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Violence in South African schools is a problem that confronts us on a daily basis. In 2006, 
the Human Rights Commission (HRC) convened public hearings on ‘School-based 
violence’. The HRC Report revealed that ‘schools are the most likely places where 
children would become victims of crime.’1  Further, the report revealed the extend of 
violence in schools; with predominate cases of sexual violence, assault and robberies, 
reported to officials.  
 
Media reports in 2007 highlight some of the horrific cases of young boys killing each 
other. Families are destroyed and in cases where children witness violence, they live in 
fear, often limiting their social skills and academic ability.  
 
Research conducted by the Centre of Justice and Crime Prevention (CJCP), released its 
findings in April 2008. The findings showed that over four million learners in South Africa 
had experienced violence in schools. CJCP identified assault, robbery, rape, bite wounds 
and firearm elated injuries, as major examples of crime experienced by learners.  
 
The alarming statistics should be cause for concern and should prompt us to act. If four 
million learners are victims of crime, we should ensure that they each one of them know 
their rights and responsibilities. 
 
Government has developed a comprehensive programme in response to the challenge of 
crime and victims. The programme is located within the Victim Empowerment programme 
(VEP) - which defines service interventions for victims of crime and the Service Charter 
for the Victims (the Victims Charter) – which defines rights in existing legislation. The 
Department of Social Development is responsible for coordination of the VEP and the 
Department of Justice and Constitutional Development is responsible for the Victims 
Charter. All departments within the JCPS are responsible for implementation of VEP and 
the Victims Charter.  
 
In 2008, the President, in the State of Nation Address stated that all departments are to 
‘give life to the Victims Charter’. What does this mean for government departments? 
Specifically for the Justice Department, this requires a new approach to coordination of 
the Victims Charter project. This approach, ‘business unusual’ begins with ensuring that 
all South Africans are informed and understand the Victims Charter. Segmenting ‘all 
South Africans’ into different target groups, we begin, significantly in June month, with a 
focus on youth in schools. Using the experience of the ‘Take –a-Girl-Child’ to school’, we 
call on all learners; girl and boy children, to develop their own understanding of the 
Victims Charter by taking part in our National School Poster Competition on the Victims 
Charter. 
 
‘Take-a-Girl-Child’ Campaign – a brief reflection 
 
A sea of young beautiful faces looked up in anticipation of information on the Victims 
Charter to be provided by the Department of Justice, as part of the ‘Take-a-Girl-Child’ 
Campaign. Girl children, immaculately dressed in school uniforms, were a beautiful sight,  
                                                 
1 HRC Report ‘School-based violence’ October 2006 
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in the sometimes dull and hostile corridors of the Momentum Building, Pretoria that houses the 
National Department of Justice. As part of the campaign, the Department of Justice hosted two 
schools based in Pretoria. On a crispy, cold winter morning, girl children, wearing egg-yolk sunshine 
tee-shirts with Justice department logo, silently waited for what they assumed would be an informative, 
yet predictably boring information session on the Victims Charter. 
 
The learners were surprised by the Introduction to the session, which began with an offer to purchase 
one of the latest cell phones, valued at R3 200 for R50. When the offer was made, more than half the 
learners raised their hands to be chosen as a buyer for the cell phone. In order to select a prospective 
buyer, a series of questions was posed to the buyers. The first question was whether it would be 
correct to purchase a cell phone without a receipt? Some of the buyers responded that often goods 
bought without receipts and at reduced price, were probably stolen goods. After this response, buyers 
were again asked if they would purchase the cell phone. The number of buyers was reduced 
significantly, with learners shifting uncomfortably in their seats. 
 
The introduction to the presentation aimed to highlight the challenge of crime in South Africa; within 
communities, in families and in schools – how we don’t often think of what role we play in increasing 
rate of crime, and importantly, how inadvertently increase the number of victims in our country. 
 
The timing of the campaign coincided with violence in communities – xenophobic attacks against Black 
non-nationals. Learners expressed sadness at the events and wanted information on the Department’s 
approach towards eliminating xenophobia. Importantly, they wanted to know what the Department was 
doing for victims of the attacks. The discussion was followed by information on the Victims Charter, 
different rights, definition of crime and victim, roles and responsibilities of different government 
departments, and government’s programme of implementation of the Victims Charter. 

 
Questions, Questions, Questions……. 
 
Throughout the presentation, girl children interjected with interesting and sometimes challenging 
questions. Far from being quiet and observant, (as the old idiom of children should be seen and not 
heard), girl children have a thirst for knowledge, that is informed by their understanding. Answers that 
used their challenges as young people in South Africa seemed to enhance their understanding of 
complex legal issues. For example, the link that establishes a victim (besides the definition) is also 
based on commission of a legally recognized crime. The example given was even though a girl can 
‘steal’ your boyfriend and you feel victimized, you are not a victim because the crime of ‘stealing a 
boyfriend is not legally recognized. Some of the questions posed by girl children included; 
 

• If a person commits crime, are parents to take responsibility for paying compensation to the 
victim 

• Can a person be put on trial for the same crime more than once 
• How can complaints be made against magistrates 
• How does the court determine the correct amount when a compensation order is made 

  
 

National School Pledge and the Victims Charter 
 

The Victims Charter was also discussed in the context of the Draft National School Pledge. 
Juxtaposing the Pledge with the Victims Charter, girl children were able to identify similarities, 
particularly because both documents include constitutional rights to dignity and equality. Girl children 
were able to see the importance of the Constitution and its application in relationships between 
individuals and with the State. 
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DRAFT NATIONAL SCHOOLS PLEDGE 
 

SERVICE CHARTER FOR VICTIMS OF 
CRIME 

We the youth of South Africa, 
recognizing the injustices of our past, 
honour those who suffered and sacrificed for 
justice and freedom. 
 
We will respect and protect the dignity of each 
person, and stand up for justice. 
 
We sincerely declare that we shall uphold the 
rights and values of our constitution, 
and promise to act in accordance with the duties 
and responsibilities that flow from these rights. 
 
! KE E: / XARRA / / KE 
Nkosi Sikelel' iAfrika. 
 

If you have been a victim of crime the 
following rights, as contained in the 
Constitution and relevant legislation, will be 
upheld in your contact with the criminal 
justice system: 
 
1. The right to be treated with fairness and 

with respect for your dignity and privacy 
2. The right to offer information 
3. The right to receive information 
4. The right to protection 
5. The right to assistance 
6. The right to compensation 
7. The right to restitution 
 
 

 
 
Before conclusion of the session, learners were asked how they would support the Victims Charter. 
Some ideas included: 
 

• Not contributing to crime by buying stolen goods 
• Sharing information on the Victims Charter with other learners 
• Learning how to deal with conflict so that they don’t use violence to solve problems 
• Being kind to learners who were victims of crime  

 
 

Working with youth in developing an understanding of victims and crime 
 

One of the most significant moments in South African history was the 1976 Soweto uprising. Young 
people were able to take a stand against apartheid as it began to rear its head into the schools – the 
proposed introduction of ’50-50’ language medium (English-Afrikaans). Learners organized protest 
marches which culminated in the historic 16 June mass demonstration. Learners gave their lives for 
what they believed in and this noble gesture resulted in a new era that eventually brought democracy 
to South Africa.  
 
Similarly, learners of today are confronted with crime, an enemy, unlike apartheid, that does not 
discriminate and has no boundaries. During Youth month, we need to play tribute to our past and 
encourage learners to organize and fight crime. As we provide multi-faceted responses to crime, we 
focus on victims rights and ask learners to be part of the solution. 
 
The Department of Justice introduces a National School Poster competition, together with the 
Department of Education, to provide learners with an opportunity to develop their own understanding 
of the Victims Charter. The competition which is open to all registered schools, asks learners to 
develop posters, in their own languages, to show what they understanding of the Victims Charter. The 
winning posters will be used in an awareness campaign targeting youth. 
 
Antoinette ’Tiny’ Sithole, class of 1976, will never understand what it means to be part of today’s youth, 
in a similar way, the learners from the two schools in Pretoria, wont understand what it means to sit in 
a class room and learn Mathematics in Afrikaans. The common thread that binds Antoinette and 
today’s learners is their ability to change the world. We must never lose sight of this as we embrace 
our new democracy. 


