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The reality of poverty in South Africa. 

Just over half of South Africa’s population of about 53 million people lives below the poverty 

line at about R770 per month or R25 per day, per person. Almost a quarter (22 %) is likely to go 

to bed hungry because they have to survive on about R11 per day or R335 per month, per 

person1. About 16 million people live on social grants2 and more or less 8.9 million can and 

want to work, but can not find a job3. The unemployment rate among young people is about 

45% and poverty level among youth seems very similar to that of their parents' generation4. 

Poverty, unemployment and low levels of education go hand in hand and we see in South Africa 

the rates of unemployment and training in South Africa varies widely depending on the 

population group to which people belong. Black and coloured people are much more likely to 

be unemployed with lower skill levels than whites and Indians. 

The biggest problem, and the root of many others that goes with it, is inequality and unequal 

opportunities. About a third of children who enter Grade 1, pass matric twelve years later. 

Approximately 52 % leaving school before matric and 70 % of the remaining 48 % pass matric. 

This is a huge amount of human potential that is lost. Unemployment decreases as levels of 

education increases. 

The Dutch Reformed Church and Uniting Reformed Church wants to be involved in systemically 

addressing poverty in South Africa and early childhood development we believe is an ideal 

starting point to get involved at. 

When you hear the statistics, the risk is that you will not be affected by it. So let us tell you the 

STORY of Siyabonga Mbaba of Khayelitsha 
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Behind statistics, there is a HUMAN STORY: Siyabonga Mbaba. 

 

Siyabonga Mbaba Khayelitsha is 23 years old this year. He is incredibly talented and would love to have a 

career in performing and fine arts. He did not have matric and have very little opportunity to pursue his 

passion and to make a living. A few quotes from an interview with him: 

“I didn’t do well in matric.  Actually, I failed grade twelve. But I didn’t give up on life. I decided to 
do something that will help me to grow as an individual and help my family at the same time.  I 
looked for a job but I couldn’t get one because I didn’t qualify.   
 
My stepfather made me the person I am.  He taught me respect, he taught me how to behave as 
a man, how to treat a family and work for the family. He taught me about culture, he taught me 
about God, he taught me everything.  He was a taxi driver taking people from Khayelitsha to 
work. He got shot in 2009. That’s how he died.  After that we struggled a lot. He was working 
hard to make sure that we had something to eat at home. He had two jobs. When he died, we 
couldn’t manage. My mother was also unemployed for five months.  We used to survive through 
the grant money. Then she got a job as a domestic worker.  
 
My mother is one of the people that I am proud of.  She had me when she was 14 or 15, she 
raised me no matter what was happening.  She’s a domestic worker because she wanted to 
make sure that we have something to eat.  She took me to school and she supported the things 
that I do. I’m grateful to her”.  
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When I was still at school, I struggled to go to school.  Money continues to be a struggle.  My 
mom is living her own life now, so I have to come up with a plan to get money and move out of 
home and start my own life”. 
 
Siyabonga’s story illustrates the lost of human potential. This is the story of the frustration of many 

talented, intelligent people for whom doors stayed closed. This is the story of people who care about 

each other and who are willing to give one another their best, but do not necessarily have the " know-

how " , networks and resources to be able to do it. However, they do what they can. Many people like 

Siyabonga’s mother wears themselves down to be able to create opportunities for their children. It must 

be very hard again to see how it is not enough for your children to break the cycle of poverty. 

Opportunity to be systemically involved in the fight against poverty. 
Several things can be blamed for this state of affairs: our poor education system and an overly small 

economy. Poverty and inequality are indeed a complex problem involving the interaction of many 

variables as the cause. The economist and Nobel Prize winner James Heckman proved that the period 

during which we suffered the greatest losses in terms of human potential occurs during early childhood. 

 
At birth, the brain is the only organ that is not yet fully developed. Critical brain development takes 

place during the first 1,000 days, ranging from conception until the child's second birthday. During this 

time, important brain networks are built for several areas of functioning, eg vision, hearing, language 

and higher cognitive thinking. Although our brains can grow and change throughout our life, the basic 

structure is 90 % complete when a child is 5 years old. During this time children also internalize 

important knowledge about the world that affects their character and behavior eg. as to trust other 

people or not , and so lays the basis for their future social competency.  

 
What is needed to ensure that their development takes place optimally? Only four elements: love, 

safety, nutrition and stimulation. Statistically, there is a good chance that some babies born in our 

country will have an abundance of these things , while many others potential will be limited because 

they do not have adequate access to these elements . In this way there is from the onset a gap between 

"babies who have" and " babies who have not ". 
 

Babies' exposure to language and books largely determine the gap between them. Children thus more 

exposed to language and reading, develop a larger vocabulary and read more easily when they go to 

school. By the time children of professional parents turn 3 years old, they have heard 30 million more 

words as children of parents who claim welfare benefits1 and the effect of this is early visible . An impact 

study of Grade R, which is properly implemented to help disadvantaged children get ready for Grade 1, 

found that Grade R hardly makes a difference to children who grow up in the poorest households. 2 

Up to Grade 3 children learn to read, but from Grade 3 they must be able to read to learn. The more 

they struggle to read, the more they struggle to understand their school work. Thus the gap between 

                                                           
1
 http://dgmt.co.za/files/2015/08/Reading-for-Pleasure-web.pdf 

2
 http://dgmt.co.za/files/2015/08/Reading-for-Pleasure-web.pdf 
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these two sets of children is only going to increase. This is one of the ways to continue the inequality in 

our society and perpetuate it from generation to generation. 

This is an opportunity to be involved in our country's change  

By starting to invest in the development of our children, we can child-by-child start sowing the seed of  a 

more equal and more just society and help it grow. There are simple things we can all do to make sure 

that the children in our communities have more access to the things that help them to develop 

optimally and to live their lives full potential someday. Things like to support a child or new mothers 

during the first 1,000 days of her child's development and to help someone read to babies and toddlers 

and can fall in love with books. Research has shown that reading for pleasure has a greater impact on 

academic performance as the socioeconomic status of the parents3! We can help ensure that there are 

opportunities for early stimulation and even informal events such as play groups can be of great value if 

properly approached. We can make sure that we create a network of care and support for the 

development and welfare of the poorest children in our communities. 4 

The Ministry Poverty and Care ("Diaconia") partnership. 

The Ministry Poverty and Care is changing its name to "Diaconia". Diaconia is the DRC and URCSA's joint 

service group that encourages churches to be more systemically involved in the eradication of poverty in 

their communities. 

Where is God at work in South Africa? 

As believers, we believe that Jesus is Lord and that He continues to lead His church through the Holy 

Spirit. We believe He has made the church in South Africa aware of their calling to make a difference in 

people's lives.  Early childhood development is one of the issues that have landed the past few years on 

the church's table. The church is convinced that focusing on early childhood development is a matter 

that is pressed by the Holy Spirit always in our hearts. The church is not the only or even the first to 

realise the seriousness of the issue of early childhood development. Many men and women in 

communities, non-governmental organizations and the government are aware of the seriousness and 

necessity. We have to join hands with. 

We see the movement of the Spirit in that many people recognizes that early childhood development is 

the best opportunity to give children opportunities and prepare them for life and success in society. 

At Diaconia we believe very strongly in working in partnerships. We therefore invite congregations and 

presbyteries to approach us and enter into a formal partnership so that we can work together to be 

involved in early childhood development. 

 

 

                                                           
3
 http://dgmt.co.za/files/2015/08/Reading-for-Pleasure-web.pdf 

4
 http://www.smartstart.org.za/ 



Page 6 
 

What can we do? 

We can assist our Presbyteries and individual congregations with information on potential local partners 

and how to utilize the benefits of these partnerships. We can provide you with best practices and useful 

information so that you do not have to be self- seekers. We also hope to assist financially more churches 

in the future with “seed-money” to enable them to implement early childhood development activities in 

their communities 

The service group Diaconia has the support of the DG Murray Trust, a private funder of initiatives to 

ensure that all South Africans have the opportunity to fulfill his life's potential. 

Options for projects and programs that can be supported  

1. Teach the children to love reading 
Many studies show a positive correlation between children’s preschool 

language abilities and their ability to learn later in school.   

 

Below are project proposals and ideas on how congregants and other 

people can become involved in different ways to help promote a love for 

reading.  It can be done with the support of Nal’ibali (isiXhosa for “here is 

the story”), a national read-for-pleasure campaign which was developed by the University of Cape 

Town to support childrens development through reading and listening to stories. It provides 

guidelines, various resources and even training for people and organisations who want to cultivate a 

love for reading amongst children.  

  

 

Ideas for projects   
Provide space for congregants to become 

involved in different ways   

Start a reading club for children  

 

A reading club ensures that reading 

becomes a regular activity in children’s lives 

and if it is presented in the correct way, it 

will be something they look forward to and 

enjoy.   

The more positive associations they have 

with books and with reading, the more 

motivated they will be to learn to learn to 

read and to read for pleasure.   

To cultivate a love for reading in someone 

is one of the biggest gifts one can give to 

another person.  Watch this video about 

reading clubs and things one can do to help 

- A project management team will be required 

- Congregants and other people visit the reading club to 

read to children 

- Pillows, blankets and carpets can be collected or 

donated to ensure that everybody is comfortably 

seated and cozy while listening to stories.  If possible, 

one can also try to decorate a reading corner in so that 

it is pretty interesting.   

- Fruit, healthy, non-perishable snacks and drinks to 

give to the children before story time, will also be 

welcome.   

- Friends, family and acquaintances from the 

community can be contacted to support the projects 

and its broader goals.  More than one church can be 

involved and we can work together as a few churches 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=19KdijJav9o
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Ideas for projects   
Provide space for congregants to become 

involved in different ways   

develop a love for reading in children.   

Nal’ibali provides a lot of resources and 

ideas, as well as a manual on how to start a 

reading club.   

They are also willing to provide training to 

congregations and other people who would 

like to read to children or who want to 

participate in the reading clubs activities.   

 

Reading club session kan be held at the 

church or one can cooperate with public 

libraries, schools and crèches.   One can try 

to identify “regular readers”, or one can 

draw up a schedule where a lot of people 

each get one turn per month.  One can also 

arrange special events like a puppet show 

twice per year.  The local library will be an 

important partner in such a project.   

 

and regular citizens.  The bigger the network, the 

more significant will impact of what we try to achieve 

be! 

- Books and stationary is always useful to reading clubs.  

One would want families to have books in their 

homes, even if it is exchanged regularly.  A book trip 

by friends and congregants can be arranged to collect 

or buy books.   

- Story bags/painted story stones are cute items for a 

reading club:  collect small items and add it to the 

story bag (a ring, a puppet, a bunch of keys, a wallet, a 

bell).  Children can then take turns to take items from 

the bag and to fabricate stories about that item.  

Stories can be told by individuals or they can work in 

pairs.   

- Costumes and story aids like hand puppets and a 

puppet show can liven up stories.   

- It would help to visually document what has been 

done during the project so that it can be shared with 

others in order to get more people involved.  A 

Facebook page might also be a good idea.   

- Nal’ibali publishes cut-and-keep booklets in the 

papers. One can also download it from their website 

and then print it.  It is important that children have 

books in their houses.   

- If one donates money, it can be used to buy books or 

stationary or even to pay for trips.  Every bit makes a 

difference.   

- Collect old papers, scrap paper, magazines and books 

to be donated to the book clubs and other crèches or 

play schools in the community.   

- Donate old baby books to pregnant mothers.   

- Literacy development starts even before the baby has 

been born, since the parent is busy preparing the 

environment where the child will grow up.  By 

donating books and resources to pregnant mothers, 

one will help her to create an environment rich in 

stories for her newborn baby. 

Take a group of children and their parents 

to the library from time to time and help 

- Help with planning of outings  

- Help with transport  

- Help with the facilitation and coordination of the  

http://dgmt.co.za/downloads/nalibali-reading-club-starter-kit.pdf
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Ideas for projects   
Provide space for congregants to become 

involved in different ways   

them to become members.   outing  

Start a parent and baby group                                                             

Babies and toddlers love rhymes, songs, 

books and stories.  Exposure to language in 

this developmental stage is critical for brain 

development.  Parents and other people 

who care about babies and toddlers can get 

together to sing song, recite rhymes and 

page through books.  Nal’ibali proved 

guidelines and resources to help with this.  

 

- Help to plan and facilitate sessions 

Facilitation sessions with parents:  It is 

important to inform parents about the 

benefit reading holds for their children.  It 

can be integrated with any of the above 

projects.   

 

- Help to plan and facilitate sessions 

- Donate/help with snacks for the parents  

 

 

 

 

           2. Embrace: Supports mothers during the first 

               1,000 days of her child's development. 
The first thousand days is the time from conception to two years of age. This is the most 

important time for brain development. What will play a critical role during this development 

phase to help the child to grow up as a happy, well-adjusted individual? A large part of a 

child's early potential is directly dependent on its mother, her welfare and lifestyle. In South 

Africa, pregnancy and small babies rearing poses for many women a great challenge. They do not 

always have easy access to information and adequate resources; they are sometimes very young 

and psychologically not quite ready for the big responsibility. Support can make a big difference for 

them and the well-being and life potential of their baby. Cape Town Embrace provides program 

guidelines, activity ideas, support and networks for mothers of different socioeconomic 

backgrounds allow us to build supportive relationships around the well-being and development of a 

new mom's baby. 
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Ideas for projects  
Create space for congregants to become 
involved in different ways  

Start a mom-to-mom support group  
There are different models for such a 
group.   
The ideal would be a situation where 
special relationships develop between 
the mothers.  Relationships should not be 
based on welfare and superiority, but 
should be person-to-person relationships 
that can develop over time into long-
lasting friendships.   
Hopefully, such a relationship will be 
meaningful for both parties.   This video 
demonstrates such a relationship.   
The purpose of the group is to provide 
opportunities for relationships to develop 
and in the process to contribute 
positively to the wellbeing of mother and 
child.  
 
The group can connect mothers and can 
help them follow the recommended 
process to develop a relationship over a 
4-month period.  In between they can 
partake in additional activities (see 
column on the right) to keep their 
momentum.  They can also start with 
group activities once per month to see if 
individual relationships develop.   
 
Guidelines and support are available via 
the DG Murray Trust and Cape Town 
Embrace: 
http://dgmt.co.za/first-1000-days/ (all 
DGMT’s resources for support of mothers 
are available in Afrikaans as well).   

- The moms’ interaction with other moms 
will show which specific needs are present.  
These needs can be handled on a case-to-
case basis, as the supporting mother/group 
deems fit.  It would however mean a lot to 
the group of supporting mothers if they 
knew that they can count on the support of 
the larger society.   

 

- When there are special mom-to-mom 
events, it might be necessary to help with 
coordination and preparation.  

 
Possible activities for mom-to-mom group 
events:   
 
- Spiritual message 
- Focus on you  

• Share something about yourself or 
share your story, your worries and 
joys – biographical interviews with 
pairs of  

- Focus on pregnancy 
• Share stories – share in pairs or 

Small groups – mothers who have 
already given birth with pregnant 
mothers.  Deel stories – deel in 
pare/klein groepe – ma’s wat reeds 
geboorte geskenk het, met die wat 
nog swanger is  

• Best advice from mothers who have 
already given birth  

- Be creative/learn something – create 
something small for the baby/or learn to do 
something eg baby  

- Focus on the new baby 
• Share stories in pairs  
• Theme, eg important milestones, 

teething, etc.   
• Have a meal together  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fEVGtpr4-s4
http://dgmt.co.za/first-1000-days/
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3. SmartStart: Support or create 

opportunities for structured Early 

childhood stimulation. 

 

Many churches already support Early Childhood Development (ECD) initiatives such as informal play 

groups or nursery schools. Such support is fantastic and makes a big difference. As such, it is a wonderful 

project. Churches that have done it, however, are of the opinion that standards in terms of the 

stimulation offered still greatly varies. 

SmartStart provides a simple, structured curriculum and activities that can be offered in a playgroup 

format. It is designed to be able to be facilitated successfully by an ECD facilitator who does not need to 

have formal training. SmartStart provides training and support for such a facilitator which includes a 

process by which she is certified to form SmartStart play groups as a business opportunity. This means 

that her group operates is in a safe environment with the right equipment; and that she clearly follow 

the proposed program and implement high quality education. Ideally, the ECD facilitator will receive a 

stipend paid for by the government's Expanded public Works Programme to eran an income. 

SmartStart provides long-term support and coordination but local non- governmental organizations 

(such as churches) need to take responsibility for mentoring and local monitoring of SmartStart play 

groups. This allows further new initiatives to be established. SmartStart is designed for childminders and 

mass implementation and is not expensive or difficult to get off the ground. 

Diaconia’s new purposeful website. 

Diaconia's new website (http://www.diaconia.co.za) will be completed soon. There will be sermons 

available that can be used to provide the motivation for Early Childhood Development. There is also an 

excellent video especially for the church's needs, titled: “What will bring real change in South Africa” 

which also can be displayed in the church. At the end of such a sermon an invitation can be extended to 

people who are interested to be part of a working group within the congregation and get actively 

involved. 

Rev. Hans Steyn (Chairperson: Focusgroup Congregational Diaconate) 

Rev. Leon Venter (MSS: SKDB) 

Rev. Sean Esterhuizen (MSS: SKDD) 

Mrs. Isabella de Kock (Secretary) 

Tel.  021 – 957 7113 

Email:  omgee@kaapkerk.co.za 


