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1. Introduction 

A new Ministry of Women, Children and Persons with Disabilities was created with the announcement of the new Cabinet by the State President on the 10th of May 2009. Ms Noluthando Mayende-Sibiya was appointed the Minister responsible for this portfolio.

Urgent efforts had to be put in place to establish this new office which was non-existent. Office space and equipment had to be secured and support staff appointed to assist in the establishment of the new Ministry. Parallel to these logistical processes were the effort to develop strategic priorities for the new Ministry. A stakeholder consultation programme has been put in place to canvass the inputs of stakeholders on strategic priorities in the three focus areas of the Ministry – Women, Children and Persons with Disabilities.

The Ministry is also working the Department of Public Service and Administration to develop an organogram for the new Department. The aim is to establish strong divisions focusing on each of the three focus areas.

2. Addressing children’s issues

The Ministry held a children’s lekgotla to mark the Day of the African Child in Limpopo on June 20. Children from all provinces and some of the neighbouring countries participated in the discussions on various articles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Key issues raised by children include:

· Access to education for all including refugees and children with disabilities,

· Access to health care and social services

· Stopping all forms of discrimination, 

· Prevention and protection against abuse,

· And prevention of drug and alcohol abuse.

The recommendations from this children’s lekgotla are being considered in the finalization of the strategic priorities of the Ministry.

As part of its stakeholder consultation programme, the Ministry has also met with organizations working on children’s rights issues in a two day consultative meeting held in Benoni on the 9th of July. 

The Ministry has also taken action to respond to the challenge of abduction, rape and murder of children which if prevalent particularly in Western Cape. There has been engagement with the Premier of Western Cape and Cape Town mayor on the issue and a programme is being developed to reduce these horrible incidents. 

As part of this response, the Ministry has raised the urgent need for re-establishment of a specialized police unit to deal with crimes against children. The unit should be similar to the disbanded Child Protection Unit and it should ensure mobilization of specialized police skills to deal with crimes against children.  

A study commissioned by the Ministry to look into the possible causes of child killings is being finalized for release. This study involves interviews and collection of information about people who are currently in correctional service centres convicted of child murder. It is hoped that this study can begin to build a profile of a child murderer and provide information that should shape further interventions in dealing with the killing of our children. 

3. Women Sector

The stakeholder relation programme of the Ministry has also extended to the women sector. A consultative meeting to look at the strategic priorities for the Ministry was held in Pretoria on the 30 of July bringing together various organizations involved in gender and women’s rights issues. Key issues agreed upon as main focus areas include:

1. Developing a legislative framework for enforcement of 50/50 gender parity. Efforts will also be made to unblock limitation in meeting gender targets in the public sector and canvassing private sector commitment and action in this area.

2. Establishment of a Women Empowerment Fund to facilitate funding for women empowerment initiatives. There is still a concern that the existing empowerment funds are either inaccessible to ordinary women or are not structured to enable women in rural areas to break the shackles of poverty.  

3. Responding to the challenge of violence against women. This includes preventative interventions, empowering women to report cases of abuse, mobilization of community action against these incidents and improving police ability to respond to these cases. The specific call with regard to the police is the re-establishment of sexual offences or similar unit to ensure that these cases are handled with necessary care.

4. Gender mainstreaming. Ensuring that all government priority programmes such as job creation, poverty alleviation and access to health and education incorporates the interests of women.

Women’s Month and commemoration of the National Women’s Day is the most significant project that the new Ministry is championing within the first three months of the current government. Due to budgetary constraints, this project is run in collaboration with the Department of Arts and Culture which has resources for commemoration of national days.

The Ministry has ensured full involvement of women in preparations for the commemoration of Women’s Month and National Women’s Day. The theme agreed upon through this consultation is: 


Together Empowering Women for Development and Gender Equity

To sustain momentum in observing Women’s Month throughout August, social partners have been encouraged to focus on various Government priorities as far as they relate to women. This includes:

· Economic transformation and gender equality;

· Job creation;

· Access to quality health care and education;

· Crime prevention and response; as well as,

· Rural development

A communication campaign to highlight the significance and increase profile of Women’s Month and Women’s Day has been developed. It includes various actions to increase media focus on issues of women empowerment, development and gender equality during the month of August.

The National Women’s Day event which will be addressed by the State President is going to be held in Vryheid, Northern KwaZulu-Natal. The province was selected on a rotational basis as it has not hosted this event before.

3.1 Zille’s all male cabinet

The unfortunate decision of the Western Cape Premier to appoint an all male provincial executive was the first issue that the new Ministry had to deal with. The focus was on political and media engagement as the Premier has the sole discretion in appointing her executive in terms of our Constitution. The image of the Western Cape Premier regarding gender issues will remain negative as a result of this development. The Ministry and the movement will tap on this DA weakness whenever it is necessary. 

3.2 Dealing with Ukuthwala

The Ministry has also made significant intervention in responding to the challenge of girl children who are forced to marry older men in Lusikisiki area in Eastern Cape under the pretext of a traditional practice called ukuthwala. 

Through the Ministry interventions, there has been a commitment from traditional leaders in the area including the Pondo King to denounce these incidents. The Minister of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs participated in this engagement at the request of the Ministry of Women, Children and Persons with Disabilities. The Minister of Police was also brought on board and has committed that police will act swiftly to arrest the perpetrators. 

The OR Tambo Municipality on the other hand has spent more than R2 million in various interventions regarding this matter including securing accommodation for affected children. Social work services have also been sourced from the Department of Social Development to assist the affected girls.

5. Persons with Disabilities

One of the key issues for the Ministry in this area is improving access to public facilities for people with disabilities. The Ministry used the opportunity of the FIFA Confederation Cup to highlight the need for disability consideration in all planning and construction of public buildings. The new stadium construction is a good example to highlight the need to achieve full access to public spaces for people with disabilities. 

The opportunity available for people who require wheelchairs for mobility to access these games was also highlighted as the Ministry’s contribution to improving attendance of the Confederation games.

A meeting has been held with the National Disability Council and broader stakeholder consultative meeting is being planned. The task that has been identified for this financial year is the finalization of the Draft National Disability Policy and development of its implementation plan.

The focus is going to be on the attainment of targets already available including an employment equity target of 2% and 4% for skills development. The challenge is to move both the public and private sectors with the necessary speed towards meeting these targets. 

6. Conclusion

The programme of the new Ministry of Women, Children and Persons with Disabilities is diverse and challenging. It requires an extensive mobilization of a multitude of stakeholders for it to succeed and such stakeholder relations programme is underway. 

The Ministry’s programme also requires a commitment of adequate resources to support the organizational structure and activities necessary to advance the interests of women, children and persons with disabilities. The programme of the Ministry is still relying on the Presidency budget until the next budget circle. The expectation is that Treasury will be able to allocate adequate resources for implementation of strategic priorities to promote and protect the interests of women, children and persons with disabilities.

