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Summary of project 
 
Xenophobic violence erupted in Johannesburg’s Alexandra 
Township and then spread all over South Africa leaving 
nearly a hundred thousand people displaced and over 60 
dead. Sonke Gender Justice Network (Sonke), a South 
African organisation focused on gender, HIV, AIDS and 
human rights was actively involved in the civil society 
response to this violence. In both Johannesburg and Cape 

Town Sonke staff engaged in a range of activities intended to challenge 
xenophobia and meet the immediate humanitarian needs of displaced people. 
Sonke staff participated in civil society networks, engaged government with 
advocacy and conducted community education activities using community radio, 
street soccer festivals, murals and community workshops to educate about 
refugee and migrant rights. As part of these efforts, Sonke produced a range of 
materials including stickers, t-shirts, posters and logos which were immediately 
made available to all civil society organisations interested in using or 
disseminating them. 

Sonke’s Refugee Health and Rights (RHR) programme works with refugees and 
migrants and focuses on a) addressing the gender and HIV related vulnerabilities 
of refugees and migrants and b) advocating for access to vital health and social 
services. It challenges xenophobia and the frequent violations of rights faced by 
refugees and migrants  

Funding from Oxfam GB has given Sonke the necessary resources to achieve 
the following objectives: 
 
Objective One:  
Conduct educational activities and mobilize communities around xenophobia, 
immigrant and refugee rights, gender equality, men’s roles and responsibilities in 
preventing gender based violence and on the use and formation of community 
action teams.  
 
Objective Two:  
Carry out media advocacy on xenophobia, refugee and immigrant rights, violence 
against refugee and immigrant women and on men’s roles and responsibilities in 
preventing all forms of violence.   
 
Objective Three:  
Developing educational materials to challenge xenophobia, strengthen 
community cohesion, promote human rights and call for an end to all forms of 
violence including violence against women.  
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Objective Four:  
Using the arts to stimulate discussions about immigrant rights and to roll back 
xenophobia 
 
This report captures the progress achieved during the implementation period in 
the two areas, Western Cape (Khayelitsha) and Gauteng (Johannesburg and 
Pretoria). The report contains a description of work in both areas. 
 
Innovative models in working with South African and non South African nationals 
were applied in both geographical areas. These models included community 
education workshops, painting of murals, development and distribution of anti-
xenophobia education materials (T-shirts, posters, community radio shows, 
marches, street soccer matches and press releases). 
  
All the above was done with the objective to raise awareness about refugee 
issues amongst local communities in order to stop all xenophobic attacks toward 
foreign nationals living in South Africa. 
 
 
 



5 
 

 2008 Sonke Gender Justice Network Report on Anti Xenophobia Activities to Oxfam GB  

 
Models Utilized  
 
Community Education Workshops 
 
Workshops were facilitated throughout Johannesburg and 
Cape-Town, artists from Artist Proof Studio (APS) in 
Johannesburg were trained on refugee and migration 
issues, thereafter they were trained with community 
members; they were then capable of developing sketches 

that will talk to communities about the issue through the painting of murals.  
 

 

 
Workshop participants working on an 
anti - xenophobia mural in Khayelitsha, 
Cape Town 

 
Other workshops and IEC talks were held in JHB and 
Cape Town and people attended from YMCA, Realistic, 
and from various football clubs in Khayelitsha.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
Murals were painted in Yeoville (Johannesburg). This area is mostly populated by 
foreign nationals from different countries in Africa. In collaboration with the 
Catholic Church Parish, walls were made available and the trained artists painted 
some very interesting and beautiful drawings which attracted many people’s 
attention. The Yeoville site has a very good catchment being next to a market 
and a business area.  
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Yeoville mural painted during the xenophobic attacks, 2008 

 
Artist Proof Studios (APS) learners were happy to transfer other drawings that 
they had made to the walls. They reported that they felt they were making a 
difference by using art, which is really important to them. The situation was less 
intense after the attacks had receded. The government was still negotiating 
whether to reintegrate the foreign nationals concerned or not. Sonke, the APS 
and the Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG) agreed on a wall that would address 
issues of reintegration and educate South Africans about the many forces behind 
migration to South Africa while also illustrating the challenges that still face non 
South African nationals. 
 

 
JAG mural launched on the 10th December 2008, International Human Rights Day. 

 
This mural covered two main themes: firstly xenophobia and secondly men and 
care in the context of HIV and AIDS. John Taos, a refugee from Rwanda, brought 
his life story to the design. The mural depicts the conditions that forced him to 
leave his country, what he endured to come to South Africa like many other non 
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South African nationals, the 
xenophobic attacks of May 2008, 
and the importance of reintegration. 
The launch of the mural coincided 
with international human rights day 
as issues of displacement and 
xenophobia are intimately linked 
with human rights.  
 

Please see the article published in 
the star written by Ulfrieda Ho in 
Appendix B about this mural. A 
separate case study of the mural has also been attached as a separate 
document to this report. (Title: Using murals to challenge xenophobia in South 
Africa). 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
In the Western Cape, Sonke has 
unveiled murals in three areas which 
were severely affected by xenophobic 
violence. The mural project was 
realized in partnership with the artists 
Falko and Akio, school authorities, 
local newspapers and the local 
communities.  
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A pre-mural workshop was conducted with school learners before painting the 
mural. The purpose of the workshop was to introduce school learners to the 
mural project, in order to come up with their own theme and to be involved.  
 

 
 
Three schools were selected to paint the mural: Joe Slovo High School and 
Yomelela Primary School, in Khayelitsha and Takama High School, in Philippi. 
Twenty learners were recruited in each school.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The unveiling ceremony of murals was 
covered by local media, such as:  
Vukani newspaper; Cape Argus; Radio 
Zibonele. 
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Community Education 
 
An anti-xenophobia march was organised by the Social Indaba Coalition of civil 
society which drew activists from various organisations and independents, about 
1000 people turned up for the march. Sonke produced 5000 posters and five staff 
members were actively part of the planning and execution of the march. Sonke 
staff posted articles about their personal perspectives on the Sonke website 
condemning this violence. These stories can be found at 
http://www.genderjustice.org.za/soccer/staff-experiences-of-xenophobic-violence.html. 
In addition, Sonke developed a webpage on xenophobia which includes a 
number of key governments and civil society documents related to refugee and 
migrant health and rights which can be found at 
http://www.genderjustice.org.za/projects/working-against-xenophobia.html.  
 

Street Soccer: Sonke organized street soccer 
matches and different teams composed of 
refugees and members of the local communities, 
combined forces and played against each other 
as a symbol of acceptance and celebration of 
their diversity. People who were actively involved 
in leading attacks against foreign nationals were 
challenged to go and find their team members 

from the very same communities. This was the 
highlight and probably the most challenging part 
of the game. It was done and matches took place 
with messages of support for peace from both 
communities at the end of the game.  
 
Despite the bad weather on the day, people 
showed their determination to challenge the 
weather and still kept the event going.  
 
 
A short documentary about the whole event was produced and can be shared for 
future reference. It is available to be viewed on the Sonke website at 
http://www.genderjustice.org.za/soccer/soccer-for-reintegration.html. We think it’s 
excellent and well worth viewing and sharing widely. We are working to get it 
aired on community television, Mindset and sports channels.  
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Please see Appendix A for a description of the event by journalist Dadier M 
Abdalah . 
 
Building Partnerships 
 
Sonke program staff participated in meetings with different key stakeholders such 
as UNHCR, South African Human Rights Commission, South African Polices 
Services, Artist Proof Studio, Local Metro Police, Amnesty International, faith 
based organisations and refugee organisations. This also included different 
community members, NGO’s and local governmental structures.  
 
In different provinces Sonke participated in meetings to assess the state of 
security in affected communities. In Khayelitsha a meeting was convened with 
the Area Police Commissioner, South African National Civil Organization 
(SANCO) executive committees and Community Police Forum (CPF). These 
meetings were important because they assisted in improving understanding of 
issues related to security measures and the precautions that should be taken into 
consideration in order to support reintegration of non South African nationals.  
 
Advocacy 
 
Advocacy work for the reintegration of all xenophobia survivors from 
Atteridgeville was successfully completed by Sonke Gender Justice with the 
financial help of JRS. JRS provided accommodation money to victims to go back 
to their initial communities with the technical support of Sonke Gender Justice, or 
to find new accommodation elsewhere. People who remained in the camp were 
those who came from other locations and were not part of the victims from 
Atteridgeville (Pretoria). UNHCR was informed of all progress made and Lawyers 
for Human Rights (LHR) was involved in solving any legal matters which arose.  
 
Sonke was given the task by other partners (LHR and UNHCR) to take 
responsibility for work within the camp (Marabastad in Pretoria with 186 people). 
This was a supervision role, overseeing all activities and coordination of tasks 
done by different partners on the site. Awareness was raised on human 
trafficking in and outside the camps in conjunction with Tshwane Leadership 
Foundation and the International Organisation on Migration. 
 
Sonke made its offices in Cape Town and Pretoria available as distribution sites. 
Hundreds of kilograms of food, blankets, clothing and other supplies where 
shipped from our Cape Town office to affected communities. In Pretoria, referrals 
for the sick to clinics and hospitals were successfully done and monitored with a 
follow-up from Sonke and JRS social workers. At different gatherings which 
included dance and poetry 6500 posters were distributed, and 300 T-shirts were 
distributed from the 420 that was produced. 
 
Media Outreach�
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Ongoing media outreach is seen as an important way of reaching the general 
public with OMC messages, and ultimately shifting social norms. Media outreach 
activities included: 
 

·  Radio interview and talk shows were aired and about 107 000 listeners 
were reached through Radio Zibonele in Cape Town. 

·  Joint press statements were issued by TAC, Sonke, PASSOP and AIDS 
Law Project: 21 May 2008 on Xenophobic Violence:  

·  Sonke participated in weekly meetings of the Western Cape Emergency 
Civil Society Task Team and Security Forums that were established. 

·  The Johannesburg Star December 12, 2008 published an article on our 
murals entitled Showing the suffering of the violated by Ufrieda Ho  
 

Please see Appendix B: Press statements and media  
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Lessons Learnt 
 
·  Awareness on refugee and migrant issues  (like 

accommodation or shelter, access to resources, jobs, 
health, education and documentation) needs to be raised 
in and around the country with all communities, in the 
form of campaigns that will involve different key role 
players, from civil society, politicians, church and 

religious leaders, youth organisations and teachers. 
 

�
 
 
 
  



13 
 

 2008 Sonke Gender Justice Network Report on Anti Xenophobia Activities to Oxfam GB  

Challenges and Suggestions 
 
The response to xenophobia held several challenges. They 
are listed below with suggestions for ways to overcome the 
challenges concerned. 

 
Challenges Suggestions 
Difficulties were experienced in work with community 
leaders (difficulties were based on inaccurate 
perception of foreigners and opinions like: ‘They 
must stay in camps’). They often have different 
opinions on the issue of xenophobia. Some believed 
that foreigners have brought all sort of problems into 
this country (HIV and AIDS, crime, jobs, houses, 
they sell drugs.) and others are saying none of these 
are true as it can not be proven with facts.  
 

Community leaders need to be educated on refugee 
and migrant issues like the rights of refugees and 
migrants, access to services, documentation and 
shelter.) 
 

The role of the Department of Home Affairs (DHA) in 
supporting community education actions was not 
clear and not much significant action by them was 
observed.  
 

DHA needs to be much more involved during 
campaigns as they handle issues of foreign 
nationals in the country. 
 

Reaching out to certain communities where the 
xenophobic violence started (Alexandra in JHB) is 
still difficult and may need an ongoing plan. 
Difficulties were: persistent tension between 
communities, lack of trust in the local authorities and 
failure to involve key role players / government.  
 

Community awareness efforts need to address high 
risk areas in order to prevent violence directed at 
foreign nationals. 
 

Access to temporary camps was a serious challenge 
in Johannesburg; the process was made difficult by 
the provincial disaster management team which 
could not let in organisation like Sonke to freely 
reach victims. In Pretoria this access was limited to 
the dropping off of condoms and other material at 
the health tent and no further movement in the camp 
was allowed. This situation has remained like that 
until the closing of camps in these locations was 
decided. 
 

Due to logistic and other budget constraints, the 
project in Gauteng was not able to reach all camps. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
Xenophobic attacks represent a gross violation of the rights of 
foreign nationals. It was not a good experience for either 
South African or foreign communities as it deepened fears 
from the foreign nationals and suspicion and tension between 
foreign and South African communities worsened. It has 
negatively affected the global perception of the country’s hard 

won democracy. The xenophobia also contradicted the spirit of Ubuntu as one of 
the core values held by the culture of this nation.  
 
More work needs to be done at different levels by all role players to stop this 
problem. This violence has stained the image of the country which has so far 
done much providing for refugees and migrants. Key role players like human 
rights organisations, faith based organisations, community based organizations 
and government need to join the effort to address this issue; everyone needs to 
be involved and do something to stop the violence. 
 
This program needs to be continuous and supported by all (government, local 
and international organisations, religious institutions, schools at all levels). The 
more people talk about this, the more it will help and that will make a huge impact 
in terms of communication between communities. 
 
One of the main suspected underlying reasons for the violence was a gap in 
service delivery to, and access for communities. Peace and cohabitation can be 
achieved if this problem, amongst others mentioned in this report, is approached 
with the spirit of collaboration between all stakeholders that influence a 
community, including civil society, community members and government 
representatives. This is where Sonke Gender Justice Network, through this 
program and its other integrated activities, can use its expertise in community 
mobilisation and education.  Sonke can also advocate and lobby decision makers 
in order to bring about peace, understanding and tolerance between 
communities. These are keys factors in building up a more coherent and 
equitable society. Sonke can provide extensive support in ensuring that justice is 
done by demanding that action be taken against suspected attackers, by 
ensuring that charges are laid and followed through upon, and by getting the 
police to act within a human rights framework, defined with the support of the 
Human Rights Commission. 
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Appendix A   
 
Description of Sonke Street Soccer against Xenophobia  

By Dadier M. Abdalah, Freelance Writer 

Copyright@displacedrefugeenet@yahoo.com 

Monday 7th July 2008  

The road towards unifying broken hearts and souls that once delivered hatred 
can only take stairs and not escalator. It is time-consuming challenge that takes a 
number of days or even years to re-establish love and implement social change. 
It only requires fresh strategies to reach to the climax, the society that everybody 
aspires and campaigns for. 
  
It was drizzling early in the morning in Cape Town; and in its central and southern 
suburbs heavy rain was pelting to hamper a beginning of a new strategy.  
Sonke Gender Justice Network , a Non-Profit making Organization whose 
slogan is “One Man Can” and one of its overriding outlooks is “Halt Xenophobia 
and support reintegration”, organized a friendly soccer at Manyanani Peace 
Park  in Khayelitsha on Saturday last week. 
The purpose of such a project is to promote social unity between the foreign and 
local communities.  
  
Hundreds of young people from diverse places in Cape Town attended the event 
to witness, mingle, play together and socialise; and so was born a new strategy 
for social unity.  
At least fourteen teams were registered and attended the competition; and each 
team was composed of two foreigners and two residents including a goal-keeper. 
There were no qualifications or pre-requisites as to who would participate to the 
competition. Even those whose legs and toes are unfit to play soccer are the 
good footballers required provided their hearts are moulded to social acceptance. 
Games were played in a small ground that approximately measured thirty by 
twenty feet.  
Among the teams that attended, to mention a few, were Abafethu FC, Shining 
Stars, Zim Dollar, Marshall Stars, Shona FC, Future Stars … and eventually 
Shining Stars ended the winning team by beating Future Stars 7-1 in the final. 
A representative of Street Soccer, who also played a major role in sponsoring the 
event, promised the winning team to line up for 2010 Street Soccer. He said so 
when presenting certificates, gifts and trophy to the achievers.  
The event was so colourful with people from all races (blacks, coloured and 
whites) all having one core message, “One man can halt xenophobia, stop 
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violence, support reintegration, celebrate diversity, demand justice, and make a 
difference”.  
Entertained by Bonga Magazi and Zoleka Mpotsho , the Chosi-Chosi Poets, 
young people heard none other than the sole message of peace and social unity 
that seems to no longer exist between the two communities after xenophobic 
riots. 
While some were busy playing football, others were hilariously dancing. Listening 
to the euphony of African songs that was technically reported by a man on his 
wheelchair, Fungile Ngqoleka , everybody was warmed up though the climate 
seemed not to allow.  
Following such an occasion, it had something to interpret. It connotatively said 
that disability is not an excuse for violence if a person is socially cultivated; so is 
poverty not an excuse for segregation if a person is socially informed.  
Even so, One Man Can;  let social unity be promoted by organising strategies of 
such nature. The road to reintegration and social acceptance can properly be 
paved if all could engage. 
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Appendix B 
 
Press statements and media  
 

1. JOINT PRESS STATEMENT: 21 May 2008 
Xenophobic Violence: Western Cape Emergency Civil Society Task Team 
Established; WC Security Forum established 

 
Since Sunday 11 May 2008, xenophobic violence has swept through Gauteng. 
Beginning in Alexandra, the violence rapidly spread to two dozen communities 
across the province, including the inner city of Johannesburg. At least 23 people 
have been confirmed dead, hundreds injured and more than 7000 people 
dispossessed and displaced. 
So far the Western Cape has not experienced the levels of violence witnessed in 
Gauteng. But we have seen isolated attacks against foreign nationals, and have 
received information on further planned attacks. A meeting of over 20 civil society 
organizations was held in Cape Town yesterday to discuss a strategy for pre-
empting what has happened in Gauteng from spreading to this province. 
As in Gauteng, we have established a civil society task team made up of trade 
unions, faith based organizations, legal and human rights organizations, 
humanitarian agencies and refugee organizations. The purpose of the Task 
Team is to work with the WC provincial government and with national 
government to prevent violence against foreign nationals and to provide 
Humanitarian and other forms of assistance where necessary. 
 
The Task Team will: 
1. Liaise and collaborate with broader civil society on all matters relating to the 
protection of the rights of foreign nationals in the WC. 
2. Take proactive steps to prevent attacks against foreign nationals by mobilizing 
and educating all communities across the WC province. 
3. Develop and enact emergency contingency plans, in collaboration with other 
stakeholders, for the delivery of humanitarian and social support services to 
affected persons, should widespread xenophobic violence break out in the WC.  

The Task Team will also elect 3 representatives to sit on the newly formed 
Security Forum that the SAPS has established in the WC. The other members of 
this Forum include the National Religious Leaders Forum, provincial government 
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and the SAPS. The Security Forum has been mandated to meet and report 
immediately to deal with any reports of xenophobic violence in the WC. 
The Task Team is comprised of representatives from the AIDS Law Project, The 
Treatment Action Campaign, Black Sash, PASSOP, COSATU, the Commission 
for Gender Equality, Sonke Justice Network, and UCT Centre for Refugees, 
Scalabrini, the SAHRC the AIDS Rights Alliance for Southern Africa and the 
Mitchells Plain Traders Association. 
In light of the fear and instability that has already been created by the violence in 
Gauteng, we call on national government to make available its plan to deal with 
this unacceptable crisis. We hope that such a Plan will take the following into 
account: 
1. A moratorium on all deportations of foreign nationals; 
2. Protection for foreign and migrant communities especially in high-risk areas 
such as trains, refugee reception offices and potentially volatile communities; 
3. Provision of alternative shelter including food, blankets and other basic 
necessities; 
4. Fast tracked investigation, arrest and prosecution of those arrested for carrying 
out such attacks. 
Furthermore, we salute the many individuals and organizations that have 
provided humanitarian assistance to the victims of the violence in Gauteng and 
elsewhere. They are working under tremendous pressure and with limited 
resources. All of our organisations condemn the xenophobic violence. The 
perpetrators of these attacks do not do carry out such barbaric acts in the name 
of ordinary South Africans. We distance ourselves from such conduct and will 
work tirelessly to create a society that promotes the human rights of everyone. 
 
For more information please contact: 
-Freddy Nkosi (Refugee Project Coordinator- Sonke Gender Justice 
Network ):078-054-3987 
-Braam Hannekom (PASSOP): 074-103-0797 
-Nkosikhulule Nyembezi (Black Sash ): 082-429-4719 
-TAC Media Hotline: 071-501-6594 
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2. The Star December 12, 2008 Showing the suffering of the violated by 

Ufrieda Ho  

People have short memories - just six months on, the xenophobic attacks are 
nearly forgotten.  
But the terror that gripped foreigners during those horrific days in May is more 
than just yesterday's news headline for artists and activists of the Artist Proof 
Studio in Newtown and the Sonke Gender Justice Network in Braamfontein.  
 
The two organisations have used World Human Rights Day - December 10 - and 
the 16 Days of Activism of No Violence against Women and Children campaign 
to highlight, through art, the struggle against violence in our society.  
 
Twelve artists worked on the storyboard mural outside the Johannesburg Art 
Gallery (JAG) in Joubert Park. 
It tells the story of one of them, who fell victim to the rampaging xenophobic 
mobs earlier this year. 
 
Rwandan John Taouss Tuyisabe arrived in South Africa in 2000.  
A Tutsi, he had managed to survive the genocide of 1994, but was forced to 
leave the country of his birth as things deteriorated in the years after the Hutu 
rage. 
 
His sister had moved to Uganda, but he was not welcome there either. 
And so he ended up in Nelspruit, Mpumalanga. 
Remembering his terror during the xenophobic attacks, he says: "In one night 
they wiped away everything."  
Taouss Tuyisabe is the man in the mural, hopelessly crying into his hands; the 
man torn by barbed wire; the man running from the burning townships.  
 
He is a symbolic victim, but he's also a symbolic survivor - and one who has 
chosen to stay.  
 
The last panel in the mostly black and white mural is a picture of overcoming.  
 
South Africa is depicted as a solid tree decked with colourful leaves representing 
the many flags that fly across the continent. "I did lose my faith in South Africa, 
but when I see this mural I also see that there are South Africans who are one 
with me are here to support me," he says.  
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"It is like I'm starting fresh again in South Africa after eight years." 
 
The mural is located at the transport gateway of the city among taxi ranks, bus 
terminuses and the railway station. This is also the gateway to the City of Gold - 
the point of disembarkation for the thousands of migrants who come here in 
search of jobs and money.  
 
"We want people to see this mural outside JAG and to understand the story of 
the people who suffered and still suffer. "The voices of the violated can be heard 
through this mural," says Thami Nkosi of the Sonke Gender Justice Network.  
 
Nkosi is familiar with violence in all its forms - even the ravages of HIV and Aids. 
"I lost my father to HIV complications in 1997, and growing up I watched political 
violence become what was normal in the townships."And I've watched gender-
based violence take hold even during the xenophobic attacks and in society in 
general," he says.  
 
But it needn't be this way. 
 
The Sonke Gender Justice Network works with men in particular to explore non-
violent responses to problem-solving. Its "One Man Can" campaign is a national 
call to men to start being more responsible about their actions and behaviour - 
and to take a stand against violence, whichever form it takes.  
 
Artist Proof Studio artist and training facilitator Molefe Thwala extends this sense 
of responsibility to every person who lives in this city. "We have always 
encouraged students to use their art for social consciousness. After all, a picture 
can say a thousand words," he says. 
 
Even corporates need to act with courage.  
 
Murals and other artworks that depict stories such as Taouss Tuyisabe's can be 
regarded as bad for a company's image."We battled to find a space to paint 
because many of the corporates felt that this message that we wanted to portray 
was too political.  
 
"It was only when JAG came on board that this idea of telling John's story 
through a mural came together," Thwala says. 
 
But whichever way you spin it, violence is a reality in South Africa. And it's a 



21 
 

 2008 Sonke Gender Justice Network Report on Anti Xenophobia Activities to Oxfam GB  

reality a group of artists believe is long overdue for change. 
 
This article was originally published on page 7 of The Star on December 12, 
2008  

Attached: Case study of Yeoville Mural by Kristin P alitza 


