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In this issue of From the Coalface we introduce 
you to one of our key members of staff, 
Ms Thandeka Heleni. Ms Heleni, who is 
community driven in every sense of the word, 
shares her vast experience in community 
activism and offers us wise counsel on the 
value of community relationships. We also 
show a snapshot view of the Clinic’s work 
in 2013 and look at a new approach and 
initiative by the Clinic towards empowering 
communities in the Eastern Cape on their 
human and legal rights. 

PLACING EMPHASIS ON THE INDIVIDUAL
I like to work says Thandeka Heleni, who joined 
the Rhodes University Law Clinic back in 1989 as a 
part-time interpreter and receptionist. She will this 
year be honoured by both Rhodes and the Clinic 
for her 25th year as a staff member of the Clinic. 

At the Clinic our staff is integral to the 
smooth running of our services, particularly 
given the interest they all show in providing 
a platform from which indigent people can 
seek to have their personal and human rights 
redressed. Ms Heleni‘s former work as an 
activist has been of great value to the Law 
Clinic, given her insights of circumstances 
faced by marginalised communities and her 
empathy for their needs. She has served 
and worked in advice offices for most of 
her working life.  Before joining the Rhodes 
University Law Clinic (then called “Legal Aid 
Clinic”) in 1989, she worked at GADRA Advice 
Community Work (previously GADRA Advice 
& Development) and Grahamstown office of 
Black Sash. At one stage she was working 
for GADDRA in the mornings and for the Law 
Clinic in the afternoons and Saturdays for The 
Black Sash. “I was bringing up my children and 
I needed to work,” she said. But Ms Heleni is 
entirely modest and what is not immediately 
clear is that beneath her unassuming nature is 

COMMUNITY IS KEY
MS THANDEKA HELENI, A WELL-RESPECTED AND OUR LONGEST-SERVING MEMBER OF THE RHODES UNIVERSITY LAW CLINIC.

“uJOBST IS ALWAYS THE  
SAME, HE JOKES WITH US AND 
HE IS CARING, HE LISTENS 
AND LOOKS AFTER US.

OUR STATS AT  
A GLANCE
We take a look at 2013 in statistics and 
review the reach of our legal services and 
the extent of the need for training to grow 
our advice offices

PRACTICAL TRAINING FOR LAW STUDENTS
78 penultimate year LLB students received 
intensive training in the Law Clinic over the 
two semesters. The ratio of 13 students to 
one supervisor ensured that the Rhodes Law 
Clinic continued maintaining the lowest ratio 
of all clinics in the country which, in turn, 
indicates the valuable one-to-one supervision 
and mentorship by the highly committed and 
competent attorneys, Jaylynne Hillier, Patrick 
Pringle and Nomazizi Klaas.

NEW CASES OPENED:
746 clients visited the Grahamstown and 
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a woman who is passionate about the people 
and causes she serves. In conversation it 
becomes apparent not only how much this 
work means to her, but also to the people she 
encounters. Working for three key community 
organisations, people in the community know 
her and value her insight and experience of 
community affairs.

Ms Heleni is responsible for screening 
clients, opening files, making appointments 
and interpreting for the non-isiXhosa-speaking 
student lawyers consulting with clients. She 
is also responsible for the administration and 
receipting of administrative charges and the 
Clinic’s archives.

Over the years she has seen several 
Directors come and go, including Koos Louw, 
Brin Brody, Ivan Shaffer,Jonathan Campbell 
and Jobst Bodenstein. She has been inspired 
by many Clinic attorneys, including David 
Holness, Mr Mkumathela, Ms Vuyelwa Masiza, 
Nomafa Lethlaba and Mr Pringle. She recounts 
with pride how former students have achieved 
success in academia, rattling off names like 
Graeme Glover, Helen Kruuse, Anjanette Haller-
Barker, or in the legal profession, mentioning 
Wesley Hayes and Luise Ostler. 

She describes Professor Jonathan 
Campbell as peaceful and kind and a 
director with whom she had an easy working 
relationship. I worked with Jonathan for 15 
years and I cried when he left. “Our current 
Director, uJobst is a very understanding 
person, he listens to our personal problems. 
I call him Tata because he takes responsibility 
for the family here.

“Working here you learn whether the 
law is changing here and there. I would be 
pleased to work here until I retire she says 
because I always have the courage to come 
and work here.

“uJobst is always the same, he jokes with us 
and he is caring, he listens and looks after us.

“It is nice to work at a law clinic because 
you learn how to work with people,” she 
said. “You find out what kind of person you 
are because the people who seek assistance 
look at your face. I am a soft-hearted person 
— it is not always easy to listen to people’s 
stories and to sometimes have to tell them 

that you are unable to help.” But years of 
experience have made Ms Heleni well versed 
in directing people to other places that can 
help when the case is not something that 
RULAC would handle, and this she does.

“You don’t know how people take you 
but as time goes you realise who you are 
when people come in asking for Thandeka,” 
she smiled. Of course there are processes 
that all clients must follow and when she 
responds that they cannot come in and 
ask for her as they have to go through the 
screening process, they generally reply: “The 
reason I ask for you is because someone 
has told me that you get very good advice 
from Thandeka.” This is the kind of value 
Ms Heleni’s reputation out there in the 
community adds to the Law Clinic’s essential 
services, with people realising that the Clinic 
should be their first port of call.

“I enjoy working here, you learn about 
people’s attitudes and you get to know your 
clients and your fellow staff,” she said. “ James …

“The Clinic is a place for the people,” she 
says. “It is a place for the indigent people 
who are earning very low salaries.

 “I may not be well educated but I am not 
a stupid person. My experience in this place 
and at GADRA and The Black Sash come 
from many long years with the community. In 
Grahamstown the people know me and I get 
stopped on the street all the time.”

Queenstown offices; 85 cases were opened 
during visits to paralegal advice offices.

ADVICES ONLY (CLIENTS ADVISED  
BUT WITHOUT OPENING CASES): 
492 clients consulted at Law Clinic offices; 
93 clients were seen at advice offices.

NUMBER OF ADVICE OFFICES VISITED: 
In total 36 advice offices were visited  
during 2013.

PARALEGAL TRAINING: 
(a) Workshops on fundraising, proposal & 

report writing held over 1½ days and 
attended by 40 paralegals in Port St 
Johns, Graaff-Reinet, Queenstown and 
Grahamstown

(b) Training workshops for paralegals 
in community facilitation skills held 
over 1½ days and in Queenstown, 
Grahamstown and Port St Johns and 
attended by 57 paralegals.

(c) 23 paralegals attended a five-day 
workshop on the law of marriages held 
in Grahamstown during November.

COMMUNITY WORKSHOPS BY  
CLINIC STAFF: 
All Clinic staff is trained in facilitation skills. 
Over 380 persons attended 17 workshops 
conducted by Clinic staff on topics including 
domestic violence, succession and dying, 
wills, the National Credit Act and other 
consumer matters and lease agreements. 

CONTACT DETAILS: 
GRAHAMSTOWN –  
RHODES UNIVERSITY LAW CLINIC
lawclinic@ru.ac.za • Tel: 046 622 9301 / 9310 / 
9311 • Fax: 046 622 9312  
082 802 3002 (office cell) • 41 New Street,  
PO Box 702, Grahamstown 6140

QRLC – QUEENSTOWN RURAL LEGAL CENTRE
rurallegalcentre@ru.ac.za • Tel 045 838 5600 
•Fax: 045 838 5271 • 082 907 6998 (office cell) 
24 Ebden Street, PO Box 1408, Queenstown 5320

This newsletter has been produced on behalf 
of Rhodes University Law Clinic by Creatives on 
Click and Kerry Peter Wordweaver.  

Any reproduction or alteration of these digital 
files is strictly forbidden and all original artwork is 
protected by copyright laws.

www.facebook.com/kerrypeterwordweaver

www.facebook.com/creativesonclick
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Coming up in our next issue … In the next issue we find out more about the Director of the Queenstown Rural Legal Centre,  
Mr Wesley Hayes. We also talk about the MICC project and the partner organisations we networked with in November 2013.  
And we introduce you to the learners, teacher and facilitator selected to participate in the event to be held in Poland in May.

The Rhodes University Law Clinic introduced 
‘facilitators’ training for paralegals on the 
supposition of widespread ignorance by rural 
communities of their legal and human rights 
and a tendency towards passivity or violent 
behaviour towards abusers. Paralegals, who 
are normally the first point of reference for 
aggrieved rural communities, should benefit 
greatly in training empowering them to 
facilitate community workshops focussed on 
participation and critical thinking.

The Law Clinic, through a series of 
SASSETA-accredited two-day workshops 
held in Grahamstown, Queenstown and 
Port St Johns, trained paralegals from 

advice offices throughout the Eastern Cape 
on how to improve their facilitation skills. 
The training includes the advantages of 
facilitation over lecturing, the qualities of a 
good facilitator, different methods used to 
facilitate, a questionnaire to determine one’s 
own facilitation style, workshop preparation, 
planning or design and ends of with group 
presentations on the last day.

Fifty-seven paralegals were trained 
at these workshops and to increase the 
effectiveness of the workshops, each of the 
participants undertook to do three workshops 
each in their respective communities. The 
result is an effective 171 workshops on 

various human rights issues being held all 
over the rural parts of the Eastern Cape.

Participants displayed their satisfaction 
with what they have learned and some of the 
comments made during the evaluation were:

 “I feel more confident as my facilitation 
skills have improved now and I can stand in 
front of the people and do what is expected 
of me.”

“The workshop was helpful because  
we (as old facilitators) were in a position to 
do introspection.”

“The information received in the workshop 
is helpful and meaningful.”

TRAINING THE TRAINER

PARALEGAL FACILITATORS WHO PARTICIPATED IN A TRAINING WORKSHOP HELD IN GRAHAMSTOWN.


