An Article written for the Christ Church Constantia Magazine 26 August 2008
Loving thy neighbour……..  
Thursday May 22nd, 2008: A meeting had been called for representatives of the SAPS to address interested members of the Westlake Village community as to how the SAPS could have a greater presence and curb crime more effectively in the Village.  That was to have been the sole focus of the meeting.
As more and more ‘foreigners’, predominantly Malawians according to an invited show of hands, people from the DRC, Burundi and Somalia, thronged the proceedings it became very clear that there was a very different  problem requiring urgent attention.

That night and the following morning the air was thick with swirling rumours that foreigners were going to be driven out of the Village, their possessions destroyed or forcibly taken away from them.

Friday (May 23rd) saw a stream of ‘smart’ Constantia employers’ cars in and out of the Village collecting threatened foreign employees and whatever meagre part of their belongings they could carry with them either to alternative temporary accommodation or to transport to take them back to where they came from.   The tension in the Village was palpable; the SAPS’ presence pervasive and well intentioned in their attempts to try to maintain law and order and facilitate the movement of threatened people to the Chrysalis Academy in Tokai, SAPS’ chosen contingency place of safety;  the 6 to 7 thousand strong cramped community was primed for a violent eruption of xenophobia.

Enter Di Forrester, an amazingly dedicated shower of compassion to those in need in the Westlake Village community, in the Westlake United Church Trust’s (WUCT) combi, fearlessly driving the streets of the Village to provide haven and transport to Chrysalis. Also on hand to help wherever they could were: Anthea Thebus. the manager of the Community Advice Office, which our Community Outreach team helps to sponsor; Veronica Sias, a community healthcare worker, who helps Di run the Home Based Care team in the community as well as Support Groups for the chronically ill and those suffering from or affected by HIV; Liz Barnes, who helps run the Adult basic education program and her husband Dave who does sterling work as manager of the whole WUCT effort at the Village. 
Di’s involvement with this community goes back to the years long before the houses were built and if anyone has earned the utmost respect and affection it is ‘Auntie Di’. 

At Chrysalis Anthea and Liz took charge of the kitchens and Di set Veronica up to offer a healthcare support post, while Dave himself also rolled up his sleeves bringing order to what was often disorganized chaos as refugees, volunteers, donors, food and clothing poured into the Chrysalis site.  Volunteer psychologists from UCT and a medical practitioner from Constantia provided trauma counselling and specialist medical help.
Once more than 250 had been accepted at Chrysalis the word went out that there was no room for any more.  Eventually close to 300 refugees were accommodated there.

On the lighter side the local baboons often competed quite successfully for a share of the donated food, making off into the forest with a loaf or two of bread nicked from a bemused donor’s car boot while they were getting instructions as to where to deliver their contribution. 

Government scheduled meetings. There was much talking but aside from taking responsibility for providing a basic daily food supply few decisions and no action was taken on their part as to how refugees should be helped to return to their places of origin or be reintegrated into local communities.

By default WUCT became the official onsite NGO at Chrysalis and what a wonderful difference the five stalwarts, Dave, Di, Anthea, Veronica and Liz made.  It should also be recorded that Common Ground Church of Rondebosch have been a tower of strength in the volunteer support they have lent and the leadership they have shown in the whole reintegration programme which is ongoing.  As a result of their and WUCT’s efforts the numbers at Chrysalis are down by nearly three quarters.

The end of August is the end of the Chrysalis road for the displaced people of Westlake Village.  We thank God for the loving kindness and care brought by so many of the people we have come to know and support in our association with WUCT.

We include a very heartwarming story about a young Zimbabwean posted on the Common Ground Church website: www.commongroundchurch.co.za and for more stories and background on this tale of tragedy and triumph we in Community Outreach  strongly recommend that you pay a visit to www.wuct.org.za . 
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