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Map 1: Map of Durban, South Africa. 

 

  



 
Map 2: South Durban View 
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Introduction 

 

Sometime in 2006, the Writing Initiative to Support Academics (WISA) 

published its first collection of essays entitled Undressing Durban (edited by 

Rob Pattman & Sultan Khan). The book described some aspects of the City of 

Durban that some people may be familiar with but are sometimes unwilling 

to acknowledge or unable to talk about. The editors noted in their 

introduction that “Durban dresses itself up for tourists … and the aim (of the 

book) was to reveal aspects of Durban normally hidden by popular tourist 

images. Rather than ‘dressing up” Durban and presenting it as Other, ethnic 

and exotic, the emphasis in Undressing Durban was on how cultural diversity 

was lived.”  

 

The book generated intense discussion within academic and political circles 

regarding its relevance and implications to the city and broader society in 

general. Among the questions asked were: what impact will the book have on 

the daily lives of the people Durban and on those who visit the city and its 

surroundings? Some suggested that buyers of the book would benefit 

immensely as they took a tour of the city to see for themselves parts of what 

they read. The contributors to the book, as well as its readers, could go a long 

way to bridge the gaps between knowledge and reality and bring to light 

what goes on in some of the place and places that sometimes pass unnoticed. 

 

Around the same time, a glossy publication, commissioned by eThekwini 

Municipality, came out painting a different picture. It described Durban as a 

paradise (see Peter Machen, Durban: A Paradise and its People). How can 

these two interpretations of the same city be reconciled? One of the ways to 

understand the two views can be found in the legendary story of six blind 

men who, on a return from a zoo, were asked to describe an elephant. The 

elephant was, therefore, described differently dependent on the part of the 

animal that was touched as follows: like a wall, like a spear, like a snake, like 



a tree, like a fan, and like a rope. This legendary story has since been 

attributed to an American poet John Godfrey Saxe (1816-1887) with a warning 

that sensory perceptions can be misleading.  

 

In life it is not unusual for people to look at the same thing but see or 

understand it differently or to give different interpretation to the same facts. 

This reality applies to the view people have about places and other things. 

What image does one have about city of Durban depends on which part of the 

city one visited or which aspect of it attracted or captured their attention. 

Whereas many people only come to Durban to enjoy the sun and beautiful 

beaches, there are those who also take interest in the lives and struggles of 

ordinary people. To get a richer and better understanding of any place one 

needs to informed of different perspectives about it. 

 

For several years, the Centre for Civil Society (CCS) at the University of 

KwaZulu-Natal, together with communities it works with, has attempted to 

provide Durban visitors, especially academics and activists, a different 

perspective. Visitors have been shown places they usually do not see or could 

not have included in their itinerary. Visitors are introduced to the south 

Durban industrial area, some informal settlements, Warwick Triangle and 

informal trading, KwaMashu and Inanda Dam, Chatsworth and Umlazi, to 

mention but a few. Through south Durban industrial area visitors are able to 

see thick clouds of smoke, largely caused by petrochemical factories of Engen, 

SAPREF (BP), with the addition of Mondi Paper Mill. Desmond D’sa, of the 

South Durban Community Environmental Alliance, calls these “toxic tours.”  

Partly because the tours include other areas of the city beyond south Durban, 

the tours became commonly known as reality tours – showing the real lives of 

the majority of Durban residents. During these tours several introductory 

materials are distributed as a background not only to the areas in question but 

as pointers to some social issues of social and environmental justice and local 



every day struggles for human rights and basic services, like water, 

sanitation, housing, electricity, safe environment and others. 

 

This collection, which developed as part of reality tours, is an effort to make 

valuable materials available for a wider circulation and discussion. The 

collection includes maps of certain locations, news clips of events and 

processes in Durban, histories of selected communities and academic essays 

that discuss some of the salient issues in the city. Also added are advocacy 

brochures of a few partner organisations and a selected list of readings for 

those who may be interested in knowing more about the city and some of its 

social issues and dynamics. It is our hope that readers will find these 

materials interesting and useful both in the tour of the Durban and research 

endeavours. 

 



 
Part I: News Clips 



 
1.1 Street Traders 
 

Traders Angry Over Arrests 
 

Sunday Tribune, June 24, 2004 

By Chris Makhaye 

Street hawkers say they are "gatvol" with the eThekwini Municipality for 
failing to consult them on decisions that affect their livelihood. The Durban 
magistrate's court resembled a battleground on Tuesday as SAPS riot units 
and the Metro Police tried to contain thousands of angry hawkers. 

More than 500 were arrested when they blockaded the court, trying to secure 
the release of 20 colleagues arrested the previous day. The 20 were taken into 
custody for blocking Metro Police from confiscating goods belonging to 
traders breaking city bylaws.

Sindiswa Ntshangase was one of the 500 arrested outside 
the court. 
 
Ntshangase, who sells underwear in Queen Street, said 
Metro Police sprayed hawkers with teargas and water 
cannons and assaulted them with batons before arresting 

them. She said most of those arrested were women.  

'How can you 
feed your 
family from 
such a small 
place?' 

"We had to spend a night sleeping on cold concrete floors in passages and 
toilets because there was no space in cells," said Ntshangase.  

In May the traders marched to the Durban City Hall to protest against the 
city's decision to hike street trading levies from R120 to R430. 

Dumisani "Rasta" Mthembu, the Chairperson of the Queen Street traders, said 
the municipality was intimidating and provoking street traders by reducing 
the area where they operated without consultation and by confiscating goods. 

"I have been selling here since 1996. I feed nine people, including my mother. 
Now they are reducing the area where I trade. How can you feed your family 
from such a small place?" he asked, pointing to the 2m by 1m area he has been 
allocated. 
 
Mthembu said the municipality had failed to honour its undertaking that no 
traders would be arrested or intimidated while the matter was still being 
discussed. 
 



Ntombizonke Nene, a second-hand clothes trader from Inanda's Dube 
Village, who operates near the city's Muslim cemetery, said she had been the 
victim of several Metro Police raids.  

"They take our goods and we have to release them by paying R250 or R400. It 
is ridiculous," she said. 

Velile Gigaba, the Secretary of the Informal Traders Management Board, said 
the municipality was mistreating traders. 

"We struggled against apartheid bylaws and we won. It is very sad that the 
municipality voted in by us that is treating us worse than the Boers," said 
Gigaba. 
 
"They have structured the levies to be increased up until 2009. It is clear they 
want to get rid of us (before the World Cup in 2010). Otherwise, why are they 
strictly enforcing the bylaws only now?" he asked. 

Municipal Manager Mike Sutcliffe denied the allegations. He said the two 
sides met in 2003 and agreed on a Street Traders Policy. 

"We even wrote off more than R3,5-million in levies and they agreed the 
Metro Police should enforce the policy. 

"We met the leaders of the traders and told them about the increase in levies. 
They agreed there should be flat levies and we implemented levies of 
between R39 and R68 a month," Sutcliffe said, adding that the municipality 
was willing to be flexible. 
 
"But... we will not allow people to trade in places where they will hamper 
road safety or encourage loitering," he said. 

More than 500 hawkers have been charged with public violence and have 
been released on their own recognisances. They are to appear in court on July 
27. 
 
But Gigaba believes the matter should be resolved by the traders and the city 
"to avoid violence, because we are tired of them taking decisions about us 
without talking to us". 

 
 

 



Police Battle Durban Street Traders 

By Giordano Stolley, Durban

Mail and Guardian, 18 June 2007 
 
Police used a water cannon and rubber bullets to disperse street traders 
protesting in Durban's Warwick Triangle area on Monday against the arrest 
of four of their fellows. 
 
The traders, angry over the arrest of four vendors who apparently did not 
have licences to trade, took to the streets in the Warwick Triangle area and 
stoned police officers, passing traffic and police vehicles. 
 
During the clashes, police sealed off the area, resulting in large traffic jams in 
the city. Crowds gathered on the overhead walkways leading to Berea 
railway station to watch the battle. The onramp from Warwick Triangle on to 
the N3 highway was littered with debris from burning tyres and rubbish. 
 
Police spokesperson Inspector Michael Read said four South African Police 
Service officers were injured, while eThekwini metro police spokesperson 
Superintendent John Tyala said that the two metro police officers who had 
made the initial arrests were also injured. All six were taken to hospital and 
reported to be in a stable condition. 
 
Police sealed off the area as a running battle between police and an estimated 
2 000 people ensued. The water cannon and rubber bullets were used to 
disperse the protesters. 
 
Read said the 20 people arrested would be charged for public disturbance. He 
said there had been no immediate reports of injuries to any of the protesters. 
 
Tyala said street traders are due to meet city officials on Tuesday to discuss 
their licences, and that traders are demanding that police do not target 
vendors until the negotiations have finished. However, he said: "Those who 
have licences complain about those who don't. They can't just take the law 
into their own hands and expect us not to enforce the law." 
 
Read said there had been an initial clash following the arrest of the four 
vendors for trading illegally. 
 
Police had then managed to calm the situation and, while they were 
negotiating with the leaders of the vendors, a group gathered on the N3 
onramp and a second clash followed. Police then brought in the water 
cannon, and it was during the second clash that rubber bullets were fired.  



1.2 South Durban: Pollution and Urban Heath Crisis 
 

South Africa Environmental Justice Struggles against “toxic” 
petrochemical industries in South Durban 

Introduction 

Environmental justice struggles in contemporary South Africa have their 
foundation in struggles against the legacy of apartheid politics and spatial 
planning discourse and practice. Analysis of post-apartheid South Africa 
requires framing issues within a historical context; taking into account a 
painful history that left deep social, economic, political, and ecological 
(environmental) scars. It is through recognizing the impact of apartheid that 
one is be able to unpack contemporary environmental justice struggles and 
how they are closely tied to socio-political injustice. Durning (1990) states that 
apartheid was not only an example of political injustice but it was also the 
most glaring example of environmental injustice. Apartheid left deep scars on 
the environment, and its legacy continue to pose numerous hazards to public 
health and peoples daily lives. The zoning strategy of apartheid and its 
racialized separate development philosophy resulted in black South Africans 
being coerced to live in overcrowded Bantustans and townships located 
downwind or downstream from industrial complexes. Consequently, the 
black South African communities are overburdened by both disparate 
exposure to industrial pollution and socioeconomic deprivation. They live in 
extreme poverty and work in hazardous conditions.  

South Durban: Background Information 

South Durban is the industrial hub of Durban, KwaZulu-Natal Province.  It is 
home to one of the two biggest oil refineries in South Africa. South Durban 
has the largest concentration of petrochemical industries in the country, and it 
refines approximately 60 percent of South Africa’s petroleum. Apart from 
being overwhelmed with petrochemical companies, the South Durban 
industrial basin is also home to waste water treatment works, numerous toxic 
waste landfill sites, an airport, a paper manufacturing plant and a multitude 
of chemical process industries. In total, the South Durban area contains over 
120 industries, including the two oil refineries. This petrochemical basin has 
been dubbed the Durban poison, which disproportionately overburdens low-
income communities with environmental stress (pollution) and public health 
costs. 

The discussion of South Durban industrial basin must take into account the 
apartheid legacy, particularly spatial planning and its impact on black 
communities (people of color). It was no coincidence that black communities 
(generic racial term for Indian, Colored and African communities) reside close 
to toxic industries and inhale fumes of environmental injustice. The South 
Durban basin has a population of approximately 285 000 people, and the 



black communities comprise an overwhelming majority of this population. 
The low-income communities are located in the following residential 
townships, Wentworth, Merebank, and Bluff. 

However, apartheid urban planning ensured that these three racial groups 
lived apart (segregated) while maintaining separate residential development 
for white communities. The development of South Durban as an industrial 
hub, starting in the 1930s, involved collaboration between local industrialists 
(business people) and the white government (regime). Most of south Durban 
was deliberately zoned for industrial development, and black communities 
were forcibly removed to make way for industrial complexes. Apartheid 
spatial planning deliberately sited black residential areas near dirty industries 
in order to facilitate easy access to cheap labor, and generally these black 
townships were located within close proximity of toxic dumps, sewerage 
treatment plants, polluting industries, etc. (Whitaker, 2001). In addition, black 
communities were forced to live downstream and downwind from industrial 
complexes. Coupled with overcrowding in black townships, black 
communities had to bear with extreme poverty, poor and inhumane working 
and socioeconomic conditions.  The question that one might be asking at the 
moment is that what had apartheid spatial planning got to do with 
environmental justice? It is certainly a valid concern. In this case I seek to 
demonstrate that apartheid was a clear example of environmental injustice 
that was coupled with human rights abuses, socioeconomic, and public health 
violations. Its legacy presents post-apartheid South Africa with a mammoth 
task of redressing these injustices. According to Heeten Kalan, apartheid has 
left an indelible scar on the environment, which in turn has resulted in 
numerous hazards to public health and people’s daily lives.  

It is analytical paralysis to ignore the impact of apartheid on contemporary 
problems and challenges facing the new South Africa. I advance that that 
racial analysis forms the core of an examination of South African problems, 
and its omission renders the discussion a half-baked cake. In my opinion, 
whatever discussion about current problems experienced by post-apartheid 
South Africa has its roots on the environmental question; environment being 
broadly defined. Apartheid, even though premised on advancing white 
superiority in all spheres of society, tapped into the environment to secure 
resources for promoting separate development that would largely benefit the 
white community. It thus stimulated environmental scarcity for black 
communities, and consequently creating conditions for conflict in society. 
Thus, the environmental (ecological) legacy of apartheid is grim, and will 
surely influence sociopolitical and economic conditions of post-apartheid 
South Africa for decades (Dixon, 1995). 

The South Durban Community Environmental Alliance (SDEA) represents 
the growing commitment of local communities seeking environmental justice 
and redress of past injustices associated with apartheid. The case will 
demonstrate how the local communities in South Durban have galvanized 



their resources to shift the balance of power, patterns of socio-political 
interaction, accountability and social responsibility of corporate interests. I 
will show how the South Durban low-income communities perceive the social 
impact of environmental scarcities (in this case, lack of clean air and a healthy 
environment) and their attempt to correct environmental injustice. The ability 
of South Durban low-income communities to perceive environmental 
injustice and seek redress is a major achievement since it creates an impetus 
for challenging the status quo. In my opinion, grievance-generation, which is 
closely associated with a commonly identified problem, promotes community 
mobilization for action. 

Engen Limited, South Africa   

The Engen refinery in south Durban is the focus of environmental concern 
about industrial pollution. Apart from being the largest oil refinery in Durban 
as well as one of the two largest source of sulphur dioxide pollution in south 
Durban, Engen Refinery is closely located to two residential low-income black 
communities, Merebank and Wentworth. Its immediate adjacent proximity to 
these two communities optimizes for many the problems of industry’s impact 
on public health and the problems of quality of Black communities. During 
the apartheid era, the refinery was considered a strategic infrastructure or 
National Key Point, and thus was able to avoid close scrutiny from the public 
regarding its environmental impact and public health costs. The refinery 
operated under the Official Secrets Act, which prevented us from dealing at 
any level with the public about the business. The refinery was also encircled 
in a razor wire, guard towers, and symbolically, this characterized the fortress 
mentality inherent in most supposedly strategic industries in the apartheid 
economy. 

The environmental costs of the Engen refinery in south Durban could be 
traced back to the period it operated as Mobil Oil refinery. In the late 1980s 
the Merebank local community (the Merebank Ratepayers Association) 
complained about refinery management’s unresponsiveness to environmental 
pollution. A memorandum was forwarded to the refinery management in 
1990, and it raised community concerns regarding the refinery’s pollution and 
problem areas. The community identified the problem areas to include 
regular flaring, sulphur dioxide emissions, and oil spills, etc. However, the 
management responded by arguing that the pollution was wind-blown from 
other factories, flaring occurred for safety reasons, and that some oil spillage 
was beyond their control. However, with the ushering of a new democratic 
era in 1994, Engen had to revisit its relationship with the South Durban 
community. The wind of change driven by 1994 democratic elections required 
Engen doing business differently and being in alignment with the national 
discourse favoring consultation with locally affected communities. 
Essentially, we witness during this period an attempt by Engen to step out of 
its fortress mentality and to seek consultation with the local community. 



The South Durban Community Environmental Alliance 

The SDCEA was formed in February 1997 after the various differing 
community-based representatives in south Durban liaised under a common 
agreed-up mandate. To date, there are over 8 community-based organizations 
and 2 non-government organizations under the banner of the SDCEA. Up 
until 1997, various differing communities of Wentworth, Merebank and Bluff 
waged environmental struggles against the petrochemical industries, 
primarily focusing on the Engen Refinery.  

The south Durban community is made up of poor blacks (Africans, Indian, 
and colored/mixed race communities) that have been historically exposed to 
petrochemical industries and air polluting substances like sulphur dioxide, 
and benzene (a cancer causing substance, according to US Environmental 
Protection Agency classification). According to Daniel Knight, the levels of 
benzene recorded near the Engen Refinery were up to 15 times higher than 
World Health Organization guidelines and several times higher than 
recommended levels in the United States. Furthermore, investigative studies 
by local journalists have shown that the rate of leukemia in south Durban 
may be up to 24 times higher than in other parts of South Africa. A study by 
the University of Natal medical school found that children in the suburbs 
south of Durban are up to four times likely to suffer from chest complaints 
than children from other areas of the city of Durban. [Paul Kirk, Mail and 
Guardian, April 2000].  

The school children in South Durban also bear the public health costs of the 
petrochemical industries, and have to content with bad smells generated by 
those industries. For example, attendance figures at Settlers Primary School 
are perceived to go down when the wind blows toxic emissions into the 
classrooms. This school is located between two colossal refineries, Engen and 
SAPREF. In November 2000, the school had to call in paramedics to deal with 
more than 100 children suffering temporary respiratory problems 
[IRINnews.org], article titled South Africa: Durban residents victims of 
environmental racism]. However, the main challenge facing the community is 
that there is little medical empirical evidence to support community claims 
that petrochemical industries are responsible for the incidences of cancer, 
leukemia, and respiratory problems in the community. In other words, the 
South Durban community recognizes the problematic nature of hard evidence 
connecting the polluters (petrochemical industries) to localized health 
problems. They however understand that their families are exposed 
disproportionately to environmental stressors than other communities in 
Durban. Furthermore, the South Durban community is aware of the loops 
within South Africa’s environmental legislation, and has therefore taken 
initiative to step in to enforce environmental responsibility on the part of 
petrochemical industries. The South Durban Community Environmental 
Alliance (SDCEA) represents a concerted effort of community representatives 



in seeking environmental quality and industrial responsibility in 
environmental care. 

Map of Durban, South Africa. 

 

Durban is the largest city of the KwaZulu-Natal province. The province has a 
population of over 8 million people. Black people (Indian, colored, and 
Africans) constitute approximately 86% and the whites 14% of the population. 
Durban has a population of approximately 2,3 million, and most blacks live in 
formal low-income townships or rapidly growing informal settlements. 

[Full Article: Maguranyanga, B. (2001) South African environmental Justice 
struggles against “toxic” petrochemical industries in South Durban: The 
Engen Refinery Case. Online http://www.umich.edu/~snre492/brain.html]  
  

http://www.umich.edu/%7Esnre492/brain.html


Global Day of Action Hits Shell & BP (SAPREF) Gates in South Durban 
 

Meindert Korevaar , Netherlands Institute for Southern Africa (NiZA) 
SDCEA Newsletter, Volume 8, November 2006 

 
Hundreds of local community members took part in a planned protest when 
they blocked the Shell & BP (SAPREF) main gate in Isipingo, on Friday, 
November 10. The protest coincided with the 11th anniversary of the 
execution of Nigerian journalist and environmental reform movement leader, 
Ken Saro-Wiwa. It was also to remind Shell of its collusion with the Nigerian 
Regime in 1995 in the murder of our comrade, Ken Saro-Wiwa and 8 other 
Ogonis.  
 
The protest was organised by the South Durban Community Environmental 
Alliance to alert polluting industries and communities of the dangers that the 
toxic chemicals is causing to the public in the South Durban area. Dennis 
Brutus, well known Anti-Apartheid fighter who campaigned vigorously 
against sports being played in abnormal society participated in the protest. 
Dennis stated that: ‘As a close Academic friend of Ken, Shell must be held 
accountable for the murder of Ken and his colleagues.’ Terrance Conway, a 
resident from Rossport (Ireland), challenging Shell in Ireland stated: ‘After 
going on a Toxic Tour in south Durban and seeing and hearing the impact 
these oil refineries have on the local communities, I go back with the 
knowledge that people in South Africa and all over the world are standing 
united legitimately so as one to fight Shell.’ 
 
Children from local schools stated that: ‘they were sick and tired of only 
smelling Shell’s pollution.’ A memorandum was handed over to Shell & BP 
(SAPREF), PRO, Lora Rossler, who stated that the memorandum will be sent 
to their International Office in The Hague for comment and response.  
 
Is Shell good at protecting wildlife, the environment and people? Not in our 
experience! Then what is Shell doing sponsoring the Wildlife Photographer of 
the Year award, an award that promotes wildlife protection? Presenting itself 
as a friendly green company, that’s what.  We thought we should expose Shell 
for what it is – an environmental liability and a threat to people’s lives – so we 
organised a week of events around the launch of the wildlife competition. 
Desmond D’Sa came to the UK to add his voice to those calling for an end to 
the sponsorship, and to tell the real story of Shell. We held public meetings in 
London, Manchester and Birmingham, three key UK cities to expose Shell. 
Desmond spoke of Shell’s impact and legacy in South Durban; others spoke of 
Shell’s impact in Ireland, Nigeria and Sakhalin. Altogether it amounted to a 
powerful picture of what Shell is really like. 
 
Keep up the struggle for justice from Shell, keep exposing the hypocrisy, and 
keep telling the truth! 



Incidents at Aging Refineries (Shell & BP [SAPREF] & Engen) in south 
Durban, South Africa                                                                  
 
The Shell and BP refinery burnt for three hours on the morning of the 
28/10/2006 as a result of a fire in the diesel de-sulphurising unit.  Flames and 
resulted smoke was witnessed from the residents in the local community of 
south Durban. 
 
This comes in the wake of the Engen (Petronas) outage a few weeks ago, 
when the refinery had to shut down under emergency conditions because 
their external power supply was disrupted.  Engen had to go into emergency 
shut-down for they did not have an electricity back-up system to manage 
such off site outages. 
 
Twenty four hours later and little information has been made available to 
residents and local community organisations about the chemicals and the 
quantities that were burnt off in the Shell and BP fire. Local residents raised 
concern about the health impacts they suffered as a result of the fire.  Local 
community people – including children – complained of chest pains and 
breathing problems as a result of the chemical emissions during the fire. Shell 
had to call the municipal emergency to assist with the fire. A local resident Jay 
Pillay stated ‘that for how much longer must we and our families suffer with 
health problems and cost due to rotten plant and bad management’. 
 
South Durban residents have for a long time been raising their concerns that 
the petrochemical facilities (Engen and Shell/BP) in the area are ‘past their 
sell by date’.   They have been built as far back as 1954.  The reality is no 
matter how much public relations schemes the oil refineries present, the 
facilities need to be reconstructed from the bottom up! 
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The Dark Side of Durban 

When you visit South Africa, Durban is a must-see for many reasons. 
Durban offers great opportunities for tourism, like fishing and whale 
watching. These are even possible from its relaxed beaches. The mixture of 
all kinds of people, black, white and the Indian community makes Durban 
a melting pot of cultures and therefore a very vibrant place. Combined with 
the tropical climate this city is really a good place to stay. At least, that’s 
what I thought.  

Together with my colleagues from NiZA / Fatal Transactions I attended a 
strategy meeting of somewhat 20 civil society organisations from all over 
Southern Africa to discuss our work on natural resource exploitation in 
Africa. Our joint vision is that natural resource exploitation should contribute 
to peace and development, instead of fuelling conflicts and human rights 
violations. The issue is this: although Africa has a tremendous wealth of 
natural resources, like diamonds, oil, coal, etc. there is another side, which is a 
very dark one. Some examples are the harsh circumstances in open diamonds 
mines in Congo, under which people, even children, are working. For very 
low wages, sometimes debt-bondage, these miners risk their lives in searching 
for that one material: diamonds. The danger is not only because of collapsing 
pits, but also because of the violence that security staff uses to protect the 
mine, and not the people.    
 
Comparable situations are those in Angola, Zambia, Malawi, Botswana, and 
yes, also in South Africa. Companies and governments are making big profits, 
while communities are suffering, only because of the treasure in their soil.  

 
What’s the story of Durban? There are no obvious natural resources in the 
soil.  But there is a moneymaking business: the chemical industry. And that 
one is affecting the community.  Desmond D’Sa, leading the South Durban 
Community Environmental Alliance (SDCEA) took us on a toxic tour. On top 
of some hillsides we overviewed the situation: big refineries on the one side, 
shacks on the other side. Nothing to bother, if not those refineries really make 
the lives of surrounding communities to a true hell. Leaking pipelines, bad 
flaring, explosions and other incidents. Big clouds of polluted air often cover 
the area. The facts speak for itself: the incidence of people suffering from 
asthma and leukaemia is twice is a high in South Durban as in other 
communities. A concrete example: 52% of children and teachers at Settlers 
Primary School are asthma sufferers.  

 
Besides refineries, Durban hosts many other industries, which contribute to 
this awful situation just as much the refineries do. Chrome leaks, dumping 
grounds of hazardous chemicals, big trucks causing serious accidents in the 
streets: the community of South Durban is facing it all. And we witnessed this 
during the toxic tour. Together with South Africa’s “usual problems”, like 
HIV/ Aids, unemployment, corruption and discrimination, the inhabitants of 



South Durban are constantly living in danger. When entering the shacks of 
Umlazi a sign warns the people:  walala  wasala!  “When you snooze, you 
lose!”  
 
SDCEA is protecting people who are on the point of “losing” their rights. The 
organisation is very active in South Durban, mobilising people, making them 
aware of the dangerous situation they’re living in, pointing out their rights 
and offering possibilities to stand up and protest.  
 
The “bucket brigade” regularly takes air samples to gather evidence of the 
pollution. SDCEA and the south Durban community take care of monitoring 
of environmental air pollution and incidents. These results are being 
published and used for lobbying government and companies to take action 
and improve their behaviour. The work SDCEA is doing gives the community 
members at least some grip on their situation.  

 
In the end we can say that Durban has more to offer than tourist attractions 
alone. Its industry makes sure there’s also a dark side of Durban but SDCEA 
tries to bring back the sun again. Go on a toxic tour, and you’ll see it for 
yourself. 
  



Health Study Proves that Communities in South Durban Face Increased 
Health Problems Due to Industrial Pollution 

 
Rico Euripidou 

 
groundWork -Volume 8 (No 3), September 2006 

 
A recently released new health study shows a 250 times greater risk of cancer 
for residents of South Durban After 10 years of post-apartheid struggle by 
south Durban's largely low income residents to convince Industry and the 
environmental regulators that air pollution was a major health concern in 
south Durban, the eThekwini Municipality recently released the findings of 
its R7 million, three-year South Durban Health Study on the 4th of August 
2006. This study confirmed an increased rate of respiratory problems and 
cancer risk in south Durban, South Africa. The study was largely motivated 
by years of civil society mobilisation against industrial pollution in the south 
Durban residential areas, which have a legacy of heavy industrial 
development on their doorstep [1]. 
 
Undertaken by a consortium of researchers from the University of KwaZulu-
Natal Centre for Occupational and Environmental Health, the University of 
Michigan, the Durban University of Technology and the National Institute for 
Occupational Health, the study measured air pollution and compared 
respiratory diseases in school children at four South Durban schools (Durban 
Assegai Primary in Austervile, Dirkie Uys Primary in Bluff/Wentworth, 
Nizam Road Primary in Merebank and Enthuthukweni Primary in 
Lamontville), and three schools in north Durban (Briardale Primary in 
Briardene, Ferndale Primary in Newlands and Nagazana Primary in 
KwaMashu). All of the South Durban schools are within sight of the major 
industries in the south Durban Basin, including two major oil refineries 
(Engen and Sapref) and a large paper mill (Mondi). Participants in the study 
included 423 children from seven primary schools and 379 of their direct 
caregivers as well as a survey of more than 1 000 adults. 
 
The study had two components to it: 
1) Exposure Assessment and Health Risk Assessment and 
2) an Epidemiological Study. 
 
The epidemiological study shows strong evidence that school children (and 
their families) in the south Durban area are substantially more likely to 
develop and to have increased persistent asthma and bronchial hyper 
reactivity (BHR) when compared with the reference (comparison) study 
groups in north Durban [2]. The exposure assessment and health risk 
assessment study also found that air quality in south Durban was generally 
poorer and more heavily polluted than air in the comparison population 
locality. Approximately four hundred chemicals were routinely measured in 
the air by the study's air quality monitoring system. In addition, air quality in 



Durban City [Warwick Triangle] was found to be dangerously elevated due to 
the existence of Durban's main public transport node and high traffic volumes 
within the area. 
 
The researchers also tested whether specific periods with higher air pollution 
levels in South Durban impacted on the health of children with respiratory 
problems and found that adverse effects on pulmonary function were 
statistically significant when associated with increased ambient levels of 
Nitrogen Dioxides (NO2), Nitrogen Oxide (NO), Particulate Matter of the size 
10 ug (PM10) and Sulphur Dioxide (SO2). Of particular concern are the high 
levels of particulate matter, the smallest particles of emissions and impurities 
which can penetrate the deepest into the lungs. Worryingly, the study also 
found that even when pollution levels were lower than the World Health 
Organisation and South African standards, people were still being affected, 
perhaps because residents have been exposed for so long that their health is 
now being affected by much lower levels. The research findings support that 
the major sources of pollution are arising from the petrochemical and 
associated industries as well as other significant fossil fuel energy user, such 
as motor vehicles. Of particular concern is the routine detection of several 
banned pesticides in the air including lindane and DDT. Outrageously, no 
major industries have received any significant fines for air pollution 
exceedances in South Durban, the one exception being a paltry R10 000 fine 
for the Engen refinery in October 2005, a penalty which reflects how seriously 
the regulator is able to monitor and effectively regulate large, multibillion, 
multinational corporations who all have a dismal track record of emissions 
compliance. In Engen's first environmental annual report they indicate that 
the refinery exceeded its SO2 emission's target over 100 times, although the 
fact that they were potentially poisoning the surrounding community on each 
occasion was not pointed out! 
 
The research also estimated what the probable lifetime risk (of an adult) 
contracting cancer would be following exposure to the cumulative cancer-
causing chemical pollutants (mainly from furans, dioxins, benzene and 
naphthalene) routinely measured in the South Durban air. Using this 
methodology they estimate this risk to be 25 in 100 000 people, well above 
acceptable international guideline levels. What is of particular concern is that 
this cancer risk is estimated for healthy 70kg adults and that the estimate used 
averaged data, which means that this might not reflect a worst case scenario 
and that in children this risk might be even higher! In light of these findings 
we strongly encourage the eThekwini Municipality to attend to the variety of 
actions which are recommended by the report in order to ensure the 
protection of people's health in south Durban. SDCEA and groundWork 
believe that the following should be become the cornerstone to achieving safe 
ambient levels of pollution that are not detrimental to public health:  
 

 These finding should be accepted and endorsed, and the urgent 
necessary action be taken before more studies are undertaken;  



 The urgent need to get a more systematic understanding of what 
cancers affect people living in the south Durban area must be 
addressed. A baseline of cancers in the area needs to be understood in 
order that the eThekwini Municipality can improve its monitoring of 
governance by comparing present data with long term trends. A cancer 
registry is one example of this, while a systematic review of health 
providers servicing south Durban community is another; 

 The concern that ambient concentrations of metals such as cadmium, 
chrome and manganese, which are found 

 In the area, present a further risk means that the eThekwini 
Municipality needs to undertake urgent action to find these emission 
sources in order to better regulate and stop these emissions; 

 The present standards proposed by the Department of Environmental 
Affairs and Tourism [3] need to be made 

 More stringent in south Durban because of the reality that “relatively 
modest” increases in concentrations of NO2, NO, PM10 and SO2 
adversely affect pulmonary The clear evidence that air pollution affects 
the community in south Durban should result in a government review 
of all permits for the industries in the area which emit these identified 
problematic chemicals. In addition, a process of reducing the sources of 
these chemicals should be undertaken in conjunction with increased 
enforcement and monitoring;  

 A permanent monitoring station around the SAPREF refinery should 
be put in place;  

 Free and local access to comprehensive medical treatment by 
November 2007 for all the people affected by toxic chemicals in South 
Durban should be set in place; 

 Compensation of the families of all those who have died and those 
who are sickly due to the impact of toxic 

 Chemicals should be made; 
 Air pollution legal limits need to be reviewed regularly and the city 

should also enforce the existing laws in the light of the latest findings; 
 This should include ongoing and extensive monitoring, scheduled 

emission reduction targets and more effective early warning of 
elevated exposure; 

 The National Environmental Management Act/Air Mandla Cele, ex-
deputy chairperson of SDCEA, protests bad air in south Durban. 
Quality Act in this area should be more stringently enforced and the 
permits for industries in the area which emit problematic chemicals be 
reviewed;  

 An early warning system and action plan should be effected at some 
schools in the south Durban area to reduce the health risks from 
sudden large-scale exposure to sulphur dioxide; 

 The city should also develop strategies and timeframes to ensure that 
the city's pollution levels from industry, 

 Traffic and other sources are reduced. Desmond D'Sa, the Chairperson 
of SDCEA stated: “The results support community concerns that have 



been expressed over the last 30 years that an air pollution problem 
exists in the south Durban area and that it affects the health of local 
residents. This is a victory for community campaigning for 
environmental justice in the south Durban area and the eThekwini 
Municipality must be commended for taking such a bold step in 
supporting and undertaking this research. We now have proof 
validating community struggles.” The community has also called on 
the eThekwini Municipality to place a moratorium on new industrial 
developments, especially related to expanding the current airport site 
into a petrochemical's hub as suggested by the DTI. The report was 
predictably not well received by industry which highlighted minor 
concerns, making comments such as they were “disappointed the 
study was not peer reviewed in the way which had been expected” 
and “The peer reviewers commented only on the interim report and 
not the final one. It is regrettable that the credibility of the study has 
been undermined by this omission”. Apart from being quite 
meaningless, such comments make no acknowledgement that it is their 
negligent and sometimes deliberate activities that have a direct 
negative impact on the air that we breathe! While the polluter pays 
principle is part of South Africa's legal framework, the difficulty in 
making industry accountable for its transgressions in a locality like 
South Durban is that it is hard to identify and directly link emissions to 
a specific industry, and this is further exacerbated by a lack of 
meaningful regulation, routine monitoring and consistent data 
collection. 

 
However, this evidence provides government with a unique opportunity to 
act to protect the citizens of south Durban. The question that now remains to 
be answered is whether the city will take meaningful legal action against 
those industries that routinely exceed the safe emissions limits and poison 
their neighbours. After all, Judge Albie Sachs summed it up most succintly 
when he said: “When we breathe the air of freedom, we do not wish to choke 
on hidden fumes.”[4] 
 

[1] The health study was proposed by government in November 2000, after air samples 
taken by groundWork and SDCEA on 20 May 2000 indicated elevated levels of 
industrial pollutants such as methylene chloride, carbon disulphide, 2-butanone, 
benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene and x-ylenes. Subsequent media investigations 
indicated leukaemia levels in the area being 24 times the national average, and the 
Settlers School Study undertaken by Michigan University indicated respiratory 
problems in the learners at Settlers School as being at 52% of the population. 
[2] The reference group with the same social economic standings as the south Durban 
community were drawn from Newlands East, Newlands West and 
KwaMashu. These communities do not have the extensive industrial pollution that is 
found in south Durban. 
[3] See http://www.info.gov.za/gazette/notices/2006/28899a.pdf 
[4] Justice on the South African Constitutional Court. 

 



Will City Authorities Take Action to Enforce Engen’s Permit? 
 

South Durban Community Environmental Alliance (SDCEA) 
Press Release  

 
Friday - 27 January 2006 

 
Environmental NGO – SDCEA waits anxiously to see whether City 
Authorities, take any action to enforce Engen’s permit, as we did when the 
permit was violated in June 2005 
 
The South Durban Community Environmental Alliance [1] admired the 
eThekwini Municipality for taking action against Engen in August 2005 for 
violating their permit conditions. Engen paid an admission of guilt fine of R 
10, 000.  However, this fine does not compensate for their constant emissions 
of highly toxic chemicals on their neighbours for over 50 years.  
 
The SDCEA once again brings to the Authorities notice, their conclusions of 
Engen’s exceedences from investigating the data on the Multi-Point Plan 
NILU website [2]. SDCEA´s summary of 41 exeedences of the 10 min SO2  [3]- 
World Health Organisation guideline value due to Engen refinery as 
registered at the monitor stations from the 1st of July 2005 until the end of the 
2005.  
 
Farida Khan of SDCEA & Birgit Tejg Jensen of Denmark who have been 
following this case, express deep concern that the City Authorities  are 
“dragging their feet” by not acknowledging the letter sent to them [Letter 
(Dated: 10th January 2006) to Selva Mudaly - Pollution Control – Deputy 
Head - Sub – District South - Re: Exceedences of the Engen Permit – July to 
December 2005]. [4]  
 

 “The repeated disrespect shown by the Engen Refinery to their fenceline 
neighbours (Constitutional Right - Section 24 (a): Everyone has the right  to 
an environment that is not harmful to their health or well-being) indicates that 
communities who have borne the burden of this emissions of chemicals in 
the past will continue to bear the burden in the future, unless Government 
uses stronger legislation and punitive measures to hold these Multi 
National companies accountable” states Farida Khan.   

 
SDCEA wants the City Authorities to do their job as controller of the permits. 
It is not satisfying that a small NGO who is monitoring the data have to 
control if the   City Authorities are keeping an eye on that industry. They 
must act on the violation of the conditions set in the permits and enforce these 
conditions. In other words SDCEA expects that, the next time industry 
exceeds the conditions in their permit, City Health takes the initiatives 
independent of pressure from SDCEA and inform the public about the actions 
taken. If Industries in the south Durban Basin are not held accountable and 



prosecuted, using the MPP data, then there is no purpose in monitoring Air 
Quality, using such sophisticated and expensive equipment. ”  
SDCEA is fully aware that fines for exceedences of a guideline value do not 
alone improve the air quality in South Durban; only reduction of emissions is 
effective.  
Engen’s permit obliges the company to present reductions targets for the 
emissions: 
 

4.1.2 Reduction Targets 
 

(a) * The permit holder is required to investigate and provide SO2 
technological reduction options with time frames by June 2005.  
The permit will thereafter be amended to include SO2 reduction 
targets. 

 
SDCEA has not received this amendment to the permit and finds that it is of 
the utmost importance that everybody who has shown interest in the permits 
and also commented on them are informed about all amendments to ensure 
that everybody has the same information. 
 

Footnotes: 
 
[1] SDCEA is a local environmental justice organisation based in south Durban that 
provides a collective voice for the various community organisations and residents in south 
Durban, who live adjacent to the petro-chemical industrial developments in the south 
Durban area. 
 
[2] NILU website: www2.nilu.no/airquality/ 
 
[3] For information on SO2 visit  
http://www.groundwork.org.za/Chemicals/sulphur_dioxide.asp
 
[4] See Attached correspondence to City from the SDCEA.  

  

http://www.groundwork.org.za/Chemicals/sulphur_dioxide.asp


Engen Violates Permit Conditions – City Authorities Fail To Act 

groundWork 

Press Release - 07 July 2005 

In probably the first test case for the new National Environment Management: 
Air Quality Act 2004 [1] the South Durban Community Environmental 
Alliance [2] and groundWork [3] is hereby seeking answers as to why the 
eThekwini Municipality is not failing to take action against Engen for 
violating their permit conditions. 

The Engen Refinery permit [4] states that the operations at Engen must not 
contribute to exceedences of sulphur dioxide [5] 10 minute World Health 
Organisational guideline on more than 35 occasions annually. During the 
period of 7 March 2005 to the 9 April 2005 an investigation undertaken by the 
SDCEA highlighted that the eThekwini Health Department’s monitoring 
station at Settlers School recorded 64 exceedences of the 10 minute WHO 
guideline related to Engen operations. This translates to Engen violating the 
permit condition during this period on 29 occasions. 

The eThekwini Health Department corresponded with Engen on the 18 March 
2005 indicating that already by then there was 13 exceedences recorded which 
were related to Engen. It is critical to note that in every progress report on the 
Air Quality Programme produced by the eThekwini Health Department 
states that the “permitting system will be the chief institutional vehicle to 
affect the reduction programmes”. The new National Environment 
Management: Air Quality Act 2004 also lays the responsibility for action at the 
doorstep of the eThekwini Municipality. 

SDCEA in correspondence to the eThekwini Municipality dated 24 May 2005 
indicated concern “with the continuous violations of the permit issued to the 
Engen Refinery … it is critical because it touches the only precise and 
enforceable demand in the Engen permit.” SDCEA and groundWork is 
concerned by the fact that there is failure to take action on this violation. 

In further correspondence to the eThekwini Municipality on the 13 June 2005, 
SDCEA indicates that: “The situation with the violation of the Engen permit is 
the first example of the authorities’ ability to enforce the permit conditions 
and until now SDCEA does not find that the course has been satisfactory.” 

Farida Khan of SDCEA and Birgit Tejg Jensen of Denmark who have been 
following this case is concerned by the Municipality’s slow response to this 
critical violation of the permit that has a direct impact on the learners of 
Settlers School. “Our children’s health is compromised by the corporate 
violations and we demand that the city take action immediately” states Farida 
Khan.  

http://www.groundwork.org.za/Press Releases/07July05Engen.asp#1#1
http://www.groundwork.org.za/Press Releases/07July05Engen.asp#2#2
http://www.groundwork.org.za/Press Releases/07July05Engen.asp#3#3
http://www.groundwork.org.za/Press Releases/07July05Engen.asp#4#4
http://www.groundwork.org.za/Press Releases/07July05Engen.asp#5#5


Engen did undertake an investigation into these exceedences and they 
indicate that: “No significant operation problems were identified.” The 
investigation indicates that the increase in SO2 concentrations “were 
dependent on meteorological conditions”. “Blaming the weather conditions is 
an age old excuse used by industry” indicates Siziwe Khanyile, the 
groundWork Air Quality Coordinator. “What is significant is that there are 
exceedences during normal operating conditions and this is critical, because 
what Engen is admitting to is that they need to improve their normal 
operating conditions and this is we want.” 

Engen has indicated in the report that they are going to install continuous 
monitoring of their sulphur in their fuel gas and investigations are been done 
on a de-sulphurization additive to reduce sulphur emissions from the Engen 
plant. 

After detailed investigations by SDCEA and indicating clear examples of 
violations in the Engen permit, the question must be asked if the eThekwini 
Municipality is serious about holding industries accountable for their 
pollution. Industry must be made to understand that the new permits are 
legal documents and as such must be respected. If the administration is not 
able to enforce the permits, the whole monitor programme is in vain.  

Footnotes 

[1] http://www.groundwork.org.za/AirQuality/Final%20Air%20Quality%20Act.doc 

[2] SDCEA is a local environmental justice organisation based in south Durban that provides 
a collective voice for the various community organisations and residents in south Durban, 
who live adjacent to the petro-chemical industrial developments in the south Durban area. 

[3] groundWork is an environmental justice organisation working focusing on air pollution, 
waste and corporate abuse and works with community organisations living adjacent to petro-
chemical facilities in south Durban, Sasolburg, Secunda and Cape Town. 
(www.groundwork.org.za) 

[4] eThekwini Municipality 24 December 2004.  

[5] For information on SO2 visit 
http://www.groundwork.org.za/Chemicals/sulphur_dioxide.asp 

 
 



Africa: Shell and Its Neighbors 

groundWork - Press Release, 24 April 2003 

Communities attend Royal Dutch Shell's AGMs in London/The Hague and 
raise their concerns 

[excerpts only. The full press release is available at: 
http://www.groundwork.org.za/Press%20Releases/pr_shell_agm.htm]  

Royal Dutch Shell's concurrent annual general meetings in The Hague and 
London yesterday were attended by surprise new shareholders in the form of 
activists from communities neighbouring Shell facilities around the world. 
Local community based organisations from around the world recently 
decided to buy single shares in this multi-national corporation in order to 
gain direct access to Shell shareholders with the hope of raising awareness of 
the environmental destruction and human suffering Shell is causing 
worldwide.  

In The Hague, Netherlands, environmental activists constructed a giant 
"leaking fuel pipeline" in front of the entrance to the Shell AGM. This mock 
leaking pipeline represented the leaking pipelines at the Shell/BP oil refinery 
in south Durban. Shareholders attending the AGM had to walk under the 
"leaking pipeline" in order to gain access to the AGM. A giant banner was also 
erected declaring "Shell stop polluting South Africa"  

Inside, Ardiel Soeker of groundWork, a new Shell shareholder, asked 
questions about the leaking fuel pipelines from the Shell/BP refinery in south 
Durban. He also raised concerns around communities' lack of access to 
information and the frustration of dead-end dialogue taking place with Shell 
at the local level.  

Friends of the Earth (Netherlands, EWNI and SA) used the opportunity of this 
AGM to launch a new report entitled "Leaking pipelines - Shell in South 
Africa" (see http://www.foenl.org).  

In London, Heeten Kalan (representing groundWork) and Desmond D'Sa 
(representing the South Durban Community Environmental Alliance) joined 
other community representatives from the USA, Philippines, and Niger Delta 
[1] at the London Shell AGM.  

At the AGM, Chair of Shell's Board, Sir Phillip Watts opened the meeting 
saying that Shell wants to earn people's trust; wants to be transparent; and 
wants to respect people. Responding to his remarks, Tony Juniper, Executive 
Director of Friends of the Earth UK , asked Watts if he would give time to the 
community representatives to voice their concerns to the AGM. Watts agreed 

http://www.groundwork.org.za/Press%20Releases/pr_shell_agm.htm
http://www.foenl.org/


to hear these concerns and the community representatives challenged the 
Shell Board and Watts to pay close attention to the problems on the ground at 
these Shell facilities. ...  

Heeten Kalan, representing groundWork, reminded Watts that dialogue was 
not enough and that eventually, Shell will be judged by its actions and not 
only their words. Along with Friends of Earth, UK, the representatives held a 
press briefing prior to the AGM to tell their stories to the media and to release 
"Facing the Challenge: The Other Shell Report 2002". This report documents 
the stories of fenceline communities in six countries and tells the stories not 
told in Shell's glossy reports and brochures. ...  

In private meetings and discussions with Shell in London on Monday, the 
community coalition expressed the strong need for the international office to 
become involved in these local issues. The coalition now has an independent 
and direct communication link to the London office which they will use to 
highlight the failures of local processes. The delegation also met with major 
institutional shareholders to express their concerns and highlight the 
discrepancies between the Shell reports and brochures and the reality on the 
ground.  

Notes  

[1] Civil society organisations and their representatives: Desmond D'Sa, Chair of SDCEA, 
Durban, South Africa; Hope Esquillo-Tura, United Front to Oust Oil Depots, the Philippines; 
Oronto Douglas, Friends of the Earth Nigeria; Hilton Kelley, Director of the Community In-
power and Development Association, Port Arthur, Texas; Margie Richard, Concerned 
Citizens of Norco, Louisiana, USA; Judith Robinson, Environmental Health Fund, USA; 
Denny Larson, Refinery Reform Campaign and Global Community Monitor, USA; Craig 
Bennett, Friends of the Earth (EWNI); Myrthe Verweij, Milieudefensie; Heeten Kalan, the 
South African Exchange Programme on Environmental Justice.  

 

Failing the challenge: The Other Shell Report 2002: Written and researched 
by Lisa Rimmer for Friends of the Earth with the help of the Refinery Reform 
Campaign (USA), groundWork South Africa, South Durban Community 
Environmental Alliance, South African Exchange Program on Environmental 
Justice, Fundacion Ala Plastica (Argentina), Global Community Monitor 
(USA) and FreeTibet Campaign.  

[Brief excerpts only: for full report see Friends of the Earth International 
http://www.foei.org/media/2003/0423.html]  

"Hazardous sites are always near black and coloured communities. It's South Africa's 
historical blueprint" Bobby Peek, Director of groundWork (Friends of the Earth South 
Africa)  

http://www.foei.org/media/2003/0423.html


Durban is South Africa's third largest city, Africa's busiest port and a popular 
holiday destination. It is also home to the massive South African Petroleum 
Refinery (SAPREF) which is the largest crude oil refinery in South Africa. 
Jointly owned by Shell and BP, the SAPREF refinery began operating in the 
1960s and is now capable of processing more than 185,000 barrels of oil a day. 
Seven pipelines radiate out from the refinery in various directions. Some of 
these connect to a tank terminal just north of the refinery called Island View 
which doubles up as a shiprefuelling depot. This terminal consists of a 
number of aboveground storage tanks linked to each other by more pipelines.  

The complex is in an area of south Durban that is made up of poor black, 
Indian and mixed-race communities. People here believe they have suffered 
because the Shell refinery and facilities operated with little government 
oversight for decades. Apartheid-era laws gave many companies a free hand 
and there was barely any environmental accountability. By the 1980s the 
apartheid regime in South Africa was condemned across the world. But Shell 
continued to do business in Durban and elsewhere in South Africa despite an 
international protest that led many other major companies to leave the 
country.  

Since the plant opened in the 1960s there must have been numerous spills and 
accidents at the Durban refinery, but few were publicly documented. It was 
only with the ending of the apartheid regime that the extent of accidents and 
pollution incidents have been fully realised.  

To this day respiratory illnesses of school children in south Durban are four 
times higher than similar children elsewhere and leukaemia rates are 
reportedly 24 times higher than the national average. Local residents have 
their daily lives disrupted, and they are forced to move away because of 
pipeline leaks.9  

A recent report produced in partnership by the South Durban Community 
Environmental Alliance and Denmark's Naturfredningsforening reveals just 
how much Shell's standards vary. The differences between air pollution levels 
and polluting incidents at the SAPREF refinery in Durban and Shell's 
Frederica refinery in Denmark are stark. The report recommends new laws to 
make companies like Shell accountable in South Africa.  

...  



The people of Durban tell Shell...  

The South Durban Community Environmental Alliance (SDCEA) is a 
coalition of community organisations from varied ethnic, racial and religious 
backgrounds. The group is highlighting the industrial pollution Shell's 
operations cause in the South Durban area.  

The environmental justice organisation, groundWork (Friends of the Earth 
South Africa) is part of this alliance and has played a key role in helping 
vulnerable and disadvantaged people challenge Shell to take action.  

Bobby Peek tells Shell about Durban...  

Bobby Peek is the Director of groundWork, South Africa, and cofounded 
SDCEA. He was awarded the coveted Goldman prize, a green Nobel for 
grassroots environmental work in 1998. He has thrown his limitless personal 
energy behind the international push for binding rules to make businesses 
accountable for their impact on people and the environment.  

"I live near the Shell plant in South Durban and my mother died of cancer, my 
niece died of cancer, three of my friends died of cancer. I had asthma as a kid 
and only in 1995 when I was doing research for the university and I could 
access company records did I realise Wow, OK, the air's the problem and 
that's how I got involved.  

"Shell has not always been truthful about their chemical emissions to the 
public. In the past, the community has exposed that Shell was miscalculating 
the extent of their pollution. In February 2000 Shell finally admitted to under-
calculating their sulphur dioxide emissions by as much as 4,380,000 kilograms 
per year. In Shell's first South African Refinery Environmental Performance 
Report in 2001 once again Shell failed to state relevant facts, this time by 
failing to mention that they had a fuel leak on their pipelines in 1995 that 
resulted in people being hospitalised.  

"South Africa is a state with weak environmental laws and regulations. So 
Shell can pollute and we can't hold them accountable. The key thing is to get 
government and the industry to realise that we must have a good law to hold 
the industries accountable."  

Desmond D'Sa tells Shell what people want...  

Desmond D Sa is a Durban resident and Chairperson of the South Durban 
Community Environmental Alliance.  

"Shell wants us to sign a confidentiality agreement to get environmental 
information that is vital for us to assess their impact on our environment and 
health. It should be public. Under the apartheid system Shell could deny us 



information, and Shell benefited and we could not speak out. In a democratic 
South Africa they are still denying us unconditional access to information.  

"The Shell refinery in Denmark is many times cleaner than the Shell refinery 
in Durban. They must not wait for the South African Government to develop 
new programmes when Shell already knows how to clean up."  

"Shell's top management from London needs to come to Durban, South 
Africa, and correct the problem immediately ie replace the pipelines, reduce 
the pollution to Shell best practice in Europe and to give us access to all 
information."  

"We want to work with industry. We want them to put the necessary controls 
on their stacks, put the necessary controls on their valves, so they will quit 
emitting so much unnecessary pollution into the community."  

Nigeria  

The Niger River Delta, on the southern coast of Nigeria is a vital natural 
resource with fertile soils and mangrove swamps that support more 
freshwater fish than anywhere else in West Africa. But it is the Delta's oil and 
gas that are most valued by businesses like Shell. This area is the ninth-largest 
source of natural gas in the world and has estimated oil reserves of 22.5 
billion barrels. The oil has created much promise but with it much peril.  

Oil has been central to Nigeria's fortunes but neglecting agriculture in favour 
of oil has had dire consequences. Since independence in 1960 Nigeria has 
suffered from civil war, corruption, military governments and economic 
exploitation. In the midst of this chaos oil prices have been as unstable as 
Nigerian society itself. Prices reached an all-time high of US$37.20 a barrel in 
1980, but subsequent price shocks brought prices as low as US$10 a barrel in 
1996. The consequences were particularly harsh because of corruption. 
Nigerian states and local communities were regularly short-changed and the 
volatility of prices and political leadership took its toll on the Nigerian people.  

Out of 17 oil companies operating in Nigeria today Shell has the largest share 
of production and influence. Its Nigerian joint venture accounts for 35 per 
cent of Nigeria's oil production and about 53 per cent of its hydrocarbon 
reserve base. Although Shell works in partnership with the Nigerian National 
Petroleum Corporation (NNPC), it is Shell that makes most of the day-today 
decisions. The Shell Petroleum Development Company of Nigeria, or Shell 
Nigeria, produces about 900,000 barrels of oil per day, with Shell holding 30 
per cent of the venture, NNPC 55 per cent, and Elf and Agip the remaining 
share.  

Since 1958 Shell has extracted US$30 billion worth of oil and natural gas in 
Nigeria. Between 1976 and 1991 it was responsible for 2,976 oil spills, an 



average of four spills a week.28 Sir Philip Watts began his tenure as Director 
in Nigeria in 1991 and at the 1992 Earth Summit Shell finally addressed the 
consequences of its impacts and gave guarantees that "quality and safety 
standards would not be compromised, and good environmental management 
would be enhanced" during its Nigerian activities. This was 11 years ago. 
Watts and his successors have achieved little change on the ground where oil 
spills and gas leaks have continued to be a common occurrence.  

On the east of the river Delta the minority Ogoni people continued to suffer. 
The Ogoni were concerned that Shell was close to the Nigerian dictatorship 
and relying on the military to protect its interests. The Movement for the 
Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) was founded by Ogoni leader Ken 
Saro-Wiwa to fight for local people and the environment. But just three and a 
half years after the Rio Earth Summit, the Nigerian government hanged Ken 
Saro-Wiwa and eight other Ogoni. In his book about Shell, Riding the Dragon, 
Jack Doyle explains that a case against Shell has now been filed in the US by 
the family of Ken Saro-Wiwa alleging, amongst other things, that his 
execution was carried out with the knowledge, support and consent of Shell. 
Shell rejects the allegation and is defending that action.  

To this day oil is at the root of conflict and suffering in Nigeria. In March 2003 
violence escalated in the Delta. Up to 15 people were killed and youths have 
threatened to blow up oil facilities in the Delta in a bid for a greater share of 
the oil wealth. As a result of this latest crisis Shell has been forced to shut 
down 10 oil flow stations and has been losing 126,000 barrels of crude oil a 
day.29,  

Although pressure from local people has recently moved Shell to respond to a 
gas and water escape from a well head in Ogoni, it s more often a case of one 
step forward two steps back. There are still hundreds of oil spills dating back 
to the 1960s and rusty pipes criss-cross the Delta. Shell is currently involved 
in three law suits regarding human rights issues; and the company still 
refuses to accept responsibility to clean up properly or pay compensation.32 It 
is time Shell took responsibility for being the major oil company for more 
than 40 years in one of the most heavily polluted parts of Africa, if not the 
planet.  

The people of Nigeria tell Shell...  

The Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) demands 
economic justice, human rights including the right to choose the use of their 
land and its resources and to a future free from violence. MOSOP's stated aim 
is to be the democratic voice of the Ogoni people. ...  

It was MOSOP and its leader Ken Saro-Wiwa's commitment to non-violent 
protest against the environmental destruction created by Shell Oil and the 
Nigerian government that brought this cause to world attention. The group 



moved tens of thousands of people in the Niger Delta to stand up against the 
environmental destruction wrought by Shell's oil drilling.  

Since 1993 the environmental campaign group, Environmental Rights Action 
of Nigeria (Friends of the Earth Nigeria), has been fighting for environmental 
justice in Nigeria. The group has coordinated action to persuade Shell to 
address the human and environmental costs of its oil profits in Nigeria.  

Focus on: Elder Bernard Agbagwa  

Elder Bernard Agbagwa is 90 years old and father of five children and 60 
grandchildren. He is a farmer and fisherman who co-owned the rural area 
where the Shell Development Company Nigeria Ltd (SPDC) has operations 
and pipelines. Bernard's community is poor and 90 per cent of local people 
depend on farming and fishing to survive. There is no electricity or plumbed 
water, no hospitals, good housing or decent roads in the area.  

Elder-Bernard Agbagwa tells Shell about a recent oil spill...  

"I visited the Ovio swamp on the afternoon of Friday 28 August 2000 to check 
my fishing traps and ponds. When I got there I perceived a very bad odour 
and as I moved further I saw that my traps and ponds had turned completely 
red. I was distressed and hurried home and alerted my eldest son. He 
immediately called an emergency meeting of co-landlords of the swamp, and 
we later confirmed that it is a crude oil spill. Not long after that, a man, who 
gave his name as Jude (a community liaison officer of Shell at Egbema Oil 
field), came with three other persons and discussed with us briefly, promising 
to return to stop and clean up the spill, send relief materials, and pay 
compensation to us. I tell you that since that day till now Shell never came to 
do any of the things they promised. We have visited their office in Port 
Harcourt and nothing has been done."  

The spill could easily be a result of equipment failure due to excessive 
corrosion and rust. Shell's pipes are about 30 years old and are well past their 
sell-by date. This failure of Shell s facilities was reported to Shell's officials 
who visited the community on 28 August 2002. ...  

 

Want to know more?  

More about Shell and extracts from Jack Doyle's book, Riding the Dragon: 
http://www.shellfacts.com  

More about groundWork South Africa (Friends of the Earth South Africa) and its 
environmental justice campaign: 
http://www.groundwork.org.za  

http://www.shellfacts.com/
http://www.groundwork.org.za/


More on the Campaign to clean up Port Arthur, Texas, and information on the national 
campaign to clean up America's refineries at the Refinery Reform Campaign: 
http://www.refineryreform.org  

For more on the Environmental Rights Action Group (Friends of the Earth Nigeria): 
http://www.eranigeria.org  

More about Friends of the Earth's campaigns challenging corporate globalisation : 
http://www.foe.co.uk/campaigns/corporates/index.html  

Corporate Watch's website has reports on Shell and other companies: 
http://www.corporatewatch.org.uk  

groundWork PO Box 2375 Pietermaritzburg 3200 Tel: + 27 33 342 5662 Fax: + 27 33 342 5665 
Email: team@groundwork.org.za Website: http://www.groundwork.org.za  

South Durban Community Environmental Alliance PO Box 211150 Bluff Durban 4036 Tel: + 
27 31 461 1991 Fax: + 27 31 468 1257 Email: sdcea@sn.apc.org  

http://www.refineryreform.org/
http://www.eranigeria.org/
http://www.foe.co.uk/campaigns/corporates/index.html
http://www.corporatewatch.org.uk/
mailto:team@groundwork.org.za
http://www.groundwork.org.za/
mailto:sdcea@sn.apc.org


Pipelines to be replaced in polluted area

Tony Carnie – the Mercury, June 03, 2005 

Drinking water pipelines in Merebank, Durban, are being replaced in a 
residential area which has been heavily polluted by an underground leak of 
highly toxic hexavalent chromium.  

The replacement of domestic water pipelines by the eThekwini municipality 
follows mounting concern among residents that the city and German 
multinational Bayer/Lanxess have kept them in the dark about the full risks 
to their health. This followed the discovery of extensive chemical 
contamination of soil and groundwater around the Bayer group factory in 
Tomango Road.  

Soil and groundwater is polluted underneath 34 houses around Tomango, 
Chittagong, Alipore, Barrackpur and Chenab roads. The hexavalent form of 
chromium in Merebank - which featured in the film Erin Brockovich - is 
recognised by the World Health Organisation as a group-one carcinogen, 
based on studies of factory workers who breathed chrome dust.  

But Bayer/Lanxess says there is no risk of residents developing cancer unless 
they breathe chrome-contaminated dust. The eThekwini health department 
and the company deny there is any link between the pipe-replacement 
scheme and the chrome pollution. Health department spokesperson Selva 
Mudaly insisted that the pipeline work - which began in January - was 
budgeted for long before pollution was detected. 

Mudaly and Lanxess spokesperson Margaret Meyer both said that tap water 
samples taken last year showed no signs of hexavalent chrome contamination. 
However, the minutes of a city task-team meeting suggest that the pipe 
replacement was accelerated as a "precautionary measure". 

Mudaly did confirm that the city wanted to collect blood and other samples 
from residents. In November last year, when Lanxess announced the 
discovery of the hexavalent chrome pollution, the company said there was no 
risk to residents living above the polluted groundwater and soil, as long as 
they did not drink borehole water or dig in their gardens to the depth of the 
water table. 

At the time, the company assured residents that, even if buried water pipes 
were old and cracked, the high-pressure supply system would not allow any 
chrome to enter drinking water. But Desmond D'Sa, a South Durban 
Community Environmental Alliance spokesperson, said there was a 
perception in the community that the city was covering up information on the 
health risks of the pollution. 

http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_id=14&art_id=vn20050603074616503C363800


Llewellyn Leonard, of pollution watchdog groundWork, said Bayer/Lanxess 
had repeatedly refused to respond to questions submitted in November. "The 
Green Scorpions need to start a thorough investigation... and if the company 
refuses to turn over all the relevant information, the investigators should go 
to Bayer offices... to search and seize documents in the same way documents 
were seized from Schabir Shaik's offices," he said. 

  
  



 

 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
  



 



 

 
 



1.3 Chatsworth 

Anti-eviction actions in Chatsworth, South Africa 

Source: libcom.org 

An article with information about resistance to eviction and workers' 
struggles over housing in Chatsworth, South Africa in the late 90s and early 
00s. 

"You throw the people out, we put them back in. You cut the water off, we put it back 
on”– Western Cape Anti-Eviction slogan  

“In May 1995, the city council’s new housing director and former 
[community] activist called for an increase in rentals in the Greater 
Chatsworth area…. It took the City Council two years of democracy before 
they called upon the chief constable, once again, to fetch the police dogs from 
the kennels and reach for the tear-gas canisters in the Old Fort Road armoury. 
In May 1996, a detachment of 50 security personnel rolled into Unit 3 in 
Chatsworth in four-wheel-drive pickups and began disconnecting water and 
electricity, throwing furniture and other belongings onto the street, before 
sealing doors of flats that were suddenly empty. It is impossible to chronicle 
how disillusionment turned into dismay and finally antagonism.”  

In 1998 one particular round of evictions in Chatsworth ended in one death 
and several injuries. There was a spontaneous protest of 2,000 people at 
Durban City Hall but “no organisation to absorb and direct the militancy. 
Many people were so terrified that they went without food to keep up with 
payments.” 

But then the community started to take the offensive – for example, going to 
politicians’ houses, and speaking to local gangsters to tell them not to trouble 
the vulnerable people in the area. The community in Chatsworth celebrated 
Diwali, the annual Hindu festival of lights, by holding a Festival of (No) 
Lights, casting the local City Council as a satanic villain pushing them into 
darkness. 

They also took Durban Council to court, claiming that the evictions went 
against the human rights to shelter and water. The council then tried to get 
the people to buy the houses (after paying their full rent arrears). A council 
administration entourage arrived in Chatsworth, to ‘sell’ the houses. “After 
the protesters had spent two hours encircling the room, the process was 
forced to stop. It had become clear to the officials that there were no takers for 
that deal.” When one of the officials accused the group of being ‘privileged 
Indians’, an elderly woman screamed back, “We are not Indians, we are the 



poors”. Within minutes this could be also heard as ‘we are not Africans, we 
are the poors”. The council then tried to relocate those who couldn’t pay to 
toilet-sized buildings even further out of town. 

Desai records three evictions that were to take place in Chatsworth in 
February 2000. The first was of Mr Biswanath, an epileptic man who lived 
with his niece and carer, Vanessa, her husband and their children. Vanessa 
and her husband sell cosmetics and make R500 a month. The police arrived at 
the eviction with ten vehicles and two platoons of armed men. Firing tear-gas, 
they entered the premises and threw possessions onto the street. Mr 
Biswanath suffered a seizure.  

The next person on the list was Mr Mhlongo, an African single father of four 
children and a self-employed mechanic. Over 150 people, mostly Indian 
women, blockaded the stairs to Mr Mhlongo’s flat. They asked the police to 
wait for half an hour while they attempted to gain a postponement from the 
courts. The police did not wait. They fired live ammunition and tear gas at 
those preventing the eviction. The onlookers were so angry that they all 
joined in. “The ferocity and dedication of the community forced the security 
forces to call for further backup in order to retreat from the area, without 
effecting the eviction.” 

The third family on the eviction list was squatting a flat after having lived for 
two years in a shed without water or electricity, and with snakes nesting in 
the floor. They had been on the council housing list for nine years. The 
community and media presence was so strong that the authorities did not 
attempt the eviction. Many people turned up for the eviction court cases. 
When they were adjourned, they went to the deputy mayor’s house. As he 
was not at home, they occupied the rent offices. At the next court date, the 
magistrates didn’t show up – but 2,000 protestors from the nearby African 
township, Bottlebrush, did. When the cases finally did go to court, the 
evictions notices were withdrawn.  

Desai also records the struggles in Tafelsig and Cape Town and notices, “In 
the context of the relentless poverty in Tafelsig, the role women play in 
building structures of communal responsibility has become a vital part of 
day-to-day existence. The meetings that launched the campaign were mostly 
comprised of women, and in the crowds that confront the sheriffs and police, 
women are always prominent.” Linking struggles in the Cape Town area, the 
multi-racial Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign was born. “Much like the 
organisations in Chatsworth, it has become amoeba-like. When there’s a need 
for action it expands and increases in density. In between it shrinks, 
concerning itself mainly with resolving community disputes and providing a 
kind of social worker service.” 



“The initiative of poor communities in self-organising, re-housing evicted 
families, and re-connecting disconnected water supplies (often using 
inventive local technology), and the courage of campaigners to fight the police 
in the streets, has meant that to enforce the war on the poor in Cape Town is 
no simple thing…. By and large the actions of the council grind to a halt.”  

1. One example of the terrible effects of systemic poverty is when the 
authorities built a much-needed bridge across a motorway, thus 
connecting two halves of a township. Previously, lots of people had 
died crossing the motorway to get to the shops, or visit people. 
However, as soon as the bridge was built, gangs appeared at the 
entrance to the steps demanding money to cross.  

2. On a cultural note, Desai also tells of Psyches, “a local rapper who 
captures the emergent consciousness and the battles of the immediate 
past in a language that people could relate to: the rap artist as the 
custodian of the people’s history; as critical interpreter/gossiper, 
carrying stories from the ‘poors’ that gather round him: carrying the 
rumour - a human pamphleteer. He carries a challenge to last century’s 
model of revolutionary propaganda”.  

3. The Apartheid classifications of African (black), Indian, coloured and 
white are still in common usage in South Africa as people still live in 
the areas they were forced into by those definitions. As everywhere, 
although we ultimately have to get rid of these definitions, one cannot 
discuss social South Africa without referring to them.  

4. But, as the housing official accurately explained, this was not apartheid 
because “apartheid was about grouping races. This proposal is about 
grouping classes…. It is racially blind. Normal business practice 
demands that if tenants can’t pay rent, they must be evicted,” Desai  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Below is a great article by Heinrich about the evictions in Crossmoor and the 
wrongful arrest of Sbu Zikode and Philani Zungu. Evictions have been really picking 
up by eThekwini. The months ahead will likely to be filled with many more scenes like 
this and visits to the courts. 

 
The Fear of Umbrellas and the Handcuffed Homeless 

by Heinrich Böhmke 
15 September 2006 

 
Much of the academic and activist reporting on social struggles in Durban is 
overblown, sentimental (in the worst sense of the word) and serving more to 
promote the reporters and display their eloquent indignation than to build 
these movements or nurture their autonomy. As Desai's timely Harold Wolpe 
lecture showed, this style of operation - and style of being - is silly and 
dangerous. It prevents a proper assessment of where we really are, what we 
are capable of, how power operates between 'us' and, importantly, what is to 
be done. As we have seen recently, we can't even ask these questions without 
hysterical turf-wars erupting and all that goes with it: the e-mail slanging 
matches, sulking, lies, self-righteousness, paranoia. 
 
So it is with trepidation that I add to the noise coming from Durban, either by 
sounding sentimental myself or provoking the wrath of whatever band of 
commentators has already staked claim to the groups I am going to speak 
about. 
 
This week, after months of skulking and shirking, I went with a friend to the 
site of an eviction. Where wooden homes had been, there were only soft 
indentations in the soil now. I observed an elderly woman in one of five small 
family groups gathered around a fire in a pit in Crossmore, Chatsworth, in 
terrible weather, open an umbrella. As she performed this precise and tiny 
act, she was watched over by 8, 24-hour security guards and two 4x4 
Protection Services vans filled with armed men. This woman was part of a 
group of homeless people who had earlier been living in 20 shacks erected on 
that piece of land for two week already. This original act was illegal, alright, 
but since they had occupied this site for a long enough period, according to 



the law they could not be evicted without a Court order. 
 
When the Durban Council sent their men to evict them, the community 
rustled up some lawyers and achieved an interdict to stop the demolition last 
Friday. On Sunday, the very day their victory was noted in the press, the City 
Council demolishers arrived anyway and broke half of these same structures 
down, including the shack of the granny with the umbrella. I got this stuff on 
tape. It was ugly. The city's men were shown the interdict. They read and 
understood it. They apparently consulted with Sutcliffe as it all happened. 
But, it is fair to say, they took the tactical risk that it was better to completely 
flout the law and risk censure from essentially toothless courts (in matters 
holding government agents accountable) than to allow this idea, this 
methodology, this proliferation of even flimsy parasols, to spread. 
 
Some people see rank evil in the Council men's acts. It is hard not to. But, for 
the first time in a long while, there was a whiff of desperation mixed in there 
too. I've seen the tide turn against me enough to recognise the first squints of 
hesitance creep into the gaze of others. Back to the tattered umbrella. Sitting 
out in the open, with her shack newly voided and the material charted away 
and with her worldly goods and a small fire at her knees, the granny I 
watched fingered the catch on the stem and opened the scraggly thing. It was 
just unfurled when the 4x4 doors opened, the security came loping and the 
granny was rounded upon, howled at, accused of erecting a structure and 
ordered to take it down "immediately". A bullshit defence, "following explicit 
orders", they said. Evil. Of course. Nevertheless, I believe them about the 
instructions on the suppression of umbrellas. Desperation! 
 
Still, I was not sure though until I saw Council's replying affidavit in the on-
going court battle. There are 300,000 completely homeless people in this 
province (their figures). If just 10% of them get the notion that they can force 
government's hand by actions such as the Crossmorians, there will be:- a, b, c, 
d. As I read the list of bad things in their affidavit that would happen if this 
small band were left unmolested, it sounded a lot like an insurrection. 
 
While we were witnessing this umbrella incident, my pal and I were told of 
Sbu Zikhode and Philani Zungu's arrest. Although we do ourselves (and our 



own mental health) no good by actually believing the conspiracy theories we 
sometimes put out there, the trumped up nature of the charges against these 
leaders of abaHlali and the racist illogic of it all is plain to see. Also plain to 
see is the hatred and fear of Black people on the part of certain cops. But to 
miss the fact that the tearer-down-in-chief of shacks in Crossmore was African 
and the squatters mostly Indian, while the most enthusiastic oppressor of Sbu 
and Philani was Indian but got on famously with his crew of African gun-
slingers =96 is to misunderstand and, in fact, deny the brilliant nature of the 
oppression of AbaHlali that is now suddenly, barbarically, here. The cops' 
hatred and fear for all races of homeless people is rabidly ideological. It flows 
from the sort of bilious enmity that produces politics. It feeds on the fear of an 
eneny become formidable. 
 
Again, I was not too sure about this. But having bluffed my way into the 
police-station to consult with my "clients", I saw Sbu unnecessarily lying on 
the ground, hands cuffed behind his back with Philani propped up against 
the wall moaning from his "resisting arrest, slipping on soap" injuries. I did 
not abandon my role. I tried to reach a deal with the arresting officers; a fresh 
faced young constable and his surly searge.  
 
They were having none of me. But then the phone calls began. To this little 
prick. First someone he knew. Seemed high up. Super. Then, one after the 
other, other brass phoning him. He told the story three times of the arrest. 
During the last call, he fairly stood stiff when talking to whomever was giving 
him the 3rd degree, reassuring, half-apologising for having brought this to 
pass, not sure of himself, but too late now to turn back. Yes, certain cops hate 
abaHlali with an undisguisedly racist glee. But some of Constable 
Bagwanjeen's superiors were openly happy about Sbu and Philani's arrest for 
other, murkier reasons. And some cops were openly unhappy about Sbu and 
Philani's arrest, resigned to the danger of it. 
 
I think the last type are the clever ones. The ones who know already that there 
is something to fear and hate. Something almost impersonal in its force, 
uncontainable. 
 



"Like a tide that is turning", from a song by Kennedy Road's own choir, the 
Dlamini King Brothers. I don't claim to know or speak the truth. These are 
mere speculations. 
 
But, I sense a feeling in some of the cops I met in Chatsworth and Sydenham 
on Tuesday night, that soon it will be them fetching bowls of water and cloths 
for AbaHlali's feet not so long into the future. 
 



Wednesday, June 20, 2007 
Crossmoor shackdwellers march on city demanding housing, water, and 

toilets 
 

By Shannon Walsh 
 
About 500 people from the Chatsworth community of Crossmoor marched on 
city hall today in demand of housing, water and sanitation. The community is 
insisting that the city provides immediate access to water and toilets for the 
more than 300 families that have been living for nearly 12 months without 
either. 
 
The memorandum outlining the plight of the shack dwellers was meant for 
the eyes of City Manager Mike Sutcliffe. Yet Sutcliffe was nowhere to be 
found. 
 
Visven Reddy and Paris Singh, both Chatsworth councilors, came forward to 
accept the memorandum, but the community refused to hand it over to either 
of them. Both councilors, they insisted, had been contacted numerous times 
and knew the issues well, yet had done nothing to rectify the situation. 
The lively crowd resolved to wait for someone who would take their 
demands seriously. Finally eThekwini's Housing Department Head, Couglan 
Pather, arrived to accept the memorandum. 
 
After a heated discussion, Falakhe "Fundise" Mhlongo told Pather that the 
community will give the city seven days to respond to their demands. If after 
seven days there is still no water and no toilets, they will connect their own 
water and make the streets their toilets. 
 
They cannot wait any longer, he insisted. Part of the Crossmoor settlement 
has a case in court after the city tried to forcibly evict them, leaving many 
homeless for months. Another portion of residents came to the land in 
Crossmoor after being forced out of the nearby Bottlebrush settlement while it 
was being upgraded. 
  
 



1.4 Refugees 

Desperate Seeking Refugee Status 

Mail and Guardian, 3 April 2006 

It is early morning at the Durban office of the Department of Home Affairs 
and the queue of asylum seekers already snakes well into the parking lot. 
Umbrellas, to protect against the harsh sun already beating down on those in 
line, make splashes of colour. But the mood is anything but festive. "Do you 
know how many times I've stood in this queue?" Steven Ngepnza complains 
in an angry French accent. "I have to take time off from my work, and I lose 
money. And then, after two months, I have to come back because those idiots 
inside still haven't processed my ID." In his mid-twenties, the Congolese 
refugee, who works as a barber, wears a spotless white Nike sweater. Despite 
the heat and his raw anger, he looks cool. "You see that I look respectable," he 
smiles wryly. "That's because I have to look good for those people inside the 
little office. And also, I have my pride. I don't want to look like a vagrant."  

Ngepnza fled the war-torn Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) to escape 
being dragged into the conflict, yet he sometimes feels the fight for survival 
and dignity on the streets of Durban is just a different kind of war. Congolese 
represent the largest slice of the almost 200 000 applications for asylum in 
South Africa since 1994, with Burundians and Rwandese also prominent. 
Unlike other African countries, South Africa offers neither accommodation in 
refugee camps nor assistance to recognised refugees or new arrivals seeking 
asylum. Refugees register as such, supposedly giving them access to the same 
services as locals in the jobs, housing and banking fields. But interviews with 
refugees in Durban underscored the enormous prejudice they face. Skilled 
people who worked as teachers, nurses, economists and engineers in their 
former lives now survive by guarding and washing cars, or as informal 
hairdressers and hawkers.  

Like Ngepnza, most of those queuing at home affairs have temporary 
permits, but say they are trying to get the maroon refugee ID documents. Few 
know that the maroon IDs are being phased out in favour of smart cards. "I've 
heard about the smart card," Ngepnza's Congolese friend, Rene (name has 
been changed), says. "But it's a myth. I don't know anyone who's got one." 
Refugee community leader Baruti Amisi, also Congolese, scoffs: "I know of 
four people in Durban with cards, and not many businesses and banks are 
aware of them either. Home affairs has been dismal in promoting awareness 
of the smart cards. I'd like to know how many have been issued." The 
refugees' need for legal identity documents is so overwhelming that people 
often sleep in the queues to be first in line. They say that when their 
temporary permit expires, the cost in penalties levied by home affairs officials 
is R1 500 a day. The Mail & Guardian has established that this is a legal 



imposition, not a bribe. "If you can't pay it - and, I mean, who can? - our 
permit gets confiscated. Then if you're stopped by police, they put you in jail," 
says soft-spoken Burundian John Danangu, who has spent all his life in 
refugee camps.  

Car guard Ginot says he knows someone who was fined R1 500 for being a 
day late in renewing their temporary permit, and who was then sentenced by 
a court to pay R200 a month. Another friend was put in Westville prison 
because he could not pay R3 000 after failing to pay the fine for two days. He 
had been unable to take time off work for fear of losing his job. The refugees' 
anger bubbles up when they start talking about the bribes home affairs 
officials allegedly solicit from them. "They're always asking for something on 
the side," says Rene. Most say they cannot afford the "standard" bribe of R500, 
and so they must queue. "I make a R1 000 a month at most. So I come here for 
the day, hoping my permit will be renewed," said one. According to Elizabeth 
Kanani of the Union of Refugee Women, many refugees say that "if you pay a 
bribe, you get your documents quickly. If you can't, you wait for months, 
sometimes years." Although the maroon ID is supposed to provide access to 
jobs, the refugees apply only to avoid police persecution. There is unanimous 
agreement that the document is ignored by South African employers. "If you 
apply for a job or want to open a bank account, they want a green ID," said 
DRC man Alexis Matuta, adding that a South African driver's licence is more 
useful than a refugee document. The refugees also say they are constantly 
harassed, branded as ama-kwerekwere and denied public services because 
they cannot speak Zulu.  

A Congolese refugee said that when he took his sister to a Durban hospital, he 
was told to go to the Red Cross or the United Nations. Congolese car guard 
Alain (not his real name), an electrician in his former life, works at upmarket 
shopping centre The Pavilion, in Westville. Despite having been in South 
Africa since 2001, he has no South African friends. "Maybe we greet each 
other, but I can't say any local black people are my friends," he says. "I don't 
know of any refugee who has friends among local blacks." Alain and his 
family of four live in a bachelor's flat on Point Road, where he pays R1 000 a 
month rent for the privilege of sharing a bathroom and kitchen with 40 other 
people. "That place is so dirty, " he says. "I try to keep my flat clean, but with 
everything falling apart, you wonder whether it's worth the effort." Although 
township housing is cheaper, xenophobia has driven the refugees to the city, 
where they are often overcharged.  

Yuma Bahande is a trained nurse who says she can't get a proper nursing job 
because registering with the nursing council is so difficult. She now works as 
a hairdresser in what she calls a "shanty little place", barely earning enough to 
buy food and pay her kids' school fees. Bahande is worried that the treatment 
of refugees in South Africa will affect her children. "They see that we have no 
dignity and they become angry. Many of them have never known their own 
country, but South Africa does not want them. They are growing up rootless." 



Refugee community leader Amisi agrees. "Many children are denied 
education. What kind of people are these conditions breeding?" Department 
of Home Affairs spokesperson Nkosana Sibuyi admits that his department 
faces a daunting backlog in processing refugees' applications for documents. 
But with a new campaign launched by home affairs under way, Sibuyi hopes 
the backlog will be cleared by July this year. "We have started the Refugee 
Backlog Campaign, which will focus mainly on building capacity in the 
department," he said. At the beginning of the year, the department had a 
backlog of 105 021 asylum applications. Last year, Parliament's home affairs 
committee criticised the pace at which applications were being processed, 
allegedly 20 a day.  

Early this year, the Cape Town High Court handed down a telling judgement 
in favour of seven men from the Democratic Republic of Congo who had 
challenged the hold-up in processing their asylum applications. Judge Dennis 
van Reenen slated home affairs, saying the backlog in applications and 
extensions was "untenable" and violated the Constitution and the Refugee 
Act. "Having failed, since 2000, to introduce adequate and effective measures 
to address a gradually worsening situation, the department is responsible for 
the lack of adequate facilities essential for an expeditious handling of 
applications for asylum-seeker permits," Judge Van Reenen said. He ordered 
the department to submit an affidavit to the court by May, setting out what 
strategies were in place to ensure the smooth running of the refugees' office. 
In a report last year, Human Rights Watch highlighted corruption and 
incompetence in home affairs, which were hampering asylum seekers. It said 
a major problem was that temporary protection for asylum seekers expired 
before they received permanent documents. South African law gives refugees 
permission to work, if their application has not been processed within 180 
days.  

But not many refugees are aware of this loophole. Sibuyi said he had heard 
allegations of corruption in the refugee office, but challenged victims to come 
forward and report cases to officials. "Corruption is a cancer that must be 
defeated at all costs," he said. "We encourage refugees to report it to us. We 
will protect their identity and ensure they are not victimised." About 60 
allegedly corrupt officials were identified last year, but only three have been 
prosecuted. Sibuyi was unable to say how many of the cases related to 
refugee corruption. He said the department "took it for granted that 
employees will realise that maroon identity documents give holders the same 
rights as South Africans. We had some engagement with the media to 
promote this." According to Sibuyi, about 500 smart cards have been issued. 
He said there has been a lot of interest in the cards and assured refugees that 
all glitches relating to them had been sorted out. "But we have to raise more 
awareness, so that cardholders do not encounter difficulty," he said. 



Asylum Seekers Encounter Abuse 

Human Rights Watch 

Government Must Provide Better Protection and Assistance 

(Johannesburg, November 17, 2005) — Asylum seekers and refugees in 
Johannesburg often face harassment, mistreatment and extortion by the 
police, Human Rights Watch said in a report released today. The South 
African government must provide better protection and assistance in the 

process for determining refugee status. 

The 66-page report, “Living on the Margins: 
Inadequate Protection for Refugees and 
Asylum Seekers in Johannesburg,” 
documents how refugees and asylum 
seekers in South Africa’s largest city often 
encounter abuse by police and other 
obstacles throughout the refugee-status 
determination process.   
  
“On paper, South Africa has exemplary laws 
to protect refugees and asylum seekers,” 

said Georgette Gagnon, deputy Africa director of Human Rights Watch. “But 
in practice, the government is failing to provide protection to these vulnerable 
individuals.”   
  
South Africa hosts approximately 142,000 refugees and asylum seekers. Many 
of them have fled conflict areas and persecution in countries such as the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, Côte d’Ivoire and Zimbabwe. The 
refugee reception office in Johannesburg accounts for nearly three-fourths of 
South Africa’s pending asylum applications and handles 75,000 out of some 
115,000 pending applications countrywide.   
  
Asylum seekers and refugees in Johannesburg are often subjected to 
harassment, mistreatment and extortion by the police. Police officers required 
to verify the immigration status of a person are often unfamiliar with the 
specifics of refugee and asylum law and procedures. Police often question the 
validity of the array of official identity documents which increases the risks of 
deporting a refugee or asylum seeker to a place where they may face 
persecution.   

On paper, South Africa 
has exemplary laws to 
protect refugees and asylum 
seekers. But in practice, the 
government is failing to 
provide protection to these 
vulnerable individuals.  
Georgette Gagnon,   
Deputy Africa director of 
Human Rights Watch 

 

  
“Asylum seekers and refugees should not have to bribe a policeman to avoid 
unjust arrest, detention or possible deportation,” said Gagnon. “The police 
should be familiar with asylum documents, be able to verify them quickly 
and punish corrupt elements within their ranks.”   

http://hrw.org/reports/2005/southafrica1105/
http://hrw.org/reports/2005/southafrica1105/


Obtaining official documents remains difficult for asylum seekers, however. 
Upon crossing the border into South Africa, asylum seekers receive a 
temporary document that gives them 14 days to apply for asylum. This 
document sets out their legal status and is supposed to protect them until 
they receive asylum-seeker permits that will shield them from risk of arrest 
for being “illegal.” However, the temporary document often expires weeks or 
months before they receive their asylum-seeker permits. This is the first of 
several “documentation gaps” that leave asylum seekers in jeopardy of 
insecurity.   
  
Insufficient staff and inadequate equipment are major causes for long delays 
in the asylum procedures. This situation is made worse because of 
inconsistent implementation of a decision of the Standing Committee for 
Refugee Affairs authorizing asylum seekers to work by the Department of 
Home Affairs in Johannesburg. Many asylum seekers unable to support 
themselves are left destitute although they have the legal right to work.   
  
The long delays in processing applications become a critical concern due to 
the precarious legal and economic situation of many asylum seekers while 
their claims are pending, which can stretch to more than one year. The 
Department of Home Affairs is required to process asylum applications 
within the legally stipulated six-month period.  
  
“Refugees and asylum seekers are already marginalized. They shouldn’t have 
to endure additional hardships as a result of government inefficiency,” said 
Gagnon, “The South African government should show greater commitment in 
respecting the rights of asylum seekers and refugees.” 
  
Once an asylum application is successful, a refugee benefits from a broad 
refugee definition outlined in South African law. However, when refugees are 
recognized and granted status, the issuance of refugee documentation is not 
automatic. This further hampers the individual’s full access to his or her 
rights.  
  
Human Rights Watch urged the South African government to provide greater 
protection to asylum seekers and refugees, and to ensure that documents 
issued are recognized by public and private agencies. Specific training should 
be provided to the police to ensure that refugees and asylum seekers are not 
routinely, and mistakenly, arrested and detained as “illegal foreigners.” The 
South African authorities should guarantee that adequate staff is in place to 
process asylum applications in the timeframe stipulated by law.  
 



Refugees, Asylum Seekers and Migrants 

Human Rights Watch World Report 2007 

For information refer to 
http://hrw.org/englishwr2k7/docs/2007/01/11/safric14710.htm  

After 12 years of democracy, South Africa is still struggling to implement the 
progressive human rights protections guaranteed in the country’s 
constitution. Particular areas of concern relate to the rights of migrants, 
refugees and asylum seekers, sexual violence against women and children, 
access to primary education in rural areas, and the government’s response to 
one of the world’s most serious HIV/AIDS epidemics.  

Refugees, Asylum Seekers, and Migrants   
During 2006, the number of people applying for asylum in South Africa 
noticeably increased. According to the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees, from January to March alone, 18,800 applications were filed 
(28,000 were filed in all of 2005), and more than 100,000 applications are 
currently pending. While the greatest number of refugees and asylum seekers 
are from the Democratic Republic of Congo, the number of Zimbabwean 
asylum seekers has grown significantly: Zimbabweans were the largest group 
to file in early 2006 with 38 percent of applicants.   
  
The Department of Home Affairs is making slow progress in tackling a 
backlog of applications; in the first quarter of 2006, it approved only 112 
applications and rejected 1,144, and these were all pre-2006 applications. At 
present there are only 30,000 recognized refugees in South Africa. 
  
In this context, implementation of the Refugees Act by government officials 
remains a serious concern. Persistent administrative obstacles and delays in 
the processing of claims for asylum put asylum seekers at constant risk of 
unlawful arrest and possible deportation. The government’s inconsistent 
application of a court decision giving asylum seekers the right to work and 
study, corrupt practices and deficient procedures for unaccompanied minors 
seeking asylum continue to render protections for asylum seekers inadequate. 
  
 
The number of migrants being deported from South Africa has also steadily 
increased. For example, in 2005, the number of Zimbabweans deported rose 
to almost 100,000 (up from 74,765 in 2004) out of more than 170,000 total 
deportations; this number continued to climb in 2006.   
  
Migrants entering South Africa from Zimbabwe, documented or 
undocumented, are vulnerable to human rights abuses and are inadequately 
protected. The violations of immigration and employment laws by police and 
immigration officials—including routine breaches of the lawful procedures 

http://hrw.org/englishwr2k7/docs/2007/01/11/safric14710.htm


for arrest, detention, and deportation of undocumented foreigners established 
in the Immigration Act—and deficiencies in these laws, result in the 
infringement of migrants’ rights under South Africa’s Constitution. These 
rights include the right to personal freedom and security, and to conditions of 
detention that are consistent with human dignity and privacy. The South 
African government’s failure to protect the constitutional rights of migrants 
also frequently violates the government’s obligations under the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). The Constitution also 
protects the rights of at least documented migrants to fair labour practices. 
   
In addition, commercial farm owners often do not provide foreign workers 
with basic protections they are entitled to under South Africa’s labour laws. 
Farm owners employing foreign migrants openly flout the minimum wage 
and make unlawful deductions from workers’ wages. Though migrant 
workers are legally entitled to workers’ compensation, there are obstacles to 
receiving compensation settlements, such as providing South African 
identification and possessing a bank account, which foreign migrant workers 
often lack. In addition, the basic conditions of employment for farm workers 
create disincentives for employers to provide housing for workers, and the 
government has no housing policy for farm workers.  
 



Bluff - History and Environmental Problems 
 
The Bluff was designated as a White area (with a population of approximately 21,750 in 
1994) of many civil servants, railroad workers, retirees, skilled blue-collar workers and 
their families. Although affluent, well-housed, and well-serviced in comparison to its 
non-White neighbours, residents in the Bluff sometimes called their community the 
"Cinderella suburb" of Durban, receiving fewer facilities and services than other White 
communities and therefore suffering from artificially low property values.  The Bluff 
includes Brighton Beach, Fynnlands, Grosvenor, Ocean View, and those areas of 
Wentworth historically designated for Whites. 
 
Although exact data is not available, the average socio-economic status of the Bluff is 
probably lower than most other previously-designated White communities such as on 
the Berea, Durban North, Kloof, Westville, Umhlanga, Pinetown, and perhaps even 
Bellair and Seaview.  Among the Bluff households, there is a significant working class 
population (one-fourth are artisans, apprentices, and related), more than a quarter have 
not completed high school, and one-fourth earned less than R 2000 in 1990.  There is a 
significant minority - probably 10% - who are professionals, semi-professionals, 
managers, executives, and administrators, usually living on the seaward bluff.  
 
The Bluff has had an ethnically diverse population, including Germans, Italians, 
Portuguese, and Afrikaans- and English-speakers.  Approximately one-third of Bluff 
residents in 1990 were Afrikaans-speakers.  This significant minority seems to remain 
largely to itself, grouped around the networks of neighbourhoods, Afrikaans-medium 
schools, sports clubs, and churches, and is not well-represented in residents' 
associations such as the Bluff Ratepayers Association or environmental organisations.  
In 1995, Eugene Terre-Blanche visited the Bluff to appeal for support for his far-right 
AWB political organisation. 
 
In recent years, a number of Indian and Coloured people from nearby communities 
have moved into formerly all-White neighbourhoods on the Bluff.  
 
Although the Bluff is not as proximate to industry as Merebank and Wentworth, its 
residents complain about having to approach the suburb from the Southern Freeway 
through a commercial/industrial zone adjacent to the railroad marshalling yards.  The 
prevailing winds frequently carry to the Bluff significant amounts of air pollution, soot, 
and even oil spray from the refinery and ash dust from the Mondi plant.  Noise and 
odorous pollution also reaches the Bluff from harbour industries, such as the Kingsrest 
tanker wash-out site and oil storage tanks.   
 
The Bluff has been a community that long has given leadership and support to 
preserving and developing the natural treasures of the coastal and bluff zone, such as 
the ecologically-diverse Treasure Beach. 
 
Source: Adapted from Negotiating Environment and Development in Durban's South 
Basin: Communities, Industries, and Authorities, a 1996 report from the Institute for 
Social and Economic Research, University of Durban-Westville to the City of Durban as 
part of a project on Local Agenda 21.  By David Wiley, Christine E. Root, Sven Peek, and 
Seyathie Ramurath. 
 



Isipingo: History and Environmental Problems 
 
Isipingo is located along the Indian Ocean coast south of the Bluff, Wentworth and 
Merebank.  It is a heterogeneous conglomeration of sub-communities including 
Isipingo Beach, Isipingo Hills, Isipingo Rail, Lotus Park, Malukazi, and Orient Park.   
 
The Isipingo area was inhabited by Khoi-San peoples before 1800 and by Zulu peoples 
at least by the 1820s, before being ceded to Dick King in 1843 for sugar-cane 
production.  King’s efforts brought Indian farmers to the area at least by the turn of the 
century.  By 1919, the Indian community had formed the Isipingo Indian Society, later 
to become the Indian Civic Association.  
 
Isipingo Beach, with its large houses high on the dune bluff overlooking the ocean, 
originally was a White area, but was declared an Indian area in 1963.  Whites came to 
Isipingo by the 1920s and formed a town council by 1925.  Whites there were among the 
scant two percent of the White population nationally that was moved as a result of the 
Group Areas Act. Approximately 25,740 people currently live in formal housing in 
Isipingo. 
 
Isipingo Rail adjoins the Southern Freeway and is an important railway, bus, and taxi 
terminus between the informal settlements and Umlazi to the south and the City centre 
to the north.  As the influx control laws were abolished in the mid-1980s, informal 
settlements grew up in Malukazi on the outskirts of Isipingo.  The Urban Strategies 
Department estimated the population of this informal settlement at 1670 in July 1994.  
More recently, smaller informal settlements have sprung up on the edge of the Isipingo 
River estuary on land owned by the Airport Company and the Sapref Refinery.  The 
diversity of the land uses of the sub-region and its adjoining the politically turbulent 
Malukazi area in Umlazi create uncertainty about security issues and about the future of 
development in Isipingo.  Its very diversity and segmentation undercut very much 
corporate sense of community. 
 
Town Board status was granted to Isipingo Beach and Isipingo Rail in 1972, and one 
Town Council was formed for both areas.  The Prospecton industrial area, which was 
developed in the 1960s on land that separates the two residential areas of Isipingo, was 
incorporated into the White Borough of Amanzimtoti, despite its having been under the 
jurisdiction of the Isipingo Rail Health Committee since 1931.  This has long been a 
grievance of Isipingo residents.  The Isipingo Town Council petitioned the Natal 
Provincial Administration (NPA) repeatedly from 1976 to 1986 to incorporate 
Prospecton into Isipingo.  The NPA contended that, because Prospecton had been 
declared a White industrial township by the central government, the province could not 
declare it part of an Indian area. 
 
Thus, Isipingo residents were subjected to the pollution of the air and water from these 
industries, but the industries' rates of approximately R 30 million (in 1994) were 
allocated to neighbouring Amanzimtoti.  The Isipingo Town Council had access to only 
very limited residential rates.   
 
More than 18,000 people are employed in the 221 Prospecton firms, including the 
largest employers - Toyota Manufacturing, South African Breweries, and Republican 
Press.  The Sapref refinery, Shell Chemicals, and Sasol Fibres also are important 
companies here.   
 



In addition to the environmental problems caused directly by operations of these 
industries – including water pollution leading to repeated large fish-kills over the years, 
Isipingo Hills and the Isipingo Secondary School were affected for many years by 
noxious odours and a variety of health complaints related to air pollution from the 
Umlazi IV hazardous waste landfill situated near its border with Umlazi (which was 
closed in 1996 after many years of protest from residents of Isipingo and Umlazi and, 
later, other communities in SDCEA). 
 
Another major environmental concern of the Isipingo community has been the 
degradation of the Isipingo estuary.  The rivers and estuary have been dramatically 
affected by diversion of rivers and canalisation to create land for industrial 
development, which reduced the flow of water into the Isipingo estuary to less than 6% 
of its original flow.  Pollution of the estuary has come from industry as well as from 
informal settlements, sewerage works, and solid waste. Once, this area was one of the 
finest estuaries and mangrove habitats on the entire Natal coast, but it has been 
seriously degraded.  It is particularly well-known for the red mangrove species, 
Rhisophera mucronata.  By 1995, only one pair of fish eagles remained.  Many 
organisations in Isipingo have fought to save the estuary, beginning with the Isipingo 
Centre of the Wildlife Society in the mid-1980s, a number of civic groups in Isipingo, 
and, later, the Isipingo Environmental Committee. 
 
Source: Adapted from Negotiating Environment and Development in Durban's South 
Basin: Communities, Industries, and Authorities, a 1996 report from the Institute for 
Social and Economic Research, University of Durban-Westville to the City of Durban as 
part of a project on Local Agenda 21. By David Wiley, Christine E. Root, Sven Peek, and 
Seyathie Ramurath. 
 



Merebank - History and Environmental Problem 
 
Merebank, which was designated under apartheid as an Indian area, is located in South 
Durban near the municipal airport.  Merebank and its neighbour, Wentworth, are 
located in the midst of a heavy concentration of petro-chemical industries. 
 
Beginning in the late 1950s, many small-holder families of diverse racial origins were 
forced off their land in Merebank to make way for industrial development and planned, 
formalised housing.  There also were numerous shack-dwellers living on land owned by 
the City.  Some Indian residents were re-housed in formal houses on the land where 
they were already living, a rare case in Durban of residential formalisation without 
relocation.   
 
Residents have improved a large proportion of the houses since then, although many 
parts of the community are still crowded, with a number of sub-leased "outhouses" and 
garages behind many homes.  Merebank's housing includes many pleasant and 
substantial middle class houses in the main part of the community, rising to much more 
expensive and spacious housing of professionals and business people on the top and 
inland slope of the seaward dune.  In 1994 for the first time, informal settlements 
appeared.  About 30 African households have built informal shacks in Merebank on the 
railroad land.  Some of these people are grooms of itinerant horse owners visiting 
Clairwood Race Course. 
 
The population of Merebank was approximately 24,770 in 1994, as reported by the 
City’s Urban Strategy Department.  Approximately 10% of the Durban Indian 
community lives in Merebank.   
 
A 1990 survey conducted in Merebank, Wentworth and the Bluff for the Genref refinery 
found that more than three-fourths of the population has not completed high school.  
One-fourth of the households are in clerical and sales employments, and one-fifth in 
artisan, industry, production, and related employments.  Merebank has a higher 
percentage of housewives at home as compared to other South Durban communities.    
 
The community seems to many of its residents to be a "besieged patchwork island," 
bounded by the Umlazi Canal and the adjacent industries of Sapref, Shell Chemicals, 
and Sasol Fibres; the Southern Freeway and South Coast Highway; the ENGEN refinery 
and its transport corridor of Duranta Street; the Coloured Wentworth community; the 
bluff that separates most from the sea and its breezes; and the sea itself.  In addition, 
the community is defined by the noise and emissions of large jetliners landing and 
taking off immediately overhead.  The community is bifurcated by the Southern 
Freeway and further segmented by the Southern Sewerage Works, Stanvac Canal, 
railway lines, the Mondi industrial road, and the giant and noisy Mondi paper mill --  all 
adjacent to residential neighbourhoods.     
 
Because of the longer history of the Indian community in this place and the stable 
leadership that developed over a number of years, Merebank appears to have more 
sense of identity as a community than its neighbours. Nevertheless, it is a highly 
differentiated community in terms of employment status and income, religion, and 
political affiliation.   
 
Merebank has had strong civic organisations, an important record of support for the 
ANC during the anti-apartheid struggle by many residents, and a unique history of 



mobilising on environmental issues, which included organizing even during the 
apartheid era and urging the inclusion of Section 23 of the 1994 South African 
Constitution that guarantees protection to human health and well-being from 
environment pollution. 
 
Source: Adapted from Negotiating Environment and Development in Durban's South 
Basin: Communities, Industries, and Authorities, a 1996 report from the Institute for 
Social and Economic Research, University of Durban-Westville to the City of Durban as 
part of a project on Local Agenda 21. By David Wiley, Christine E. Root, Sven Peek, and 
Seyathie Ramurath. 
 



Umlazi - History and Environmental Problem 
 
In 1950, when it was established on the southern periphery of the City, Umlazi was one 
of the largest African townships to be built in a homeland.  It was created as a commuter 
labour supply area for the South Durban White industrial area.  While many of Umlazi's 
residents had originally lived in the area, it was also the destination of Africans removed 
from elsewhere, including approximately one-third of the Africans who were forcibly 
relocated from Cato Manor.   
 
Housing development in Umlazi began in earnest in the early 1960s, including both 
formal houses and large single-sex hostels, many of which are located in Section T.  
Lower middle income housing estates, such as Emaphazini, were built in the 1980s as 
part of the reform strategy of fostering an African middle class in the townships. 
 
Informal settlement areas such as Malukazi developed even before the Umlazi township.  
Since the mid-1980s, the number and size of informal settlements have increased, and 
now they occur as “infill” areas along the main roads, on open land in the township, and 
in areas along the southern peripheries of the Umlazi. 
 
The area has been racked by political and criminal violence since the mid 1980s.  
Protests erupted in Umlazi (and other African areas of Durban) in August 1985, sparked 
by the assassination of human rights lawyer Victoria Mxenge outside her home in 
Umlazi.  The KwaZulu administration building was burned down, and the post office 
and 180 shops and businesses were destroyed.  Inkatha supporters quickly reasserted 
control of Umlazi.  At the end of 1986, Umlazi (along with KwaMashu) was incorporated 
into the KwaZulu homeland.   
 
Through periods of greater and lesser violence since that time, the KwaZulu 
administration, the police, and Inkatha supporters, on the one hand, and ANC 
supporters on the other have maintained a tense co-existence.  Some believe that the 
area remains one of the most violence-torn in South Africa. 
 
Umlazi's Section T is the site of the landfill where most of the hazardous wastes from 
Durban's manufacturers and throughout the province were deposited.  The waste site 
originally was owned by Waste-tech and later by Enviroserv. Almost from the time the 
site opened, there were complaints about the noxious stench from the site from nearby 
residents, particularly from pupils and teachers at the Isipingo Secondary School (just 
across the boundary with Umlazi) and Shumayela Secondary School in Umlazi.  The 
groundwater was also contaminated even beyond the boundaries of the landfill, ebbing 
toward the nearby Isipingo River. Also, arsenic and mercury - chemicals too toxic to be 
legally deposited in this landfill - were found in the leachate.   
 
In 1996, as a result of a campaign of many years by residents of Isipingo, Umlazi, and 
later the SDCEA alliance, the landfill was closed on order of the Department of Water 
Affairs and Forestry (DWAF).  The site has not yet been rehabilitated, however. 
 
Source:  Adapted from Negotiating Environment and Development in Durban's South 
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Wentworth - History and Environmental Problems 
 
Wentworth was designated as “Coloured” during the apartheid era, and it came to house 
approximately 40 percent of the Coloured population of Durban.  Estimates of the 
population of Wentworth (and the non-contiguous Treasure Beach that is considered 
part of Wentworth) vary widely from 35,000 estimated by community leaders to 
approximately 18,000 estimated from occupancy rates by the City Urban Strategy 
Department (1996).   
 
Wentworth is very diverse in religion, ethnicity, and origins.  The community includes 
Mauritians and St. Helenians, as well as Afrikaans- and English-speaking peoples; it 
includes Roman Catholics, Protestants, and Muslims.  The community provides Durban 
with many skilled and semi-skilled workers as well as a number of professionals and 
university and technikon graduates.  Indeed, South Africa’s second petroleum industry 
at Sasolburg was built on a foundation of skilled men from Wentworth.  Even though the 
community is surrounded by industry, three-fourths of Wentworth's household heads 
do not work in the area but commute - largely by taxi - to more distant jobs. 
 
Beginning in 1961, Coloured people were formally moved to Wentworth, at first housed 
in army barracks that had been built by the British Admiralty that had housed White ex-
servicemen after the war.  In 1963, the area, then called Austerville, was proclaimed a 
Coloured Group Area and was the destination for people removed from various 
communities in Durban, and later from throughout Natal, the Transkei, and the 
Transvaal. 
 
According to a survey in 1990, Wentworth is poorer than the nearby Indian 
communities of Merebank and Isipingo, with three-fourths of the households earning 
less than R 2 000 per month.  This poverty is a reflection of a high incidence of female-
headed families.  Also, because of the historical low levels of education and the colour 
bar in employment, approximately half of Wentworth's heads of household are artisans 
or industrial workers, and only five percent are professional, semi-professional, or 
technical workers.  Many of the semi-skilled and skilled fitters and heavy construction 
workers are in itinerant occupations, which provide only short-term jobs.  
 
From the outset until today, severe overcrowding and deplorable housing conditions 
have often defined the community and its perceptions of itself.  During the 1970s when 
people were moving in largest numbers, people sometimes lived in tents, tin shacks, 
garages, and outhouses.  The largest number of housing units are publicly-owned flats 
which are generally in terrible condition.  For example, some tiny and barely habitable 
units, known locally as the "Rainbow Chickens," were built in 1974 as “sub-economic” 
units for temporary use but still are occupied today in spite of their primitive facilities, 
extreme density, rooms without doors, flooding in rainy seasons, and their immediate 
proximity to two industrial truck corridors and the Engen Refinery.  
 
More than any other South Durban communities, Wentworth is plagued by the 
frequently dirty industrial plants that demarcate much of its perimeter and even 
penetrate neighbourhoods with noisy and odourous plants for manufacturing and 



refining a variety of chemical, petrochemical, and industrial products.  Along the south 
border, the heavily traveled four-lane industrial transport corridor of Duranta Street 
and the walled flank of Merebank create a virtually impassable border.  Chemical and 
goods trucks using Tara and Duranta Roads and Quality Street bring spillages and 
vehicle accidents to the community.  The Engen Refinery, "the ship that never sails," 
looms above Wentworth on the east, and the long belt of dirty Jacobs industries 
encloses the entire western boundary.  The more attractive and wealthier Coloured 
housing of Treasure Beach on the ocean is separated from the rest of Wentworth by the 
Engen facilities. 
 
Wentworth's municipal officers are old and ill-equipped, and there are almost no 
developed community facilities (except a central community hall for meetings) and only 
remedial recreation spaces. 
 
Overcrowding,  social cleavages, unemployment, and the destablisation of the removals 
of the 1960s and 1970s have resulted in social conflicts within the community.  This has 
been reflected in alcoholism, drug-use, and – especially in the 1970s and 1980s – youth 
gangs.  
 
After a long period of poor community morale, the post-apartheid years have witnessed 
a broad stirring of community consciousness and spirit and the organising of strong and 
active civic associations.  Many environmental initiative have originated in South 
Durban in the past several years, with a particular emphasis on the air pollution from 
the Engen refinery and problems caused by the many other industries in the immediate 
area. 
 
Source: Adapted from Negotiating Environment and Development in Durban's South 
Basin: Communities, Industries, and Authorities, a 1996 report from the Institute for 
Social and Economic Research, University of Durban-Westville to the City of Durban as 
part of a project on Local Agenda 21.  By David Wiley, Christine E. Root, Sven Peek, and 
Seyathie Ramurath. 



REFLECTIONS

‘‘Ways of (Sight) Seeing’’ in KwaZulu-Natal, Part One

Ashwin Desai

These stories of the wonderful and tragic sights and sounds of KwaZulu-
Natal(KZN) were written over the last decade. Here and there they have been updated;
in other places where it made sense to quarantine time, the stories are untouched.

The name of this province resonates across the world. For mighty battles were
fought here between the marauding Boer bandits, the red-coated regiments of the
British, and the assegai-wielding regiments of the Zulu. Just two hours out of the city
center, the remnants of the battlefields can still be seen. The only barrier is some
three toll roads, which might make the excursion somewhat expensive. But can one
put a price to be a witness to the long walk to freedom?

But be careful. Very careful. Historians in the pay of various tourism outlets are
busy telling tall stories about the history of South Africa. Uncomfortable features of
the past are subtly downplayed at first, then twisted, then buried in lie-buries, then
denied. If there is anything that history has taught us, it is while the pen is mightier
then the sword, the air-brush is mightier still.

Isandlwana

If you head out of Durban towards Pietermaritzburg, the capital city, then past
Escourt and towards the signposts that say Ladysmith, you are in the land of war
memorials. Ladysmith is where the Boers laid siege to the British at the turn of the
20th century. Gandhi was around during this war, leading his stretcher-bearers,
hoping to prove Indian loyalty to the British.

Two decades before the Anglo-Boer War (now known stupidly as the South
African War) another battle was fought in these parts. On the road between
Greytown and Dundee you will find Isandlwana.

Isandlwana. What lay behind this battle fought in January 1879 was the British
attempt to build a federation of colonies. Transvaal came under the sway of the
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British flag in 1877. But further south the Zulu kingdom stood in the way of this
grand plan. The new High Commissioner, Sir Bartle Frere, provoked a standoff with
King Cetshwayo and used this as a pretext for an invasion led by one Lord
Chelmsford. The supremely confident Chelmsford ‘‘launched a three-pronged attack
into Zululand . . .His central column was surprised at Iswandlwana, overwhelmed
and annihilated.’’1

This victory put the Zulu on the world map and led to British Prime Minister
Benjamin Disraeli’s ‘‘famous comment on the remarkable Zulu people who convert
our bishops, defeat our generals, and put an end to a great European dynasty.’’2

Post-apartheid South Africa has taken to hosting one of the most stupid and
contrived tourist stunts in the province (sorry, Kingdom) of KwaZulu-Natal; re-
enacting this battle with real soldiers from the same English regiment involved over a
century ago. One excited journalist described the scene: ‘‘Gory Isandlwana. Two
nations equal in pride, dignity and respect stood against each other in war . . .’’ In the
January 2004 issue of Sawubona , the in-flight magazine of South African Airways,
one of South Africa’s most original journalists, Darryl Bristow-Bovey, writes: ‘‘The
experience of Isandlwana, I realized as I stood beneath the yellow Zululand moon, is
not finally the experience of death or warfare. It is a place where you find corners of
your heart, depths of your feeling that you do not find elsewhere. It is a place of still
and spectral and terrible beauty, rich with things that overlap and make us human.’’

What Junk?

In this age where imperialism is being tidied up and given respectability, it is
worth returning to Walter Rodney’s classic, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa .3 He
explodes the argument that while on the one hand there was exploitation and
oppression associated with colonialism, on the other hand, colonial governments did
much for the benefit of Africans. Rodney shows that colonialism only had one hand;
it was a one-armed bandit. What development there was, was to create and sustain
markets, not ‘‘civilization.’’ What Rodney did not spend too much time doing is
telling us about the resistance to colonialism. And what a resistance there was in this
neck of the woods. Today, in post-apartheid South Africa the politics and the
economics that underlay colonialism have been excised.

What gets lost in the hoopla of the re-enactment and the exhibition of the regalia
is the fact that the British army-of-occupation’s task was to kill, maim and intimidate

1R. Morrell, J. Wright, and S. Meintjes, ‘‘Colonialism and the Establishment Of White Domination, 1840-

1890,’’ in R. Morrell (ed.), Political Economy and Identities In KwaZulu-Natal (Durban: Indicator Press, 1996),

p. 50.
2J. Guy, The Destruction of the Zulu Kingdom (Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 1994), p. xx.
3Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (Washington: Howard University Press, 1982).
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so as to allow for the brutal exploitation of South Africa’s people and resources. What
is also lost in the ‘‘celebration’’ is the total technological disparity as far as weapons
are concerned. The British had rifles, side-arms, horses and artillery pieces, the Zulus
spears, small wooden clubs known as knobkieries , and outdated firearms with little
ammunition.

If this advantage was not enough, the British resorted to the most cowardly and
deceitful of tactics. None exemplifies this more than the way the British army waged
war on the Hlubi clan in northern KZN. Women and children were blasted with
dynamite from places of refuge, and as the survivors emerged, some 200 were
slaughtered. All their land and cattle were then confiscated.

The battle was followed by a murderous invasion of Zululand by the British with
hundreds of Zulu mowed down by Gatling guns in July 1879. As Joseph Conrad has
pointed out, ‘‘The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away
from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is
not a pretty thing when you look into it too much.’’4

The battle at Isandlwana was not between two great nations. As that sage of this
province’s historians, Jeff Guy, points out:

(T)he intention of those who planned the invasion of 1879 was to terminate Zulu
political independence and free Zulu labor by means of a decisive military victory.

The Zulu army thwarted this, and as a result the war became merely a first stage
in a prolonged process during which metropolitan and colonial forces under-
mined the strength of the Zulu by exploiting divisions within their society and

brought about a civil war which left the country and its people open to political
subjugation and economic exploitation.5

It is in this period of dispossession that the future contours of 20th century South
African political economy can been be glimpsed. Rosa Luxemburg provides an
incredibly powerful analysis of this process:

The European conquerors are the first who are not merely after subjugation and
economic exploitation, but the means of production itself, by ripping the land

from underneath the feet of the native population. . . European capitalism
deprives the primitive social order of its foundation. What emerges is something
worse than all oppression and exploitation, total anarchy and a specifically
European phenomenon, the uncertainty of social existence . . . Before the advance

of capitalism, the primitive social order, which outlasted all primitive historical
phases, capitulates. Its last remnants are eradicated from the earth and its
elements*/labor power and means of production*/are absorbed by capitalism.6

4J. Conrad, Heart of Darkness , 1899.
5Guy, op. cit ., p. xxii.
6Peter Hudis, and Kevin Anderson, The Rosa Luxemburg Reader , Part One: Political Economy, Imperialism, and
Non-Western Societies (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2004), p. 110.
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The brutal consequences of this looting of Zulu land and labor are still with us
today.

The Present is History

If you go down to the beachfront, ask for rickshaw puller no. 8. Johnson Zulu is
59 years old. There is not an ounce of fat on his lithe body. Muscles taut. This man
has not seen the inside of a gym, neither has he heard of Weighless. His body has
been honed from years of hard work. First on the railways, and for the last 17 years as
a rickshaw puller. There might be other contending factors. He mostly eats putu and
rice which he cooks himself for dinner. At the most, once a week, meat. There might
be genes at work here, too. Johnson is born ‘‘from the same testicle as King
Zwelithini.’’ Unlike the king, whose warrior ancestry hasn’t stopped him growing
soft, Johnson works for a living. I pay for a ride. My friend, all 115 kilograms (no it
was not the mayor), accompanies us. Johnson bends his back ever so slightly and we
are off. Down the once golden mile.

Suddenly the rickshaw spirals backwards. My friend tries to throw his huge belly
forwards to save us. But it has no effect. Johnson’s feet are in the air. Suspended. He
dangles there for a moment. As if the weight is too much. And then we are back on
terra firma .

The movements are imperceptible. Like the movements his forebears used to kill
British soldiers with a short stabbing spear in times past. He turns and laughs with a
wide, white smile. No caps or false teeth. His are rooted forever in this land. Johnson
works seven days a week. Some days he makes R20 and during the December
holidays up to R100 and R150 a day. But things are tough. He lives in a hostel in
KwaMashu. Shares a room with four other men. Pays R50 a month for the
accommodation. R21.50 a week for rail transport. R25 a week to park his rickshaw
in a local garage. What’s life like in the hostel? ‘‘Most of the people are not working.
We have a gentleman’s agreement that we will help pay the rent of those who are not
working on the understanding they will do the same when they start working.’’

‘‘Ubuntu’’ loosely means ‘‘a human being is a human being only through its
relationship to other human beings.’’ Today, among other things, it is packaged and
used by psychologists attached to big business to argue that workers must obey
authority, and used in speeches by the gravy-trainers to prove they are human despite
their inhuman economic policies.7 Listening to Johnson Zulu one realizes in its truer
form, ubuntu is more honestly alive here, among the poor.

7For a brilliant critique of the contemporary uses of ‘‘ubuntu’’ see Christoph Marx, ‘‘Ubu and Ubuntu: On the

Dialectics of Apartheid and Nation Building,’’ Politikon: South African Journal of Political Studies , 29, 1, May

2002.
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Who are his main customers? ‘‘Sotho speakers from Gauteng and Free State.
They love going on the rickshaw. They are so generous. Sometimes we make so
much money, we slaughter a cow. I have actually learned some Sotho. Second are the
whites from Free State. That is our main business.’’ Foreign tourists hardly feature.
When does he see his family, a wife and four children? ‘‘At most, four times a year. It
is expensive. R140 return trip.’’ How does your family receive you? ‘‘When I arrive
with sugar, groceries and clothing, they are excited. When I arrive with nothing, they
are dull and dim.’’

What about the children? ‘‘My greatest hope lies with my youngest of 10 years,
Sibusiso. I hope he finishes schooling and becomes a clerk or a policeman.’’ When
will you retire? ‘‘As long as my knees are still okay, I will have to carry on. But if I
win the Lotto, I will stop. I play sometimes up to R10 a week.’’

What is your wish? ‘‘I want to see my family more often. I have never seen my
children grow up. My wife and I have grown old separately. It breaks my heart. To
be more often with my family, I wish for busloads of tourists.’’

I do not know how to tell him that he could be out of a job soon. The city plans
a monorail to whizz tourists from one end of the beachfront to the other.

Who is your hero? ‘‘When I grew up in the Royal Kraal at Nyokeni in
Nongoma, we listened to many stories. Of many kings. Of all of them, my favorite
is Shaka.’’

Why? ‘‘During Shaka’s time there were jobs.’’

A hundred meters away, Shaka gets dug up so that what he fought for can be
buried. A joint project of the new dispossessors (City Hall) and the representatives of
the old robber barons. Johnson Zulu will never take his family to that park. The park
lies on the edge of the harbor entrance. There is the daily dolphin show, water rides
and a restaurant encased in a wrecked ship selling seafood. A platter will set you back
R500. While you dine, sharks play in huge tanks. It will cost a couple of months of
lugging obese Sothos and Free Staters down the beachfront.

You see, in this day and age, even Shaka can be stripped of dignity and
commodified. Meanwhile, the braves of Shaka beg on the streets of Durban. The
King waits on handouts from Pietermaritzburg. Warriors dance for the very British
tourists whose ancestors destroyed them through the Hut Tax. Now they are
rendered impotent by the need to perform.

If you drive down the North Coast you will come across some beautifully
structured Zulu men giving out handbills on the offramp at Ballito. Directing you to
Zimbali where sugar estates have been turned into real estate. There are security
guards and boom-gates. Stolen land, stolen again.
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This government’s economic policy, which entrenches private property,
entrenches theft. As I leave, Johnson Zulu is cajoling, begging a family of whites
to take a ride. They brush him off. He shouts to me: ‘‘Tell them I am Johnson Zulu,
number 8.’’

On his body are centuries of dispossession. In his blood are centuries of
resistance. Reduced to a number. Reduced to carrying the burden of the new South
Africa on his back. A non-racial burden, mind you. Who has the gall to say South
Africa has not changed?

Today of course we still have a king. He goes by the name of Goodwill
Zwelithini. He lives on handouts from the provincial government. Sometimes he
wears a naval uniform much like the admirals in the British navy.

Why, you may ask, would an African traditional leader want to imitate an
admiral of a colonial naval fleet? Given that our King has little to show as far as sea-
faring competence is concerned (he has always used the bridge to cross the Tugela
River), we are left to speculate on the source of this fetish.

I examined every available text on Zulu history but could not find much there to
indicate a naval tradition. Like a psychotherapist searching backwards into the life of
the subject, I decided to keep going down the ancestral line until I found the
answer . . . The massacre by the British at Ulundi and the humiliation of the Zulu
monarchy.

After the Zulu army had been destroyed by cannon and machine-gun fire, King
Cetshwayo’s surrender was followed by his dispatch from Port Durnford by sea to
Cape Town. His successor; Dinizulu, was sent even further away, across the
sea . . . into exile to St. Helena. Their passage from sovereignty to subjugation was
upon British naval vessels, commanded by men in dark suits and lots of gold stripes.

Could it be that those uniforms have left an enduring impression upon the
psyche of the Zulu royal house? As we speak of liberation, it is sad that a symbol of
pre-colonial independence now assumes the guise of the colonial master. What is it
about the master/slave relationship which leaves the oppressed drawing upon the
example of the oppressor?

The re-writing and air-brushing of history, the emptying out of its political and
economic consequences has echoes in the present. In the 21st century, the answer to
the Holy Grail has once again been found, we are told. ‘‘Make poverty history’’ is the
new rallying cry. Abracadabra. The one thing that this approach does not do is factor
in history. How can the proponents of this approach do so when the very terms of
trade established with guns and bayonets in the barbaric scramble for Africa continue
to disproportionately benefit them ? This colonial throwback is hidden in technical
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discussions at the World Trade Organization (WTO) about their rights over patents
and our lack of rights over subsidies.

This attempt to make poverty history by exorcising the history of poverty had its
genesis in the World Bank’s Voices of the Poor .8 Here we saw a deliberate approach of
refusing to take seriously historical forms of exploitation and dispossession, even
when these structure and are entrenched in the present. The editorial voice never
inquires into the social forces that produced the arrangements that channel millions
of lives into its twin categories of ‘‘us’’*/readers of the World Bank books and actors
with the potential to effect social change*/and ‘‘them’’*/‘‘the poor,’’ objects of our
paternalistic sympathies and whose neediness legitimates ‘‘our’’ control over ‘‘their’’
lives. The World Bank gaze is locked into the present. With neoliberalism we are
always at the beginning of year zero. And without history, poverty is naturalized as is,
by implication, wealth.9

In Gordon Brown’s hands, the exorcizing of history is taken a step further. He
tells us Britain must stop apologizing for colonialism and that the missionaries came
to Africa out of a sense of duty.10 History has not simply been ignored, it has been
re-written, creating the conditions for another round of underdevelopment and a
new rationale for missionaries come to civilize the natives around issues of good
governance, playing by the rules, and corruption. Meanwhile, the unfair trade rules,
the subsidies to sugar farmers that allow them to sell sugar at 40 percent of the
production cost in Africa, the forced privatization of essential services as a condition
of aid can continue. Good governance. Brown’s own government’s illegal occupation
of Iraq and the carnage that has resulted are issues that Africans must not raise,
otherwise they lose their place in the feeding queue. The G8’s promise to cancel the
debt to poor nations is revealed as ‘‘little better than an extortion racket.’’11 The
Lords giveth and the Lords taketh away.

Lynton Hall

Johnson Zulu travels north to see his family. If you travel south out of the city,
past the Durban International Airport, you will come across some of the most
beautiful beaches in the world. Fishing is good here, too, and the annual sardine run
that brings out thousands with buckets hoping to scoop them up is a sight to behold.
You can eat masala sardines fried so crisply that the bones are munchable. The south
coast is the gateway to the pristine Transkei Wild Coast and the almost mythical
beaches of Coffee Bay, Hole in the Wall, and Mazeppa Bay.

8D. Narayan, R. Chambers, M. Sha, and P. Petesch, Voices of the Poor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
9Ashwin Desai and Richard Pithouse, ‘‘Dispossession, Resistance and Repression in Mandela Park,’’ The South
Atlantic Quarterly , 103, 4, 2004.
10D. Ben-Ami, ‘‘Throwing Salt on ‘‘the Scar of Africa,’’’ online at: Debate@lists.kabissa.org.
11George Monbiot, ‘‘A Truckload of Nonsense,’’ Mail & Guardian , June 17�/23, 2005.
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On the south coast you will come across, in Umzinto to be exact, Lynton Hall.
Through the 20th century Lynton Hall was host to royalty, prime ministers, and
captains of business. It was selected by King George V1 and his family for his
recuperation in 1952. Its historic acreages incorporate the ‘‘Chequers’’ of South
Africa, Botha House, donated to the nation for the exclusive use of prime ministers
and presidents.

Today, it boasts one of the most highly rated restaurants in the country and is
also home to a high-class wedding venue and lodging. The respected tourism
booklet, Exclusive Getaways, describes Lynton Hall as resting

at the head of Umdoni Park, the region’s most picturesque golf course,
meandering through pristine coastal forest and spilling down to the warm waters

of the Indian Ocean. . .its incorporation into the Hartford House fold brings
together two of Southern Africa’s few remaining great properties of the Victorian
era, and provides travellers with the rare combination of the magnificent golfing

estates of the KwaZulu-Natal Coast with the majestic environs of the Midlands
and the Drakensberg. Our reputation is our most important asset. It does not
belong to us; it is the legacy of our children, and that is your guarantee of an
unforgettable visit.

But dig a little and you will find another history that beckons. Hocking, the
historian of the sugar barons, provides a watered-down but instructive clue:

The trouble had begun as early as the 1880s. Charlie Reynolds had been put in
charge of Indian labor and in many cases had literally driven workers to death.
Coolies had been expected to work 14 hours a day, both men and women,
viciously lashed with sjamboks and half-starved on inadequate rations. Some had

committed suicide, many more had been killed or seriously injured in work-
related accidents. People wanting to complain, as was their right, had been
dissuaded by threats of a terrible revenge. By any standard, Charlie Reynolds was

an odd man. He dabbled in the occult, and the sinister Lynton Hall that he built
in 1885 included a fortified tower ‘‘in case of a Zulu attack.’’. . . When it became
known that Reynolds Brothers fatalities were twice the industry average, the

government had ordered an inquiry. Hearings had begun in 1906 and evidence
was still being led in the next year. Charlie Reynolds himself had gone on a long
overseas trip while waiting for the heat to die down. It never did. In 1908 the
Natal government told Reynolds Brothers that unless Charlie Reynolds was

expelled, its supply of labor would be terminated. There was no appeal. Utterly
disgraced, Charlie Reynolds again left for overseas and four years later died in a
bar in Mexico City, allegedly stabbed in the back by a jealous husband.12

Lynton Hall was part of the Reynolds Brothers sugar empire that relied in its
early days on Indian indentured labor. With slavery at an end and the Zulu kingdom
still not defeated, the British agreed to a new form of slavery indentured from the

12A. Hocking, Renishaw: The Story of Crookes Brothers (Bethulie: Hollards, 1992), pp. 102�/103.
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Indian sub-continent. Many were themselves the victims of British inspired
dispossession.

The making of India as a profitable enterprise by the British created casualties.
Thousands of Indians, their traditional occupations destroyed, were forced onto the
labor market. Migration was one means of escape for the poor, the displaced, and the
hungry. Migrants saw indenture as a temporary means of escaping the exigencies of
their existence. For most, the temporary sojourn became permanent displacement.

The effect of ‘‘natural’’ disasters and famines was also devastating. For example,
between 1850 and 1900, nine famines and other natural disasters were recorded in
Madras Presidency. The Great Famine of 1876�/1879 is estimated to have killed
between 6.1 and 10.3 million people.13 This famine, as Mike Davis has brilliantly
exposed, was provoked and exacerbated by British policies. In the midst of the
encroaching famine, Lytton, the Lieutenant-Governor, pushed ahead with squeezing
the zamindars and tenants for taxes. One of his own district officers described the
policy as ‘‘suicidal.’’14 A British civil servant described the effects of the famine:

The Government of India having decreed the collection of the land revenue, were

now compelled to justify their rapacity by pretending there was no famine . . . The
frightful mortality throughout the North-West provinces was to be preserved as a
State secret. During all that dreary winter, famine was busy devouring its victims

by thousands. Scores of corpses were tumbled into old wells, because the deaths
were too numerous for the miserable relatives to perform the usual funeral rites.
Mothers sold their children for a single scanty meal. Husbands flung their wives

into ponds, to escape the torment of seeing them perish by the lingering agonies
of hunger.15

Millions died at exactly the time when India’s ‘‘labor and products were being
dynamically conscripted into a London-centered world economy.’’16 Tens of
thousands of villagers were wrenched from familiar surroundings and put on the
march. These calamities, combined with British policies, made conditions intolerable
and forced many into city-ward migration. Here, they were enticed by recruiting
agents who promised wages several times higher than those current in India.

The first batch of human cargo arrived in 1860 on board the Truro .

The kind of life that the indentured would come to live was not immediately
apparent when the indentured laborer signed the Girmit , as the contract came to be

13Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts (London: Verso, 2001), p. 7.
14Ibid. , p. 51.
15Quoted in Davis, ibid., p. 53.
16Ibid. , p. 9.
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known among migrants. As the indentured walked to the plantation, the Girmit, a
corruption of ‘‘Agreement,’’ would govern their lives.

In theory the agreement appeared to protect both worker and employer, but in
practice there was a large gap between the terms of the contract and the reality of
plantation life. The contract gave the planters overwhelming control, especially
because the regulations were enforced by harsh penal laws. Indentured workers were
not allowed to choose their employer or employment, they could not live off the
estate, refuse any work assigned to them, demand higher wages, or leave an employer.
Once on the plantation, they were denied freedom of movement. They could not go
more than two miles from the estate without an employer’s written permission, even
if the purpose was to lay a charge against that employer. If they were caught without
a ‘‘pass,’’ Indians were imprisoned for fourteen days. The draconian laws viewed all
contractual offences as criminal acts. Many migrants were to find that life in Natal
was not what they had been promised and had envisaged. As Helen Myers starkly
points out:

It was only after the Coolie marked his thumb print on the contract ratifying this,
the ‘‘meanest and weakest of bonds’’*/after his indenture papers had been issued,
after he had been shown to his quarters in the Coolie line, after he had been

assigned to a work gang, after he had been defeated by the heat of the mid-day,
after his hands had become raw, then hardened from the cane, after he had been
beaten, fined, jailed, after his rations had been withheld*/that the realization

came that he had not crossed the sea to paradise, that the beautiful Queen was not
to be found, that indeed he had been forced across the black water, across
kalapani , into exile, that this was the world of slavery.17

The Reynolds Brothers sugar estate, Esperanza, got a reputation as especially
brutal and was referred to as the ‘‘Killing Fields.’’ The indentured were literally
worked to death. As the following table shows, death rates at Reynolds were almost
twice the average for the Colony.

Death Rate PER THOUSAND:

YEAR COLONY REYNOLDS BROS.

Men Women Men Women

1902 25 23 55 60
1903 22 18 30 32
1904 16 18 43 21
1905 15.50 20 35 58

17Helen Myers, Music of Hindu Trinidad: Songs from the India Diaspora (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

1999), pp. 24�/25.
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As the figures reveal, women were particularly vulnerable. Poking around in the
archives in Pietermaritzburg provides the sketchy details of one early death. Mungi,
indentured number 25086, died trying to make her way back to the Reynolds Estate.
News of Mungi’s death followed a letter from Mr. Nelson, Hotelkeeper, Lower
Umkomaas, who wrote to the Resident Magistrate, Alexandria, that a woman had
died and her body was simply left on the side of the road.

The ironically named Indian Protector reported to the Colonial Secretary on
August 19, 1881 the sketchy details of how Mungi came to die. On August 12, 1881
she had given birth to a stillborn child. The day after giving birth in Durban, Mungi
was made to go by rail to Isipingo with a party of Indians from the Immigration
Depot in Durban under the supervision of F.W.B. Lindi, Thomas Reynold’s agent.
From there she had to walk to Umzinto 40 miles away. ‘‘There was no wagon or
means of shelter, the want of which was doubtless the cause of the poor young
woman’s untimely death.’’18 There were to be many Mungi’s over the next 25 years.

Lynton Hall is worth a visit. If you care to wander beyond the confines of the
manicured grounds you will come across a temple, built by the indentured. Old and
weathered it stands as a (barely) living reminder of a buried history.

The University of KwaZulu-Natal

If you stand at the harbor of the city of Durban and look west, you will see a
huge dome. This is no Muslim madressa but Howard College, which was once part
of the University of Natal. It was set up to teach white English-speaking South
Africans the economic fundamentalism of the time*/free markets for the whites and
racially prescribed low paying jobs for ‘‘non-whites.’’

Today overlooking the city is the brand new University of KwaZulu-Natal
(UKZN). It is an amalgamation of the University of Durban-Westville (UDW), the
Pietermaritzburg campus of the old University of Natal, and the Howard College
campus. The merger also includes the teacher training college of Edgewood.

But if you do get to visit the campus, its history was not a one-way street of
white racial and economic power in the making.

One of the residences bears the name of Mabel Palmer.

Once I asked students who lived in the residence if they knew who Mabel
Palmer was. None of them knew who the hell Palmer was. Given the new sausage
machine semester courses, which are over as quickly as McDonalds takeaway are

18Pietermaritzburg Archives, Ref. I/9, 105a/81.
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produced and contains the same amount of junk, I was not surprised that they were
uninterested in anything that could be more than a few minutes old.

Palmer, it turns out, was a lecturer at the University of Natal, Durban (UND).
She arrived from England where she rubbed shoulders with the likes of H.G. Wells,
George Bernard Shaw, and Sidney and Beatrice Webb. She was to later host Shaw in
Durban.

Palmer’s passion was education. She was aware that there were no Indians,
coloreds and Africans in the classes she taught at UND. She struggled to get them
admitted as day students, and when this was refused, she mooted for night classes.
But the University Council (controlled by the liberal English burghers) was dead set
against the admission of non-whites into the classes and buildings of the college.

How could whites sit on the same seats the next day?

Undeterred, she started university courses in her home and then on the Sastri
College grounds. She finally got the racist University Council to build hutments at
Sastri College. Classes were held on Friday evenings and weekends to assist non-
white teachers with their part-time studies towards their degrees. Students came from
all over the province in trains and taxis and some even slept afterwards in Queen
Street doorways. Palmer and her volunteers taught all through Saturday and Sunday
mornings.

Wanting to give students some sense of communal life, she held memorable
winter vacation schools at Adams College in Amanzimtoti. The non-European
library was transported from Sastri College to Amanzimtoti station and thence to
Adams College in grain bags! During her tenure, non-white enrollment rose from 19
in 1936 to 351 in 1955.

Palmer cut quite a comical figure in her latter years. She would sit in meetings*/

the Senate no less*/complete with eyeshade, and knit. And when boredom overtook
her completely, she would turn out her specially made monstrous leather handbag
and noisily count her change.

The University Council forced separate graduation ceremonies. She fought for a
single ceremony. The university finally relented, but first the white names had to be
read out. How did UND ever earn the status of somehow being opposed to the
apartheid state? They were a local version of the apartheid state. At least the apartheid
state did not try and dress up their racism in ‘‘doublespeak.’’

Palmer, born in Northumberland, (now known as Cumbria) in 1876, died in
her adoptive Durban in November 1958. It was her unflagging efforts that allowed a
few black people to receive a university education, despite the best efforts of the
university authorities to prevent it from happening.
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It is difficult to know what Palmer would think of the university were she alive
today. With rare exceptions, the academics are cut off more than ever from the
surrounding communities, and curricula are designed to narrowly meet the demands
of the market. Many intellectuals spend their time writing research reports that
reinforce what the government wants to hear, earning a tidy sum in the process. A
new apartheid of rich versus poor has taken over the enrollment, although being
exactly the right color is still a good thing. Those students who do get in socialize in
their own racial enclaves.

Steve Biko

One of the greatest sons of the old University of Natal is Steve Biko. Biko
inspired a whole generation of activists. Coming in the wake of the incarceration of
the leaders of the liberation movements and their subsequent banning, Biko’s black
consciousness movement in the early 1970s gave renewed confidence to those
opposing the apartheid regime.

But his recent history at the university makes for an interesting case study in how
to put a particular slant on history.

The naming of the medical school in Durban prior to the merger of the
separated universities led to some conflict. Today it goes by the name Nelson R.
Mandela. Why not Biko, who was a brilliant medical student in Durban whose
studies were curtailed by his involvement in building the black consciousness
movement, for which he was brutally murdered in 1977? Biko is still not palatable to
the arthritic liberals who still hold an ill-tempered sway at these kinds of places nor to
the anaemic new black academic elite who have been recently brought in to add a
touch of color. So what better way to cut off any move to name the school after its
most illustrious student than to quickly push through the trump-card name of
Nelson Mandela? After all, everybody is comfortable with Mandela*/from fur-
bedraped models to imperialist presidents to union-bashing bosses.

Mandela as a symbol is disembowelled. Sanitized. Neutered. Whatever the more
nuanced and subtle critiques of Biko’s essentialism and romanticism of pre-colonial
Africa, he raises the banner of revolution, anger and black consciousness.19 And in
terms of intellectual depth, revolutionary competence and creativity, Biko is a
diamond, albeit a rough one, that refuses to be owned by De Beers. And so Biko gets
relegated to having a hall at the university named after him, while Mandela gets the
school. In this way things can go on as they did before.

19For a critique and appreciation of Biko see, D. Hook, ‘‘Frantz Fanon, Steve Biko, ‘Psychopolitics’ and Critical

Psychology,’’ in D. Hook (ed.), Critical Psychology (Cape Town: UCT Press, 2004).
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Today UKZN’s mission is touted as wanting to build a truly excellent African
university. But seemingly in thrall with World Bank prerequisites, student fees have
spiralled and worker benefits have been assaulted. To boot, the university has tried to
evict squatters who live on university land, raising the old apartheid language of
hygiene and the like. The settlement attacked is called Banana City. Who are these
squatters? Mrs. M. Sithole is one who will be forced to move.

A mother of four, she lives with seven people in a two-room shack. Three of her

children attend Hillview Primary School. Mrs. Sithole has lived for 20 years in
Banana City. She had originally built her home in another part of the settlement,
but it was destroyed in a fire. After staying with her brother-in-law while she

looked for the building materials, she decided to move her house to a safer, less
congested part of the settlement, near the ridge. Her children don’t have birth
certificates, because she didn’t have the money to get them made. Because of this,

none of them have ID cards, so her eldest child, who is 20, is unable to get a job
or vote. Her family survives on her ability to get temporary jobs once or twice a
week doing housework in the nearby suburbs, maybe bringing 70 rand in total.
Like many other families in Banana City, Mrs. Sithole left her rural home near

Greytown because of political conflict. If she had to leave the settlement, she has
no idea where she would stay. ‘‘It is difficult for us. . .there are seven in my house.
Who would let us squat with them?’’20

Fortunately, the university’s Christmas assault on the poor was stymied in the
High Court. As one resident said, the university tried to peel off a few bananas, but
they slipped. But they are busy getting up and consulting their lawyers for fresh
papers. They have their choice of law firm, either of Shepstone and Wiley or Garlicke
and Bousfield.

Hidden among the old brown files filled with stories of group areas evictions,
land expropriation and the like are the histories of these firms.

Guilt by Association: Durban’s Leading Law Firms

If you wander around the city’s Central Business District you will find the name
of a law firm proudly displayed: Shepstone and Wiley. Down the north coast, in
Umhlanga, to be exact, are their fierce competitors, Garlicke and Bousfield.

What’s in a name? A lot, if the hysteria around name changes to the roads of
Durban is anything to go by. Unfortunately, this hysteria has prevented an honest
assessment of the people whose names (dis)grace the city. History books too have
screened these luminaries from fair ‘‘appraisal.’’ Yet, a little digging reveals a lot
about the city’s founding fathers.

20Personal communication from Steph Landers.
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Anyone moving through the portals of the Durban City Hall has done so for the
last 90 years under the patriarchal gaze of the statue of the late Harry Escombe.
Escombe, former Attorney General and Prime Minister of Natal, was surely a decent
and admirable man. Indeed, the law firm he founded in the last century prefaces
references to him in brochures with the acclamation ‘‘The Great . . .’’ Harry is held
by Garlicke and Bousfield, Inc. in such high esteem that they deem it proper to
regularly use his statue as a backdrop for firm photographs.

But recent research has, like the pigeon-droppings on Harry’s head, somewhat
spoilt the old boy’s features. It turns out Harry Escombe was a bigot and a hypocrite
to boot. While affecting the pose of a moderate man in the 1880s, Escombe rode the
crest of anti-Indian sentiment, sweeping up lynch mobs and railing against the
Asiatic ‘‘evil.’’ He promised to ‘‘keep this Colony a British Colony, to carry it on in
accordance with Anglo-Saxon traditions and not allow it to be submerged under an
Asiatic wave of immigration.’’ When he became Premier in 1897, he promptly
enacted a trilogy of anti-Indian laws. While his views were intractably racist (he tried
to convince a jury that Indians were a ‘‘weak deceitful nation’’), he was astute enough
to temper them. Knowing that the Imperial Government would not allow the forced
repatriation of Indians, Escombe hit upon the idea of imposing an out-of-reach
residential tax. Those who did not re-indenture or go back to India ‘‘voluntarily’’
would be ‘‘placed under a certain disability.’’ ‘‘That,’’ he persuaded the legislature,
‘‘was the secret!’’

Escombe’s duplicity came to the fore on the arrival of two ships from India in
1897, one containing Gandhi. Determined to keep the ships out, he raised the issue
of disease and managed to hold them in quarantine. Meanwhile mass hysteria was
whipped up in the hope the Imperial Government would agree to sending the ships
back. He addressed his foaming constituency: ‘‘If it were a matter of money that
would send these men back, we would spend it. Ten thousand pounds is nothing...
but we are powerless legally.’’ The mob decided they would go to the harbor to
forcibly prevent the landing. Escombe responded to a rumor that he would call out
the police to stop the demonstration: ‘‘We are with you and we are going to do
nothing of the sort to oppose you.’’21 Two thousand hooligans took part. Gandhi
was isolated and assaulted but managed to escape.

Knowing what I do about the man, it’s hard to restrain myself from climbing
onto his head and joining the pigeons in their ablutions. But defacing or removing
the statue is not the way, nor is renaming the suburb that bears Escombe’s name.
Rather we should surround the statue with quotes from his speeches giving a fuller
picture of the man to those who might otherwise celebrate him.

If you thought this was appalling, consider the case of Brigadier General John
Scott Wylie, whose sepia-toned photo has pride of place in the law firm he founded,

21Natal Mercury , January 8, 1897.
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Shepstone and Wylie. After progressive steps to drive Africans into the wage
economy had failed*/first taking their land, then hut taxes, then the humiliation and
banishment of the Zulu monarch, Dinizulu*/the colonists levied a poll tax on every
African man in Natal in 1906. If they did not submit to work for wages, they
couldn’t pay. Those who refused to pay were branded rebels and butchered in an
event called the Bambatha Rebellion. Then still a colonel, Wylie, as the officer
commanding the Durban Light Infantry, led the massacres. Respected author Shula
Marks reveals that less than 20 colonists died in the revolt, while 4,000 Africans were
killed.22 According to the Times of Zululand, a newspaper not prone to be disturbed
by settler savagery, ‘‘about 700 Africans had their backs lashed to ribbons and
[received] 4,700 sentences, included flogging.’’ Bambatha’s head was put on a pole
and displayed throughout Natal.

Meanwhile Wylie is revered by his firm as a ‘‘philanthropist.’’ This is probably
because he started a home for white orphans. He certainly displayed a keen interest in
orphans, having participated in the creation of thousands himself.

But here’s the rub. Following the lead of the City Fathers who often have their
legal work done by Shepstone and Wylie, Professor Makgoba, the present Vice
Chancellor of UKZN, used Shepstone and Wiley in his recent interdict against
workers. To evict squatters he used Garlicke and Bousfield.

The simultaneous writing people out of history, along with re-writing and air-
brushing, is ominously reminiscent of Soviet Russia where so many of our leaders
spent a happy hour curled up on Stalinist laps, applauding the invasions of
Czechoslovakia and Hungary.

What is hardly ever pursued is what happened to those whose families suffered
the sacking of Ulundi in July 1879 by the British and the subsequent dispossession
and the destruction of the Zulu kingdom.

Midlands Meander

All around the Mooi River area is home to the Old Natal Families (ONFs). I
have always understood ONFs to be authentic, landed gentry*/faded aristocrats who
took up residence in what became known as the Midlands Meander in the 1800s.
Here they created private schools that were almost at once covered with ivy and laid
out country clubs to ensure there was not a pint of admixture to the blue blood
pumping through their veins.

Gentlemen farmers and their charitable ladies is how the history books have
always portrayed this slice of settler stock from the home country. But slowly the mist

22Shula Marks, Reluctant Rebellion: The 1906�/8 Disturbances in Natal (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970).
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of dissimulation has started to lift, revealing the ruins of cruelty, crime, subversive
sexual liaisons and*/above all*/lies that dot this landscape. Historian Robert
Morrell, who hails from the valleys, pioneered a startling exposé of the impostor
ONFs in his doctoral thesis.23

One of the first instruments one needed was a ‘‘good name.’’ Most times, a good
name could be made up. One of the easiest ways was to manufacture a severe
sounding double-barrelled family name. So the Greens became the Lovell-Greens
and achieved recognition in Nottingham Road. In Greytown, the Royden-Turners
spawned themselves.

Another method of manufacturing class was to subtract from your surname.
Thus the famous, but plebeian, Mackenzies became the McKenzies before leaving
Scotland, while the common-as-smallpox O’Farrels lost the O’ on the ship over to
Port Natal so as to occlude their Irish origins.

Per Morrel: ‘‘Midland lore has it that there are three branches of the MacKenzie/
McKenzie family*/the good, the mad, and the bad. But if you happen to get talking
to loose-tongued midlanders, they might add a fourth branch*/the black
McKenzies.’’

Indeed, when Otto Scott Mackenzie (he decided not to drop the ‘‘a’’) died in
1918, he left part of his estate to Bonfire Johnston. Bonfire was the son of Otto and,
get this, Maise-Ka-Mbudula. Needless to say, Bonfire did not receive his inheritance.
One of the arguments put forward by the Mackenzie family solicitor, R.A. Marwick,
was that Bonfire’s mother was a native and therefore ‘‘would squander any money
which might be allowed to her for the child’s maintenance and education.’’

The pioneer Braithwaites of Seven Oaks are seen as one of the bastions of the
Midlands gentry. But a lot of bad blood is buried in the family graveyard. John
William Braithwaite died on his farm in 1931. He left behind a grieving widow,
Nongla Bessie Comane, for whom he had paid lobola of £250. John was regarded as
a pariah by his family.

When alive, he was made to stand outside the family house, rain or shine. When
dead, his coffin was turned away from the family cemetery. Nongla, by all accounts a
proud and beautiful woman, was swindled out of the farm to wander the valleys and
spat upon by the gentle folk of the Midlands.

It would appear, though, that the diligens paterfamilias of ONFs did not object
to having sex with black women, per se, as long as this was done carefully. Indeed,
letters back home reveal one particular ONF father breathing a sigh of relief that

23Robert Morrell, From Boys to Gentlemen: Settler Masculinity in Colonial Natal, 1880�/1920 (Pretoria: UNISA

Press, 2001).
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young Nigel, back from Hilton after term time, had started showing an interest in
girls once more, even if they were black. Of course, getting married to ‘‘them’’’was
taking things beyond the pale.

Actually, one of the functions of private schools was to denude, as it were, the
young boys of any influence friends from their early years might have had on them.
These were the umfaans , the children of black farmworkers. In the words of the
headmaster of Michaelhouse, it was hoped that the schooling would end the
‘‘pernicious’’ and ‘‘apparently inevitable companionship (of white boys) at an early
age with kaffirs.’’ Properly schooled, the boys learned to institute the most barbaric
labor practices on Zulu and Indian indentured laborers.

The schools, Michaelhouse and Hilton, stand in isolated splendor. Today, they
teach the children of old white capital and those of the new black elite. Coming out
of here they are filled with the passion of wage restraint and rage against the
dispossessed’s culture of entitlement.

In between lies a host of ‘‘cottage industries’’ run by white entrepreneurs on
stolen land using local black labor to peddle all manner of things. Colonial relations
still persist here. High tea can be taken on large porches with servants rushing around
to take care of all your needs . . . after which, our journey will resume.

To be continued

HAPPY BIRTHDAY, MR. MOZART!

I send you herewith a prelude and a three-part fugue [in C, K394] The reason

that I did not reply to your letter at once was that, on account of the wearisome
labor of writing these small notes, I could not finish the composition any sooner.
And even so, it is awkwardly done, for the prelude ought to come first and the
fugue to follow. But I composed the fugue first and wrote it down while I was

thinking out the prelude.

*/Letter to Nannerl Mozart, Vienna, 20 April, 1782
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REFLECTIONS

‘‘Ways of (Sight) Seeing’’ in KwaZulu-Natal, Part Two,
Mooi River 1

Ashwin Desai

1999. I was asked by a trade union to go to Mooi River to research the effects of
the only factory in the town. Situated about a 45-minute drive from our capital,
Pietermaritzburg, I remember the town from my childhood. Especially the weeping
willows that engulfed the petrol station where my father refuelled en route to
Johannesburg. I was there because I heard Mooi River Textiles was going to close
down. Some 800 workers would lose their jobs, pushing the unemployment statistic
over the 70 percent mark.

The effect on the town will be catastrophic. I wanted to see it before it dies. The
company pays R200,000 a month to the local council, provides half the jobs in the
town, and most of the businesses that exist in the town survive on the buying power
of the workers from the plant. Mooi River is a one-company town.

I looked up the mayor, Justice Shabalala. I found him at a housing project on the
edge of the African township of Bruntville located on the wrong side of the N3. We
drive across the bridge to the Wimpy on the white side of town. Justice is
unemployed, has no transport, no ceremonial chains. In his early 30s, he has been
mayor since 1996. He is proud of the RDP houses that have been built in Mooi
River’s dormitory township of Bruntville, but worried that the closure of the textile
plant will mean that people won’t be able to pay for services.

He admits that the town has no plans of how to counteract the shutdown,
although there has been a presentation from a consultant with links to the
notoriously low-paying Chinese. Meanwhile, he tells me, farmers are forcing more
and more people off the land, and they are streaming into Bruntville.

As we drive back, he points to a field where Harry Gwala, the fiery ANC leader,
addressed the Bruntville community in the 1980s. Violence was sweeping the
township as the ANC and the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) squared up. Gwala

1Part One of this essay appeared in the June 2006 issue of Capitalism Nature Socialism .
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bussed the women and children to Edendale and told the men to go back and fight.
In the ensuing battles, Majola, the ANC leader, was killed, and Justice Shabalala, still
in his early 20s, was thrust into the leadership.

I make my way to the factory. It is located across a single-lane steel bridge, and
security is tight. Rumors abound of friction between the 800 workers who are to be
dismissed and the 200 who are to stay. It would appear that all the administrative
staff are white. They seem oddly cheerful as if they are being looked after. The notice
board reveals that most of the senior staff have evacuated ahead of the public
announcement of the scuttling of the company. I get ushered into one of the hastily
promoted managers’ offices. He tells me that the company has to find R1 million a
month to service its debt. At the same time, tariffs decline, allowing for cheap
imports from Indonesia, Pakistan and India. Imports now dominate. The secretary
shows me out.

She came down from England years ago. She says the problem is there, pointing
in a northerly direction, I gather, towards the township. ‘‘They are building houses
for themselves, and that is the problem.’’ I ask: ‘‘If they agree to stay in shacks and
hovels, will the company stay open?’’ She considers this. She guesses not.

I find out that the owner of the company is a German financier, Claus Daun. He
bought the company in August last year. He also owns Da Gama Textiles and has
interests in Saprotex, Yarntex, Table Bay Spinners, Boland Fine Spinners, Valley
Textiles, Union Spinning Mills, Gelvenor Textiles, Courthiel Fabrics, and SA Fine
Worsteds. If this were not enough, he controls Dick Whittington Shoes, Richleigh
Shoes, Jack and Jill Footwear, Jordan Shoes, and United Fram Footwear. I have not
asked him but clearly his favorite person is Imelda Marcos.

He buys a factory in August, and a few months later closes it down. The
Financial Mail has called Daun a magician and a wizard. They reported that in one
deal alone he made a cash pile of R320 million. He is a wizard all right*in a few
months he has made a factory, 800 people, and a town disappear.

I visit the shell of the National Co-operative Dairies building that closed down a
few years before. The Farmers’ Weekly Exchange has ceased to operate, and Spar has
also left town. The town is on its last legs.

The inhabitants of Mooi River wander around in shock and awe. Our own
Fallujah. Not destroyed by bombs but by cruel and unrelenting economic
prerequisites. In fact, Daun’s closing down the factory is like a pre-emptive
strike. It is a script repeated across the country. Factories, like rusting, abandoned
Soviet tanks in Afghanistan. Our clothing and textile industries are decimated.
Tariffs after 1994 came rushing down. But the government provided no ‘‘supply-side
measures.’’
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We could not compete with the Asians. Economists called for ‘‘wage restraint.’’
Taken in isolation, wages appear to be high. Dig below the level of appearances, and
you will realize how the waves of colonialism, apartheid and neoliberalism mean
black workers live in poverty. Gill Hart shows in her book, Disabling Globalization ,2

which is based on a study done just up the road from Mooi River in the area of
Newcastle, the fallacy of the wage restraint argument. She found workers in
Newcastle generally earned more than workers in similar factories in mainland China
but had less buying power. The answer is not wage restraint. It is about redistributing
the land and access to public transport. Nobody in power is listening.

The union movement responds with a campaign. Buy South African. It is as
ridiculous an economic response as trying to sell shaving cream to the Taliban.

Mooi River can be accessed by a toll-road, one-and-a-half hours out of Durban.
As you leave the town, you might want to write ex-President Nelson Mandela to
inquire if the long road to freedom can be sponsored by tollgates*for that is all that
Mooi River has left.

There is pain. Everywhere. New sutures open new wounds. Sores of the past get
infected with a new disease: commodification. Of everything. Tens of thousands get
their lights and water disconnected across the country. Violent battles are fought
by poor people just to stay in the very hovels that the new ruling class condemned as
apartheid ghettoes unfit for human habitation. People get up from a deep slumber
and realize there is no pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. A pot of shit more
like. Literally, as it turns out. In Harrismith, on the border of KZN and the Free
State, raw sewage flows out of leaking buckets. People take to the streets. They get
shot at. A schoolboy gets murdered by a police bullet. Sedition charges follow the
protestors.

The marketization of basic services, the institution of cost recovery mechanisms,
and a rash of disconnections and evictions have overshadowed delivery, post-
apartheid. Researchers and government officials argue over the number of
disconnections. But there is no doubt they occur on an ongoing basis and are a
constant threat to poor people. According to Bond,

(T)he reason for the disconnection epidemic was obvious. Notwithstanding
deeper poverty, the South African government*ranging from municipalities to

water catchment agencies to Eskom [the South African electric utility]*raised
water and electricity prices dramatically from the mid-1990s. By 2002, they
accounted for 30 percent of the income of those households earning less than

R400 per month. One cause of higher municipal utility prices was that central-
local state subsidies designed to cover operating/maintenance expenses suffered

2Gillian Hart, Disabling Globalization (Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 2002).
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dramatic declines during the 1990s (85 percent in real terms, according to the
Finance and Fiscal Commission).3

The government responded to the wave of protests about water cut-offs with the
introduction of a free basic minimum of water. ‘‘A very small lifeline (6,000 liters per
household per month) followed by very steep increases (along a convex tariff curve),
such that the next consumption block became unaffordable.’’4 The United Nations
Development Program 2003 Report pointed to the issue of affordability of
electricity:

Eskom’s full cost recovery approach has made access to electricity unaffordable to
many Sowetans. The ‘‘free services’’ policy has not been a particularly effective

strategy for the urban poor because of the household density of many low-income
households and their need for larger volumes of electricity. The number of
electricity disconnections has increased drastically, especially since 1996: On

average, disconnections increased from over 22,000 per month in 1996 to almost
100,000 by 2001.’’5

In thinking through this process, David Harvey has written about the continuing
centrality of primitive accumulation. In these times, new forms of accumulation
through dispossession have emerged. This involves, in the main, privatization. In
South Africa, Harvey observes that ‘‘total cost recovery by municipal owned utilities’’
has meant that ‘‘unable to afford the charges, more and more people were cut out of
the service, and with less revenue the companies raised rates, making water even less
affordable to low-income populations.’’6

The Toxic Tour and the Movement of Shack-Dwellers

Halfway between the city center and the Durban International Airport is the
South Basin, with the ‘‘colored’’ township of Wentworth lying at its center. Chari
describes the neighborhood:

The residents of Wentworth have been forced to live cheek by jowl with

petrochemical refineries and other heavy industry in South Durban. The South
Durban industrial basin is in fact a larger residential-industrial complex that
includes two large petrochemical refineries*ENGEN, a subsidiary of the
Malaysian State Oil Corporation, Petronas, and SAPREF, a Shell-BP joint

3Patrick Bond, Elite Transition: From Apartheid to Neoliberalism in South Africa (Pietermaritzburg: University of

KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2005).
4Ibid.
5United Nations Development Program, South Africa Human Development Report 2003 (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 2003), p. 105.
6David Harvey, The New Imperialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 159.
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venture [whose projects extend to] sugar, paper and pulp mills, motor
manufacture, chrome production, an international airport, chemical tank farms,
waste cites, incinerators, other manufacturing, and harbor, rail and trucking

facilities. One of the highest concentrations of industrial activity in Africa, South
Durban is by some accounts poised to becoming a major chemical industrial
export hub.’’7

Industrial development in the South Basin was carried out at the instigation of
white business interests with the aggressive support of local and national government
during the days of apartheid. This meant the uprooting of whole communities in the
South Basin. In Clairwood, for example, the population declined from 50,000 in
1960 to 5,000 in 1970. This ‘‘creative destruction’’ was done under the code words
of ‘‘scientific management,’’ implemented by planning bureaucracies at the local
level.

With the government earmarking the South Basin as a priority development
zone, the continuities with the old are stark. The alternatives for the communities are
also out of the dusty social engineering textbooks in City Hall: Relocation, voluntary
or otherwise. People living in an area known as the Barracks in Wentworth*where
rows upon rows of poorly built and narrow dwellings exist, giving the impression of
fowl runs*have been threatened with removal to a place some distance from the city
center into dwellings so badly built, cramped and isolated that they have been
dubbed ‘‘toilets in the veld.’’ For the poor in today’s South Africa, development has
meant moving from a fowl run to the lavatory. Engen has started to buy up property
around the plant and is gradually industrializing greater and greater parts of the
South Basin habitat.

It is not as if there is not a lighter, if farcical, side, to the narrative of City Hall’s
supine attitude towards big business in Durban. The Deputy Mayor, Logie Naidoo,
weighed in with his own solution that he learned from a recent trip to Houston,
Texas: Plant trees around the two major oil refineries. A local journalist retorted:

We all like a tree, don’t we? They beautify our environment, house all manner of
colorful birds*and provide a vital function for male dogs everywhere . . . But a

solution to the toxic soup which hangs dangerously over South Dur-
ban? . . . Excuse me but this sounds like a smokescreen to me. Tell the oil
refineries to clean up their act, perhaps. Have legislation passed that prohibits

them from doing what they damn well please . . . I sometimes think these
politicians cannot see the wood for the trees.8

But endemic and chronic asthma at rates four times the national average is no
laughing matter. Neither is a suspiciously high incidence of blood and lung cancers.

7S. Chari, ‘‘Wentworth’s Experiments in Politics, unpublished paper, 2005.
8Mercury , August 8, 2002.
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An environment conducive to the well-being of each citizen is the promise of the new
South Africa, but stunted children, choking air and a repellant aura is the reality for
those living in Wentworth.

However, Wentworth is not just a place of victims. It is a hotbed of struggles
that Chari has called Environmentalism. This movement

holds the promise of drawing together a variety of constituencies across race and

class in shared mobilization over their commons, which is also the waste dump of
petrochemical giants. groundwork (sic), an organization which emerged from
Wentworth, has become South Africa’s key environmental justice organization.

By 1995, groundwork spawned the South Durban Community Environmental
Alliance, or SDCEA, to link racially divided communities across the South
Durban basin to respond to pollution in the local environment. SDCEA’s work
within Wentworth steers a course between popular mobilization around specific

events with ongoing legal activism.9

As Chari points out, SDCEA provides a fascinating case study of the ways in
which ‘‘militancy and constitutionalism can be mutually reinforcing.’’10

For those with some lung space to spare, one can join with that irrepressible
activist of the South Basin, Des da’ Sa, in what is called ‘‘the toxic tour.’’

In Durban, the shack-dwellers of Clare Estate protest the ‘‘betrayals’’ of their
councillor, Yacoob Baig, once of the National Party, then of the Democratic
Alliance, now of the ruling party. Fourteen get locked up in Westville prison. Some
schoolchildren out(casts) writing their own script for delivery. The ruling cast
responds. Criminalization. Like magic, the wand becomes a sjambok.11 Third Force.

The authorities’ rationale: the crowd is irrational, impulsive, and barbaric. This
thesis argues that people become deindividualized when they become part of a crowd;
they experience a loss of rational control. Further to this, it is argued that the person
in the crowd undergoes a regression to the ‘‘primitive’’ or ‘‘savage,’’ and this results in
the individual becoming no more than an ‘‘animal acting by instinct.’’ It is the
physical proximity of others that triggers crowd action. Rationality is abandoned, and
people can be influenced willy-nilly. Le Bon in the hands of the ex-freedom fighters
and stone-throwers is back in vogue.12

9Chari, op. cit.
10Ibid.
11A kind of whip.
12Gustave LeBon, The Crowd (Somerset, NJ: Transaction Books, 1995). Originally published in 1895 and long

a staple of reactionary belief about group behavior, LeBon’s ideas were taken up by Freud, who asserted that

there was no such thing as group solidarity.
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The arrests occurred during an illegal blockade of both the inbound and
outbound sides of the six-lane freeway running into the city from the north on
Saturday, March 19, 2005. Around 750 people barricaded the road with burning
tires and mattresses and held it against the Public Order Policing Unit for four hours.
There were fourteen arrests on the criminal charge of public violence. Among the
arrested were two school children. Alfred Mdletshe told Fred Kockott, the first
journalist on the scene,

We are tired of living and walking in shit. The council must allocate land for

housing us. Instead they are giving it to property developers to make money. The
rooms are hard to live in, and there are no toilets, so the bush around us is full of
excrement. When it rains, there’s sewage slush all around. It really stinks.13

Intellectual and activist Richard Pithouse takes up the story:

This was certainly the most militant protest to have shaken Durban in the post-
apartheid era. But these events were not unique to Durban. More than 850 illegal
protests have been logged around the country so far this year, and similar revolts

have emerged from shack settlements in cities and towns across the country in
recent months . . .

The Kennedy Road settlement is a space of hope and suffering. The chance for
very poor people to live in a wealthy suburb near to the city center means access to

all kinds of opportunities for livelihoods, as well as education, health care, the
sporting, cultural and religious life of the city and so on. And while there is a
vibrant collective life in the settlement with a sacred space marked out with a ring

of white stones, and all kinds of musical, sporting and mutual support projects,
material conditions are severely degraded. The umjondolos [shacks] cling to the
side of a steep hill squeezed between the city’s main dumpsite and the big fortified
houses of suburban Clare Estate and tumble down to the ugly big box stores of

Springfield Park. There are four official taps for drinking water and another
(illegally connected) tap for washing hands, six poorly maintained portable toilets,
and no refuse collection in a settlement of over 6,000 people.

Until 2001 pre-paid electricity meters were being installed in shacks. To get
electricity you needed to pay R350 and to be able to represent your case in a
certain way. According to S’bu Zikode, chair of the Kennedy Road Development
Committee ‘‘It all depended on who applied. If you seemed ignorant because you

can’t speak English you were just told to wait outside.’’

The City has since informed Kennedy Road residents that there is a new policy
not to install electricity in informal settlements. More than 70 people with

receipts for payments for installation have neither a refund nor electricity. The
lack of electricity means fires, and this year there have been five conflagrations.

13Fred Kockott, ‘‘Shack Dwellers’ Fury Erupts,’’ Sunday Tribune , March 20, 2005.
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Some of the children in the settlement have the emaciated limbs and bloated
bellies which indicate that poverty has been written into the future of their bodies.
Everyone seems to have someone who is desperately sick, and there are more than

50 households headed by children.

But looking over Springfield Park and through the valley cut by the Umgeni river,
you can see the sea sparkling in the sun. Hadedas [glossy ibises] take wing at dusk

and when night has fallen an isicathimiya 14 group sings with abundantly delicate
grace, from a hall with broken windows and peeling paint, ‘‘We are going to
heaven, all of us we are going to heaven.’’ For the always immaculately dressed
and avuncular Mr. Ndlovu [says] ‘‘Sometimes it is just so beautiful here. They

think this place is too good for us. They want it for the rich.’’15

What emerges in these all too brief moments is a practical magic where ‘‘there is
no such thing as a demiurge, that there is no famous man who will take responsibility
for everything, but the demiurge is the people themselves and the magic hands are
finally only the magic hands of the people.’’16

Pruning at the Botanic Gardens

There are still sedate places to be found. Nestled at the foot of the Durban Berea,
the outer limits of which you might just spy from the university if you stood on your
toes, is a living, breathing embellishment 14-and-a-half hectares in size. Standing at
the highest point of this marvel*next to an ancient reservoir and just behind a 500-
year-old male of a species for which there are no longer any mates*you see
unfolding beneath you the placid undulations of trees, shrubs, flowers and grasses
that are the Durban Botanic Gardens. Few others can boast such a diversity of plants,
from aloes to orchids, giant fig trees to tiny lavender leaves. And down at the lake,
water birds brood, lovers edge closer, children giggle, readers flip pages, and poodles
strain on their leashes. Even the lone tramp has a spring in his step.

Initially laid out in 1851 as a testing ground for new crops to be farmed in the
Colony of Natal, the Berea Gardens quickly yielded a winner, sugar cane. Indeed, for
many years it was solely in support of farming that the gardens were tilled, and
only in the 1890s, under the inspired curatorship of Dr. J. Medley Wood were a
variety of trees and shrubs cultivated. Now, with both aesthetics and biodiversity in
mind, the aptly named Medley Wood went about bringing specimens from all over
the world. These efforts brought high acclaim for Durban, and the gardens

14Isicathimiya literally means ‘‘on tip toes’’ and is a form of a cappella choral music developed in migrant

worker hostels to enable choirs to sing without detection from bosses. It was made globally famous by

Ladysmith Black Mambazo and generally expresses religious feeling or romantic yearning for the lost pleasures

of (a no longer viable) rural life.
15Richard Pithouse, ‘‘Obedience Doesn’t Pay,’’ Sunday Tribune , March 27, 2005.
16Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1963).
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quickly became the place to be seen for picnics, weddings and other sedate social
events.

Throughout the first half of the 20th century, the Gardens continued to grow
and new features were added. During the Depression, out of work (white) laborers
were given the task by the City Fathers of constructing the stone enclosed sunken
garden that is still today so pleasing to the eye. Gardening techniques progressed so
that there was always some section of the parklands where trusses of flowers bloomed
brilliantly and meadows of grass were kept short and trim.

I once sat on a simple wooden bench and sucked in the late afternoon air. Above
me the leaves of two massive exotic trees mingled, letting in shards of dark green
and yellow light. The leaves were turning and, yes, I could discern the beginnings of
just a little nip in the early autumn air. I had come to the park to welcome the
season with an excellent bottle of Late Harvest. You see, I am decisively in the third
quarter of my life. Just like the foliage above me colors and falls out, so does my
hair. But, strangely, amidst the decay is a strange feeling of contentment
and ripeness. I don’t know who else among you has experienced this curious
mood.

Just for an afternoon, I had vowed to stay off politics, off race, off class
struggle. Alas! In talking to one of the curators, I became aware of just how
encircled our existence is by questions such as these. The Botanic Gardens are
cash-strapped as the Metro Council prunes its public spending. After having been
gradually hedged in to a smaller space with sprawling property developments on
three of the four sides, the gardens now depend heavily on the largesse of a frugal
public. Gardeners*the place’s creative energy*might even be chopped soon,
while, ironically, ticket collectors and rangers will be hired to keep the riff-raff out
and bring more poodles in.

Moves are already afoot to build the ubiquitous brick conference center-type
structure to make better ‘‘use’’ of tourists and other consumers near the Garden’s
quaint gazebo. Reliance on big business will bring in talk of profit margins and
advertising space. All this makes it difficult to continue with the Gardens’ protection
of rare indigenous plants like the African ginger, which is clinging to survival by a
tendril. Even affirmative action has to be confronted. With space at a premium, the
curators are agonizing over which trees and shrubs to cut down to make place for the
admittedly underrepresented indigenous flora.

If I were you, I would make some time to enjoy this ‘‘common’’ enclosed on all
sides by the city center. Soon the low gates that let the public in for free will be
uprooted, and turnstiles will be planted to keep out the lower classes who cannot pay.
‘‘We have to earn revenue, otherwise we cannot keep the gardens alive,’’ explains a
regretful official who admits that this sits uneasily with his drive to educate street
children and squatters on how to grow vegetables and cultivate herbs.
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The Umgeni Road Temple

Umgeni Road was once the main link to the city’s north coast. That role now
taken over by a freeway, the road is home to second-hand car dealerships and a taxi-
rank that feeds off the huge concrete mass that hides the city’s main rail terminus and
is tucked in between one of the province’s oldest temples.

I passed the temple many times in my youth but only got to visit a couple of
years ago. There was a sign that greeted me. Women were not allowed to wear pants.
No jeans allowed. It appeared that somebody had stolen a sign from the old Durban
Club and placed it here.

Once inside, a pantheon of gods lay in wait. I walked around, trying to give the
impression of studied contemplation. There was no dress code for the gods. The local
priest was himself not exactly fully dressed. A journey had begun.

Almost immediately I got lost in the world of a trinity of gods. I met
Brahma, the creative principle, who emerged from the belly of another god,
Vishnu, seated on a lotus leaf. And Shiva with four hands. Shiva, who seeks to
destroy the world and Vishnu who desires to preserve it, are perennial rivals. Every
so often, Vishnu descends to fight Shiva and to prevent the end by a few more
years.

Each time Vishnu descends, he assumes a form that corresponds remarkably to
the Darwinian idea of the evolution of the species. For example, he descends first in
the shape of a fish, an aquatic animal. The second as an amphibious tortoise, and the
fifth time as a complete human being, but short and slightly hunch-backed. The sixth
time he is Parahurama, a man of great strength living in a forest, whose command
over language appears magical.

Frighteningly, Shiva will eventually triumph. We are living in that age now,
where Shiva holds exclusive sway. The age of Kali Yuga*the time of destruction.
Described in the Mahabharata as a period when laws are broken, social bonds
evaporate and civil wars proliferate. Within families, antagonisms of all kinds become
endemic, and wild animals invade the cities. In the words of the Mahabharata :
Crime walks abroad. Carnivorous animals lie sleeping in the streets. The vultures are
gathering.

What does Vishnu do through all this? He sleeps. And we, amid the impending
destruction, we must keep our dharma: the integrity of our actions. This we must
do so that Vishnu does not forget the beauties of the world. Otherwise, all beauty
will be erased from memory, the world will not reappear and a new cycle will not
be able to begin again. Echoes of Christianity abound. Or was it the other way
around?
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The triumvirate of gods is the flipside of the holy trinity. Brahma, swirling down
the river on a lotus leaf and the baby Moses among the reeds. The Kali Yuga and the
Revelations.

Are gods capable of plagiarism?

There is a message in the story of Kali Yuga which tells of the coming of the age
of rampant materialism. Shopping malls. Casinos. Lotto. The Stock Exchange.
Snapping back into the present, I think of the priest worried about a dress code. I
think about priests who spew out mumbo-jumbo at weddings and the plethora of
ceremonies that masquerade under the banner of Hinduism. I think about those who
still believe in the hierarchy of color. What will they say when they realize the eighth
avatar of Vishnu, the much-revered Krishna, means black?

Visit the Umgeni Road Temple. Indentured laborers found refuge there at the
turn of the century. There is science fiction there, romance, betrayal, the apocalypse,
psychoanalysis, and gods that are fallible. The more one reads, the more one realizes
that the challenge for the followers of Shiva and Vishnu is to rescue Hinduism from
religion.

All the phallic symbols might just inspire you to visit another great landmark in
the city.

The Red Light District

Durban’s pre-eminent street of sin is Point Road and the alleys leading off it; the
district stretches roughly 3 kilometres from the harbor mouth to the corner of West
Street where the cheaper hotels start. The last time I looked, purely as a matter of social
research mind you, the rates ranged between R50 and R300 a time. And, as I will argue
just now, there is much that sex work, or prostitution, has to offer the rest of society if
only we had proper social research to allow appropriate lessons to be learned.

In fact, this research has already commenced, but it has been tragically
interrupted. Perhaps some among you with industrial sociology expertise could
pick up the fallen baton. Let me explain what I mean.

As you may know, historically, the political economy of this province was based
largely on sugar cane. The industry is still very important here, and what used to be
called sugar barons are now called CEO’s of a number of different sugar producers,
mills and wholesale companies. These companies all work under the auspices of the
Kwa-Zulu Natal Sugar Industry Association.

A few years ago, one of the biggest names in the industry, Glyn Taylor, a former
chairperson of Illovo Sugar, conducted pioneering research*social psychology at its
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most radical* into the manner in which the logic of prostitution could be harnessed
for the better and more efficient running of companies. Unfortunately his research*
based heavily on participant observation*was interrupted by his death, a fact that
also starkly brought home the stresses under which our senior executives work.

Glyn Taylor was, as I have said, the upstanding former chairman of Illovo Sugar,
a delegate to the International Organization of Employers, and a hands-on patron of
the performing arts. Melanie Peters writing in the Independent on Saturday May 15,
1999 put the place of death of Taylor at Norge Road in the Point area. Prostitute
Thandi Molefe (not her real name) said that Taylor wanted to watch her play with
herself while he masturbated. ‘‘As he climaxed, he held his chest and gasped for
breath.’’

We have for too long ignored the sacrifices made by the captains of our
industries and the long hours they put in to keep South Africa working. One had
hoped that after one of their number collapsed and died of a heart attack, red lights
would begin flashing in boardrooms throughout the land.

That the climax of his distinguished career was to be found on the linoleum floor
of a sex worker’s third-story apartment in Point Road is unimportant. Of course
there was some sensationalist reporting suggesting that the chairman was not a
worthy man, because he died after paying R50 to a young black woman to ‘‘play with
herself’’ while he masturbated on her bed at 2:30 PM. On this score the public
comments of the vice chairman of the Sugar Association, Tony Ardington,
concerning the chairman’s ‘‘deep involvement in labor issues’’ seemed a little hostile.
Although residents of Point Road regarded the chairman as a ‘‘familiar face,’’
according to the papers, this episode does not disclose any ‘‘deep involvement.’’ He
kept her at arms length, for goodness sake. At the memorial service in the Playhouse,
the Anglican Suffran Bishop of Natal remarked that the Chairman had a ‘‘wide
knowledge of commercial affairs.’’

Perhaps this refers to comparative market research in Thailand and on-the-job
edification in coming to grips with the effects of globalization. It is a tribute to his
skills as a negotiator and his passion for ensuring that every crevice of the South
African labor market becomes globally competitive that he bargained his counterpart
down to R50. Indeed, in getting his pound of flesh, the chairman remained a firm
adherent to fiscal discipline and the free market to the end.

But surely this seminal contribution in championing the benefits of trickle-down
economics should not be for the personal account of a mere handful who have the
initiative and responsibility to ensure that the fundamentals of the economy are kept
in place. The sex industry is crying out for annexation by organized business. Why
should our hard-pressed executives have to risk the indignity of death in the wrong
part of town when the services they have come to depend on can be provided for as a
tax-free business expense on company premises?
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The benefits are obvious: the company will not lose management time in
journeys downtown; performance can be monitored; proper health and safety
standards can be observed. By bringing the hidden handmaidens onto the payroll,
management stands to secure for its money not an odd hour at a time, but an
uninterrupted eight-hour day, regulated by applicable norms, so to speak, of
discipline and discharge.

Looking at some of the inventive measures industrial psychologists have offered
employers in everything from labor negotiation theory, wage-restraint and
productivity-enhancement, a case can be made for sugar daddies, too.

By the time you read this, the name of Point Road might be changed. The city
mothers and fathers have expressed a keen interest in re-naming the road after the
man who made celibacy sexy*Mahatma Gandhi.

Thursday: Magical Nighttime Beings Come to Life in Fire

In Essenwood Park below the soccer field every Thursday evening, a truly
remarkable event takes place. Just after dark, like vampires, a coven of young people
draw together.

Parking their beat-up cars on the road, they make their way in dribs and drabs
across the park towards the shadowy glow of an ultraviolet light. There they stand in
a circle for awhile saying nothing much until the rhythmic beat of ambient
transcendental music finally takes up. In the gloom, one can barely make them out,
holding chains and sticks and staffs in front of them.

There is the smell of paraffin, and suddenly a flicker of fire originates. The circle
slowly converges upon the single flame, which is solemnly shared. Their arms
outstretched, these magical, nighttime beings eagerly await their piece of flame which
comes to burn at the extremities of the implements they hold. And then the swinging
and the throwing begins.

Tracing slow circles in the air and then fast figures of eight, then faster still and
more complicated the movements become. The whole body is involved, silhouetted
dramatically against the dangerous passage of fire as it inches away from eyes and hair
and dress.

After a while, there is nothing but a whirling pattern of insubstantial fire in the
air above heads, between legs, brushing cheeks and searing the grass below. The fire is
everywhere and nowhere, being spun and slashed and juggled all at once. And if you
look long enough and surrender to the music, it is the most primal of dances one sees
with movements so elegant and light that you feel you have to join in.
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I did not recognize her at first. She was young and pretty but unremarkable in
her calve-length black dress and barefoot as she stood alone on the outskirts of the
ring of fire. But then, when the fury of fire-swinging was at its most intense, this
majestic creature revealed herself. She padded to the center of the circle to assume her
golden throne. She was in a league of her own. She paused as a friend rushed over to
light the twin chains she held in her hands and then began the most casual of
revolutions, gradually gathering not speed but subtlety.

The movement was not generated in her shoulders and hands as far as I could
see. It began in her hips and passed on to the chain through that part of her arm
between her elbow and wrists. That is where her body ceased and the chain began.
Such grace, I have never seen before. So intricate the movements and so delicate the
variations she accomplished that I stood totally mesmerized. I doubt I would ever
have emerged from this charm had she not released me from it. With an impetuous
spell of giant looping circles getting faster and faster, she suddenly sucked the life out
of the flames she swung with a flurry, so fast, the fire was blown out.

There was quite a big crowd of onlookers sitting around watching the magicians
on blankets and deck chairs, drinking wine and eating sandwiches made at
home. Where else in the city could public space be used without money having to
be spent?

These two-dozen kids seemed to be custodians of a carefree tribal life of
drumbeats and fire dancing, rejecting shopping malls, night clubs and cosy nuclear
families around the television. How terrible, I thought, to be part of the black and
white political elite across the city on Thursday nights, squashed into suits and ties,
quaffing smoked salmon at cocktail parties and living such fluorescently inhibited
lives.

There is a message: to all you oily entrepreneurs with your kitsch, homemade
artifacts and battery-operated contraptions, stay away. You grumpy vendors of over-
priced beverages, stale breadrolls and quick-congealing condiments, know that you
are not welcome. Most important of all, keep your distance you rugger-buggers and
yuppie-scum. The beauty of this activity will be lost on you, and you’ll hurt yourself
later trying it out at home.

It is moments like these that make you think how little of ‘‘the commons’’ are
left in the city. It is ironic that apartheid-free South Africa has accelerated a new form
of enclosure. Already there are beaches where you have to pay to play. During peak
seasons the beachfront is cordoned off, and only residents and those who can pay
R800 a night to stay in hotels are given permits. The rest have to park a distance
away and walk. During international conferences, street children are spirited out of
the city. Sprinklers ensure the homeless cannot find a quite spot to sleep. Police on
horses bang people on their heads if they nod off on benches just like they did when
you sat on benches marked ‘‘whites only.’’
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Enclosures and the commodification of everything. Water and electricity are
corporatized. So with delivery comes disconnections for non-payment. When that
gets opposed, new self-disconnecting apparatuses are installed.

Essenwood Road is a magical moment of individuals lighting a fire. What we
need is a movement that illuminates a path to make common and to de-commodify.

More than a decade into the transition, it’s a time when all the solidity of the
anti-apartheid struggles and its aspirations has melted into air. Fifty years after its
unveiling in Kliptown, a seminar on the Freedom Charter was hosted at the Kwa-
Muhle Museum, Durban. Are ideas like ‘‘the people shall govern and the land shall
be shared among those who work it,’’ artifacts of the last century?

Now, the socialists of yesteryear occupy the boardrooms of corporate capital.
Capital flies in and out at the touch of a mouse. The Gospels that inspired our quest
are not written in stone or fixed in a Bible that never changes. Now we read that the
Samaritan first checked if the injured Jew had medical aid. Jesus divided the fishes
and bread and sold them to the highest bidder. He could not cure the lepers because
of financial constraints, dared not turn the tables on the moneylenders at the risk of
offending the markets, and preached that forgiveness of debts and transgressions only
encouraged inflation and fundamentalism. What is a pilgrim to do? Poverty
eradication, becomes poverty alleviation, becomes poverty reduction. The language
about what can be achieved has changed. Changing the world has mutated into
changing the word. All journeys must pass through toll-roads; all trips must begin
and end at the market. St Thomas, you were right to doubt after all.

Welcome to KwaZulu-Natal, wedged between the Drakensberg mountains and
the Indian Ocean, where the end(s) of history are dressed up for these new neoliberal
times.
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This article presents a contribution to recent efforts in South African geographical research
to examine historical landscapes as an integration of concerns with the broader discourses
of modernism with more established concerns about the production of racial discourse. It
aims to show how the construction of the South Durban industrial zone, in the city of
Durban, South Africa, was historically planned within an emerging modernist planning
discourse. In the early twentieth century, modernist planners sought to design cities to
promote industrial efficiency. The first of my three objectives is to demonstrate how South
Durban was conceived of as a modernist industrial landscape as a result of the juxta-
position of the interests of industry, and the local and national state. The second aim is to
outline how these interests used the technical planning tools of modernism, particularly
zoning, to implement the vision of a modern industrial zone and to stamp out community
resistance to these plans. The third objective is to show the outcome of the modernist
planning process in South Durban. The article demonstrates that the vision of a planned
industrial zone was, by the early 1970s, successfully implemented and became the home to
70 per cent of Durban’s industrial activity. The joint goals of early local and national state
politicians, officials and industrialists were hereby fulfilled. The industrialisation process,
however, had severe consequences for communities living in South Durban. There was,
therefore, continued resistance from local communities to the land alienation and relo-
cation programmes that were instituted to make way for industry. This evidence confirms
that the modernist project, even in contexts of political inequality, was never complete. The
article provides a historical context for the current controversial plans to ‘re-industrialise’
South Durban and the similarity of these proposals to earlier top-down processes of
industrial modernisation.

Introduction

There is a strong tradition in South African urban research in which urban places and
processes are explained as products of the political ideology of apartheid and where race
is applied as the key explanatory variable. With the advent of the new democratic
dispensation, this approach is being discarded. Geographers and planners in South Africa
are instead turning their attention to a re-examination of the growth and development of
South African cities through an engagement with international theoretical debates.1 One of
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these approaches is to examine South African historical landscapes as emerging modernist
landscapes.2 Through this work the key assumptions and critiques of modernism and
modernist planning and the importance of the concept of ‘organised modernism’ have been
outlined. The institutionalisation of modernist planning and the bureaucratic and adminis-
trative procedures put in place to implement its goals have been highlighted as being
instrumental for producing modernist landscapes at various scales, for various purposes and
at various stages in the evolution of modernist planning.3 In the urban context, modern
architects and planners sought to design and create cities to promote industrial efficiency
and cater for housing needs on a mass scale.4 This article aims to show how the
construction of the South Durban industrial zone, in the city of Durban, South Africa, was
historically conceived and planned within an emerging modernist planning discourse. In
doing so, it discusses how the actions of the local state in Durban contributed to the
emergence of modernist planning in South Africa. It therefore offers a historical geography
of industrial modernity in South Durban that has radically transformed the landscapes and
lives of people working and living in this area.5

In the early twentieth century, in the alluvial corridor south of Durban Bay, both the
physical and social landscape represented a ‘complex and unwieldy reality’ of largely
informal development. This area was a neglected, relatively undeveloped space on the
periphery of the Old Borough of Durban focused on the node of Clairwood. This was due
to its swampy, low-lying terrain that was susceptible to periodic flooding. From the late
nineteenth century, predominantly ex-indentured Indian settlers, upon completion of their
contracts, made a home for themselves around and south of Clairwood, utilising the alluvial
soils to undertake market gardening and other small-scale productive activities. Lying in the
proposed path of growth south of the Bay of Natal, the settlement presented an obstacle to
future industrial growth in Durban and was therefore ‘abstracted out’ of the local authority’s
plans for a future industrial node for the city. This process was to have severe consequences
for the communities living in South Durban.

Current economic and planning policies in post-apartheid South Africa have been
instituted to promote reconstruction and development. Important among these are the
national government’s neo-liberal Growth Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) pro-
gramme and the related Spatial Development Initiatives (SDIs), which aim to situate South
Africa within the global economy; and, at the local level, the implementation of Integrated
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of Historical Geography, 13 (1987), pp. 40–56; J. Kenny, ‘Portland’s Comprehensive Plan as Text’, in T. J.
Barnes and J. S. Duncan (eds), Writing Worlds: Discourse, Text and Metaphor in the Representation of Landscape
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Development Planning Frameworks involving large-scale urban reconstruction and develop-
ment.6 It is instructive to interrogate critically the historical construction of modernist urban
landscapes in the South African context in order that the undemocratic and inequitable
practices embodied in these earlier planning projects are not repeated in contemporary
reconstruction initiatives.

The South Durban industrial zone, extending south of the port, has recently been
highlighted as a Spatial Development Zone with substantial economic potential.7 Today,
this area is the largest industrial node in the Durban Metropolitan Area (DMA) and in the
province of KwaZulu-Natal, and the second largest industrial node in South Africa. The
port of Durban is not only the largest in Africa, but is viewed as a key distribution node
in the global economy linking the developed nations with the emerging Asian markets. As
part of the SDI initiative and incorporated in the DMA’s Inner City Plan, there are
proposals to expand industrial activity in this area in relation to the port.8 These proposals
have recently been evaluated via an extensive Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA)
process initiated by the Durban Metropolitan Council.9 These plans to ‘re-industrialise’
South Durban are currently much debated and the similarity of these proposals to the earlier
top-down process of industrial modernisation to be outlined here has been highlighted by
civic organisations resisting such developments.10 This research will provide a context for
this debate.

This article has three objectives. The first is to demonstrate how the South Durban
industrial zone was conceived and planned in the early twentieth century as a modernist
industrial landscape as a result of the juxtaposition of the interests of industry, the Durban
Town Council and the national state. The then Natal Manufacturer’s Association (NMA)
represented the interests of industry.11 The national department of South African Railways
and Harbours (SARAH) was responsible for the port, the related railways systems and the
land adjacent to the port. The comprehensive vision of South Durban as an industrial zone,
although constructed by the local authority in concert with business and industrial interests,
was presented to, and accepted by, SARAH. This vision of an efficient port adjacent to, and
serving, a well-planned industrial area became part of the national vision for the develop-
ment of Durban harbour in particular, and part of a broader national interest in port
development in South Africa. The vision of an industrial landscape in South Durban was
a powerful motive that led to institutional changes and the promulgation of legislation at
both the local and particularly the national level, to enable the vision to become a reality.
It is proposed that it was through the combined action of the local and national state,
prompted by industrial interests, that this vision served to lay the foundations for the
emergence of the South Durban industrial zone and contributed to an emerging modernist
planning discourse.

The second objective is to show how these interests used the technical planning tools
of modernism to implement the vision of a modern industrial zone and to stamp out
resistance to these plans. These tools consisted of plans and maps that were based on the
concept of racial zoning. To give these techniques power, they had to become law and this

6 Rogerson, ‘The Economic and Social Geography of South Africa’.
7 P. Jourdan, K. Gordham, D. Arkwright and G. de Beer, ‘Spatial Development Initiatives (Development
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8 Durban Metropolitan Council, Towards an Inner City Development Framework Plan for Durban, North Central
and South Central Local Councils (Durban, Durban Metropolitan Council, 1998).

9 CSIR, Durban South Basin Strategic Environment Assessment: Final Integrated Report (Durban, CSIR, 1999).
10 Interview with D. D’Sa, representative of Wentworth Development Forum (WDF), Chairperson of South Durban

Community Environmental Alliance, 20 February 2001.
11 The NMA was renamed the Natal Chamber of Industries (NCI) in the early 1920s.
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was achieved by the institutionalisation of town planning as a function of the provincial and
local state.

The third objective is to show the outcome of the modernist planning process in South
Durban. As a result of the vision of a planned industrial zone, and the abstract blueprint
plans in which they were embodied and formalised, the corridor extending south of Durban
Bay had, by the early 1970s, become the home to 70 per cent of Durban’s industrial
activity. The goals of early local state politicians, officials and industrialists were hereby
fulfilled, despite ongoing and increasing resistance from the local residential communities
to the large-scale land alienation and relocation programmes that were instituted to make
way for industry. Community resistance served mainly to protract planning processes rather
than leading to any major revisions thereof.

Modernist Planning

It was when the process of industrialisation began to take root in colonial societies early in
the twentieth century that local governments became particularly active in planning
industrial growth and developing institutions based upon what could be termed early
modernist planning discourse.12 The utopian ideals of spatial ordering and control that arose
in Britain and Europe in response to urban disorder emerging in the wake of the Industrial
Revolution, were imported into colonial and post-colonial contexts. Although modernist
ideology may have originated in nineteenth-century Britain and Europe, it has spread to all
parts of the globe due to its promise of the delivery of material progress and modernisation.
In South Africa, and in this case Durban, in a significantly different social and political
environment, early ideas about modernist planning began to cohere, albeit in a fragmentary
way, and be applied to conceptualise and order the emerging urban landscape. Goodchild
classifies this type of town planning as the ‘early modern’ period of town planning in
Britain, where planning interventions were still ‘piecemeal’ and sought to combat social
disorder with municipal government acting as an agent of reform.13 Planning systems that
evolved in South Africa were greatly influenced by British planning concepts with the
functional ‘town and country planning’ tradition established in Britain by the early
twentieth century. Legislation emphasised the functional role of planning as a process to
regulate the use and development of land. The Town Planning Scheme and zoning were
central to this process. The initial Town Planning Ordinance in Natal (10 of 1934) was
partially modelled on the Transvaal town planning system. Town planning approaches used
in Britain were investigated in order to provide a philosophical basis for the Transvaal
Town Planning Ordinance (11 of 1931). The Natal Town Planning Ordinance was also
influenced by the conceptual contribution of prominent public officials in Natal at the time,
who had been educated in Britain. These public officials, whose domain of training was the
physical structure of the city, e.g. planners, surveyors, engineers and architects, were
aligned with a functionalist approach to town planning.14 These early ideas about modernist
planning slowly became institutionalised and were applied to South African towns of the
early twentieth century to order the emerging urban landscapes. Much has been written
specifically on the design of certain applications of modernist planning that were conceived

12 D. Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford, Blackwell,
1989); Goodchild, ‘Planning and the Modern/postmodern Debate’, pp. 119–137.

13 See Goodchild, ‘Planning and the Modern/postmodern Debate’, Table 1.
14 D. Scott, ‘Urban Planning Styles: An Analysis of Planning Theory and its Application in Natal’ (Masters thesis,

University of Natal, Durban, 1981); Thorrington-Smith, personal communication, Johannesburg, September,
1979.
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of to control the rapidly urbanising black population; for example, Robinson’s examination
of the use of ‘locations’ as spatial strategies of control by the state.15

It is widely accepted that a modernist vision involves a commitment to rational,
scientific centralised change through planning or ‘organised modernism’. However, the
degree to which the modern vision could be implemented depended upon the kind of state
power, the resources available and the degree of resistance from civil society that existed
under different political dispensations. One of the primary characteristics of organised
modernism is its radical break with history and tradition. This follows from the assumption
that all activities, values and patterns of human behaviour that are not based on scientific
reasoning would need to be re-designed. Scientifically based economic and social plans that
emerged in response to this assumption were considered to be superior. So too were those
‘experts’ – the planners, engineers and architects – with the scientific knowledge to devise
and implement such plans objectively for the good of the ‘public’.16 It was therefore in the
first half of the nineteenth century that planning, as a discourse and set of practices, rose
to prominence as a form of applied knowledge ideally suited to the goals of modernism.
This authoritarian and utopian perspective was premised on the instrumentalist assumption
that a change in the material or physical environment would improve human nature and the
social environment. This necessitated interventions in all aspects of society and required the
transformation of nature to suit the purposes of people. The comprehensive scale of such
projects necessarily required the financial and administrative resources and power of the
state – hence the notion of ‘organised modernism’.

Physical planning, as a body of knowledge constructed to fulfil and implement the
broader modernist visions of society, was comprehensive, functional and a blueprint in
nature.17 With the given ‘ends’ of creating social and physical order and achieving
economic efficiency, planning played a functional role, providing the ‘means’ in the form
of comprehensive blueprints, as simple and clear images of the future. These relatively
static master plans were based on crude social theories and sought to engineer society
through the technical manipulation of the physical environment.18 There was a growing
preoccupation, in the first half of the twentieth century, with the comprehensive treatment
of issues such as housing, traffic, sewage and transport via the construction of the blueprint
and an accompanying set of technical standards and land-use regulations. This type of
planning, involving the ‘scientific’ management of society through physical means, led to
the development of planning bureaucracies where planners and engineers assumed a
functional role within local authorities. Purcell notes the emergence, by the 1950s and
1960s, of a powerful planning bureaucracy in Durban that was instrumental for laying out
the framework for the future growth of the city.19

Modernist planning as a form of knowledge and control requires a narrowing of vision,
‘which brings into very sharp focus certain limited aspects of an otherwise far more
complex and unwieldy reality’.20 This ‘optic’ makes phenomena in the centre of the vision
‘more legible’ and more amenable to ‘measurement, calculation and manipulation’. The
‘narrowing of vision’ in relation to the urban landscape results in a comprehensive blueprint
of a future reality. Modernist artist Paul Klee stated that artists, painters, sculptors and

15 J. Robinson, The Power of Apartheid: State, Power and Space in South African Cities (Oxford, Butterworth,
1996).

16 L. Sandercock, ‘The Death of Modernist Planning: Radical Praxis for a Postmodern Age’, in M. Douglass and
J. Friedmann (eds), Cities for Citizens (Chichester, Wiley, 1998), pp. 163–184.

17 Scott, ‘Urban Planning Styles’.
18 A. Faludi, Planning Theory (Oxford and New York, Pergamon Press, 1973).
19 J. F. H. Purcell, ‘Durban, South Africa: Local Politics in a Plural Society’ (PhD thesis, University of California,

Los Angeles, 1974).
20 J. C. Scott, ‘State Simplifications: Nature, Space and People’, p. 82.
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architects ‘do not show space, they create it’.21 Space was reconstructed in South Durban
in this way through a process of abstraction and simplification, where only key elements,
relevant to the local political, social and economic goals of the dominant whites, were
included.

The chief tool of blueprint and comprehensive planning is zoning. This tool sifts out
urban functions and relegates them to mutually exclusive spaces within the city.22 The static
blueprint therefore presents a set of functional spaces, which will become ‘filled up’ with
the appropriate activity in time as development proceeds. Attached to the blueprint are a
host of conditions regulating not only land use, but also the actual details of the physical
fabric of the landscape. These conditions serve further to order the construction of the built
landscape according to a set of norms or standards stipulating plot sizes, building materials,
building densities and other physical characteristics. It is assumed that through this process
of regulating and ordering the physical landscape, an efficient ‘physical form’ will be
created to fulfil the ‘function’ of an efficient economic system, i.e. industrial capitalism. The
architects, planners and engineers responsible for designing the blueprints become ‘doctors
of space’ who are creating abstract representations of space.23 However, this creative
process simultaneously embodies creation and destruction, as the creation of an abstract
space ‘asserts’ as well as ‘negates and denies’. Other realities and social spaces that exist
‘behind’ the map or plan are subjugated to the dominant view.24 However, the imposition
of abstract space is never complete and vestiges of other realities continually surface and
persist.

Vernon argues that the western dualistic mode of conceptualising reality is ‘map like’,
as opposite realms of experience are conceived of as being mutually exclusive.25 Zoning is
a mechanism used in planning for achieving exclusivity in each realm and creating urban
areas as a set of static, discrete spaces added together rather than a ‘fluid unity of
transformations’.26 The concept of urban zoning therefore precludes both mixed land use
and the informal, unregulated occupation of space. The word ‘slum’ ‘connotes a perception
of something anomalous … an affront to expectations of what is appropriate’.27 This term
came to be used in modernist planning discourse to describe those areas that should be
removed from the planned formal city. The existing Indian and African residential areas in
Durban in the early part of the twentieth century exhibited these ‘illegal and inappropriate’
characteristics, and it was these areas that became the object of re-zoning or slum clearance
procedures in the name of rational planning.

The planning of urban space began in earnest in South Africa in the early twentieth
century. Here, the mutually exclusive categories of ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ formed a broad
categorisation within which municipal authorities set about modernising urban space by
replacing informal forms of urban development, which were inappropriate and illegal, with
formal functional zones, which were desirable and legal.28 A growing network of segrega-
tory and inhibitive legislation regulating housing, trade, transport and industry enabled
this.29

21 H. Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991), p. 124.
22 J. Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1974).
23 Lefebvre, The Production of Space.
24 Ibid., p. 99. See also D. Cosgrove, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape (London, Croome Helm, 1984).
25 J. Vernon, The Garden and the Map: Schizophrenia in Twentieth Century Literature and Culture (Urbana,
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The Shift of Industry to the South of Durban: the Juxtaposition of the
Interests of Industry, and the Local and National State

The growth of the industrial area south of the port of Durban in the first half of the
twentieth century was the product of the joint interests of industry, the NMA, the Durban
Town Council and the national state department of SARAH. However, before this, industry
had begun to cluster and grow in and around the early town of Durban and the port. Prior
to the First World War, the main function of Durban was that of a port and commercial
centre. Its main activities were those of supplying the basic needs of food, clothing and
shelter to the small white settler population, as well as processing of local products.30

Durban began to assume a more industrial character by the 1920s, with industry beginning
to gravitate towards the south of the town and the stimulation of port activities. The earliest
industrial nodes to the south of Durban could be found at Congella, Isipingo, Wentworth,
Merebank, Umbilo, Jacobs, the Bluff, Umbogintwini and Clairwood.31

The most significant industrial development in the pre-First World War years was the
municipal reclamation and construction of Maydon Wharf, which became the first industrial
zone in Durban, south west of the centre of town, followed shortly by Congella Industrial
Estate.32 Industry had begun to take off and the President of the NMA at that time noted
that ‘so far as Natal is concerned I am sure you will all agree that it is one of the brightest
stars in the South African firmament … with its wonderful geographical situation and the
developments that are taking place around the port, there is no question but that we can look
with greatest hope and the greatest faith to the future’.33

Development began to intensify around the margins of the port. Further reclamation of
bay-side land occurred on the eastern shores of the Bay at Island View for fuel storage
tanks. This area became integrated with the Point by the construction of the railway around
the bay in 1932.34 By 1930, with Maydon Wharf and Congella almost fully developed, there
was a ‘strong thrust towards the southern area … because there were no significant
alternatives to the north or west’ and the alluvial flats to the south provided cheap flat land
close to the harbour and town.35 The stage was set for the expansion of industry to the south
stimulated by the demand for industrial land.

It was the interests of white-owned industry, through the NMA, that prompted the
Durban Town Council to acquire land for industry and obtain administrative control over
the prospective flat and low-lying area that lay to the south of the port. The NMA was also
responsible for drawing SARAH into the industrial planning process as the land around the
harbour logically fell within the proposed industrial zone. The NMA involved itself from
its inception, not only in the general promotion of industrialisation in the province of Natal
– including the location of industrial activities and the acquisition of land – but in policies
relating to the housing of African labour in hostels adjacent to industry.36 By the 1920s, the
NMA had begun to be recognised by government as the ‘mouthpiece of industry’. From this
early stage, the interests of local industrialists tended to dominate the local authority,
initially to boost the image of Durban as an industrial region and later to obtain cheap land,
lower rates and infrastructural concessions to benefit industry.37

30 M. Katzen, Industry in Greater Durban (Pietermaritzburg, Penrose Press, 1961); B. S. Young, ‘The Industrial
Geography of the Durban Region’ (PhD thesis, University of Natal, Durban, 1972).

31 Clairwood was known as Clairmont prior to 1911. See Young, ‘The Industrial Geography of the Durban Region’;
and see Figure 1.

32 Young, ‘The Industrial Geography of the Durban Region’. See also Figure 1.
33 Natal Chamber of Industry, The History of the Natal Chamber of Industry (Durban, NCI, 1955), p. 29.
34 See Figure 1.
35 Young, ‘The Industrial Geography of the Durban Region’, p. 78.
36 Natal Chamber of Industries, The History of the Natal Chamber of Industry.
37 Scott, ‘Construction of Communal Space’.
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Figure 1. Early industrial and residential nodes in South Durban c1959.

The NCI in its Annual Report of 1926–1927 noted that no new industries had located
in Durban in the period between 1922 and 1925, despite its locational advantages. The
Chairman asked whether this was ‘… quite satisfactory in a territory that has such great
possibilities as Durban and Natal generally?’38 It was also noted therein that industrialists
seeking suitable locations had ‘made their home elsewhere’.39 The President emphasised
that ‘the only drawback I can think of is the question of land and its price. Land is
unquestionably dear and rates have to be paid on this dear land … and I can only suggest

38 NCI, 20th Annual Report, 1926–1927, p. 9.
39 Ibid.
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that the Municipal Authorities should endeavour to find a way out of this situation if they
desire Durban to develop industrially’.40

Prompted by these admonitions, the Durban Town Council during the next decade
systematically acquired what land it could outside the Borough in the corridor south of
Durban Bay. In 1925, 194 acres had been purchased at Wentworth for both industrial and
housing scheme development.41 With further prompting by the NCI, the Council had, by
1931, purchased a vast portion of the Woods Estate (425 acres) which lay across the
Bayhead and along the southern corridor, which was also earmarked for both industrial and
residential purposes.42 Subsequent to the acquisition of these two large-scale tracts of land,
further acquisition on such a scale was impossible because Indians and whites had settled
South Durban since the 1920s.43 Low density, mixed residential and intensive small-scale
market gardening had developed on state and privately owned land along the southern
corridor.44 The consolidation of the privately owned land into large portions for planned
housing or industrial schemes would thus be difficult and well beyond the municipal
budget.

The NCI was thus directly instrumental in initiating municipal land acquisition outside
the Borough to the south of Durban and continued to pressure the Council for further
industrial land throughout the 1930s. The next logical step was to obtain territorial and
administrative control over these areas and incorporate them into the Borough. The Durban
Town Council constituted the Borough Boundaries Commission. The report of this
influential Commission stated that, ‘for the furtherance of Durban’s industrial policy … it
is not desirable that such an area be under separate municipal control’.45 The Commission
thus proposed the incorporation of the so-called ‘Added Areas’ to the south, west and north
of Durban, into the Old Borough for industrial and residential purposes.46

The reason for including the South Coast Junction as an ‘Added Area’ within the
Borough boundaries was that, under town planning legislation, it was possible for the
Council comprehensively to plan, develop and control this area over which it would then
have legal jurisdiction. The interdependence of the productive work zone and surrounding
residential areas was explicitly stated in the early vision of the South Durban industrial
zone. The purchasing of large tracts of land had already been accomplished even before the
redefinition of the administrative boundaries. Such was the confidence of the local authority
and the NCI that the vision would become a reality. The increase in middle-class
administrative intervention in early modernist planning was characteristic of the ‘new phase
of civic development’.47

The Commission report further argued that the incorporation of the peripheral insanitary
‘black belt’ would allow the Council control over the poor health and housing conditions
in these areas.48 The Medical Officer of Health, Dr Gunn, stated that ‘unless in the outside

40 NCI, 20th Annual Report, 1926–1927, p. 10.
41 L. Torr, ‘Providing for the “Better Class Native”: The Creation of Lamontville, 1923–1933’, South African

Geographical Journal, 69, 1 (1987), pp. 31–45.
42 The Durban Town Council completed the black township of Lamontville in 1934 on that portion of the Estate

that was topographically unsuitable for industrial purposes. See Torr, ‘Providing for the “Better Class Native” ’.
See Figure 1.

43 Other smaller acquisitions were: the Wentworth admiralty land at the ‘Assegaai Camp’ (300 acres), the Naval
Stores Depot at Amanzimnyama, and the land between Wentworth and Kings Rest in the Bluff area. See
University of Natal, Durban Housing Survey: a Study of Housing in a Multi–Racial Community
(Pietermaritzburg, Natal Regional Survey Report No 2, Department of Economics, Natal University Press, 1952).

44 See the 1931 aerial photography of the Department of Photogrammetry, Physical Environment, Durban Unicity.
45 Borough Boundaries Commission Report, Mayor’s Minute, 1930–1931, p. 12.
46 Borough Boundaries Commission Report, Mayor’s Minute, 1930–1931. See also Figure 2.
47 Goodchild, ‘Planning and the Modern/postmodern debate’, p. 127.
48 P. Maylam, ‘The “Black Belt”: African Squatters in Durban, 1935–1950’, Canadian Journal of African Studies,

17, 3 (1983), pp. 413–428.
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Figure 2. Map of Durban showing the Added Areas incorporated into Durban c 1932.
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areas there is a parallel improvement in hygienic conditions, much of what the Borough
does or will do will be negated’.49 Shortly after incorporation, ‘slum clearance’, via the
application of the Slums Act of 1934, proceeded specifically in areas that had been
pinpointed by the Council as zones of future industrial expansion.50

The acceptance of the recommendations of the Borough Boundaries Commission Report
of 1930, as codified by its attached plan, greatly increased the physical size and population
of Durban – with a reported additional 51,000 Indians, 21,000 Africans and 20,000 whites
who now fell under municipal jurisdiction.51 Once the new boundaries were ratified, the
Council could then commence with a further mapping of the contours of the city’s future
within this expanded spatial framework.

The date of incorporation was 31 August 1931 and, from this date, specific attention
was devoted to the construction of a comprehensive blueprint plan for the industrial
development of southern Durban in particular and, by extension, of greater Durban. The
combined goals of future industrial growth and expansion; the institution of urban order and
sanitary conditions; and the control of black urban informal settlement, began to crystallise
in the 1930s. It was, however, the first of these three goals, i.e. to promote economic growth
and create jobs via planned industrial development, which formed the stated rationale of the
emerging blueprint plan for South Durban. The modernisation of South Durban along these
lines necessitated the simplification and purification of space to exclude the informal
housing and market gardening located on land leased from the state as well as on privately
owned land. A long-term plan was needed to reconstruct the South Durban corridor and a
range of strategies began to be formulated, in a fragmented and sometimes ad hoc manner,
to provide the legislative, institutional and political mechanisms to bring this about.

After incorporation in 1931, the NCI urged ‘the whole industrial policy of Durban be
reviewed’. It was noted that ‘the extent of suitable ground within the Old Borough of
Durban is very small, but there are large areas at Clairwood and Jacobs, and further along
the South Coast Line, which are eminently suited to industrial development’.52 Representa-
tions were made by the NCI to the local authority in December 1936 and a Special
Committee was set up locally to investigate industrial development in the Bayhead area.
This was the first logical area to target in the southward path of development, as it was a
continuation of the existing industrial estates.53 The Bayhead at this time was a state-owned
undeveloped backwater where mangrove swamps were in abundance and considerable
informal settlement had taken place for market gardening in the rich alluvial soils. A
detailed scheme was drafted for the reclamation of the Bayhead as a continuation of the
existing industrial zone, presenting it to the Minister of Railways and Harbours in 1936.54

It was at this point that national interests related to port development were stimulated and
SARAH became involved in the development of South Durban.

The Special Committee recommended that Durban’s railway node expand into
the southern area of Durban to relieve congestion in the central area; that additional
wharfage be provided in the Bayhead; and that land to house African labourers adjacent to
the factories be included in the provisions. Furthermore, it was suggested that the rivers
flowing across the alluvial flats into the Bay become canalised, and a road across the

49 Mayor’s Minute, 1930–1931, Borough Boundaries Commission Report, p. 8.
50 Young, ‘The Industrial Geography of the Durban Region’. This Act was actively employed in other urban areas

of the country in the same period. See S. Parnell, ‘Racial Segregation in Johannesburg: The Slums Act,
1934–1939’, South African Geographical Journal, 70, 2 (1988), pp. 112–126.

51 University of Natal, Durban Housing Survey.
52 NCI, 26th Annual Report, 1932–1933, p. 19.
53 See Figure 1.
54 Natal Chamber of Industry, The History of the Natal Chamber of Industry.
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Figure 3. Industrial areas and housing schemes established in South Durban prior to 1950.

Bayhead to the Bluff is constructed to ‘enhance the value of the Bluff as a (white)
residential area’.55

A turning point in the creation of an industrial area south of the Bay came in 1938. The
local authority officially ‘adopted the principle that the head of the Bay was to be regarded
as the natural location of industrial development’ and declared the South Durban corridor
a ‘productive zone’.56 Thereafter, a sustained campaign by the NCI, urging the local
authority to facilitate industrial expansion, continued into the 1940s, with ‘close and
friendly co-operation’ between these bodies.57

Since the Bayhead lands were state-owned land, the local authority pursued the policy
of stimulating SARAH to develop this area. The Minister of Railways and Harbours
appointed the Durban Harbour Development Committee, to which the Council and other
interested parties submitted their visions of industrial growth. The term ‘Clairwood
Industrial Area’ was used by the Council in its report to the Durban Bayhead Development
Committee as a broad term referring to the low-lying land from the state-owned Bayhead
as far as the Clairwood Race Course. It is significant that Clairwood itself was a
well-established Indian residential area at that time.58 This title implicitly assumed that
Clairwood would be subsumed into the industrial zone.

The map accompanying the SARAH General Manager’s Annual Report of 1934
indicates that the Bayhead had, from an early stage, been earmarked for harbour expansion
and industrial development.59 The war, however, halted the progress of these early plans
that were formalised in the recommendations of the Durban Bayhead Development
Committee Report published in 1949.60 The major recommendations of the Report were:

55 NCI, 29th Annual Report, 1936–1937, p. 12. See Figure 3.
56 Mayor’s Minute, 1938–1939, p. 18
57 NCI, 31st Annual Report, 1938–1939, p. 28. The Mayor of Durban in 1944, Mr. R. Ellis Brown, was himself

a ‘distinguished industrialist’ and member of the Executive Committee of the NCI for some years.
58 D. Scott, ‘The Destruction of Clairwood: A Case Study in the Transformation of Communal Living Space’, in

D. Smith (ed), Urbanisation in Contemporary South Africa: The Apartheid City and beyond (London, Unwin
Hyman, 1992).

59 Mayor’s Minute, 1938–1939.
60 Report of the Durban Bayhead Development Committee, U. G. 32–49 (Pretoria, Government Printer, 1949).
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the localisation of industry in Durban to the south of the Bay; the integration of rail-
ways, shipping and industry in this location; the creation of African and Indian housing
schemes to the south in Lamontville and Merebank to provide sources of labour for
industry; and the necessity of undertaking reclamation, dredging and canalisation to provide
usable industrial land. While the national state wished to expand South African trade via
the development of the nation’s ports, the local state looked to the Bayhead as a potential
source of flat industrial land to satisfy local industrial demands. The national report went
further than stipulating the functions and zoning of state land at the Bayhead and included
broader plans for modernising south Durban. This gave the Council’s plans national
legitimacy.

On acceptance by SARAH of the proposal to develop the Bayhead, vast reclamation
works commenced in order to provide for the relocation of the railway marshalling
yards from the central city to the Bayhead. These provisions were echoed later in the
Moffat Report of 1958.61 The reclamation works gradually reduced the extent and
changed the contours of Durban Bay with the original natural high water contour at the
Bayhead becoming transformed into a geometrically ordered and permanent wharf
side.

The proposals for the development of the Bay via reclamation at the Bayhead were met
with considerable public and municipal opposition. Mayor Milne protested the curtailment
of the Bay area, noting that the Moffat Report advised development that would ‘cut the
original water area of the Bay by half’ and ‘of the original eight square miles of water, a
mere two and a half square miles would be left’.62 The Bayhead development and
subsequent Moffat Report were stimulated by, and formed part of, the Council’s industrial-
isation policy of 1938, which was based on the assumption that ‘the long view is the correct
view to take’ and required long term and comprehensive planning.63

The NCI played a crucial role in creating a vision of a planned industrial area south of
Durban Bay. They achieved this by stimulating the local and, to some extent, the national
authorities, to adopt an aggressive policy of industrialisation from the 1920s, and sustaining
and encouraging the implementation of this policy up until the 1940s. It was from this
period that the Durban City Council, with the aid of a growing bureaucracy, took over the
initiative and energetically and persistently continued to apply this policy in spite of
ongoing and increasing Indian opposition.

The Use of Technical Planning Tools in the Creation of the South
Durban ‘Productive Zone’

The combined interests of industry, the Durban Town (and later City) Council and the
national port authorities had worked together to put in place the legal apparatus and to
allocate large areas of public land as a basis for implementing their vision of an industrial
zone. The actual creation and implementation of an industrial zone was, however, further
dependent upon the application of technical mapping and planning tools to convert vision
to reality. There were three stages in this process: the promotion of the institutionalisation
of appropriate planning legislation; the conversion of the vision for industrialisation into a
series of maps and plans; and finally the submission of racial zoning plans to national
government.

61 The First Interim Report of the Standing Committee for the Development of Durban Harbour (Durban, South
African Railways, Systems Manager’s Office, Durban, November 1958).

62 Daily News, 15 March 1960, 19 July 1961.
63 Mayor’s Minute, 1937–1938, p. 24.
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The Promotion of the Institutionalisation of Planning Legislation

The Borough Engineer, reporting to the Borough Boundaries Commission of 1931, had an
early vision of a comprehensive plan for the area to the south of Durban. He supported ‘a
strong central authority’ that would be able to ‘expedite the provision of essential services
for the region’, ‘control the lay-out’ of the industrial zone, and focus on its development
‘as a whole’.64 The Commission proposed that the Council’s existing powers in town
planning, under the Borough’s Ordnance, be exercised ‘with the least possible delay’ in the
creation of a comprehensive plan for the whole city.65 To cope with the need for planning
legislation to fulfil their goal of industrialisation, the Commission proposed the submission
of draft town planning legislation to the Natal Provincial Council for consideration, to
facilitate urban planning. This was the first step in providing a legitimising planning
institution and discourse through which the vision could be achieved.

This concern led to the promulgation of the provincial Townships and Town Planning
Ordinance (10 of 1934), which provided for the first comprehensive means of controlling
and guiding urban development.66 This legislation ushered in the modernist planning
principles that were the basis of British ‘Town and Country Planning’.67 The 1934 Planning
Ordinance is based on a functionalist philosophy of achieving efficiency and order via the
manipulation of the physical fabric of the city in response to the problems created by
industrial development.68 The purpose of the Town Planning Scheme, as embodied in the
1934 legislation, is to ensure, via the zoning component of a blueprint plan, ‘co-ordinated
and harmonious development’. This was to be enacted in such a way as to tend effectively
to promote health, safety, order, amenity, convenience and general welfare as well as
efficiency and economy in the process of such development.69 The 1934 Planning
Ordinance therefore embodied the assumptions of modernist planning, i.e. that technical
experts had the knowledge to plan comprehensively for the public good; that planning
would ensure a functional city that would operate efficiently to promote industrial capitalist
development; and that the blueprint or Planning Scheme would order and zone urban space
comprehensively to control present and future development. This narrowly conceived
functionalist legislation formed the backdrop against which the Council proceeded to plan
for the reconstruction of southern Durban to accommodate the impending wave of industrial
development.

Underlying these imperatives to achieve functional order, however, was the political
imperative to ‘dictate (and often restrict) the pattern of black urban settlement in urban
environments’.70 The political contest to define and construct the built environment in South
Durban was a struggle on the part of the local authority to empty out and ‘purify’ space.
This ‘purification’, in the context of a segregated and white local authority, meant not only
the removal of blacks but also the replacement of urban disorder with order, i.e. the

64 Mayor’s Minute, 1932–1933.
65 The Borough Ordinance, while not specifically a piece of town planning legislation, provided for the Council

to purchase land in and outside its jurisdiction, expropriate land for public purposes, control land sub-division
and prepare town planning schemes.

66 R. L. Faccio, ‘The Development of Planning Controls in Britain and South Africa’, Planning and Building
Development, 14 (1975), pp. 33–39.

67 Brooks and Harrison, ‘A Slice of Modernity’.
68 D. Scott, ‘Urban Planning Styles’.
69 N. N. Patricious, ‘Urban Planning – its Basic Aims’, Planning and Building Development, 16 (1975), pp. 55–75.

As a result of this philosophy, planning in KwaZulu-Natal has traditionally been the province of professionals
whose domain is to intervene in the physical construction of the city; their concerns are essentially divorced from
social issues. Furthermore, early planners in Natal enthusiastically applied the training that they had received
in Britain and thus contributed to the formulation of such legislation. See Scott, ‘Urban Planning Styles’.

70 A. S. Mabin and D. Smit, ‘Reconstructing South Africa’s Cities 1900–2000: A Prospectus (Or, a Cautionary
Tale)’, (unpublished paper, African Studies Seminar, University of the Witwatersrand, 18 May 1992), p. 13.
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Figure 4. The 1944 Racial Zoning Plan of the DCC submitted to the Durban Post-war Development Committee.

eradication of informal settlements. The 1934 Slums Act was the tool used to achieve this
purpose until appropriate planning legislation was put in place.

From Vision to Plan: the Mapping of South Durban

The second technical process necessary for the modernisation of South Durban was to
convert the vision of the landscape of southern Durban into a series of maps or plans. These
were the Borough Boundaries Map (1931), the Racial Zoning Plan to the Durban Post-war
Development Committee (1944) and the map forming the basis of the Technical Sub-
Committee Report on Racial Zoning of Durban (1951) in terms of the Group Areas Act.71

The map was employed by the Council as a technical tool to translate its policies for
modernisation into concrete representations through a process of rational ‘scientific’
abstractions. Through this apolitical process of abstraction undertaken through modernist
planning discourse, the ‘spatial unintelligibility’ of the existing landscape of South Durban

71 See Figures 2, 3 and 4.
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became geometrically ordered according to a political and administrative logic of control
and efficiency. ‘Piecemeal’ comprehensive plans, such as the South Durban plan, were later
coordinated into a city-wide plan.72 By the 1950s, the scale of comprehensive planning had
become national when a national blueprint plan for the restructuring of all South African
cities became institutionalised.73

The maps and plans that shaped the landscape of southern Durban were an instrument
of power, presenting the white Council’s values and interests in the guise of scientific
disinterestedness.74 The composition of these maps via cadastral and zoning conventions
and symbols lent them the ‘aureole of science’. Here reductionism becomes the tool in the
service of the state, and power, in general, to reduce contradictions via the mediation of
knowledge. This strategy is therefore one of ‘mixing ideology and science’ by passing from
dogma to dogma and passing it off as science.75

The aesthetic of modernism presents a geometric and visual order, which appears
logical and symmetrical from ‘above or outside’ and exists in the abstract representation –
far removed from the experience of those whose ‘lived’ space is the subject under
scrutiny.76 While the residents of southern Durban could be said to be ‘insiders’, relating
to their environment experientially through their everyday activities, the Council essentially
viewed this zone from the ‘outside’. Thus, to residents, southern Durban had a ‘sense of
place’, with colloquial place names and historically significant schools, community halls
and burial grounds, while to the Council it constituted a physical container – something
visualised and viewed from beyond it.77 Vernon characterises the map as a ‘frozen space’
in which all aspects of experience that are not ‘inert and measurable’, are siphoned out.78

Via this process of ‘scientific’ abstraction, the Council’s priorities and political goals were
‘written’ into the static blueprint maps for the planning of southern Durban, and the resident
Indian population of southern Durban was ‘written’ out.

The logic of these maps and plans was infused with modernist planning assumptions.
They were comprehensive, functional blueprints to create and control the economic base of
South Africa’s second largest city. In Durban, as in other neo-colonial cities in the
developing world, the administrative ordering of society – via planning institutions and
discourse and growing bureaucracies – was raised to a far more ambitious level than in the
developed world.

The Borough Boundaries Map (1931). In the early 1930s, the need for a map or plan to
represent the vision of the local authority and industry to guide development in Durban
gave rise to the Borough Boundaries map indicating the extent of Borough territory.79 The
visions of the Durban Town Council, embodied in the report accompanying the map,
evolved and became explicitly ratified as a ‘productive zone’ by Council in 1938. These
plans were formalised blueprints to guide development through time, and in so doing to
construct a new physical landscape. The 1931 Borough Boundaries map acquired the force
of law and, with later layers of planning embellishments and refinements, the early vision
of an industrial zone became a reality within the next 40 years.

72 City of Durban, Outline Plan of the City (Durban, City Engineers Department, 1967).
73 Goodchild, ‘Planning and the Modern/postmodern Debate’; B. Maharaj, ‘The Group Areas Act in Durban:

Central–Local State Relations’ (PhD thesis, University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg, 1992).
74 J. B. Harley, ‘Deconstructing the Map’, in T. J. Barnes and J. S. Duncan (eds), Writing Worlds: Discourse, Text

and Metaphor in the Representation of Landscape (London, Routledge, 1991), pp. 231–273.
75 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 106.
76 J. C. Scott, ‘State Simplifications: Nature, Space and People’, p. 104.
77 Scott, ‘The Destruction of Clairwood’, pp. 87–98.
78 Vernon, The Garden and the Map.
79 See Figure 2.



Creative Destruction 251

The ‘productive zone’ was to occupy the low-lying and flat alluvial valley stretching
from south of the harbour to the Umlaas River. Flanking this zone were the predominantly
white residential areas of Bluff and Wentworth to the east, with the black middle-class
township of Lamontville to the south-west. An Indian village – Merebank – was planned
by the Council and built at the southern end of the zone.80 The zoning of South Durban as
envisaged in the early ‘productive zone’ map, not only differentiated between specialist
productive or work zones and zones for residential use, but also between residential zones
on the basis of race. Attempts had been made at a national level to introduce ‘class areas’
in the 1920s. In 1923, a Class Areas Bill and Areas Reservation Bill, and in 1926 an Areas
Reservation and Immigration and Registration Bill, were tabled in the South African
parliament, specifically to confine Indian residence and trade to certain areas of Durban, in
particular, and to South African cities, in general.81 These were deferred due to opposition
from India.82

Urban maps or plans were a tool for the appropriation of space in that they served the
purpose of the local state and industry. Owing to their ‘scientific’ construction, those not
schooled in technical mapping skills found these maps and plans impossible to challenge,
especially when they became incorporated into law and became particularly powerful.83 The
notion that maps or plans represent an ‘unbiased’ scientific view of the world and mirror
of reality, is a belief embedded in western scientific cartography.

Challenges to the reality embodied in the plans were initially framed within the
technical rationale of the plans. An example of this is the challenge mounted against the
Durban City Council’s (DCC) attempt to re-zone the Clairwood residential area into an
industrial zone, commencing in 1956 and continuing until the mid-1980s.84 Initially, there
was a complete lack of community resistance, via institutionalised channels of objection, to
the designation of Clairwood as an industrial area. A lack of experience of complex town
planning legislation and a lack of resources for legal aid resulted in weak ‘public
participation’ in the planning process in the early stages.85 However, by the late 1970s, the
residents developed an increased understanding of legal procedures and the technicalities of
re-zoning. Resistance politics at this stage was confined to challenging the technical issues,
rather than the broader political issues.86

By the 1980s, the political climate was one of mounting internal and external resistance
to the South African state. The transparency of the maps of South Durban, representing a
rationally planned space for economic growth and progress, became increasingly clouded
by the critique of their goals by Indian opposition parties. The neutrality of the plans was
contested and they were exposed as tools of racial zoning and social engineering.87

The Racial Zoning Plan for the City submitted to the Durban Post-war Development
Committee. Earlier plans and associated reports for South Durban had proposed the racial
zoning of residential areas surrounding the industrial zone to provide labour for the

80 See Figure 3.
81 University of Natal, Durban Housing Survey.
82 Instead, the Cape Town Agreement of 1927 served informally to restrict Indian urban location. See Scott, ‘The
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emerging industrial node of Durban. However, it was not until 1944 that the Durban City
Valuator and Estates Manager submitted a Racial Zoning Plan to the Durban Post-war
Development Committee for the whole of the city – the ‘Barnes Report’.88

The Council argued that racial zoning would result in the housing of each race in a
separate area whereby the interests of all would best be served. The map shows a zone open
to all races extending south of the Bay – the industrial zone – with white, Indian and
coloured residential zones surrounding it. Farther afield and inland lie an African residential
zone in Lamontville and the Umlazi Mission Reserve.89 The map also shows more broadly
how the concept of racial zoning was extended to apply to the whole city designating the
city a white ‘core’ and black ‘periphery’.

In the 1940s, the DCC was faced, at the local level, with a rapidly growing Indian
population; the rapid growth of Indian and African shack settlements on the periphery; and
the problem of insanitary living conditions in large areas of the city.90 Although not
explicitly stated, the racial zoning plans aimed at producing an efficiently planned and
functional city were also aimed at solving the social problems facing the Council. Thus, the
modernist industrial plans for southern Durban that were drawn up within the framework
of racial zoning for the whole city, had both an economic and social dimension.

The Apartheid Racial Zoning Map in terms of the Group Areas Act. The 1944 Barnes
Report provided an explicit outline of the concept of racial zoning applied to the whole city.
The Report later formed the basis of the first apartheid map contained in the Technical
Sub-Committee Report on Racial Zoning of Durban (1951), required in terms of the Group
Areas Act.91

The final revised scheme adopted by the Council in 1952 reveals the maintenance of the
‘segmented colonial city’, preserving the interests of the dominant white group with regard
to access to land and facilities and the decentralisation of blacks to the periphery. The
segregated apartheid city model92 thus had its origins in the original mapping of the South
Durban industrial zone but represented a more authoritarian and comprehensive form of
social engineering and organised modernism.

Industrial Expansion and Resistance

By the middle of the twentieth century, the infrastructural and legislative framework was
in place for the emergence of a modern industrial landscape in southern Durban. Develop-
ment began to take place rapidly as planned. Parallel to this process were the ongoing and
relentless efforts of the residential communities to resist industrial modernisation.

After the incorporation of the South Coast Junction into the Borough of Durban in 1931,
the southern Durban corridor was termed and designated a ‘working zone’ by the DCC, and
the piecemeal development of infrastructure commenced. The major works involved:

88 Programme of Post–War Development: Report of a Special Committee, chaired by A L Barnes (Durban, City
of Durban, 1943). This plan formed the basis of the Provincial Post–War Works and Reconstruction Committee’s
1944 detailed recommendations. See ‘The Ninth Interim Report of the Post–War Works and Reconstruction
Committee regarding Provincial and Town Planning, Notice No. 23’, Natal Provincial Gazette, 19 January 1945.
See also Figure 4.

89 University of Natal, Durban Housing Survey, and see Figure 4.
90 Maylam, ‘The “Black Belt” ’.
91 The Technical Sub-Committee expanded on the principles of racial zoning and noted that they had ‘derived very

great assistance’ from the Barnes Report of 1943. This report provides an extensive and detailed exposition of
both the principle of racial zoning and the mechanism for it. See University of Natal, Durban Housing Survey,
pp. 418–442. See also Figure 5.

92 R. J. Davies, Of Cities and Societies: A Geographer’s Viewpoint (Inaugural Lecture Series, Cape Town,
University of Cape Town, 1976).
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Figure 5. The 1951 Racial Zoning Plan of the Post-war Works and Reconstruction Committee submitted to the
National Post-war Commission.

upgrading and extending the road system; providing waterborne sewerage to the whole of
southern Durban; levelling and reclaiming large tracts of council-owned land for industrial
development; providing stormwater drainage, particularly to the low-lying areas that were
susceptible to flooding; canalising of rivers; and providing completely serviced sites for the
housing scheme areas and new residential suburbs in the area.93 These major projects were
undertaken over four decades, providing the infrastructural framework within which
industrial development could occur.

Of central importance to the planning of the industrial zone, and parallel to these
initiatives, was the plan to provide adjacent labour reservoirs. The Durban Town Council
therefore initiated and planned the Merebank–Wentworth Housing Scheme in 1939, amidst
much opposition from Indian political parties.94 The Council housing scheme was the first
formal residential zone built specifically to provide labour for the ‘productive zone’. This

93 Mayor’s Minute, 1930–1970; Scott, ‘The Destruction of Clairwood’.
94 See D. M. Bagwandeen, ‘The Question of Indian Penetration in the Durban Area and Indian Politics: 1940–1946’

(PhD thesis, University of Natal, Durban, 1983).
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scheme, which was implemented from 1948, was the creation of a racial residential zone
and was thus a forerunner of the application of the Group Areas Act in Durban. Indian
resistance was voiced against the expropriation of Indian land and the replacement of a
settled Indian community with a ‘planned racial zone’ – or ‘Indian village’.95

The wave of industrial growth south of Durban Bay proceeded as planned, interrupted
only by the war, based on the vision of industrialisation that was embodied in the plans
constructed by the Council and facilitated by the provision of physical infrastructure.
Industries were increasingly attracted to southern Durban, resulting in the expansion of
older industrial nodes and the growth of new industrial estates. The southward extension of
industry proceeded from the older established areas of Maydon Wharf and Congella to the
development of the newer industrial estates of Amanzimnyama and Mobeni from 1948.

In the post-war period after 1945, rapid industrial growth occurred. The planned
‘garden’ industrial estate of Mobeni was by far the most significant development and, along
with the adjacent Amanzimnyama Estate, began to attract industries.96 The industrial
penetration of the Indian residential area of Clairwood commenced by the late 1950s,
resulting in a slow process of urban decay. Furthermore, permission was granted in 1954
to Stanvac for the building of a very large oil refinery at Wentworth, immediately adjacent
to the planned townships of Merebank and Wentworth, contributing to the industrial
character of this area.97

Industrial growth continued within the parameters laid out in the original plans and,
by 1970, the original plan of a modern ‘productive zone’ had come to fruition with plans
to extend southwards. However, this process of industrial expansion was not without
obstacles. There were many instances of resistance to every facet and stage of the
industrialisation process.

The longest and most successful campaign of resistance was the opposition to the
re-zoning of Clairwood via the application of town planning regulations.98 This was
organised by the Clairwood and District Residents and Ratepayers Association (CDRRA)
and lasted for nearly three decades. As illustrated earlier, the strategies of the CDRRA were
initially to ‘object’ to the re-zoning proposals through legal, institutionalised channels.99

Besides lack of experience and resources, resistance was constrained due to the increasingly
repressive and coercive political climate.100 The 1950s and 1960s represent a period of low
political resistance in South Africa to urban issues. Despite this, in the 1960s, a number of
protest meetings against the industrialisation of Clairwood and District were held with
attendance figures ranging from 500 to 3,000 people.101

A deputation from the CDRRA met with the Provincial Administrator, in an attempt to
‘bypass’ the unsympathetic local power structures. The issue under discussion was the

95 Ibid.
96 See Figures 1 and 3.
97 Mayor’s Minute, 1953–1954. See Figure 3.
98 J. Robinson, ‘Urban Movements in South Africa’.
99 Interview with Mr Jacobs, CDRRA official, 20 May 1986.

100 With the ascendancy of the Nationalist Party from 1948 and the promulgation of the Group Areas Act and other
discriminatory legislation, Indian resistance was increasingly suppressed. The 1949 race riots in Durban, in which
142 people died, inspired the South African Indian Congress and the African National Congress to join forces
in 1952 and set about a mass campaign against discriminatory legislation. In June 1955, the ‘Freedom Charter’
was adopted with 320 of the 2,884 delegates Indian. However, before this ‘people’s movement’ could gain mass
support, 140 people, of whom 20 were Indian, were arrested for treason. At the same time, the Sharpeville riots,
with the loss of 67 lives, led to severe reprisals from the government and the banning of all public meetings.
See B. Pachai, ‘Aliens in the Political Hierarchy’, in B. Pachai (ed), South African Indians: The Evolution of
a Minority (Washington, University Press of America, 1979), pp. 1–68.

101 People involved in the mass meetings in Clairwood are reported to having been questioned by the Security Police
as a warning that their actions were against the national government. See Purcell, ‘Durban, South Africa: Local
Politics in a Plural Society’.
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relocation of residents either for the development of non-residential developments or the
removal of tenants from state land. The result of these meetings was the provincial policy
that no removals should occur without the provision of alternative accommodation.102 The
municipal authority was thus constrained in its wholesale relocation of Indian residents until
accommodation could be provided.

These politically neutral strategies over technical issues served to delay and modify the
DCC’s policy to industrialise Clairwood. In the late 1970s the CDRRA shifted its
opposition from resistance against the technical issues of removal and re-zoning, to a
full-scale protest against the policy of industrialisation.103 A ‘Help Save Clairwood’
campaign was initiated and, by the early 1980s, the CDRRA gained support from NGOs
and organisations in opposition to the structures of authority in the wider social system.104

The heightened conflict over the future use of Clairwood had become a metropolitan issue.
The technical assistance and moral support from these groups strengthened the position of
the CDRRA, giving it greater confidence to politicise the conflict. It was at this stage of the
campaign that self-conscious and explicit use began to be made of the historical and
symbolic meaning of Clairwood as a communal space, as a tool in the strategy of resistance
and as an alternative rationality to that of industrial modernity. Furthermore, the community
– by virtue of the fact that its forefathers had actively created a vast number of social,
cultural, educational and religious institutions – laid claim to the area.105 The notion of a
‘self-built community’ and the use value as opposed to the exchange value of the space, was
embedded in this argument.106 This widespread public opposition forced the DCC to set up
a ‘joint planning committee’ with CDRRA to plan the future of the area.107 The national
Minister of Community Development was drawn into the problem and, by May 1986, the
Council withdrew its application for industrial zoning and formulated a ‘concept plan’ to
upgrade the area.108

Alongside the strategy to re-zone Clairwood as an industrial area, the municipal
authority located non-residential public facilities in this residential area. Resistance to this
covert strategy of industrialisation was widespread, an example being the proposal in 1963
to locate an abattoir in Clairwood. There was a public outcry over both the manner in which
the expropriations of private land in Clairwood for the building of a proposed abattoir were
undertaken, as well as the inadequate compensation received. Presuming that the powers to
acquire land for industrial and other non-residential purposes would be forthcoming, the
City Valuator and Estates Manager had directed officials to commence purchasing land for
the abattoir without stating the future use of the land.109 The CDRRA protested that ‘the
Kinmont Master Plan’110 was behind the attempts by the DCC to acquire land in Clairwood
without furnishing reasons for its purpose.111 The CDRRA accused the DCC of playing

102 Ibid., p. 320.
103 See detailed account of this process in Robinson, ‘Urban Movements in South Africa’.
104 Namely from Diakonia, the Durban Housing Action Committee (DHAC), the Natal Indian Congress, and the

Built Environment Support Group (BESG) of the University of Natal, Durban.
105 Personal communications from CDRRA leaders, P.K. Jacobs, I. Maharaj and K. Govender, Clairwood,

September 1988.
106 Interview with P. K. Jacobs, 20 May 1986.
107 See P. K. Jacob, ‘A Brief History of the People’s Struggle for Land Rights’ (unpublished Memorandum submitted

to the Clairwood Conference, 29 May1983).
108 Natal Mercury, 10 March 1986; Daily News, 19 March 1987.
109 CED (City Estates Department), File J 31/106/G/1, 8/6/1963, Minutes of the Sub-Committee re Special Works.
110 Kinmont was the City Engineer at this time.
111 A letter from CDRRA to the City Valuator and Estates Manager argued that ‘when the buyer is a public body

and a piece-meal approach is being made, which would ultimately affect the character of the whole area, then
it is reasonable and just that the intentions of the City Council with regard to the current investigations be made
known’. See Natal Mercury, 11 November 1963.
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‘Estate Agent’, alleging that they were buying land from the present owners and re-selling
it to industrialists at a tremendous profit.112

Despite protest from the CDRRA, the expropriation and purchase of a further 148 acres
in Clairwood, commenced early in 1967, resulting in the removal of a large number of
residential families. Although deciding not to erect a new abattoir, the DCC stated its
intention to utilise the acquired land for municipal purposes and to continue acquiring
property by ‘mutual agreement’.113 The poor condition of these properties, which became
empty lots, contributed to the decline of the area.114 The effect of this strategy to expropriate
land for state development schemes or to purchase land by ‘mutual agreement’ on a large
scale was that it engendered insecurity, anxiety and outrage amongst the Clairwood Indian
community. The veiled goals of the DCC were sharply criticised by the CDRRA as being
‘always shrouded in mystery’.115 The Natal Indian Organisation (NIO)116 interpreted these
actions as part of the larger national plan of segregation. This climate of insecurity led the
SCIDIFA Trust to sell the SCIDIFA sports ground.117

In those cases where the Council owned the land, the eviction of lessees – ‘tenants-at-
will’ – who had established shacks on these lands, was a relatively easy process for the
Council officials since there was little resistance to such removals. An example is the 1940s
removals for the construction of the Amanzimnyama Industrial Estate. The major problem
for the municipal authority was the lack of alternative accommodation for the displaced
shack populations. In those cases where infrastructural developments necessitated the
expropriation of privately owned Indian land, resistance was much more vociferous and the
actions of the Council challenged through the media, passive resistance campaigns and the
courts.118

While the development and extension of the remaining properties of Clairwood was
frozen, the DCC allowed a variety of light industries, such as scrap car dealers, and
container storage facilities into the area on temporary permits.119 This significantly con-
tributed to the blighted and degraded character of Clairwood.120 CDDRA vehemently
rejected the City Engineer’s Report on Clairwood that condemned 73 per cent of the zone
as ‘a slum’.121 The residents stated that it was the freezing of development, the levying of
industrial rates and the decades of insecurity that prevented Indians from developing and
maintaining their properties.

While the explicit de jure attempt on the part of the local authority to industrialise
Clairwood had failed, the de facto situation was one of facilitating and allowing industrial-
isation to take place in other ways. The undertaking of a phased, large-scale programme of

112 CED, File 31/106/G/1, 16/4/1964, CDRRA to Indian and Coloured Affairs Advisory Committee.
113 CED, File 31/106/G/4, 9/8/1971, Town Clerk to Provincial Secretary.
114 Besides allowing an overgrowth of vegetation, the municipal authority turned a blind eye to the incidence of

dumping of waste materials and illegal industrial usage of these lots over time.
115 S. Gopaul of CDRRA in The Leader, 25 September 1964.
116 The NIO noted that the DCC’s decisions with regard to expropriation had caused ‘considerable uneasiness

amongst thousands of Indians … and appeared to have all the ramifications of the Group Areas Act which has
dehoused hundreds of Indians’. See CED, File J31/106/G/1, 22/10/1964, NIO to Town Clerk.

117 The SCIDIFA Trust is a private community sporting organisation. The Trust was forced to sell ‘because of the
DCC move to convert a Special Residential Area into an industrial complex … and the (sporting) Clubs which
had been using the ground were moving into the … Housing Schemes at Merebank and Chatsworth’. See Scott,
‘Communal Space Construction’; Natal Mercury, 28 January 1967.

118 Bagwandeen, ‘The Question of Indian Penetration in the Durban Area’; B. Juggernath, Autobiography and
History of Merebank, (Arcot Place, Merebank, n.d.).

119 Interview with P. K. Jacobs, representative of Clairwood Residents and Ratepayers Association, Clairwood, 20
May 1986.

120 City of Durban, Report on Clairwood (Durban, City Engineer’s Department, February 1982); see City of Durban,
Clairwood Redevelopment Project (Durban, City Engineer’s Department, April 1988).

121 Natal Mercury, 21 June 1965.



Creative Destruction 257

removals and slum clearance of dwellings of predominantly Indian residents to make way
for the implementation of infrastructural projects, facilitated industrialisation. Examples of
the larger of these projects were: the development of the Amanzimnyama Industrial Estate,
the Merebank–Wentworth Housing Scheme, the development of a Bulk Sales Market for
fresh produce122 and an abattoir,123 the building of the Southern Freeway and the canalisa-
tion of rivers, alongside many other smaller projects. Of these, the building of the Housing
Scheme, commencing in 1948, elicited an ongoing protest via a range of resistance strategies
from Merebank residents whose properties were expropriated to make way for the scheme,
and from those who became residents once the Scheme building programme had com-
menced.124 In the early twentieth century, resistance was chiefly located in the north of the
zone and began to move south as industrialisation and the related processes of land
alienation and infrastructural development progressed southwards. An example of this is the
issue of industrial location within a residential Scheme. In 1964 the Anglo-American
Corporation negotiated with the Council to purchase land along the Umlaas Canal for a large
paper factory. The land was originally zoned as open space within the Merebank Housing
Scheme, and the Merebank Residents Association (MRA) strongly protested at the change
in use due to the loss of land under the Scheme and the possible pollution hazard.125

These examples illustrate some of the many objections of residents in opposition to the
process of industrial modernisation. The phased removal of a vast number of residents to
accommodate industrial development was undertaken through an administrative process by
the City Estates branch of the Durban Corporation from the early 1960s until the late
1970s.126 The end result of this process of land-use change in Clairwood is revealed in the
1988 ‘Survey of Clairwood’. By this date, the major land-uses were residential (37.8 per
cent); vacant land (28.3 per cent); industrial and commercial (25.2 per cent); and mixed uses
(7.5 per cent).127 30,000 to 40,000 people had left the area, either voluntarily or by force.
By 1970, Clairwood’s population had dwindled from an estimated 50,000 in the early 1960s
to a mere 6,000.128

The process of industrialisation consisted of a myriad small piecemeal projects carried
out systematically over a period of nearly 40 years within the broader comprehensive vision
of a modern industrialised South Durban. Parallel to this process, sometimes delaying it, at
other times halting it, but always protesting against it, were the ongoing attempts of ordinary
– mostly poor – people, to maintain their communities, their properties and their living
environments. Although not being able to change the vision of South Durban as an industrial
area, ‘vestiges of other realities’ remain as a result of community resistance and serve as
a marker of the previous social and physical landscape and the alternative rationality
underpinning it. It is the collective memory and historical experiences of communities in
opposing industrial modernity that have remained, forming the foundation of present-day
efforts to resist and oppose current proposals to re-industrialise South Durban.129

122 Mayor’s Minute, 1960–1961. 73 properties were served with expropriation notices. See City Engineer’s
Department, Survey Section, 1/5/1973, Town Clerk to City Estates Manager.

123 Mayor’s Minute, 1959–1960.
124 Juggernath, Autobiography and history of Merebank.
125 Purcell, ‘Durban, South Africa: Local Politics in a Plural Society’; Interview with B. Juggernath, Arcot Place,

Merebank, October 1987.
126 Interviews with D. Hanson, Ex-City Estates Inspector, CED (November 1987–October 1988). The building of

the large-scale apartheid public housing projects of Chatsworth and Phoenix facilitated removals to house those
relocated in terms of the Group Areas Act. See Scott, ‘Communal Space Construction’, and D. Bailey, ‘The Origin
of Phoenix, 1957–1976’ (Masters thesis, University of Natal, Durban, 1987).

127 City of Durban, Clairwood Redevelopment Project, pp. 8–9.
128 Scott, ‘The Destruction of Clairwood’.
129 D. Scott, ‘Environmental Identity and Social Transformation: Experiences from South Durban’ (unpublished

paper, Seminar Series, Department of Geography, University of Cambridge, May 2001).
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Conclusion

From the early 1920s, Durban’s municipal authority systematically and persistently
implemented the policy of industrialising South Durban. This strategy was prompted by
the NMA and later ratified by the Borough Boundaries Commission of 1931. In order
to obtain territorial control over southern Durban, the municipal authority initiated
the Borough Boundaries Commission. The report of this Commission became a powerful
policy document envisaging the southern area as the industrial heart of the city – a ‘productive
zone’ – surrounded by residential areas to provide labour for the expanding industrial core.

The application of modernist planning ideology by the local and national state to create
an industrial landscape in South Durban is an example of the administrative ordering of
society and nature ‘raised to a far more comprehensive and ambitious level’.130 The ideology
of ‘organised modernism’ could to be implemented because the instrument of the state could
be applied without restraint due to the undemocratic nature of civil society. Black subject
groups without the franchise could do little to resist the plans imposed on them via the
‘scientific’ and ‘rational’ policies and technical instruments of physical planning. The joining
of utopian plans of social engineering to anti-democratic tendencies of the state led to the
violation and destruction of an existing way of life and community in South Durban and
the traumatic uprooting and removal of large numbers of people. The environmental racism
inherent in the planning and relocation of black communities immediately adjacent to heavy
industry constituted a further social injustice.

The Durban municipality adopted an abstracting and utilitarian logic of physical planning
and, through its officials, applied it to the South Durban area in order to create the
much-needed industrial zone for the city. Through the discourse of planning, and backed by
national legislation, the municipal authority developed the capacity to transform the largely
informal and mixed-use southern corridor so that it eventually closely resembled the plans
that were developed through the planning process. The transformation of the vision into plans
and maps with legal status, served to shape and control the growth of an industrial landscape.
The blueprint plans were functional in providing an efficient framework within which an
industrial landscape could emerge. These efforts further stimulated plans at the national level
for the comprehensive planning of the port of Durban, and contributed to the broader
institutionalisation of planning discourse at a national scale.

While it could be said that ‘a map without a utopia is not worth having’, a modernist
utopia implemented exclusively by the state is dangerous as it detaches through reductionism
and abstraction the ‘pure’ form – the map – from its ‘impure’ content – the ordinary people
on the ground.131 The construction of a modernist industrial landscape in South Durban had
the effect of displacing thousands of people who did not fit in with the intentions of the
blueprint plan for the zone. This process, however, did not go unopposed, and residents
mounted an ongoing and relentless campaign of resistance at every stage of the industrial-
isation process. The only successful resistance campaign was that waged by Clairwood
residents against the industrialisation of Clairwood. This was the only instance where the
municipal authority was forced to modify its blueprint for industrialisation. The area
nevertheless assumed an industrial character due to purposive neglect by the municipal
authority. In general, community resistance was unable, in the repressive political climate
of apartheid, to thwart the modernising project of the municipal authority. The experiences
of this process nevertheless live on in the community memory and local history, providing
a framework for current attempts to resist a second round of industrialisation in the South
Durban area.

130 Scott, ‘State Simplifications: Nature, Space and People’, p. 108.
131 Lefebvre, The Production of Space.
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Decades later, the South Durban industrial zone continues to have an impact on adjacent
residential communities through the poorly managed outcomes of the industrial processes
that have multiplied in the interim. It will be instructive to witness in what manner the
current metropolitan authority engages with the process of the ‘re-industrialisation’ of South
Durban, both in overcoming the limitations posed by the landscapes inherited from earlier
modernist planning, and in addressing the demands of the global economy and balancing
this with the future needs in this region so as to prevent a repetition of such ‘creative
destruction’.
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Abstract. The prevalence of asthma and respiratory
symptoms in south-central Durban, one of the most
heavily polluted areas of South Africa, has been
determined using a cross-sectional survey of 213
households in the communities of Merewent (97%
Indians) and Austerville (98% coloreds). The study
population consisted of 367 children (less than 17
years old) and 693 adults. About 10% of the children
and 12% of adults reported doctor diagnosed asth-
ma. The self-reported prevalence rates for wheezing
(37±40%) and attacks of shortness of breath with
wheeze (16±28%) were much higher than that for
doctor diagnosed asthma and common co-occurrence
of the three symptoms is found. The prevalence rates
for other respiratory symptoms include 33±35% for

chronic cough, 31±32% for chronic phlegm, 44±50%
for frequent blocked-runny nose, and 16±27% for
sinusitis. Factors in the community that were asso-
ciated with asthma, wheeze and shortness of breath
with wheeze among the adult population included
cigarette smoking, use of insecticides (coils and pump
spray) and home ownership. An association between
asthma among children and a number of household
risk factors including dampness, carpet, pets or use of
pesticides was not apparent in the community.
Asthma prevalence was strongly correlated with
missing of school by children (odds ratio (OR): 44;
95% con®dence interval (CI): 13±141). The study
serves to draw attention to a growing but neglected
public health problem in urban areas of Africa.

Key words: Air pollution, Asthma, Prevalence, Risk factors, South Africa

Introduction

Asthma is an emerging disease in Africa, the available
evidence suggesting that it was rare among children in
the continent up to the late 1970s [1]. More recent
studies often ®nd a gradient in asthma prevalence
from rural to urban populations. Ng'ang'a [2], for
instance, found a prevalence of <0.5% among chil-
dren in Kenyan villages with limited transportation
and no electricity and where traditional foods were
mostly consumed. By comparison, the rate in urban
areas of the country (Kenya) was estimated to be
>9% [3]. In Harare, asthma prevalence was found to
be 5.8% compared to only 0.1% in rural parts of
Zimbabwe [4]. A large di�erence in prevalence was
likewise reported among Xhosa children in rural ar-
eas of Transkei (0.14%) compared to those that re-
sided in Cape Town in 1979 (3.2%) [5]. By 1993, the
prevalence of asthma among school children in Cape
Town had risen to 11% [6]. The fact that the preva-
lence has risen sharply only in urban areas (compared
to villages with traditional lifestyles) strongly impli-
cates environmental changes as key risk factors for
asthma, which may well be largely a disease of
the Western society. This study focuses on asthma

prevalence in an area that combines high ecological
risk factors with high levels of air pollution.

South-central Durban is heavily industrialized and
one of the most polluted areas in southern Africa.
Major industries include two re®neries and other
petrochemical plants, pulp and paper mills, waste-
water treatment works, lead, chromium and other
metal processing plants, fabric, leather, and food
processing industries. Durban international airport is
part of the complex which is located in a topographic
depression with fairly restricted air dispersion. Re-
gional atmospheric circulation pattern results in fre-
quent temperature inversions in the area especially in
winter time. Most of the industries were established
during the apartheid period and since they were then
deemed to be of national interest, were allowed to
operate with little or no restriction on the release of
pollutants to the environment. Severe local air pol-
lution has been inevitable. Residents often complain
about malodorous air in their neighborhoods.
Between 1989 and 1991, average SO2 concentration
in the area was 57 lg/m3 compared to 12 lg/m3 at
the Municipal Center [7]. Average monthly concen-
trations of suspended particulates at the Munici-
pal Center ranged from 50 to 120 lg/m3 and by

European Journal of Epidemiology 15: 747±755, 1999.
Ó 1999 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands.



extrapolation (vis-a-vis the relative SO2 values), the
levels in south-central region are estimated to be be-
tween 200 and 500 lg/m3, values that are well above
the US National Ambient Air Quality Standard of
80 lg/m3 annual mean [8]. A recent survey found
atmospheric lead levels close to the WHO ambient air
guideline (1.5 lg/m3) in many parts of the area [9].
Current ambient levels of most of the expected air
toxics in the area have yet to be quanti®ed.

Air pollution has been associated with a number of
negative health endpoints including mortality, respi-
ratory morbidity, pulmonary function changes,
emergency room visits and hospital admissions [10].
A systematic study of the e�ects of air pollution on
the health of residents of south-central Durban has
not been done, however. Quite apart from the sci-
enti®c need-to-know, several factors make south-
central Durban an interesting site for environmental
health assessment. It has sizable populations of the
main racial types: blacks (about 10%), coloreds
(28%), Indians (35%), and whites (28%). The pop-
ulation can thus be used to test possible cultural or
racial di�erences in susceptibility to local environ-
mental pollutants. A large fraction (15%) of the
residents are either young children (<6 years old) or
the elderly who are particularly vulnerable to air
toxics. Because of previous residency laws, few people
(non-whites) were allowed to move from their com-
munities. A study in the area can thus provide some
insight on e�ects of lifetime exposure to contami-
nants in the particular environment as well as familial
aggregations of health e�ects of the air pollutants.

This paper presents the results of a cross-sectional
study of a random sample of households in two ra-
cially distinct communities (Merewent and Austerv-
ille) in the suburb of Merebank in south-central
Durban. The objectives of this study are to determine
the prevalence of respiratory and asthma symptoms
and evaluate the degree of under-diagnosis of asthma
in the population. The prevalence data should aid in
future planning of public health intervention and can
be used in developing necessary research on potential
environmental risk factors. Ecologically, urban areas
of Africa should be a fertile ground for asthma ±
considering the presence of common risk factors such
as high humidity, high incidence of respiratory in-
fections, overcrowding, malnutrition and low socio-
economic status. It is hoped that the results of this
study will serve to draw attention to what is rapidly
becoming a major public health problem in many
other towns and cities of Africa.

Methods

Selection of study population

The suburb of Merebank was divided into enumera-
tor areas. This information, which is normally used

for local elections, was obtained as a geographic
information system (GIS) database. Streets were
randomly selected from each of the 96 enumerator
areas in the communities of Merewent and Auster-
ville. Two to three houses were then randomly selec-
ted from each enumerator area. A knock-on-the-door
approach was used to make contact with potential
participants. If the head-of-household or self-ap-
pointed surrogate was unwilling to participate or if
there was nobody in the house at the particular time,
the family in the next house was approached. Alter-
native households comprised less than 20% of the
sample population. Recruitment bias is believed to
be minor because of the relative (apartheid-driven)
homogeneity of each community in terms of race,
schools, career choices and culture.

Survey method

The questionnaire was administered by trained in-
terviewers to the head-of-household or self-designated
surrogate adult member of the family. English was
the language preferred by all the participants. The
respondent reported for all children (less than 17
years old) and adults living in the household. After
explaining the objectives of the study and the risks to
the family, the respondent was asked to sign a con-
sent form. The answers were recorded using pen and
paper and latter transformed into a computer data-
base. The determination of the demographics, mor-
bidity prevalence and risk factors is based on the
report of the adult member of the household.

The questionnaire

The survey instrument used included a modi®ed
version of the questionnaire recommended by the
World Health Organization (WHO) for asthma
studies [11, 12]. It evaluated lifetime and early child-
hood prevalence as well as prevalence during the past
12 months. In addition to the occurrence of self-re-
ported respiratory symptoms (chronic cough, chronic
phlegm, wheeze and shortness of breath with wheeze,
chest tightness, bronchitis and pneumonia), the
questionnaire included information on socio-demo-
graphic characteristics (age, sex, ethnic background,
length of residence in area, job location, education
and occupation of adult members of the household,
and home ownership) and family history of allergic
diseases. Related items about respiratory diseases
included doctor diagnosed asthma, bronchitis, pneu-
monia and sinusitis, and use of asthma medication.
Environmental (closeness to sources of pollution),
and household (carpeting, pets and dampness) risk
factors as well as parental/adult risk behaviors
(smoking and pesticide use) were also covered. The
questionnaire included items about some limitations
that may be attributed to respiratory morbidity (ab-
sence from school) and perceptions of environmental
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quality in the neighborhood. Only a portion of the
survey data is discussed in this report.

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee
of the Faculty of Medicine, University of Natal and
the Human Subjects Committee of the School of
Medicine, University of Michigan.

Data analysis

The scores on data sheets were transferred to a
computer database using Epi Info (Centers for Dis-
ease Control, Atlanta, Georgia) version 6. All sub-
sequent statistical analyses of results were done using
the Epi Info and SYSTAT (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL)
version 7 computer software packages. Simple de-
scriptive statistics were used to examine the popula-
tion demographics and other numeric variables and
in calculating the prevalence of respiratory symp-
toms. The odds ratio (OR) and 95% con®dence in-
tervals (CI) were derived from multiple logistic
regressions performed for both binary (coded as 0 for
nonresponse and 1 for response) and multinomial
(coded as integer ranging from 0 to k ÿ 1) dependent
variables. Nonparametric procedures were employed
in the test of signi®cance. The logistic regression was
done using SYSTAT, with and without speci®ed
categorical variables, which allowed for the control
of potentially confounding factors during the data
analysis.

Hierarchical cluster analysis was used to evaluate
groupings among the symptoms and risk factors. The
method is based on a measure of the similarity or
dissimilarity between variables ± similar objects
should appear in the same cluster and dissimilar ob-
jects in di�erent clusters. The output includes dis-
tance measures of similarity, which give an indication
of the proximity of observations to one another
across the variables in a cluster variate. The most
commonly used measure is the Euclidean distance
which is estimated using the following formula [13].

d �
�����������������������������Xn

i�1
xi2 ÿ xi1� �2

s

where d is distance in Euclidean unit and xi is the
variable. Various methods have been used to com-
pute distance of one object or cluster from another
and to determine whether the two should be merged
in a given step. In this study, a single linkage method
was used. The linkages were constituted into a hier-
archy of treelike structure or dendrogram using an
agglomerative (amalgamation) procedure in which
each variable starts out as its own cluster. Two closest
clusters are subsequently combined into a new ag-
gregate cluster and eventually all variables are
grouped into one large cluster. The cluster analysis
was done using the subroutine in SYSTAT without
standardization of the data.

Results

The 213 households that were sampled had 1060 in-
dividuals (693 adults and 367 children), which rep-
resented about 2% of the combined population of the
communities of Merewent (26,380) and Austerville
(22,730). Of the children less than 17 years old,
44% were girls and about 14% were <2 years old
(Table 1). The study group was predominantly
Indian (67%) and coloreds (31%), re¯ecting the
ethnic make-up of the communities of Austerville
(98% coloreds) and Merewent (97% Indians). About
half of the households have monthly income of
1000±5000 Rand (exchange rate at time of study:
US$1.0 = 4.5 Rand). The long average family resi-
dence in Merebank (23.5 years) re¯ects the old

Table 1. Demographic characteristics and adult risk beha-
viors of households in suburb of Merebank, Durban

Characteristics/feature Average occurrence

Number of adults per household 3.2

Number of children
(0±17) per household 1.8

Age distribution, children

0±2 21 (F); 30 (M)
3±5 26 (F); 45 (M)
6±10 54 (F); 66 (M)

11±18 61 (F); 64 (M)

Length of family residence
in Merebank 23.5 years

Ethnic identity
Black 1.9%
White 1.0%

Colored 31%
Indian 67%
Other 4.8%

Mean monthly household income

<R500 6.7%
R500±R1000 17%
R1001±R3000 31%
R3001±R5000 18%

R5001±R10,000 8.8%
Over R10,000 2.1%
Unknown 16%

Home ownership 68%

Household with smokers 55%

Number of cigarettes per
day per smoker 14

Households with

carpeted rooms 52%
Households with pets 33%

Insecticide use in house
Mosquito coils 39%
Pump spray 73%

Closeness of house to

industrial operation
<500 m 59%
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apartheid policy which con®ned non-whites to spe-
ci®c communities for most of their lives. About two-
thirds of the families own their homes (Table 1).
Most (>70%) of the adults work outside the Mere-
bank area.

Table 2 summarizes the prevalence of asthma in
children and adults of Merebank households. About
12% of the adults and 10% of the children were re-
ported as having doctor diagnosed asthma. There was
no signi®cant racial di�erence in the reported preva-
lence of asthma among the adults and children in the
community. The survey also reveals high incidence of
other respiratory symptoms and diseases in the com-
munity including chronic cough (33±35%), chronic
phlegm (31±32%), frequent blocked-runny nose
(44±50%), and doctor diagnosed bronchitis (20±25%).

The e�ects of various household, environmental
and behavioral (adult) risk factors on prevalence of
asthma, wheeze and shortness of breath with wheeze
are summarized in Table 3 for the adult population.
Unlike many other studies, we ®nd no signi®cant
association between prevalence of asthma in children
and the common household risk factors such as pets
in the house, room carpeting, dampness or use of
insecticides.

In addition to doctor diagnosed case, the two
symptoms ± wheezing and shortness of breath with

wheezing ± are often considered to be indicative of
asthma. The wheeze rates (40% for adults, 37% for
children) and shortness of breath with wheezing (28%
adult, 16% children) during the past 12 months
(Table 2) are much higher than the prevalence rates
reported for children in many parts of the world
[14]. The question, have you had wheezing or whis-
tling in the chest in the last 12 months, was used
in recent study of worldwide variation in prevalence
of symptoms of asthma [14]. The prevalence rates of
asthma self-reported by 13- to 14-year old school
children in African cities during the study included
7% in Algiers (Algeria), 11% in Addis Ababa
(Ethiopia), 16% in Nairobi (Kenya), 11% in Ibadan
(Nigeria), 15% in Cape Town (South Africa) and
6±10% in various cities of Morocco [14]. It is be-
lieved that di�erences in ambient air quality is an
important contributor to the di�erence in wheeze rate
(37%) among children in south-central Durban
compared to reported rates (6±16%) in the other
urban areas of Africa.

Many risk factors for asthma exist in the commu-
nity including high levels of air pollution, high prev-
alence of smoking by family members and climatic
conditions that favor proliferation of house mite and
molds. One would expect the development of asthma
to be accompanied by other atopic diseases in indi-
viduals [15]. We ®nd signi®cant correlations of asth-
ma with other respiratory symptoms in the
community (crude odds ratios in Table 4). Of these
symptoms, the associations of asthma with wheeze,
chest tightness and pneumonia were most robust
among the adult population. After adjusting for all
the symptoms, signi®cant associations remained
between asthma and wheeze (adjusted odds ratio
(AOR): 2.6; 95% con®dence interval (CI): 1.1±6.0),
asthma and chest tightness (AOR: 13.4; 95%
CI: 1.4±125), and pneumonia (AOR: 3.8, 95%
CI: 1.1±13.6). The socio-ecological environment of
south-central Durban can result in pulmonary dys-
function and a common disposition to these symp-
toms. Increasing the awareness of local physicians of
the association of symptoms should facilitate early
diagnosis and prevention of asthma.

Smoking was associated with wheeze (crude
odds ratio (COR): 2.9; 95% CI: 1.5±4.9) and short-
ness of breath with wheeze (COR: 2.6; 95% CI: 1.4±
4.8) among the respondents. The results of this
study are consistent with those of many studies that
have closely linked environmental tobacco smoke
(ETS) with asthma and wheeze in di�erent popu-
lations [16±17]. We found only a week association
between the number of smokers in household and
prevalence of asthma (Table 3).

The much higher rates of wheeze (40% for adults,
37% for children) as well as shortness of breath with
wheezing (28% adult, 16% children see Table 2)
compared to doctor diagnosed asthma (12% for
adult and 10% for children) suggest that these

Table 2. Prevalence (%) of respiratory symptoms in the

survey population of Merebank, Durban

Symptoms Adults
(n = 693)

Children
(n = 367)

Chronic cough for at least
3 months during last

12 months 33 35
Chronic phlegm for at least
3 months during last

12 months 31 32
Frequent blocked-runny nose
during last 12 months 44 50

Attacks of shortness of breath

with wheeze during last
12 months 28 16

Chest tightness during

last 12 months 42 24

Wheezy chest, ever 40 37
Doctor diagnosed
asthma, ever 12 10

Currently using
asthma medication 9.9 10

Doctor diagnosed
bronchitis, ever 25 20

Doctor diagnosed
pneumonia, ever 7.2 6.1

Doctor diagnosed

sinusitis, ever 27 16

Allergies (to anything) 14 10
History of allergy in family 7.6 7.5
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particular symptoms might have been over-reported
during the study. However, there is no reason to
suspect such over-reporting. Rather, under-reporting
or under-diagnosis of asthma appears a much more
likely explanation. Few doctors in the local health
clinics are trained to diagnose asthma.

Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this is the ®rst study to
determine the prevalence of asthma and respiratory
symptoms among the childhood and adult popula-
tions in an urban area of Durban or Kwazulu/Natal
province for that matter. It is also believed to be
the ®rst to address some of the environmental and
household risk factors for respiratory morbidity in

the more polluted areas of the province. South-cen-
tral Durban re¯ects the decades of apartheid plan-
ning and racial segregation in which the Indian and
colored communities are co-located with industries in
a valley while the white communities occupy the
peripheral high grounds. By focusing on people with
the highest risk of exposure to atmospheric pollu-
tants, it is hoped that the results of this study will
draw attention to existing environmental health
inequities associated with past apartheid policies and
lead to debate on possible intervention programs.

Doctor diagnosed asthma prevalence (10%) in
childhood population of Merebank is higher than the
rate reported among children in many countries such
as the 4.3% in the USA, 5% in the UK, 0.4±2.4% in
Norway, 2.0±6.8% in Sweden, 1.0±3.0% in Finland,
4% in Denmark, 2% in rural areas of Indonesia,

Table 3. E�ects of environmental and household risk factors on prevalence of asthma in adult population of Merebank

Risk factor Adjusted odds ratio (con®dence interval)

Wheeze Shortness of breath
with wheeze

Asthma

Closeness (<500 m) of home to industry 0.98 (0.49±1.96) 0.66 (0.32±1.36) 0.60 (0.21±1.79)
Closeness (<500 m) of home to airport 4.11 (0.73±23.3) 2.87 (0.44±18.6) 0.96 (0.08±11.6)

Closeness (<500 m) of home to shopping center 1.04 (0.50±2.14) 1.58 (0.77±3.28) 2.24 (0.81±6.22)
Number of children in the house 1.63 (0.71±3.74) 0.56 (0.23±1.35) 0.50 (0.12±2.06)
Number of adults in the house 0.73 (0.35±1.51) 1.07 (0.51±2.26) 1.05 (0.35±3.12)

Smoking by respondent 1.16 (5.50±2.70) 1.54 (0.67±3.57) 0.82 (0.25±2.64)
Smoker in the house 0.60 (0.29±1.27) 0.52 (0.24±1.12) 2.86 (0.94±8.33)b

Carpet in home 0.61 (0.3±1.22) 0.48 (0.23±0.98)a 0.72 (0.26±2.02)
Use of insect coils 2.52 (1.19±5.34)a 1.41 (0.67±2.99) 2.22 (0.76±6.42)

Use of pump spray insecticides 1.49 (0.63±3.47) 0.84 (0.36±1.95) 3.67 (1.19±11.3)a

Pets in home 1.19 (0.57±2.51) 1.08 (0.50±2.32) 0.41 (0.11±1.50)
Home dampness 2.13 (0.95±4.75)b 1.04 (0.46±2.34) 1.91 (0.61±6.01)

Educational level of respondent 0.90 (0.38±2.14) 0.76 (0.32±1.83) 0.76 (0.21±2.70)
Gender 0.58 (0.38±0.88)a 0.82 (0.55±1.24) 1.08 (0.59±1.97)
Family income level 0.61 (0.32±1.16) 0.80 (0.43±1.49) 0.89 (0.32±2.48)

Age of respondent 0.98 (0.71±1.36) 1.02 (0.73±1.42) 1.21 (0.75±1.93)
Home ownership 0.34 (0.15±0.77)a 0.32 (0.14±0.71)a 0.32 (0.11±0.98)a

a Signi®cant at p < 0.05; b Signi®cant at p < 0.10.

Table 4. E�ects of respiratory symptoms on prevalence of asthma among the adult population

Symptom Crude odds ratio
(con®dence interval)

Adjusted odds ratio
(con®dence interval)

Chronic cough 4.52 (1.96±10.5)a 0.86 (0.24±3.09)
Phlegm 5.29 (2.24±12.5)a 1.04 (0.24±4.52)

Constant runny nose 2.43 (1.03±5.89)a 0.49 (0.12±1.94)
Wheezy chest 14.4 (4.18±49.7)a 2.60 (1.14±5.98)a

Shortness of breath with wheeze 10.1 (3.84±26.4)a 0.61 (0.32±1.17)

Bronchitis 7.02 (2.94±16.8)a 3.82 (1.07±13.6)a

Pneumonia 5.47 (1.91±15.7)a 1.60 (0.39±6.44)
Sinusitis 1.15 (0.49±2.72) 0.34 (0.10±1.11)
Eczema 0.79 (0.17±3.63) 1.42 (0.23±8.88)

Chest tightness 32 (4.48±253)a 13.4 (1.42±125)a

Allergy 1.90 (0.73±4.92) 2.40 (0.51±9.54)
History of allergy in family 0.58 (0.13±2.61) 0.34 (0.06±1.97)

a Signi®cant at p < 0.05.
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0.5% in rural areas of Papua New Guinea and 2% in
China [1, 18]. The rate, however, is similar to the
asthma prevalence found in many urban areas: 11%
in Cape Town, South Africa [6], 12% in Hong Kong
[18], 8% in urban areas of Malaysia [18], 15% in
London [19], 10% in Baltimore [20], 9.5% in Detroit
[21], 11% in Seattle [16], 14% in Bronx, New York
[22] and 10±12% in Haifa [23]. Any comparison with
other studies should be made in circumspect manner
since di�erences in survey methods may contribute to
di�erences in asthma prevalence obtained. Never-
theless, this study serves to put Durban on the
growing list of urban areas where asthma in children
is an important public health problem. It is not clear
yet whether the high prevalence is city-wide or re-
stricted to the south-central industrial basin.

A general medical practitioner's survey of 899 pa-
tients in Merebank done in March 1990 reported an
asthma prevalence of 5.9% [7] which is lower than the
doctor diagnosed rates found in this study. It is,
however, not clear whether the reported rate pertains
to recent presentation of asthma at the time of the
study or to asthma ever prevalence measured in this
study. Abigail Hardie (personal communication,
1997) did a survey of randomly selected medical re-
cords of 313 children born between 1 January 1991 and
30 June 1997. The records were in community clinics
at Merebank and Austerville where local residents
went for well-baby examinations and vaccinations and
for medical treatment. She found asthma diagnosis in
1.2% of the children and the prevalence of asthma-
related symptoms (wheeze, cough with wheeze and
cough with cold symptoms) to be 13%. The sugges-
tion, based on her data, that the prevalence of asthma
may be very low among infants, presumably re¯ects
under-diagnosis by local medical professionals.

Respiratory infections are common in Merebank:
the medical practitioner's survey found 24% rate of
upper-respiratory tract infection (URTI) among pa-
tients of all ages, while Abigail Hardie (personal
communication, 1997) also found URTI rate of 24%
among infants. Symptoms of respiratory infections,
in addition to asthma, may include cough, runny nose
and phlegm. Respiratory infections clearly represent
a major confounder or a co-morbidity with asthma in
the present study. A number of studies have noted
increased incidence of respiratory infections in areas
with higher air pollution [24]. In view of the low rate
of asthma often found in children living in traditional
lifestyles, it has been suggested that early respiratory
infections may be protective by stimulating the pro-
duction of T helper (Rh)1 rather than Th2 lympo-
cytes [1]. The present study has documented high
prevalence of symptoms that re¯ect substantial bur-
den of respiratory diseases in the Merebank com-
munities. How the respiratory infections relate to
underlying environmental conditions in the develop-
ment of supervening symptoms in the neighborhoods
remains unclear, however.

In population and case±control studies, sensitiza-
tion to common allergens found in a house has often
been found to be a common risk factor for asthma
[14±15]. In a recent study, Silverstri et al. [25] found
that over 50% of their cohort were allergic to at least
one of the 12 allergens tested and that over 80% of
the allergic children they examined were sensitized to
house dust mites, over 50% to pollen, about 20% to
pet dander and only 5% to molds. Self-reported
prevalence of allergy in south-central Durban was
14% among adults and 10% among the children
(Table 2). Carpeting and pets in the house often ex-
ercise some in¯uence on the quantity of allergens to
be expected, but neither of these factors is signi®-
cantly associated with asthma among the adult pop-
ulation of south-central Durban (Table 3). The
number of families with pets was relatively small
(about 33%), however. History of family allergy was
nearly identical (about 7.5%) for adults and children
(Table 2) but the rate was not correlatable with
asthma prevalence.

Home dampness is indicated as a potential risk
factor for wheezing (AOR: 2.1; 95% CI: 1.0±4.8) in
adults (Table 3). In the humid semi-tropical envi-
ronment, house dampness may promote the growth
of house dust mites and molds which are well docu-
mented risk factors for childhood asthma [16, 26].
Dampness may also be an indicator of poorer hous-
ing quality and a re¯ection of lower socio-economic
status.

Co-occurrence of respiratory morbidity in parents
and their children in Merebank should be noted, the
crude ORs (and CIs) being 2.6 (1.2±5.6) for chronic
cough, 2.3 (1.1±4.8) for chronic phlegm, 4.4 (2.1±9.1)
for chronic blocked-runny nose, 1.7 (0.9±3.4) for
wheeze, 2.9 (1.0±9.1) for shortness of breath with
wheeze, 3.4 (1.0±11) for asthma, and 3.0 (1.1±8.1) for
sinusitis. The relative e�ects of genetic versus envi-
ronmental factors in promoting familial co-occur-
rences of symptoms in Merebank population cannot
be resolved on the basis of data from this investiga-
tion.

A number of population-based studies have found
respiratory symptoms and diseases to be more prev-
alent in communities with high air pollution [12, 23].
Whether one lived in Merewent or Austerville was
not signi®cantly associated with wheeze (W), short-
ness of breath with wheeze (S) and asthma (A) among
the adults or children. This should not be surprising
since the two communities are closely located in an
industrial valley so that most of the people are ex-
posed to elevated levels of pollutants. Indeed, living
<500 m from an industry, airport or shopping center
did not seem to increase the incidence of asthma
(Table 3).

Signi®cant gender di�erence in prevalence of
wheeze ( p = 0.016, " in males) was found among the
adult population. Women comprise 60±65% of adults
with this symptom. A number of studies have found
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higher prevalence of asthma among men compared to
women, the di�erence being attributed to added ex-
posure from occupational sources for the men [27]. In
south-central Durban, Indian women are more likely
to stay home (to raise children). Home ownership
appears to be a protective risk factor for W and S
among the adult population (Table 3), due presum-
ably to the fact that home ownership is an indicator
of socio-economic status (SES) [28]. Parental home
ownership, however, does not appear to be a factor
in prevalence of asthma and wheezing among the
children.

Hierarchical cluster analysis (HCA) of the data
shows the relative linkages between four symptoms
(allergy, asthma, wheeze and shortness of breath
with wheeze) and risk factors (Figures 1 and 2). For
this study, the X -axis is used to represent the nor-
malized Euclidean distance and the tree branches are
ordered so that the most similar objects are the
closest to each other. An important observation is
that the dendrograms for adults and children are
similar in terms of subgrouping of symptoms and
risk factors. For both populations, the four symp-
toms form a close cluster joined at about the same
distance while the risk factors form several nests. The
fact that the risk factors do not form very distinct
groupings can be attributed to their inter-relatedness.

For adult population, the four pairs of variables
closest to each other are asthma and allergy (joining
distance, r = 0.48 unit), wheeze and shortness of
breath with wheeze (r = 0.48), carpeting and home
ownership (r = 0.70), and use pump spray and coil
insecticides (r = 0.93). The two risk factors closest
to the symptoms are home dampness and cigarette
smoking; both are signi®cantly associated with
asthma (Table 3). The next group of risk factors
closely aligned to the symptoms are smokers in the
house, pets, carpets and home ownership; signi®cant
associations between these factors and asthma have
been reported in a number of studies [29±30]. One
thing that emerges from Figure 1 is the fact that the
socio-economic factors (family income, number of
adults and children in household and educational
level of parents) are the most distant from the
symptoms and thus form the root of the tree graph.
Lack of signi®cant association between SES and
respiratory symptoms may be related to uniformity
in distribution of household income in the commu-
nity ± one third of the households make 1000±3000
Rands/month and over two-thirds make 500±5000
Rands/month (Table 1). According to the dendro-
gram and closeness to the symptoms (Figure 1), the
SES can be regarded as the root system while envi-
ronmental risk factors (residential neighborhood
and proximity of household to major industry) fall
mainly on the stem of the tree and the household risk
factors make up the stem (coil and spray insecticides,
carpets, and smokers in the house) or branches (pets,
smoking cigarette, and home dampness).

Figure 1. Dendrogram from hierarchical cluster analysis of

risk factors and symptoms for adult population of south-
central Durban. Abbreviated variables are BREATH W =
attack of shortness of breath with wheeze; SMOKE-

CIG = smoking of cigarette; SMOINHOU = smokers
in household; OWNERHI = ownership of home where
family lives; PUMPSPRA = use of pump spray insecti-
cides; EDRESPON = educational level of respondent;

NOCHILDR = number of children in household; NO-
ADULTS = number of adults in household.

Figure 2. Cluster tree for risk factors and symptoms for
children in south-central Durban. CH ASTMA = asthma;
CH BREWH = shortness of breath with wheeze; CH-

WHEEZ = wheeze. For abbreviations of risk factors see
legend of Figure 1.
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The dendrogram for children (Figure 2) is not very
di�erent from that of the adults (Figure 1). Four
subgroupings can be identi®ed: (a) the symptoms plus
home dampness and pets in the home; (b) smokers in
the home and ¯oor carpeting; (c) proximity to in-
dustry, use of insect coils and sprays, and educational
level of respondent; (d) household income and num-
ber of children and adults in a home (Figure 2). In
terms of closeness to symptoms, the clusters ap-
proximately follow the sequence: SES > environ-
mental risk factors > household risk factors �
behavioral risk factors. This sequence should be
viewed in a circumspect manner since the e�ects of
risk factors are often inter-related. Lack of direct
relationship between household income and respira-
tory symptoms among the children should be noted.

Although not considered in this study, the impacts
of respiratory diseases on the physical and mental
well-being of the su�erer need to be noted. Individ-
uals with sinusitis (rate estimated to be 16% among
children and 27% among adults in Merebank) often
show worsened perception of general health and have
diminished social functioning, more problems with
work or normal daily activities, and diminished
vitality [31±32]. One study found that patients with
sinusitis have signi®cantly more bodily pain than
those with back pain or sciatica [32]. Asthmatics have
been known to su�er sleep deprivation [33]. Results
from this and other studies point to the fact that
children with asthma miss school more often and are
thus liable to classroom under-achievement. High
prevalence of asthma and other respiratory diseases
clearly entail major but disproportionate economic,
medical and social costs to the community, a fact that
is rarely recognized as an important legacy of the past
racial policy in South Africa.
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an apartheid-era dumpsite that she says has 

sickened many people in her predominantly 

brown and black community outside Durban, 

South Africa, was dismayed to learn recently 

that she faces a surprising new obstacle: the 

Kyoto global warming treaty.’ 

‘Under the protocol’s highly touted plan to 

encourage rich countries to invest in eco-

friendly projects in poor nations, the site now 

stands to become a cash cow that generates 

income for South Africa while helping a wealthy 

European nation meet its obligations under the 

pact. The project’s sponsors at the World 

Bank call it a win-win situation; Khan calls it a 

disaster. She said her community’s suffering 

is being prolonged so that a rich country will 

not have to make difficult cuts in greenhouse 

gas emissions at home. “It is another form of 

colonialism,” she said.’1

Privatising durban’s air
Two years later, in 2007, Khan was battling cancer 

for the second time, suffering chemotherapy that 

burned out her hair, at the same time trying to 

recover from an awful back injury which broke 

vertebrae. Inscribed on her body was evidence of an 

enduring fight against an insensitive industry whose 

illegal medical waste incinerator had sprinkled toxins 

onto her home until its closure and whose perfume 

rods today spew a smell just as noxious as the 

rotting garbage they are meant to disguise. 

Even in her last days, Khan told us she could 

not bear the thought that for seven to 20 more 

years the landfill site would remain open. The 

Durban eThekwini municipality’s justification is to 

capture carbon credits by selling investments in 

Bisasar2 operations to global polluters who in turn 

will face less pressure to cut their own emissions. 

This represents the ‘privatisation of the air’, say 

critics in the Durban Group for Climate Justice, an 

international campaigning network which Khan’s 

struggle inspired the founding of in 2004.3

 

The officials’ goal is to sell carbon credits via the 

World Bank to big corporations and Northern 

governments as part of the Kyoto Protocol’s 

Clean Development Mechanism (CDM)4. 

Although Khan’s 90-page Environmental Impact  

Assessment submission appears to have 

frightened the World Bank off its $15 million 

Bisasar investment for now, two other, smaller 

Durban landfills were adopted by World Bank in 

mid-2007 and, at this point in time, eThekwini 

municipality officials express every intention of 

continuing the Bisasar project with new private 

sector partners.

The South African Department of 

Environmental Affairs and Tourism (DEAT, 

2004:15) supports this form of carbon colonialism. 

Its National Climate Change Response Strategy 

was released in September 2004 and insists 

that citizens understand ‘up-front’ how the 

‘CDM primarily presents a range of commercial 

opportunities, both big and small. This could 
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know this house because its location made Khan 

one of the key figures in the struggle against 

the world capitalist elite’s ‘solution’ to climate 

change: carbon trading. The first paragraphs of 

a Washington Post article (S Vedantam, ‘Kyoto 

credits system aids the rich, some say’, 12 March 

2005) heralding the Kyoto Protocol (just after the 

Russian government agreed to sign, thus bringing 

the treaty into force) read as follows: 

‘Sajida Khan, who has fought for years to close 

Bisasar Road: Africa’s biggest formal landfill site.
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This satellite picture (page 47) is Google Earth’s 

rendition of Africa’s biggest formal landfill, in the 

heart of the Clare Estate community of South 

Africa’s east coast city Durban, a traditionally 

‘Indian’ neighbourhood now also hosting 

thousands of ‘African’ and ‘coloured’ residents. At 

the bottom left, in the middle of the white circle, 

is a large house owned by the Khan family. Sajida 

Khan and her siblings grew up here and some 

members of the family still reside there.

There are many people around the world who 

abstract
This perspective reflects upon the struggle of Sajida Khan, an environmental activist based in Durban, South Africa, who 

dedicated her life to fight international corporations and local municipalities on the pollution and environmental degradation of her 

community. Khan’s battle is then linked to ecofeminist theory and international feminist, anti-capitalist struggles. The paper ends 

with an interview of Khan about her views on environmental justice and possible ways forward to create healthier livelihoods.

keywords
pollution, incinerators, landfill, ecofeminism, World Bank

Paying tribute to Sajida Khan (1952-2007) who threatened a money spinner at the continent’s largest 

rubbish dump – at the cost of her life.
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recycle material from the dump. (Many dozens 

more used to informally pick materials from the 

dump, until Durban Solid Waste, the municipal 

cleansing arm of the Durban Metro Council, 

limited access due to safety and health dangers.)

Kennedy Road leaders accused Khan of 

threatening livelihoods and a handful of promised 

jobs and bursaries (in Uganda) in the event the 

CDM project got off the ground. With the World 

Bank investigating the potential R100 million 

($14.4 million) investment, tensions rose.

 Insensitively, Khan sometimes used the 

word ‘informals’ to describe the shack settlement 

residents and once advocated that they be moved 

off the land, to areas nearby, sufficiently far 

from the dump (she recommended a buffer for 

all residents of 800 meters) to be safe from the 

windswept dust.7 At the nearby clinic, health 

workers confirmed that Kennedy Road residents 

suffer severely from asthma, sinusitis, pneumonia 

and even tuberculosis.8

Khan had a profound empathy for people in the 

same proximity as cancer-causing and respiratory-

disease particulates, as she noted in an interview: 

‘Recently a woman was buried alive. She died on 

the site [picking rubbish, killed by a dump truck 

offloading]. I could have saved her life.’9

ecofeminist anti-capitalism?
The term ‘ecofeminism’ was first used in Francois 

d’Eaubonne’s 1974 book Le Feminisme ou la Mort 

(Feminism or Death). As this paper was prepared 

for Agenda, Khan’s condition worsened. She 

fell into a coma on 12 July 2007 and died three 

be a very important source of foreign direct 

investment’.

As Daniel Becker of the Sierra Club’s5 Global 

Warming and Energy Programme interprets, ‘It’s 

sort of the moral equivalent of hiring a domestic. 

We will pay you to clean our mess. For a long time 

here in America we have believed in the polluter 

pays principle. This could become a pay to pollute 

principle’ (M Bustillo, ‘Developing countries to 

seek pay for preservation of forests’, Los Angeles 

Times, 28 November 2005).

Payments to South African polluters could be 

lucrative indeed. The United States are the largest 

Co2 emitter in absolute terms, but in relative terms 

(measured by each unit of output per person) the 

South African economy emits 20 times as much of 

that gas than the United States. 

South Africa’s five-fold increase in Co2 

emissions since 1950 can largely be blamed upon 

South African electricity supply company Eskom, 

the country’s mining houses and metals smelters 

who brag about the world’s cheapest electricity 

for industrial users. A small proportion of Co2 

emissions – less than 5% of all consumption 

– is due to low-income households coming 

onto the grid in recent years. In one fell swoop 

last November, Eskom added a potential 3.5% 

increase in grid demand – raising the likelihood of 

yet more overload and brownouts – by offering 

extremely cheap electricity to the Canadian firm 

Alcan for its Coega smelter, which will hire fewer 

than 1,000 workers.

Into the debate over post-apartheid climate 

policy marched Khan, an ordinary resident who 

equipped herself with detailed knowledge of 

chemistry, public health and landfill economics. 

Khan had organised a landfill-closure petition 

campaign with 6,000 signatures as well as a mass 

march during the mid-1990s. Even after the mass 

mobilising ended, she was a pain in the neck to 

apartheid-era and post-apartheid bureaucrats for 

nearly 15 years who first located the continent’s 

largest formal dump in a residential area and then 

promised closure to reap votes but subsequently 

refused its decommissioning (Bond et al, 2007).

As a Muslim woman, Khan waged her campaign 

at a time, as Ashwin Desai6 puts it, ‘when 

religious gate-keepers were reasserting authority 

over the family. This involved the assertion of male 

dominance’. She resisted, Desai testifies:

‘Sajida Khan was breaking another mould of 

politics. During apartheid, opposition in her 

community was channelled through the male-

dominated Natal Indian Congress and Durban 

housing Action Committee. But these were 

bureaucratised struggles with the leaders at 

some distance from the rough-and-tumble of 

local politics. She eschewed that. her politics 

were immediately on her doorstep. It was a 

politics that, gradually at first, made the links 

between the local and the global. It was a kind 

of trailblazing politics that later was manifested 

in what have become known as the ‘new 

social movements’. In contrast, her political 

peers in the Congress tradition have built an 

impressive electoral machine but ended up 

merely with votes for party candidates rather 

than a movement to confront global apartheid 

and its local manifestations. 

What about class, though? Asked by Desai if the 

battle is over a selfish interest, property values, 

Khan rebutted, ‘No, no. It’s to do with pollution, 

and it transcends race and colour’.

Yet there are certainly class and, to some 

extent, race and gender power relations at play. 

At the upper end of the satellite photo [see page 

47], the Kennedy Road shack settlement – which 

is just as closely located to the dump as Khan’s 

house – organised a dozen residents to formally 

48

Sajida’s brother, Rafique Khan, points to the Bisasar Road landfill site across the road from his family's house.
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‘As an old feminist adage goes: “the master’s 

tools will never dismantle the master’s 

house”. For socialists, the capitalist class, 

its government cronies and lifestyle hangers 

on are the master and his house is the 

global public sphere. For ecofeminists, this 

is also true, but there is another master 

embodied in the private power relations that 

govern everyday life for women at home, 

at work and in scholarship. This is why we 

use the double construct capitalist patriarchal 

societies – where capitalism denotes the very 

latest historical form of economic and social 

domination by men over women. This double 

term integrates the two dimensions of power 

by recognising patriarchal energetics as a 

priori to capitalism. As reflexive ecosocialists 

know: the psychology of masculinity is actively 

rewarded by the capitalist system, thereby 

keeping that economy intact.’

As Khan struggled for life, the toxic economy of 

Bisasar Road was being rebuilt by the Durban 

municipality with the global capitalist master’s 

CDM tool. Although Khan’s brother Rafique will 

take up the baton, Khan’s campaign to close 

apartheid’s dump may ultimately fail, as a result of 

the various post-apartheid forces whose interaction 

now generates overlapping, interlocking, eco-

social and personal tragedies. 

elusive gender, class, race and 
political unity
If inhaling status quo pollution meant paying 

dearly with her health for so many years, still, 

Khan was partially successful: preventing a major 

World Bank investment and raising local/global 

consciousness. Most importantly, she left us with 

a drive to transcend the inherited conditions and 

mindsets into which apartheid categories have 

cemented infrastructures and people. 

Pessimistically, it may not be feasible for Clare 

Estate residents from different and sometimes 

opposed race/class backgrounds to forge more 

effective alliances against the municipality, at least 

not in the short-term. It may be only a matter of 

time before the price of a tonne of carbon dioxide 

is financially attractive enough to bring new 

investors to Bisasar Road.

optimistically, before that point is reached, an 

ideal solution does exist, uniting the red and green 

strands of politics against capitalist-patriarchal 

rubbish, for Durban should and could:

• adopt a ‘zero waste’ philosophy that would 

create dozens – perhaps hundreds – of 

reliable jobs in recycling for Kennedy Road 

shackdwellers who, where needed, could 

(at their own volition) be suitably resettled 

with security of tenure, on stable land in the 

immediate vicinity, and 

• simultaneously terminate and rehabilitate the 

Bisasar Road dump, while safely removing its 

methane, preferably through piping it out of the 

area to a nearby gas main via a cleansing filter. 

Regardless, with women’s bodies carrying deep 

scars of this fight and with many women in 

days later. It’s here where ecofeminist theory 

sheds light on struggles that unite Khan’s with 

the anonymous shackdweller’s. In the words of 

Kathleen Manion (2002:3): 

‘Certain ecologically damaging issues have 

more of a detrimental effect on women 

than on men, particularly as women tend to 

be more involved in family provisions and 

household management. Such problems 

include sustainable food development, 

deforestation, desertification, access to safe 

water, flooding, climate change, access to 

fertile land, pollution, toxic waste disposal, 

responsible environmental management with 

in companies and factories, land management 

issues, non-renewable energy resources, 

irresponsible mining and tree felling practices, 

loss of biodiversity (fuel, medicines, food).  

As household managers, women are the  

first to suffer when access to sustainable 

livelihoods is unbalanced. When the water 

becomes unpotable, the food stores dry up, 

the trees disappear, the land becomes untenable 

and the climate changes, women are often 

the ones who need to walk further and work 

harder to ensure their families survival.’

For a middleclass woman like Sajida Khan, just as 

for the impoverished woman killed on the dump, 

the struggle for reproduction was more costly 

than any of us can contemplate. high-profile 

heroines have led such struggles: for example 

Wangari Maathei fighting for Kenyan greenbelts; 

Erin Brockovich campaigning for clean water in 

hinkley, California; Medha Patkar opposing big 

dams in India or lois Gibbs advocating against 

toxins at love Canal, New York. others have 

written eloquently of Chipko tree huggers (Vandana 

Shiva) and the Nigerian Niger Delta’s women 

activists (Terisa Turner). 

In all these cases, including Bisasar Road, 

women’s defence of immediate family and 

community is a compelling handle for a larger 

analysis of patriarchal power relations and 

anthropomorphism. But though Khan did not 

find a way to work with all her neighbours as a 

result of huge political, class and race divides, 

her campaign against carbon trading using the 

Bisasar Road dump has at least brought this pilot 

project to the world’s attention, as an example  

of how ‘low-hanging fruit rots first’, to borrow  

the metaphor of Canadian CDM critic Graham 

Erion (2006). Still, the attention she has gained  

for this cause only goes so far, as Desai10 

observes:

‘Sajida’s main strategic flaw was the belief 

that by meticulous scientific presentation of 

the facts based upon thorough research, she 

could persuade the ruling class. Facts became 

the main weapon of struggle. But without 

an ongoing critical mass of people, once the 

World Bank was convinced she was right and 

dropped out – apparently the case by 2006, 

just as happened with the Narmada dams 

in India – then the domestic government 

stepped in to take up the slack. So eThekwini 

Municipality is now taking over from the World 

Bank and looking for investors because the 

bigger cadreship isn’t there to stop it. Facing 

down the World Bank was impressive and 

deserved the claim to a victory. But its one 

thing to tell truth to power, and Sajida was 

absolutely brilliant in defeating the system’s 

experts. I hosted one debate for the Mail & 

Guardian [South African weekly newspaper] 

in 2005, and she got a first round knockout. 

however, the corollary is that you must not 

just talk technically but also expose and defeat 

the power. And you need a much bigger mass 

movement to do that.’

Ecofeminist-socialist Ariel Salleh (2005:11) might 

also find in Khan’s story an inspiring if as yet 

uncertain fight against capitalist patriarchy:

50

Environmental activist Sajida Khan fought to close the Bisasar 
Road landfill site.
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was violated because that convention protects 

migrating birds, and this area had a natural spring 

and because of [it], the birds relied on the mud to 

build their nests. These are swallows that migrate 

in the area. In the past we used to have more than 

three nests attached to our buildings and garage 

and right now there’s not one. The birds have 

gone because of the pollution levels, both the flora 

and fauna are affected. 

Rd: Is it the pollution levels or is it just the 

noise and activity around the dump site? 

SK: Both. The noise chases the birds away, but 

pollution levels include the leaching that comes 

off this dump, highly toxic, that contaminates the 

water. As early as 1987 the city promised to close 

this dump site and in its place give us all these 

sports fields. And they broke that promise to us. 

And again, for the 1994 election, the political parties 

promised to close the dump, decommission it and 

relocate the Claire Estate dump site. Again they 

broke that promise to us. Before the permit was 

granted, they should have created a buffer zone 

to protect the people and that wasn’t done. The 

buffer zone should be a minimum of 800 meters 

for a dump site this size. 

Rd: Would the buffer zone help with the 

pollution problems? 

SK: Well, the pollution would still be produced but 

the people would be protected; they’d be further 

away. Most of the complaints are concentrated 

around the dump site. Because of this valley 

effect, there was really poor diffusion of the 

the vicinity of Bisasar Road suffering respiratory 

diseases and other health/welfare problems 

from the dump, we all – especially those (like 

we authors and many of you readers) with an 

inordinate contribution to climate change and 

municipal waste – have an obligation to be part of 

a solution. As Desai11 mused,

‘Sometimes, when lives are judged by visual 

victories, we see failures and after all, the 

dump remains right outside Sajida’s front 

door after her 14-year fight. But, on the 

other hand, if a life is judged by a legacy 

that endures and is built upon hers is one of 

multiple larger victories: of a woman standing 

against male domination of nationalist politics, 

of knowledge about global capitalist ecology 

over amnesia, of ordinary people harnessing 

the most incredible forms of expertise so as 

to enter forums usually dominated by people 

with multiple degrees and of a political ecology 

that is a politics of all the people. Whatever you 

might say about her race and class privilege, 

the final denominator is that she’ll die fighting 

the cancer infection and fighting the dump that 

gave her that cancer. This was not a death of 

privilege, it was murder.’

Interview with Sajida Khan by 
Rehana dada in September 2005

Rehana dada (Rd): Sajida, how long have you 
been fighting this dump? 

Sajida Khan (SK): I became involved with the 

community association in mid-1993 and then 

fought the rates campaign. one year, we Indians 

paid about 80% higher than the whites. And of 

course the money was used to develop white 

areas, and Indian areas were neglected.  

Rd: Had the dump been there your entire 

childhood?

SK: I grew up here. It’s been here since 1980, and 

people were fighting it even before, when they 

proposed to put the dump site here. The council 

hall was in the valley and homes were removed 

to build this dump. You cannot put a dump site in 

the middle of a highly developed residential area, 

with ten schools within one kilometre. Although 

this dump site was classified as a domestic dump 

site, they ended up dumping hazardous waste on 

the site. So, [it was] an incorrect classification and 

an incorrect location. This is the kind of terrain we 

have in Bisasar [Road], with hills on both sides, 

so you get a concentration of pollution. If it was a 

flat terrain, the gases would be more diffused, but 

here it’s more concentrated.

Rd: This is an enormous area. 

SK: It’s more than 44 hectares. 

Rd: Where does the waste come from? 

SK: From all over Durban. 

Rd: You’ve got quite a view of this dump, from 

your lounge window.

SK: It used to be lovely. We had a natural spring 

and bird and animal life and everybody enjoyed 

the views. The manner in which this permit 

was granted, it was unfair to the community. 

We have a right to procedure and fairness. The 

council had already adopted local Agenda 21 in 

August of 1994. This permit was granted in 1996. 

local Agenda 21 is based on the United Nations’ 

Agenda 21. This means that there should be public 

participation. And, of course, the [South African] 

Constitution came into effect in 1996, and that’s 

when the permit was granted.  

Rd: So this dump has a history of violating 

community concerns?

SK: oh yes. Before the 1994 elections we had 

no say. We were basically gagged. There was no 

freedom of speech. But the community did write 

letters of objection. South Africa acceded to the 

Berne Convention in December 1991. Even that 
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Sajida Khan campaigned against carbon trading using the Bisasar Road dump.
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chimneys sticking out. And all the pollution. This 

is not an industrial area. This is a residential area, 

and now you’re going to have chimneys out in the 

valley producing all the pollution, affecting all the 

schools and affecting all the residents. 

Rd: durban Solid Waste is adamant that what 

they are doing is not only affecting global 

greenhouse gas levels positively but that they 

will be benefiting the community (a) through 

capital injection into developing members of 

the community and (b) through reducing the 

landfill gases.  

SK: how are they going to actually improve the 

lives of the community [members] when these 

generators will be producing all this gas? In 

addition, they will extend the life of the dump for 

seven to eight years. So they’re going to dump 

more and more dirt on this site, and you can see 

from the management of the site that they’ve 

been dumping things that they shouldn’t be 

dumping here. 

Rd: What do you suggest that they do with 

that methane if they don’t burn it? 

SK: Since the 1990s we’ve been asking them to 

remove the methane. What they can do is look for 

alternatives. There’s the gas liquification process in 

which they can take out the methane, purify it and 

add it to diesel for trucks and use it as fuel. It can be 

pumped and used in industry. There’s a gas pipeline 

running right along the dump site. All they have to do 

is extract and purify it and add it to that pipeline. It’s far 

cheaper but they won’t get so much of the emissions 

reduction credits. But then what is more important, 

the health of the community or making money at the 

expense of the community? If, in contrast, this dump 

site was located out of the city, far away from people, 

this project would have been ideal, to extract the 

gases and produce electricity. But because it’s going 

to affect the community so badly, the pollution from 

the generators themselves will affect the community. 

This is why we object to it.

Rd: If the municipality was to decide against 

the burning of the gases, it would have to 

incur expenses to find another way to deal 

with the methane?

SK: Now that’s a lot of nonsense. According to 

their scoping reports, they are saying the capital 

costs will be R106.8 million ($15.3 million) and 

general expenditure R41.7 million ($6 million), for 

a total of R148.5 million ($21.3 million). It will take 

them 21 years to recover that money in the form 

of credits. The profit over the 21 years is only 

going to be R59.9 million ($8.6 million). You can 

take the R148.5 million ($21.3 million) and put it 

in the bank at no risk whatsoever, receive a 6% 

rate of return and, over six years, you can recover 

more than R60 million ($8.6). It doesn’t even make 

economic sense to invest in the CDM project. This 

money can be used to create the buffer zone. 

[Appreciation goes to Kathleen Millar who 

transcribed the tape.]

notes
1  For a detailed profile of Khan by Trusha Reddy, see www.

carbontradewatch.org/news/trusha.html.
2  Bisasar Road municipal landfill site in Durban.
3  The Durban group’s most powerful statement – one 

which features Khan (lohmann, 2006:290-294). 
4  The CDM is an arrangement under the Kyoto Protocol 

allowing industrialised countries with a greenhouse gas 
reduction commitment (called Annex 1 countries) to 
invest in projects that reduce emissions in developing 
countries as an alternative to more expensive emission 
reductions in their own countries.

5  Sierra Club is a Washington DC-based organisation that 
promotes solutions to global warming using current and 
cutting-edge technology that will reduce our use of fossil 
fuels.

6  Statements made during an interview with the authors 
on 14 July 2007 in Durban.

7  As a point of correction of a record, there are at least 
two web citations critical of Khan. Allegations that Khan 
‘wants the settlement and the dump cleaned out of her 
neighbourhood’ (http://sds.ukzn.ac.za/files/Pithouse%2
0seminar%20paper.pdf, p14) and that ‘Khan and other 
residents with formal housing and water are happy to 
consign shackdwellers to distant areas like Marx’s “sacks 
of potatoes”’ (http://abahlali.org/files/Patel%202007%

gases. The medical waste incinerator produced 

dioxins, which are highly toxic. And dioxin causes 

cancer. lead emissions from that incinerator 

exceeded the guideline limit 30 to 40 times. The 

cadmium level exceeded two to three times the 

maximum recommended limit. 

Rd: I believe the medical waste incinerator 

was shut down about six, seven years ago? 

SK: Yes, the incinerator was shut down, but the 

effect it leaves behind… You cannot just get rid 

of the pollution. It settles. And most of the waste 

was burned at night. They didn’t learn their lesson 

from this. Now they want to put in a new set of 

generators in the valley again and flare off additional 

methane that would not be used for electricity. let 

me explain the kinds of pollution they would produce 

if this goes ahead: in the process, you’ll get more 

than 43,000 tons of carbon produced a year. They 

are saying it is going to alleviate global warming 

because they are going to get carbon credits. 

Rd: The municipality argues that they can take 

methane out of that landfill and burn it and have 

a net positive impact on greenhouse gases.  

SK: Methane is extremely light compared to 

carbon dioxide. So, methane just dissipates into 

the air fairly easily, whereas carbon dioxide tends 

to linger. People around here would be affected 

more by the carbon. In addition, the generators 

would produce 95 tons of nitrogen oxide, which 

causes respiratory problems and exacerbates 

asthma. There’s also 319 tons of carbon monoxide 

that would be produced by these generators. 

That again would reduce the oxygen-carrying 

capacity of the blood. Then, it would produce 

more than 300 tons of total hydrocarbons, which 

contain chemicals or gases like benzene, which 

is a carcinogen. So, naturally, we don’t want the 

global warming caused by methane emissions 

to continue, but at the same time we need to 

protect the people. There are ways of removing 

the methane without the flaring they suggest. 

Rd: How compare gases caused by the burning 

of the landfill gas to the gases coming out of 

that landfill site now? 

SK: What happens now is that you get decomposition 

of the waste and that means methane, toxic 

groundwater leaching and non-methane organic 

compounds. They already found levels of these 

compounds exceeding the maximum recommended 

limit by 500% at this site. Non-methane organic 

compounds contain, for example, benzene and 

formaldehyde, which include carcinogens and 

cause respiratory problems.  

Rd: Comparing the landfill gases as they are 

now to the affects from combusting the landfill 

gases – could you anticipate a difference? 

SK: In my opinion, it would make a bad situation 

even worse because the flaring will increase by 

a factor of 15, according to the government’s 

paperwork. All those gases cannot be extracted 

overnight, so you’re going to get all that moving 

into the air. Then you’re going to have six 

generators producing other gases. In addition, by 

bringing the gases up, you also bring the leachate 

up to the surface. The leaching is really poorly 

managed and you can see overflow of leachate 

from the wells, which produces all those toxic 

gases, those non-methane organic compounds. 

Then the generators themselves are extremely 

noisy. You can see how close the schools lie. Even 

if they put those generators in sound-proof rooms, 

it won’t solve the problem of pollution. 

Rd: I hear a lot of noise just from the traffic here. 

How would generators compare this noise? 

SK: It’s even noisier. I’ve been to sites overseas. For 

generators producing 2.7 megawatts of electricity, 

we couldn’t even hear the others speak when we 

visited the site. The noise will travel. It tends to 

follow the same pathway as the pollution pathway. 

You can hear the trucks making those beeping 

sounds now. on Bisasar [Road] itself, they want to 

put six of these generators. And you can see the 
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20Electing%20land%20Questions%20CoDESRIA.pdf, 
p18) are undocumented, uncited and have no basis in 
reality. While Khan expressed a desire to have the dump 
closed for reasons of historical racial justice (given its 
apartheid origins), public health (given an extreme cancer 
mortality rate in the immediate vicinity), dignity, and, yes, 
economic self-interest, we never heard her campaign 
express itself as suggested above.

8  Patrick Bond interview with Durban Clare Road clinic 
health worker on 15 September 2005.

9  Rehana Dada interview with Sajida Khan on 28 September 
2005.

10  Statements made during an interview with the authors on 
14 July 2007 in Durban.

11  Statements made during an interview with the authors on 
14 July 2007 in Durban.
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Green

algae forms a greasy film
green pond and slime
thicker with time
the water inviting
deep

the green sounds of forests
burst with life
zoom and flash
hum and crash
loudly quiet green

the blow of wind through leaves
speaking world of trees
hush and rustle
bump and hustle
whispered whistle in green

hanging haze around the moon
the hillside blanket – velvet moss
expansive fields
grassy yields
all have a particular hue

your green movement:
smog quotas, paper signs
of the times
work for free 
to save the tress
but missing sensory green

Denise Handlarski

K
R

IS
TIN

 PA
lITzA



AGENDA 73  20077070

The struggle for water: The river (Umngeni) 
we have lost to the dam (Inanda)

Duduzile Khumalo

information and popular education have negatively 

affected rural women’s ability to secure and 

access clean running water for their dwellings, 

which further increases the burden on women, 

most of whom already struggle to ensure the 

well-being of all members of their households. 

This is the story of how the families of the 

rural areas of Maphephetheni, KwaNgcolosi and 

Maqadini lost a river they had depended upon for 

many years, in fact many decades. The river was 

Introduction and overview

This paper is based on my personal observations 

and informal interviews when working closely with 

rural women from Maphephetheni, KwaNgcolosi 

and Maqadini, three rural areas on the periphery 

of South Africa’s east coast province Kwa-Zulu 

Natal. I examine how lack of access to information 

places limits on rural women in relation to getting 

clean running water for their households.  

I argue that patriarchal social structures, lack of 

abstract

This perspective is a personal account of how life in rural communities along the Umngeni river in KwaZulu-Natal, South 

Africa, has changed over the past few decades due to the ‘development’ of and around the Inanda Dam. The author draws 

from experiences of women of three rural areas affected by the development of the dam – Maqadini, KwaNgcolosi and 

Maphephetheni – and investigates what this has meant for access to clean water in these communities. Moreover, this 

perspective reviews the importance of people-centred development and how this strategy can support women in using their 

local knowledge for the development of their communities.

keywords

Water, Inanda Dam, people-centred development, access to information, rural areas
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lost in the name of ‘development’ and the people 

were left with less access to water.

The Umngeni River had always been an 

important resource of food and water for many 

residents of the adjacent rural areas. In 1936, 

a colonial observer, Thomas Green, described 

the river in its pre-dam state: ‘Everything was 

primitive, the hands of a man had not defaced it, it 

was like a sheet of silver, the home of white fowl 

that man had never frightened‘.1

The river was a place where women went to 

fetch water, do their washing and gossip about 

their long-gone husbands working in the big cities. 

It was where young girls went after completing 

their household chores, especially on Saturday 

afternoons, where they met to talk about girl stuff. 

It was a place where young boys and grandfathers 

took the livestock to graze and drink after eating 

the grass and to cool themselves in the running 

water while boys taught each other stick fighting 

(ukungcweka).

Within the river there were areas where one 

did not go because it was said that there lived a 

big snake that made the river sacred. There were 

also places where one got the cleanest water, 

which ran through stones and which brought 

health and cleanliness to every door. It was a 

place where our grandfathers and grandmothers 

made us believe that the waters’ spirits united the 

living and the dead. They convinced us that the 

waters of the undisturbed river heal.

Ceremonies were conducted in this river 

several times a year, including umsenga (the reed 

dance of young girls), tributes to uNomkhubulwane 

(Goddess of Water) and weddings. Besides all this, 

the water was used for bathing, cleansing certain 

Patriarchal social structures, lack of information and popular education have negatively affected rural women’s ability to secure 
and access clean running water.
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for animals.

‘The chief knows we are here’

The above phrase indicates none or very 

little communication between outsiders, the 

municipality, tribal authorities and the people of 

the communities. In the case of the development 

of the Inanda Dam in the 1970s and 1980s, the 

community had very little – if no – opportunity to get 

involved. The only communication that took place 

was a top-down consultation by an inkosi (chief) 

whereby the chief called an imbizo (gathering) 

to which only the men of the community were 

invited. Women were excluded from consultations 

due to patriarchal rural politics. 

Although the chief – who had been in talks 

with the municipality – communicated during 

imbizos with members of the community, true 

consultation did not take place. Imbizos solely fulfil 

the function of gathering support from indunas 

(headmen) and informing the community. There is 

no meaningful participation from the congregation 

or room for questioning or disagreement. It is my 

belief that the communities around the Inanda 

Dam would have had little or no complaints of 

being ‘sold out’ – as they claim nowadays – if they 

had been properly consulted on the matter. 

Personally, I only heard about the plans to build 

a dam because, after the meeting, a male friend 

told me about the imbizos proceedings and noted 

that he was not happy about it but was unable to 

challenge the chief. When my mother later asked my 

father what happened during the meeting, he only 

answered ‘Akuyona indaba yabafazi le’ (‘This is not 

a woman’s business’). Yet, we knew that my father 

was very unhappy about the development, too. 

My father’s statement is an indication of the 

strong patriarchal belief and dominance in rural 

communities in KwaZulu-Natal and other parts 

of the country, which led to important questions 

being ignored: What about our livestock? What 

about our houses? Where are we going to be 

moved to?

‘The chief knows’, ‘The people have spoken’ – 

these are often-used phrases in rural South African 

communities, and they always mean one and the 

same thing: agreements get signed without people 

exactly knowing what is going to happen to their 

lives. One example is the building of the Inanda 

Dam. When women asked what the white men 

with instruments were doing in the area, the answer 

was ‘the chief knows we are here’. This statement 

indicates that the community is not important since 

they have representation through inkosi who deals 

with the municipality and businesses directly, on 

behalf of the entire community. 

A few years after the meeting, in the late 

1970s, a group of white men was noticed carrying 

surveying instruments which we did not understand 

into the community. People were not aware of 

why this was the case but at first appreciated 

seeing whites in the area, thinking this would help 

the development of their community. I remember 

this incident because our house was built near the 

road and had many good shade trees under which 

the strangers used to relax, take their lunch breaks 

and socialise with young herd boys.

When the whites came to build the Inanda 

Dam, it was usually during the week when only 

the mothers were at home. The men were at work 

and returned only on weekends. My mother spoke 

a little bit of English, and when the white men 

asked for permission to sit under the tree that 

was in the family yard, she asked them what they 

were there for. They always gave her the same 

answer: ‘Do not worry, mama, the chief knows 

we are here.’

Since then, the Umngeni River has been under 

‘development’2 – and this development has brought 

us to where we are today, in a situation where 

72
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communities, unlike in the 1970s, have insufficient 

water supply. We used to have gardens near the 

river where we planted vegetables like cabbage, 

spinach, turnips, potatoes and amadumbe (root 

vegetable). We used to fish in the river. 

Today, fishing in the river is not allowed, the 

natural vegetation of certain trees as died down 

and people have stopped to plant gardens because 

there is not enough water. The few gardens that 

have survived struggle to produce vegetables 

due to lack of water and depleted soils. We were 

dependent on this river to water our gardens. 

Today, we are living in a state of poverty.

A large number of families were removed, 

especially those who were near the place where 

the dam was going to be built. Entire families 

were moved into one roomed tin houses. It did 

not matter how many members you have in your 

family, whether two or ten. This happened with 

little or no compensation for imfuyo (livestock) 

because there was an agreement between the 

inkosi, the big companies involved in building the 

dam and the apartheid government, which was in 

power at that time.

The families left behind were destitute. Some 

of them, who could not be relocated because 

they had larger herds of livestock, had to built 

new houses. But the water they needed for their 

animals started to shrink. When we lost the river, we 

lost it all. We had not paid for water then and were 

dependent solely upon the river for water supply. 

These days, water and sanitation issues are 

high on both the international and the South 

African agendas. The South African constitution, 

The river was a place where women went to fetch water, do their washing and gossip about their long-gone husbands working 
in the big cities.
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water. Both in the national and international policy 

environment there is recognition of water being 

essential to human survival and, hence, policy 

stipulations on basic water include the adoption of 

the following principles:

a) Everyone has access to sufficient food and 

water (The Constitution of the Republic of 

South Africa, Act 108 of 1996, Sec 27.1.b).

b) Human right to water entitles everyone 

to sufficient, safe, acceptable, physically 

accessible and affordable water for personal 

and domestic uses (United Nations, 

International Covenant on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights, ART 11&12 of 2002). 

c) An adequate amount of safe water is 

necessary to prevent death from de-hydration, 

reduce risk of water related diseases and 

provide for consumption cooking, personal 

and domestic hygienic requirements (United 

Nations, International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights, ART 15 of 2002).

d) A minimum quantity of portable water of 20 

litres per person per day or six kilolitres per 

household per month at minimum flow rate of 

not less than ten litres per minute within 200 

meters of a household (South African Water 

Service Act, Reg 3 of 1997).

Although we have rights to water declared on 

paper, the reality looks very different for many 

South Africans.

Challenging unequal development 

paradigms

Many of the women from Maqadini, KwaNgcolosi 

and Maphephetheni I have been in conversation 

with have pointed out that information about 

the development of the Inanda Dam which has 

affected the Umngeni River was not shared 

with them. Most ‘development’ that has taken 

place around improving water infrastructure and 

facilitating community access to clean running 

water has been driven by state-owned businesses, 

in this case Umgeni Water, and choices made at 

municipal level have simply been communicated 

to communities as faits accomplis. 

Most of the women are fully aware that the 

central drive for building the dam and installing 

service utilities was the aim to make profit out 

of water. The Durban eThekwini municipality, 

to which these rural areas belong, has, after 

apartheid, adopted a privatised and commercialised 

model for the delivery of municipal services, such 

as water and sanitation, as is now the case with 

most municipalities across the country.

In a recent report on South African’s access 

to clean water, Haffejee et al (2007) argue that 

‘in a country where poverty is rife, where there is 

soaring unemployment, where there is a massive 

housing backlog and where hunger is a daily reality, 

it is unrealistic to expect poor people to purchase, in 

advance, a basic good such as water’. These facts 

seem not be taken into account by the municipality.

At some point in the process of building the 

dam, the Durban Metro Water Services (DMWS), 

now renamed eThekwini Water Services (EWS), 

suggested installing standpipes3 in people’s yards. 

The municipality explained to community members 

that they would not have to walk several kilometres 

to the river anymore – they would gain easy 

access to clean running water directly within their 

yards. Community members jumped at the idea 

without being made aware of or understanding the 

consequences of such an installation. No mention 

was made of costs involved.

When the municipality installed the 200 litre 

tanks in people’s yards we had to dig our own 

trenches to get it, otherwise your house would not 

have a tank in the yard. After the initial euphoria, 

many women were unhappy with the 200 litre 

water drums installed by EWS, which limit water 

usage per household to 200 litres per day. 

Key to this is the observation that, prior to 

the installation of these drums, communities had 
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greater access to water through the river which 

they have been using for centuries as their main 

water source, and water usage was not limited 

to a certain amount. Back then, the community 

did not have to suffer water shortages, and many 

women of the community believed that God gave 

the river that has nurtured the plant and animal life 

of Maphephetheni, KwaNgcolosi and Maqadini as 

a gift to their communities.

Suddenly, after some months, the water was 

cut off and people did not understand why. 

Eventually the municipality’s water department 

communicated that people were cut off because 

they hadn’t paid for the water. After there were still 

no payments forthcoming from the communities 

– due to widespread poverty and unemployment, 

people did not have the funds to pay their water 

bills – the municipality decided to introduce a six 

kilolitre system, which provides households with 

six kilolitres of water per day free of charge. 

This move was termed ‘community development’ 

in rural areas and was promoted as helping women 

who used to walk long distances to fetch water. 

As a trade-off, it became rural people’s reality 

to have only a limited amount of water available 

to them each day. Others, whose households 

are not part of the six kilolitre scheme, have to 

purchase water from their neighbours for 50 cents 

in 25 litre canisters or find another alternative. 

There is a need for further reflection on the 

water situation in these rural areas. Firstly, I would 

like to highlight the fact that there were already 

standpipes along the gravel roads pre-1994, which 

had been installed during apartheid. These were 

especially used by families that lived far away 

from the river as well as by school children and 

some visitors (tourists) to these rural areas. 

Now, in our new democratic South Africa, water 

seems to shrink. We are faced with regular cut-

offs – a situation that remains without explanation 

The Umngeni River used to be an important resource of food and water for many residents of the adjacent rural areas.
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municipality provides each household in the three 

rural areas around the Inanda Dam with six 

kilolitres of running water. When the six kilolitres 

are used up before the end of the day, the pipes 

will run empty and families will have to wait until 

the next day to access water again. 

What also remains unclear (and unexplained) 

is what happens if a family does not use up 

its six kilolitres – the drums fill up the next day 

without the family being able to ‘safe’ the unused 

litres from the previous day. Another disturbing 

issue is that, when water is cut off for technical 

reasons, the amount of water that goes unused 

for this period is not being replaced to community 

members or added onto the next day’s supply.   

It has been a tough realisation that ‘community 

development’ comes in many forms and, 

unfortunately, it is not left up to the communities 

to choose what kind of a ‘development’ they 

prefer. Initiatives are planned at the top, on 

municipal level, and implemented without giving 

community members the opportunity to voice 

their opinions and input into the planning. 

Conclusion

In the history of human development, 

communication is one of the corner stones for 

collective human survival. In Africa, indigenous 

knowledge systems are usually transmitted 

through cultural and social relations of peoples 

and remain highly relevant to people living in the 

so-called rural areas. 

Regrettably, in patriarchal rural societies, most 

contacts are made with men, while women, even 

if they are knowledgeable, are generally ignored. 

In the case of the development of the Inanda 

Dam, for instance, women were either too shy 

to speak, and those who were willing to speak 

were not allowed to voice their opinion nor to ask 

questions (‘the chief knows we are here’). Yet 

these are the same women who spend most of 

their time as heads of households, looking after 

children, tending to livestock and do the farming 

and gardening to provide for their families. 

Generally speaking, women carry out most 

of the work in rural communities, despite the 

fact that most of them are not educated. Lack 

of education puts them at great disadvantage, 

however, as lack of access to information prevents 

many rural women from keeping in touch with a 

changing world. It is often the case that people 

who are not educated only receive selected and 

second-hand information. Yet information is a 

fundamental aspect of development. It allows 

people to gain knowledge about important issues 

that affect their lives.

Indigenous knowledge and information 

structures are highly relevant to people living in rural 

areas. It has also been argued that women should 

be involved from the outset in decisions concerning 

their communities and lives. Critical consciousness 

and self-consciousness must be encouraged to 

ensure that women value their own experiences and 

opinions in evaluating information and generating 

knowledge. Women must have confidence in 

themselves at their local knowledge systems if they 

are to participate in their development.

More than 20 years after the Inanda Dam was 

built, after many visits from water ministers and 

officials and after lobbying the World Commission 

on Dams4, the three communities have not been 

compensated for their losses occurred when the 

dam was built. This is called ‘development’. But it 

is, really, the loss of a river, a way of life, a source 

of survival and our very dignity.

Notes

1  More information on historiacal facts and descriptions of 
the Umngeni River are available from the South African 
River Health Programme at www.csir.co.za/rhp/state_of_
rivers/state_of_umngeni_02/history.html.

2  The Inanda Dam was completed in 1988, some 32 

kilometres from the Umngeni river mouth.

3  Standpipes are a type of rigid water piping, which are 

built in a vertical position to a hose can be connected. 

The standpipe is filled with water and is pressurised at all 

times. 
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4  In response to a growing opposition to large dams, the World 

Commission on Dams (WCD) was established by the World 

Bank and The World Conservation Union (IUCN) in 1998. Its  

mandate was to review the development effectiveness of 

large dams and assess alternatives for water resources and 

energy development. The commission’s final report was 
released in November 2000.

References

Haffejee F et al (2007) ‘The problem of handwashing and 

paying for water in South Africa’, Occasional papers 

series/Municipal Services Project, No 13, Kingston, 

Canada: Queen’s University.

Republic of South Africa (1996) The Constitution, ACT 108, 

Sec 271b, Pretoria: Government Printers.

Republic of South Africa (1997) Water Service Act, Pretoria: 

Government Printers.

United Nations (2002) International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights, Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, Geneva, Switzerland.

Lack of access to information prevents many rural women from keeping in touch with a changing world.
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and sanitation in rural areas, based in Durban, South Africa. She works as assistant 
researcher at Water Dialogue South Africa. She was an organiser with the South 
African Municipal Workers Union (SAMWU) where she worked with both management 
and workers on issues concerning water and an intern at the Centre for Civil Society 
based at the University of KwaZulu-Natal in Durban. Email: dd_khumalo@yahoo.com
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The City Empties Itself

The city empties itself 

of all those I love

until this place is strange again

and I a stranger in it

There is little else to do

but await my own departure

riding out these last days

on the sad buses

that moan through the streets

I will no longer need the names for

I unmap this country from myself

and soon I will be home.

Home

and from the air

this place is more beautiful 

than any other I have seen

the plane dips over the sea

we’re landing

and a thousand thousand

tiny coloured houses

lurid green and pink and orange

seem to lift up into the air

down and down

I am returned 

to the hungry and the sick

and the children in the street 

and the children in the street

and the children in the street

Kylie Thomas
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	The Dark Side of Durban 
	 Engen Violates Permit Conditions – City Authorities Fail To Act 
	groundWork 
	Press Release - 07 July 2005 
	Anti-eviction actions in Chatsworth, South Africa 
	Source: libcom.org 
	 Wednesday, June 20, 2007 
	Crossmoor shackdwellers march on city demanding housing, water, and toilets 
	 
	By Shannon Walsh 


	 1.4 Refugees 
	Desperate Seeking Refugee Status 
	Mail and Guardian, 3 April 2006 
	It is early morning at the Durban office of the Department of Home Affairs and the queue of asylum seekers already snakes well into the parking lot. Umbrellas, to protect against the harsh sun already beating down on those in line, make splashes of colour. But the mood is anything but festive. "Do you know how many times I've stood in this queue?" Steven Ngepnza complains in an angry French accent. "I have to take time off from my work, and I lose money. And then, after two months, I have to come back because those idiots inside still haven't processed my ID." In his mid-twenties, the Congolese refugee, who works as a barber, wears a spotless white Nike sweater. Despite the heat and his raw anger, he looks cool. "You see that I look respectable," he smiles wryly. "That's because I have to look good for those people inside the little office. And also, I have my pride. I don't want to look like a vagrant."  
	Ngepnza fled the war-torn Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) to escape being dragged into the conflict, yet he sometimes feels the fight for survival and dignity on the streets of Durban is just a different kind of war. Congolese represent the largest slice of the almost 200 000 applications for asylum in South Africa since 1994, with Burundians and Rwandese also prominent. Unlike other African countries, South Africa offers neither accommodation in refugee camps nor assistance to recognised refugees or new arrivals seeking asylum. Refugees register as such, supposedly giving them access to the same services as locals in the jobs, housing and banking fields. But interviews with refugees in Durban underscored the enormous prejudice they face. Skilled people who worked as teachers, nurses, economists and engineers in their former lives now survive by guarding and washing cars, or as informal hairdressers and hawkers.  
	Like Ngepnza, most of those queuing at home affairs have temporary permits, but say they are trying to get the maroon refugee ID documents. Few know that the maroon IDs are being phased out in favour of smart cards. "I've heard about the smart card," Ngepnza's Congolese friend, Rene (name has been changed), says. "But it's a myth. I don't know anyone who's got one." Refugee community leader Baruti Amisi, also Congolese, scoffs: "I know of four people in Durban with cards, and not many businesses and banks are aware of them either. Home affairs has been dismal in promoting awareness of the smart cards. I'd like to know how many have been issued." The refugees' need for legal identity documents is so overwhelming that people often sleep in the queues to be first in line. They say that when their temporary permit expires, the cost in penalties levied by home affairs officials is R1 500 a day. The Mail & Guardian has established that this is a legal imposition, not a bribe. "If you can't pay it - and, I mean, who can? - our permit gets confiscated. Then if you're stopped by police, they put you in jail," says soft-spoken Burundian John Danangu, who has spent all his life in refugee camps.  
	Car guard Ginot says he knows someone who was fined R1 500 for being a day late in renewing their temporary permit, and who was then sentenced by a court to pay R200 a month. Another friend was put in Westville prison because he could not pay R3 000 after failing to pay the fine for two days. He had been unable to take time off work for fear of losing his job. The refugees' anger bubbles up when they start talking about the bribes home affairs officials allegedly solicit from them. "They're always asking for something on the side," says Rene. Most say they cannot afford the "standard" bribe of R500, and so they must queue. "I make a R1 000 a month at most. So I come here for the day, hoping my permit will be renewed," said one. According to Elizabeth Kanani of the Union of Refugee Women, many refugees say that "if you pay a bribe, you get your documents quickly. If you can't, you wait for months, sometimes years." Although the maroon ID is supposed to provide access to jobs, the refugees apply only to avoid police persecution. There is unanimous agreement that the document is ignored by South African employers. "If you apply for a job or want to open a bank account, they want a green ID," said DRC man Alexis Matuta, adding that a South African driver's licence is more useful than a refugee document. The refugees also say they are constantly harassed, branded as ama-kwerekwere and denied public services because they cannot speak Zulu.  
	A Congolese refugee said that when he took his sister to a Durban hospital, he was told to go to the Red Cross or the United Nations. Congolese car guard Alain (not his real name), an electrician in his former life, works at upmarket shopping centre The Pavilion, in Westville. Despite having been in South Africa since 2001, he has no South African friends. "Maybe we greet each other, but I can't say any local black people are my friends," he says. "I don't know of any refugee who has friends among local blacks." Alain and his family of four live in a bachelor's flat on Point Road, where he pays R1 000 a month rent for the privilege of sharing a bathroom and kitchen with 40 other people. "That place is so dirty, " he says. "I try to keep my flat clean, but with everything falling apart, you wonder whether it's worth the effort." Although township housing is cheaper, xenophobia has driven the refugees to the city, where they are often overcharged.  
	Yuma Bahande is a trained nurse who says she can't get a proper nursing job because registering with the nursing council is so difficult. She now works as a hairdresser in what she calls a "shanty little place", barely earning enough to buy food and pay her kids' school fees. Bahande is worried that the treatment of refugees in South Africa will affect her children. "They see that we have no dignity and they become angry. Many of them have never known their own country, but South Africa does not want them. They are growing up rootless." Refugee community leader Amisi agrees. "Many children are denied education. What kind of people are these conditions breeding?" Department of Home Affairs spokesperson Nkosana Sibuyi admits that his department faces a daunting backlog in processing refugees' applications for documents. But with a new campaign launched by home affairs under way, Sibuyi hopes the backlog will be cleared by July this year. "We have started the Refugee Backlog Campaign, which will focus mainly on building capacity in the department," he said. At the beginning of the year, the department had a backlog of 105 021 asylum applications. Last year, Parliament's home affairs committee criticised the pace at which applications were being processed, allegedly 20 a day.  
	Early this year, the Cape Town High Court handed down a telling judgement in favour of seven men from the Democratic Republic of Congo who had challenged the hold-up in processing their asylum applications. Judge Dennis van Reenen slated home affairs, saying the backlog in applications and extensions was "untenable" and violated the Constitution and the Refugee Act. "Having failed, since 2000, to introduce adequate and effective measures to address a gradually worsening situation, the department is responsible for the lack of adequate facilities essential for an expeditious handling of applications for asylum-seeker permits," Judge Van Reenen said. He ordered the department to submit an affidavit to the court by May, setting out what strategies were in place to ensure the smooth running of the refugees' office. In a report last year, Human Rights Watch highlighted corruption and incompetence in home affairs, which were hampering asylum seekers. It said a major problem was that temporary protection for asylum seekers expired before they received permanent documents. South African law gives refugees permission to work, if their application has not been processed within 180 days.  
	But not many refugees are aware of this loophole. Sibuyi said he had heard allegations of corruption in the refugee office, but challenged victims to come forward and report cases to officials. "Corruption is a cancer that must be defeated at all costs," he said. "We encourage refugees to report it to us. We will protect their identity and ensure they are not victimised." About 60 allegedly corrupt officials were identified last year, but only three have been prosecuted. Sibuyi was unable to say how many of the cases related to refugee corruption. He said the department "took it for granted that employees will realise that maroon identity documents give holders the same rights as South Africans. We had some engagement with the media to promote this." According to Sibuyi, about 500 smart cards have been issued. He said there has been a lot of interest in the cards and assured refugees that all glitches relating to them had been sorted out. "But we have to raise more awareness, so that cardholders do not encounter difficulty," he said. 
	 Asylum Seekers Encounter Abuse 
	Human Rights Watch 
	Government Must Provide Better Protection and Assistance 

	Human Rights Watch World Report 2007 
	For information refer to http://hrw.org/englishwr2k7/docs/2007/01/11/safric14710.htm  
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