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1 INTRODUCTION

In 2019 the South African government released the Gender-Based Violence and Femicide National 
Strategic Plan (GBVF NSP) in response to the extremely high levels of gender-based violence 
perpetrated within the country. The implementation of this Strategic Plan will take place over a 
ten-year period, extending from 2020 to 2030. The GBVF NSP has as its purpose the provision of 
a cohesive strategic framework that will guide the national response to the GBVF crisis in South 
Africa.1 The focus of the Strategic Plan is on “comprehensively and strategically responding to 
gender-based violence and femicide, with a specific focus on violence against ALL women (across 
age, physical location, disability, sexual orientation, sexual and gender identity, gender expression, 
nationality and other diversities) and violence against children and how these serve to reinforce 
each other.”2 The vision of the GBVF NSP is a South Africa free from gender-based violence directed 
at women, children and LGBTQIA+ persons.3 The NSP is centred around six pillars, namely
1. Accountability, Coordination and Leadership,
2. Prevention and Rebuilding the Social Cohesion, 
3. Justice, Safety and Protection, 
4. Response, Care, Support and Healing; 
5. Economic Power; and 
6. Research and Information Management.4

Given the extremely high rates of violence specifically directed against children (VAC) in South 
Africa, VAC has been included in both the focus and the vision of the GBVF NSP. This is in line with 
current legal and policy developments in South African law as well as regional and international 
instruments which give impetus to the goal of ending violence against children. However, a major 
criticism from the children’s rights sector relates to whether issues of VAC have been adequately 
addressed in the Strategic Plan. These concerns have been attributed to the under-representation 
of the children’s sector in the process that led to the adoption of the NSP and the difficulty 
experienced by these organisations in making their concerns heard. 

The purpose of this report is to provide an analysis of the NSP that will highlight the manner 
in which VAC has been addressed in this framework and, consequently, to identify any gaps or 
concerns that would impede the protection of children against violence in South Africa, thus 
ensuring the voices and experiences of children are amplified within the Strategic Plan. Included 
are the findings of a small, exploratory study that was conducted to investigate the perceptions 
of CSO and Government representatives pertaining to the position of children in the NSP GBVF. 

1  Department of Women, Youth and Persons with Disabilities. 2020. National Strategic Plan on Gender-based Violence 
and Femicide. 17.

2  Ibid.
3  Ibid. 18.
4  Ibid. 5.
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2 TERMINOLOGY

At the heart of the discussion around whether VAC has been adequately 
addressed in the NSP is the issue of clear definitions of the concepts of 
gender-based violence (GBV), violence against women (VAW), violence 
against women and girls (VAWG) and violence against children (VAC). 
Chapter 2 of the NSP provides the background to the Strategic Plan 
and defines the concepts of GBV and femicide at the outset. There is no 
definition of violence against children. 

According to the NSP, GBV is defined as “any act against women 
that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, economic or 
psychological harm or suffering which include threats of such acts 
as coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in 
public or in private life.”5 Notably, the definition does not refer to 
children either and refers to “any act against women.” However, much 
further in the document, in the discussion on the scope of GBV, it 
highlights the fact that the NSP has a specific focus on violence against 
“ALL women … and VAC.”6

The fact that the definition of GBV adopted in the NSP refers only to 
women and that children have been excluded from the definition implies 
that the primary focus of the NSP is on women and that VAC has been 
included as a subsidiary area of concern. This perception is reinforced 
throughout the NSP, where references are often exclusively applied to 
women:

 � “Violence is a traumatic event and its chronic occurrence for many 
women …”7

 � “women are experiencing a lack of safety and respect … ”8

 � “how all women are experiencing a lack of safety and respect for 
their human dignity and autonomy in their private and public lives”9

5  Ibid. 23.
6  Ibid. 39.
7  Ibid. 29.
8  Ibid. 35.
9  Ibid. 36.

The definition of GBV 
adopted in the NSP 
refers only to women 
and that children have 
been excluded from the 
definition implies that 
the primary focus of 
the NSP is on women 
and that VAC has been 
included as a subsidiary 
area of concern.
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Although children are excluded from the definition of GBV, there are 
instances in the NSP where it is applied to them as well, seeming to 
indicate that violence against children is only applicable to GBV in certain 
circumstances, which heightens the confusion around definitions and 
focus. In the discussion on change of theory, for instance, the focus of 
the NSP is said to respond to “a vision of a South Africa free from all 
forms of GBV directed at all women, children and LGBTQIA+ persons.”10 

In defining the specific target groups falling under the umbrella of GBV, 
children are listed 11th, 12th and 13th in the following groups:

 � (k) Women and girls, across ages, nationalities, sexual orientation 
and gender identities who have become victims of sex trafficking;

 � (l) Children who experience violence within families and institutions;
 � (m) Girls, who are particularly vulnerable to specific forms of violence, 

such as early forced marriages, sexual violence, cyber violence and 
other specific forms of violence.

Since there is no overarching definition of VAC, confusion is created 
by referring sometimes to “children” and sometimes to “girls.” So, in 
the categories above, for instance, GBV would seem to include children 
(boys and girls?) who experience violence within the family or an 
institution, but would only include girls in instances of sexual violence 
and cyber violence. This does not accord with international definitions 
of VAC, which include all forms of violence against boys and girls.11 

This lack of clarity seriously compromises an effective response to VAC 
for children and raises the following issues:

 � GBV is defined as referring to women within the body of the NSP,12 
as highlighted above, but this is not the case where it is defined in 
the definition section of the document. In the definition section, the 

10  Ibid. 37.
11  Article 19 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child defines violence against children 

as follows: “1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, 
social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or 
mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or 
exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) 
or any other person who has the care of the child.” In Article 1, children are defined 
as “every human being below the age of eighteen years” which includes both boys 
and girls. The definition used by WHO in the World Report on Violence and Health 
(2002) is “the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against 
a child, by an individual or group, that either results in or has a high likelihood of 
resulting in actual or potential harm to the child’s health, survival, development or 
dignity,” where child refers to both boys and girls.

12  Ibid. 23.

The focus of the NSP is 
said to respond to “a 
vision of a South Africa 
free from all forms 
of GBV directed at all 
women, children and 

LGBTQIA+ persons.
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explanation for GBV follows international practices and is gender neutral, and is described as 
“violence that occurs as a result of the normative role expectations associated with the gender 
associated with the sex assigned to a person at birth.”13 This definition focuses on violence 
that is based on gender norms and unequal power relations. International definitions are not 
limited to any particular sex but include both men and women as victims.

 � Children are not specifically identified in either of these definitions, although the one provided 
in the definition section does not specify any particular victim, whereas the definition in the 
body of the NSP refers only to women.

 � The impression is created that the main focus of the NSP is on responding to violence against 
women and that violence against children, in certain circumstances, is a subsidiary focus.

 � There is no definition of VAC, so it is unclear whether it refers only to violence against those 
children, where GBV is an element of the offence i.e. where it is based on gender norms, or 
whether it refers to all children who experience violence. This causes confusion as to what 
forms of violence against children are included within the scope of the NSP.

 � A further difficulty with the lack of a definition of VAC is that it is unclear when GBV includes 
girl children and when it includes boy children, as highlighted in the earlier examples.

The main distinction between definitions of GBV and VAC relate to the issue of violence based 
on gender norms or unequal power relations. In GBV, the violence is based on gender norms or 
unequal power relations, whereas VAC includes all forms of violence against children. However, 
it has been argued that, since children are naturally dependent because of their age and lack 
of maturity, it follows that they will be in an unequal power relationship with their perpetrators 
anyway, and this means that VAC would fit within the definition of GBV.

Internationally the approach has been to include VAC as a form of gender-based violence. The 
UN Study on Violence against Children concluded that “virtually all forms of violence are linked to 
entrenched gender roles and inequalities, and … the violation of the rights of children is closely 
linked to the status of women.”14 A gender-transformative approach to violence is endorsed in 
various international instruments15 because a gender analysis is essential for understanding 
differences in pattern, risk factors, perpetrators and contexts of violence.16 In terms of the 

13  Ibid. 11.
14  Pinheiro, P. S. 2006. World Report on Violence Against Children: Secretary-General’s Study on Violence Against 

Children. United Nations, Geneva. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/587334?ln=en.
15  United Nations General Assembly. 1993. Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women. Proceedings 

of the 85th Plenary Meeting. United Nations, Geneva; United Nations, CEDAW. 2017. General Recommendation  
No. 35 on Gender-Based Violence Against Women. United Nations, Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women, New York; United Nations General Assembly. 2015. Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 2015. New York. 

16  UNICEF. 2020. Gender Dimensions of Violence Against Children and Adolescents. Strategy Paper 04/2020.  
New York. 6.

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/587334?ln=en


6

available epidemiological data, there is a clear differential in the violence 
perpetrated against woman and children. Although research findings 
show that girls tend to experience higher levels of sexual violence 
than boys while boys experience higher levels of physical violence, the 
overall findings are that “[w]omen, girls and boys are more likely than 
adult men to experience violence by individuals with whom they have 
close personal relationships and financial interdependence.”17 

Identifying the intersections between VAC and GBV is essential in 
developing a response to eradicating violence against women and 
children. Although the NSP looks briefly at the links between VAC and 
VAW,18 it does not emphasise strongly enough the fact that VAC is a causal 
factor of GBV or that VAC is, in fact, a form of GBV. Research has shown 
that social norms condoning violence and/or reinforcing patriarchal 
household power dynamics are linked to increased risk of violence 
against women and children, including both boy and girl children.19

The concept of GBV is often used as a synonym for VAW, including in 
the UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, but 
GBV can also refer to violence against boys, men and individuals with 
diverse gender identities. As highlighted earlier, the definition of GBV 
in the definition section of NSP is gender neutral whereas the one in 
the document refers to women, it is thus vital that the concept of GBV 
is clarified and it is clearly affirmed whether it includes VAC or only 
aspects of VAC. As argued earlier, all forms of VAC can fit fully within 
the definition of GBV since children are in situations of unequal power 
relations. By extending the definition of GBV to include ALL children, 
the importance of VAC will be acknowledged as well as the fact that 
it is a causal link in the perpetration of GBV. This will have profound 
implications for addressing and preventing GBV.

17  Ibid. 6.
18  Note 1. 29.
19  Note 14. 9.

Research has shown 
that social norms 
condoning violence 
and/or reinforcing 
patriarchal household 
power dynamics are 
linked to increased 
risk of violence against 
women and children, 
including both boy and 

girl children.
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3 AREAS OF CONCERN/GAPS RELATING TO PROTECTION 
OF CHILDREN IN GBVF NSP

Although the definition of GBV in the NSP is aimed primarily at women and does not specifically 
include children, children (sometimes only girl children) are included throughout the NSP as a 
target group of the Strategic Plan. However, because the main focus of the NSP is on women, 
this means that there are various areas relating to VAC that are absent or inadequate. These are 
highlighted here:

 � Extent of GBV and Femicide
In the discussion on the extent of GBV and femicide,20 the focus is very clearly on women. The 
topics include femicide, domestic violence (intimate partner violence) and sexual violence. 
Under sexual violence the focus appears to be on women, despite the fact that a study is 
referred to as reporting that almost half (46%) of sexual offence complainants are children.21 
The concept of children is not clarified here, although earlier in the paragraph reference is 
made to ‘girls.’ No mention is made of the prevalence of sexual violence against boy children, 
yet the statistics in South Africa are higher than the international norm. In the Optimus Study 
19.8% of adolescents reported some form of sexual abuse (boys 20%; girls 19%) over their 
lifetime.22 By not highlighting the level of sexual violence perpetrated against boy children, 
the rights of boy children are not protected and this has implications for addressing this issue.

Reference is made to emotional abuse experienced by women,23 but there is no reference 
to emotional abuse experienced by children. Internationally the statistics for emotional/
psychological abuse is high, although there are no available statistics for South Africa. Yet, 
a study conducted in Mpumalanga found that 70.7% of the adolescent participants had 
experienced psychological abuse.24

In the discussion on the extent of GBV, a paragraph is accorded to the link between VAC and 
VAW, and it is stated that violence against children and GBV are closely linked. This clearly 
indicates that VAC is not seen as part of GBV, but simply an aspect thereof, which undermines 
its importance and the role it has to play in prevention.

20  Note 1. 25.
21  Note 1. 27.
22  Artz L, Burton P, Ward CL, Leoschut L, Phyfer J, Lloyd S, Kassanjee R & Le Mottee C. 2016. Sexual victimisation of 

children in South Africa. Final Report of the Optimus Foundation Study: South Africa. Cape Town: UBS Optimus 
Foundation.

23  Note 1. 28.
24  Madu, SN. 2001. Prevalence of child psychological, physical, emotional, and ritualistic abuse among high school 

students in Mpumalanga Province, South Africa. Psychol Rep. 2001 Oct;89(2):431–44. doi: 10.2466/pr0.2001.89.2.431. 
PMID: 11783571.
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 � Impact of GBV
Although children are referred to generally under the discussion on 
impact, there is no specific examination of the impact of violence on 
children. This undermines the serious impact which violence has on 
children and how this contributes to GBV.

 � Drivers of GBV
Gender norms are identified in the NSP as a primary driver of 
GBV,25 yet the focus is exclusively on the social practices that are 
applicable to women. There is no reference to how gender norms 
are applicable to boy children and girl children, and since gender 
norms are entrenched at a very young age, an understanding of this 
is crucial to an effective response.

Another driver highlighted in this section is exposure to violence in 
childhood.26 Mention is made of a lack of attachment (bonding) to a 
primary caregiver, but this is not placed within the context of the family. 
One of the primary drivers of violence in children are dysfunctional 
families, and this is not addressed. Without a thorough examination 
of the causal link between dysfunctional families and GBV, it will 
not be possible to identify effective responses, such as parenting 
programmes that address safeguarding and gender resocialisation.

In the NSP Education27 is also identified as a driver of VAC in that it 
is “a significant direct determinant of greater economic dependency 
on male partners.”28 The focus is on education in terms of completed 
schooling and career-pathing for women. However, it does not deal 
with education as a setting for violence (as opposed to a driver) and 
this is a significant omission since schools are considered to be one 
of the most dangerous places for children for physical, emotional and 
sexual abuse. In order to make any meaningful impact on reducing 
violence against children, it is necessary to examine the link between 
schools and violence in South Africa.

The drivers of violence against children are not adequately explored 
and are yet integral to an understanding of GBV and the development 
of any plan of action to respond to GBV. This oversight highlights the 
consequences of not specifically including VAC in the definition of GBV.

25  Note 1. 30.
26  Ibid. 31.
27  Ibid. 31.
28  Ibid. 31.

The focus is on education 
in terms of completed 
schooling and career-
pathing for women. 
However, it does not 
deal with education as 
a setting for violence (as 

opposed to a driver).
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 � Key principles underpinning approach to prevention
The NSP lists the key principles that underpin the approach taken to 
prevention.29 This includes the development of a holistic model of 
prevention that takes structural and power related drivers of GBV and 
femicide into account. Again, the main focus here is on women, since 
the definition of GBV used in the NSP refers only to women. Femicide, 
although it would form part of GBV, is specifically mentioned to draw 
attention to this aspect of violence. 

The approach to prevention, according to the NSP, must be 
victim-centred, evidence-based and address the drivers of GBV.30 
Again, the focus here is primarily on women, because children are 
included further down as vulnerable groups and groups put at risk. 
Violence against children is an integral part of GBV and any effective 
response to GBV must interpret GBV as including VAC, rather than 
viewing VAC as a vulnerable group that has relevance in particular 
situations. There is acknowledgment in the NSP that responding to 
VAC is a fundamental part of the approach to preventing GBV, but 
the lack of clarity regarding the relationship between VAC and GBV 
undermines the role that it plays within the context of GBV.

“Engaging in interventions to protect children from violence is a 
fundamental part of an integrated and sustainable approach to 
preventing GBV. Developing effective interventions to transform norms 
through a range of prevention interventions, including parenting 
programmes, educational interventions and skills development 
programmes in sustained ways is critical.”31

 � Online safety
Numerous other strategic areas of intervention to respond to GBV 
are listed in the NSP, including one to address online violence. 
The NSP acknowledges that the “proliferation of internet use and 
mobile technologies in daily lives have also provided tools and 
platforms for the replication and continuation of the perpetration 
of violence against women.”32 Although it also refers to the “specific 
vulnerability of young women in facing a disproportionate level of 
online violence,” the focus is clearly not on children.

29 Ibid. 47.
30 Ibid. 47.
31 Ibid. 47. 
32 Ibid. 48.

Although it also  refers 
to the “specific 
vulnerability of young 
women in facing a 
disproportionate level 
of online violence,” the 
focus is clearly not on 
children.
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The statistics of online child sexual exploitation reveal that this form of 
abuse is rife and that an urgent response is required in order to protect 
children from violence. UNICEF estimates there are approximately 
14  million websites on the Internet that feature sexually exploited 
minors and that more than 200 new images are circulated daily. In 
2020 cyber tech companies reported over 45 million online photos 
and videos of children being sexually abused – more than double what 
they found the previous year. In the same year more than 21.7 million 
reports of suspected child sexual exploitation were made to the 
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children’s CyberTipline, the 
highest number of reports ever received in one year.33 

This aspect of VAC has not been addressed by the NSP and is a  
vital aspect of ensuring that children are protected from violence 
and abuse. 

This gap is again repeated under pillar six, where urgent areas of 
research identified include the “ongoing understanding of technology 
assisted violence against women.”34

 � Psycho-social support
The lack of clarity with respect to the definition of GBV has implications 
for the services to be provided to children, who are victims of violence. 
If GBV is interpreted to include only those children who are girls or 
victims of gender-related crimes, then many children will fall through 
the gaps created by this definition and their care, support and healing 
will not be an area of focus. The NSP requires that “every survivor 
of GBV has access to appropriate and sensitive response, care and 
support,” which would seem to imply that it does not include all 
children who are victims of VAC, but only those who are survivors of 
GBV.35 This interpretation appears to be supported in the approach 
elucidated thereafter, which refers specifically to “women across ages, 
sexual and gender diversities, including the need to provide support 
to their children”36 and does not include children who are victims 
of VAC. Further, under strategic interventions, there is reference to 
the protection of “women and girls.” Again, this highlights the urgent 
need to clarify the concept of GBV and address the issue of whether it 
includes VAC or only some forms of VAC.

33 https://www.missingkids.org/HOME; https://enough.org/stats_exploitation.
34 Note 1. 56.
35 Ibid. 50.
36 Ibid. 51.

In 2020 cyber tech 
companies reported 
over 45 million online 
photos and videos of 
children being sexually 

abused.

https://www.missingkids.org/HOME
https://enough.org/stats_exploitation
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4 EXPLORATORY INTERVIEWS CONDUCTED WITH CSO 
AND GOVERNMENT REPRESENTATIVES 

A small, exploratory study was conducted to investigate the perceptions of CSO representatives 
and representatives from Government with respect to the position of children in the NSP 
GBVF, their identification of any gaps in this regard and how civil society organisations could be 
strengthened to implement the NSP.

  METHODOLOGY

Interviews were conducted with 10 participants, who were identified on the basis of their 
representation on the NSP Pillars and their involvement in the NSP. The participants included 
the following:

 � Pillar 3 CSO women’s sector representative
 � Pillar 2 and 4 CSO children’s sector representative
 � Pillar 3 government representative
 � GBV and VAC researcher
 � CSO: Children’s Village
 � Child welfare: KZN
 � Pillar 3 and CSO representative
 � Pillar 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 representative and social workers
 � Pillar 2 and 6 representative UNICEF
 � Pillar 3 representative women’s sector.

The interviews took a semi-structured format and were based on the following questions: 
 � Do you think that children’s issues are adequately represented in the NSP GBVF?
 � What gaps have you identified?
 � What is the role and function of civil society in the implementation of the NSP GBVF?
 � How can CSOs be strengthened to implement the NSP?
 � What barriers exist to the implementation of the NSP GBVF by CSOs?

The responses of the participants were transcribed and analysed.
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  SUMMARY OF INTERVIEW RESPONSES

Q1  �DO�YOU�THINK�THAT�CHILDREN’S�ISSUES�ARE�ADEQUATELY�
REPRESENTED�IN�THE�NSP�GBVF?

 � The NSP applies more to women and the focus is not on children. 
Children are implied in the victim pool, but are only secondary 
beneficiaries of women’s empowerment. They are not a primary 
focus of the NSP.

 � Originally there was no mention of children in the discussions leading 
up to the development of the NSP as the committee’s agenda was 
to advance only the rights of women. There were various opinions 
as to whether children should be included or not, but it was stated 
that the President wanted children to be represented in the NSP as 
well. Children were gradually included, but the predominant focus 
was women. Therefore, children are not adequately represented in 
the NSP.

 � Children are not adequately represented. The focus of initiatives 
is on women, but GBV can directly or indirectly effect children. It is 
not possible to end GBV without including children. They cannot be 
ignored, but what then is the purpose of the NSP?

 � It would be a mistake to try and push children into how GBVF is 
conceptualised. GBVF does not adequately talk to the different 
ways that children experience violence. There are nexuses, such 
as in domestic violence, and these can be strengthened in the NSP. 
Violence in families has been overlooked and ignored. Using adult 
relationships and patriarchy to apply to children is not effective. 
Gender is thought about as identity rather than the means of 
structuring a relationship, such as, between a father and son. The 
NSP is trying to squeeze children into a gender issue. The participant 
was not sure that children fit into the NSP GBVF at all, or that it 
is effective to lump women and children together. This NSP does 
not actually include children’s issues. Also, there are a lot of good 
frameworks (polices, strategies etc) that already exist for children. 
Those for women are much weaker. So, rather focus on what already 
exists for children. We are not doing children a service by squeezing 
them into women’s issues.

The focus of initiatives 
is on women, but GBV 
can directly or indirectly 
effect children. It is 
not possible to end 
GBV without including 

children.
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 � Children’s issues are never taken first, it is always an add-on or 
an after-thought. When they do take on children’s rights and ask 
children for their input, it is almost never from marginalised children 
in townships and homes but rather from children in schools. The NSP 
must, therefore, strengthen its focus on children. Wherever there is 
a mother who is experiencing violence, there are children involved. 
Also, violence against women includes all females, even children.

 � The NSP is more focused on women and the wording is geared 
towards women. Children are an add on. GBV and the programmes 
for it just add children as an afterthought. But this has been the case 
for a long time. Even the TCCs were adult oriented at first. Then they 
said children can make use of them too but children cannot be dealt 
with in the same space as adults, especially young children. The 
NSP should address children more clearly and in more detail. The 
needs of children are different from adults but both are important. 
The NSP needs a specific section on children that is child-oriented 
and promotes child friendly actions and spaces. South Africa’s GBV 
prevention and safety centres are not child friendly. They are more 
geared towards older children, fourteen years and older and adults. 

 � Children’s issues should not be the focus of the NSP. The political 
impetus for the NSP came specifically from women against GBV and 
femicide. Children may fall into that frame but focusing on them in 
the NSP dilutes the impact of what it is that one is trying to do.

 � They are not adequately represented in the NSP. Whenever children 
and women’s issues are conflated, children take a back seat. The 
NSP needs to have a proper section that just deals with children. And 
then, there should be a section that deals with the interface.

 � The participant was instrumental in drafting the NSP and battled to 
ensure that children were included. She tried to get the children’s 
sector involved in the discussions leading up to the development 
of the NSP. She was deeply concerned that children were being 
forgotten. So, the children’s sector had to be mobilised to participate 
in the development of the NSP. But, it was a continuous battle. 
The voices of the women’s sector were stronger than the voices of 
the children’s sector. The children’s sector is too quiet. As a result, 
children are not adequately represented in the NSP. Children are 
really at the back of the plan. 

The NSP should 
address children more 
clearly and in more 
detail. The needs of 
children are different 
from adults but both  
are important.
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 � Not specifically and they should be. The NSP cannot be a one-size-
fits-all approach. But, the NSP is a good starting point. There is good 
use of language and the directions are on track but there is little 
clarity regarding the differences between each vulnerable group, i.e., 
LGBTI. So, the NSP is quite broad. Also, we need proper prevention, 
especially around VAC. That should be strengthened in the NSP. 
And, is the NSP the correct platform for all of this? There are other 
strategies that are currently being developed off the back of the NSP, 
such as the violence prevention strategy and the feminism strategy. 
So, the NSP could be a good starting point and then further strategies 
could provide specific clarity for each group.

 � Uncertain whether children should be included in this NSP. But, if 
one considers that a child becomes an adult when they turn 18 years 
old, it may be short sighted to not include how children are affected 
by such a huge plan as the NSP GBVF. The NSP is supposed to be 
holistic but it is quite narrow in who its primary beneficiaries are.

Q2  WHAT�GAPS�HAVE�YOU�IDENTIFIED?

 � Government, mainly DSD, needs to play a more forceful role. 
They are not fulfilling their mandate. They need to be active and 
robust to ensure that children are better represented in the NSP. 
CSOs are doing the work of government but many do not have the 
funding to provide the necessary services or to participate in the 
implementation of the NSP. CSOs would gladly come on board but 
there are no incentives for them to do this. There are no benefits 
given to CSOs to participate adequately.

 � The NSP is written in broad terms. There are no clear guidelines for 
its implementation. 

 � If there are gaps in children’s services, is the NSP the correct place 
to address it?

 � Each pillar needs to specifically address children. At the moment, 
they are too generic. Children don’t have a voice in the NSP and 
its implementation. We need them to be heard. Also, there is not 
enough about prevention programmes for children, which start 
way before adulthood. And, programmes should start with young 
mothers. The prevention programmes should include parenting 
programmes. Then, where are the programmes for men?

There is not enough about 
prevention programmes 
for children, which start 
way before adulthood. 
And, programmes should 
start with young 
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 � As a whole, there are a number of gaps in the NSP. The pressure to 
deliver results has resulted in people reporting on anything they do. 
There is a lot of emphasis on activities and not on impact. Finally, 
CSOs are thin on the ground on the pillars. So, the pillars do not 
actually reflect the intersectoral collaboration that the NSP wants.

 � Children are completely absent. In all the pillars children’s sector 
representatives are absent. Even with the NSP, children are an 
afterthought.

 � Programmes for children do not feature well in the pillars, other than 
pillar 2 to a certain extent. The pillars need to include programmes 
that enable children to learn from all interventions (justice, economic 
etc). The NSP must take a life course approach to ending GBV, 
intervene at all stages of life from childhood to adulthood, and this 
must be reflected across all the pillars and programmes. And, the 
children’s sector must come together otherwise it will be quietened by 
the strength of the women’s sector. There also needs to be research 
done that focuses on building evidence of the violence experienced 
by children. The thinking is that by helping a women, you help a 
child. This is not correct! A child has their own rights. Some women 
are abusers of children too. So, the NSP implementation process is 
forgetting children.

 � The implementation of the NSP is major concern. Each pillar has its 
action plans but there is not enough in terms of actual implementation. 
There is no clear M&E process. So, how is implementation being 
monitored? For children, they are not really mentioned in the NSP.  
It is very adult-oriented.

Q3  �WHAT�IS�THE�ROLE�AND�FUNCTION�OF�CIVIL�SOCIETY�IN�THE�
IMPLEMENTATION�OF�THE�NSP�GBVF?

 � The idea behind the NSP is that it is government and civil society 
taking hands together to stop GBVF. But, that allows government to 
negate its responsibility. It seems that government is using this plan 
(not maliciously) to place equal responsibility of implementation on 
CSOs. This would be ok if they also funded CSOs to do it. Even CSOs 
who do receive funds from DSD, this would not be enough to deliver 
on the NSP. But, CSOs are expected to deliver as a “moral obligation”.

 � CSOs play a very critical role because they have their ears on the 
ground. They can give input on how to drive the NSP forward. 
Implementation of the NSP would be more successful with 
participation from CSOs.

The NSP must take a 
life course approach to 
ending GBV, intervene 
at all stages of life 
from childhood to 
adulthood, and this 
must be reflected 
across all the pillars 
and programmes.
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 � CSOs have a big role to play. Government is not up to the task. 
Government needs assistance from CSOs to be there for victims, 
especially in rural provinces. A prosecutor cannot give a victim 
counselling. CSOs, including Faith-based organisations, can play 
a role. CSOs need to lead the process and actions on the ground. 
They need to take an active role. They can’t wait for government 
departments anymore. There needs to be a more active role taken 
across all sectors of civil society.

 � How is implementing the NSP any different from what CSOs are 
doing every day? They must get on with what they are already doing. 
They should step back and think about alternatives: what are the 
problems and what are the solutions. Strategies like the NSP provide 
broad, often non-specific solutions and then CSOs go out and try to 
find problems that fit those solutions. Especially because the NSP is 
directed at women and other marginalised adults. But, CSOs already 
know what the problems are and what they can do.

 � Usually anything that is developed by government ends up being 
implemented by CSOs. This is largely because an NGO that receives 
government subsidy must implement government programmes 
to keep that subsidy. Government role-players pass on the role 
of implementation to NGOs on the ground, as the NGOs have 
direct access to the communities and the ability to work with the 
people, and government role-players are over stretched and under-
resourced. So, CSOs will really be the best boots on the ground for 
the implementation of the plan. Even the children’s sector has had to 
support women during COVID because services have been so limited 
over lockdowns. CSOs are in the communities and can continue to 
access the people. But, they can’t decide on who to help, so the 
services have had to be widened to include any victims, whether 
adults or children.

 � Most social services programmes are run by CSOs. They are on the 
ground more than government. CSOs are called to implement these 
strategies, but with limited resources. If an organisation is working 
with GBV or children, they are expected to add new programmes that 
come out of these strategies, with no extra funding. In 2012/2013, 
National Treasury said that child protection in South Africa is 
completely underfunded. Nothing has changed since then. Child 
protection organisations should implement specific programmes 
aimed at the prevention of GBV.

 � It is a combination of support and making sure the ground gets 
covered. CSOs have more flexibility and reach than government 
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actors and can, therefore, action the goals of the pillars. CSOs are 
the ones who carry out the actions on the ground. They should also 
be able to hold government accountable for the realisation of the 
NSP. A big problem, however, is that CSOs are restricted to doing the 
activities that they have received funding for. So, unless government 
pays them to implement the actions of the pillars, they may not be 
able to do that.

 � CSOs are vital and especially during COVID. Government officials are 
not at all available. So, CSOs are the backbone of the implementation 
of the NSP. Of concern, there are no programmes for perpetrators 
and few for children and certainly none where the two are integrated. 
Children need to experience the change and see it concretely. All the 
funding is going to academics but there is no replication of what they 
research and develop on the ground. There are already effective 
CSO services but no money to test efficacy.

 � CSOs must ensure that they have their own common plan to 
implement the NSP. They must look inward to advance the rights of 
children through: profiling children, becoming the voice of children, 
identifying and describing the situations faced by children and acting 
on these.

 � The question is: do we have that role? CSOs already offer services, 
irrespective of the NSP. The NSP is for government and it gives 
structure to what CSOs are already doing. But, the critical role, if any, 
is to evaluate if the NSP is being implemented by government. So, it 
is essential to have research organisations, that can be objective, to 
evaluate the implementation. CSOs must be consulted but not made 
responsible for implementation as they do not have the resources 
and funds to do that.

Q4  �HOW� CAN� CSOS� BE� STRENGTHENED� TO� IMPLEMENT� THE�
NSP?

 � Funding but also, if one looks at Pillar 3’s actions, such as, more FCS 
and TCCs etc, CSOs cannot directly deliver on this. What CSOs should 
do is provide oversight to ensure that government delivers on their 
promises. But, again, not all CSOs have the capacity or resources to 
do this. So, CSOs must be capacitated to provide that oversight.

 � Children’s sector CSOs must be encouraged and motivated about 
their value in the implementation of the NSP. The women’s sector is a 
very intimidating sector. 

All the funding is going  
to academics but there 
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 � Possibly through funding. But, they need to start in each district and 
start running relevant programmes for victims. CSOs can change 
attitudes and behaviours, whereas government can’t really do that. 
CSOs should be organised within a community. They can do activities 
without money. They can do things differently – think out of the box. 
Look at new ways to implement initiatives.

 � They must do what they are already doing! But, be better, cleverer and 
driven by facts and data.

 � Education of the CSOs on the NSP first. Most of the community-based 
organisations probably don’t know what is in the plan or what it 
means. So, it will be essential to educate them on the plan, its purpose 
and the services that are being offered. Also, of course, funding!

 � CSOs need much more funding and resources.
 � Give them money to do the things government wants them to do. It 

was understood that funds would be given to organisations to do this 
work but there is no clarity on this funding – who it should go to, for 
what etc.

 � There need to be real partnerships between government and NGOs. 
Also, government must put their people to work, CSOs are carrying 
too much of the load.

 � The saying goes: you can’t have responsibility without authority and 
CSOs do not have the authority. CSOs have no power or authority to 
implement the NSP. They can only continue offering the services that 
they already offer, which will strengthen the NSP process.

Q5  �WHAT�BARRIERS� EXIST� TO� THE� IMPLEMENTATION�OF� THE�
NSP�GBVF�BY�CSOS?

 � Lack of capacity and resources. In terms of the former, it is not only 
capacity to implement that is a barrier but also the unequal power 
relationship between government and civil society. And also, the 
definition of a CSO. Is it anyone who can tune into zoom? Is it an 
organisation or an individual? Is it an individual representing an 
organisation? It is not one animal like government is. The CSO that 
this plan speaks to is one that gets onto a Pillar and then uses that 
to drive its own agenda. So, the NSP is influenced by too many 
idea-makers under the umbrella of civil society. This can cause the 
implementation of the NSP to become too broad and, therefore, 
weaker. It could be a powerful space for an organisation or 
individual because they can push their agenda. But, it can heavily 
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skew the focus and purpose of the NSP, which could lead to good 
and bad outcomes. Also, one cannot expect CSOs to contribute 
to Pillar reports on implementation of the NSP if they are not  
government funded. 

 � CSOs need to work together and with other stakeholders. It takes 
an effort. For government, trying to find the organisations to work 
with is very difficult. CSO visibility is lacking and they don’t connect 
with the right people in government. It needs a conscious effort by 
CSOs to be more visible.

 � In-fighting between CSOs is a problem. There is no collaboration. 
They need to do more thinking, documenting, reflecting, and more 
experimenting with new programmes. They need to do more 
research – what is the problem and is the NSP going to fix it? 

 � Not knowing what the NSP means in terms of what programmes 
should be implemented, by whom and with what resources. Also, 
CSOs are expected to continue with services even if subsidies and 
funding are reduced or removed. This places CSOs in a difficult 
position – they have gained the trust of their communities to offer 
services, then they take the services away. There needs to be a 
clear plan for CSOs regarding the implementation of the NSP, and 
guaranteed resources to sustain the plan.

 � Lack of resources, both physical and financial. But also, CSOs are not 
listened to about what programmes are needed to prevent GBV and 
VAC. They need to include parenting programmes and programmes 
for males. All programmes need to start earlier, before violence can 
occur, when children are young, when mothers are pregnant. But, 
there is little focus on those programmes. The focus is only once 
the problem already exists. There is no problem with the quality of 
people’s skills. CSOs train and skill their staff well and continuously. 
The problem is there is a high turnover of staff because government 
positions pay more and salaries are guaranteed. CSOs can’t 
provide that and, as a result, staff take on government positions. 
Also, there is no parity of funding across provinces. In most cases, 
government subsidies and other funding is received in arrears. The 
women’s sector and the children’s sector need to work together.  
At the moment, there is a disconnect for children under the age 
of 14 years. The NSP must either completely include children and 
expand on children’s rights and needs, or take it out completely. 
But then, the children’s sector must still be at the forefront of the 
GBV fight. Both issues must be promoted equally.
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 � CSOs are too dependent on funding from government. There is 
a big power difference between government and CSOs. Current 
partnerships between government and CSOs are not working.

 � The CSOs themselves are a barrier. They need to step up, stop being 
fragmented and working alone, and stop pushing their individual 
agendas. There is also a lack of data from the children’s sector. They 
must provide evidence of what they are saying. They are not standing 
together. Once one accepts the limitations one experiences, like lack 
of funds, one will never make an impact! Even this research must be 
used to inform action.

 � CSOs do not have the authority to implement the NSP. They offer 
services. Their mandate is not to implement the NSP but to continue 
with their services, which will strengthen the implementation of  
the NSP.

  FINDINGS

There is very definite agreement amongst all of the participants that 
children’s issues are not adequately reflected in the NSP. However, this 
raised the question of whether children should, in fact, be included in 
the NSP GBVF or whether this plan should focus primarily on women, 
including children only where they become applicable to issues of 
GBV. Participants were divided. Those coming from organisations 
representing the children’s sector were obviously in favour of children 
being included in the NSP and were of the opinion that the NSP did 
not go far enough to protect children. Those who represented the 
women’s sector believed that children should not be a primary focus 
in the NSP as the focus was on gender-based violence. 

It was argued that violence against children is not conceptualised 
the same way as GBV and could not be forced into this framework. 
GBVF does not adequately address the different ways that children 
experience violence. There are definitely links between the two, as in 
the case of domestic violence, but it does not include violence within 
families, which is a primary cause of violence against children. It was 
argued that including children in the NSP was tantamount to forcing 
children into a gender issue.

There is also a lack 
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They are not standing 

together. 



2121

There was also general agreement that the NSP had numerous gaps as 
far as children were concerned, and some of the following were raised:

 � Violence in families has been overlooked and is completely ignored, 
yet this is a causal factor of VAC.

 � NSP does not address children’s issues in detail, and this is 
problematic because the needs of children are different from those 
of adults. The NSP needs to be more child-oriented and promote 
child friendly actions and spaces. 

 � The NSP does not deal with prevention of violence against children.
 � The pillars of the NSP are too generic and don’t cater to the voice of 

the child.
 � Prevention programmes should focus on parenting programmes. 
 � Male children are excluded in the greater part of the NSP.
 � Research is needed to build evidence of the violence experienced by 

children. Children also experience violence at the hands of women.
 � The implementation of the NSP is major concern. Each pillar 

has its action plans but there is not enough in terms of actual 
implementation. There is no clear M&E process. 

The overall consensus seems to be that the NSP does not focus 
sufficiently on violence against children and, as a result of this, there 
are numerous gaps relating to children, particularly in terms of 
understanding the nature of violence against children in South Africa 
and the prevention thereof. 

It was accepted by the participants that civil society organisations play 
a very critical role in the successful implementation of the NSP as they 
have the practical experience of working with victims on the ground. 
However, their role has not been adequately clarified in the NSP. It 
would seem that the NSP promotes the concept that government and 
civil society work together in the implementation of the strategic plan, 
but this raises serious issues in terms of funding and accessibility.

A major concern related to the absence of an understanding of what 
the definition of a CSO was. There is no clarity in the NSP as to what a 
CSO is and what their exact role in the NSP would be. What would the 
requirements be to qualify as a CSO in terms of the NSP since CSOs have 
very different compositions and agendas and are not all accessible in all 
regions of the country? CSOs do not speak with one voice, depending 
on their agenda, as was highlighted in these very interviews. Those 
organisations who were women-focused did not believe that children 
should be included in the NSP, while those who were children-focused 

The NSP needs to be 
more child-oriented and 
promote child friendly 
actions and spaces.
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had the opposite belief. This is exacerbated by the fact that there is a lot 
of competition for resources between CSOs and very little collaboration. 
CSOs are not organised in any form of structure, or belong to any 
overseeing body, which means communication between various CSOs 
is virtually impossible.

CSOs do not receive sufficient funding or resources to implement the 
NSP, but they have direct access to the communities and the ability to 
work with the people. They are better able to implement programmes 
for victims as they are organised within communities. However, 
unless funded, CSOs have no obligation to report to government on 
their activities and this is exacerbated by the fact that CSOs are not 
uniformly accessible across the country. In addition, CSOs need to be 
capacitated so that they understand the contents of the NSP and their 
roles within this framework.

It was argued that the NSP should be the responsibility of government 
and should give structure to the work that CSOs are already doing. 
CSOs should not be responsible for the implementation of the NSP, 
but should have the critical role of evaluating if and how the NSP is 
being implemented by government. Since CSOs are unable to directly 
implement many of the actions required by the NSP, such as, for 
instance, the increase in the number of sexual offences courts and 
Thuthuzela Care Centres, it was argued that they should be responsible 
for oversight to ensure that government delivers. However, not all 
CSOs have the capacity or resources to do this and would have to be 
capacitated to do so. There needs to be a clear plan for CSOs regarding 
the implementation of the NSP, and guaranteed resources to sustain 
the plan.

Unless funded, CSOs 
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5 CONCLUSION

Violence against children has reached pandemic proportions in South 
Africa. This has been exacerbated by Covid-19 and children are facing 
an increased risk of abuse and violence. As a result, government is 
under pressure to respond to this plague of violence threatening the 
very fabric of society. It is possibly for this reason that it was decided to 
include children within the NSP GBVF. Admirable as the gesture may be, 
this has given rise to a great deal of confusion and frustration as parties 
try to understand how violence against children fits within the gender-
based violence mandate of NSP.

An analysis of the NSP GBVF as well as information obtained from 
interviews conducted with representatives from both CSOs and 
government has identified the following concerns regarding the 
position of children within the NSP GBVF.

1. First and foremost, at the very crux of the matter, is the question 
of terminology and the need to clarify definitions. The NSP has two 
definitions of GBV, one (in the definition section) which is gender 
neutral and another in the body of the strategy which refers to women. 
From the terminology used throughout the strategy, it seems clear that 
the central focus of the NSP is on women and GBV, and children are 
relevant as a subsidiary focus where they interact with this concept. 
There is no clear definition of VAC as there are sometimes references 
to girl children and then only to children. International norms include 
boy children as falling within the parameters of GBV, but this is unclear 
in the NSP. This lack of a clear outline and discussion in the NSP as to 
what VAC includes and how it falls within the parameters of the NSP 
GBVF give rise to confusion as to what role children play within this 
framework and what responses they are entitled to. 

If VAC is included in GBV, and there is some international authority 
for this view, then there are numerous gaps within the NSP relating 
to children. There is no examination of the drivers of VAC and how 
these can be prevented, no acknowledgment of the importance of 
family and parent programmes or the protection of children online. 

If the NSP’s main focus 
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However, if the NSP’s main focus is on GBV and children are only included as a subsidiary 
vulnerable group, then the argument of gaps in the NSP relating to children is no longer valid.

2. There is still a great deal of disagreement amongst CSOs as to whether VAC should be 
included in the NSP GBVF or not, although all seem to be in agreement that children are not 
adequately represented. The great shortcoming in the NSP is that it does not address this 
issue directly, and this is crucial to determining whether children are adequately represented 
in terms of the mandate of the NSP. If VAC is to receive the same focus as GBV and the 
position of children strengthened within the NSP, then the NSP itself would have to clarify this 
expressly and explain how this will be accomplished.

3. There is no clarity in the NSP as to what a CSO is and what their exact role with respect to 
the NSP would be. CSOs have different structures, compositions and areas of focus and it 
is unclear whether they would have to fulfil certain requirements. In addition, they do not 
belong to any regulatory body and there is no standardised pathway for communication 
between CSOs.

4. Although the NSP GBVF endorses joint collaboration between CSOs and government, it is 
clear that CSOs are unable to directly implement many of the actions required by the NSP and 
would in these instances only be able to be responsible for oversight to ensure government 
delivers. It was nevertheless accepted by the participants in the interviews that CSOs can 
play a very critical role in the successful implementation of the NSP as they have the practical 
experience of working with victims on the ground and are, therefore, in a better position to 
implement programmes. However, their role has not been adequately clarified in the NSP. 

5. Although certain CSOs would be able to implement programmes under the various pillars 
and would be able to perform oversight functions, they would require funding and resources 
to do this and would have to be capacitated to do so.

In order to strengthen CSOs to amplify the voices of the children in the NSP GBVF, it is necessary 
to clarify clearly in the NSP its main focus and how VAC fits within this framework. When the 
position of VAC is clarified within the NSP, it will be possible to identify more accurately what the 
gaps relating to children are, if any. The definition of CSOs must be addressed as well as their 
exact role in the implementation of the NSP. There needs to be a clear plan for CSOs regarding 
the implementation of the NSP and how this will be funded and capacitated.
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