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targeting of Abahlali baseMjondolo human rights defenders. We call for urgent national
intervention for investigations and protection of Abahlali baseMjondolo members at risk.
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9 September 2022
Dear Mr President, Honorable Speaker, Honorable Ministers and Honorable Mandate-Holders,

For the past 17 years, members of Abahlali baseMjondolo (Abahlali), the largest social movement
representing the interests of shack dwellers and the poor in South Africa, has been systematically
targeted with harassment, repression, and assassination for advocating for access to land,
adequate housing, basic services and for the dignity of informal settlement residents. The
movement has been subjected to unlawful police raids, coordinated mob attacks, and targeted
assassinations by hitmen. On at least one occasion — the killing of Thuli Ndlovu — two councillors
of the African National Congress (ANC) were found to be behind the attacks and were convicted
in 2016. In other killings, local ANC leaders have also been implicated. Over the years, at least
24 leaders of the movement have been threatened and Killed, hundreds have been injured and
thousands displaced from their homes. In the past year, the eKhenana Commune in particular,
has become the site of intensified violence and has fallen victim to political violence and state-
sanctioned harassment as well as state inaction in the face of such attacks. We call for an
immediate end to such attacks and call for accountability for those Killed!

In the early hours of Saturday morning, 20 August 2022, two professional hitmen entered the
eKhenana commune in Cato Manor and assassinated the elected chairperson of the community
committee and prominent Abahlali youth leader, Lindokuhle Mnguni. The night Mnguni was killed
was the first time he had slept in his home in months as he had been forced into hiding due to
constant threat on his life. Mnguni, who was 28 years old at the time of his death, was shot several
times and died at the scene. His partner, Sindiswa Ngcobo, was fortunate to survive after being
shot three times. She too is a member of Abahlali baseMjondolo. Lindokuhle Mnguni was targeted
because his activism exposed and challenged a dangerous underworld of housing corruption in
the area which implicated police officials as well as local politicians connected to the ANC. His
commitment to defending the human rights of shack dwellers throughout the country and being a
voice of the poor has cost him his life.

The assassination of Lindokuhle Mnguni follows the assassinations of Ayanda Ngila on 8 March
2022, who was the deputy chairperson of the eKhenana branch, Nokuthula Mabaso, on 5 May
2022, who was a prominent leader in Abahlali’'s Women’s League as well as within eKhenana.
Nokuthula Mabaso a state witness to Ayanda Ngila’s murder, was playing a vital role on in the
ongoing investigations. These assassinations have robbed Abahlali baseMjondolo and the
community of eKhenana of compassionate and selfless leaders who committed themselves to
bettering the lives their community and others living in poverty. They were well-respected and
loved by the movement and their families. Since the establishment of eKhenana in 2018, at least
eight people have been killed.

Over the past year, at least a dozen leaders from eKhenana and Abahlali baseMjondolo’s
leadership have been arrested and detained repeatedly for charges ranging from assault,
conspiracy to commit murder and murder although none of the prosecutions have resulted in a
conviction. Mnguni had been arrested in March 2021 and unfairly denied bail for six months



alongside Landu Mtshazi and the late Ayanda Ngila; their case was eventually dropped when the
witness recanted her testimony. They were arrested again in January 2022 with another
community leader, Maphiwe Gasela, and released over a month later from Westville Prison.
These incidents as well as other attacks on the Commune have been documented in a report
submitted to the South African Human Rights Commission by an accredited monitor of the
commission.

During the COVID-19 lockdown in 2020, the eThekwini municipality carried out unlawful evictions
at the settlement despite the moratorium on evictions instituted in terms of the State of Disaster
regulations as well as an interdict against any further evictions in eKhenana, granted in February
2019. Even after a settlement was reached in April 2020, when the community approached the
High Court for an urgent interdict, eThekwini’s Anti-Land Invasion Unit allegedly fired live
ammunition into the settlement leaving eKhenana resident, Yamkela Vezi, injured with a gunshot
wound to the hip. She had to be rushed to hospital for urgent care.

Abahlali baseMjondolo have been targeted for disrupting local systems of patronage and for
demanding the universal human right to adequate, well-located, habitable shelter as well as
access to land in the city. Their assertion of the dignity of all people, especially the poor, is seen
as a threat to this patronage system. A number of leaders from eKhenana and the movement
have had to leave their homes and take on costly security measures for their safety. Their lives
have been disrupted and they are at constant risk because of these vested local political interests.
Prior to the assassinations in eKhenana, Abahlali leaders Thembinkosi Qumbelo (2013),
Nkululeko Gwala (2013), and Sifiso Ngcobo (2018) were all assassinated following numerous
threats. When the movement has called the police for assistance or to open criminal cases,
officers have been slow to act, at best, and, in some cases, have refused to assist. Other than
the single assassination of Thuli Ndlovu, there has been no accountability.

In 2017, Abahlali baseMjondolo gave evidence at the Moerane Commission established by then
KwaZulu-Natal Premier Willies Mchunu to investigate political violence in KwaZulu-Natal since
2011.In 2018, the Commission’s report was released, and its findings affirmed many of Abahlali’'s
submissions regarding the inflammatory and inciteful language of political figures and the failures
and manipulation of the criminal justice system by political leaders to achieve their own political
ends. In particular, the report found that:

“There was evidence that criminal elements are recruited by politicians to achieve political
ends, resulting in a complex matrix of criminal and political associations that also lead to
the murder of politicians [and] that language used by politicians is sometimes provocative
and incites violence, contributing to the murder of politicians.”

It also found that:

“There was ample evidence before the Commission that acts of omission and commission
by the police, through incompetence or political manipulation, has led to a loss of public
confidence in the criminal justice system but especially the police services and security


https://www.academia.edu/s/5a9d0915a0?source=work
http://www.kznonline.gov.za/images/Downloads/Publications/MOERANE%20COMMISSION%20OF%20INQUIRY%20REPORT.pdf

agencies in general, including crime intelligence, national intelligence, and the specialised
policing and prosecution agencies.”

One of the recommendations from the report were that:

“The State take immediate measures to ensure that institutions of the entire criminal
justice system are immediately depoliticised and the political manipulation of these
agencies to meet political ends is immediately brought to an end and public measures be
taken to instil confidence in the public that the State is acting vigorously, expeditiously,
and without fear or favour.”

We understand that an inter-Ministerial Committee on political killings in KwaZulu-Natal was
established in 2018 to investigate all political killings in the province following its appointment by
President Cyril Ramaphosa. A multi-disciplinary Task Team was then established comprising the
South African Police Service (SAPS), the National Prosecuting Authority (NPA) with the support
of the State Security Agency (SSA) and Correctional Services. There has been no evidence that
any of the assassinations of Abahlali baseMjondolo members have ever been investigated by this
Task Team.

According to the Minister of Police Bheki Cele, political killings in KwaZulu-Natal have declined.
However, Abahlali baseMjondolo’s experience demonstrates that such violence against its
members has only intensified. There is an urgent need for intervention at the national level to
protect other leaders currently at risk, and ensure that transparent, independent and expeditious
investigations are conducted. Without such action, Abahlali baseMjondolo members and other
activists in the area will continue to be targeted and killed. Such violence against movements and
organisations like Abahlali baseMjondolo is an indication that South Africa’s constitutional
democracy and the freedoms we fought so hard for are under attack.

We condemn the attacks and murders of Lindokuhle Mnguni, Nokuthula Mabaso, Ayanda Ngila
and the many other leaders and members of Abahlali baseMjondolo. We also reject, in the
strongest terms, the abuse of the criminal justice system to target and harass members of Abahlali
baseMjondolo as a way of stifling their struggle for land and other basic socio-economic
necessities. Such efforts to intimidate and deter members of the movement are a cold attempt to
silence the poorest and most marginalised in South Africa.

Therefore, we, the undersigned civil-society organisations, in support of Abahlali
baseMjondolo and the plight of all grassroots organisations, call for:

1. The multi-disciplinary Task Team of the inter-Ministerial Committee on political killings
in KwaZulu-Natal, with the support of the Hawks and the Special Investigating Unit
(SIU), urgently investigate the recent and past assassinations of members of Abahlali
baseMjondolo and the possible link between these killings and local political and private
actors with interests in housing developments and allocation within the eThekwini
municipality, with the eventual aim of arresting all key figures implicated.



2. Minister Ronald Lamola and Minister Bheki Cele intervene to ensure the protection of
all Abahlali baseMjondolo leaders and members at risk either because of their role as
a key witness to crime or their role as a leader in the community.

3. The South African Human Rights Commission urgently institutes its own independent
investigation into the violence and assassinations witnessed in eKhenana and the
actions of the Anti-Land Invasion Unit, eThekwini housing officials, eThekwini
Metropolitan Police and the Cato Manor SAPS in facilitating the repression since 2018.
We ask that the SAHRC reach out to international human rights bodies (particularly the
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights) that have specific experience with
regards to the targeting of human rights defenders.

4, The South African Government to invite the United Nations OHCHR Special Rapporteur
on Human Rights Defenders to do a country visit to South Africa.

The housing and land crisis in South Africa is one that continues to rise in the face of slow state-led
interventions on the one hand, and widespread criminalisation on the other. We cannot afford to
deny the link between this crisis, persistent housing corruption and the repression of progressive
organisations that seek to expose this. Protection of the front-line defenders of human rights is
needed now.

Yours faithfully,

s

Nomzamo Zondo
Executive Director



This letter has the endorsement of the following organisations and individuals:
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. Justice Zakeria Mohammed Yacoob, retired judge of the Constitutional court of South

Africa

Marie Huchzermeyer, Professor in the School of Architecture & Planning at the University
of the Witwatersrand

Julian Brown, Associate Professor in the Politics Department at the University of the
Witwatersrand

Dr Richard Ballard

Zachary Levenson, Professor of Sociology at the University of North Carolina at
Greensboro (USA) and a Senior Research Associate at the University of Johannesburg
(SA)

Sandra Liebenberg, Professor of Human Rights Law, University of Stellenbosch Law
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Jared Sacks, Columbia University (USA)

Matt Birkinshaw, SOAS (UK)

. Nigel Gibson, Emerson College (USA)
. Dr Dale T. Mckinley
. Eric Stover, Professor and Faculty Director, Human Rights Center, University of California,

Berkeley (USA)

Professor Karl von Holdt

Dr Kerry Chance, University of Bergen (Norway)

Patrick Bond, Distinguished Professor of Sociology, University of Johannesburg.
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