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Interview with:  Mali (03) 
Interviewed by:  Mimie 
Date of interview: 14 February 2017 
Travel:   DRC – Burundi – Tanzania – Zimbabwe – Mozambique – South Africa   
 
 
Mimie: I am Mrs Mimie. I want you to tell us about yourself. What is your name? Where do you come 

from? Are you married? How many children do you have? You can speak even in Kiswahili. 
Mali: My name is Mali. I am from Uvira in the DRC. What brought me here to South Africa are the problems 

we faced at home. On 5 October 2009, I was raped. A group of people came into our house and raped 
us. They raped my mother and me too. After that they told me to run far away, which I did and never 
returned. 
To come to South Africa I went through Burundi, Tanzania, Zimbabwe and then Mozambique. I kept 
going until I arrived in South Africa, about 10 or 11 days after I left the DRC. 
Upon arrival here, I was helped by people who offered me accommodation and then I went to Home 
Affairs where I received documents. At Home Affairs they asked me why I left Congo, my country. I 
explained to them the problems that forced me to flee my country and come to South Africa.  
I left Congo with three children, one of whom is a result of a pregnancy that came out of rape. Currently 
I have six children, two girls and four boys.  
But since I left Congo and came here to seek asylum, I have not known peace. When I came to South 
Africa I used to go to Isipingo to learn hairdressing but we were attacked by locals. Our safety is 
extremely limited in South Africa. 
My children are going to school. Two of my children are not paying school fees but others have to pay 
because they go to a sort of public-private school. I am struggling to find money for school fees, for 
their transport, and sometimes they walk to school because there are is no money for transport.  
My husband is self-employed as a street barber, but he does not have valid documents because he 
does not have refugee status. This makes our life very miserable and unsafe.  

Mimie: I want to know whether you met your husband in Congo or here in South Africa. 
Mali: We left Congo together. 
Mimie: Did you travel together? 
Mali: He was the first one to disappear. He was in the Gatumba refugee camp in Burundi. In that camp 

they burnt some people and those who managed to escape also fled and some came here to South 
Africa. 

Mimie: Please tell me where you live here in Durban? 
Mali: I live in a flat in South Beach. We have a lot of problems because supervisors are giving us hard time 

calling us ‘amakwerekwere’. We are not safe there at all, but we do not have the ability to move to 
other places because of financial constraints. It is a miserable life and there are many children. 

Mimie: You have six children. How many of them are going to school and how many are still staying at 
home? 

Mali: Four are going to school; two are staying at home because they are still small. Today my children 
did not go to school because I did not have money to pay for their transport, so they stayed at home. 

Mimie: When you had just arrived in South Africa, how were you received? How did they treat you at 
Home Affairs? Was it easy to get documents?  
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Mali: When some of us came it was easy. I don’t know why it is getting so difficult these days. When I 
arrived I was immediately issued with a document. It did not take me long. 

Mimie: Were you given refugee status or an asylum permit? 
Mali: They gave me refugee status. 
Mimie: Now, you are a woman, a mother, what are you doing to help your family? Is there any work that 

you are doing? The refugee status you were given is helping you to do what kind of work? 
Mali: Eh … if I go looking for work, I am told that for me to find a job I must have a South African 

qualification. We only find jobs in Ethiopian shops. 
Mimie: As you are not working, what is your husband doing? Is he taking care of the children? How do 

you look after the children? 
Mali: Nothing. They are not happy at all. They live a very difficult life, not as they would love to be brought 

up. They fled the war and came here but even here there is no peace. 
Mimie: Can you tell us how do you manage to live here? In this city of Durban and this country called 

South Africa, how is your relationship with locals? How did they welcome you?  
Mali: Hmm … these locals have their own problems. Sometimes when you meet them they call you out 

loud: “Kwerekewere”, while you did nothing wrong. Once they made me run away at Spar where I 
went to buy maize flour. They forced me to run away up to KFC. Then they hit me with something like 
a knife or something.  

Mimie: The problem of xenophobia that occurred here in Durban, were you directly attacked or you were 
just affected like other refugees based here in Durban? 

Mali: Eh … this problem affected us greatly, not only me but all refugees and asylum seekers. We suffered 
a lot from those attacks, to the extent that they had to be put in a camp. It all started at Isipingo where 
barber tents were attacked. In Isipingo most of us work in barber shops and these people came and 
started calling us names like ‘makwerekwere’. Then they started beating us. They beat the owner of 
the salon where we were working and her child, then they destroyed the windscreen of her car... I got 
very scared and I realised that people of this country don’t like us. They don’t like us at all. 

Mimie: What is the experience of your children at school? How are they being treated? Are they treated 
fairly like other children? 

Mali: They are being treated well, but the only thing I can say is that my child was once given a drug on 
our street. I had to take my baby to hospital where I spent a whole week—it was on 10 December 
2014. I had sent him to buy me something downstairs. He met these guys on the stairs and they gave 
him drugs by force and he had to be admitted in hospital. This country is really making me sick. There 
is no safety for us at all and these people don’t like us at all and they hate our children too.  

Mimie: How old was that child? 
Mali: He was eleven years old. 
Mimie: Okay, do you mean there is nothing good here in Durban and everything is bad here? 
Mali: I have not seen anything good for my life here. I am suffering very much here. When I think about 

it, things do not work out and my suffering is constant here in Durban. I don’t know other places. I have 
never lived elsewhere. Maybe if I try some other place it will be better and safer for me. 

Mimie: Now regarding the treatment you get in hospital—I understand that some of your children were 
born here—how were you treated at hospital? 

Mali: At hospitals there are serious problems. When it was time for me to go to hospital to give birth, I 
called the ambulance and it did not come, then I called a meter taxi. When I arrived, I could not walk 
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so I asked for a wheelchair but they refused to give it to me and I started giving birth in the taxi. That 
is when they then rushed with a wheelchair towards me and took me inside the hospital. 

Mimie: Don’t you have anything else to say? 
Mali: The other thing to say is that we are crying because we have a lot of problems. They must help us 

find jobs because we now have refugee status but we still unable to find jobs. Our husbands are still 
cutting hair in haircut tents. They must please help us also with the education of our children, school 
fees and even with school bus fares which are a problem. Most of the time if I don’t have bus fares, 
they stay at home.  

Mimie: I am having difficulties asking you questions in Kiswahili. You are giving very short answers. You 
must say it all so that you can be heard. 

Mali: Alright, we are asking you to help us because we are sick and tired of living in this country. If there 
was peace in our country, I would have gone back home. Unfortunately, that is not the case and that 
makes me even more sick. I will end up dying of stress in this country because I am spending a lot of 
time thinking about my life and my children. The flat I live in is giving me headaches. All the time the 
supervisor swears and shouts at me because I am six months in rental arrears. Now I am told that I will 
be thrown out. I am asking you to please help us. Even my children are suffering and making me 
stressed even more. 

Mimie: Okay, let us go back a bit. Why did you leave your country to come here?   
Mali: There was a huge conflict in my country—the Banyamulenge invaded Kivu and occupied Bukavu. 

After that, they started torturing and killing people. If they entered a house and found children, they 
would kill them; if they found elderly people, they would rape them. They did not care about the age 
of people. The situation was extremely precarious and we would hear gunshots all the time. That is 
why I decided to leave and look for a place of safety like South Africa, but unfortunately, upon arrival 
here I find that the safety situation is almost the same as where I came from. There is no peace here 
at all. 

Mimie: And you had two or three children? 
Mali: Three. 
Mimie: Three? 
Mali: Three. When my husband ran away, he was going to his parents because he heard that his father 

was killed. When he came back, armed people invaded our place and kidnapped him and went away 
with him, and we thought he had been killed. Then we moved to a refugee camp in Gatumba, Burundi, 
where one night his brother raped me and I became pregnant with my third child. 

Mimie: How and where did you meet again? In buses or in trucks? How did you leave with all three 
children? 

Mali: From Congo to Burundi I went by car, a small taxi; from Burundi to Tanzania I used a bus; from 
Tanzania to Mozambique I asked for a lift in a truck. I spoke to a truck driver and asked him to take me 
to a refugee camp in Mozambique. He agreed and took me beyond the refugee camp in Mozambique 
up to South Africa. When I asked him about the existence of a camp, he said there is no camp here 
because we are in South Africa. Little did I know that the truck was actually coming to South Africa, 
that truck was part of a convoy that was coming to South Africa. 

Mimie: Now what effort did you make to integrate here in Durban/South Africa? How did you learn their 
language and English? 
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Mali: No, I want to learn English because that will help me everywhere especially looking for work and so 
on. I even want to learn isiZulu because you never know when that will help you in life. I want to know 
both these languages. It is very good to know both isiZulu and English.  

Mimie: Taking into account all the problems and challenges that you spoke about, what are you planning 
to do?   

Mali: Eh … what I can say is that if there was peace at home I would prefer to go back home. Unfortunately, 
it is not yet safe there either, so it will not be possible for me to go back home now.  

Mimie: If it will not be possible for you to go back to your home country and if you will not be able to 
continue living here, what other options are you left with?  

Mali: If I find a means of making ends meet, I will continue living here. I am not against people of this 
country. It is them that don’t like us, but I love them. I want to live in peace. I want us all to love one 
another but there is no peace here … (talk Mali) …  
You see, even now my children are asking me why they are not going to school. I have to tell them with 
tears in my eyes that it is because of the hardship of life, my children. It is not like I want you to stay at 
home and not to go to school. Then they ask why I am not looking for work and why is their father not 
doing a good job so that they can go to school. We tell them that it is because of problems in our 
country—that is why you are having these difficulties in going to school. But it hurts. If we could even 
find a sponsor for my children’s education, it could help. 

Mimie: How is life? How do you see life in Durban?   
Mali: Now in 2017?   
Mimie: Yeah, in 2017. Wait a minute, in which year did you come here?  
Mali: 2010. 
Mimie: From 2010 up until now—seven years—how is life treating you?  
Mali: When I first came, the situation was better than now, but now it is very difficult. For me in particular, 

I see that it is not safe for me to live here. Even at home there is no peace, even my children—same 
problem. The only work I can do is in Ethiopian shops where I earn R250 to R300. I still have to pay for 
bus fares for my children, so basically I am working for bus fares for my children. I pray that my husband 
can find a better job and me too so that together we can bring up our children in better conditions 
because our children are not being brought up in good conditions. I have to say it openly and stress it 
again that I am suffering. I am not living in good conditions.  

Mimie: You said that it was not difficult for you to get documents? 
Mali: It was not difficult. I was received very well. That is why I said that when we arrived things were 

better than now.  
Mimie: You said that as far as jobs are concerned, the documents you received from Home Affairs—the 

refugee status—helped you to find jobs. Have you or your husband been able to find job with it? What 
qualification did you have in Congo? 

Mali: No, I don’t have any qualifications. I did not bring my qualification, but what we heard people telling 
us is that if we had refugee status we could find a good job here in South Africa because that is the 
document that is recognised in this country, by the government and by UNHCR. It is a much bigger 
document than the asylum permit. But if you go with refugee status to look for a job, you are told that 
we need a green ID.  

Mimie: Okay. Mali do you have anything else to say? 
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Mali: What else can I say? My cousin’s brother, who is my aunty’s son, came here from … he is a Congolese 
but his identity documents were taken away from him, and he was accused of being Rwandese. Now 
he does not have any document, which makes him extremely worried and stressed.  

Mimie: Okay, how old is your first-born? 
Mali: They are twins. They are 13 years old.  
 Mimie: And others?  
Mali: The one who came after the twins is nine, followed by the one who is seven. These two small ones, 

the elder one is two years old and the last one is only six months old. I am having a hard time to get a 
Home Affairs document for the two-year-old. That is why people are saying that in South Africa it was 
better before … because I went to Home Affairs with my newborn baby and the same day I came back 
home with his document but now they are giving me a hard time. I am up and down every week and 
still no document.  

Mimie: Does he have valid documents?  
Mali: Yes, he does. 
Mimie: What documents does he have? 
Mali: He has a birth certificate. 
Mimie: What are they saying? 
Mali: Every day they give me another appointment for the following week. 
Mimie: Do you have his father’s name? Are they only telling you to come next week without telling you 

what is the problem, just next week? 
Mali: Yeah, they tell us come next week. When we arrive, we are told to fill in forms. Then they make 

copies and give us back the copies and tell us to come back the following week. This has been going on 
since the baby was seven months old and seven days. Every time you go there, they send you back 
home and give you another appointment. Up until now the document for that child of mine has not 
been issued as yet.  

Mimie: This child does not have a Home Affairs document? He does not even have a birth certificate? 
Mali: He only has a vaccination card. I am crying every day looking for someone to help me so that my 

child can have a document.   
Mimie: So, you mean one of your children has a document but the other one does not have?  
Mali: This one received it because he was born here at Addington hospital. He was born prematurely. 

When I left the hospital straight after the birth, I was told to go and get his certificate. I spent two 
months in hospital.  

Mimie: Tell us now, and this question is hard, but what should the government change that will be able 
to help you? 

Mali: The government must help us with everything. As we are still looking for my child’s documents, we 
are suffering. If you go looking for a school for your child, if he was not born here, they will give you a 
hard time because they ask you for documents from Congo. But when one is fleeing does one have 
time to look for documents? These are things that you don’t even look for. What about some of us 
whose houses were burnt? Sometimes you find that when your house was burnt, everything that was 
inside was also burnt. Now you arrive here and start looking for a school for your child and you are told 
that you need Congolese documents or a birth certificate from Congo. Okay, how can you have such 
documents if you fled war? They tell you to find those documents at government offices. Where am I 
going to find those offices here? When one flees war in his country, one should not be traumatised 
again with this or that document from DRC. They should rather give the child any other document here 
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that will enable him or her to be registered at school. In Cape Town people are crying, children are 
being refused registration at schools unless they have proper documentation from the country of 
origin. There is no way I will run away from war and still bring school documents or birth certificates. 
The first priority is to save your heart and save your children. There is no way or time to look for 
documents for children. It is impossible. They must just help us to make things easy for the education 
of our children. 

Mimie: What else can you highlight that you think should be changed, that can impact positively on your 
life and the life of your family?   

Mali: They must change. When they meet us on street, whether we are wearing pants or our traditional 
dresses, they must stop calling us ‘amakwerekwere’. We need the government to help us. South 
African ladies must understand that we are human beings like them. We ought to love one another 
[and stop] this thing of calling us names and beating us. We must also respect ourselves and the 
government must change a lot of things so that we can hopefully live safely in this country. The 
government must tell their people to let us live in peace. Their children must stop harassing our 
children in school buses. If a child is R1 short they beat him up and tell him that this is not your country 
and tell him, next time they will kill him—“bazomubulala” (we will kill you). There is a lot that needs to 
change really.  
When I gave birth to this premature baby, it was through a caesarean operation. I was locked in one 
room and told that my days to stay in hospital are over. I was forced to sleep on the floor, on the 
seventh floor, and go visit the baby on ninth floor, but they still said that my days of staying in hospital 
are over and I must leave. They made my life difficult really … When I went down, I started praying and 
I told the doctor to give me my baby so that I can take him home. If I will die, so be it. That is when 
they changed their minds and took me to the ninth floor. But then they started treating me very badly. 
When they brought food, they didn’t give it to me. Instead, they called me names.  

Mimie: Okay, thanks for your time. 
Mali: I am also very grateful for this useful conversation. It was very good and if there is help, please help 

us to survive in this country. Help us to send children to school. Even our husbands do not have good 
jobs—they are doing low-income jobs. 

Mimie: Thank you. There is nothing much for me to say other than to thank you for your time and for 
agreeing to answer our questions. 

Mali: I am also very grateful for the call. I hope they change things to help us integrate in this country and 
to help our children. I am already full of happiness for learning that this may be done.  

Mimie: As you did not have difficulties in getting Home Affairs documents, this is a good thing. But the 
challenge is to find jobs.  

Mali: Yes, jobs and documents like certificates for children. 
Mimie: If jobs can be made available, what kind of work can you do? 
Mali: I can do any work, even business—I can do any kind of business. I do work as car guard sometimes 

at various places but it is still very hard. I learnt hairdressing so if I find a place to work as a hairdresser 
I will do. I can even work as a cleaner, no problem. 

Mimie: Thank you very much, thank you. 
 


