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Picture 1 — Protest of the Early Morning Market Support Group in May-June 2009

Author : Roy Chetty, Mai-June 2009.

The Warwick Avenue Triangle (WAT), an inner city community, and one of the oldest
mixed residential areas in Durban, defied the apartheid state's strategies to destroy it.
Slum clearance laws, the Group Areas Act, and urban renewal programmes were used
to try to destroy the community.
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It would appear that in the post-apartheid era, the Durban Metro is attempting to
succeed where apartheid failed. The public outcry against the Durban Metro’s plans to
replace the historic market with a mall, displace poor traders from the Warwick
Avenue area and deny them their livelihoods reveal significant continuities between
the apartheid and democratic eras.

The Warwick Market is suitably located for low income residents and workers, being
contiguous to public transport facilities and the market, and was bounded by the
Western Freeway, Berea Road and Warwick Avenue. It represented the “city centre” for
the majority of the low income people in the Durban area.

The essence of the city’s case for the destruction of the market and the construction of
a mall was that: the present site was a dirty, disruptive and “illegal” blot on a modern
city (very much similar to the “sanitation syndrome” of the apartheid era which
equated contact with blacks with disease and contamination); and the public-private
partnership with the mall developers would improve the transport infrastructure in
the area.

According to City Manager and Deputy Mayor, those who were opposing the
development of the mall in Warwick Avenue were variously: preventing poor people
from enjoying the privileges associated with malls; pursuing narrow, ethnic, racist
agendas; opposing a “golden opportunity for investment”; opposing the democratic
majority; and wanting the traders to remain “trapped in the second economy”.

The sustained public outcry and opposition to the destruction of the iconic early
morning market and the forced relocation of traders has been unprecedented in
democratic South Africa. It has also re-invigorated critical public debate and dissent in
Durban.

Traders, street vendors, unions, civics, NGOS, architects, planners, academics and
researchers have been united in condemning the destruction and displacement as this
would adversely affect the livelihoods and heritage of black communities in the city.
While the poor and the disadvantaged in Warwick Avenue were largely marginalized
through limited participatory opportunities, a positive outcome in opposing relocation
has been the emergence of non-racial solidarity, a bane to those who demonstrate a
callous disregard for the needs of the poor, and who are used to defending mediocrity.
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