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UPCOMING EDITION OF THE NPO PUBLICATION MILLENNIUM MANDATE. 

Since the fall of apartheid, South Africa has achieved enormous successes in the 
political, social and economic realms. Constitutionally assured liberties and 
freedoms have helped create the political and cultural background necessary 
for real progress in the realization of children’s rights. Despite these improved 
conditions, two issues – intractable poverty and the rise of HIV and AIDS – 
continue to undermine much of the social progress achieved since the end of 
apartheid. 
Issues facing children in South Africa 

Poverty and HIV/AIDS remain the two key, inter-linked drivers of 
maternal and child mortality, as well as gender-based and child-targeting 
violence and abuse in South Africa. Is the state doing enough to secure the 
wellbeing of children by ensuring their rights in line with the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, adopted by the United Nations? 

The Government has now expanded access to children’s grants to all children 
below the age of 19.  The grants will help to alleviate poverty and provide some 
help to children in the poorest sectors of society.  However, not enough is 
being done to protect the basic rights of children in some crucial areas: abuse 
is  widespread; more than 40% of children live in poverty; only 28% of black 
children live in households where two parents are present; and the school 
system is failing dismally to provide children with adequate education.  

 A significant portion of the country still subsists on less than R7 per day, 
with children representing a substantial part of that population. What 
constructive ways should we be exploring in order to reduce the ever 
widening economic gap created as a result of the emergence of a new 
“black elite”, while about 46% of South Africans are racked with poverty, 
which inevitably repeats its vicious cycle in the lives of South African 
children? 

Poverty has many causes - but the main cause is unemployment.  Almost 40% 
of black South Africans are unemployed - and must accordingly subsist on state 
transfers or on transfers from employed friends and relatives.  Children’s 
allowances are helping to address the sharpest effects of poverty - but the 
problem can be solved only by a drastic reduction in unemployment.  This will 
require much more flexible labour laws - particularly for young people who are 
seeking jobs for the first time - as well as for those who have been unemployed 
for a number of years.  It will also require greatly improved education and 
training. 



 The HIV/AIDS crisis has compounded the risks faced by children and swelled 
the number of those at risk. The total number of orphans was estimated at 2.5 
million in 2005. It is expected to double by 2015 due to high (and still 
increasing) maternal mortality, among other factors. Orphans are more 
vulnerable to violence and abuse than children living with parents and 
caregivers. Cape Town is riddled with street children as a result of them fleeing 
violence, abuse, neglect and the death of parents due to HIV/AIDS. How should 
we address these issues in terms of easing these untimely pressures on 
our children? 

Significant progress is being made in combating HIV/AIDS by the roll-out of the 
government’s massive anti-retroviral programme.  This has already led to a 
dramatic reduction in death rates.  The solution is to ensure that every child 
that needs treatment has immediate and effective access to ARVs.

 South Africa has among the world’s highest crime rates, with children and 
women victimized in a significant proportion of the cases involving murder, 
rape and common assault. Children are not only victims but perpetrators as 
well. Youth are increasingly involved in gangs and drugs that now threaten the 
livelihoods of law abiding citizens. For example, the residents of Mitchell’s Plain 
are under constant threat from youth in the ongoing “tik” struggle. How do we 
fight these gangs effectively so that youth are no longer co-opted by its 
destructive effects and how do we motivate the state to take a firmer 
stance against gangsterism? 

According to government, statistics for serious crimes are declining steadily.  
Nevertheless, South Africa still has some of the worst crime situations in the 
world.  The solution is complex and will require much more effective policing - 
leading to the speedy prosecution and punishment of criminals.  One of the 
main causes of the dysfunctionality of the police/justice system is the 
politicization of the process through the appointment of under-qualified cadres 
to key posts.   

 Net primary-school enrolment rates are 88 per cent for boys and 89 per cent 
for girls, but many schools are plagued by drug use, gang violence and sexual 
harassment. Do you think that our schools coping with this growing 
problem and how can we more effectively address these issues in our 
education system? Also our matric pass rates are not very impressive at 
present from what they used to be. How do we improve the quality of 
education in South Africa? 

According to the 2010 Development Indicators published by the Office of the 
President, primary school enrolment in 2009 was 96% girls and 99% for boys. 



Nevertheless, literacy and numeracy levels in South Africa compare badly with 
the poorest countries in Africa. The following steps could help to improve 
education: provision of mother tongue education for the first seven years of 
school; re-establishment of teachers training colleges; the restoration of 
discipline through the reintroduction of a school inspectorate and the curbing 
of the negative influence often exercised by SADTU; the strengthening of the 
administration system to ensure that all schools have electricity, sanitation and 
libraries and that all children are provided with the requisite school books; and 
finally, by means of high-level and intensive training of school principals.  
Fortunately, Government is aware of the crisis and is beginning to implement 
some of these steps.
 
Constitutionalism in South Africa 
There are political youth leaders in South Africa that are bent on creating more 
division than unity, who have a strong following amongst our youth. Calls to 
sing struggle songs like “Shoot the Boer” and often cited by these youths. Why 
do you think these youths are so angry? Has our democracy failed them? 

Unfortunately, many young South Africans have been alienated by the failure of 
the education system and by their exclusion from the economy by endemic 
unemployment.

Our Constitution has recently come under serious threat. What are your 
thoughts on the following? 
1. The proposed Media Tribunal and Protection of Information Bill. Do you 
think this could increase corruption and undermine our constitution? 

The original version of the POIB and the MAT would certainly have presented a 
fatal blow to investigative reporting and to the public’s right to be informed 
about the government’s activities.  This would have created an environment 
where corruption would be able to thrive with relative impunity.  Fortunately, 
effective civil society pressure has already succeeded in bringing about 
improvements to the legislation.  Nevertheless, it is still unsatisfactory and will 
be challenged in the Constitutional Court if it is not substantially amended.

2. The proposed bill to dissolve the Bar Council and Law Society in one body 
under state body. What constructive outcomes could possibly result from 
this? 

Our present system works well and should not be changed.  The effect of the 
government’s proposals would be to ‘dumb down’ the practice of law and to 
give government greater control over the legal profession.  This would 
constitute a serious blow to the rule of law.



3. President Zuma called for Affirmative action and BEE to be debated. Are we 
achieving the outcomes of these policies or is it reversed discrimination? 

We urgently need effective action to promote genuine equality. During the past 
17 years the manner in which AA and BBBEE have been implemented has 
aggravated inequalities.  It has benefited a tiny black elite and has provided 
jobs to 10% of the black population (many of whom are loyal supporters of the 
ruling party).  It has done nothing for the bottom 50% of the black population.  
The best way to promote equality is through the empowerment of all South 
Africans - and particularly the poorest sections of our society - through the 
provision of decent education, effective services and, above all, employment. 

4. The Constitutional Court recently ruled that the legislation disbanding the 
Scorpions crime fighting unit is essentially invalid. Is it concerning when state 
watchdogs are being done away with out of convenience? 

It is, indeed, a matter of the gravest concern when the Government interferes 
with institutions that were intended to uphold the Constitution and the rule of 
law.  Abolition of the Scorpions and interference with the independence of the 
National Prosecuting Authority created the prospect that Government - and not 
independent institutions - would in future decide who should be, and who 
should not be, prosecuted. Such actions constitute a direct and serious threat 
to the rule of law.  Fortunately, the Constitutional Court has intervened and has 
required government to re-establish an independent investigating body.

5. Desmond Tutu this week called for President Zuma to form a commission of 
enquiry into the Arms Deal? Do you support this initiative and how can the 
executive branch demonstrate more accountability? 

In 2009 Archbishop Tutu and I sent a joint letter to President Motlanthe in 
which we asked him to appoint an independent commission of enquiry to 
investigate all aspects of the arms deal.  It is essential that all South Africans, 
all political parties and all civil society organizations should make use of all the 
mechanisms provided by the Constitution and our democratic society to hold 
the government accountable.

Inspiration 
 How can a new generation of leaders learn from the example of yourself (F.W 
De Klerk), Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu? 



Rather than looking at individuals, I would suggest that all South Africans 
should draw their inspiration from the values and rights contained in our 
Constitution.

 Often standing up for what is right comes with a price. When you released 
Nelson Mandela, many white people felt betrayed in that you made too many 
concessions. Do you think our present and upcoming leaders are morally 
compelled, or just politically expedient? 

As the 1992 referendum showed more than two thirds of white South Africans 
supported the transformation process throughout my presidency.  However, 
leaders should strive to do what is right regardless of whether or not it is 
popular, or whether or not it is politically expedient.  This is a test that many 
politicians - including some of our present and upcoming leaders - fail.

 Can you encourage the work that BeTheChange is doing with youth in the 
community and amongst youth in Cape Town with some words of advice and 
inspiration? 

Draw your inspiration from our Constitution.  It is a historic agreement that 
represents the aspirations of the vast majority of South Africans.  Strive for 
equality, human dignity and the enjoyment of all the rights that the 
Constitution guarantees for all our people; Insist on the supremacy of the rule 
of law and defend the democratic institutions that we South Africans 
established in 1994.


