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A centre for those 
- ----._------------

organisations involved 

. in social change 
. It be!i';;;-as a ACVV (Afrikaner Cbristellke 
Vroue Vereeniging) lfU!isies hostel - a hostel for 
girls. it then hecnme a somewhat messy repair 
workshop fo r Jaguar cars. 

Then. in 1985. it was bought for R750 000 by a struc· 
ture to be formed by the Soci"l Change Assistance 
Trust (Scat) and the Westem Province Council of 
Churches (WPCC)tofulfU8 dream that anti·apartheid 
organisations and trade unions cuuld have at leHst one 
place in Cape Town where they could hold meetings 
and have ollices without the security police being able 
to intimidate property owners. local authorities and 
churches to deny them these fac ilities. 

There were considerable tens ions at the tillle in 
Cape Town between the different gronpings and it was 
hoped that lhe building would nlso help reduce differ· 

enccs. hy ennbl ing gl'Ul!l! 'i i ~ l meet aT,d share otllces. 
Wi lh tilE:!' Cl"itical SlI j.l pnr1' of Norway, Delunarkand 

the Sou th Africa Jl COllllc il of Chu rches , that dream 
became a reality in August 1987 when. without prp-~s 
publicity. lhe building ·· Iabelled as Communily HOllse 

. _ was npe:ned hy on e of the patrons Qf the United 
Democratic Front , Dr Allan Boesak. 

The mu lti million rand renovation of rhe hll il<iing 
was a first in Cape Town, and pos:libiy SOUlh Afr ica, 
in thAt every single conti'act with the builder>; and the 
sub.contraclurs had to be approved b y the trade 
unions. Anyone not approved by the unions was 
re.jected. even if their quotes were lower. 
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. --"-When thr contractors, J Ulill~ CulH' 11. h!arnfthat 
~he first y~ll;l nt, Cosatu, would he hnu::t.'(\ ,HI the build­
tng riuTlng the construction work. th ey fL'nred the 

wor~t. hu t in fa ct therf~ 
were no se l ' i ou~ lAhour 
problems. Moreover. the 
bu ilders and architect 
were surprised to discov· 
er that usually the firms 
with the lowest quotes 
were alsu lhose that had 
reasonable relat ionships 
with the unions. 

The joy with which 

- .---- -=-~ 

the building was opened was shattered eight days 
later whell the building was hit at 3.0:1 am on August 
29 by the biggest bomb blast outside a military base in 
Cape TmVll. 

Of course, the pol icc never found the culprits. 
Although most pp.oplc hall a very good idea who was 
responsible. the police tried to put the blame on Azapo 
because of its opposit ion to Uu:! UUF. 

Strangely . no one has yet disclosed who bombed 
Comm linH y House 10 years ago , nor has anyone 
applied for amnesty in connection with the blast­
which means sow e sccurocrats ofthc past are still 
criminally and civilly .liable 

Fortunately. however, SCttt had taken the trouble 
to insure the buiJdll1g under Sasria. lite government· 
backed "riot" insu)'anr.~ scheme tu insllre property 
against " terrorism '·. someth ing which was not done 
with buildings like ( ;osatu Huuse and Khotso House 
in Johannesburg. which wer" also bombed. 

'The ap:1rthpid gover nment therefore. had to pay 
for the extf!llsivp l"';PO irs to Community House. 

Once tlw repai)'s \\'el'f' completed, and the building 
was fully occu pied. it bec<lmc (1 focus ofanti-nparlheid 
and 50r:;; ,1 ch;mg(' (jrganisatioll in Cllpe Town. 

In the I!rst yew'S there was intense surveillance by 
the policp amI fn:'qllcnt ly confrontation between the 
secur ity pol ier il nd the people llshlg Co mmunity 

House to promote a democratic South Mrica. 
Dut after the unbanning uftlle ANC, the SA Com· 

munist Party allll the PAC in 1990 this began to 
change. 

Indeed, in 1994, the ANC based some ofilS Western 
Cape electi011 o:--ganisation at Community House, and 

. the South African Communist Party leased offices 
there. 

Before he became President of South Africa, 
Nelson Mandela. twice visited the building - once for 
lunch. to dIscuss ANC matters as the organisation·s 
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leader. And before his assassination. the SACP r-;ccrc 
tary.general. Chris Hani. regularly came to Commu· 
nity House, where he was interviewed hy the chair- l 
person ofhuilding's management committee, Barry i 
Streek, who was then a political writer for the Cape . 
Times. 

After 1994, the challenges facing non·government 
organisations in transforming themselves from being 
anti.apartheid organisations Into independent agen· 
eies for social change was reflected at Community 
House, and as a result, there have heen changes with· 
in the building. 

The original dream. however, remains the same: 
the building serves the needs of organisations 
involved in social change and serves as a venue fur 
people to meet. 
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