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It is our pleasure as we wind up a fruitful year to bring you yet another edition of ESSET Update. The 

inaugural edition of this publication was received with much delight in the ecumenical circles and faith 

community when released last year. Indeed ESSET is committed to ensuring that this publication remains 

a revered tool for reflection on our work with different struggles of the poor and marginalised. We hope 

that you will all enjoy reading this edition and get back to us with your feedback and comments. 

We kick start this edition with a follow up of our journey with an article from the Director of ESSET, 

sharing her journey at work and glimpses of ESSET’s new strategy. This is followed by her  article on the 

Cloverdene Homeless community. You will recall that in the previous edition we reflected on the plight 

of the Cloverdene Homeless community and how ESSET and different churches were accompanying this 

community in their struggle for decent housing and land. Additionally, we reflect on the recent pastoral 

visit to this community. Later on, we also reflect on an exchange trip to Brazil by a delegation of traders 

who are members of the SADC Solidarity Network of Traders accompanied by a researcher and an 

ESSET staff worker to learn more about the Solidarity Economy in Brazil. 

We also reflect on the SADC Informal Traders Campaign against the Economic and Sexual Violence, 

which is the initiative of the SADC Solidarity Network of Informal Traders aimed at promoting solidarity 

campaigns and fighting injustices perpetrated against informal traders. A woman informal trader writes 

for us and shares her experience on the brutality of police on women informal traders. We also share with 

you a reflection on the plight of young people in the Eastern Cape, where the Training for Socioeconomic 

Transformation (TSET) course was carried out this year. Our colleague Nomasonto Magwaza shares 

about her conversations with these young people and how their rights to dignity and participation are 

deprived. This is followed by a reflection by Matome Makgoba of Limpopo Council of Churches on the 

plight of Maile Community who have lived for years sharing drinking water with animals and without 

access to roads.   

Finally, Reverend Monwabisi  Mcophela reflects on the importance of continuing the fight for socio-

economic justice. He urges the church to remember its responsibility to follow the teachings of Jesus 

Christ about justice. Further, he reminds us of the importance of understanding the message of the 

kingdom of God in order that we seriously and fully are in solidarity with the poor. 
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To all ESSET partners, friends and the community groups that we worked with in 2011, let us not get 

weary of doing good and ensuring that even in 2012 justice prevails. We wish to thank all our partners 

for the moral and financial support in our work even in 2012.  

 

Enjoy!!! 
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From the Director’s Desk 
 

Just as it may be with many young and inexperienced female leaders of our day, I assumed the role of the 

Director at ESSET in November 2009 with mixed feelings. I was not sure if I had what it takes to lead an 

important organisation like ESSET. Worse still for me, ESSET has always been led by male Church 

Ministers, well known in the ecumenical sector both in South Africa and internationally.  

In my deep reflections on whether I was the right person to take on this role, I did what I knew best, to 

seek the Lord’s counsel. I have always been encouraged by the scripture verses found in Judges from 

Chapter six and seven of a young inexperienced man, who came from amongst the most insignificant clans 

in the house of Manasseh. When he was asked to deliver Israel from Midian he felt so inadequate and 

afraid it was not funny! He expressed his qualms openly to God. Even when he was shown signs of God’s 

presence as per his request, he remained doubtful.  

In my past two years as the Director of ESSET, I could identify very well with Gideon. Of course the story 

of Gideon in this text ended with positive news, and I am sure with excitement too, when the Lord made 

good His commitment towards him and Israel. Gideon eventually delivered Israel from their enemy. I have 

found myself going repeatedly back to this scripture, to remind myself that the work we do at ESSET is 

God’s work, and that He cares very much about it. We started the year in 2011 knowing that we would run 

into a deficit in an organisation that has in the past enjoyed the support of many international donors.  

The deficit was not even too high when compared with many other organisations that have been so badly 

affected by the recession and the subsequent departures of international donors from South Africa. We 

worked so hard to take the organisation out of this quagmire, with very little success. There were times as a 

Director when I asked myself whether I had heard right, when I believed in my heart that God wanted me 

to play this role at this time in this organisation. In the midst of it all, we pleasantly welcomed the news 

from OSISA (Open Society Initiative for Southern Africa) that they would fund one of our areas of work 

from 2012-2013. This news came as a sign of hope in a context filled with a lot of doubts.   

We did not allow financial challenges to derail us from other important aspects of the organisation. From 

June this year, we took the bold step of evaluating our work over the past three years, a process that would 

eventually lead to a strategic planning exercise for our next three year cycle. We are grateful to 
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Evangelischer Entwicklungsdienst (EED), one of our long standing partners for providing the funding to 

make this possible. We were all pleased at the kind of feedback we received which applauded our courage 

in adopting an approach of standing in solidarity with those that are marginalised, yet also whom Jesus 

identified with. Of course as some of our staff workers would say, this did not come without a price.  

In an organisation that is as short-staffed as ESSET, its staff workers paid the price, working long hours 

with few resources. The evaluation concluded that ESSET is in dire need of more staff if it is to continue 

to meet the requirements of its praxis. Those of us who have experienced the real meaning of 

accompanying people’s struggles know not only the joys but also the difficulties that goes together with 

this kind of a calling. It means at times changing plans because those who really matter have changed 

their minds on their initial plans.  

As ESSET, we treaded with caution and at times doubt, in this journey. In the process we were learning 

what it means to “trust the journey” in the words of Mark Buttler who, together with the staff of Church 

Land Programme (CLP) have been a pillar of strength in our work. This journey taught us the real 

expression of our theory of change which suggests that those who feel the brunt of poverty and injustice 

are the agents of their own change.  The journey for us at times meant taking the blame as people’s real 

struggles for life exposed the divisions and contradictions that are sometimes embedded in people’s 

movements. We were encouraged when reminded by CLP in one of our reflections that we were working 

with real people  involved in real struggles for their life. These are people who  make life in the face of 

death.  

The focus on women in particular  exposed gender based predispositions  that are still prevalent in our 

society. Women traders particularly showed real signs of ownership, taking charge of their lives which 

was however interpreted as a threat to the existing male leadership. In one of our reflections as ESSET, 

we concluded that Jesus knew what he was talking about in the Gospel of Mathew 10:34-36 when he said, 

“Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword”.   

We soon realized that we had unwittingly signed in to a calling of rubble rousing. We had to remind 

ourselves of the pronouncements we made as an organisation, under the leadership of Reverend Desmond 

Lesejane, when we developed our advocacy framework. In this framework we were conscious of the fact 
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that “enabling the articulation of suppressed voices within the [formations of the poor] may expose 

divisions, create resistance from incumbent leaders and so lead to conflict”.   

Whilst we are not set out as an organisation to cause conflict, we are now learning to be unperturbed with 

the idea of conflict. We now know that conflict is part of the package when one is committed to actions 

of justice. We are however encouraged both by the evaluation and the difference our humble work is 

making in the lives of those who matter most to Jesus. We are conscious that it is not because of what 

ESSET has done, but the courage of those, who after reflection on their plight, commit and brave their 

harsh realities in ways that would transform their circumstances.  

We were heartened for example after June this year by women traders from Rustenburg who, after 

participating in a three day reflective workshop on their rights, took charge of their lives and faced their 

evictors. When ESSET first engaged these women, some of them indicated that they did not even know 

that their rights were covered in the Constitution. They also indicated that as women they believed that 

their solutions could only come from men and white people.  

Soon after the workshop, they took their municipality to court, through the support of the Lawyers for 

Human Rights for confiscating their stock. This was after their leadership which was male dominated 

could not assist them. It was indeed great news to hear that the women who just less than a month ago did 

not think that they had rights had the courage to take their municipality to court on their own. It was even 

better to hear that they actually won the case and the municipality was prevented from further harassing 

them and even ordered to pay them back for their losses. Clearly a three day workshop could not have 

achieved this. These traders have been involved in this struggle for a long time.    

Rubble rousing did not only end amongst formations of the poor. Our position of standing in solidarity 

with the poor and allowing them to lead their struggles has not always been taken well by some within 

the ecumenical movement who believe that ESSET’s work should primarily focus on churches. More 

than once we were told that ESSET has lost its initial mandate of empowering churches to engage in 

macroeconomic matters. Some even said “ESSET has lost the plot” whilst others argued with panic that 

ESSET needed help to refocus her mandate. There is of course merit in engaging with these views as our 

critics helped to sharpen our calling in the world.  
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We are grateful to the Board of ESSET, which continues to support ESSET’s position of seeking to 

empower the church by calling it to be where it belongs - with the poor and not with institutions of power. 

As ESSET we are convinced that isolated theological dialogues for church activists will not bring 

transformation and justice, the very thing which ESSET was established to work towards.  We also know 

that policy platforms occupied by professionalised civil society on behalf of the poor cannot yield 

transformation. This approach of engagement fails to serve the interests and agency of the poor. Instead it 

reinforces the exclusion of poor people from discussions regarding their lives.  

As for theological dialogues which have become the preserve of good theologians, insulated from the 

poor, we believe that they lead to happy hearts with little or no conviction. We know these because we 

have been there and today we are still fighting for transformation. This by no means suggests that there is 

no place for dialogues. Our current approach instead believes that dialogues are more meaningful when 

they are based on real experiences with the poor in their real struggles.   

Having worked over the past few years directly with the poor and with a number of churches in this 

journey has been more than rewarding. Out of that work, we occupied spaces where God would like us to 

be as the Church community in our context. We learnt that, as it was in Jesus’ time, the works of true 

compassion, love, and justice that bear the fruit of dignity to the poor is by its nature not easy but 

confrontational. While it extends healing and a sense of hope to the marginalised who are always side 

lined and told they don’t matter, the other side of it is that it challenges the status quo. 

I am referring here to the norm which most of us are so accustomed to, which from a position of power 

encourages the institutional church, modernised and professionalised civil society to speak on behalf of 

the poor.  Unlike the poor, such organisations are always preferred by government for they are seen to 

understand better the rules of ‘diplomatic engagement’.  

We enter our new three year cycle with more conviction and clarity of purpose. We decided to have 

Accompaniment as our  core programme. This programme entails immersion in people’s struggles, 

building solidarity, facilitating learning and reflection processes, social analysis  and research. ESSET’s 

model of change is that social change for economic justice will come from actions of organised groups of 
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the poor acting in solidarity with each other. This model of change will inform our interventions into these 

three main themes: 

· ����������	
�����

�����������
����  

· Poverty and People’s Sovereignty and  

· Justice and Theology 

This work will be carried out using what we call “enabling processes”. We describe these briefly below: 

1. Reflection for learning within ESSET 

ESSET considers itself a learning organisation. To this effect we will create spaces within ESSET to 

reflect and make sense of our work in the world, whilst at the same time deepening our praxis. Reflections 

will take different forms and include different people. At times reflections will involve ESSET staff only 

whilst at other times with other peer organisations.  

2. Reflection and dialogues with formations of the poor, churches and other social justice practitioners 

Reflections are not limited to ESSET’s internal spaces. ESSET will from time to time create platforms for 

reflection and dialogue amongst formations of the poor. The context and engagements with those involved 

in struggles will shape and inform these reflections and dialogues. Reflection and dialogues will also be 

held with churches and other social justice practitioners committed to emancipatory praxis. The aim is to 

learn together and to assess emerging insights both about our democracy and the fight for economic 

justice. 

3. Media and Communication 

ESSET will explore creative ways of documenting and communicating its work both for the benefit of the 

formations of the poor it works with, churches and the general public.  Its Media and Communication 

Strategy largely reflects its work and alignment to its core process of accompaniment. Various forms of 

media will be used for different groups and different purposes. The Daily Bread Digest will be used for 

churches, whilst intentional documentation will be used for formations of the poor. 
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4. Tools embedded in the Training for Socioeconomic Transformation  

Lastly, ESSET will use the tools embedded in its previous TSET project developed in collaboration with 

PACSA to facilitate learning processes. The tools in question include tools around community 
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���� We would like to invite all of you committed to social and economic 

justice to join us as we seek ways of learning what it truly means to play a prophetic role in a world full 

of contradiction and that continues to deny the poor their dignity. Together we can find ways wherever 

we are to stand in solidarity with the poor in their actions of resistance against oppressive systems. 

Lastly, ESSET will use the tools embedded in its previous TSET project developed in collaboration with 

PACSA to facilitate learning processes. The tools in question include tools around community 
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of contradiction and that continues to deny the poor their dignity. Together we can find ways wherever 

we are to stand in solidarity with the poor in their actions of resistance against oppressive systems. 
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New democratic dispensation, yet same old Apartheid tactics  

By Thembela Njenga  

In the past few months a group of representatives from various churches had another opportunity to visit 

the Cloverdene Community that was evicted from the land they had lived in for more than 20 years. 

After months of staying outside in an open field just outside of Benoni, the evicted Cloverdene People 

were moved into a new location called Gabon, next to Daveyton in December 2010.  Their reallocation 

was premised on promises that every household will have temporary shelters, access to water and 

sanitation in their premises.  We rejoiced with this community last year when we heard that they have 

been provided with alternative accommodation. All of us echoed the same song of jubilation believing 

that justice at last had been served to this community, which suffered injustices at the hands of its 

democratically elected government.   

Our visit to their new dwelling in December 2010 was however very disappointing when we saw the 

kind of dwellings provided by the government. The Cloverdene group had become prey to a new 

housing scheme of government. They were moved and accommodated in a government established 

informal settlement, built with materials confiscated from other shack dwellers. Of concern to all of us 

was the nature of the settlement itself where people are evicted from their own established settlements 

and dumped together in Gabon. In our visit we were even more shocked at the news that Gabon itself is 

built next to a dolomite mine, presenting various forms of dangers to the residents. From discussions 

with the community it was clear that they are not even aware of the possible threats presented by the 

mine dump.   

In this first visit, we enquired from the community about their views on the kind of temporary shelters 

they have been provided with. It was clear at the time that they were excited that at last they had their 

own place where they could build their own homes. They did not care about the fact that the land they 

had been moved to was next to a dolomite mine. The question for us from the onset was “how can a 

caring government committed to justice do this to its own people? As for the dolomite mine, how can a 

caring government knowingly expose its people to danger?”  
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When we left the community in December 2010 it was clear that they had no interest in continuing the 

fight. In line with our values as an organisation, we knew we could not force them to do anything 

outside of their interest. Seven months down the line, the Cloverdene community visited our offices, 

requesting ESSET and the churches to continue their solidarity with them. Over this period they have 

learnt that they have been misled by a government which seems to know nothing else but to take 

advantage of desperate communities for their votes and leave them with nothing but empty promises. 

The water and toilets they have been promised were not forthcoming. The municipality had only put up 

pipes without taps. So they lived without water for a while until the community was forced to collect 

money amongst its members to erect taps for themselves.  

One other challenge that the community is facing is that they were moved into an area that has other 

people who have also been temporarily settled there by the government. At times the new-comers have 

felt as intruders, always feeling compelled to fight for acceptance. Suspicions abound over the waiting 

list, with the incumbents wondering whether the “new arrivals” would not overtake them in the housing 

list. The locals also started to close up their yards to ensure that these new “intruders” do not use their 

existing water taps. For the “new comers” it meant that they have to walk further to fetch water.  

The Cloverdene group also complained that their children were not able to go to school. When they 

joined the community in Gabon, the schools nearby were already full. Those of them who wanted to 

take their children to their previous schools would have to spend on average 400 Rand per child per 

month on transport costs alone. Like other poor communities, the rights of this community to water and 

sanitation and education were undermined. A disturbing discovery by the community was that as they 

left Cloverdene, the municipality established an informal settlement in the land they used to occupy. 

This is the place that had become a home for many of them for more than twenty years. 

The only difference is that the new group now has access to water and sanitation, which the original 

group had fought for in vain. It was not clear to the Cloverdene Community why they were moved from 

Cloverdene in the first place. Another concern by the group from Cloverdene was that they did not have 

any form of papers that could prove that they were the rightful owners of the shacks they had now been 

given.   
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This they realised much later when they had already settled in their new homes. Their concern was that 

they can be moved from this area at any time given the lack of supportive documentation. ESSET 

delegation team left Gabon with many more unanswered questions.  

· What are the effects of such living conditions on this community?  

· What is the likelihood that all the people living in Gabon would ever really become a community        
that can stand together against their common “enemy” - their own government, when they are so 
suspicious of one another?  

· Why would a government that cares for its people, a government that many fought and died for 
put them under such conditions? 

·  Is there an agenda most of us know nothing about?  

· Has the Informal settlement movement in South Africa become such a threat to its own 

government that government has to resort to such evil and unjust ways to weaken it?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We concluded that the life of a poor person does not matter at all to our government leaders. Instead 

government is using the divide and rule tactics that were used by the apartheid government where one 

group of blacks was made to believe that it is better than the other. With this we could not help but ask�
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“Why was the Cloverdene community made to suffer for all these months without water and sanitation, 

if government was going to open another informal settlement in the same area?” Looking at the place 

where the evicted communities are placed, we were also convinced that this is the reinforcement of 

apartheid laws where black people had to be put in places that are far from the cities. Under the new 

government, this notion has taken on different names under the dictum of world class cities where poor 

people have no place. The injustices perpetrated by the current government against the poor are an 

indictment to the legacy of the ANC which in the midst of many disappointments from the poor will be 

celebrating 100 years of its existence. 

We ended the day with a prayer, with all of us holding hands together in the open space where we held 

our meeting with the community. As we did that, some of us left convinced that this is “church” – better 

than any church service or church dialogue we could ever go to. We experienced the grace of God 

through those that Jesus has identified Himself with. We were more than convinced that this is an 

experience that every Christian should have, being immersed in poor people’s struggles for life and 

dignity. May the struggles of the poor compel all of us to play our prophetic role of calling for justice in 

a country and world full of injustice and the oppression on the poor. 
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Study visit on Solidarity Economy in Brazil 

By Mandla Mndebele 

In July 2011, ESSET sent a delegation of four people from Southern Africa to Brazil for a study visit. 

The delegation consisted of a researcher, two women informal traders (Lesotho and South Africa) and 

one ESSET staff member. The visit was organised and facilitated jointly by PACS and ESSET. PACS is 

a Brazilian organisation that provides eco-social advisory services, socio-economic research and 

educational action in collaboration with social movements, cooperatives and self-managed associations, 

churches, ecumenical movements. 

The study visit in Brazil was necessitated by the outcomes of the SADC church conference on Informal 

Trade hosted by ESSET in Johannesburg in 2010. The consensus in the conference was that the current 

neo-liberal economic system and finance institutions do not serve the interests of the poor and 

alternatives needed to be explored. It was noted that across the globe, alternative economic and 

financing models that contest the neoliberal agenda exist.  

These models display the agency of the poor and the strength of informal networks that exist amongst 

them. Therefore, with the study visit to Brazil, ESSET was hoping to draw lessons that can be adopted 

to provide help traders think of alternative finance that would serve the interests of informal traders and 

hopefully other disadvantaged communities. 
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The first day of our six day trip started in Rio de Janeiro. We visited a number of organizations that 

subscribe to the values and principles of Solidarity Economy. These organisations literally practice and 

live the values and principles of their concept. Amongst the organisations that we visited was Arteiras. 

This is a women production group that produces a variety of items including home-made food, clothes, 

craft and art-work and others. These women offered their work place as a solidarity accommodation for 

our group. This was very poignant. We could not imagine that people could just offer their work place 

as an accommodation to strangers without expecting any monetary returns. This was also a first lesson 

on how living a sharing and caring life meant to this people, to them Solidarity Economy is not just a 

concept or programme, but it is a way of life.  

Our second stop was a visit to a Catholic school which is a private school that operates under the values 

and principles of Solidarity Economy. The school does not only deal with after school care programme, 

but seeks to address other social-ills in their community such as fighting HIV/AIDS and registering 

poor kids for social grants. It is also a social responsibility project that works very close with the local 

municipality and clinics to identify vulnerable children that need urgent health care.    

However the challenge on this project is that not all parents of the kids that partake on this project 

understands the ideologies of Solidarity Economy and the responsibilities that come with it. As a result, 

after being assisted with accessing the social grants and health care needs they feel no obligation to 

continue participating in Solidarity Economy initiatives.  

We also had an opportunity to visit the Rural Solidarity Economy Fairy. This event is a monthly event 

that brings traders from different areas to exhibit, exchange and sell their products. Most of these are 

women who come from rural areas and not all of them can afford travelling fares. As part of their 

solidarity connections, they are able to ask for assistance from others who can afford to go to sell their 

products on their behalf.  The other impressing thing was that most of the products displayed and sold 

on this exhibition are hand-made and are made from plants, i.e. trees, flowers, seeds, stones, soil, etc.  It 

was also interesting to learn that this event is normally held at a university. To us this was a lesson that 

institutions of higher learning can actually play a different role in society of supporting initiatives of the 

poor in the informal economic sector. 
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Our last stop was at the South of Brazil in a city called Santa Maria where we were hosted by the Marist 

Solidarity Institute (MSI). The MSI had planned the 1st National Meeting of fixed points for Solidarity/Fair 

Trade. In this meeting, we got the opportunity to meet Solidarity Economy groups from all around Brazil 

and participate in discussions on their experiences around trading. We were also given an opportunity to 

share our experiences of trading, especially the women traders that were part of our group. The second 

event that was organised by the MSI was the International Solidarity Economy Fairy of Santa Maria. The 

Fairy of Santa Maria is considered the most important annual activity from Co-hope Project, of the Diocese 

of Santa Maria and the World Social Forum. It is used as a platform to reinforce the idea that “another 

world is possible, another economy is possible”. At this event each solidarity production group, network 

and organization supporting Solidarity Economy is invited to market their products.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In an exclusive interview with Marcos Arruda, the Director of PACS he stressed the need for the church to 

develop specific themes that would encourage Solidarity Economy and help raise awareness on negative 

influence of the capitalist system in our society. He shared how the ecumenical community in Brazil uses 

their liberation theology as a tool to develop mechanisms, create spaces to share experiences, and use bible 

studies to raise awareness about social injustices against the poor. In sharing his views on Solidarity 

Economy he makes distinction between Solidarity Economy and the capitalist system.  
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According to him, “Solidarity economy is about equitable trade and conscious consumption. It is not an 

economic system that is based on profit motives but a system that acknowledges what people have and 

can do. It does not talk of profit but surplus it is a ‘Peoples Popular Economy’. It is not a secret that 

across the globe, the current economic system and its financial institutions does not cater for poor people 

or people who are in the informal economy sector. But through solidarity economy we are able to create 

our own financial institutions that will respect the way we are and the way we operate as informal 

groups, associations, co-operatives and without charging exorbitant interests. Some of our Solidarity 

Economy groups or communities go to an extent that they develop their own currency that is free from 

tax and enable the players to easily exchange and use the money to grow their enterprises. Some are so 

advanced that they have researchers to assist in commercialising of goods and costing as well as inform 

them on how to structure, accumulate and allocate their finances”. 

Lessons drawn from the study visit 

The study visit on its own was an eye-opener and taught us a lot about the Solidarity Economy. We have 

learned that this is not just a concept or a system that is designed to manage a form of economy, but it is 

way of living. Particularly, when looking at the principles and values that are being embraced by such a 

concept, one can really make a conclusion that this in our African context is basically what we call 

“Ubuntu Economy”. It is an economic system that has a spiritual dimension, the love economy and that 

respects people’s values and  encourages creativity. Though the trip was superbly edifying, our major 

challenge was the language, especially during presentations that were mostly in Portuguese.  
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Police militarisation on women traders in Rustenburg 

By Rose Nkosi, an informal trader 

 

The harsh treatment meted at us by police officers in Rustenburg when campaigning 

to raise awareness on the plight of women traders will remain ineradicable in our 

minds. In fact such an encounter with the police reminded me of the harsher action 

by the police to masses of dissenting voices and protesters during the Apartheid era. 

We did not anticipate a day like that at all.  

 

 

It was the three of us (Rose Nkosi, Nokuthula Dladla and Mantwa Msimang), representing Women 

Informal Traders Forum based in Johannesburg who visited other traders in Rustenburg. Our visit was 

part of our campaign as women traders to raise awareness about our struggles and human rights violations. 

We wanted to mobilise other traders, especially women traders to put pressure on political parties and 

government during the local government elections in 2011. 

On our trip we had brought along a dvd which captured day to day struggles of women informal traders as 

well as the pamphlets that expounded more on our campaign. After our meeting with women traders in 

Rustenburg, we left them a copy of the dvd. Hell broke loose when we started distributing pamphlets to 

other traders in stalls. 

Mantwa Msimang, an informal trader from Kliptown was arrested for taking photos of police officer who 

was at the time harassing traders that were helping us to distribute pamphlets. As the Chairperson of 

Women Informal Traders Forum then I approached the police officers and asked why they had arrested 

Mantwa. One of them hit me by a fist on my chest. He then started shaking me and yelling at me saying: 

“Who are you, I will show you woman. No woman has ever stood up to me”. Then put Mantwa on their 

van and sped off to their station. We organised our transport and followed them. As we arrived at the 

police station I wanted to open a case against the police officer who assaulted me.  
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I ended up compromising for Mantwa’s sake. Mantwa was terribly shaken, crying and other women 

traders from Rustenburg were pleading with me not to lay a charge against that police officer. Then the 

police officer at the charge office was also threatening me that if I press ahead and lay a charge against 

their colleague, they were not going to release Mantwa. I had not option but to withdrew my charges 

against and Mantwa was released immediately. 

As women informal traders we are worried that whilst great strides have been made in South Africa 

towards the advancement of women’s rights, little has been done to advance the rights of ordinary 

women such as women traders. Women in this sector wake up each day in the early hours of the morning 

enduring adverse weather conditions to ensure that their children don’t go to bed on empty stomach. As 

women traders, we experience diverse forms of violations such as sexual harassment and exploitation. 

Our dignity is undermined as evident by lack of safety in the streets where we trade, and stock 

confiscation by metro police.  

SADC Informal Traders Campaign against Sexual and Economic 

Violence, surfacing the plight of informal traders in the region 

By Thabo Koole 

Despite having attained independence and democracy, many countries in the Southern African 

Development Communities (SADC) still continue to grapple with social and economic challenges. 

Poverty, inequality and unemployment are but some of the key challenges being experienced by some 

countries within the SADC region like South Africa, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Lesotho, and Swaziland. It is 

also in these countries where many rely on informal trade to earn a living. However, very few states 

allow informal trading to be part of their cities cadence and bustle. 

Bhevha Hlophe of the Coalition of Informal Economy Association of Swaziland confirms this:  
“I am part of the Informal Traders Coalition in Swaziland mobilising for unity amongst the 

traders. We battle to secure loans from the banks and the municipalities do not give us 

permits to trade. Gathering without the approval of the tribal authorities is illegal and we 

get arrested. As a Trader movement we are sometimes indefensibly seen as part of the 

opposition parties who want to remove the Swazi monarchy.  At the moment only the King 

and his allies benefit from wealth in the country.   
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Informal trade is not only a means to create employment but it’s also a main source of income for 

many families within the SADC region. “We strongly believe that informal trading should be 

accepted and supported because it sustains families, otherwise how do you expect them to make a 

living, to take their kids to school, to pay rent, electricity and water services. As traders, we wake 

up in the morning to sell on the streets because we know that at the end of the day our families will 

have bread on the table. Most of the informal traders are breadwinners in their own families. 

There are even women traders who are single parents in their families and they cannot just sit idle 

knowing that their kids are faced with bleak future. It is thus disturbing that our authorities do not 

want to see us survive,” argues Cecilia Dube, Secretary General of Women Informal Development 

Forum in South Africa. 

Some SADC states continue to acquire revenue from duties and taxes charged to small informal traders 

who operate across borders, though they do not recognise the sector as being part of the national and 

regional economies. Rather, the informal trade is seen as sector evading tax and therefore illegal, rather 

than an alternative for making livelihood. 

It is against this background that the informal traders within SADC ran a campaign that is aimed at putting 

an end to their economic and sexual violence. The campaign also seeks to fight in the SADC region the 

unjust policies, systems of marginalisation, and for their right to trade. We are pleased at the manner in 

which informal traders from different counties embraced this campaign and participated with a lot of 

enthusiasm. This in a way is an indictment to those who believe that poor people need the middle class to 

fight their battles.  Sharing about their involvement in the campaign, Tsolo Lebitsa of Lesotho explains, 

“ It was a great experience being part of the SADC Informal Traders Campaign against Sexual 

and Economic Violence. As part of this campaign, we were able to engage the Maseru Council 

on issues affecting informal traders and as expected they were uncooperative to our demands. 

Also during the Women’s month celebrations in August we held radio interviews to speak against 

the abuse of women traders. Women cross-border traders often get asked sexual favours by 

customs officials at the borders. For instance, one of the woman cross border traders had to 

spend a night at the border during winter and the custom official promised her to let her pass if 

she could accede to his sexual advances. During the campaign we were able to approach 

government and to condemn them for awarding certificates to women in business”. 
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The Women Informal Development Forum in South Africa took advantage of the 16 Days of Activism 

Against the Abuse of Women and Children Campaign as their contribution to the SADC Campaign of 

traders. Together with other traders who subscribe to the SADC campaign they went to picket and made a 

submission to the Office of the Deputy Minister of the Department of Trade and Industry, Ms Elizabeth 

Thabethe. Expounding on why they approached the Department of Trade and Industry, Sipho Thwala, the 

Co-ordinator of the SADC Informal Traders Campaign who was also part of the picketing elaborates:  

“We believe that the Department of Trade and Industry has a critical role to play in as far as 

trade policies and regulations are concerned. We have approached the Deputy Minister 

because of our observation that policy makers in municipalities often react negatively to the 

informal trade sector, by trying to discourage or contain it. This is evident in their by-laws that 

allow for constant harassment and stock impoundment of traders”. 

Cecilia Dube who was also one of the Conveners of the picketing maintains that many informal traders 

across our country are not enjoying the benefits enshrined in our Constitution. She contends that whilst the 

majority of people within the informal trade sector are women, many a times they are soft targets for metro 

police and also victims of harassment, discrimination and assaults. She condemns the apparent lack of 

change in the lives of ordinary South Africans stating: 

“ In the apartheid regime, many people were suppressed because of oppressive laws but in the 

new democratic dispensation, we must see a difference.  The abuse of women traders is not an 

isolated case for South Africa. Fellow women traders involved in cross border trading 

especially from the SADC countries such as Lesotho, Swaziland, Zimbabwe and Zambia 

complain of excessive harassment being met at them. They told us how at the port of entry, 

male customs officials at the borders usually do body search on them and in the process 

fondling them in an improper manner. And the law never protects them”.  

Studies and researches have proven that the informal trade sector is a means of livelihood and employ for a 

sizeable amount in South African and other SADC States. This therefore, calls for our governments in the 

SADC region to craft a pertinent legislative and regulatory atmosphere that support informal trade. This 

environment must include a consultations with organisations of informal workers, and cognisance should 

be taken of international best practices in this field, to identify both what the most pressing needs of traders 

are and how as a nation we can develop policies to advance them in their sector. 
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The plight of the youth in Eastern Cape 

By Sonto Magwaza 

To this day, the struggle for access to basic services remains a great challenge in South Africa. This 

observation became obvious while journeying with two communities in Eastern Cape that are struggling to 

access their rights to basic services, hit by poverty, unemployment and HIV/AIDS.  

In 2011 the Training for Socio-Economic Transformation (TSET), a project meant to strengthen and 

support local initiatives to work for democratic governance and socio-economic justice was run in Eastern 

Cape by ESSET at the request of the South African Council of Churches (SACC) Youth Forum. We had in 

total about 20 young people who belong to two youth formations that are based in Amathole District 

Municipality.  

One of these formations is based in a rural community of Mnquma. The other youth formation is called 

Ambesa from peri-urban community called Duncan Village. Unlike the youth formation in Mnquma, 

Ambesa is a registered Non-Profit Organisation. The Amathole district is amongst the poorest in the 

province. in this municipality live below the poverty line. This was manifested in the increasing rate of 

HIV infections in young people, teen pregnancy, substance abuse and crime.   

The young people reflected despondently how their rights to participate in democratic processes and 

matters that affect their lives are continuously undermined. Some of them told how their participation is 

mainly limited to partisan political parties. Even then they felt they were just being used to endorse 

political decisions. They shared their own experiences of exclusion as young people from economic 

activities of our country. We were however amazed at the zeal of these young people to take charge of their 

lives in spite of their circumstances. After the two weeks we spent with them, they embarked on a number 

of initiatives as active citizens of this country to demand their rights and to confront their poverty.  

They looked for ways of making their voice heard in their democracy and becoming active agents in the 

fight towards their own economic freedom. The Ambesa group for example decided to start a job creation 

initiative of tissue paper production.  They believe this would absorb a sizable amount of young people that 

are unemployed in their village. To this effect, they held meetings with a number of key people that have 

the responsibility towards the development of youth in the Eastern Cape such as: the Youth Council, the 
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Department of Social Development, SANACO (South African Body of Co-operatives). They also sought 

meetings with their community leaders about this initiative.   

We were however disappointed at the feedback received from the young people whose efforts were 

watered down by their leaders.  They were received with a lot of suspicion, resistance and lack of respect. 

This attitude was displayed both by their community leaders and Government departments. The 

Community leaders refused to meet with them under the suspicion that the young people had a political 

agenda. The Local Development Office they had approached refused to meet with them to account and 

provide answers to their questions. At the time when we talked to the young people belonging to 

Ambesa, they had not received the information they had requested from the Department of Trade and 

Industry. Reasons were not given as to why this was the case. Such stories are an indictment on our 

democratically elected government and society at large. In my view the community is denied justice 

when the dreams of its youth are shattered. Many people, including the youth, the disabled and the 

elderly in many communities are willing to participate in democratic processes in order to see change and 

improve their lives. However, the disregard of poor people as is displayed by government and 

community leaders of Mnquma raises questions about the political will of our leaders towards 

community participation and accountability to its citizens.  

It is also not clear why government leaders would ask the young people their political affiliations and 

agenda when they want to meet with them. Such actions and the levels of youth unemployment in South 

Africa condemn many young people to a state of hopelessness. In the Duncan village these have driven 

droves of young people who could be at school or working to taverns even during the day, with the hope 

that they will forget their misfortune, their broken dreams and hope of a better future. Justice is denied 

when communities vote with the hope that jobs will be created, roads will be built, houses will be 

provided for and schools resourced to bring quality education. Justice is denied when the poor are not 

listened to, when they are denied a space to voice out their grievances, and when they can’t be part of this 

glorified democratic South Africa. Justice is denied when each action of resistance is silenced or 

ridiculed by those in power. Justice is denied when those promoted to power by majority fail to account 

and only serve the few. 
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Reflection on the lack of services and empty promises in Maile village 

By Matome Makgoba, from Limpopo Council of Churches 

The community of Maile which comprises mainly of pensioners who are mostly women has over the past 

few years identified water and roads (including a bridge) as their main basic services they need from 

government. They have embarked on various actions to make these demands known by the Municipality, 

including numerous consultations with their councillor and the Municipality. They also shared these in the 

Municipal Planning Consultative processes.  It is greatly disappointing that very little has been done to 

meet these demands. 
 
The founding provisions of our South African Democratic Society are defined in our Constitution. They are 

based on Human Dignity, the achievement of equality and the advancement of human rights and freedoms. 

The founding provisions further pronounce on the nature of State and government requires a Multi party 

system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, responsiveness and openness, (Constitution of 

South Africa, Act 108, 1996) The basic interpretation of these founding provisions is that all institutions 

that work towards bettering the lives of our people must be guided by these provisions enshrined in our 

Constitution. Municipalities are the coal face of the provision of basic services. Makhuduthamaga 

Municipality carries the same expectations and guidance from the constitution.  

Lack of  basic services in Maile Community 

The access road to this Maile has been the basic and key requirement of this community. The Community 

on their own initiative constructed a bridge that will allow for easy access to this village. The effort was 

well noted and commended by the then Municipal Leadership (Mayor Queen Mkhabela). Besides what the 

community has done for itself, nothing has been done by the municipality on road infrastructure. Despite 

their on-going attempts of engaging the municipality and participation in the IDP processes, the community 

has been kept in the dark about progress towards meeting their demands.  According to this community, 

there is only one meaningful response they have ever had from the municipality with regards to roads. This 

was through a lousy gesture by the previous Mayor, who donated to them R200.00 towards the bridge they 

had built with hands when they felt government was not paying attention to their needs.  Clearly, the 

concept of accountability and responsiveness expressed in the Constitution is only a token in 

Makhuduthamaga Municipality.  
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The good thing though is that the Maile community is still intent on putting pressure on government to 

build sustainable roads for them. 

Water Provision – A curse for the community 

After years of suffering,  drinking water with animals, we should have hope since the Municipality has 

taken steps towards providing water to the community. Already in the 2009/2010 financial year the 

Municipality had put the water project for this community in their plans.  The water project to meet the 

needs of the community was recently carried out by the municipality just before local government 

elections in April 2011. The timing of this project clearly shows that this was a campaigning tool by the 

ANC to ensure it gets voted back to power by the community. 

Whilst this community should be celebrating victory after fighting for so long, the project is however a 

sub-standard project that goes against the principles of  promoting human dignity as set out in the 

Constitution. Water to this area is pumped through a generator that is stored in the offices of the 

traditional authority. The community is expected to collect this generator every morning and return it in 

the afternoon. Members of the community take turns to collect and return the heavy machine on a daily 

basis. Failure to comply with this outrageous practice results in monetary fines payable to the Traditional 

Authority. Those that fail to execute their duties in  this cumbersome exercise are barred from accessing 

water until their next term.  This daily movement to and from the Traditional house is taxing on their 

physical and emotional wellbeing.  Most of the people I spoke to, regard this project as a ‘Curse’ on their 

lives. The community says they did not know how the basic service such as water they have always 

demanded was going to affect their daily life schedules. 

Clearly this water project reinforces further oppression on this community.  The community here is 

being subjected to daily punishment   for failure of government to deliver on its promises of providing 

good quality services that promote people’s dignity. The failed water project is not a problem of this 

community but of government. My honest observation is that Makhuduthamaga municipality has 

disregarded the inherent values attached to our democratic order.  After this visit I was left asking 

myself, “How does an institution organised in the form of a Municipality engage in a project that totally 

undermines the dignity and  intelligence of the community? The old pensioners living in Maila, who are 

mostly women, certainly should not have to carry a burden of picking and dropping a machine to sustain 

the daily requirements of a water project.  
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Access to water is a democratic right of this community and it has to be delivered in a way that embraces 

our democratic principles and that is life sustaining.  Maila Village still reflects a community and society in 

South Africa that is yet to taste what it means to live in a country that prioritises decency and human 

dignity for all. From what I have observed this far, there is still a long way to go towards realising the 

promise of a good life for all. Over and above all it will take deliberate measures by Leadership (Political 

and Civic) to steer development in a manner that is reflective of the intentions of our young democratic 

state. This development however cannot happen without robust actions of resistance by those who are 

nailed by the system. These actions cannot be limited to the government created spaces of engagement, for 

these channels do not guarantee the provision of services that promotes people’s dignity and freedoms.  
 
Reflecting on the role of the Church in fighting for socio-economic justice 

By Reverend Monwabisi Mcopela 

 Forced removals without an alternative accommodation, shacks with no access to flushed toilets, no 

running tap water, communities with no proper schools and health facilities, families ravaged by 

malnutrition as a result of scarcity of food and many more. These are the realities that still dominate most 

municipalities in South Africa despite 17 years into democracy. With all of these social ills, local 

municipalities across the country have proven over and over again that they cannot be trusted to deliver to 

the needs of their communities.  
 
The never-ending national protests of the poor are an entirely legitimate response to the sheer contempt 

with those in different tiers of government treats them. They are a witness of loss of confidence by the poor 

in the current regime. The Gabon informal settlement leader, Mr Ncapai confirmed this in one of our visits 

as church ministers together with ESSET, “we democratically elect them to go and eat money, and we 

don’t have any expectations on our ward councillors”.  
 
In the Bible one of the prophets, Amos, revealed an agenda which is supposed to be central to all churches, 

irrespective of doctrinal belief and interpretation. Amos highlighted the following rudiments as 

fundamentals for the church to help society: 

· promoting respect for the rights of the weak 

· exterminating injustices and economic exploitation 

· and fighting against corrupt leadership 
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In our era with so many challenges facing our nation and so many temptations facing political leadership at 

different levels, apathy cannot be tolerated by the church community and civil society. In this context, we 

can never overemphasize the importance and relevance of ecumenical bodies such as ESSET. Whilst 

immersing herself in the lives of the marginalised and communities that struggle for socio-economic justice, 

there is need for ESSET to continue agitating churches to confront injustices embedded in our country in 

meaningful ways.  

Great things have been achieved in our country. One of the greatest achievements is our Constitution. It is 

however, important for us to note that beyond the constitution, there are even higher values which are valid 

for all people and which we have to stand for in all our work for justice. These are the values which 

continue to remind us of the big task of promoting justice, human rights and affirmation of the dignity of 

the humanity of all. This shows that after the political dismantling of Apartheid there are still many hurdles 

to be overcome. Many people are subjected to economic injustices and poverty. It is because of this that 

ESSET will continue to be an important and much needful ecumenical organization 17 years after 

democratisation. The people of faith need to acknowledge that if we have to effectively play our role as 

agents of economic transformation and social justice, then we need to start the process from within. This 

would not be a new thing to most of our churches and its leadership. This was an accepted role the church 

fraternity eagerly carried out with vigour and enthusiasm from the 1960’s until the attainment of our 

democracy.  

The United Congregational Church of South Africa under the Presidency of Rev. Basil Manning later this 

year in her 37th General Assembly in Mozambique made a commitment to put more effort towards being 

agents of socio-economic transformation again. Thus the call by ESSET to the faith community to 

rediscover their role as disciples of God’s ruling power in our communities is indeed genuine and of 

necessity. We must not be afraid to move mountains of fear and despondency. Let’s stand up on our feet 

and stretch out our hand to bring change to our nation. To those of us who profess to be Christians, we are 

being challenged to go into the entire world, the political, economic, social and religious world to spread 

the good news that people can believe in God and in the transformation struggle. This we cannot do outside 

of the struggles of poor people. 

It is my hope that with the involvement of the religious sector broadly and the ecumenical movement more 

specifically we will see a different attitude and we will not tolerate any form of injustices. The church 

cannot afford to shirk its responsibility in this regard. 
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