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Foreword


Every now and then, you meet someone whose passion for a particular area of property is so genuine that it becomes infectious. For me, that person is Retha van Rooyen.

Over the past several years, I have had the privilege of working alongside Retha through Real Estate Investor, SAPIN, Reside Summit and our Student Accommodation Masterclasses, where we have shared a common goal: helping property investors make better decisions and build sustainable wealth through education.

During that time, I have watched Retha do far more than simply teach student accommodation investing. I have seen her mentor aspiring investors taking their very first steps into the sector, guide experienced landlords looking to expand their portfolios, and generously share the lessons she has learned through years of practical experience.

She has never presented student accommodation as a shortcut to success. Instead, she has consistently reminded investors that lasting wealth is built on knowledge, discipline, careful planning and a commitment to excellence. That authenticity is what makes this book so valuable.

When Retha published the first edition of Creating Wealth with Student Accommodation in South Africa, she filled an important gap in South Africa’s property investment landscape. At a time when student accommodation was still viewed by many as a niche or informal investment, she recognised its enormous potential and helped investors understand how this specialised sector could deliver both sustainable income and long-term wealth. The industry has evolved dramatically since then.

Student accommodation has become increasingly professional, with accreditation standards, grading systems, NSFAS funding requirements and higher expectations from students, parents and educational institutions reshaping the sector. Investors today require far more than enthusiasm, they need knowledge, systems and a clear understanding of how to operate successful, compliant and financially sustainable businesses. That is why this book is so much more than an update.

It reflects the evolution of the industry itself. From financing your first investment and understanding accreditation, to managing cash flow, analysing financial performance and avoiding the common mistakes that derail many investors, Retha has created a practical roadmap that is grounded in real-world experience rather than theory.

One aspect of Retha’s journey that deserves special recognition is the path she has forged in an industry that has traditionally been dominated by men. Property investment, particularly in the commercial and investment space, has long been a challenging environment for women seeking recognition as industry leaders. Yet Retha has never allowed that to define her.

She has earned the respect of investors, developers, financiers and property professionals through her expertise, professionalism and unwavering commitment to helping others succeed. She has broken through barriers, challenged perceptions and established herself as one of South Africa’s leading voices in student accommodation. In doing so, she has become an inspiration not only to investors but also to many women entering the property industry, proving that knowledge, resilience and integrity will always command respect.

As Founder and Editor-in-Chief of Real Estate Investor, I have spent nearly two decades interviewing many of South Africa’s most successful property investors and industry leaders. While every investment strategy differs, the people who consistently succeed share one characteristic: they never stop learning. That is precisely what this book encourages.

It equips readers with the practical knowledge, confidence and strategic thinking needed to approach student accommodation as a professional investment business rather than simply another property purchase. It also reminds us that successful student accommodation is about far more than buildings and balance sheets. Every quality residence created provides students with a safe environment in which to learn, grow and pursue opportunities that can change the course of their lives. That is a legacy worth investing in.

Whether you are buying your first student accommodation property or expanding an established portfolio, I believe you will find practical wisdom, honest advice and invaluable experience throughout these pages.

Congratulations, Retha, on producing another outstanding contribution to South Africa’s property industry. Your passion for educating investors, raising standards and helping people create wealth while making a meaningful social impact shines through on every page.

I have no doubt this book will become an essential reference for anyone serious about succeeding in the student accommodation sector.

— Neale Petersen, Founder & Editor-in-Chief, Real Estate Investor






Praise for My Student House

The principles in this book are not theory: they are how My Student House has been run for years. Here is what some of the people who have lived and worked within it have to say.


From students who have called it home


“My Student House became more than just accommodation. It became a home, a place where I was supported, encouraged and given the chance to grow. They didn’t just give me a place to stay; they gave me opportunities, skills and a community that shaped the leader I am today.”

— Keletso Molete, LLB student, University of the Western Cape

“My journey with My Student House has been nothing short of amazing. I found a home far from home, and I still say I wouldn’t trade the experience for anything. It gave me security, a sense of belonging and a great place to study, and it taught me what leadership really is.”

— Reneilwe Ngobeni, student, Cape Peninsula University of Technology

“My experience at MSH has been both fulfilling and transformative. From the leadership committee to helping with the student intake, I’ve been able to contribute to our community, and it has strengthened my leadership skills and given me a strong sense of belonging.”

— Thapelo Motshegare, Environmental Health student, Cape Peninsula University of Technology





From the landlords and partners we work with


“I have engaged My Student House to manage my property since 2023, and throughout our working relationship they have demonstrated professional and responsive communication, efficient handling of tenant matters, timely rent collection and accurate financial reporting, and effective maintenance coordination with minimal disruption to tenants.”

— Kyle Flanagan, property owner, Observatory, Cape Town

“It is with great satisfaction that I provide this reference for My Student House. Over the course of our relationship they have consistently demonstrated a high level of professionalism, reliability and a proactive approach to property management, excelling in maintaining full occupancy, addressing tenant concerns promptly, and keeping the property well-maintained and compliant with safety and housing standards. Their attention to detail and regular reporting have made for a hassle-free experience on my part.”

— Gerard Naidoo, GN4 Holdings, Potchefstroom

“I have been very satisfied with their services and trust their ability to manage properties to a high standard. I would not hesitate to recommend My Student House to other landlords or organisations seeking reliable and professional property management.”

— Charles Robertson, Brickhouse Trust, Cape Town

“Throughout our working relationship, My Student House has demonstrated professional and responsive communication, timely rent collection and accurate financial reporting, effective maintenance coordination with minimal disruption to tenants, and a strong understanding of property legislation and compliance.”

— Nathan Rhoda, RhodaCorp (Pty) Ltd, Bellville







How did I get here?

I never wanted to go into property. It wasn’t a life-long dream, but somehow property chose me. I went through a vanilla life; went to school; studied hard and achieved good grades and landed a solid job after university. Like most people just starting out, I rented my first property. When I was to upgrade from a Sunnyside flat to a Centurion townhouse, I endured an epic fight with the rental agent and the landlord. I hated how they treated me and hated to fight in general, so decided to evacuate the rental market as quickly as possible.

I bought the Centurion townhouse at a time when interest rates were 24% or more and, although a significant chunk of my monthly income, I could afford the repayments as the purchase price was only R108,000. That was the first property I owned; I didn’t think about it as an investment, but rather as a way for me to never again rent a property. Luckily for me, owning a house to avoid renting and investing is exactly the same thing and about six years later I sold that property for R550,000 when I upgraded to cater for my growing family.

I bought my second property from a couple getting divorced. Yes, they were my parents. I bought the Richards Bay house with the idea of stabilising life for my mother and for her to secure extra income. The sellers were motivated and accepted my offer and the rental provided my mother with an income for years to come. The money released to her from the sale of the Richards Bay property was finished within two years. I bought the property for R350,000 and now 12 years later it was valued at R95 0000. Over the years I also used it to extract equity to buy my mother a small car and cover various other expenses for her. I still own this property and it provides a comfortable monthly income.

My third property found me when my mom required more healthcare and at a time when she desperately needed friends her age. I bought her a tiny flat in a retirement village complete with prepared meals, a tuck shop, an on-site doctor and frail-care facilities. From an investment point of view, it was one of my worst purchases ever. It was an overpriced, newly-built unit and five years later the price had only slightly increased. When my mom succumbed to leukaemia, I placed a tenant in the property whose rent didn’t even cover half of my bond. I became a motivated seller and accepted the first offer. I didn’t lose money on the initial purchase price, as I sold for more than I had purchased it, but I lost on a monthly basis and, as much as the flat had tremendous sentimental value for me, I had to let it go. Was it worth the spend? Definitely! It was the happiest I have seen my mother for years and the rental income from the Richards Bay house covered the loss on this one, and that is also how I learnt a portfolio of properties is better than just owning one rental property.

My fourth property was my long-time family home; one where I unintentionally bought the right property in the right location. Soon after moving in, Centurion’s second-biggest shopping mall was constructed a block away from our estate and a private school opened its doors nearby a few years later. Each time one of these major events happened, the property value grew and within a decade the house went from R470,000 to R2.1 million!

Even after my experience with these properties, I still didn’t consider myself a property investor as I had not purchased them with intent. I don’t do things in half measures and the concept of property investment with intent began in September 2017. Yet, finding this purpose certainly was not a straight path.

The preceding year, while still employed with a company, I attended a mindset training course. I pitched up with a slightly jaded attitude, thinking, “Great another training course, at least I can escape my usual humdrum day job”.

The course was divided into three sections, one week, three days and a one-day session following each other a few weeks apart, and focused on something I had not yet encountered, namely the teachings of American author Napoleon Hill’s 1937 book Think and Grow Rich. First published during the Great Depression and having sold more than 15 million copies since its release, Think and Grow Rich was promoted as a personal development and self-improvement book and, according to Wikipedia, Hill claimed to be inspired by a suggestion from business magnate and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie.

The book remains Hill’s biggest seller and was on BusinessWeek magazine’s Best Seller List as the sixth best-selling paperback business book 70 years after it was published and was the result of more than two decades of studying individuals who had amassed personal fortunes. It examines the psychological power of thought and the brain in the process of furthering your career for both monetary and personal satisfaction.

The instructor delivered the material brilliantly and I was sold. During the first week, I realised I was living my life by neglect and not purpose. My job sent me from one project to the next that were never my choice and I was being used as the tool for my managers’ career advancement. I had not appreciated this agenda and had been happy to comply, until I wasn’t.

After that first week of training, I wanted to implement what I had learnt and attempted a few small business ideas.

Business idea number one:

My husband has always been a fan of snakes and spiders and we had a healthy number of these critters in the house. He always complained about the price of food for them, mainly cockroaches and crickets.

Everyone knows how quickly a cockroach problem can spread and, no matter your attempts at them, they always somehow survive. Light bulb moment. I could get a small batch of cockroaches and breed them for our spiders, selling any surplus to the pet shop. This was definitely a get-rich-quick scheme!

After some convincing my husband eventually ordered 1000 cockroaches online (yes, you can actually do that!) and a week later they were delivered. If you know me personally, you will realise this was completely out of character as I absolutely loathe cockroaches. Of the world’s critters, cockroaches are my biggest fear and they had to be securely locked up and managed only by said husband.

Fast forward eight weeks and, instead of a plague of escaped cockroaches, I had a dwindling supply of adults and no babies. Who has ever heard of non-breeding cockroaches? My business was over before it even made babies.

Business idea number two:

My younger brother worked for a company that serviced vending machines, everything from washing machines to children’s ride machines. He was always talking about how much money these machines made weekly and I was intrigued. It sounded like the perfect passive income business and, finally deciding to take action, I applied for a day’s leave and visited the factory selling children’s ride machines. I did not have enough money to buy new ones but spent R15,000 on three second-hand ones, a fortune for me at the time.

My brother arranged for them to be installed at a Dros restaurant in Silverton and the handy husband helped with their delivery. Excitedly, I rushed to empty the machines after the first week and found three coins in them. How is this possible? I was upset and confused. We lived in Centurion and Silverton is about 40km away, making it an 80km round trip to pick up R15. I was devastated.

I decided not to give up so quickly and would give it at least three months. Surely it could only improve? Week two the Dros owner called to say the machines weren’t running. We drove through to fix the rubber belt running the machine and had dinner while we were there. Week four, when we went to pick up the coins, we noticed the children were able to use the machines without paying and the waitress said it had been happening for a while. Week five and another broken machine. Week seven and I discovered the manager had required a plug and had disconnected one of my machines. Week eight I removed my machines and filled up one of our bedrooms. Week 12 and I sold them, making a R7000 loss excluding the petrol and time wasted.

Anyone less determined would have quit at this point, but I was still motivated by the great training course and moved on to my third idea.

Business idea number three:

My friend was a huge animal lover and had various connections in the pet trade. She introduced me to a lady who owned a smallholding not far from where I lived who bred New Zealand red rabbits. These are huge rabbits weighing 3-4.5kgs, making them popular in the rabbit meat market.

About this time my sister moved into a house with a large yard. We are best friends and, with a little convincing, she agreed for the handy husband to build some rabbit cages in a corner of her yard. After spending a fair amount of money on pipes, wires and building a steel covering, we were ready for our first rabbits. Excitedly I purchased three females and a male. As with cockroaches, rabbits breed like crazy so this should be easy! However, I was soon to discover that, while getting the rabbits to breed really was easy, that was where easy ended.

At least for me, this was a passive income business. It quickly became handy husband’s day job and he loved looking after and feeding the rabbits. Weekends, when the rabbitry required work, I drank wine with my sister while the handy husband did the hard graft, so it was a great business for me!

This business lasted a while longer than the others; close to 18 months. However, I eventually had to admit the issues I had ignored had become too big to overcome. My rabbit operation was too small to warrant the extra expenses, like the animal-lover husband overfeeding them and upsetting the cost-to-growth ratio; babies falling through the cage openings and freezing overnight; females eating their young in terror and paying the rabbit lady to take adults to the abattoir. The breaking point came when an industrious Jack Russell got into the cages and ripped off the rabbits’ legs, breaking the hard-working husband’s heart. We sold the remaining adults and cages soon after.

The breakthrough accident:

Surely this then was the end of my entrepreneurial endeavours to become financially free? It would have been had a colleague not given me Robert Kiyosaki’s book Rich Dad Poor Dad. I devoured this book and the omnipotent Google began serving me with advertisements from Kiyosaki’s property investment training company Legacy Education. I was intrigued and attended a free two-hour seminar where my mind was absolutely blown. I bought an expensive three-day training course and encouraged a work friend to accompany me.

The weekend was mind-altering and I was never the same after that. During the three days they were upselling us into coaching. The price for that course brought on nightmares and an anxiety attack, but I also knew I had already failed three times creating a business and clearly could not do this alone. I needed a coach and begged my friend to share the coaching with me; I called everyone I knew to do this with me. I was also close to my sister and had never attempted anything on this scale by myself. I even offered to pay for them to attend the course with me with the agreement they could pay me back when we completed our first property deal. Everyone refused.

Eventually I gave up asking and transferred the last available cash from my access bond and swiped my credit card. Until today the frugal husband does not know how much I paid for this.

As I walked out of the venue crying, one of the presenters saw me, gave me a hug and said, “I know this is scary, but a year from now you will be laughing about today”.

He was wrong. It only took six months to laugh about that day.

My coach was not a technical property person, but he was exactly what I needed. He was a life coach and during our sessions he related stories of his life and the amazing things he had done. Those stories changed the way I saw myself and life around me. Three months into the programme I had not yet identified a suitable property and was getting worried. My coach told me what I have done in three months was more than most of his students achieved in a year. I would dwell on that information over the following few days and it was the final push I needed. By the end of my first year of buying property with intention, I owned 11 properties.

Within that first year, I also extracted R1.5 million from my Centurion property and built six townhouses with a friend. Building that little complex was the most painful thing I have ever done. It ruined one of my oldest friendships; cost me substantially more than it was supposed to have done and taught me never to go into a business where I cannot take over control to keep the ship from sinking. However, it was also the most valuable life lesson I have learnt and I would never trade it. That little complex has become the cornerstone of my practical knowledge and the first building block of a proper balance sheet I still use today. I quickly added two more properties that I subdivided into multi-lets and bought vacant land on which I built 220 sectional title units.

Considering how property investment has unfolded in my life, I suppose it shouldn’t have been a surprise when student accommodation found me. After my first year living by intent and not neglect, I finally gave in to the pushy husband wanting to move to Cape Town.

When you live your life by intent amazing things happen. You get lucky. I did not realise it was luck that saw the furniture removal company leave half my stuff behind. At the time I was furious and, arriving in Cape Town, I sent off a panicky Facebook post, offering anyone who was interested in a free holiday in Cape Town in exchange for my furniture. I would pay for petrol and three night’s accommodation and I quickly had a bite: it was my new coaching friend Genevieve Jack. Two days later Genevieve and her husband arrived with my furniture and, thoroughly enjoying their company, I offered them an extended stay in my spare bedroom. During those few days I connected with her husband Taurai who became my first business partner. We created M5 Property Addicts and I became our first investor.

Eager to take advantage of the Cape Town booming property market, I reviewed hundreds of property types and rental models, but none made sense from a return-on-investment viewpoint. Being new to the city, I also struggled to understand the neighbourhoods and the viable strategies as none dovetailed with my Gauteng experience. After searching for a good investment for more than 12 months I was almost ready to give up and simply remotely support the M5 Property Addicts team from Cape Town while they achieved the fun stuff like scouting for distressed properties and the thrill of seeing a seriously run-down house become a rental gem.

That is until Lihle King Nxoyi, one of my property investment students, showed me a property he believed could be rented out as rooms. As the property was in Bellville central and close to the Sanlam head offices, I thought to try Airbnb or cater for the young professionals’ market. While looking for local businesses on Google Maps as a potential target market, the labels UWC (University of the Western Cape) and CPUT (Cape Peninsula University of Technology) popped up. That was when the light bulb moment happened and I realised the possibility of transforming the property into student accommodation (SA).

That said, my initial reaction to this discovery was not overwhelmingly positive. I searched for information about SA, but surprisingly could find almost nothing. The only articles that were available were by estate agents attempting to sell apartments to parents whose children were attending university and that was not the model I had in mind.

Speaking to people was even less encouraging as I heard horror stories about property zoning, foreign concepts such as accreditation and how the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) bursaries would implode and be removed, leaving SA landlords with squatter students and no one to pay. I almost walked away from SA until I accidentally, yet fortuitously, met someone who has managed a 100-student bed building in Cape Town. She demystified some of the horror stories and became my partner for the first year of my SA journey; my safety net and SA coach and my first Cape Town friend.

At the time of my first book, Creating Wealth with Student Accommodation in South Africa, I had 402 students across four cities with a staff of 17 people managing this business with me. The balance of this book is an attempt to dispel the mystery surrounding SA in South Africa and provide as much practical know-how and facts as possible. Please bear in mind this book is based on my experience at a certain period. I quickly learnt SA is fluid and the government and universities can change their operations at any given time, so use this as a guidebook, but remember to be flexible and adaptable.


The 2020 SA year from Hell

As fate would have it my first year of running an SA house was 2020.



The Bellville Houses

I had found my first potential student house in January 2019, but my indecisiveness meant time ran out to secure a bond in time for 2019 intake. After asking politely, the seller graciously extended the offer to purchase timelines and I had until the end of May to secure a bond. However, every attempt failed and one week before the due date I called Taurai in a panic. The seller had found another purchaser and would not extend our deadlines again.

Luckily (I don’t believe in luck) Taurai had met an investor from Durban only the week before who was open to a partnership with us. I rushed to secure the paperwork with the investor and within less than seven days, we had our bank approvals and could proceed with the purchase and project.

The property consisted of two houses on separate erven and the previous owner had removed the dividing wall meaning it resembled one large stand containing two houses. One house was used as an office and the other rented out and, while the office building was in good condition and we acquired it for R1.5 million, the rental property was badly damaged and needed serious renovations. The walls showed serious cracks and a structural engineer recommended underpinning, translating into a significant amount of money to repair. Hence, we offered R1.25 million for that property and, considering the market value of these properties was closer to R2 million each, I felt I had struck gold.

Renovation quotations were received and we spent about R850,000 on conversion, renovation and student furniture. The renovation project went like clockwork and every step was executed as planned well ahead of time. The only scary part was I still did not know how I would fill the house.

During this time a former acquaintance, someone based in Dubai who specialises in raising large amounts of cash, made contact to introduce me to a local lady who had a good property deal. He required me to perform the due diligence. I agreed and we met at a Durbanville coffee shop and hit it off immediately. She was an energetic person with an interesting background and the more we spoke, the more I identified the synergies. She had actually managed a 70-bed SA property a few years previously and I extensively picked her brain. I was super excited to meet someone with actual experience in SA management and immediately asked her to either consult for me or manage my SA business. Alas, she said she hated SA and would never again be involved. That should have been my warning bell!

As the weeks rolled by, I continued probing and learning from her. Our relationship grew stronger and eventually, I took her to the properties I was renovating for advice on options and the number of beds I could fit per room. The student bug bit her and she committed to not only help, but to become my business partner in a company called My Student House.

Renovation and furnishing for the first house (the office building) was completed in early December 2019 and to assist with cash flow ahead of the new academic year, I rented out rooms through Airbnb in December and January. Since the furnishing and house design (shared bathrooms and kitchen) was aimed at student tenants, I did not expect any bookings, yet we were full for most of December. We had parents staying with us for graduation week as we were close to the university and a few businesspeople who were migrating from Gauteng also booked for the whole month. I even had two intern doctors as guests.

Airbnb is completely different to SA management and requires its own book, so I won’t go into further details here.

What I must mention is my contractor was a local guy and bakkie builder (more about the mess he caused later). He charged a reasonable price and worked fast, until we hit December and he went on an eight-week holiday. He returned at the end of January with the more extensively damaged house still requiring significant renovation work. My panic brain set in and I was compelled to micro-manage to some degree. The guys were still finishing off different rooms as the students were moving in. In this process I learnt to never give a contractor your actual due date. Always aim to finish a fortnight before you expect your first student as it is extremely embarrassing to explain to a parent why their precious child has to live on a building site.

One of my best memories from this time is a day when the full renovation team was tiling, the security guy was installing the keypad and gate and the mattress company delivered my bulk order. It was chaos; I was needed everywhere simultaneously and felt like I was on one of those home makeover shows. Equally, I was so happy seeing the vision finally coming together.

Yet, this was just the start. My business partner found landlords who needed someone to manage their properties and in January 2020 we launched with the following properties:

• 31 students in the Bellville properties

• 20 students in Belhar

• a seven-storey building in the Cape Town central business district (CBD) with 94 beds

• 18 students in Athlone

• 60 students in an Atlantis-based building for West Coast College

• 24 students in a house in Durban

I have yet to meet someone as crazy as we were to start off with 247 beds and no industry experience. We had no tools, processes or staff, yet we didn’t see this as a problem. It was a massive mistake and was to haunt us throughout 2020.



The Belhar House

The Belhar house was a neat two-storey building with en-suite double rooms, every student’s dream. It was exceptionally popular and to avoid driving to and from this property multiple times a day, I scheduled show hours for parents and students to view the house. By the third day, every bed had been taken and we were off to a good start. That was the last good thing to happen to this property.

The house was newly built and looked amazing. However, the owner did not disclose he had never installed geysers and the students discovered they didn’t have hot water. He then insisted we pay over the students’ deposits so he could install geysers. Obviously, we could not allow this. He also promised his internet solution would be functioning as soon as the students moved in. It wasn’t and, even by the time South Africa entered lockdown in March, it had still not been installed. To top off our problems, he didn’t have adequate security on the property and within three weeks, we had a smash-and-grab through a student’s window while they were sitting in the room.

Students are patient creatures and only after multiple incidents did they rebel; reported the property to the university and refused to pay rent. We attempted multiple mediation methods but ended up stopping our management arrangement with the landlord. It tarnished our company name and reputation as the students did not distinguish between My Student House and the landlord.



Cape Town CBD Property

To swiftly fill this property, we had to do something different. I created flyers on the Australian graphic design platform Canva (www.canva. com); printed extensively and distributed them to the learning institutions in and around the CBD. We also gave a few to our first students to hand out to friends on campus.

I honestly did not believe we would be able to fill this property with enough students before the NSFAS private boarding closure date, but once we had a few students staying with us, more just kept arriving. At one point we had a queue of 20 students with their parents at the office, waiting with their suitcases and begging for space.

We printed huge stacks of leases and had three staff members assisting students to view; complete documentation and accept cash for rental and deposits. As you can imagine leases went missing and cash disappeared.

We were furnishing the place while students were moving in. For some time, students slept on mattresses on the floor while we were waiting for bases and we had to temporarily move students into room types for which they had not paid, staying in a single while their triple room was being prepared and then asking the student who had paid for a single room to be accommodated in a double while waiting for their room to become available.

I am sure you can see why we lost students. We literally forgot about some and had no record of them, yet they returned at the end of the year claiming a deposit. We had no idea what students were in which rooms so when the big move came during Covid-19, we were dead in the water.

I remember one day showing a student some rooms on the lower floor and asking her to wait there while I went to the office to get a lease. At the office I was distracted by other urgent issues and completely forgot about the student waiting for my return. Six hours later I accidentally found her still waiting patiently in the room!

From this absolute madness I learnt the value of systems and processes. At the end of the year this came back even more clearly as fights broke out with students claiming to have paid cash for their rental, but never receiving a receipt. Leases went missing as they were never scanned and saved and university documents had to be redone multiple times due to incorrect student information on the forms.



Athlone House

We took on a property from my business partner’s friend. A staunch Muslim, his property was located close to the International Peace College South Africa (IPSA), a Muslim religious college for Islamic and Arabic studies. He requested the property to be set up in a specific way; only accommodate Muslim students and for the house mother to also be Muslim. We believed this could be a great niche within SA.

We furnished the house and it looked amazing. We were advertising and you guessed it, zero interest. We are not sure exactly why we didn’t have any interest and we didn’t have time to figure out the reason as the country shut down soon after we opened up. One possibility was the students could stay with extended family members in the area; always preferable in the Muslim community.

After lockdown, we finally received the landlord’s approval to place non-Muslim students in the house and accommodated some NSFAS students, but it was a disaster. It was at this time I realised in some areas there are still deep divides in our country. We gave up attempting to place students in this property soon thereafter.



Atlantis Building

We found a commercial building in Atlantis Industrial close to West Coast College. The college parked its student buses in the building’s parking lot during the day and we approached the administration about converting the property into SA. They were very receptive to the concept as there was nothing like it in the neighbourhood and they desperately needed decent SA.

We converted the bathrooms; added security systems and were good to go. We discussed with the college about sending us potential students but received radio silence. We attended meetings; sent emails to head office; contacted NSFAS directly; involved the Student Representative Council (SRC) who promised to resolve the issues and send us students, yet none of that materialised. Only after the students protested against another landlord where they were sleeping on the floor with no access to running water did they finally take notice. We quickly appointed a house mother and the college sent us 60 girls who arrived within a fortnight and that is when the new drama began.

Remember these students had been in the property for three weeks before they had to go home due to the national lockdown, thus take into consideration everything below happened within that time frame.

Directly behind this property was a beautiful function venue and we received complaints that the girls were terrorising them. How bad can it be? I thought. Terrorising is a strong word; they were putting it mildly. The girls were attending functions like weddings and birthday parties uninvited. When asked to leave, they would stand naked on the second-storey balcony overlooking the venue and yell insults at the neighbours.

What we didn’t realise, due to bad research, was the college also accepted older students, some close to 30 years old. These students did not want to comply with our rules, geared for younger students and were holding weekend socials in the neighbour’s driveway, literally lighting fires and dumping their empty alcohol bottles for the neighbour to clean up. He couldn’t ignore their mess as it was tarnishing his function venue. Some weekends there were taxis parked in front of the building and the girls/young women were openly having sex. We did not have cameras installed and could not identify the culprits.

The house mother tried controlling them but gave up quickly when threatened at knife point and had her food stolen out of her room. Furthermore, the college refused to pay the rent to us; they paid the students directly and it was a nightmare collecting our dues. This is where I learnt the lesson for only accepting students
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