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Abstract

Child protection refers to the systems put in place to prevent child abuse and maltreatment
and to promote and enhance the well-being of children. Child protection has been basically
a constitutional issue for the state to protect children. Existing civil society organisations
emerged as community collective organisations that were meant to voice out the concerns
and demands of the public to their governments with regards to some problematic issues in
their communities. Gradually, NGOs shifted their focus from reactive approaches to be more
proactive in the manner they addressed the community issues and hence they incorporated
child protection activities in their programmes. However, they are faced with criticism in
focusing more on preventative and early intervention measures in child protection. The aim
of the study was to investigate the role of NGOs as change agents in child protection. The
study was qualitative in nature and used a multi-case study design. The study population
consisted of 4 Directors /Managers from the 4 NGOs for the study as well as 6 Social
Workers from the 4 NGOs, 3 councillors and 1 chief from the district and 2 key informants
from the Department of Social Development and the South African Police Services. Semi-
structured interview schedules were used to get the information from the respondents
through face to face interviews.

The findings from the study are: NGOs contribute to the social protection of children by
preventing child abuse, promoting the wellbeing of children and protecting their rights,
building of resilience in children and their families and creating partnerships with other role
players toprovide holistic child protection services. The findings also revealed that revealed
that communities perceive NGOs as the immediate service providers in their communities
and promoters of child well-being and better social functioning of children. The findings
from the study also revealed that NGOs are seen as change agents in terms of socio-
economic development of communities. However, the study showed that communities
perceived that NGOs render poor service and also that their programmes had a negative
impact on children and their families. The findings of the study identified the following
challenges faced by NGOs in their work of child protection which are role confusion, lack of
cooperation, malfunctioning child protection systems and lack of resources.

The study recommends that child protection policy and processes around prevention, early
intervention, statutory services and continuum of care be relooked and be improved and
that programmes of child protection be child centred and yet be inclusive of parents as well.
The study suggests that the child protection role players need to be capacitated and funded
more to improve service delivery in child protection.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of the Study
This chapter introduces the study and it presents the statement of the problem and
rationale of the study, the aims and objectives of the study, an overview of the research

design and methodology and finally the organisation of the research report.

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) play a pivotal role in the social protection and
promotion of well-being of people in communities. NGOs work with individuals, families
or groups and communities at large. Child protection is one of the major components of
their work. Children are the most vulnerable individuals in societies on account of their
age and what happens in their lives or what they do is predominantly controlled by the
older group in society who sometimes tend to misuse that power they have over
children. Therefore children need extra care and protection. This means that strong child
protection systems must be put in place in society so as to protect children from any
harm and to promote their wellbeing. September (2008, p. 155) sums it up by saying
“Every country that is serious about its children must be very serious about intervention

in instances of child abuse and exploitation”.

In South Africa, “numerous civil society organisations as well as the National Children’s
Rights Committee( NCRC) and UNICEF supported South Africa’s post apartheid
government to institutionalise children’s rights as a fundamental pillar of the new

democracy” ( September, 2008, p. 143). This means that NGOs as part of civil society



contribute in the institutionalisation of children’s rights and drafting policies around
them . September (2008, p. 155) goes on to state this about the new policies “the scope
and formalisation of the child protection system as provided for in the New Act implies
extensive resources, both human and infrastructure”. This then shows that there is a
need of expansion of the resources element in child protection work in South Africa.
However, much of the financial responsibility in terms of resourcing child protection
work for role players lies within the government. September (2008,p.155) observes that
“If the government’s intention is to continue to use non-governmental designated child
protection agencies, then the funding formula and agreements with these important
role players must be based on the premise that the government is the primary duty
bearer. In this capacity the government must then take full responsibility for child
protection services and must provide the full extent of the costs for such services if it
chooses to involve non-governmental service providers” .This statement reflects that
NGOs are the service providers at grass root levels in child protection. Hoschfeld &Patel
(2008, p.193) observe that “South Africa has a vast network of network of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) delivery welfare services on behalf of government.
These organisations provide regular statistics to provincial and national governments on
the nature and scope of service delivery”.
1.2 Statement of the Problem and Rationale of the Study

Children in South Africa face a number of challenges that undermine their welfare or
well-being. These challenges include all kinds of abuse, neglect, poverty and exposure to
domestic violence. As a result of these challenges, child protection services are being
offered by both government and non-governmental organisations. The child protection

services are rooted within the social development paradigm and encompass four broad



categories, namely, prevention, early intervention, statutory services and aftercare/
continuum of care and family reunification. Ideally, all organisations involved in and
providing child protection and welfare services must be informed by the social
development paradigm and provide all those four broad services. There has been also a
shift of emphasis in interventions from reactive to proactive approaches. Reactive
intervention focuses on addressing present circumstances, situations and problems
whilst proactive intervention focuses on prevention. However, most non-governmental
organisations are implementing mainly the first two categories of child welfare services,
namely prevention and early intervention services. The major reason behind this is the
limited organisational capacity in terms of finance as well human resources. The focus of
most non-governmental organisations is hugely determined by the availability of funds
and the level of human resource capacity. As a result of insufficient funding and
inadequate human resources, most NGOs working in the field of child protection opt to
focus on the two aspects of prevention and early intervention. The reasons for choosing
these two activities are that these activities are less costly and less human resource
intensive as the activities are mainly awareness campaigns, identification and referral of
cases.

However, in the process of rendering prevention and early intervention services to
communities, some NGOs find themselves in a dilemma in that they are criticised and
blamed by beneficiaries and communities for providing incomplete and inadequate
services. They are blamed for neglecting other statutory services of child protection such
as removal and placement of children in places of safety and foster care. Consequently,

there is doubt about the utility of NGOs as change agents. It is for this reason the



researcher has chosen to investigate how NGOs are contributing to the social protection
of children.

The researcher was motivated to undertake this study because of her observation that
there is no appreciation of the role of NGOs as change agents in Ehlanzeni District in
Mpumalanga. The researcher was not aware of any previous studies on this subject
matter that have been carried out in the province. The study will contribute to the
knowledge on child protection and specifically on the role of NGOs as change agents.
The results of the study will thus contribute to the understanding of the type of work
done by NGOs. The study may also assist in determining the kind of support required by
NGOs in order to strengthen and improve the quality of their services with the aim of
linking child protection systems to the broader social protection systems. The study thus

is well placed to inform policy in the area of child protection.

1.3 Aims and objectives of the study

Aim:

The aim of the study was to investigate the role of Non —Governmental Organisations as

change agents in child protection.

Objectives:

(a) To investigate how NGOs are contributing to the social protection of children.

(b) To establish the perceptions of managers of NGOs, social workers and community leaders

about the impact of the interventions of NGOs on the protection of children.

(c) To explore the challenges faced by NGOs in their interventions to protect children



1.4 Research questions
The study was guided by the following questions:
e How are NGOs contributing to the social protection of children?
e What are the perceptions of managers of NGOs, social workers and
community leaders about NGOs intervention efforts in protecting children
e What are the major challenges faced by NGOs in their work of child

protection

1.5 Theoretical framework of the study.

The study on child protection was informed by the Social Development approach. Midgley
(1995, p.25) defines social development as “a process of planned social change designed to
promote the well being of the population as a whole”. The overall objective of social
development is to improve the quality of life. In child protection, the quality of life of
children is improved through preventive measures, early intervention, provision of statutory
services and continuum of care. The interventions in child protection are meant to meet a
variety of needs ranging from material to non-material needs. The focus of child protection
is, therefore, on enabling children to realise their full potential. As Midgley (1995) points
out, social development is interventionist and thus in child protection the state intervenes
with support from other stakeholders, notably non-governmental organisations. goals. Patel
(2005) also supports this by saying that non-governmental organisations and other civil
society organisations are involved in addressing key priority areas such as promoting the

needs and rights of children.



1.6 Brief overview of the research approach

The study investigated and evaluated the role of NGOs as change agents in the communities
particularly in the field of child protection .The study used a qualitative approach that
allowed the researcher to have face to face contact and to conduct face to face interviews
with NGO personnel and members of the communities on the subject of child protection
and the role of NGOs in child protection. The study used a multi-case study and it was
conducted in Ehlanzeni District with the study population consisting Directors /Managers
and Social Workers from NGOs in the district working particularly with children and

community leaders. Semi-structured interviews were used by researcher to collect data.

1.7 Definition of Key terms

a) Child protection

Winder and Ya-blonski (2009, p.53) define child protection as “a set of usually
government-run services designed to protect children and young people who are

underage and to encourage family stability”.

b) Social protection

According to Devereux &Sabates-Wheeler (2004) cited in Tlhaole( 2011, p.12) social
protection is “ the set of all initiatives, both formal and informal, that provide: social
assistance to extremely poor individuals and households ; social services to groups who
need special care or would otherwise be denied access to basic services; social insurance
to protect people against the risks and consequences of livelihood shocks; and social

equity to protect people against social risks such as discrimination and abuse”.



1.8 Organisation of the research report

The research report has five chapters. Chapter one is the introduction of the study
focusing on the statement of the problem and rationale of the study, the aim and
objectives of the study, definition of key terms and a brief overview of the research
methodology. Chapter two focuses on the review of literature or the theoretical
framework on social protection and child protection in South Africa. The third chapter
discusses the research methodology used in the study. Chapter four presents and
discusses the findings of the study. Chapter five presents summary of findings,

conclusions and recommendations.



CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews literature on child protection. The chapter begins by defining the
concepts of social protection and child protection and examines how social protection and
child protection are interlinked. It then examines the current role of NGOs in child
protection globally and in South Africa. The chapter also examines the key factors that

enhance child protection in communities.

Most children around the world experience a lot of unpleasant circumstances in their lives
when growing up like child abuse, neglect, abandonment, lack of basic needs (poverty) and
exposure to domestic violence and family instability. Therefore there has been some efforts
made and structures put in place by governments as well as civil society to protect children.
Globally non-governmental organisations have been established as part of the efforts to

strengthen child protection systems in communities.

NGOs are established in communities as part of the civil society to facilitate development
and respond to the needs of communities. They are establishments that are found on most
parts of the world. In South Africa, NGOs fall under the umbrella of bodies like The National
Council for Social Services (NACOSS) which is a body for civil society organisations that
provide social welfare services in the country and “acts as an advocacy, lobbying, and
communications body for 19 NGO bodies ( National Councils) in South Africa, who, in turn,

represents over 2000 affiliated service organisations”( Patel &Hochfeld, 2008, p. 192).



According to Patel(2005) cited in Green( 2008, p.180), “ Social Workers and other
occupation groups like community development workers and child care workers employed
in the non-profit welfare sector render welfare services in fields such as child and family
welfare, mental health, disabilities, substance abuse, crime prevention, rehabilitation and
restorative justice and chronic illness”. Green ( 2008, p. 180) goes on to specify the
different levels of welfare services in the following statement “ these social welfare services
are classified in terms of levels of intervention such as prevention, early intervention,
statutory services, residential and alternative care, and reconstruction and aftercare
services”. NGOs promote safety, well being and the healthy development of children
through prevention awareness programmes and statutory services through provision of
services like psychosocial support, alternative care, legal assistance and social welfare. NGOs
also work towards enhancing and empowering communities in issues around child
protection and child well being. Green (2008, p.186) says “these social welfare programmes
should aim to enhance the skills of poor people, grow their confidence and provide
opportunities to alleviate poverty. The non-profit sector should be involved in both types of

social welfare programmes”.

2.2 Child Protection

Child protection refers to prevention and response to violence, exploitation and abuse
against children (UNICEF, South Africa. 2007). Winder and Ya-blonski (2009, p.53) define
child protection as “a set of usually government-run services designed to protect children
and young people who are underage and to encourage family stability”. Child protection
entails the provision of social services aimed at protecting children and promoting their well

being. Children are basically protected from harm or anything that can cause harm to them.



Child protection is all about enhancing child well being that promotes their social
functioning and reduces their chances of becoming victims of different social ill. In child
protection the set of usually government-run services designed to protect children and to
encourage family stability include foster care services, adoption services, services aimed at
supporting at risk families so that they can remain intact, and investigation of alleged child

abuse (Winder &Ya-blonski 2009).

Save the Children Fund (2007) states that, child protection is one of the most important
roles of a community which is to ensure that all children with whom they have contact are
safe within the interventions being implemented and that these interventions remove
children from any form of harm. Child protection entails the formulation of child welfare law
which specifies minimum rights for the child, putting minimum responsibilities on the
family, and allocates powers and duties to the state to be exercised in the event of family
failure. It is networks of rights, duties and powers which both create and reflect the

relations between child, family and state (Wilson & James, 1995).

There are various components of child protection and these include Criminal justice system,
statutory services and foster care, child participation and the child justice system. These
systems are put in place so as to make sure that children are protected from any forms of

violence and injustice.

2.2.1 Child Protection and Social Protection

Child protection is interlinked to social protection concept because the former forms part of
the latter in the sense that child protection is one of the components of social protection.

Social protection is the general or umbrella term that refers to the protection and

10



promotion of wellbeing of people. Social protection addresses economic and social
vulnerabilities to poverty and deprivation (Winder &Ya-blonski 2009). According to Winder
&Ya-blonski (2012), there is a clear overlap between UNICEF’s definition of social protection,
which emphasizes the need to prevent and reduce economic and social vulnerabilities, and
UNICEF’s child protection strategy which refers to laws, services, behaviours and practices
that are put in place to minimize children’s vulnerability and to address known risk factors,

and strengthen children’s own resilience.

Child protection addresses specific social vulnerabilities that may lead to exposure to
violence, and creates protective environments, where girls and boys are free from violence,
exploitation, and unnecessary exploitation, abuse and neglect and unnecessary separation
from family. With complementary objectives, social protection and child protection can
mutually reinforce desired impacts and outcomes. Child protection mechanisms and
services can directly prevent and protect children from harmful practices. In this context,
social protection can contribute to both preventive and protection functions, addressing
some of the underlying risk factors of abuse, violence and exploitation while at the same
time increasing families’ and communities’ resilience and capacity to respond to external
stresses (Winder &Ya-blonski ,2012) . For instance, poverty and social exclusion can be the
drivers of family separation and children going into institutional care. Social protection
interventions such as social transfers can enhance household capacity ( financial and
human) to take care of children, preventing separation or contributing to family
reunification(Winder &Ya-blonski ,2012), Moreover, UNICEF approach to child protection
has increasingly moved towards the creation and strengthening of systems to support

prevention and response to risks(Winder &Ya-blonski, 2012).
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According to Devereux &Sabates-Wheeler (2004) cited in Tlhaole( 2011, p.8) social
protection is “ the set of all initiatives, both formal and informal, that provide: social
assistance to extremely poor individuals and households ; social services to groups who
need special care or would otherwise be denied access to basic services; social insurance to
protect people against the risks and consequences of livelihood shocks; and social equity to
protect people against social risks such as discrimination and abuse”. This reveals that social
protection can be rendered by institutions and by communities using formal and informal
approaches respectively. Social protection is basically resources mobilised for assisting those
who don’t have access to resources due to several reasons which include poverty, special

needs like disabilities and victims of natural disasters like famine.

Social protection can play a key role in many aspects, for example, it can contribute to
promoting and ensuring access to basic social services by removing financial and social
barriers; enhance the capacity of caregivers to care for children in terms of financial
assistance, work flexibility and protective legislation; and promote anti-discrimination
legislation and policy reform linked to access to services to transform discriminatory
attitudes towards vulnerable children and their families (Winder &Ya-blonski 2009). “ Social
protection can be delivered to those who need it through a variety of mechanisms, including
unemployment benefits, pensions, child support, housing assistance, national health
insurance, job creation schemes, retraining programmes, agricultures insurance and so on”
(European Report on development, n.d).UNICEF (Social Inclusion, Policy and Budget, n.d)
goes on to state this to show the broadness of social protection” making social protection

more child sensitive has the potential to benefit not only children, but also their families,

12



their communities and national development as a whole. Child sensitive social protection
systems mitigate the effects of poverty on families, strengthen families in their child care
role, and enhance access to basic services for the poorest and most marginalised. Since
many at-risk children live outside family care, child-sensitive social protection systems must
be responsible to this vulnerable group as well as to children facing abuse or discrimination

at home”.

According to Winder &Ya-blonski (2012), UNICEF has identified the following programmatic
linkages between child protection and social protection; mechanisms and interventions,
explicit integration/ linking of services, contact points for identification and referral, social
welfare systems and dealing with barriers of access to social protection programmes. This
means that in the event of implementing social protection programmes in communities
child protection is incorporated as well in those programmes. For example with social
assistance programmes which assist impoverished communities with services like housing,
food aid, free health and education services, children in those communities benefit as well
and are cared for. “Child protection is therefore a responsibility which crosses all services
and all hierarchies. It places equal value on each person’s contribution to the process of
protecting children and its guidance is designed to inform everyone working in the health
service as well as workers in their agencies, as it is estimated that between 2 and 4 children
die every week as a consequence of abuse and / or neglect and many more suffer

irreversible long-term effects”( Barker & Hordes 2002, p.13-14).

The above discussion shows that child protection is a subject that involves the child, family

and the state. All of them have to play their part and contribute to the system to ensure

13



that child protection takes place. It is therefore not solely the responsibility of the state to
protect children, but families play an important part as well as children themselves in their

protection.

2.2.2 Child Abuse

Child protection efforts and systems are put in place to prevent child maltreatment and
abuse and to deal with the effects of child abuse. Children are exposed to all sorts of abuse
ranging from physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, child labour and
exploitation. According to the World Health Organisation (World report on violence and
health, 2002: Geneva) in Thurman & Kidman (2011 p.1) “physical maltreatment of a child is
defined as those acts commissioned by a caregiver can cause actual physical harm or have a
potential for harm and emotional maltreatment includes the failure of a caregiver to
provide an appropriate and supportive environment, and includes acts that have an adverse
effect on the emotional health and development of a child. Reliable global estimates of child
maltreatment are non-existent and available data represent only a small portion of the true

magnitude of the problem”.

The other component of child maltreatment is ‘child labour’ which refers to children who
are engaged in an economic activity and who are below the minimum legal age of
employment in a particular country (Winrock International, 2008). It involves work that
enslaves children, separates them from their families, and condemns then and their families
to a downward spiral of poverty and deprivation. It is work that, by its nature or the
conditions under which it is carried out, harm, abuses and exploits the child or deprives her
or him of an education or requires them to assume the dual burden of schooling and work.

It impedes their growth and development and in many cases do them harm. The work

14



damages them physically and psychologically and deprives them of their childhood (Winrock

International, 2008).

“Child maltreatment has serious immediate and long-term consequences for children’s
healthy development. Maltreated children may experience a myriad of adverse emotional,
cognitive, academic, and social impacts in childhood and suffer from long term effects on
adult functioning and mental health” (Garbarino, J & A. Garbarino, 1994) in Thurman and

Kidman( 2011, p. 1).

Winrock International ( 2008) stresses that children are more vulnerable than adults to
physical, sexual and emotional abuse and suffer worse psychological damage from being
derogated, humiliated or oppressed and from being exposed or working in environments
that are exploitative, dangerous and isolating. Children who suffer ill-treatment, abuse and
neglect find it very difficult to form attachment with and have feelings for others. “They may
have problems interactating and cooperating with others and attaining a real sense of
identity and belonging. They often lack confidence and have low self-esteem” (Winrock

International, 2008, p. 13)

There are however myths on child abuse that somehow overshadow the extent and
implication of child abuse as cited in an article shared by Child Welfare Whiteriver in the
local community newspaper entitled ‘ Busting the myths on child abuse’ which include the
following among many others: “Its abuse only if there is physical abuse, only bad people
abuse- good people don’t, many children do not know their abusers, child abuse don’t take
place in “good” families or wealthy households, many adults who suffered abuse in

childhood are not affected by it in adult life, abused children will definitely grow up to be

15



abusers, a child is responsible for the abuse that he/she suffers, children lie about being

sexually abused”( Lowvelder 2013, p.33).

Children need to be protected from other social ills which include starvation, lack of access
to health services, education services and other basic services especially in income poverty
households and child headed households with absent or deceased parents. Government
departments and NGOs in communities work tirelessly to put systems in place to address
these problems. In most countries in the world, the governments have the responsibility to
take care of the disadvantaged which includes children living below the poverty line or living
in poverty and it is in usually in form of social assistance that includes grants and material

assistance.

The issue that children have rights dates back to as early as 1924, when the first
International Declaration on the Right of the Child was adopted by the League of Nations
(O’Donnell, 2004). After that, it becomes each and every continent, nation’s duty to take
responsibility and come up with strategies and put systems in place for child protection. In
most countries around the world, the governments work hand in hand with their local and

international non-governmental organisations in child protection.

The policy frameworks and civil laws around child protection globally are influenced by
these international laws and policies that include The United Nations Declarations on the
Rights of the Child; Universal Declaration of Human Rights that proclaimed that children are
entitled to special care and assistance for example; the Geneva Declaration on the Rights of
the Child; the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the African Charter on the Rights

and Welfare of the Child. Social legislation shows more direct intervention of the state in the

16



lives of children and families unlike before the industrial revolution where direct contact
between a child and the state existed in theory not in practice (Wilson and James, 1995).
The rights of children include among others the right to education, health care, to be cared
for and loved, to stay in a safe environment and be protected to harm, to be listened to, to
have a name and citizenship, to own beliefs. These rights are there to protect children from
any harm and abuse and they encourage children to be responsible as well.

2.2.3 Criminal justice and child protection policy

According to Redparth (2007) “Criminal justice policy is a crucial component of the justice
system that ensures the safety of children who are living in social context that predisposes
them to both victimisation and offending. A system that can respond appropriately to the
needs of children who have suffered criminal victimisation can prevent further harm where
the victimisation is on-going, and may also minimise any collateral secondary trauma”.
Redpath (2007, p.41) goes on to expand on this concept by saying that “appropriate
response to children suffering violence and abuse is also relevant from a social crime
prevention perspective, because children suffering violence and abuse generally
acknowledged themselves to be at risk of becoming future offenders. Child protection policy

is crucial to this endeavour of protecting children in our communities.

According to Ann Skelton in the Community Law Centre (2004), the child justice system is a
tool that is used to enhance the capacity and use of programmes for diversion and
appropriate sentencing of children, to increase the protection of young people in detention,
to strengthen the implementation of child justice legislation, to raise awareness about
transformation of child justice among professionals in the criminal justice system and the

general public and to establish a monitoring process for child justice. It provides some
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guiding principles around the following aspects in the work on juvenile justice which are the
arrest and interrogation, age of criminal responsibility, diversion, pre-trial detention,
alternative sentences, youth courts, custodial sentences, detention facilities, inspections

and family links (Community Law Centre, 2004).

2.2.4 Statutory Services and Foster Care

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child promotes child well-being, and
recent advancements in developmental theory and research methods offer new
opportunities to understand the need for and outcomes of foster care. Initiatives to monitor
children’s well-being also stem from accountability and outcome oriented public policy
schemes that require accurate representations of situations of children and interventions
designed to address their needs (Fernandez & Barth 2010) .Understanding of child well-
being and what raises or lowers it has become more focused on protective factors and
adversities, current and future well-being, placement types and the incorporation of
children’s perspectives in addition to adult evaluations (Bradshow, Hoscher& Richardson,

2007) in Fernandez & 