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Founded in 1912, the same year as the founding of the African National 
Congress, Alexandra is one of the poorest and oldest townships in South 
Africa. It is located next to Johannesburg's most affluent white suburb 
which, along with the community's miltant resistant to apartheid laws, make it 
a target of government efforts to remove or radically reshape it. Alexandra 
is, in fact, at the top of a list of thirteen "oil spots" -- the name the 
government g1ves to sources of support for the revolutionary movement. It is 
one of the AUC's strongest areas of support. 

Conditions in Alexandra 

Alexandra today, as in the past, is polluted, unpaved and overcrowded, with 
some 200,000 people crammed into one kilometer of land. Apartheid has created 
unlivable conditions, and over the years, the government has used those same 
conditions in an attempt to remove the community as a black spot. 

During the period 1963 to 1979, the government attempted to turn Alexandra into 
a hostel complex for migrant workers, and to remove the community to other 
townships located in the homelands. Conditions deteriorated as authorities 
refused to carry out normal maintenance, and denied residents permission to 
repair their own homes. Even after the hostel effort was abandoned in the face 
of determined resisistance from Alexandra residents, the government continued 
to harass the community and its residents. To this day, they maintain the 
community under the most squalid conditions. They used the notorious pass laHs 
to move people, especially unemployed women, forcing them to move constantly to 
avoid police harrassment . 

Local resistance and the Affordable Housing Campaign 

The people of Alexandra were deeply involved in the June, 1976 Soweto upr1s1ng, 
a critical stange in the development of black political power, but also a 
tactical turning point in the government's campaign to remove or reshape 
Alexandra. In 1980, the government attempted to impose a "community council", 
but the residents refused to be taken in by this facade of "self-governance". 
In 1983, the government answered with the imposition of a "town council". Once 
again Alexandra people boycotted local elections, (only 2 percent of local 
residents turned out for town council elections), deligitimizing this effort as 
well. 

But the town council WqS nevertheless imposed on the the community, only to ~e 
forced to resign by community pressure during the uprisings of 1986. The 
government responded to national unrest with the state of emergency, still in 
effect in 1990, and the treason trials of 1987. 

Current government tactics: detentions and removals 

The governm~nt's tactics now are to move the activists out of the community by 
detainiag them without trial for extended periods of time, while simultaneously 
trying ~ o create a "new community" free of the conditions that have made 
Alexandra a major trouble spot. But creating a new community does not mean 
upgrading the appalling conditions for local residents, or allowing them any 
degree of self-governance. It is rather an effort to build expensive housing 
to ensure that current residents cannot afford to live in their community any 
longer. 



7he governmen t plan envisions an Al ex andra of 30,000 member s of the ''black 
jourgeoisie'', a group whose economic se l f-int er est the government f eel s 
~ill ~a~ e them less likel y t o res i st governm,e nt poli cy. As a ~ a j ar step 
towards the goals, the government recently added one kilometer to 
Alexandra, and has contracted with private white developers to build homes 
sel ling for R45,000 - R55,000, a price far out of rach of all but the 
smal le st handful of Alexandra residents. So although the government's 
efforts are not a "classical" forced removal, the effect will be the same 
-- to remove residents, neutralize a key resistance point, and reshape the 
community according to the government's needs. 

The Alexandra Civic Organization and the Affordable Housing Campaign 

The Alexandra Civic Organization (ACO) was formed in 1982, and spearheads 
organized resistance to the government. Its president is Moses Mayekiso, 
the samed unicn leader (he is general secretary of the South African 
:1ineworkers Union, one of the largest unions in South Africa). Mayekiso has 
been a victim of apartheid harrassment and detetnion. 

One of ACO's major goals is to force the government to grant Alexandra more 
land -- not for high-cost developments, but rather to expand low-income 
hou s1ng. They have mounted an Affordable Housing for All campaign, 
demanding that the government , rather than private developers, build 
affordable housing. They are pushing to have rents tied to income, and 
want to see residences made available for rent as well as sale. They are 
demanding that the government upgrade community services, rather than 
promoting the kind of deterioration currently forcing residents to move. 

A Sister-Community Relationship with Chicago 

The Alexandra Civic Organization has requested assistance from Chicago, as 
part of the broader United States - South Africa Sister Community Project, 
which has established linkages between six U.S. cities and South African 
communities threatened with removal. These linkages have applied 
international pressure on the South African government to negotiate with 
some of the threatened communities, many of whom are small, isolated rural 
communities. The Project has been endorsed by the African National 
Congress, the United Democratic Front, Bishop Desmond Tutu, the Black Sash, 
and others. 

The people of Alexandra have contacted Chicago because they believe that 
their American partner can expose the on-going brutal policies of the 
''enlightened" South African government. Chicago, as sister community , can 
respond to crisis situations, such as the one only recently ended which 
saw four community leaders detained without charges for months and near 
death from hunger strikes. The sister community can also consider helping 
the ACO run its advice center and newsletter, both crucial services to 
community re,sidents. The newsletter provides accurate information to 
coutnt~r . the government propaganda campaign aimed at Alexandra residents. 
The a~v\ ce center gives free legal and other counselling to Alexandra 
residents directly affected by government attempts to push them out of 
their community and destroy their homes. 

For Further Information 

A Chicago-Alexandra Support Committee, sponsored by CCISSA (the Chicago 
Committee in Solidarity with Southern Africa), has been formed to 
facilitate the sister-community relationship. For further information, 
contact Joan Gerig at Synapses, 312-421-5513. 
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