
nowhere 
to live, 
nowhere 
to go 

Homelessness is a 
phenomenon usually 
associated with a major 
natural disaster. But in 
South Africa the 
devastating summer 
floods made only a minor 
contribution to the 
staggering statistical 
news that one in every six 
South Africans is 
homeless. Joyce Harris 
sums up the material 
presented at the National 
Conference on this theme. 

Between ihcm. ihe Group Areas 
Aci. the 1.:; nd Acts and (he Black 

Communities Development Act are 
responsible for the crisis of homeless
ness which is besetting Ihe entire 
country, in rural as well as urban areas. 
These laws zone land racially, they 
control who may live where, and they 
apportion approximately 13% of the 
land to approximately 80% of the 
people. All this has had - and is still 
having - dire consequences for mil
lions of dispossessed people. 
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At ihe Black Sash National Con
ference, reports from all regions 
painted a picture of dispossession, 
alienation, overcrowding, people 
with nowhere to go and nowhere to 
live even though ihey may be em
ployed and earning. People forced off 
Ihe land they have farmed for gener
ations, communities destroyed, shacks 
and homes demolished, a sense that 
people are being mercilessly hounded, 
shifted, uprooted to accommodate an 
impossible ideology. 

Homclessness must be one of the 
mosl horrific conditions with which to 
have lo cope. Shelter is fundamental 
to life, and to be without it, or perhaps 
even worse, to have it destroyed from 
over the heads of those who have so 
painfullyconstrueted it, really boggles 
the imagination. Yet in South Africa 
one person in six is homeless! 

Natural disasters did play a role in 
this process. The Natal floods devas
tated ihe homes of approximately 
500 000 people. Political conflict in 
this province also contributed to the 
homclessness problem through the de
struction of township houses that were 
burnl or destroyed in various ways, 

From the Eastern Cape came the 
news of ihe removal of people from 
Langa - another example of the gov
ernments determination to implement 
the Group Areas Act People were 
moved from their well-established 

Southern and Eastern Cape 

homes into tents on a barren hillside at 
ihe cosl of Rl3,5-million. The com
munity had proposed an alternative: an 
upgrading scheme, the first phase of 
which would have cost R3.5-million, 
Removals were carried out at night 
with the use of searchlights and the 
municipal police conducted an intense 
programme of intimidation. 

In the Port Elizabeth area, 2I5 538 
people are living in shacks in a con
stant state of fear of demolition, be

cause there are no alternative sites as a 
result of the Land Acls and the Group 
Areas Act 

Major housing projects and incen
tives favour the middle income group 
and the government is not addressing 
the housing problem of the poor. In 
the mean while the shacks of the so-
called illegal squatters continue to be 
demolished. A number of the squat
ters have had to live out in the open 
near to where iheir shacks once stood. 

From the Western Cape: 
Khayclitsha, the government's answer 
to the acute housing problem for 
blacks in the Cape Town area, is on the 
bleak Cape Flats. 25 kms from the 
centre of Cape Town, There are pres
ently an estimated 200 000 people liv
ing there. It is the place to which all 
black people who are considered to be 
trespassing or squatting are sent and 
grows steadily every day. There are 
houses, core houses and an emergency 
camp of shacks. 

Western Cape 

There has been upgrading to pro
vide schools, hospitals, churches, wel
fare organisations and even transport 
in the form of a new* railway line, But 
unemployment is rife and people can
not afford to travel to Cape Town lo 
seek work. They keep alive through 
self-help. 

Cape Town itself is a city in crisis. 
The black population in the Cape 
Metropolitan Area will have grown 
from 133 889 in 1970 to an estimated 
I 379 330 in 2 000. It is estimated thai 
by 1990. 400 000 workseekers will 
lack formal employment and be unem
ployed or supporting themselves in the 
informal sector. The poverty is al
ready desperate, five out of seven 
coloured tenants are in arrears. There 
is presently a housing shortage of 
some 800 000 units. The brutal de
molition of squatters* shacks in Cross

roads, KTC and elsewhere has been 
well documented. Apart from being 
inhuman, it is also incomprehensible 
in the context of the housing shortage. 

From Border There is a housing 
shortage of 340 000 unils. acute pov
erty and people having to choose be
tween food and shelter because they 
cannot afford both. 

Transvaal 

From the Transvaal: There is a 
massive shortage of both houses and 
land. Only about 25% of Africans 
would be able to make any contribu
tion to housing costs yet the govern
ment is unwilling to build low-cost 
housing. There is a stubborn resist
ance in the white councils even to ac
knowledge the existence of many 
black homeless people let alone to do 
anything constructive about this crisis. 

Yet there are arrests and/or demoli
tions in many areas in the PWV. 
People are shunted from site to site, 
still with no lawful home. Homcless
ness occurs in backyards, and on open 
land in 'black* urban areas, in 'grey' 
areas and "white* areas, and in many 
very small and not-so-small groups on 
peri-urban land designated for every 
group other than Ihe people living on 
it. 

It is no wonder, therefore, that 
people lend to live wherever they can 
find a place for themselves - frequent
ly 'illegally', in shacks, or tents, or 
overcrowded houses, or in flats or 
houses in ihe so-called 'white* areas if 
they can afford to do so. 

And always they are living under 
conditions of extreme stress and the 
fear ofdemolition or eviction or arrest. 
For each and every one of them the cir
cumstances carry all the seeds of tra
gedy with very little in ihe way of hope 
for a more stable kind of existence in 
the future. What a terrible way this is 
in which lo have to live* 


