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When we refer to gentrification, we’re not just talking about some abstract urban 

planning term. We're seeing it play out in the heart of Cape Town's neighbourhoods, 

where Bo-Kaap, Woodstock and others are being reshaped. It’s a desperate battle for 

the people who've lived in these neighbourhoods for many years. Much like South 

Africa’s darkest chapters, residents are being priced out, pushed aside, and completely 

erased. Here's how it's going down and why this matter demands everyone’s attention. 

1. Your Neighbours Are Being Forced Out, and Fast 

The numbers don’t lie. Well-known Woodstock has seen property prices shoot up 

again, jumping by about 25–35% in just the past four years. Rising from roughly 

R300,000 in the early 2000s to around R2.5 million in recent years, families who've 

called these neighbourhoods home for generations are being told to sell up by estate 

agents or miss out. The number of people on the brink of being priced out is rising.  

Wealthy people are buying up properties and sending the rent sky high. This forces 

out the very people who live there, because they can’t afford to stay. In Cape Town’s 

City Bowl and Atlantic Seaboard - Sea Point, Camps Bay, and Bo-Kaap - Property24 

statistics show that rents leaped by a staggering 33 to 65% in a single year. Research 

by scholars at North-West University, University of Sheffield, and University of 

Johannesburg confirms what the residents are living through - the real estate market is 



driving a clear agenda: the displacement of poorer households isn’t a mistake. It is 

systematic. 

 

2. The Heart of Communities is Being Ripped Apart 

Think back for a moment. Do you remember when neighbours knew each other and 

often shared meals? When kids played outside and elders looked out for everyone? 

Gentrification is taking that away. 

Woodstock elders speaking to The Guardian talk about how things used to be: "we 

were always a close community…we looked out for one another, but that has all 

changed." Newcomers with more money are not only changing the economy, but also 

the way people connect. 

An article by Al Jama-Ah states that Bo-Kaap’s leaders say their community is 

suffering. They see outsiders chipping away at the culture that kept people together 

for generations. Gentrification is threatening what used to be the very essence of their 

home life. When communities break apart like this, everyone loses, especially the kids 

who miss out on that support. 

3. Local Businesses Are Vanishing And Taking Jobs 

With Them 

When you walk through Woodstock, you'll notice the family-run takeaways, hardware 

stores and smaller neighbourhood shops that were once a staple of the community are 

disappearing. They are being replaced by high-end boutiques, galleries, restaurants 

and cafes that most people in the area can't afford.  

These local businesses were not just sources of goods and services, but also vital to 

the local economy. They employed local people, kept money in the neighbourhood, 

and basically understood what the community need. Today, these businesses, 

particularly in Woodstock, are swapped out for pricier chain stores, and restaurants 

that are taking away the area’s original heart and soul, and catering only for tourists. 



In Bo-Kaap, the same thing is happening. Small shopkeepers are losing business to 

tourism companies run by outsiders. As a result, the profits go straight to the pockets 

of the foreign owners, rather than circulating in the local economy.  

 

4. Jobs Exist, But They're Not For You 

Here is the cruel irony: gentrification does create jobs in construction, services, and 

retail. However, many of these jobs go to non-locals and when they do, the wages are 

nowhere near high enough to cover the rising living costs. On top of this,  a 2024 

study published in Social Inequality and Spatial Segregation in Cape Town say the 

city’s job market is becoming increasingly polarised. There are plenty of high-paying 

jobs, but the supply of low-skilled jobs is seriously lacking. People who come from 

outlying townships often have to spend hours on the road just to get to work.  

Well-known neighbourhoods are being revitalised, but when it's all done, the people 

who live there can't afford the rent. Even the new jobs that come with these changes 

often don’t pay enough to make a real difference. 

 

5. Cultural Heritage is Being Bulldozed 

Bo-Kaap is more than just a neighbourhood with pretty houses. It's the heart of Cape 

Town's Muslim community. Modernisation plans often completely ignore the 

centuries of rich Cape Malay history. 

In Bo-Kaap, new high-rise buildings and renovations have altered the landscape and 

disrespected the community's Islamic traditions. Activists from Reclaim The City are 

fighting against the financial tidal wave, but often don’t have enough funds to make it 

happen.  

One Bo-Kaap local speaking to The Guardian bluntly said that new development is 

slowly killing off the community’s way of life. Woodstock is also facing similar 



transformation, but soul of the area is being lost. Unique and cultural spaces are being 

replaced by dull new buildings that could be found in any city. 

6. Your Neighbourhood is Becoming a Tourist Theme 

Park 

Looking at Bo-Kaap in Cape Town, it's hard not to notice the crowds of tourists that 

are drawn to the area. The community's residents are less than thrilled, mainly 

because they feel that outsider-owned businesses are making money off of their 

heritage. They are also fed up with tour buses causing a traffic nightmare in the 

neighbourhood.  

Long-time residents are especially at a loss as they watch their neighbourhood get 

turned into a spectacle. The Guardian stated that this problem is so serious that 

protests have broken out. Community leaders admit that tourism brings in some 

money, but say that most families see little benefit. People have come to see their 

homes are being reduced to backdrops for people’s Instagram posts.  

7. Everything is Starting to Look the Same 

Academics call it "generic-ification”: a reference to the monotonous, unoriginal 

appearance of modern apartments, chain stores and branded coffee shops replacing 

the distinct mixture of ethnic shops, family restaurants and cultural venues.  

Historic residences and laid-back eateries in Woodstock are replaced by posh lofts 

and name-brand stores. Streets are being stripped off their uniqueness. This may be 

considered more than just aesthetic, because when neighbourhoods lose their 

individuality, they basically lose the essence of those people who gave them 

character.  

 

 



8. Apartheid Spatial Patterns Are Making a 

Comeback 

As a lot of the gentrification in Cape Town is emulating the country’s previous 

segregation, economic apartheid is rearing its ugly head.  

Black and coloured people are being pushed towards the outskirts of the city, while 

wealthier buyers, who are usually white or foreign, concentrate in central city 

neighbourhoods. A 2025 study titled The Strategic Use of Land in the Fight Against 

Gentrification have found that revitalisation plans improve the appeal of Woodstock, 

but have forced out the people who lived there for years, and are making those who 

stay feel alienated. Low-income groups are forced to return to former township 

locations due to high property prices in desirable areas, which necessitate lengthy 

commutes for work. 

 

Racial and class divisions still exist in the "post-apartheid" city. The historic pattern 

of limiting access to central amenities only to the wealthy few is being locked in by 

current redevelopment. 

 

9. The Resistance is Real, But Time is Running Out 

There are communities in Cape Town who are determined to combat this problem. 

The Reclaim the City initiative, in particular, labels gentrification as "spatial 

apartheid" and is calling for a mixed-income housing. The residents of Bo-Kaap have 

gone to court and to the streets in resistance. Their fight is not just to save the 

structures of their neighbourhood, but to shield the culture, customs and community 

networks that have defined their neighbourhoods.  

The threat remains within the strong forces driving gentrification. These include 

tourism, global capital, and the government’s policies that give property owners 

priority over people. Every month more businesses are closing, families uprooted, and 



the real essence of Cape Town is being irreparably lost. This phenomenon of 

gentrification isn’t limited to the Cape Town. In fact, the spatial divide that was 

thought to have been abolished by democracy seems to be the hallmark of this era of 

development.  

The issue is not whether this will go on, but rather whether Cape Town will figure out 

a way of growing its economy without trampling on its communities. Once an entire 

community and their social networks have been ripped apart, they never can be pieced 

back together. 
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