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Abstract

This short paper reviews publicly available data on subsidy housing delivery and
registrations. It highlights that key data points are either missing or inaccurate. In light of
this, estimates of the title deed backlog published by the National Department of Human
Settlements (NDHS) are likely to be wrong. 

This paper uses other publicly available data to derive a plausible alternative estimate of the
size of the backlog.  In addition, the paper highlights additional data sources that should be
used to quantify the backlog and identify the barriers to transfer. These data sources will
enable officials at municipal, provincial and national level to better target their efforts in
addressing this critical gap in the National Housing Programme.
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The measurement of RDP housing delivery
has been a point of interest since the
national subsidy scheme was first
introduced in 1994. More recently, there
has been increased focus on subsidy
property registrations which have fallen far
short of actual units delivered. 

Using deeds registry data, the Centre for
Affordable Housing Finance in Africa
(CAHF) has been tracking the number of
government subsidised RDP properties
formally registered to individual subsidy
beneficiaries on the deeds registry. At the
end of 2019 this was estimated at just
under 1.74 million units. At the same time
the National Department of Human
Settlements (NDHS) reports it has
completed more than three million units.

Box 1: Data sources on subsidy housing delivery and registrations 

Administrative data on enrolments: Registered home builders must enrol every property they
develop with the National Home Builder’s Registration Council (NHBRC) at least two weeks prior to
construction. Data on enrolments for the subsidy sector is published by the NHBRC and included in
the ENE. Given that a property is enrolled at the start of the construction process it is a useful proxy
for housing starts.

Administrative data on subsidies and completions: The Housing Subsidy System (HSS) contains
data on subsidy applicants as well as subsidy units as they are constructed.

CAHF’s proxy for title deed registrations: CAHF uses deeds office data to track new residential
property registrations. Within this, it identifies subsidy registrations based on the characteristics of
the parties to the transaction as well as features of the property. Key parameters include the type
of seller (a government entity), the type of buyer (an individual), as well as the size of the property.

ENE: Estimates of National Expenditure published annually by the South African National Treasury
(SANT) for each vote. The ENE for Human Settlements contains selected indicators associated with
programmes and entities that fall under the Department. This includes subsidy enrolments with the
National Home Builders Registration Council (our proxy for a housing start), subsidy units
completed as well as some data on title deeds registered.

Survey data: Data gathered by Stats SA by means of door-to-door surveys of randomly selected
samples of households. The survey referred to in this blog is the 2019 General Household Survey,
which has a sample size of 19 649 households. The survey is conducted annually and includes the
following question relating to RDP housing - "Is the dwelling you live in, or has it ever been, an RDP
or state subsidised dwelling?“

Some of the missing units are accounted
for by the so-called title deed backlog
which is now estimated at 1.1 million units
by the NDHS. This backlog is regarded as
so serious that the NDHS has declared war
on the title deeds backlog and established
a war room to coordinate efforts on the
battle field.  

Needless to say, to succeed, the NDHS’s
battle plan must be informed by a solid
understanding of the lie of the land. But it
seems key bits of data are either missing
or defective. This paper reviews these data
sources and triangulates them against
other published data. It also suggests a
way forward to close data gaps.

Data sources referred to in this paper are
summarised in the box below.

[1] See PRESENTATION ON THE OUTCOMES OF THE TRP WORKSHOP HELD ON THE 27TH MAY 2022, RESOLUTIONS WITH ACTION PLAN, NDHS
[2] An analysis of RDP delivery data published in 2019 used various data sources to highlight the significant discrepancies between subsidy
housing starts (proxied by NHBRC enrolments), housing units completed and title deeds registered. In this short document, we update that
analysis, and highlight further discrepancies emanating from the poor administration of and reporting on the subsidy housing programme.
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Figure 1: Housing Starts: Number of homes enrolled in the subsidy sector per year 

Using these data sources, we can trace the delivery of subsidy housing units as they are
enrolled, completed and registered.

The data on subsidy enrolments and completions as per the ENE is summarised in the
charts below. While data for previous years represents actual performance, data for the
most recent year is an estimate and is therefore presented as an unfilled rather than a solid
bar.

The downward trend visible in the number of subsidised houses delivered since 2010
contrasts with the more erratic picture painted by enrolments. That said, both data sets
point to a significant decline in delivery since 2010, although the ambitious recovery
projected for subsidy units completed in 2021/22, is not matched by projected enrolments.
One would expect some differences between the two, given the time it takes to construct a
house. This lack of synchronicity may therefore warrant no further investigation.
Alternatively, it may indicate that human settlements departments are either too quick to
enrol subsidy houses, or too slow to build them. 

Figure 2: Houses Completed: Number of fully subsidised houses delivered per year 

Source: National Treasury ENE.  Note: *2021/22 data is a provisional estimate

Source: National Treasury ENE, NDHS Annual Reports. Note: *2021/22 data is a provisional estimate
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With regard to title deeds, ENE reporting has been sporadic. 2018 and 2019
ENEs reported on the number of title deeds registered to eradicate the pre-2014
backlog, but this is no longer reported on, with data for more recent years provided
only for the number of title deeds registered for new (post-2014) developments.
This data is summarised in Figure 3 below. 

Number of title deeds registered to
eradicate pre-2014 backlog

Number of title deeds registered for new
(post-2014) projects

A striking feature of the data for the post-2014 projects is the very significant
discrepancy between units completed and title deeds registered. For ease of reference
these are presented on the chart below, excluding reported estimates for the latest year
which are subject to revision.

Figure 3: Number of title deeds registered per year 

Figure 4: Comparison between reported data on subsidy units completed and title deeds
registered for post-2014 projects

Source: National Treasury ENE. Note: *Last available published data on title deeds registered to eradicate pre-2014 backlog. **2021/22
data is a provisional estimate. 

Source: National Treasury ENE
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The difference between the total number
of units reported as completed between
2014/15 and 2020/21 (553 286) and the
total number of reported title deed
registrations over that same time period
(197 224) is 356 062. One might be
tempted to regard this as a useful proxy
for the new backlog. 

This would require the data on
completions and registrations to be
correct. But we have cause to suspect
the NDHS’s reporting on title deeds
registered is flawed. 

There is a noticeable discrepancy between
deeds data on subsidy registrations  as
published by CAHF (which does not
distinguish between pre- and post-2014
projects), and ENE data on all registrations
(both pre- and post-2014). This
comparison is shown in Figure 5 below.  

This variance is particularly noticeable
between 2014/15 and 2016/17 but
remains significant in 2019/20. It indicates
that the NDHS may have overstated title
deed registrations by 287 467 between
2014/15 and 2020/21. 
 

Figure 5: Number of title deeds registered per year: ENE vs Deeds Registry (CAHF proxy) 

Number of title deeds registered (pre- and
post-2014): National Treasury ENE

Number of subsidy properties registered:
Deeds data (CAHF proxy)

Source: National Treasury ENE, CAHF

[3] Excluding the estimates for 2021/22 which are likely to be a poor indication of actual delivery
[4] The reporting windows for CAHF and ENE data do not align. CAHF reports for the calendar year, whereas the ENE is for the financial year
ending 31 March. That said, this cannot explain the persistent and significant difference between the two data sources prior to 2020/21.
[5] It is difficult to compare annual numbers from the ENE with CAHF due to the above point. CAHF data is drawn from Lightstone and is framed
annually as a consequence of how it is purchased. This same analysis could and should be done by NDHS – and indeed, the Auditor General –
with aligned timeframes.
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Regardless, it appears that more ground is lost to new backlogs than gained in the battle
against the old. In order to stop this, the NDHS  has issued directives as follows: 

The instruction to the conveyancing attorney to register a property must be
initiated by the time house construction has reached the wall-plate stage.

The final sign-off of a property by the National Home Builders Registration Council
(NHBRC) will only occur once demonstrable proof has been provided by the
Developer – be it the Provincial Department or Municipality – of lodgement of
registration papers having been commenced.

How big is the enemy? Estimating the title deed backlog
As noted, according to the NDHS the title
deed backlog in South Africa is 1.1 million
units. Despite a number of requests,
officials did not provide information on
how this estimate is derived, and to our
knowledge a detailed methodology used to
determine the backlog has not been
published. We would very much welcome a
correction in this regard.

In order to sense check the NDHS’s
backlog estimate of 1.1 million units, we
attempt to quantify the backlog ourselves
using published data. 

In contrast with the crude calculation
presented above, the determination of
the title deed backlog is not simply a
matter of subtracting the number of
title deeds issued from the number of
units completed as it is not the case that
there should be a title deed for every
completed unit. Some subsidy units are
constructed in rural areas where land is
not yet titled. We need to strip these out
and consider only those units in urban
areas. 

The title deed backlog is then calculated
as follows:

Title deed backlog = Number of subsidy
properties that should have a title deed  -
(minus) Number of subsidy properties
visible in  the deeds office

Where: 

Number of subsidy properties that
should have a title deed = Number of RDP
subsidy houses completed in urban areas +
(plus) Number of services sites delivered -
(minus) RDP subsidy houses delivered on
serviced sites

6

[6] See PRESENTATION ON THE OUTCOMES OF THE TRP WORKSHOP HELD ON THE 27TH MAY 2022, RESOLUTIONS WITH ACTION PLAN, NDHS

In addition, in some cases, subsidy houses
are constructed on serviced sites, often
many years after the serviced site was
prepared and allocated to a beneficiary.  

Accounting for this is complex. The title deed
should have been issued when the land was
demarcated, serviced and handed over to
the beneficiary. The addition of a top
structure on the serviced site should not
add to the title deed count. Therefore, we
need to add in serviced sites to our total
subsidy property count but remove the
additional subsidy that might have been
granted subsequently to build the dwelling
on the land.
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[7] A serviced site it a plot of land with access to water, sanitation and electricity services. Beneficiaries can live in a shack on the land or apply for
further assistance to build a house on their serviced site through one of the government's other housing subsidies. 6



Quantifying the title deed backlog using available data

In order to get some indication of the number of RDP units delivered in urban areas, we
have had to use survey data, always a disappointing last resort when an administrative
system exists that should hold accurate data. The General Household Survey (GHS)
conducted annually by Stats SA asks households the following question: “Is the dwelling you
live in, or has it ever been, an RDP or state subsidised dwelling?“

 
According to data from the 2019 GHS survey, 3 257 416 households live in an RDP or state
subsidised dwelling in total. However, a significantly lower number of 2 311 348 households
say they live in an RDP / subsidised dwelling that has a flush toilet connected to a public
sewage system AND has piped (tap) water in the dwelling or on site, our proxy for subsidy
dwellings built in urban areas. Presumably these dwellings should have a title deed. CAHF
finds 2 070 195 properties that are plausibly RDP or other subsidy units in the deeds registry
in 2019, corresponding to the year of the survey data. This would leave a title deed
backlog on completed units of 241 153 in 2019. Admittedly, this seems low, but perhaps
only because we have been primed to believe that the number is significantly higher.

Turning to serviced sites, the NDHS reports on the number of serviced sites delivered per
year. But, there is no published data on how many completed units (houses) are
delivered on serviced sites, nor can we determine from published data how many subsidy
beneficiary households currently live on serviced sites. We also cannot determine how many
title deeds have been issued on serviced sites. We therefore have no published
administrative data on serviced sites that we can rely on for the title deed backlog
estimation. 

The importance of these questions will no doubt be amplified as delivery continues to shift
away from completed units to serviced sites, a phenomenon illustrated in Figure 6. In
addition, with this changing battle ground, directives that are independent of wall plates and
the NHBRC will be required to prevent new backlogs from emerging.
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[8] General Household Survey Question HSG21
[9] Of the 3 257 416 households who live in RDP dwellings, 799 137 have a pit latrine 

Figure 6: Number of subsidy units completed and serviced sites delivered per year

Serviced sites delivered

Completed subsidy units

Source: National Treasury ENE (subsidy units completed), NDHS annual reports (serviced sites delivered)
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2.50 Million
Households living on

subsidy properties that
should have a title deed

(serviced sites or RDP
properties or other
subsidy dwellings)

2.31 Million 192 000
Households living in

RDP or subsidy
houses in urban areas

Households living in
shacks not in backyards
that have piped water

and access to
sanitation (serviced

sites proxy)

CALCULATING THE NUMBER OF SUBSIDY PROPERTIES IN URBAN AREAS

ESTIMATED TITLE DEED BACKLOG

2.07 Million
Number of title deeds

for RDP or subsidy
properties in the deeds

registry (CAHF proxy
for 2019)

2.50 Million
Households living on

subsidy properties that
should have a title deed

(serviced sites or RDP
properties or other
subsidy dwellings)

434 000
Estimated title deed
backlog on RDP or
subsidy properties

[10] We assume that survey respondents living in shacks on serviced sites would adopt a literal understanding of the survey
question; “Is the dwelling you live in, or has it ever been, an RDP or state subsidised dwelling?“. They would not regard
themselves as living in an RDP or subsidised dwelling as only the land, and not the dwelling, was subsidised. Thus, to quantify
the number of households who live on serviced sites, we need another proxy in the survey data.
[11] We note in passing that according to data published by the NDHS, a total of 1 246 486 serviced sites were delivered
between 1994/95 and 202/21. This implies that over one million completed units - both subsidised and privately funded - have
been built on serviced sites. We have no data to assess whether this is plausible but it does strike one as a particularly
interesting line of enquiry. While it should be possible to determine the number of top structures built by the state on serviced
sites, given the low levels of compliance with building application processes, privately funded construction is likely to remain a
known unknown. Nevertheless, top structures that have been built using consolidation subsidies would all have title deeds (in
line with Part 3 of the Housing Code) and so we need not be concerned that these properties would be part of the backlog. This
is not the case for privately funded construction.

From a housing access perspective, one could argue that monitoring title deeds issued on
serviced sites should be a priority; in order to apply for a consolidation subsidy to build a
top structure on a serviced site, the applicant must produce a title deed. In addition, to the
extent that households living on serviced sites wish to finance the construction of their own
dwellings, the ability to leverage the land to do so, and hence the existence of a title deed, is
critical.  

Because the number of beneficiary households living on serviced sites is not reported on we
must again turn to GHS survey data.   For that we have made yet another assumption; all
households who live in shacks not in backyards that have piped water and access to
sanitation on the stand are living on subsidised serviced sites. According to the 2019 GHS,
there are 192 804 such households in South Africa.    

Adding these 192 804 households to 2 311 348 urban households living in RDP or subsidised
dwellings brings us to a total of 2 504 152 households living on subsidy properties be they
serviced sites or RDP or other subsidy dwellings in urban areas. If we compare this to CAHF’s
number of registered RDP or subsidy properties in 2019 (2 070 195) we reach a total
backlog of 433 957. 
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Because so many years may have
passed since the property was originally
allocated to a beneficiary, it is not
always clear who the rightful owner is. 
 People die, marry, divorce or even (!)
sell their properties. All these events
impact on who the property should be
transferred to. 

If the beneficiary is not in occupation,
officials will have to gather data on
ownership claims and assess them.  To
guide officials through this process, the
TSC has developed the Beneficiary
Administration Toolkit which describes
the key steps.

The toolkit is available online     and is
accompanied by recordings of webinars
dealing with specific scenarios such as
deceased beneficiaries and informal
sales. 

Other, less conventional but very effective
data sources are called for. 

The first is deeds data. One can use that data
to identify properties that are still registered
in the names of the state entities that
developed them, including municipalities,
provinces and other agencies. Visual
inspection of these sites using aerial
surveillance will quickly enable officials to
identify the low hanging fruit – properties
where there is a dwelling and where the
general plan has been registered. For these
properties, housing authorities can proceed
with transfer to rightful owners.

One would be hard pressed to position this
number as sufficiently close to the NDHS’s
title deed backlog estimate of 1.1 million,
notwithstanding one’s attitude to survey
data. 

The upshot of all these calculations and
assumptions is that the NDHS may well be
overstating the title deed backlog
significantly. But truth be told, we have no
idea what is going on. Our estimate of the
title deed backlog is thus tentative and
humbly offered. Indeed, it can be very
difficult to know what is happening in the
fog of war.

While it would be wonderful if the real title
deed backlog is significantly lower than the
number reported by the NDHS, it would 
 raise serious questions about housing
accounting and transparency of the
subsidy programme. Arguably, that is the
real battleground.
 
On the upside, the possibility that the
backlog is smaller than initially thought
might lift morale. But it should not create
the illusion that the enemy can be
dismissed. Even if the  title deed backlog is
'only' 430 000 odd, we still have a significant
title deed battle on our hands. At the current
rate of registrations (roughly 20 000 per
year) we would need 21 years to get
through the backlog, assuming we ceased
all new subsidies. Clearly, we need to do
things differently.

Does the general have a plan?
The generals in the war room will need to
put together a coherent, informed plan to
win this war. The most valuable source of
data to inform the plan should be the
Housing Subsidy System or HSS, but given
the discrepancies we see with other data
sources (albeit also imperfect) we suspect it
is defective.

IDENTIFYING THE RIGHTFUL OWNER:
THE TSC'S BENEFICIARY 

ADMINISTRATION TOOKIT

Beneficiary administration process
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https://cahf.gitbook.io/primary-transfer-toolkit/v/beneficiary-administration-and-transfer-toolkit/toolkit-approach
https://cahf.gitbook.io/primary-transfer-toolkit/v/beneficiary-administration-and-transfer-toolkit/toolkit-approach


Assist officials and professionals
involved in housing projects to
systematically address the
complexities of assembling land
parcels that make up the Project
Area including the complex linkages
to the Development Rights that
must be obtained. 
In the case of ‘blocked’ Projects, to
systematically audit the status of
such Projects and to formulate a
specific strategy (legal and
administratively) to ‘unblock’ the
Project to enable the transfer of
ownership to be effected in the
shortest time frame.

GeoAfrika Technologies has prepared a
clear, concise toolkit to

The toolkit was developed with funding
from the IFC supported by SECO and the
World Bank Group. 

The toolkit describes the key steps in
the process and is available online. 

The second key data source lies with the
NHBRC. As per the 2007 amendment to the
Housing Consumers  Protection Measures
Amendment Act, all subsidy properties must
be enrolled with the NHBRC, providing a very
useful data source, albeit only since the act
came into operation in April 2008 and only
for subsidy properties that have a top
structure (i.e. not for serviced sites).  

The NHBRC’s enrolment and inspection
processes, and the administrative data they
generate are enormously useful for tracking
the subsidy programme more broadly. Aside
from the data gathered when construction
begins, there should be a visible data trail for
every inspection made by the NHBRC
through the construction process. The
address data in the system can be compared
against deeds data to identify backlog
properties where no registered general plan
exists.

For these properties the barriers to transfer
must be identified, and a project plan
developed by the relevant municipality. This
process is described in detail in a Land Legal
Toolkit also available online. 

Once this data is on hand, battle plans can
be drawn up, and the fight against the title
deed backlog can begin in earnest. Without
it, we are likely to have battle cries only, and
no possibility of victory. 
 

  THE LAND AND PLANNING
REGULARISATION TOOKIT

 Land and planning regularisation
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https://cahf.gitbook.io/primary-transfer-toolkit/v/land-legal-toolkit/
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