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It is estimated that South Africa will have 2,5 million orphans, 14% of all children, by 2005. UNICEF and local governments have acknowledged that institutionalised care is not a viable solution in the face of these numbers and are turning to community-based support systems to care and support these children. It is critical to the social and economic future of South Africa that we mobilise communities to care for the children within them. 

The 2002/2003 financial year cycle was one of experiential learning for Heartbeat. It was already clear to us that community care was the best way to address the rights and needs of orphaned and vulnerable children. The effect of this approach on the lives of the children was reiterated through the implementation of our first orphaned and vulnerable children’s program in Khutsong in partnership with Carletonville Home and Community Based Care. As a result of this intervention, all children identified and registered went to school, had school uniforms and stationary, accessed free water and electricity, government grants where applicable, and medical care. They also received food parcels that kept them from running errands for neighbours to earn money to buy food.  The children in Khutsong declared that they were now “just like the other children” in the community. 

Heartbeat started receiving similar feedback from our community and rights based care model in the younger projects: Atteridgeville, Katlehong, Botshabelo and Nellmapius. The Care Workers, Community Development Facilitators, Childcare Team Leaders, and Income Generating Coordinators were all from the community in which the projects were located.  One staff member said: “it was easy for me to interact with the community (or get support for the Community Childcare Forum, or to inform the community) because I come from the community”. Another said: “I draw on all my networks for my Heartbeat work because I live here and I have worked here for a very long time.”  Children were also starting to call their Care Workers “mother” and Care Workers said that they regarded the children as “their own”. Reflecting on this intervention we realised that we were meeting the children’s right to parental care.

As the four projects developed, it became apparent that they were all learning different lessons and developing practices with different nuances on aspects of care within the larger framework. We realised that it would be extremely valuable to transfer the lessons learned and the new practices developed between the different projects. Quarterly planning sessions were initiated as a vehicle to transfer information between projects. Not only did this assist in informing Heartbeat’s practices, it was also an excellent tool for team building. Staff members from one project would now call on staff members from other projects not only for advice, but also for encouragement. The quarterly planning sessions informed the development of Heartbeat’s community-based and rights-based model tremendously.   

The 2002/2003 also saw the birth of the first After School Centre, also in Khutsong. The development of this Centre was sponsored by Save the Children, UK. The community saw the need for orphaned children to receive assistance with their homework after school. Heartbeat developed a training manual to equip retired teachers and other volunteers to run life skills programs with the children at the Centre. Support groups were also initiated for children who headed up families. The local library donated books for use at the Centre and, with a generous donation from This is what the children themselves had to say about the Centre and its activities:

“To me, the after school centre is like a home to me, with people who cares and understands you ... I really enjoy spending time and learning about life aspects."
 

"The after school centre give to us the opportunity to do our studies and our homework with the help of current mother, sister Evelyn. I really like it because it keeps us out from the street and danger that life carries."

 

"After school centre helps us very much because we didn't have place we belong ... we were belong to street and again help us with support group because we use to discuss about life how life is, because life is too short and we should make the best of it."

 

"The after school centre taught me loving, respecting and taking care of every one. Since my parents past away it really changed me and make me think positive not negative about life and opened many doors or opportunities for me. It shows me that life goes on without your parents, but by the love of your neighbours, friends and God."

Based on the Khutsong intervention and with financial help from the Art for Aids Orphans Trust and Starfish, Heartbeat is developing after school centres in Atteridgeville and Botshabelo. 

Heartbeat’s income generation- and poverty alleviation projects also kicked off with a bang in this financial year, giving us plenty of opportunity to learn and improve our practices. Three projects excelled: the beadwork project, the food gardens project and the roads rehabilitation project in Botshabelo. The care workers, forum members and heads of households produced more than 40 000 beaded ribbons throughout the year, generating real income. The children were really excited about the food gardens project and many food gardens have mushroomed as a result of their enthusiasm, providing child headed families with fresh produce. At a community meeting in Botshabelo, community members raised concerns about the condition of the roads. The storm water couldn’t drain and as a result, children were coming to school soaking wet. Not only were they sent home, missing out on education, one child was reported to have allegedly drowned as a result of the bad road condition. Together with Heartbeat and with financial assistance from Old Mutual, the community volunteers took it upon themselves to repudiate the situation. The roads in Botshabelo are currently under construction, and soon children will be able to walk to school without the fear of drowning.

The Sponsor A Child in Need Program expanded dramatically. Through partnerships with Old Mutual and Cell C, Heartbeat has managed to secure 500 sponsors for children who fall through the gap. Not only is this project about physical resources, it is also about emotional support. I would like to take this opportunity to give my sincere thanks to the many individual donors who write letters to the children and provide them with gifts on their birthdays and during Christmas time. I am sure that you are enjoying your correspondence as much as the children who tell their life stories through the quarterly KIDZUP forms.  This is what one child wrote to his sponsor: “It was such a nice day to me. I will be happy forever, because I got a sponsor. That was like the end of the year in December. I was celebrating my day.”  A child’s sponsor wrote: “Thx for the update on how adopt an orphan is going.  It really helps to get the feedback and know that it is making a difference. I will definitely support and encourage others to join this worthwhile programme. Thank you.” 

The Board of Heartbeat has played a pivotal role in determining the direction for Heartbeat during the past year. With their skills, time and knowledge, Heartbeat has managed to change the lives of close to 1000 children.

It would be impossible for Heartbeat to make any difference without the support of all our donors. First Rand has picked up funding for the Khutsong project when Saambou seized to exist, Old Mutual has partnered with Heartbeat in Katlehong and Botshabelo, the Department of Social Development is still a loyal supporter of the Khutsong project and has joined hands with Heartbeat to develop the Atteridgeville Project. Skuilkrans Dutch Reformed Church has provided more than 300 children with blankets, tracksuits and food during the cold winter months and is still contributing towards the salary of one of our staff members.  Heartbeat also partnered with the Lynnwood Dutch Reformed Church at the end of 2002 to develop a project in Nellmapius and prosperous partnerships with Starfish, DeLoittes and Tiger Brands were born. 

To all our other donors, some known and some unknown, a warm thank you for your continued support.       

Finally, I want to extend a warm thank you to all of the children’s friends: our partner projects, the Heartbeat staff members, the communities, all of the stakeholders, the community child care forums, the child care workers, the income generating team and the many volunteers who get their hands dirty every day, who face huge challenges and who overcome them regardless. Your dedication, passion and enthusiasm are the reason for the smiles on the children’s faces!
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