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83% of the world has no title

Our Bitprop team

34 units built  

$500 000 raised 

6 homeowners trained 
as property managers 

the people, the environment and the SDGs; how 
we reach them and how we measure progress. 
But whether a spreadsheet, graph or video of 
a homeowner dancing, it doesn’t matter. What 
is important to us is that we communicate to 
you the immense, immeasurable value that has 
been created on the ground - that the Bitprop 
team has experienced first-hand over the last 
year and that we want to share with the world. 
The impact is real and we want it to grow.  

The first year of any new business is undeniably 
challenging. 2019 was a year of continuous 
learning and growth for the team as we adapted 
and responded to unforeseen challenges. We 
pitched the Bitprop concept to hundreds of 
people and received almost universal praise. 
We needed to implement it in practice to prove 
it worked. The feedback we received has helped 
us recognise our blindspots and improve our 
business as a whole. 

At the end of 2019 it was important for us to 
take stock; to understand the impact the flats, 
and new stream of income, were having on 
the homeowners and tenants. To this end, we 
completed a series of interviews, workshops 
and surveys with homeowners and tenants to 
understand where we had had an impact and 
to identify shortfalls and opportunities for 
improvement in 2020.   

As we publish this report, we are well into our 
second month of ‘Stage 3’ lockdown conditions, 
which followed 5 weeks at ‘Stage 5’ (the strictest 
restrictions) and a month at ‘Stage 4’. During 
those first 5 weeks, no work was possible on 
the ground and like most people in the country 
and around the world, we had to make do with 
extreme uncertainty and instability. The slow 
and frustrating process of opening up has 
seen us get back to complete our unfinished 
buildings sites – one of which is now full with 
tenants and the other of which will be full 
by the end of July. While the uncertainty of 
the pandemic lingers and we cannot predict 
what will happen over the next few weeks and 
months, business must continue and even more 
so for something like Bitprop, which is providing 
much needed services and opportunities to 
people; many of whom are some of the most 
affected by the pandemic-induced economic 
downturn. 

Bitprop opened its doors in January 2019 with the 
vision of enabling micro property development at a 
macro scale: working with impoverished individuals 
- landowners - on an individual level, helping them 
to secure ownership of their land to generate 
sustainable income; upliftment at the grassroots 
level. We saw this approach, rather than top-level 
state or NGO large-scale initiatives, as the key to 
resolving circle-of-poverty issues facing most of 
the developing world. For all the policies, funds and 
publicity sunk into broader ‘blanket’ initiatives, 
the results are disappointing and the value seldom 
trickles down to individual level. By helping multiple 
homeowners on an individual level to access the 
value of the land they live on, we help them become 
entrepreneurs with sustainable pension assets and 
income, improving their lives and their communities 
from the bottom up. 
 
The United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) provide a broad, global framework 
within which to measure impact and in this report we 
have highlighted the 8 SDGs we have addressed in 
our first year of operation:

The 2019/2020 Bitprop Impact Report is our first 
report (updated in this version to reflect data as 
of end Q2 2020), and while the SDGs are used as a 
framework for impact, more central to this report 
is the human impact our work has had; intangible 
and qualitative, but hugely significant. Between 
the facts and figures in this report, you will find 
interviews with tenants, feedback from homeowners 
and insights from our construction team. It is 
easy to calculate the increase in monthly income 
for a homeowner, but how does one quantify the 
increased sense of security that a sustainable rental 
income provides, or the feeling of empowerment and 
sense of accomplishment one derives from being a 
great property manager? As Bitprop grows, we are 
developing a framework within which to measure 
our impact: the numbers, the construction process, 

Introduction
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6 female homeowners   

58 new homeowner applications

What do you like about Bitprop?
Bitprop is giving a chance to those that do not have the means to 
build on their own/out of their pockets. It is also very good with 
communication and giving clarity on everything and they always 
follow up with me to see how things are going.

                 - Xoliswa Sidinile

Immediate new income 
to homeowner: 

R1300 - R3500

Increase in 
asset value:

R520 000 ($25 000)

rental flats are being built on her property 
and her new income is almost tangible. 
Louisa is spending her time going through 
our Homeowner Education Manual. 
Tenant recruitment, financial literacy and 
maintenance procedures are some of the 
important topics to cover before construction 
is complete and she is providing valuable 
feedback on how we can improve this. As we 
scale up, being able to deliver good quality 
education remotely will be key.  

Our last homeowner of 2019, Xoli, made 
everything worthwhile when she told us, 
three months into running her flats, that she 
is proud of herself. She is enjoying learning 
about business, working with people and 
getting a chance to make her life simpler 
and better. Her ambition is to use the wealth 
she has created to buy property and build 
additional rental flats. As she says, she is 
really enjoying this landlord thing!

Our first six homeowners, all women living in 
Khayelitsha, Cape Town, came to us by word-of-
mouth, driven by the desire to improve their living 
standards and constrained by the limited options 
available to them. Two are unemployed and four 
have low-paying jobs as cleaners, domestic 
workers and freelancers, but all of them wish to 
turn the land on which they live into productive 
assets to improve their lives, provide for their 
children and allow them to dream beyond their 
current circumstances. 

Louisa strives to create a secure future for 
her children and to help others in need of 
accommodation in her area. Currently, 8 

Xoliswa has used her first rental income 
to pave her property; a value-add for 
her family, her tenants, as well as the 
neighbourhood as a whole.

On the first day of construction, Louisa 
receives a Bitprop welcoming, including 
her Homeowner Training Manual, key rings 
for each of the new rental units, and small 
‘property warming’ gift.

The Homeowner Entrepreneurs

Why did you want to build flats?

I feel that my property can be put in use to 
accommodate those who are in need of a 
place close to where they want to be. It is also 
an investment for the future of my children. 
   
               - Louisa Qangiso
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Some of our first tenants participating in a focus group 
discussion to provide feedback on their experiences.

Tenants

One of our first tenants, Olwethu Gwele of 8 
Landzela Crescent, is a call centre operator. 
For her, living in one of our flats has provided 
her with an affordable space that she has 
made her own, and it came with a best friend 
upstairs - another one of our tenants! Olwethu 
has helped us sort out a number of teething 
problems and has allowed us to improve our 
offering significantly.

The nature of our rental units means that the 
majority of our tenants are unmarried, young 
professionals, often sharing their flat with 
friends or partners. Ranging in age from 25-41, 
the vast majority of our tenants (85,7%) are 
earning more than R5000 every month, which 
includes a large portion earning more than R15 
000 every month (42,9%). While we allow for 
both electronic and cash deposit payments, 
the overwhelming majority of tenants seek 
to pay online and we are shifting our focus to 
make this as simple as possible.

The overall quality of our flats is a major 
attraction that has meant we have been able 
to fill our flats easily and maintain 100% 
occupancy. According to our tenants, the 
flats provide superior quality at a fair price 
compared to alternatives. We have maintained 
regular communication to address issues 
that arise and to improve our flats going 
forward, but it has been really satisfying 
receiving such positive feedback from our 
tenants. While the design of our flats is basic, 
its positive impact on our tenants cannot be 
underestimated. As Olwethu points out, 

For me it (the flat) was perfect in 
terms of everything I wanted.
 
           - Olwethu Gwele

"Having a shower is great. I can 
wake up at 6, and at 6:15 I’m done."

34 rental units built and fully occupied 

0 vacancies 

All units leased before construction complete 

100% of tenants pay, on average by due date

100% occupancy  

0% bad debt

Nearly all tenants have come through 
a number of Facebook groups, that 
Bitprop has joined, which tenants 
and landlords connect. The 80 
000+ audience has meant we have 
achieved a 100% occupancy rate at 
market related monthly rentals.
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34 units complete 

33% reduction in build time

138 jobs created

Breaking ground for 2020 Week 3 of construction of 8 new rental units

Whilst each build employs a core team of 
23 workers, further indirect jobs are created 
through the hiring of artisans such as local 
plumbers, electricians and welders. As Kuhle 
Quality Projects has expanded, the positive 
economic impact of supporting local material 
suppliers and fabricators has become 
evident. As such, Songezo has opted to use 
a local aluminium window fabricator as the 
preferred supplier of windows. This small, local 
fabricator currently employs 4 local workers. 
Each conscious decision to switch from 
multinational to local suppliers bolsters the 
local economy and has a positive multiplier 
effect on the size and quality of the local 
construction industry.

In 2020, the significant increase in the 
number of units Bitprop aims to build will, in 
turn, generate significant capital investment 
into Khayelitsha’s local economy. With 
increasing scale, we are able to continuously 
improve the build management process and 
test ways of up-skilling our subcontractors 
through weekly site-visits, design 
improvements and on-time payments that 
reduce a typically lengthy construction period 
to an impressive 6 to 8 weeks.

The success of 2019 would not have been possible 
without our partnership with Kuhle Quality 
Projects (www.kuhleqp.co.za), a Khayelitsha-based 
construction company that has worked with us to 
make our flats a reality. The first of many similar 
partnerships in multiple locations, our work with 
Songezo Noninzi (Kuhle owner) and his team 
has been critical in helping us improve our build 
quality, reduce construction time and bring down 
the costs, while playing our part as a key partner 
that empowers local businesses with guidance, 
business development and long-term economic 
opportunities. 

Songezo and his team have a keen understanding 
of how micro-development in Khayelitsha is 
growing and they aspire to grow with the market. 
After completing 18 rental units with Bitprop in 
2019, Songezo and his team got 2020 off to a quick 
start by managing two properties in parallel; the 
first 16 Bitprop flats of the year.

Employment:
Our first projects across 6 different properties in 
Khayelitsha have directly created 138 jobs so far, 
providing an important income to our workers, 
and to their families that rely on them for support. 

The Construction Team
Image:
Week 2 of construction in Ilitha Park
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Bitprop’s buildings are the result of an 
iterative process of carefully calculated design 
decisions and trade-offs. Built to be superior 
to other rental units on the market in both 
quality and design, they are also meticulously 
costed in order to fit our business model and 
to reduce the capital cost to be repaid by the 
homeowner. It’s no small feat that in less than 
a year, we were able to improve the design 
through two iterations, halve the construction 
time and develop a fixed-cost model for the 
start of 2020.

Each unit of 25 square metres has an enclosed 
entrance so that the front door does not 
open directly onto a common area, providing 
privacy for tenants. This also allows for a 
deeper window that provides natural light 
and ventilation. With a layout that has been 
designed to provide a bed ‘nook’, there is 
space left over for cupboards and TV units. 
The en-suite bathroom has a bath, toilet and 
basin which, together with the kitchen sink, 
are connected to a wet service core. All water 
inlet and outflow pipes are inside this core, 
allowing for ease of access for maintenance. It 
also means that should a pipe burst, the flats 
themselves won’t be affected. Each unit has 
its own geyser and electricity meter.

Initially, we had planned to design one standard 
Bitprop building, but through numerous 
discussions with potential homeowners 
and having gained an understanding of the 
dramatic variation in plot sizes, we are now 
working to develop three standard plans – 
small, medium and large options. These three 
variations will enable us to partner with a 
greater portion of the market. 

The Bitprop architectural team’s aim to 
innovate and improve with each build includes 
conducting ongoing research about the context 
we operate in, working with students from 
local and international design schools and 
participating in various design competitions. 
Sebastian Hitchcock, Bitprop’s Junior Architect, 
was invited to the Norman Foster Foundation 
Re-Materializing Affordable Housing workshop 
in Madrid, alongside 9 other top students 
from around the world. The workshop was to 
involve renowned lecturers and architects 
mentoring teams through design challenges 
regarding informality, housing shortages and 
scarce resources. Although the workshop was 
postponed due to the COVID-19 crisis, we hope 
that it will be rescheduled and that Sebastian 
will be able to participate and learn from some 
of the best affordable housing minds out there.

Architecture

4 design iterations with incremental 
design improvements

2% increase in natural light ratio

35% cost reduction compared to local 
quantity surveyor’s lowest estimate

Improved on-site orientation to 
optimise solar heat gain

b

a 

d

c 
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Proposed Bitprop mixed-use model

Bitprop’s approach of creating change through 
micro property development is based on the 
awareness that value needs to be created 
at an individual, grassroots level to have a 
profound impact on individual lives. In doing 
so, we understand that development on 
an individual property also has an impact 
on its neighbourhood and part of the long-
term vision is to use this mechanism to 
enable an improvement of the impoverished 
neighbourhoods in which Bitprop operates.

In Khayelitsha, where we have started, the 
monotonous layout of single-storey houses is 
the result of Apartheid-era planning. Despite 
advocating for spatial integration and the 
development of sustainable human settlements, 
the Department of Human Settlements 
has largely perpetuated this monotony 
with its Reconstruction and Development 
Programme (RDP) and Breaking New Ground 
(BNG) programmes. Although development of 
affordable housing is essential, it effectively 
means that most townships are extremely 
dense residential areas with no real urban 
centre or high street, reducing the liveability of 
the townships.  

With this in mind, we have begun exploring a 
mixed-use model in which one or more of the 
downstairs units of our Standard Design would 
be transformed into a non-residential amenity 
that would benefit tenants and the broader 
community while still providing the homeowner 
with rental income. 

Examples of amenities are:

- A small shop and warehouse for 
  an online delivery service

- Creche or play school

- Laundromat

- Gym 

- Small office spaces for local SMEs

These amenities would provide real value to the 
community and with growth, this can expand 
into Bitprop becoming an alternative service 
provider of off-grid electricity, wifi connectivity 
and other amenities to communities in 
proximity to Bitprop properties. By targeting 
properties within a specific area, creating 
micro-grids like this becomes possible and 
Bitprop can expand its impact from tenants 
and immediate neighbours to communities 
at large. As it shows proof of impact, it can 
lobby local municipalities to upgrade public 
spaces, such as improved pavements, public 
parks, outdoor gyms and the planting of trees. 
Initiatives of this nature would have a profound 
impact on society as a whole and would, 
ultimately, benefit our homeowners and their 
neighbours through increased property values.

The Neighbourhood
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Our focus in 2019 was to rapidly develop a 
minimum viable product that would prove the 
business model, demonstrating both the rental 
demand and the reliable financial returns. To do 
this, we built the first rental units using standard 
cement block and mortar construction, typical 
to low cost construction in South Africa. One of 
our main focuses for this year is to improve the 
design and decrease the overall environmental 
impact of our properties. The construction 
industry is responsible for approximately 39% 
of global carbon emissions; we would like to 
minimise our contribution to this. Initially, 
we are looking for small ways to reduce our 
carbon footprint within the constraints of our 
construction budget.

To reduce construction waste, we will investigate 
design alterations, such as adjusting wall 
dimensions to use full bricks and not require 
brick cutting, which generates waste. We also aim 
to source locally made items such as windows 
and tiles in order to reduce import emissions.

As we look to expand into other African countries, 
we expect to encounter areas without access to 
the same bulk infrastructure as South African 
townships do. As such, we need to investigate 
off-grid solutions for energy, water and waste-
management. We hope to replace conventional 
plumbing fixtures with water-saving alternatives 
as soon as possible and we have begun 
preliminary research into decentralised micro-
grids, solar panels and hot water reticulation.

While it has always been our ambition to develop 
a flatpack-type solution that would reduce costs 
and expand the accessibility of our units, one of 
our major obstacles to this has been that, given 
the legacy of poor housing in South Africa, the 
majority of low-income people aspire to own 
and live in brick houses. This was evident during 
one of our 2019 projects in which we bagged the 
internal walls - a thin, watery layer of cement that 
waterproofs the wall, but leaves the brick outline 
visible - instead of fully plastering them. 

This was swiftly rejected by the homeowner 
and we had to fully plaster the walls of the 
main living area. Tenants later informed us 
that had the entire flat had been bagged, they 
might not have moved in because it would have 
looked ‘cheap’. Use of alternative products and 
techniques will have to be introduced gradually 
if and when appropriate, depending on the 
preferences of the community.

Another challenge we face is that the cost of 
environmental products is often far too high 
for our budget. We are, however, exploring ways 
of partnering with businesses to bring the 
costs down, either through initial sponsorship, 
or bulk purchasing when we are operating at 
scale. We are working closely with South South 
North to have solar geysers installed and we 
have engaged with Isidima about grey water 
recycling, 1-litre flush toilets and low-flow 
faucets. We continue to investigate energy-
saving and solar pay-as-you-go options with 
the iShack project and we have connected with 
Solcold, a company designing a paint which 
assists in actively cooling buildings. Just Trees 
has agreed to donate 2 trees per property 
for those we completed in 2019, and we are 
also in conversation with Solid Green about 
our EDGE certification and measurements, 
which will allow us to assess and evaluate 
different parameters of the construction, such 
as the building’s carbon footprint, the energy 
efficiency of the building envelope and the 
thermal comfort levels. 

Environmental Direction

 
Carbon emissions for selected Bitprop units in 
Khayelitsha, Ilitha Park:  
1.19 tCO2 / year / unit
The average American household carbon emissions: 
7.5 tCO2 / year / unit 

Residential energy use for selected Bitprop cases in 
Khayelitsha, Ilitha Park: 
75kWh/ capita / month 
The average American person:  
376kWh / capita / month
[source: Enardata via World Energy Council]
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Technological Innovation

Bitprop is all about enabling property 
ownership, and our Probability Title is 
central to that. We have proven that our 
business model works, and now that rent 
is flowing and construction is scaling up, 
we have initiated the development of the 
Probability Title system. Simply put, we need 
to be able to collect and validate data from 
neighbours, family and community leaders 
that confirm the ownership of a particular 
property by a particular individual, so that in 
absence of formal title, we have a measure 
of their ownership. In the vast majority of the 
world, ownership is only ratified by social 
relationships like this. 

Bitprop was part of the YES!Delft AI/
Blockchain Validation Lab in The Hague, The 
Netherlands for 10 weeks at the beginning of 
the year. This was been a fantastic opportunity 
to validate our assumptions about how we will 
build our technology system and has allowed 
us to develop the Probability Title into more 
than just a concept. We have established 
the parameters of the technology and found 
potential partners to build the algorithm 
which will eventually assess an individual’s 
risk of ownership of a property. We have 
also identified our technology development 
team, which is currently embarking on a 
discovery phase to map out what needs to be 
developed over the next 2 years. We came out 
of the Validation Lab with a roadmap for the 
development of the Probability Title system, 
enabling us to address the majority of our 
target market without title deeds. 

We don’t need to build what’s been built 
already and we are exploring partnerships 
with a number of platform providers that 
can automate aspects of our operations, 
from document collection to maintenance 
management. We have, for example, secured 
support from Yoti, a UK-based digital identity 
verification platform that will help us automate 
the verification of individuals that submit 
information to our system.  

In our search for partners, providers and 
domain experts, we have continued to spread 
word of our objectives. Our architect, Claire 
du Trevou, recently represented Bitprop at 
the REImag Digitisation Real Estate Summit 
where she presented our work to date, and the 
concept of the Probability Title. The panelists 
participating in the two-day conference, 
all property-tech companies, ranged from 
digital estate agencies to online maintenance 
platforms, including new, innovative companies 
such as Flow; a rental rewards app. Of all the 
companies that presented, Bitprop was the only 
one working in a lower income segment of the 
market, and a number of the other companies 
there showed an interest in partnering with us 
as a way of expanding their market reach. Our 
presentation was extremely well received and a 
number of valuable connections were made. In 
the last few weeks we have also been selected 
as a Top 100 applicant company to Sustainable 
Fast Track UK and have been endorsed by 
Sustainary on their website. 

https://www.sustainary.org/bitprop/
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We have set our own bar very high for the coming 
year, including aiming to build a pipeline of 200 
potential homeowners, construct 264 rental units, 
maintain a 100% occupancy rate, ensure no late 
payments and secure a database of over 1000 
tenants interested in Bitprop rental units. We 
intend to build our first mixed-use property this 
year in an effort to spread the impact into the 
community. We will continue to improve on our 
architectural design, with particular emphasis 
on reducing the environmental impact of our 
buildings. We would also like to increase our 
focus on supporting local businesses.  

To operate Bitprop at scale, we require technology 
and we have made tremendous progress in 
the first quarter mapping this out. In the next 
quarter, we look forward to getting our tenant and 
homeowner onboarding and data management 
systems up and running; geared to support our 
rapid scaling process. What we look forward to 
even more though is the development of the 
Bitprop Probability Title. With the technology 
mapped and the first phase concept developed, 
we look forward to beginning the data capturing 
and analysis process. Through the building of 
our social contract database, we will test our first 
version of the ‘ownership risk’ algorithm; the first 
block in an ever-improving system that will help 
us help others validate their ownership and gain 
access to the financial system.  

Finally, to measure all of this, we are building an 
Impact Dashboard that will include standardised 
indicators to measure our progress against, 
allowing for further in-depth monitoring and 
evaluation. Indicator examples include ‘reduction 
in material quantities’, ‘jobs created’, ‘number 
of homeowner applications processed’, ‘carbon 
emissions per project’ and others. We look 
forward also to seeing the longer-term impact 
on our homeowners. A year after the new income 
stream, how will their lives have changed? Will 
their ambitions have grown? We anticipate new 
discoveries, conversations and implications of 
the Bitprop impact to emerge over time, ever-
strengthening our resolve to continue doing what 
we do.  

Our goals for the year were established pre-
pandemic and for now, we have to batten down 
the hatches and use this time to work on the 
systems for scale. But before long, economy-
growing initiatives like this will be sorely 
needed. Through the construction of rental 
accommodation, we stimulate the construction 
industry and local economy supply chains. 
Ensuring that our rent level is affordable means 
that even residents exposed to pay cuts and 
reduced hours should still be able to afford 
their rental payments, and homeowners should 
still receive their monthly income, even if they 
lose employment income. The dense living 
conditions in the poorer neighbourhoods we 
operate in make social distancing very difficult; 
impossible for many. Wealth creation, property 
ownership and access to finance is central 
to improving these environments, which are 
breeding grounds for informal settlements, 
illegal construction and substandard 
housing. This pandemic has shown us some 
of the horrendous consequences of having 
environments like this.  

Bitprop has developed and proven a viable 
model that allows capital to flow to households 
that were previously excluded from the formal 
banking system. As we scale, we intend to ramp 
up our global exposure so that we are able 
to have a greater impact. The current COVID 
crisis provides an ideal opportunity to stress 
the importance of true value creation and 
investment into the real economy. As panic 
dies down and focus shifts from health to the 
economy, we will spread the word and position 
ourselves as part of the solution in a world 
that is scared to invest, but scared too of the 
consequences of stagnant global economy.  

What’s next?
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Increased urban density

Space for tenant 
parking

New greenery planted 
on suitable sites

Smart utilities using 
pre-paid electrity & 
water meters

over 50% increase in 
property value

A Bitprop Neighbourhood
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Contact:  info@bitprop.com  
   www.bitprop.com 
   @bitpropza 

End 


