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Abstract
Waste management in South Africa remains a challenge, particularly for backyard 
dwellers who are excluded from formal waste services. While existing studies focus 
on housing and social vulnerabilities, little research examines their waste manage-
ment practices. This article fills this gap by arguing that backyard waste challenges 
stem from structural exclusions rather than individual negligence. Data were gath-
ered by means of a questionnaire survey of 284 backyard dwellers in Fisantekraal. 
Using an Urban Political Ecology (UPE) lens, the study highlights systemic inequi-
ties in urban waste governance. Although backyard dwellers receive regular weekly 
municipal waste collection, waste leakages persist, with illegal dumping in open 
spaces, roads and informal sites. Findings also reveal a sanitation divide and micro-
governance by landlords who restrict bin access, all of which reflects infrastructural 
liminality in backyard waste management.

Keywords  Backyard dwellers · Waste governance · Urban Political Ecology · 
Infrastructural liminality · Sanitation divide

Introduction

Waste management remains a persistent and complex challenge for municipali-
ties across Africa, with South African cities frequently confronting illegal dump-
ing and its accompanying environmental and public health consequences (Schenck 
et  al., 2023). The inadequacy of municipal waste collection services, particularly 
in low-income and marginalised areas, has been well-documented (Haywood et al., 
2021). Inefficient waste management exacerbates health risks by fostering the pro-
liferation of vermin and vector-borne diseases while contributing to environmental 
degradation, including soil and water pollution, which undermines urban sustain-
ability (Govender et al., 2011). According to the StatsSA (2024) household survey, 
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only 60.5% of households nationwide reported having their refuse collected at least 
once per week during 2023. A significant proportion—34.9%—relied on communal 
or household refuse dumps, while 2.4% had no access to waste disposal facilities. 
These figures have shown little change over the years and highlight stark dispar-
ities between urban and rural areas, as well as within urban formal and informal 
settlements.

From 2019 to 2021, a longitudinal study conducted across four Level B munic-
ipalities in South Africa explored perceptions of littering and illegal dumping 
(Schenck et  al., 2022a). Findings from this research highlighted insufficient and 
inappropriate waste governance systems and infrastructure as significant factors con-
tributing to urban waste challenges. Additionally, the study identified the increas-
ing prevalence of backyard dwellers as a critical, yet underexplored, dimension 
of these challenges. Building on this foundation, the present study uniquely seeks 
to investigate the waste management strategies employed by backyard dwellers in 
Fisantekraal, Cape Town.

Backyard dwelling is a distinct, yet often overlooked, housing phenomenon in 
South Africa, typically operating as an informal rental system within formal residen-
tial properties (Scheba & Turok, 2020). These communities frequently lack access to 
adequate municipal waste services, which compels residents to adopt informal and 
often environmentally hazardous waste disposal methods, such as roadside dumping 
and burning of waste (Govender et al., 2011). Overcrowding in backyard dwellings 
intensifies waste management challenges, as overflowing bins, insufficient collection 
points, and improper disposal of household waste—such as nappies and food pack-
aging—contribute to unsanitary conditions and environmental degradation (Lategan 
et al., 2020).

The intensification of urban densification, driven by economic pressures and 
population growth, has significantly increased the prevalence of backyard dwellings 
in South African townships. It is estimated that 30%–50% of township properties 
host backyard shacks, accommodating approximately one-quarter of the urban popu-
lation (Bank, 2007). Between 2001 and 2016, the number of backyard dwellings 
expanded from 460,000 to 1,835 million (Turok & Borel-Saladin, 2016; Brueckner 
et al., 2019). These makeshift structures, typically constructed from materials, such 
as corrugated iron and wooden planks, often lack basic services, such as water, sani-
tation and electricity (Dilika, 2018; Lategan & Cilliers, 2013).

Despite the significant environmental and health implications of inadequate waste 
management in backyard communities, research on their specific practices remains 
limited. Most studies group backyard dwellers with other low-income households, 
informal settlements, or flats, thereby failing to address the unique challenges asso-
ciated with this housing typology (Haywood et al., 2021). Restrictions imposed by 
landlords on access to municipal bins, as well as systemic exclusions from formal 
waste management services, further marginalise backyard dwellers (Lategan et al., 
2020). This lack of targeted research has left a critical gap in understanding how 
urban densification and waste management intersect.

This study seeks to address this gap by examining waste management practices 
among individuals and families residing in backyard dwellings in South Africa, 
focusing specifically on the community of Fisantekraal, situated on the outskirts 



Exploring Waste Management Practices Among Backyard Dwellers…

of Cape Town. By shedding light on this overlooked aspect of waste management 
among backyard dwellers, the study aims to contribute to a better understanding of 
the complexities inherent in backyard housing.

Backyard Dwellings and Waste Management Challenges

Backyard dwellings have a longstanding history in South Africa, originating in part 
from apartheid-era policies that enforced racial segregation and confined individuals 
to designated areas (Lategan & Cilliers, 2013; Lategan et al., 2020). However, the 
concept of backyard living predates apartheid, with Ellen Hellman’s 1930 s anthro-
pological studies exposing the hidden poverty in yards, illustrating the entrenched 
nature of informal housing in South Africa (Bank, 2007).

In contemporary South Africa, backyard dwellings remain a prevalent form of 
urban housing, characterised as self-contained apartments constructed within the 
yards of formal residential properties. These structures, often made from materials, 
such as corrugated iron or wooden planks, serve as critical housing solutions for 
those unable to afford formal housing or access to government-subsidised accom-
modation (Brown, 2021). According to the Department of Human Settlements 
(2023), backyard rental units exist across various urban settings, including high-, 
middle-, and low-income areas, as well as both older and newly developed formal 
housing estates, informal settlements, and even rural areas. In 2016, an estimated 
919,000 households lived in backyard rental units, representing approximately 26% 
of the country’s rental market and 5% of the overall housing stock. Recognising their 
growing significance, the department has identified the expansion and formalisation 
of backyard rentals as a key priority over the next 25 to 30 years to address the 
increasing demand for affordable housing in South Africa (Department of Human 
Settlements, 2023).

Previous research has primarily focused on the adverse living conditions of back-
yard dwellers, such as overcrowding and inadequate sanitation infrastructure (Gov-
ender et al., 2011), as well as their social vulnerabilities, including poverty and social 
distress (Haywood et  al., 2021). However, scant attention has been paid to waste 
management practices among backyard dwellers, despite indications in the literature 
that they may face obstacles, such as restrictions on using municipal bins imposed 
by landlords (Lategan & Cilliers, 2013), and exclusion from formal waste manage-
ment systems (Lategan et al., 2020). Furthermore, existing studies fail to address the 
implications of overcrowding on waste generation, such as increased production of 
waste items (e.g., nappies, food waste, plastic packaging and glass) which may pose 
health risks to backyard residents (Gardner & Rubin, 2016). According to Schenck 
et al. (2021), there are cases where backyard dwellers are unfairly held responsible 
for illegal dumping in townships due to the lack of access to proper refuse removal 
services. Haywood et al. (2021) attempted to study waste management practices of 
poor income households in South Africa but included informal settlements, low-
income flats and backyard dwellers in the same grouping.

Despite their role in addressing housing shortages, backyard dwellings pose 
significant waste management challenges. Unlike informal settlements, which are 
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entirely excluded from municipal planning, backyard dwellings exist within for-
mal residential areas, but often fall outside standard waste collection frameworks. 
Municipal waste bins designed for single households become inadequate when 
shared among multiple backyard dwellings, leading to overflowing bins, illegal 
dumping, and hazardous waste disposal practices (Molefe, 2016). Many backyard 
dwellers lack designated bins, with some discarding food waste in yards, lavatories, 
or nearby open spaces, further worsening environmental and health risks (Haywood 
et al., 2021).

A key issue is landlord-imposed restrictions on bin access, which force tenants to 
find alternative disposal methods. Some landlords deny backyard tenants the use of 
municipal bins, leaving them to resort to illegal dumping or burning waste (Lategan 
& Cilliers, 2013). Furthermore, the sheer density of backyard structures—ranging 
from one to four per plot, with extreme cases reaching 17—exacerbates waste accu-
mulation and overwhelms available disposal infrastructure (Harris et al., 2023).

Municipalities face difficulties in extending services to backyard tenants due to 
their ambiguous legal status (Isandla Institute, 2020). Unlike registered homeown-
ers, backyard dwellers do not appear on municipal billing systems, limiting their 
direct access to essential services, such as waste collection. This exclusion high-
lights the blurred boundaries between formality and informality, where backyard 
dwellers are physically integrated into urban areas but remain structurally marginal-
ised (Govender et al., 2011). The existence of backyard dwellings in formal residen-
tial spaces creates a governance gap, where they are neither fully included in service 
delivery nor entirely excluded, leading to fragmented and inequitable waste manage-
ment (Madonsela et al., 2024).

Theoretical Framework

This study employs Urban Political Ecology (UPE) to investigate the socio-ecolog-
ical dynamics of waste management in backyard dwellings. UPE provides a critical 
lens for understanding how urbanisation, shaped by political, economic and cultural 
forces, produces uneven socio-environmental outcomes (Cornea et  al., 2017). By 
framing urban spaces as socio-ecological systems, UPE enables an exploration of 
how structural inequities shape waste management practices and exacerbate environ-
mental risks in marginalised urban settings (Adelina & Archer, 2024).

Historically, Frederick Engels’ analysis of mid- 19th century working-class 
conditions in England illustrates how the exploitative socio-economic dynamics 
of capitalist urbanisation resulted in profoundly uneven socio-ecological realities 
(Swyngedouw & Kaika, 2014). Engels documented how poor sanitary conditions 
in working-class neighbourhoods led to the proliferation of diseases and high mor-
tality rates. These neighbourhoods became ecological niches where poverty, inad-
equate infrastructure and unsanitary environments created health hazards. Similarly, 
Karl Marx explored the concept of socio-natural capitalist metabolism, detailing 
how urbanisation produced a “metabolic rift” between the city and the countryside. 
This rift manifested as soil degradation and socio-ecological decay in rural areas, 
while urban centres accumulated waste and developed unsustainable infrastructures 
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(Swyngedouw & Kaika, 2014). These insights laid the foundation for understand-
ing urbanisation as a socio-environmental process, in which the physical and social 
dimensions of cities are shaped by power-laden socio-ecological metabolisms (Witt-
mer, 2023).

Building on these theoretical foundations, UPE asserts that society and nature 
are mutually constitutive, particularly in urban spaces where socio-ecological trans-
formations occur (Agyabeng et al., 2024). Urban environments are shaped not only 
by ecological factors but also by political, economic and cultural processes that 
reinforce inequalities (Amuzu, 2018). This framework situates urban issues within 
broader local, regional, national and global contexts (Cornea et  al., 2017). UPE 
research highlights how urbanisation incorporates natural resources and environ-
mental conditions into networks of power, often resulting in uneven urban socio-
natures. Classical Marxist-oriented UPE critiques the commodification of nature 
under neoliberal capitalism, while more recent approaches incorporate post-struc-
tural perspectives that examine how various actors contribute to reproducing uneven 
urban environments (Swyngedouw & Kaika, 2014).

Studies in cities of the Global South have increasingly adopted UPE in waste 
analysis. For example, some research exposes how local–global capitalism, along-
side a state’s neglect of housing and citizenship policies, underpins the marginalisa-
tion of informal waste workers (Adelina & Archer, 2024). Waste management is not 
merely a technical issue, but also a deeply political one, shaped by power relations, 
governance structures and cultural constructions (Cornea et al., 2017). In many cit-
ies, backyard dwellers are framed as threats to public health and urban modernity 
(Haywood et  al., 2021). These backyard dwellers occupy a grey zone where they 
exist in the shadows of policy and politics, further exacerbating waste problems by 
limiting their ability to advocate for adequate services. Without formal recogni-
tion, they are excluded from essential waste services, leading to the accumulation of 
refuse and unsanitary conditions.

The exclusion of backyard dwellers from formal waste services exemplifies the 
uneven power dynamics that define urban metabolism, where waste management 
systems prioritise certain populations while neglecting others (Agyabeng et  al., 
2024). This often results in capital-intensive, technocratic solutions that fail to 
address the complexities of waste production and disposal. Contrary to these devel-
opmental techno-managerial approaches, UPE argues that solid waste management 
and urban cleanliness are not simply managerial issues (Doshi, 2017). Instead, they 
are embedded in power structures and cultural discourses through which powerful 
actors reproduce their own priorities and visions of urban spaces (Adelina & Archer, 
2024).

In South Africa, the experience of backyard dwellers epitomises how systemic 
urban inequalities manifest in waste management (Kalina, 2021). The City of Cape 
Town, for example, does not directly provide waste services to backyard dwellers 
on private properties (Damos, 2022). Instead, they may access services indirectly 
through the main property owner (via municipal bin collections) or by making use 
of informal alternatives, such as the blue-bag system in informal settlements, or ille-
gal dumping (City of Cape Town, 2023). However, requiring landlords to apply for 
additional bins is disincentivised, as many properties with backyard dwellers qualify 
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for a municipal rates rebate of up to 100% (based on property value or indigence 
status). Applying for an additional bin would lead to the loss of this rebate. This 
dynamic not only marginalises backyard dwellers, but also exacerbates environmen-
tal hazards, such as illegal dumping and inadequate waste disposal, contributing to 
heightened health risks (Kalina & Schenck, 2024).

Urban metabolism, a core concept within UPE, offers critical insights into 
how waste, as a material flow, is produced, distributed and managed within cities 
(Amuzu, 2018). In the context of backyard dwellings, urban metabolism illustrates 
the systemic neglect experienced by marginalised communities and their reliance on 
informal waste disposal (Kalina & Schenck, 2024). The absence of formal services 
results in alternative disposal methods that reshape waste flows, perpetuate socio-
ecological inequalities, and reinforce negative perceptions of these communities. 
Waste in backyard dwellings is often stigmatised, further legitimising their exclu-
sion from formal systems and reinforcing urban socio-environmental inequalities.

Methodology

Research Setting

The study was conducted in Fisantekraal, situated within the City of Cape Town 
(CoCT) in the Western Cape Province of South Africa. It is located near the sub-
urbs of Durbanville, Brackenfell and Kraaifontein. Waste management services in 
Fisantekraal are provided by the City of Cape Town, which is recognised as one 
of the top-performing municipalities in South Africa in terms of service delivery. 
Fisantekraal was established as a rural service node, but has evolved into a burgeon-
ing urban settlement on the outskirts of greater Cape Town (Burgoyne, 2008). The 
township’s transformation began in the 1990 s when homeless individuals, seeking 
affordable housing opportunities, began settling in the area, which prompted the 
CoCT to initiate plans for affordable low-cost housing in 1996. However, the plan-
ning phase was marred by racially and politically motivated conflicts, protests and 
home invasions (Burgoyne, 2008). By 2016, Fisantekraal comprised approximately 
1500 low-cost government houses (Ahlgren & Ourti, 2013). Additionally, an inde-
terminate number of backyard dwellers constitute the formal part of Fisantekraal 
(Niyobuhungiro & Schenck, 2021). Specifically, the study was done in the formal 
part of the town and focused on backyard dwellings in Old Fisantekraal and Phases 
1 to 3. These phases denote distinct periods during which the government provided 
housing in Fisantekraal, reflecting different waves of housing development initia-
tives in the community.

Research Design and Sampling

This exploratory study used a structured questionnaire with open and closed ques-
tions to assess waste management practices among backyard dwellers, excluding 
landlords and main-house residents. The 24-item questionnaire was divided into four 
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sections: demographics (A), backyard dwelling characteristics (B), waste manage-
ment practices (C), and health impacts (D), though the latter is not covered in this 
article. Availability sampling was used to select participants from Old Fisantekraal 
and Phases 1, 2 and 3.

Data Collection

Six fieldworkers, all Fisantekraal residents, conducted data collection due to their 
familiarity with local languages and accessibility to participants. Data were gath-
ered during different times to accommodate residents’ schedules. A pilot study with 
seven backyard dwellers refined the questionnaire. Each fieldworker was assigned 
60 surveys, and study areas were divided to prevent duplication. Two covered Old 
Fisantekraal, two Phase One, and one each covered Phases Two and Three. Of the 
300 completed questionnaires, 284 were valid, with exclusions due to inconsist-
ent responses. Data were entered into Excel and analysed using SPSS, employing 
descriptive statistics.

Ethical Considerations

The study adhered to ethical principles to protect participants’rights and well-being. 
Approval was obtained from the Humanities and Social Science Research Ethics 
Committee at the University of the Western Cape (Ref: HS23/5/23).

Findings

Socio‑Demographic Features

In our study, a total of 284 participants were included, comprising 123 males and 
161 females Table 1.

The participants in this study exhibited a diverse demographic range. The age of 
participants spanned from 18 to 87 years, though the central tendency fell within 
the 25 to 35 age range. This suggests a focus on early to mid-adult life stages, align-
ing with theories of socio-economic transitions in urban settings, where individuals 
typically navigate employment and housing choices during these periods (Brueckner 
et al., 2019).

In terms of birthplace, while most participants were born in South Africa 
(93.3%), a notable 5.6% were born in neighbouring countries, particularly Zimba-
bwe, Malawi and Lesotho. This supports the view that backyard dwellers represent 
a heterogeneous group, which includes both South African citizens and migrants 
seeking proximity to urban economic opportunities (Shapurjee & Charlton, 2013). 
However, our findings slightly diverge from other studies that suggest backyard 
dwellers are predominantly migrants (Shapurjee & Charlton, 2013), as our sample 
also included significant numbers of South African citizens.
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Employment status revealed that 48.2% of participants were employed full-time, 
while 23.9% were unemployed. These data align with Brueckner et  al.’s (2019) 
framework, in which the homeowner’s economic incentive to rent out backyard 
space intersects with local employment opportunities. Beyond employment consid-
erations, other structural factors encourage the expansion of backyard housing. The 
high cost of housing in Cape Town is a key driver of backyard dwelling, particularly 
in peripheral settlements, such as Fisantekraal. As formal housing remains unafford-
able and unavailable for many low-income households, backyard dwellings provide 
a more accessible and flexible alternative for those unable to secure housing in the 

Table 1   Demographic features 
of participants Gender Male 43,3%

Female 56,7%
Age  ≤ 35 years 59,9%

 > 35 years 40,1%
Country of Origin South Africa 93,3

Zimbabwe 2,1
Swaziland 0,4
Botswana 0,4
Lesotho 1,8
Malawi 2,1

Race Coloured 50,0%
African 46,8%
White 1,4%
Indian/Asian 1,1%
Other 0,8%

Schooling  ≤ Grade 11 72,9%
Completed Grade 12 21,1%
Post matric qualification 6%

Province of Birth Gauteng 3,9%
Mpumalanga 1,8%
Limpopo 0,7%
North West 5,6%
Free State 2,5%
Western Cape 59,9%
Eastern Cape 15,5%
Northern Cape 3,5%
KwaZulu Natal 1,1%
Foreign 5,6%

Employment Status Full time 48,2%
Part time 20,8%
Self-Employed 5,6%
Unemployed 23,9%
Other 1,4%
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formal market (Turok & Borel-Saladin, 2016). Unlike central urban areas, where 
demand for housing is primarily driven by proximity to economic hubs, settlements, 
such as Fisantekraal, attract tenants due to their relative affordability and the avail-
ability of informal rental options.

Additionally, Fisantekraal’s location near farmland influences the nature of 
employment among its residents. While some backyard dwellers may commute to 
the city for work, many are engaged in seasonal agricultural labour, which does 
not offer stable and secure incomes or the financial capacity to secure formal hous-
ing. Seasonal employment in agriculture often results in a fluctuating demand for 
rental accommodation, with workers seeking temporary housing close to farms 
during peak harvest periods. This further contributes to the prevalence of backyard 
dwellings, as landlords cater to tenants with short-term or irregular housing needs 
(Scheba & Turok, 2020) Table 2.

Housing Characteristics

The distribution of backyard structures per housing plot in Fisantekraal reflects 
broader patterns of informal densification within subsidised housing developments. 
Most plots had one (117) or two (89) backyard structures, with fewer cases of three 
(52) or four (23) structures. While instances of five structures were rare (2), existing 
literature suggests that backyard densities can reach up to 17 structures per property 
in some areas (Lategan et al., 2020).

This variation in backyard density aligns with argument that high densities in 
‘backyarding’ may function as a corrective response to initial inefficiencies in land 
allocation, particularly in state-subsidised housing. The study area, Fisantekraal, 
having developed under the South African government’s Reconstruction and Devel-
opment Programme (RDP) and later the Breaking New Ground (BNG) initiative, 
illustrates this dynamic (Department of Human Settlements, 2023). Older sections, 
such as Old Fisantekraal, with larger plots contrast with newer phases where higher 
densities suggest an adaptive response to space constraints and economic necessity.

Urban Political Ecology (UPE) perspectives further highlight the role of socio-
economic forces in ‘backyarding’, particularly the actions of subsistence landlords. 

Table 2   Number of backyard 
structures

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumu-
lative 
Percent

Valid 1 117 41,2 41,3 41,3
2 89 31,3 31,4 72,8
3 52 18,3 18,4 91,2
4 23 8,1 8,1 99,3
5 2 0,7 0,7 100,0
Total 283 99,6 100,0

Missing System 1 0,4
Total 284 100,0
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As Scheba and Turok (2020) suggest, backyard dwellings emerge from economic 
survival strategies rather than merely spatial inefficiencies. This practice is driven 
by necessity, as these landlords may lack access to external financing for property 
maintenance and improvement. Instead, they rely on renting out portions of their 
properties as a survival strategy, particularly in low-income settlements where 
households typically have irregular and low-paying jobs. Thus, the phenomenon of 
backyard dwellings is influenced by both systemic factors and individual household 
strategies for economic survival.

The study also revealed significant variation in household occupancy within 
backyard dwellings, with most backyard units accommodating between one and 
four members. While single-person households were common (48 cases), the major-
ity housed two (73) or three (81) members, with fewer cases of four (45) or more. 
Larger households—ranging from five (19 cases) to seven (4 cases) members—were 
less frequent, and instances of eight or nine members were rare.

This distribution aligns with broader trends in backyard housing, where densifica-
tion occurs as an adaptive response to economic constraints and limited access to 
formal housing (Nord, 2022; Scheba & Turok, 2020). From an Urban Political Ecol-
ogy (UPE) perspective, such household compositions reflect the socio-economic 
pressures shaping informal housing arrangements. The presence of multi-member 
households highlights the affordability-driven demand for backyard dwellings, rein-
forcing their role as both a housing solution and a site of complex urban governance 
challenges.

The study also examined the total number of all backyard dwellers per housing 
plot, revealing significant variations in occupancy. While some plots housed only 
one backyard dweller (30 cases), the majority accommodated between two (39 
cases) and six (34 cases) individuals. Larger densities were observed on a few plots, 
with one extreme case reaching 27 backyard dwellers. From an Urban Political 
Ecology (UPE) perspective, these occupancy patterns illustrate the socio-ecologi-
cal tensions embedded in backyard dwelling. As backyard dwellers are informally 
integrated into formal residential spaces, they experience structural exclusion from 
waste management services, reinforcing urban inequalities (Swyngedouw & Kaika, 
2014). Rather than viewing overcrowding solely as a result of housing shortages, 
UPE highlights the political economy of urban waste governance, where munici-
palities prioritise service provision based on property ownership rather than actual 
population density (Cornea et al., 2017). This creates a “metabolic rift” (Marx, in 
Swyngedouw & Kaika, 2014), where backyard dwellers generate waste but lack pro-
portional access to disposal infrastructure, compelling them to adopt informal and 
often hazardous disposal methods. The governance challenges of backyard waste 
disposal are, therefore, not merely technical but deeply embedded in power dynam-
ics that shape urban service provision (Doshi, 2017) Table 3.

The duration of residence among backyard dwellers varied, with 46 participants 
residing for less than a year, 76 for 1 to 3  years, 90 for 3 to 5  years, 53 for 5 to 
10 years, and 18 for over a decade. These findings challenge the notion that back-
yard dwelling is a temporary or transitional housing arrangement, reinforcing argu-
ments by the Isandla Institute (2020) that it has become a long-term solution for 
marginalised populations. Moreover, the longevity of backyard dwelling highlights 
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the socio-economic entrenchment of informal rental markets. As Scheba and Turok 
(2020) argue, landlords—often low-income homeowners—leverage backyard struc-
tures as a financial survival strategy in the absence of formal economic opportuni-
ties. This dynamic creates a form of informal urban metabolism, where land and 
housing resources are repurposed to sustain livelihoods, yet remain subject to gov-
ernance mechanisms that neglect or under-regulate them (Swyngedouw & Kaika, 
2014).

Waste Management Practices of Backyard Dwellers

Our mapping of waste dumping areas in other low-income settlements established 
that some individuals disposed of food waste immediately as they lacked containers, 
a proper place and space, to store it temporarily. In the present study, the question-
naire also aimed to ascertain whether each household had a designated bin for waste 
management (distinct from a municipal bin). Of the 283 participants surveyed, 162 
(57.1%) reported having a designated household bin, while 121 (42.8%) indicated 
not having one. In terms of access to a municipal bin, 262 respondents confirmed 
access allocated to the main household, while 21 reported exclusion. This infrastruc-
tural gap reflects systemic governance failures, where waste services prioritise prop-
erty ownership over actual population density (Cornea et al., 2017; Haywood et al., 
2021). As a result, backyard tenants remain structurally dependent on landlords for 
waste disposal, existing in a regulatory grey zone where services are neither fully 
extended nor entirely denied (Schenck et al., 2021). Some landlords further restrict 
tenants’bin usage, exacerbating waste challenges (Lategan et  al., 2020). These 
findings support UPE’s view that waste management is inherently socio-political, 
shaped by governance structures and power relations rather than mere logistical con-
straints (Doshi, 2017). The exclusion of backyard dwellers from direct municipal 
services perpetuates environmental injustices, forcing them into informal and haz-
ardous waste disposal practices Table 4.

Table 3   Number of years living in same property

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumu-
lative 
Percent

Valid Less than a year 46 16,2 16,3 16,3
1 to 3 years 76 26,8 26,9 43,1
3 to 5 years 90 31,7 31,8 74,9
5 to 10 years 53 18,7 18,7 93,6
More than ten years 18 6,3 6,4 100,0
Total 283 99,6 100,0

Missing System 1 ,4
Total 284 100,0
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South African waste collection standards prescribe service frequencies based 
on geographic practicality and cost-efficiency, aiming to mitigate environmental 
and health risks associated with improper waste disposal (Haywood et  al., 2021). 
Regulations stipulate that waste containers should be emptied within 24 h of being 
reported full, with a minimum collection frequency of once a week to prevent fly 
breeding, particularly due to the country’s warm climate.

In this study, 263 respondents reported that their municipal bin was emptied 
weekly, while 16 indicated fortnightly collection. Only one participant reported 
that their bin was never emptied. These findings suggest that backyard dwellers 
in Fisantekraal generally have access to regular waste removal services. However, 
while waste collection appears consistent, this does not necessarily indicate full 
integration of backyard dwellers into municipal waste governance structures. From 
an urban political ecology perspective, the regularity of waste collection must be 
understood within the broader context of service exclusion. Although backyard 
dwellers may benefit indirectly from municipal waste collection through landlords, 
their access remains contingent and unregulated (Schenck et al., 2021). The system 
remains structured around formal property ownership rather than actual household 
numbers, creating an infrastructural mismatch in which backyard-generated waste 
exceeds bin capacity, leading to overflow and secondary dumping (Lategan et  al., 
2020).

Table 4   Frequency of Municipal Bin Emptying

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumu-
lative 
Percent

Valid Weekly 263 92,6 93,9 93,9
Fortnightly 16 5,6 5,7 99,6
Never 1 ,4 ,4 100,0
Total 280 98,6 100,0

Missing System 4 1,4
Total 284 100,0

Table 5   Other Places of Waste 
Disposal Locations

Responses Percent of Cases

No Percent

Discard waste In the street 24 5,7% 8,6%
in the yard 78 18,7% 28,0%
nearby open space 46 11,0% 16,5%
burn it 51 12,2% 18,3%
nearby dumpsite 162 38,8% 58,1%
give to dogs 57 13,6% 20,4%

Total 418 100,0% 149,8%
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While Fisantekraal may appear relatively clean, this observation must be criti-
cally examined in relation to waste governance. The visibility of waste management 
does not necessarily equate to effective service inclusion, as waste spillover, infor-
mal disposal practices, and limited bin access continue to shape the lived experi-
ences of backyard dwellers Table 5.

Despite the regular waste removal service, the study investigated alternative waste 
disposal methods to identify ‘waste leakages’—instances in which waste is improp-
erly discarded despite municipal collection. Participants reported various methods: 
24 (5.7%) discarded waste in the street, 78 (18.7%) disposed of it in their yard, 46 
(11.0%) used nearby open spaces, 51 (12.2%) burned waste, 162 (38.8%) relied on 
nearby dumpsites, and 57 (13.6%) gave waste to dogs. As participants could select 
multiple responses, these figures highlight overlapping disposal strategies.

A study by Niyobuhungiro and Schenck (2022) highlights that inadequate waste 
disposal infrastructure (lack of containers called ‘skips’) in Fisantekraal, particularly 
the lack of accessible containers, drives illegal dumping practices. The situation is 
compounded by overcrowded conditions with waste management facilities often 
locked or shared between homeowners and tenants (Niyobuhungiro & Schenck, 
2022). These findings align with Lategan et al. (2020), who note that limited access 
to waste disposal infrastructure in backyard dwellings often results in refuse accu-
mulation in yards and streets, contributing to environmental degradation and public 
health risks. However, from an UPE perspective, these informal disposal practices 
must be understood as structurally produced rather than individual choices. Waste 
governance frameworks prioritise formal property owners, leaving backyard dwell-
ers marginalised in service provision (Kalina & Schenck, 2024). As a result, waste 
spillover and secondary dumping emerge not from a lack of awareness but from the 
exclusionary design of urban waste management systems (Cornea et al., 2017).

Furthermore, informal disposal methods, such as burning waste or using nearby 
informal dumpsites, reflect the socio-environmental inequalities embedded in urban 
infrastructure (Kalina, 2021). Backyard dwellers operate within a fragmented waste 
governance regime where they are expected to conform to formal waste disposal 
norms without being granted equal access to services (Schenck et al., 2021). This 
exclusion creates an"urban metabolic rift"(Swyngedouw & Kaika, 2014), in which 
waste circulates outside regulated systems, reinforcing narratives that informal resi-
dents are responsible for urban pollution.

Access to Sanitation

The study also examined sanitation access among backyard dwellers, revealing dis-
tinct patterns of toilet usage between day and night. During the day, the majority 
of participants (219) used flush toilets, likely those in the landlord’s main house. 
However, 48 participants relied on a bucket system, while smaller numbers used 
pit latrines (5), open spaces (5), or other toilet facilities (7). At night, this dynamic 
shifted significantly. The number of participants using buckets rose sharply to 131, 
while flush toilet usage dropped to 148. Additionally, one participant reported using 
a pit latrine, and four resorted to open spaces. These findings suggest that nighttime 
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sanitation access is more precarious, with many backyard dwellers relying on infor-
mal and unhygienic alternatives Table 6.

From a UPE perspective, these patterns reflect broader structural inequalities in 
urban sanitation governance (Kalina & Schenck, 2024). The reliance on flush toi-
lets in the main house during the day underscores backyard dwellers’dependence 
on landlords for access to essential services. However, nighttime restrictions on 
toilet use—whether due to landlord-imposed limitations, safety concerns, or over-
crowding—force many to use inadequate alternatives, such as bucket systems or 
open spaces. This exclusion from reliable sanitation is not merely a logistical issue 
but a symptom of how urban infrastructures fail to accommodate informal densi-
fication (Schenck et al., 2021). Moreover, the shift to informal sanitation methods 
at night illustrates the uneven distribution of urban services. While formal home-
owners benefit from fully integrated sanitation systems, backyard dwellers experi-
ence a"sanitation divide"in which their access is partial and conditional (Cornea 
et al., 2017). This exclusion aligns with Swyngedouw and Kaika’s (2014) concept 
of"urban metabolic rift,"where the flow of sanitation services is disrupted for mar-
ginalised groups, compelling them to adopt makeshift solutions that pose health and 
environmental risks.

A potential weakness of the questionnaire was that it did not inquire about the 
disposal of human waste from the buckets used during the night. Specifically, it 
did not ask whether the waste was emptied into the toilet in the landlord’s house 
or whether it was disposed of elsewhere. This omission limits our understanding of 
waste disposal practices after night-time hours and may overlook important consid-
erations for sanitation and hygiene within backyard dwelling communities.

The study also examined shared toilet access among backyard dwellers them-
selves, revealing that 195 out of 283 respondents shared sanitation facilities with 
other backyard households, while 88 did not. The relatively high number of par-
ticipants who reported exclusive toilet use suggests that some backyard structures 
may have access to separate outdoor toilets. However, as observed in the previous 
section, reluctance to use these facilities at night may stem from safety concerns, 
inconvenience or landlord-imposed restrictions.

From an urban political ecology perspective, these findings illustrate the frag-
mented and uneven distribution of sanitation infrastructure within urban spaces. 
Backyard tenants occupy a precarious position where their access to essential 

Table 6   Daytime Toilet System 
Utilised

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumu-
lative 
Percent

Valid Bucket 48 16,9 16,9 16,9
Flush Toilet 219 77,1 77,1 94,0
Pit Latrine 5 1,8 1,8 95,8
Open Space 5 1,8 1,8 97,5
Other 7 2,5 2,5 100,0
Total 284 100,0 100,0
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services, including sanitation, is contingent on informal arrangements rather than 
direct municipal provision (Cornea et  al., 2017). This partial inclusion reflects 
broader governance failures, where backyard dwellers remain structurally dependent 
on landlords for access to basic amenities rather than being recognised as legitimate 
service recipients. The disparities in shared toilet access reinforce urban socio-envi-
ronmental inequalities, where marginalised populations experience infrastructural 
precarity despite residing within formal residential zones.

Diaper Disposal

The study also investigated diaper disposal practices, given their growing contribu-
tion to urban waste. Of the 284 respondents, 108 reported having children who wore 
diapers, underlining the increased waste burden within backyard dwellings. Among 
these participants, 93 disposed of diapers in municipal bins, reflecting reliance on 
formal waste management infrastructure. However, six participants flushed diapers 
down toilets, one buried them in the yard, and eight discarded them in the street or 
nearby dumpsites. While the number of respondents engaging in informal disposal 
was small, these findings must be interpreted within a broader socio-cultural and 
political context. Previous studies (Schenck et al., 2023) have documented similar 
disposal patterns in other townships, where diapers are discarded in open spaces 
due to the lack of dedicated waste collection for this category of waste. However, in 
some studies such as Schenck et al., (2022a, 2022b), found that some parents delib-
erately disposed of diapers in the streets due to fears of witchcraft, believing that 
discarded diapers could be used to harm their children.

Rodents, Waste, and Health Risks

Waste accumulation in backyard dwellings contributes to broader environmen-
tal health risks, including pest infestations. Of the 284 participants surveyed, 132 
reported experiencing problems with rats and cockroaches, while 152 did not. Hay-
wood et al. (2021) highlight that uncollected waste and illegal dumping create ideal 
breeding conditions for disease-carrying pests, reinforcing the link between inade-
quate waste management and public health risks. UPE scholars emphasise that these 
health risks are not merely incidental but are shaped by governance structures that 
systematically neglect informal urban populations (Swyngedouw & Kaika, 2014). 
The presence of rats and cockroaches in backyard dwellings is a symptom of deeper 
structural exclusions, in which waste collection services fail to account for the reali-
ties of high-density informal living.

Landlord Restrictions and Governance in Backyard Tenancies

The study also examined whether backyard dwellers faced restrictions imposed 
by landlords regarding waste management and household activities. While 227 
respondents reported no restrictions, 57 indicated experiencing various limitations. 
These included regulations on cleanliness (e.g., daily yard maintenance, use of bins, 
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prohibition of littering), as well as broader restrictions on social behaviour (e.g., lim-
its on visitors, bans on loud music after 2 AM, and prohibitions on illegal activities).

These landlord-imposed rules reflect a form of micro-governance within informal 
rental spaces, where landlords regulate backyard tenants in ways that extend beyond 
housing agreements. Zweig (2015) notes that such restrictions often arise from the 
precarious nature of backyard renting, where tenants lack formal lease agreements 
and are subject to the discretionary authority of landlords. From a UPE perspec-
tive, this informal governance structure highlights the blurred boundaries between 
private and public authority in urban waste management. As municipalities fail to 
extend direct services to backyard dwellers, landlords become de facto waste regula-
tors, controlling access to waste bins and imposing behavioural rules that shape ten-
ant waste disposal practices.

Discussion

This study highlights how waste management challenges in backyard dwellings 
are shaped by systemic governance failures, socio-economic inequalities, and the 
exclusionary nature of urban service delivery. Through the lens of UPE, it becomes 
evident that waste disposal, sanitation access and informal governance structures 
in backyard settings are not merely logistical concerns but are deeply embedded 
in political and economic structures that perpetuate spatial injustices (Kalina & 
Schenck, 2024).

The findings reinforce the notion that backyard dwellers exist in a state of “infra-
structural liminality”—physically located within formal residential areas but socially 
and politically positioned on the margins of urban governance (Cornea et al., 2017). 
Unlike informal settlements, which are often recognised as requiring targeted 
municipal interventions, backyard dwellings remain structurally invisible within ser-
vice provision frameworks (Lategan et al., 2020). This partial recognition results in 
fragmented access to waste management, sanitation and municipal resources, rein-
forcing the precarious status of backyard tenants.

The study revealed that, while 92.6% of respondents reported weekly municipal 
bin collection, nearly 43% lacked designated bins to temporarily store waste before 
disposal. This highlights how the waste governance model privileges property own-
ers, leaving backyard tenants dependent on landlords for access to services (Lategan 
et al., 2020). From a UPE perspective, this reflects broader power asymmetries in 
which waste management structures are designed around property-based governance 
rather than actual population densities (Doshi, 2017). As a result, backyard dwellers 
must navigate informal and often hazardous waste disposal practices, such as ille-
gal dumping and burning waste, exposing them to environmental health risks while 
simultaneously reinforcing their marginalisation in urban waste governance (Kalina, 
2021).

The exclusion of backyard dwellers from formal waste governance structures 
reflects a broader urban metabolic rift—a concept central to UPE that examines 
how the flows of waste, sanitation and infrastructure are distributed unevenly in cit-
ies (Swyngedouw & Kaika, 2014). The study found that overcrowding, with high 
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numbers of residents per plot, intensified waste disposal challenges, leading to bin 
overflow, accumulation of waste in yards, and reliance on illegal dumping. These 
challenges are not the result of individual negligence but rather structural neglect, 
where waste systems are not adapted to account for informal densification (Agya-
beng et al., 2024).

Sanitation access emerged as another domain in which infrastructural exclusions 
perpetuate inequalities. While most respondents used flush toilets during the day, 
reliance on buckets and open spaces at night revealed the partial and conditional 
nature of sanitation services for backyard dwellers. This discrepancy underlines how 
backyard tenants lack full integration into formal infrastructure, relying on informal 
coping strategies that compromise their dignity, safety and well-being.

From a UPE perspective, these findings reflect the political ecology of sanita-
tion—where access is shaped not just by infrastructure availability but by power 
relations and exclusionary governance (Cornea et al., 2017). The shift to bucket sys-
tems at night suggests that landlord-imposed restrictions or safety concerns influ-
ence toilet access, reinforcing a sanitation hierarchy in which formal homeowners 
have full access while backyard dwellers must navigate precarious and often unsan-
itary alternatives. While informal settlements often receive dedicated toilet provi-
sions, backyard dwellings fall into a policy void, where sanitation access remains at 
the discretion of landlords rather than municipal planning (Todes et al., 2015). This 
exclusion from formal sanitation governance reflects broader structural inequalities, 
where backyard dwellers experience partial urban citizenship, lacking the full infra-
structural rights of formal homeowners.

A striking finding of the study was the extent to which landlords regulate waste 
management and household behaviour in backyard communities. While only 57 
participants reported explicit restrictions, qualitative responses suggested that ten-
ants often comply with unspoken or informal rules, reinforcing a micro-governance 
system where landlords act as de facto service regulators (Zweig, 2015). Landlords 
were found to impose waste disposal rules, yard cleaning schedules, and behavioural 
restrictions, such as limits on visitors and noise levels. While some of these rules 
may serve practical purposes (e.g., preventing littering), others reinforce power 
asymmetries, where tenants must conform to landlord-imposed governance struc-
tures due to their precarious housing status. This aligns with UPE critiques of infor-
mality, where governance authority is decentralised and privatised, leading to frag-
mented and uneven service provision (Doshi, 2017).

Conclusion: Towards an Inclusive Waste Governance Framework

The findings of this study illustrate that waste management in backyard dwellings 
is not simply a technical or logistical issue but a deeply political one, shaped by 
governance structures that exclude informal tenants from equitable service provi-
sion. The primary issue, therefore, is not outright exclusion but rather an infrastruc-
tural mismatch, where the standard waste collection model does not fully account 
for the realities of intensified housing density. In such contexts, waste spillover, bin 
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overflow, and secondary dumping sites become unintended consequences of a sys-
tem that was not designed for multi-household plots.

From a UPE perspective, these exclusions are embedded in broader urban meta-
bolic processes, where waste infrastructure is allocated based on property ownership 
rather than actual population densities. Rather than viewing backyard waste man-
agement as a behavioural issue, this study argues for a structural and policy-oriented 
response that recognises the permanent and growing presence of backyard dwellers 
in South African cities. Addressing waste and sanitation challenges in these com-
munities requires a shift in waste governance models beyond property-based service 
allocation and incorporate population density-based waste management frameworks 
that acknowledge backyard dwellers as legitimate service recipients. Without such 
reforms, backyard dwellers will remain marginalised within urban metabolic flows, 
continually navigating waste governance structures that were never designed to 
accommodate them. A UPE approach underscores that addressing waste challenges 
in backyard communities is not about fixing individual behaviours but dismantling 
the structural exclusions that create these vulnerabilities in the first place.
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