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Delft weathered by its fight for survival
The volatile evictions of two weeks ago put Delft,

Cape Town’s first racially mixed township, back in the

spotlight. TANYA FARBER reports on its many social

problems. HENK KRUGER took the photographs

O
n a small earth-brown

house with no front

door, the words “Little

Angels Daycare” have

been lovingly inscribed

in white paint. Two

houses down, the name “Gordon”

has been spraypainted in an angry,

inconsistent handwriting. 

Both houses, embedded in the

barren sands typical of the Cape

Flats, stand empty. 

Next to the house once inhabited

by Gordon, it is difficult to read the

spraypainting. Names have been

crossed out, painted over, scratched

away.

Exact replicas of these houses are

dotted along in each direction, with

layers of names competing for room

around the door frames, but there

are no signs of life.  

This fight for space has landed

the sprawling township of Delft on

the front pages of newspapers across

the country. 

But the recent evictions and the

fallout are just a single flashpoint in

a township so full of problems that

many residents have lost any hope of

transformation.

One high school in the area is still

reeling from an incident on

January 23 when a bunch of

gangsters who had dressed up in

school uniform made their way past

the security gate. 

As soon as they were in the

courtyard, they began wielding

weapons and robbing pupils.

What followed then were two

stabbings. The gang leader first

stabbed a 16-year-old boy in the back,

and then, as the gangster tried to

escape through an open window, the

wounded pupil gave chase before

stabbing him in revenge.

This time it was fatal.

For pupils and teachers at the

school this was a turning point – a

moment in time when blood was

spilt in the one place they felt

slightly safer than on the other side

of the fence.

But within the broader context of

Delft and subsidiary area Delft

South, January 23 was just another

day. 

Violence is a way of life here, and

sometimes the line between criminal

activity and self-protection is a fine

one.

Gavin Michaels, the principal of

another secondary school a few

kilometres away, opens his top

drawer to reveal the latest crop of

confiscations in his classrooms at

Simunye High school: a black flick-

knife, one half of a pair of scissors,

and three smaller knives. That was

all from last week.

“When we had a police reservist

stationed here for two months, we

were filling up bags of 20 to 30 knives

at a time,” he says, “and one boy

sobbed when we removed his long-

blade knife, saying that it was his

only protection when he walked to

school in the morning.”

It is not just the teachers at the

school who can’t tell the perpetrators

from those just trying to protect

themselves. This is a theme that

runs through every sphere of life in

Delft, so far gone is the cycle of

violence.

Lebaadielah Kamies, 15, a

Grade 10 pupil at Masibambisane

High School, says that her biggest

fear is being abused or raped by an

older person.

Fellow pupil Boniswa Mthinjona,

17, agrees, saying that crime has

become a way  of survival because

there is so much unemployment. 

And, she adds: “There are no

recreational facilities that we can

use because anything like that is

ruined by the gangsters – whether

it’s a park or a sportsfield.”

That public space is swallowed up

by gangs and crime is a typical

feature of any region where jobs are

very scarce, and in Delft,

unemployment seems to lie at the

rotten core of its every social ill.

Themba Zenzile, a community

leader who holds down a menial job

in the area, points to the inter-

relatedness of all the problems here.

“Unemployment is so high. There

were recently some vacancies for

street sweepers, and people were so

desperate for those jobs. Some got

jobs and others didn't, and then there

was tension about how the lucky

ones were assigned those jobs.

“People are unemployed, so there

is over-crowding, substance abuse

and alcoholism. When there’s over-

crowding and drinking and drugs,

gangsterism grows.”

He recounts a story of how not so

long ago the dismembered bodies of

two women were found dumped in a

nearby school. 

Also, in December last year, three

cars were seen in an area at night

where a taxi driver lived. He was

literally pulled out of bed and has

never been seen since. The family

went to a traditional healer who said

that he was dead, but despite their

desperate attempts, they were not

able to recover his body.

Nobody knows if the incident

was related to yet another of Delft’s

sore points – the taxi violence.

Although recent weeks have seen

a period of relative calm on the taxi

routes, residents say the clashes

come and go and can flare up any

minute.

“There have been pockets of

fighting on the Delft-Nyanga route

and the Delft-Bellville route,” says

Zenzile, “but it has simmered down

for now. We don’t know when it will

come back, but it will.”

Like everything else here, the taxi

wars are a fight over resources as the

two rival associations, Cata and

Codeta, struggle for turf on the

different routes.

According to some residents, the

problems in Delft are the same as

every other impoverished

community on the Cape Flats. What

makes the fight over resources far

worse, however, is the racial tension

that other communities don’t have to

face.

Delft, which was established a

few years before the end of

apartheid, was the first official

mixed township in the region. The

recent evictions, 14 years after

apartheid's demise, have exposed a

racial faultline that is still deeply

entrenched.

Those who had illegally occupied

the incomplete houses of the N2

Gateway project said they had been

sidelined in favour of Xhosa-

speaking applicants who had been

on the waiting lists for far less time,

and when it came to the evictions,

racial slurs were called against those

who were meant to get the houses.

For people working in education,

the tension has been evident in

teachers and pupils alike.

Linda Magopeni, principal of

Masibambisane High School, says

her school used to have 17 Afrikaans

teachers and 23 isiXhosa teachers on

the staff body.

“Now, because of fighting, many

Afrikaans teachers left and only four

remain. Some believed we chased

them away, which wasn’t true, and

this is a common thing that happens

in Delft. It is a mixed township and

that causes many problems.” 

According to Nokuthula Mbete, a

community worker from the Quaker

Peace Centre, “those who have

attended township schools, whether

coloured or black, do experience

difficulty overcoming tension and

prejudice as well as language

problems.”

And, she adds: “They are not

helped by their elders’ example as

they also tend to stay in their racial

groups.”

But for Mbete, the worst thing

that could happen to this

impoverished community is a loss 

of hope.

“Despite all the issues, there is

never a point of no return,” she says.

“Human beings are always capable

of finding the strength within

themselves and with each other to

change situations.”

One solution, she adds, is for

young women to get involved in

community structures.

“They should not accept the

‘passive victim’ role, and if they are

enabled to play a leadership role,

they can turn the cycle of violence

around.”

Mario Jansen, vice-principal of

Simunye High school, says pupils in

Delft face huge challenges that those

in privileged areas would never even

dream of.

But this, he says, is what makes it

worthwhile coming to school every

morning.

“Despite everything we go

through and how difficult life is for

us here, it is pleasurable working as

a teacher in this area. We are trying

to change the lives of young people

who need it the most.”

Delft at a glance
Delft was established in 1989 as an
Integrated Service Land Project.

According to an official census, it
consists of an economically active
population of about 30 000 people, but
recent estimates have pegged the figure
between 30 000 and 90 000.

The population is made up of families
who have historically lived in the Western
Cape and who migrated there when it was
established. But, the area has also seen a
massive influx of dwellers from the Eastern
Cape, and to a lesser extent, Nigeria and
Somalia.

Made up of Delft and Delft South, it is
75% coloured and 25% black.

Unemployment rates are estimated at
over 44%.

It is situated about 34km northeast of
Cape Town, and about 7.5km from
Bellville.

FIGHT FOR SPACE: In Delft, unemployment seems to lie at the rotten core of its every social ills – overcrowding, substance abuse, gangsterism and taxi violence. But in this community racial tensions make the fight over limited resources even worse

WORSE FOR WEAR: An element of gangsterism and violence in Delft schools violates not only school property, but the future prospects of its pupils

DESOLATE: Slogans can be seen on almost all the newly built homes in Delft, which now stand empty

LIVING IN FEAR: Teachers often
confiscate weapons from pupils
who say they are for protection
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