,000 for living expenses, R7500 for transport, R2500 for books allowance and R2900
for Personal Care allowance. www.nsfas.org.za. Retrieved 10 March 2021.

10Moreover, from evidence collected, we understood that students that missed the deadlines or whose applications were
not compliant had to wait a year to reapply.

11They are part of the students now known as the missing middle: students who are unable to qualify for government
funding (because their supporting houselholds have incomes above the threshold for NSFAS eligibility) and yet are not
in a financial position to pay for their own fees.

12Haroon Bhorat, Mumbi Kimani and Neryvia Pillay in their 2018 policy brief titled, The Evolution of National Student Finan-
cial Aid Scheme report that the number of students funded by NSFAS increased from about 70,000 students in 2000 to
191,000 in 2012 at an aggregate level while in 2020/2021 it currently stands at just below a million.
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We started to explore cheap alternative accommodation and at some stage the university
ended up renting some buildings in Sunnyside and Arcadia as cheaper accommodation.
There was a backlash because it was cheaper for varying reasons and even if the university
had a lease, all the students that were placed in those leased places were black Africans. Pol-
itically, it was an incorrect move on the part of the university. Students at mass meetings
stood up and labelled the university as evil… they sent all black African students to Sunny-
side and Arcadia while white students resided in Hatfield. The university had to cancel the
leases and… look for cheaper reliable and alternative accommodation… (Interview with
University Official)

Student homelessness

A study conducted by the National Centre for Homeless Education in the United States
and cited in The Guardian of 4 February 2020 revealed that student homelessness is on
the increase across the world. Ideally, a student would need a stable home and a
stable support system to successfully complete their studies. In 2017, an eNCA report
highlighted that many students enrolled at higher education institutions were unable
to find accommodation and squatted in offices, libraries, lecture halls and even toilets
(also see Dominguez-Whitehead 2017). This is also the case at UP, where homeless stu-
dents try to become invisible persons seeking safety and shelter.

To accommodate the demand, institutions have introduced strategies and policies to
support fairness. UP as South Africa’s largest residential institution uses sets of criteria to
establish those minimum requirements to guide its allocation of residence space. The uni-
versity saw merit in coupling accommodation with student success. In this way, it was
applying a strategy used for decades at higher education institutions. This coupling is
used to promote the residence as an academic and learning space, and theoretically,
only students that pass could secure a space for the following academic year. If a
student does not have the means to afford private accommodation, chances are high
that that student would become homeless.

A lot of students who end up being homeless are those who come to UP with bursaries, but
no bread winner. They pass National Senior Certificate very well and get a sponsor. The
sponsor brings them to the university and pays for everything. The first year, the student
will be catered for; however, the terms and conditions of that bursary would say to the
student (which they are not aware of) should you fail one course, you are out and will be
taken back [i.e. financed] once you pass all your courses. So, second year the student is
stuck, no funding and there is nobody at home to pick up the tab. The hardest part of it is
you see it with accommodation because once you do not have residence fees, the university
will not take you in… (Interview with Church Administrator)

Maintaining academic standards is a criterion that enrolled students and higher education
institutions can agree on. While this may sound like a fair criterion in an academic world,
the social origins of students is also a factor of success. Consequently, squatting students
are those who mostly come from poor and disadvantaged backgrounds (University
Official). The lack of stable and regular accommodation adversely affects their academic
performance and becomes a spiral that can lead to academic exclusion (Murray 2011).

Students from disadvantaged backgrounds rely significantly on external funding for
academic and residence fees. Unfortunately, institutions hold them responsible for any
amounts outstanding. Moreover, where funding organisations like NSFAS have neglected
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to pay student fees, it remains the student’s responsibility.13 Students see themselves as
victims of the state and the institution when NSFAS, for example, becomes the principle
reason a student is financially excluded from university residence.

Students that have lost their residence status as well as those that have not secured a
place do not usually give up on their studies and make alternative plans to find a place to
sleep. They are the homeless students pursuing a tertiary education. Their helplessness is
well described by the Hatfield pastor below:

You get difficult and complicated cases. Somebody was on NSFAS and NSFAS never paid, and
that student is now financially excluded… the person cannot get in and is requested to pay
at least 50% or make financial arrangements yet he cannot do that. There was a student here
…whose parents were gardeners and they asked him to make financial arrangements. How
do you ask a gardner or domestic helper to make financial arrangements? Unfortunately, with
systems, we sometimes lose the human element. That is the humanity part, what do we do?
(Interview with Pastor Hatfield)

Student accommodation is a concern that neither higher education nor the government
can ignore. Student success and accommodation go together and government, like
higher education institutions and communities, needs to accept that funds should be
made available to assist deserving students that cannot afford private accommodation.
This includes economically disadvantaged students at the university: those that NSFAS
did not provide accommodation for and those that had the misfortune of repeating a
module. These are the students who often fall through the cracks and who experience
extreme challenges in securing accommodation.

Church, student homelessness, psychosocial support and home

In an ideal situation, anyone that fulfils entry requirements and can pay for it can apply
to an institution. However, in a socioeconomically stratified country like South Africa,
this is not the case as many students rely on government and other funding. In
addition to financial support, students, coming from an uneven schooling system
often have to get academic support. Such additional learning strategies are financed
by the DHET.

Students that fit this profile are expected to succeed academically. Yet, this is not
the only challenge they face. The foregrounding of academic success and the univer-
sity’s attempts to transform curricula are attempts to make education inclusive, yet
many who come from a disadvantaged schooling system just cannot bridge the
gap of generations of unequal learning in one year. These are the invisible scars
they carry, sometimes to their detriment as they are denied spaces in university resi-
dences.14 Registered students without accommodation can be new and/or returning
students and mostly undergraduates. They mostly find themselves in predicaments

13Ideally, the NSFAS funding process is supposed to be a seamless operation between them, the student and the insti-
tution. Institutions allow recipients of NSFAS to register and would lift the payment outstanding once it received the
funds from NSFAS. However, as newspaper reports and concerns from students have shown, glitches in the system
affect NSFAS students adversely. In November 2020, News24 carried the headlines: Solidarity writes to NSFAS after
scheme fails to pay students’ study fees. www.news24.com Retrieved 11 March 2021.

14According to NSFAS, a bursar needs to pass at least 50 per cent of modules registered to ensure continuation of NSFAS
support. In this way, NSFAS acknowledges the learning disadvantages that students from disadvantaged backgrounds
have experienced.
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ranging from academic and financial exclusion to issues of mental health. Among
them are also students that have passed but who, due to lack of funds, cannot
register.

Students with aspirations of securing accommodation or a space at university flock
to Hatfield in the month of January. Many of them come with hopes of finding a
generous system ready to listen and assist them. Many are frustrated by the long
waiting lists for university residence and others by the cost of securing a place.
Where to is a question that students ask, and given the desperate nature of the situ-
ation, even the institution finds itself helpless and unable to cope with the demand
for affordable accommodation. This plight of students has influenced external chari-
table organisations like churches to assist students in need. Churches like Elim, Angli-
can, Methodist and others have increasingly found it necessary to think of ways to
help desperate students, as noted by an administrator of the Arcadia Christian
Church:

We have filled and still filling the gap where students find themselves hungry and homeless
due to several reasons. Some would have failed their modules and lost their bursaries and
have no support at home and we take them in… others get hooked up on substance
abuse (drugs are a reality) and students get hooked up, leave Hatfield, and move to Sunny-
side to live in squalor with no support. There is just a lot of pressure on students and systems
are not providing enough support. We then take in students who want assistance for a small
fee of R1700 per month and provide three meals per day and accommodation. We also
receive support from the university, and they send some of the students here and pay for
their stay. Something needs to be fixed because there is disequilibrium in terms of huge
numbers that turn up and their needs and what the institution and surrounding environment
have. It is unbalanced and this can be seen through gentrification in Hatfield, Hillcrest and
Eastwood.15 (Interview with Church Administrator)

Throughout history, churches have provided social services like schooling, health care and
advice to help persons in distress. It was thus not surprising to learn that both students
and the University turned to the church for assistance.

It would seem that faith- and community-based organisations place their helping of
students in a larger context. Poor students without the resources to rent accommodation
around the university search further for something they can afford. Some actually find
affordable accommodation in places like historically black towns such as Siyabuswa or
Kwa-Mhlanga and would have to spend between 2 and 3 hours travelling each way
from these outlying areas to university. With tests and lectures often scheduled in the
late afternoon, such students would have a difficult choice between academic obligations
and their safety. Their academic obligations, they confirmed, forced them to become part
of the invisible people on campus.16

Churches are aware of this and are doing all they can to help struggling students, but
resources remain constrained as numbers rise. The financial support students get to
pursue higher education qualifications can be a bitter chalice. Their families cannot
assist with the extra funds needed and this is where the church steps in. Students are

15The areas mentioned by the church administrator used to be part of middle-class areas that experienced urban decay,
probably because of insufficient infrastructural support and maintenance, but are now gentrifying.

16Part of the demands of UP student protests always include the issues of safety and a demand that the university con-
sider rescheduling tests and exams to permit students to catch the last transport home.
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caught up in a vicious cycle where performance guarantees certain benefits and perhaps
possibilities out of poverty. However, absence of financial support and lack of accommo-
dation become push factors into homelessness and academic failure.

Conclusion and recommendations

In South Africa, there are more students than accommodation available at higher edu-
cation institutions. Creating access for students deprived of opportunities by the apart-
heid regime was a human rights issue and a visible demonstration of redressing the
wrongs of an unjust past. The exponential increase in student numbers not only required
institutions to match teaching and learning facilities, but also increase student
accommodation.

Furthermore, the shortage of student accommodation was certainly recognised as a
lucrative business venture for many private enterprises. Higher education institutions
understood the importance of balancing the academic and social life of students and
thought of creative ways to address student accommodation backlogs.

Despite the gentrification of Hatfield and the development of student housing, the
university like the church organisations in the area are still looking for accommodation
for those students that have fallen through the cracks. This renders attempts to elimin-
ate poverty and inequality a dream. The economic disparities between the majority and
the few make it the country with the world’s highest inequality index. This is the reality
of poor students in South Africa. The opportunities many are given are not sufficient to
help them to successfully complete their studies. The lack of affordable accommodation
and the impossibility of churches and other charity organisations to meet the demand
calls for consideration of student social housing. Making affordable student accommo-
dation an integral part of urban renewal projects is urgent and these should not be
driven by generating profits, but by social development to reduce all forms of
inequalities.
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