                       Capricorn Link –Annual General Meeting 2010
                                            Chairman’s report

1)Introduction.
The Capricorn Link, or just “The Link” as it is commonly termed, was founded by a number of residents of Marina da Gama, with the active support of the Marina da Gama (homeowners) Association. Various individuals, including myself have served on both the committee of the Association and as officers of the Link.

The Association’s office is both the venue for our monthly management meetings, and the drop-off point for surplus household goods. But the relationship between the two organisations is much wider. Regular appeals from organisations working in Vrygrond are channelled through the Link, for example to help with the cost of school uniforms for needy children or to provide food to the soup kitchen or help with the cost of  childrens’ outings.
Most notably,  appeals for donations of money and presents for the annual Christmas party always meet with a warm response from our residents. Full use is made of the Marina electronic noticeboard, for publicising appeals and for expressions of thanks to donors. Marina News carries regular features on events in Vrygrond.

Gifts of childrens’ clothing, household appliances, furniture and carpets, are distributed to Home from Home, The new Community  Centre, or the various crèches as appropriate. Elaine Meyer at the Upper Crust cafe also operates as an alternative drop-off point, outside office hours. Our work in Vrygrond, in its many facets, is only possible because of the active support we have from the Association, its committee and our Marina residents.
2)Our Office.
After many months of inconclusive correspondence and being referred from one department of Council to another, we were finally told that leases of Council land could not be granted ( to the existing occupant or anyone else) without first advertising the land’s availability, and inviting tenders to ensure it was let at a full market rent. The Property Services dept. showed no inclination even to consider initiating this process, despite our having been told by our Ward Councillor, and the director of Economic and Social Development that we must regularise our occupation of our premises. This futile exercise took well over a year to get nowhere.
During much of this period too, we were without an electrical supply as the Council decided to disconnect all the users on site because no bills could be issued or paid and there had been illegal tampering with the meter. Whilst we were negotiating to have the supply restored, we simultaneously explored the alternatives, solar and/or wind power. The further we went into these discussions the more the costs escalated; but the real issue we faced was whether we could justify a significant outlay on equipment which was very likely to be vandalised or stolen as soon as installed.

Our telephone landline was more often out of service than in service, as thieves repeatedly cut and removed the overhead wires. Telkom has apparently given up replacing the wires and has proposed putting in a wireless receiver .
In the face of all these difficulties, we discussed moving offices and spoke to the Trustees of the Vrygrond Trust about the availability of alternative sites. Initially, things looked promising, as an excellent site was offered in Drury rd.

We went so far as to engage an Architect and a Builder(both Marina residents) who were prepared to work on a profit-free basis; but no sooner had the offer been made than it was abruptly withdrawn. An alternative site- of which there are very few remaining in Vrygrond-was much less suitable, and we have not pursued this offer.

Happily, in the past few weeks, the electricity has been restored; but with only one prepaid meter for the whole site. To forestall arguments, we have installed our own private meter to measure our consumption and ensure we pay only our fair share. In the meantime, we have accrued a provision in our accounts for a liability which is unlikely to materialise; the Council’s finance dept. having written off the arrears.

There are even signs that the property dept’s. refusal to grant us a lease may not be the final word. The Dept. of Economic and Social Devt. has renewed its interest in the site, and Council may be able to allow the use of the land for Community purposes. It should not be assumed that we will necessarily gain security of tenure, as there are other aspiring users, and ECONDEV may have plans of its own to which we are not privy. There is a renewed possibility of development of the land adjoining Prince George Drive between our site and Capricorn Park; but further details are not yet available.
We owe a debt of thanks to Zukile and our volunteers who have soldiered on in these trying circumstances. For the present, we will stay where we are; but we need to spend money on refurbishment of the building and improving security arrangements so that we can take up Chubb’s generous offer to provide a free monitoring service.
3) Job Placement.
The statistics this year have been broken down demographically for reasons which will be explained later in this report.

Firstly, the totals continue a disappointing downward trend, ie

2007 report      391

2008 report      406

2009 report      312

2010 report      258

The 2008 figures are prorated from a 16 month period and include more summer months when demand for employment is highest.

The analysis for year ended 28th Feb 2010 is as follows.

	Black
	Coloured
	Foreign
	Total
	

	65
	31
	16
	110
	Permanent

	60
	64
	24
	148
	Casual

	
	
	
	
	

	125
	95
	38
	258
	Total


As Jonathan commented last year, the numbers of men standing along Prince George Drive every day continue to grow. Since The Link can only register applicants who have ID and up to date documents, so many of the refugees or immigrants who don’t have the proper paperwork, are obliged to take whatever casual work opportunities fall available.

Unscrupulous employers can exploit this situation knowing that men will work for the minimum wage or even less. Even in the formal sector we have sent qualified applicants for interview who have found themselves in a Dutch Auction with the job being offered to one of several on the basis of which of them will work for the least money.

On the brighter side, we have had some notable success in staffing new businesses in Capricorn, notably the BP filling station, MacDonalds and KFC.

In fact we sent so many applicants to KFC, that some of them were offered jobs at branches other than Capricorn.

4)Training (The following section is an extract from a much longer report from Jonathan Geidt. The full text is available to anyone seeking more info.)
It is satisfying  to report to you that to date more than 250 students have participated in and completed 16 courses, all of which were entirely funded by the Quaker Foundation. Of these 250 participants, we know for sure that at least 55 obtained jobs immediately after taking the course, probably and mainly as a result of the boost in confidence they received during the programme. We cannot be sure how many of the others were successful since they did not maintain contact with us, but casual information suggests that at least some were eventually employed. Many of the remainder who did not get a job were nevertheless able to benefit from the confidence they gained from participating in our carefully tailored but and all too brief curriculum. We know from their spoken and written evaluations what a major event it can be for those who have never felt able to take a course before.       

The money donated by the Quaker Foundation has stretched much further than we anticipated when putting in our original request for funding. The amount we have spent on providing each work candidate with an assessment and preparation for employment or further training has worked out at less than six hundred rands per student.

People 

Ingrid Walls was appointed Co-ordinator in February 2009. She is the mainstay and a highly reliable fulcrum who designed the course and is responsible for delivering each of it’s instalments. Others centrally involved have been the wonderfully energetic Simayedwa Dube, Fisani Dube who we promoted from the role of student to training assistant, Zukile Nelani who finds nearly all the students and provides the vital administrative back-up, and Kim Horne who produces the immaculate certificates and CVs. 

Figures  

It is impossible to measure the statistical impact of what we are doing.  An estimate taken from our Link database suggests that some 25% of the candidates on Quaker funded courses obtain employment within two to three months. 12% or so of the top performers we recommend for a more extended training course. This is a six week Fit for Life Program offered by Etafeni - a community based organisation situated at the new Vrygrond Community Centre, opposite the Capricorn Primary School. Labour to build the Etafeni centre was provided by The Capricorn Link, and we hope to enlarge and extend a training relationship with them (see below). 

Our 16 courses so far have had 258 participants distributed as follows:

Feb  Mar Apr  May  Jun  Jul  Aug  Sep  Oct  Nov Dec Feb Mar Apr May June       

23    18    21    14    13    19    21    18   16    14   13    16   13   15   14    10

What The Link students learn and do   

· Self Concept Enhancement An essential first step without which nobody is likely to impress a potential employer. We encourage everybody to get up and speak about themselves and their lives in front of others with confidence.

· Basic Communication Skills Being able to write a simple letter and speak clearly. In some instances these basic skills need a lot more work than we are able to give, but a start can be made.

· Basic Understanding of Labour Law If you are going to be employed, you should know something about the rights and obligations between employers and employees.

· Codes of Conduct  Debates about how to behave and not to behave at work often develop naturally from a discussion of Labour law.

· Interviewing Skills Candidates learn, practice and prepare themselves for this necessary ordeal; we encourage everybody to be honest and on the front foot.

· CV Writing  Job seekers are assisted to produce standard format CVs that can be faxed or delivered to prospective employers. 

Partnerships and practical arrangements 

For several years The Link worked in tandem with the New World Foundation: we provided the students and they provided the trainers and the premises. This arrangement ended in 2009 when we were obliged to become entirely independent and look for new premises. Fortunately the Capricorn Primary School under the leadership of Jonathan Schrire and Siddieka Hassen came to our rescue and allowed us to use their classrooms and library on a regular basis. 

An exciting new proposal 

During the last year the Vrygrond Community Trust donated land which has enabled Etafeni to build - with help from the Link - the first phases of a program that includes “Fit for Life” training. These 6 week award winning courses are highly focussed and effective, and can be used as the next step for our better qualified students; we frequently act in mutual support of each other and it would seem a logical step to cement and extend this connection. Both NGOs could benefit from the joint use of computers for teaching office and administrative skills training. Cheryl Gabriel, manager of the Etafeni course, is keen on this idea and she has generously offered us the use of a large secure downstairs room with an impressive safe room and the protection of both a burglar alarm and security guards, if we provide the computers. A budget item has accordingly been included to cater for this suggestion.   

5)Funding.
The running of the series of Life Skills courses was made possible by the generous donation by the Quaker Foundation. Jonathan Geidt handled the application for funds. This enabled us to pay for the services of a professional trainer, an assistant, an interpreter and for our catering costs.
We are currently discussing with the foundation how we might extend the range of training opportunities on offer. 

After the end of our reporting year, we were awarded a monthly grant towards our office running costs by the Community Chest, which gives us the welcome assurance that we will be able to continue our work. Sharon MacAllum and Rosemary de Waal handled the funding application.
Our Treasurer’s report will go into greater detail about our regular sponsors.

6)Fund-raising.
Last year’s report mentioned an arrangement with the craft workers at the Community centre whereby they would be transported to the Marina’s monthly Craft Fair to sell their goods, in exchange for their also selling second-hand books donated to the Link. 

Unfortunately the arrangement had to be discontinued as the ladies from Vrygrond displayed a lack of commitment and poor punctuality in turning up at the agreed times. Nevertheless, we have continued without them and glean a small but regular income from book sales; to the extent that it has been necessary to appeal for more books to replenish our stock.
7)Vrygrond- the wider perspective
  In my introductory remarks, I explained the relationships between the Link, the Marina Assn. and Marina residents -the “Donor” side. To complete the picture, I also need to talk about the “donee” side of our relationship- the individuals, NGOs and institutions with which we work in Vrygrond.

Firstly, we have the new Community Centre, built by the Etafeni Trust and funded by the Elton John Aids Foundation. Etafeni’s mission statement is “Built by the Community, for the Community”, the intention being that the workers building the facility would be drawn from the community and sourced by the Link. 

Etafeni engaged Quantity Surveyors as its Main Contractor, with the object of sub-contracting work to local tradesmen. Obviously, this system wouldn’t extend to the services of Architects or Engineers or similar professionals; but generally, the community was to have first claim on the “tradesman-level” work, and the income therefrom,  that the construction project was expected to generate. 3 or 4 people registered with the Link were taken on immediately but the main contractor used a few of its own people on specific jobs, and at one time there were significantly more “outsiders” than “locals” working  there.
Some disruptive elements from within the community(for reasons of their own) wanted to play a role in the award of contracts to work on the centre and the situation turned ugly, with “rent-a-mob” demonstrations occurring and demands for work or the removal of the “built by the community”sign being made. At the root of the problems was a misconception over how the project was structured. Etafeni and its main contractor were not offering to employ either tradesmen or labourers directly; rather sub-contractors were invited to tender for specified elements of the work and they would have to employ their own workers.
This required the potential sub-contractors to comply with the various legal requirements under Labour and Tax laws. The main contractor, very helpfully, arranged assistance with the necessary registrations. Part of the trouble also lay in the varying skill levels demonstrated by the candidates. Quite frankly some of them weren’t up to the job, and their applications were turned down  by the management team; as were others with unrealistic pricing tenders.
It is the failed applicants who were largely responsible for the demonstrations.

The first phase was completed in March and I was a guest at the official opening ceremony performed by Elton John and Annie Lennox. Phase 2 is proceeding according to schedule and expected to be complete by late August.

The childrens’ charity, Home from Home built 2 houses adjacent to the community centre, each of which has a house- mother and up to 6 children.

The children are generally placed by Social Workers under the terms of Court orders. Elizabeth Everson from the Library forms the house mothers’ link into the community, and Sharon MacAllum and I have joined her to form a local support group. The Childrens’ home has first call on clothing and toys donated
by Marina residents.
On the same site as the Library, Mymoena Scholtz runs an NGO called “Where Rainbows meet” Its primary function is training and development  with the emphasis on Youth and Women. Mymoena together with volunteers from the Link/the Marina organises the annual childrens’ Christmas party.

In short there is a considerable degree of networking within Vrygrond and a spirit of cooperation between the individuals and organisations.

The only sour note is the apparent racial divide which tends towards competition between the NGOs rather than cooperation, in for example sport, where there are black teams and coloured teams in soccer. The reasons are partly historical because Mymoena and others have been active in Vrygrond well before the Link was founded and from an era before the influx of black people into the area. The original working relationship was with an established Coloured community, and that relationship is largely unchanged. 

The Link is perceived, rightly or wrongly as catering mainly for black people, and it is certainly apparent from our Life Skills courses that we attract a larger proportion of immigrants and refugees than from the established community.

This is a very sensitive subject, and it would be interesting to talk to other NGOs to compare their experience with our own.

8) The Christmas Party

At first blush this event seems to have little connection to the Link. It is however the most striking example of the Marina residents reaching out to our neighbours, not just in terms of the money raised, substantial though it is, but in rolling up their sleeves and pitching in to make the party a success. Many of our Link volunteers take part, together with friends, neighbours and visiting family.

At Christmas time we have needed to hire a large marquee to provide shelter from the sun and this is our biggest expense. We catered for 1500 children, providing them with hot dogs, squash and water-melon. We had face-painting and craft activities, and a bouncy castle. Every child had a present fromm Father Christmas.

We were rather overwhelmed by the numbers attending especially the many adults who turned up uninvited and did nothing to help. The catering facilities were inadequate and it was difficult to control the queues. On an open field it is not easy to control access or restrict the party to our target age group 3-13.

We will need to recruit many more volunteer helpers if we are to avoid this type of problem in future. Nevertheless, the goodwill generated makes up for all the hard work. Special thanks go Mymoena and her youth brigade and to Susan Gie who’s home became a warehouse for all the presents we collected. 

9) Liaison with other organisations beyond Vrygrond
There are of course other organisations which have a similar job-finding mission to ourselves, and which operate throughout and beyond the greater Cape Town area. Men-at-the-side-of -the -road  is one such body and their name describes their business quite neatly.
We also made contact with “Work Now” based in Hout Bay/Fishhoek, and discovered only belatedly that they had been to Vrygrond to sign up jobseekers. They have a rather patchy record in so far as their attempts to establish offices in Ocean View and at CAFDA in Retreat, were unsuccessful, and they have reverted to a High St agency, accessible to employers, but to which job-seekers must travel.
Very recently, we had a very encouraging meeting with “Dreamworker” which operates 3 offices in Athlone, Somerset West and Hermanus. They have made their forms available to us and are willing to help us with their business model.

Both of these organisations are run professionally as (NPO) businesses with substantial funding from the Dept of Economic and Social Development. Dreamworker in particular has ambitions to develop at a National level. We arranged a visit to their Athlone office.

The distinction between these two organisations and ourselves could not be more marked, and we have to ask ourselves some searching questions about the future direction in which we want the Link to progress. We would be moving completely out of our comfort zone if we try to follow this model.
The first useful lesson we have learned from these contacts, is the necessity that we have a business plan and we have made this our top priority. Research suggests that even as currently constituted (NPO) we would be eligible to apply for Government funding. The question then is whether we should go it alone, or seek some form of collaboration with a larger player. One thing seems certain, things will never be the same again, when we seek to define our role.

On a related theme, we have also been in contact with Tokai Lions, some of whose members live on the Marina, and who picked up some of our E-mail appeals. They have delivered food to the soup kitchen and presents to our Christmas party.

10)Developments in Vrygrond

Vrygrond Ave between the Library and the Primary school is rapidly turning into a shopping street, with new businesses springing up and houses acquiring shop fronts ;similarly in Drury Rd although not so advanced. These are all encouraging signs, although not many of the proprietors appear to be local Vrygronders. The two supermarkets in Drury Rd appear to  be asian-owned and some in Vrygrond ave are run by immigrants. 

The Community centre and the Childrens’ home, the continued development  of the Primary school, the new I Themba Educare  all add to the sense of an expanding community.

11) Acknowledgments

We are having to get used to life after Cherry, although she keeps in touch by E-mail and has arranged to meet some of us on her occasional visits. It wasn’t until she had left that we realised just how many activities she had a finger in.

We look forward to her eventual return.

Sadly, Peter Gray our Treasurer has decided to retire from office. He will be sorely missed. Peter did much more than control the cash and bankings; having numerous dealings with Government to set up procedures for UIF, workmens’ compensation etc. We hope to introduce his successor at this AGM. Thank you Peter, for a job well done.

In his Financial report, Peter will give details of the contributions from our sponsors. I would however like to take this opportunity of thanking Avnic and Rawson properties for the continuing regular support they have given us over a long period.

12)Conclusion.

Last year, Jon Geidt commented that being Chairman of the Link was a job he had enjoyed. I would like to echo those remarks; I have enjoyed the job too.

Little did I think when I stepped off the aeroplane 10 years ago(to work on International Tax and Capital Gains Tax), that I would be spending my years in  retirement having a busier, and certainly more fulfilling life than ever I had when I was working. There are no half measures once you start working in the townships, and you meet such interesting and dedicated people. I have tried this year to give you a wider perspective on the special relationship between Marina da Gama and Vrygrond and the “link” that we provide between the very different parts of our community. I hope that the people who founded the Link are satisfied that that relationship continues to grow as they envisaged it would.
