19 June 2007 
 Page No:  
 2

Publication:  
Cape Times 
 Author:  
Hanna Ingber Win

Headline:  
 Getting a grip on Cape Town's 'no go' zones

I ASK for a light, and the friendly young woman pulls up a chair, introduces herself and proceeds to tell me about the time she returned home to find burglars in her house.

I have lived here for a month, interning at the Cape Times, and I hear crime stories on an almost daily basis.

Taxi drivers warn me not to take the train after 5pm because people get pushed on to the tracks.

A security guard tells me not to take a minibus taxi because of theft. Reporters tell me not to go to Hanover Park alone to write about backyard dwellers. UCT students guard my purse while I venture around Gugulethu - with an escort - to use an outhouse.

Friends warn me about travelling to Khayelitsha or other informal settlements by myself.

And yet, despite hearing the warnings and personal accounts, I don't totally believe it.

Can the crime really be that pervasive?

Maybe the media sensationalise it. Or perhaps South Africans feel overprotective of the young American intern. How much, I wonder, is it a race issue? Are whites afraid of blacks? Or a class issue? Are the wealthy afraid of the poor?

Perhaps I'm just young and idealistic. I have never been a victim of a crime (knock on wood) and can't visualise someone wanting to kill me for my wallet.

Ironically, before moving here, I myself was filled with fear.

On nights when my husband worked late, I would check the locks five times, carry pepper spray and my cellphone with me around the apartment and be convinced someone was hiding in my closet, waiting to jump out and attack me.

But deep down I always knew my fears were irrational.

Here in Cape Town, most people are trying to convince me that the fear of being robbed, attacked or raped if you travel alone to a non-white, non-wealthy area is justifiable.

And yet, I just don't buy it.

This is my first trip to South Africa. But I have lived in New York City and Los Angeles. As a journalism student, I went to some of LA's poorest neighbourhoods - alone - to report on gangs. I was nervous in the beginning, but few people told me not to go.

I lived in Burma and Thailand and travelled all over South-East Asia, and I never felt unsafe as I am supposed to feel here.

South African GDP per capita places it as a middle-income country. Burma's is $174, making it one of the world's poorest. And yet I travelled all over Rangoon by myself and felt very safe.

You could argue that Burma is run by a military dictatorship and since punishment is so severe, there is little crime. I am obviously not advocating that a brutal junta run South Africa, but what about Cambodia? It is a democratic country with extreme poverty.

I would jump on a rickshaw in Phnom Penh and ask the driver to take me to the non-touristy areas. We'd drive down dirt paths and I would snap photographs of bamboo homes and wandering chickens. One day I spotted a litter of puppies. I asked the driver to stop, and I ran over to play with them.

The family who owned the puppies laughed and enjoyed the attention of the strange young tourist.

Villages are different from shanty towns. But people are people all over the world. If I spotted puppies in Khayelitsha, I am convinced the family would welcome me to play with them.

And yet, I am told I can't go to Khayelitsha without someone who knows the area. The criminals there would spot me as an outsider and leap to attack me, I am told.

The high crime - or perception thereof - makes living in Cape Town very frustrating. I want to write about the issues that face South Africa's poorest residents. Yet if I can't go spend time with them without an escort, how can I describe their lives?

It is also depressing. There are entire communities, which consist of thousands and thousands of people, that you can't visit unless you know the area well. You simply drive by them on your way to the airport, or you zip in for one story - with an escort - and then zip out.

It's pretty difficult to understand a community that way.

Perhaps what is most unsettling is that it's only been a month, and I have already internalised the fears. I would love to go spend a weekend living in a backyard dwelling in Hanover Park or a tin shack in Khayelitsha to write about the conditions there, but I am too scared to do it.

Though I am sceptical, what if the taxi drivers and security guards and others are correct? What if I am spotted as a white, naive, relatively wealthy tourist, and I get robbed or raped or even killed? Am I willing to risk my life to tell a story about the poor in Cape Town?

It's unclear to me how bad the crime really is. What I do know is that the fear of crime runs rampant.
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