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Calling government to account

It is just over a year since the outbreak of xenophobic

attacks. Duncan Breen and Tara Polzer contend that

South Africans, particularly at government level, are not

addressing the issue seriously, which in the end will
rebound on all South Africans.

ora than a year after
xenophobic violence
erupted around the country

in May 2008, displacing thousands
of people, the threat of further
violence remains high

Attacks on foraign nationals
continue, even though not always in
the form of highprofile mob
attacks, Littl has been done to hold
perpatrators accountable,and no
official commission of inguiry has
baen held,

“The popular beliefs that fed last
year's violence, including against
people who had lived as naighbours
for many years, have also not
changed significantly. With the
economic crisis hitting South Africa
and paople losing jobs chly. you
hear people in th streets, on the
adio and among our leadership
asking whather South Africa can
“afford'to host migrants.

We need to recognisa that thare is
a continuing threat of violence and
that responss from government are
inadequate. Most importantly,
xenophobia s not about other
people.Tha possibiliy of such
violence in our sociaty highlights
Social and political faultlins which
affect all people living in the

country. Fautlines such as a lack of
accountability mechanisms at local
government level, the prevalence of
vigilantism, and mispercaptions
about ‘compeition for resources.

NO END TO VIOLENCE
Regular atacks on foreign nationals
continue in communities across the.
country.

“There have been at least 28 attacks
since June 2008, including in places.
as diversa as Durban, Boksdale, Port
Alfrad, Klerksoord, Motherwell, Delft
and Darling.

Police ar often quick to rula out
xenophobia,daseribing tha attacks
as only crima’. However, foraign
nationals are often targetad for
robberies by criminals who know
that polica ara less ikely to
investigate. Sometimas foreign
nationals are attacked and nothing is
stolen during these robberies’. Then
it clear that xenophobiais a factor.

Threats of violance and
instructions to foreigners to gat out’
of communities also remain
commn, Racently.local businass.
people sent leters to Somalitraders
in Gugulathu telling them to move
out of the area within a week.

Zimbabweans around

Johannesburg report threats thay
get from taxi drivers, work
colleagues, neighbours or strangars
in the streat. Frst it was Just wait
until ater th elections’ now it is
‘just wait until after the World Cup,
then wa will Kick all of you out of
our country.

PREVENTIVE MEASURES
When people make threats on
forelgn nationals, our local or
national leaders do not play a
decisiva role in addressing and
managing such conflicts.

Befor tha clections, President
Jacob Zuma, as president of the
ANC, met with members of the
Congolese community,whera he
expressed his abhorrence of
xenophabic vielence and
undertook to pravent it happening
again. He said that any indications
ofa recurrence should be reportad
to him, Perhaps, as president of the
country. he wil nstitute effective
preventive maasures.

To date, however, thera is no
national policy for praventing or
responding to xenophobic violence,
There has bean no formal, high-avel
inquiry into the 2008 violenca,
Thera is also no early warning
system to pradict futura outbreaks
of violence.

Indead, when government
spokesparsons were approached
one year after May 2008 on the
need to prevent further violence,
they announced that because"thera
is no current violenca there is no
problem” and that we should "lock
forward and not backward". This
means that we hav not learnt our
lessons.

Indead, by failing to diagnose tha
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causes of tha violence, o by
misdiagnosing them, we bacome
less able to address fault-ines which
affect all people i this country.

The three fault-lines highiighted
by the xenophobic violence wera
accountable local government,
vigilantism, and compatition for
access and rights to resources such
as services and jobs. Thase have
baen recognised by President
Zuma's administration as central
concerns to address in the interests
of the poor. While addressing
‘xenophobia will not be enough to
resolve thesa larger challenges, the
falure to address xenophobia wil
make them worse.

ACCOUNTABLE LOCAL GOVERNMENT
What was the key difference in
places where xenophobic violence
oceurred or did not oceur in May
20087 It was ot the number of

foreign nationals iving there, or
lavels of unamployment and
poverty it was the lagitimacy of
local leadership structures

“This included the legitimacy of
ward councillors, ward committees,
community policing forums, and
other leadership figures. In some
locations,legitimate, respected
leadership mobilised thair
‘communities to prevent violence.
“This was not becaus thay.
necessarily liked foreigners, but
because they understood the
importance of the rule of law and
the dangers of uncontrolied
Violenca for all residents of a
community including South
Africans.

In places where there was mob
violenca, it was instigated and
fanned by local leaders, and often
by leaders who wera illegitimate.
These were people who had

hijacked Community Policing
Forums (CPF) and ward committees.
for personal and often monetary
gain. When such leaders mobilised
‘community members to carry out
Violence, they often distributed the
stolen property of foreign nationals
and gave shacks to loyal supporters,
“This was to strengthen their
personal positions of power rather
than to act in the interests of th
broadar community.

Legitimate and accountable local
leadership act in the interests of the
entire community. Leaders who
mobilisa public violence in their
personal interests do not. Tha new
government’s promise to strengthen
local government is an important
step i this direction. But it s also
important to accompany this with
machanisms to monitor leadership
‘Wwhich actively undermines the rule
of law.

VIGILANTISM
This brings us to the second key
faultdine highlighted by
xenophabic vielence: the
prevalence and legtimacy of
vigilantism.

Therais a long history in South
Africa of individuals or members of
a particular community acting
themsalves when they foel that the
police will not. Vigilante attacks
conducted in the name of fighting
crima’ often target foreign nationals.

Arecent high-profile case
involved a ward councillor and
members of the local CPF allegedly
leading a mob that forced three
foreign nationals to jump from a
fifth storey window in Durban in
January this year. The ward
councillor has been chargad but has.
ot been suspended by the
municipaliy.

“Ther are at least thraa ways in
‘which vigilantism in general,
including against foreign nationals,
is dangerous for broader society.

Firstly whera a community targets
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Secondly vigilantism often targats.
entire groups associated with what
people sea a5 a crime, rathar than
focusing on an individual. This s
bacause a fight with one person of
a particular nationality may lead to
the expulsion of all others from a
community or country, whether
people were involved in the
original fight or not.

Finally, vigilantism is
fundamentally about percaptions of
quilt or even just beliefs in a threat
of futur criminal activity. W know
that there are huga differences
batween people’s perceptions that
foraign nationals do crima, which
are very high, and the actual
statstics, which are not very high,
The lack of due legal process, the
group accusation and the reliance
on percaptions and fear mean that
vigilante justica’ often targets
innocent people.

Vigilantism is not something only
targeted at foreign nationals. Once it
is an established way of doing
things in a community. and once
quilt through aceusation is
accaptable without due process, it
can easily target an individual or
groups of South Africans - such as a
minority language group.

ACCESS TO RESOURCES
Violence against foreign nationals is
often explained by perpetrators and
commentators alike, as reflacting
competition for scarce resources,
such as houses and employment.
Fair access to resources such as
Services and jobs is indsed one of
the most central challenges in South
Africa.And it islikely to bacoma an
increasingly loaded issue as the
newly elacted government struggles
to meat expactations in the context
of the global financial crisis and the
drop in public budgets

In the past, peopla in service
delvery protests and strikes have
turnad against foreign nationals. But
are foraign nationals really the
reason that South Africans do not
have services and jobs?

It s important to answer this
question correctly. The wrong
answer will cost the lives of mora
innocent peopla and erucially it will
distract us from the real reasons,
underlying poverty, unemployment
and service delivery backlogs.In
taking seriously th desperate
poverty extreme inaquality and
disappointed expectations of
people. we have to challenge and
reject the false association batween
the presence of non-itizens and
the poverty of South Aficans.

Firsly it s well established that a
lack of service delivery to the poor
is not so much about the lack of
resources in tha country as it is
about institutional capacity
constraints. This s particularly so at
local government level. It s also
about the failure to balance
resourca distribution batween the
rich and the poor. How can foraign
nationals ba blamed for either of
thes?

Sacondly there is extrame
pressure on services and very high
unemployment in informal
settloments whare most of the
violence against foreign nationals
has taken place. However, this s
largely dua to larga numbers of
peopla migrating to urban areas
from other parts of South Africa, not
from across our borders.

South Africans fought for the right
to move frealy around our country.
andtolive in cities,but matro
governments stil nead to develop
effective planning and provid for
these new urban residents.

Finally some people argue that
foreigners grab more than thair fair
share of South African resources. In
fact, most forelgn migrants use very
fow public sarvices. They have

difficultes accessing services when
they need them although they are
contributing to the local economy.

“The Wits Forced Migration
Studies Programma has done
research between 2007 and 2009
and found that only 15% of foraign
nationals have school-age children
in South Africa. Over half of
foraigners hava never needed or
used public health care sinca thair
arrival in the country. And many
create their own work rather than
taking existing jobs or sell goods at
prices that tha poorest can afford

Non-citizens are generally
excluded from public housing,
Soctal grants and public works
employment programmes. While
thera are some isolated cases of
foraign nationals gatting fraudulent.
access to services, there are much
higher levels of housing and grant
fraud among Souith Africans who
do ot qualify for state subsidies

Blaming foreign nationals for lack
of service dlivery and jobs
therafora distracts attention from
the need for better government
resource allocation, planning, and
accountability.

Xenophobic violenca will not
resolve any of South Africa’s kay
challenges around poverty.law and
order,and local governance. Being
committed to stopping violence
against foreigners is not about
privileging them or prioritising the
naeds of a selact faw.As long as
xenophebic violence and the
structures and perceptions which
enabla it continue, the same fault
tines will continue to create a
threat to all n South Africa. &1

Duncan Broen is from the
Consortium for Refugoes and
Migrants in South Africa and Tara
Polzer works in the Forced
Migration Studies Programme at
the Univarsity of the
Witwatersrand.




