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ALEXANDRA PRO BONO OFFICE

1. Introduction

As part of Edward Nathan Sonnenberg’s corporate social responsibility work, the firm has opened a permanent pro bono office in Alexandra, Johannesburg.  Vulnerable and marginalised members of the community, such as the poorest of the poor, women and children, the disabled and those infected and affected by HIV and AIDS receive free legal assistance from practitioners in the firm.  The success of the first phase of our pro bono initiative in Alexandra has far exceeded all expectations and has laid an excellent foundation for the lasting footprint that ENS strives to leave in the lives of people in the troubled community.  The introduction of our pro bono services was met with delight, surprise and in some instances even disbelief!  The fact that a law firm chooses to focus its entire pro bono programme and -resources on a marginalised and tarnished community such as Alexandra has definitely caused waves within the community and has won us accolades from service providers, community structures, branches of government and residents of the community alike.  

2. Networking with community stakeholders

Alexandra, commonly known simply as Alex, is a highly politicized community and external service providers are viewed with suspicion until they have gone through a lengthy process of properly introducing themselves to all relevant stakeholders in the community.  During the first few weeks of the programme a lot of time was spent on networking and on building strong and sustainable partnerships with service providers and the community at large.  Our services were introduced to a wide range of stakeholders during formal and informal meetings.  The average response was one of mistrust and skepticism as many felt that ‘nothing in the world was for mahala (for free)’ Nonetheless, government departments, non-governmental organisations, community-based organisations, religious and non-religious charitable organisations, businesses and even sports teams were briefed on the scope and accessibility of our pro bono programme, its objectives and our key focus areas.  The initial suspicion has since turned into trust and our client base has been increasing exponentially.  The well-established and respected Alexandra Development Forum, which boasts a strong community management team, has been wholeheartedly supporting ENS’ work in Alex and has skillfully facilitated the integration of our services into the community.  In Alex the name of ENS has unsurprisingly become synonymous with access to justice, legal assistance to vulnerable groups and rights education.  
These pictures have been taken in the community during the weeks of networking:
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3. Xenophobic violence

During May 2008 approximately 70 000 foreigners in South Africa were displaced by xenophobic violence, with a further 72 killed and 670 injured.  After these attacks, which erupted in Alex on the 13th of May 2008, ENS proactively and immediately engaged with several victims in an attempt to bring tangible relief to families of those who had lost their lives, their property, and in many instances their employment.  We visited the temporary shelter that was set up at the police station in Alex and later, also the refugee camp near Corlett Gardens (to where victims from Alex had been moved) on a regular basis and provided legal and paralegal help.  Since May, pro bono matters involving refugees have been referred to several practitioners in the firm.  
4. Preventative pro bono 

We believe that a key component of any sustainable legal pro bono programme should be a focussed roll-out of preventative pro bono services.  By empowering citizens with information around their legal rights and responsibilities, available avenues for the enforcement of those rights and alternative methods of dispute resolution, lawyers can directly contribute towards the legal order in marginalised communities such as Alex.  Much time has been spent on diversifying the pro bono services that are rendered in Alex and we have attempted to match the needs of the community with the expertise and interests of people at the firm.
The preventative pro bono programme was launched to coincide with Women’s Month, a national commemoration of the heroic struggles and sacrifices of South African women who struggled for democracy, socio-economic progress, equality and opportunities for all. ENS wants to contribute to the dignity, empowerment and a better quality of life for women in Alex and have therefore embarked on a long-term intervention that will seek to enhance access to justice for specifically women in Alex, most of whom are unemployed, desperately poor and disempowered.
5.1. On Friday, (the 8th of August) the pro bono team represented ENS by participating in a Women’s Day march that was held in Alexandra.  A group of service providers, both women and men, departed from the police station in 15th Street at approximately 09h30 and worked their way through the heart of Alex, via 3rd Avenue and finally to the Pan African centre. The purpose was to highlight the rights of women in Alex and announcements were made through loudspeakers. A large group of women from the community spontaneously joined the march, chanting slogans such as ‘hit a woman and you hit a rock!’ Most men were not impressed and responded with comments such as ‘what about the abuse of men?’ and ‘when is Men’s Day?’ It was clear that raising awareness on the topic would have to be an ongoing mission in Alex and ENS is proud to lead interventions in this regard. At the Pan African centre an exhibition was held and marketing material was distributed to predominantly women. ENS’ stand attracted a lot of attention and one-on-one sessions were held to explain our pro bono services. Some residents got so excited later in the afternoon that they tried to arrange consultations there and then.  ENS focused on maintenance issues (which we view as the feminisation of poverty), domestic abuse, sexual offences and other forms of gender-based violence, discrimination on the basis of gender, employment and the rights of children.  Since this march took place, ENS has been inundated with cases from women in the community and we have made a significant difference in the lives of women who have been abused, exploited or mistreated and who, until recently, had no real access to justice.
The following photos’ were taken during this event.
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5.2 On the 19th of August practitioners from the firm participated in the first in-house preventative pro bono workshop by promoting the legal literacy and legal education of the Alex Service Providers Forum.  This forum, which consists of approximately thirty-five (predominantly female) representatives from various community organisations in Alexandra, was trained on topics they had identified themselves.  Eralda Reilly facilitated a session on professional excellence, including the importance of time management and the proper management of formal meetings.  Gary Oertel and Nicola Nolan did a presentation on debt management, how to draft a budget and how to work one’s way out of debt.  Tonia Papanikolaou provided training on legal issues related to a wide range of contracts and the legal consequences of entering into a contract while Pareen Camay covered basic aspects of employment law with a focus on the Basic Conditions of Employment Act.  The response from the audience was overwhelmingly positive and individual members have expressed their appreciation for the informative session held.  Similar workshops will be hosted on an ongoing basis.
5.3 Alex is one of the communities with the highest rates of domestic violence in the country.  In light of the fact that no member from the Alexandra police station had ever received any training on the topic, the Station Commissioner requested ENS to provide all police officials at the station with a tailor-made training programme on gender based violence.  These officials will all be trained in six separate 3-day sessions over the next few months.  The first such session kicked off on the 27th of August 2008.  Officials were trained on the social context of domestic violence, the Domestic Violence Act (No 116 of 1998) and relevant regulations, national police instructions, the statutory monitoring and oversight of police enforcement of the law, developing safety plans, interviewing skills, crime scene management, docket management and victim management.  By empowering police officials with this information, we had hoped to contribute to the overall reduction of gender based violence in Alexandra, better investigations, higher conviction rates and sensitivity around the safety of women in their homes.  The first training session highlighted the fact that most police officers in Alex have limited knowledge of how to deal with family violence matters properly, with most of them completely ignorant around the Domestic Violence Act.  During the first session the majority of police officials indicated that they felt that physical abuse against women was culturally acceptable and that government should not intervene in domestic matters, as parties should sort out their own affairs.  After three days of discussion, debate and sharing views, we detected a clear mind-shift amongst these police officials.  In their evaluation forms they noted that it had changed the way they look at domestic violence ands their roles and responsibilities in ensuring that victims become true survivors!  The rights of women will continue to receive special attention as part of the pro bono programme.
5. Success Stories
Michael Katz, the Chairman of ENS, set the tone for practitioners in Johannesburg by taking on the first pro bono matter early in May 2008.  The case involved legal assistance to one of the most vulnerable groups in Alex, namely those suffering from HIV and AIDS.  The existence of our client, a non-profit hospice, which cared for people suffering from AIDS-related illnesses, had been under constant threat of eviction which increased pressure of the staff who was desperately trying to ensure the dignity and peace of patients.  The ownership of the warehouse in which the hospice is situated was in dispute and an individual claiming to be the owner of the building had been demanding rental money from the Director of the hospice.  After Mr Katz engaged the attorneys acting on behalf of this person there were no further demands from him.  The Director has expressed her appreciation to ENS for protecting her rights and for contributing to the comfort and peace of the patients.
These pictures showcase the factory-like warehouse which formed the centre of the dispute:
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The Forensics team under Robert Cameron-Ellis has played an enormous role in investigating alleged incorrect identity documents, marriage certificates and birth certificates that have been randomly issued to residents from Alex.  One such case is that of Mrs Evelyn Jele from 16th Avenue, Alexandra.  The first consultation, which took place in May, took several hours.  Mrs Jele, an unemployed mother and grandmother had to be talked out of committing suicide as she had threatened to take her own life before and during the consultation.  The client, the guardian of her late daughter’s three minor children, desperately needed foster grants in respect of each child.  For 4 years, she had tried to make ends meet with a total income of less than a R1000 p/month.  She had been unable to claim the foster grants because of an invalid and incorrect identity document that had been issued to her by the Department of Home Affairs in 2004.  Since 2004 the Department had refused to assist the client, despite them being responsible for issuing her with an erroneous document and despite her desperate and anxious pleas to them.   Several applications for a new identity document had failed as the Department had misplaced the documents on more than two occasions.  The matter was referred to Robert Cameron-Ellis’ team and Sam Chauke took immediate action.  He personally visited the Department’s offices in Alexandra and resubmitted the client’s application for an identity document.  In an almost unbelievable display of confusion and chaos, the Department then managed to (again) lose the documents.  Sam intervened right away and personally traced the documents to an office within the Department.  Despite officials insisting that normal processes be followed, Sam refused, took possession of the documents and met with the office of the Director-General of Home Affairs.  On the 26th of August Sam and Robert presented the client with a little surprise parcel  After more than 4 years, the client received her brand new identity book which enabled her to finally claim the social grants that she so much needs!!!   The client could not comment, as she was crying too much. 
Early in 2008, the 27 year old son of a client was shot and killed during a hijacking incident.  There were several delays in the police investigation of the matter and the client was severely disturbed by the fact that his son’s remains had to be kept in the state morgue pending the finalization of the investigation.  The pro bono office had immediate discussions with the National Prosecuting Authority and the police.  After a four-month delay, the pro bono office managed to have the son’s remains released after less than a week.  The client was overwhelmed when he was finally in a position to put his son to rest.
Not all practitioners have received matters that fall within their fields of expertise and we have seen many practitioners being truly creative and ingenious in finding solutions!  Sarah Benjamin has dealt with one such case in which she recognized the significance of traditional and community-based alternatives to formal legal processes.  She facilitated a mediation session between an employer and employee from Alex.  Our client, the employee of a cell phone business, was facing a dismissal after receiving numerous warnings from her employer.  She had displayed unprofessional behaviour and consistently failed to make certain targets as set by the employer.  Chances of finding an amicable solution seemed dim but Sarah successfully managed to persuade the client to correct her behaviour while convincing the employer to give the client another chance.  Our client, a single mother with no other income, has been allowed to remain in her post and the working relationship between the parties has been smooth ever since Sarah’s intervention.
Arnaaz Camay was requested to assist a little girl of less than two years who had been left stranded with strangers in Mozambique after her mother had unexpectedly passed away.  The child and her mother had gone to a secluded area of the country where the mother was to receive training to become a sangoma.  After her untimely death the family of the girl requested ENS to help them get the girl safely back to South Africa.  Arnaaz facilitated a highly sensitive process during which she had to observe specific protocol by liaising with the South African Embassy in Maputo, the Department of Social Development in Gauteng and the child’s family in Alex.  After a few tense days and many discussions, the girl finally returned to Alexandra where she has been reunited with her maternal family.  She will be raised under the loving and caring eyes of her aunt.
Muhammed Bhayat assisted a client, who had clearly been the victim of vexatious, malicious and spurious criminal charges laid against him.  Muhammed assisted the client by drafting a statement in which he answered all the allegations against the client and all criminal charges were instantly withdrawn.
Sarah Kerr assisted a disabled man from Alexandra with some challenges he experienced in terms of applying for a disability grant.  This client, who is a well-known man in the community, has been so impressed with Sarah’s attention to his case and her personal visit to him in Alex, that he has taken it upon himself to inform everyone he meets of our fantastic pro bono services!

Alex Ferreira represented a refugee who had lost everything that he owned during the xenophobic attacks.  Mr Sibanda, from whom instructions were taken at a refugee camp near Corlett Gardens, had also lost his employment because of his absence from work during the events.  Alex entered into negotiations with the former employer and Mr Sibanda has been given his job back.
6. Conclusion

The first phase of our pro bono programme has illuminated unprecedented opportunities for ENS to contribute to the creation of a better life for the people from Alex.  In a short while, ENS has managed to endear themselves to the residents of this problematic community and, more importantly, succeeded in winning their trust.  By setting up our physical offices in the heart of the community we are now even more accessible to the community.  By increasing the number of pro bono matters referred to practitioners, we also look forward to giving everyone the opportunity to experience the thrill of doing pro bono work.  
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