
DIY Houses – Pallet House   HFC-1520 

 

The Site and Issues 

 

Langa Area, Cape Town:      Population 52,401 

                                             Density 17,000/sq km 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

The site chosen for this project is the informal settlement (township) of Langa, situated in the city of 

Cape Town in South Africa. 

Langa is an area that was originally created to house the thousands of migrant workers that moved 

to the city to find work during the Apartheid years. Much of the area is made up of the original 

dormitory housing that was constructed to house the migrant workers. As the influx of people from 

rural areas increased, people began to building informal dwellings (shacks) as houses, because 

there was no money to build new houses. 

 

 

 

 



 

These shacks are made out of anything the inhabitants can find, with common materials including 

corrugated zinc sheeting and thin pieces of timber. A huge problem that arises from the building of 

these shacks is that they are often very unstable and much too close together. Fires within the 

township are common and spread very quickly due to the above factors, the most recent incident 

being in March 2012, when 350 shacks were burnt to the ground after a fire spread through the 

township. 

The issues arising out of the construction of these flimsy and unsafe shacks is by no means limited 

to the Langa area; it is a worldwide problem applicable to all developing countries that are 

undergoing rapid urbanization.  

The reality of the matter is that, whilst the process of government funded housing in South Africa 

continues to provide thousands of low-cost houses each year, there will always be a shortage of 

housing, and the poor will have to resort to constructing these shack structures as their only 

means of gaining shelter. This is problem common to most developing countries. 

 

The Solution 

This project will look at people who live in shacks, and have no hope of ever being able to afford 

even a low-cost government house. Many of these people will live in those shacks for the rest of 

their lives. The shacks are poorly constructed, with little to no insulation or waterproofing, and are 

very susceptible to fire and strong winds. 

The proposed solution is to look at the problem of urban housing from a different angle. Instead of 

looking at the issue of creating a formal urban housing scheme, the project will look at existing 

shack dwellings. It will seek to provide information to the inhabitants of the shacks on how they can 

improve their current shelters and create structures that are stable and comfortable to live in, using 

locally available materials that can be obtained at a very low cost. 



This will be achieved by making DIY booklets/pamphlets, designed by architects within local 

contexts, which will provide easy-to-follow instructions on how to create simple and effective 

structures that can be used as a replacement of existing ineffective shack structures. The booklets 

can be mass produced and will be readily available to all members of the public. 

 

 

 

 

 

Whilst not solving the problem of urban housing, it provides a means of improving the standard of 

living for those who will never benefit from formal government housing schemes.  

These DIY booklets/pamphlets can be used in any urban context around the world, with each 

specific location having their own pamphlet designed by an architect. Each location will have a 

unique structure that is relevant to the local context, climate and availability of materials. 

DIY solution for Langa Township 

The A1 presentation for this entry shows a simplified example of a DIY booklet showing how to 

make a structure that makes use of the opportunities within the local area and creates a simple 

and very cheap house structure that people can use to replace their existing shacks. 

The township of Langa is situated very close to the Epping Fruit Market, which is in the Epping 

Industrial area in Cape Town. This market is one of the biggest fruit markets in Cape Town, acting 

as the depot from which most of the fruit in Cape Town is distributed. 

The fruit from the market is distributed on low cost timber pallets. After a certain period of time, 

these pallets are either destroyed or are sold to local fruit sellers at a cost of R15 (about $1,5) 



each. 

They are readily available and cheap to acquire.  

These pallets are made to be structurally rigid and provide a perfect opportunity for forming the 

main structure of the DIY house structure.  

They can be connected using materials available at any hardware store, and then covered in low-

cost waterproof sheeting. Above this sheeting, the roof cladding can be made from 2L plastic 

soda bottles filled with earth, connected with wire and attached to timber planks taken from the 

pallets. These plastic bottles can now be used as planters for various kinds of vegetables – thus 

providing a thermal massing to the structure to regulate temperature inside, whilst also providing a 

possible additional source of income and food. 

The DIY booklet gives instructions on how to create the basic structure of the house, and from this 

the inhabitant can choose to clad and adapted it to their preference, giving each structure an 

individuality and unique appearance (examples of various finishing techniques and additional 

options will be included at the end of the DIY booklet). 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stall in Epping Market 



Cost of Pallet House Essentials 

 Number Needed Price/unit Total Price 

Timber Pallets 96 R15 R1440 

M8 bolts (120x8) 

and hex nuts 

232 R2/set R434 

2L soda bottles 270 Free - 

Polyolefin 

waterproof 

sheeting 

50sqm Variable, but 

available as cheap 

as R10/sqm 

R500 

TOTAL   R2374 ($237) 

*Note that this cost does not included additional finishing that is to the owners 

preference. 

 

Implementation 

The idea behind this project is that it gives the power of implementation to the public, empowering 

them to build their own houses. Therefore the business plan will revolve primarily around publicising 

the DIY Booklets and informing the public of the opportunities available to them in their immediate 

environment. 

Pilot projects should be erected as examples of how the houses work. They must be visible to the 

public and can be used as distribution centres for the DIY Booklets, where people can get a copy 

of the pamphlets for a minimal price, and also get advice on building techniques. An awareness 

campaign should be launched in each area that has its own context-specific DIY House. 

 


