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Executive Summary
This report presents the findings of a study that explores the responses and perceptions of local development
agencies (LDAs) to gender-based violence in rural and peri-urban communities, where they work. This project
focuses on LDAs – community- based organisations (CBOs) which are supported by the Social Change
Assistance Trust (SCAT) through funding, mentorship and capacity building – to shed light on the pivotal
role that they play in marginalised communities where limited access to resources and virtually non-existent
government service delivery are the norm.
This research is a collaboration between SCAT and the Centre for Law and Society at the University of Cape
Town. Using participatory action research (PAR) inspired methods, which sought to empower participants
in the research process, we mapped the LDAs’ understandings and experiences of gender-based violence
in their communities and what initiatives they are using to directly assist survivors. The project also aimed
to understand how the LDAs network with other organisations to create a local response, how they raise
awareness about the problem of gender-based violence, and what local dynamics and obstacles they face in
doing this work. Data for the project was collected through focus groups and participant observation at two
gender-based violence training workshops organised for LDAs by SCAT.

The LDAs’ Understandings of Gender-Based Violence
The LDAs identified that gender and vulnerability underlie the problem of gender-based violence, and that
while these forms of violence are perpetrated against men and boys too, women and girls and LGBTIQ people
are overwhelmingly the victims of this kind of abuse. A number of participants noted that customary practices
can fuel violence against women. Deeper discussion revealed a much less settled picture, showing that the
LDAs understandings relied in some cases on problematic patriarchal views. There was disagreement on
whether gender-based violence refers only to behaviours that are perpetrated within the home or whether it
included incidents that happened elsewhere in communities between strangers. The LDAs acknowledged that
their lack of clear understanding of gender-based violence was problematic and meant that they may have
missed example of this kind of violence in their own practice and communities too.

Personal Journeys: The Stories of the Women Behind the Work
Many of the female LDAs have long, brutal histories of violence and abuse which were surfaced through the
research process, and which many of their male colleagues were unaware of. The LDAs often feel helpless
when they see abuse in their inner circles, and are frustrated when they can’t intervene successfully, often
with dire consequences. While the LDA women are extraordinarily brave and committed (in part because of
their own histories) they carry trauma which is exacerbated by the stories they hear in the course of their work.
There is therefore an urgent need for accessible forms of psycho-social support for staff.

LDAs’ Strategies for Change
The LDAs utilise a range of strategies and skills to assist clients who are survivors, and to raise awareness about
gender-based violence within their communities. LDA staff often go beyond what is expected of them by their
organisations, showing their immense levels of dedication to this work.
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a)

Paralegal support: The majority of the LDAs are community advice offices, and therefore paralegal
services are central to how the organisations assist survivors of gender-based violence. Paralegal services
include setting out legal options for the clients; informing clients of their rights; helping clients to file
cases and accompanying clients through key parts of the justice-seeking process.

b) Other direct forms of support: Outside of paralegal support, the LDAs use a vast array of tools to
assist clients. The kinds of interventions that they may use include: counselling for clients –sometimes in
staff members’ own homes; intervening in situations of violence to rescue women from physical harm;
arranging or providing shelter for survivors; using personal resources to transport clients for the purpose
of securing help; and providing food and supplies to women and children.
c)

Stakeholder networks: Stakeholder relationships are an important means through which LDAs strengthen
their efforts. The LDAs have strategically developed relationships with a range of local institutions. This
network encompasses: the police, local schools, the Department of Social Development (DSD) (including
social workers), traditional leaders, health care providers, Community Policing Forums, other non-profit
organisations that do work on gender and violence, law clinics and law firms. These collaboration networks
not only help with information sharing and case referrals, but can also create a mechanism to hold other
stakeholders in their networks to account.

d)

Awareness-raising: The LDAs frequently use campaigns to raise awareness about gender-based violence.
Campaigns are at times targeted to designated groups, such as youth and men. The campaigns involve
a diversity of mediums such as dramatic plays, support groups, prayer groups, social media messaging,
talent shows and youth leadership training. LDAs are also proactive in using protests and publicity around
specific gender-based violence cases in the criminal justice system. As part of this work they go to court
to protest for the rights of survivors and to show support.

Barriers to the LDAs’ Gender-Based Violence Work
There are considerable challenges to the work that the LDAs do. This is because of certain key factors including
the wide-ranging and lasting consequences of violence that results from gender inequalities; the distinct
nature of victims’ help-seeking journeys; poorly functioning state resources; and lack of access to essential
institutions due to spatial inequalities. In the face of high rates of gender-based violence, all of these aspects
heighten the responsibilities of the LDAs in supporting their communities.
a)

Patriarchal and conservative views held by some LDA staff: A small minority of participants expressed
gender discriminatory beliefs, especially in relation to male sexual entitlement. As a result, these personal
views may impact on the quality and depth of support they offer to gender-based violence survivors.

b) Under-utilisation of LDA gender-based violence services by their communities: Some LDAs do not
receive as many gender-based violence clients. This is probably because the community is unaware that
they are able to assist with gender-based violence cases and because of the stigma around being seen
to be asking for help for certain kinds of violence such as intimate partner violence (IPV) and child sexual
abuse (CSA).
c)

8

The need for increased knowledge, skills and visibility: A significant portion of the LDAs are highly
experienced in tackling gender-based violence, but a number of participants expressed that they would
benefit from increasing their knowledge about gender-based violence and building additional skills to
assist clients. Some LDAs did not realise how broad gender-based violence is, having thought it referred
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to physical and sexual domestic violence only. Many key terms and resources about gender and violence
are in English, which poses a barrier for most LDAs in accessing information.
d)

The complexities of victims help-seeking journeys: The help-seeking journeys of survivors of abuse are
complicated because they are influenced by family and cultural expectations, as well as socioeconomic
limitations. This in turn makes LDA intervention efforts less straightforward. The stresses placed on the
LDAs are compounded by discriminatory attitudes, disinterest and poor training of police, court personnel,
social workers, and health care providers who recurrently do not help survivors. Even though the LDAs
understand these dynamics of help-seeking, and can empathise with women’s constrained choices,
they characterised the cycles of reconciliation as a source of difficulty in their work. There is a need to
properly skill LDAs to support victims as they make their decisions to seek help, and to provide debriefing
and support services to LDAs who may experience frustration and helplessness at their sometimesunsuccessful attempts to provide safety and assistance to victims.

e)

Spatial Inequalities and Limited Access to Resources: Based in rural areas, not all the LDAs are located
near to police stations, clinics, or even social workers. This limits the kinds of support they can rely upon
and compels them to travel far distances to try to find help for their clients. Accessing health care for
clients who have been raped or sexually assaulted is one of the main ways that spatial inequality affects the
LDAs. It is a very taxing process to find health care providers who can perform the rape kit (medico-legal)
examination. Even where state institutions are located in the communities, many are under-resourced and
under-performing, which intensifies the pressure on the LDAs to help survivors seek appropriate resolution.

f)

Limited Financial Resources: The LDAs cite lack of funds as an obstacle to their gender-based violence
work. Due to limited resources, they are unable to travel farther out into the rural areas to reach more
people. Additional funds could also be utilised for supporting shelters that closed down, doing more
community training and conducting outreach programmes, amongst other things. Funding is needed for
workshops and campaigns in communities and for salaries for staff who can support survivors of violence.

g)

Problems with Service Delivery by State and Non-State Actors: The LDAs viewed interacting with
police, social workers, health care professionals and courts in their communities as overwhelmingly
negative. The services provided to rape survivors is a particularly problematic issue for the LDAs, who
are frequently located far from one-stop rape care centres. The police were identified as providing very
poor service to victims of gender-based violence, but LDAs were also frustrated by long delays in court
processes. Many cases that the rural LDAs deal with involve traditional leaders, although they also often
handle cases in ways that neither the LDAs, nor their clients, agree with or find satisfactory.

Gender-Based Violence Affecting the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex,
Queer+ Community
The LDAs acknowledged the increased incidence of brutal homophobic and transphobic violence in the
communities that they serve, as well as the discriminatory treatment that these groups suffer at the hands
state agencies, particularly the police and healthcare system. Many of the barriers that the LDAs identified
in assisting their clients (outlined above) are intensified when the victims identify as LGBTIQ+. The need
for services that are tailored to serve the needs of LGBTIQ+ people is growing, but few LDAs have either
programmes or expertise in assisting this community. There is therefore an important opportunity for further
training to skill and sensitise LDA staff across the network about the issues that face LGBTIQ+ clients, and for
the development of advocacy and support for sexual and gender minorities within the larger LDA network.
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Children as an Under-Served Group in Gender-Based Violence Service Provision
The LDAs highlighted the dire circumstances that children in their communities find themselves in as invisible
victims of gender-based violence. These children are frequently caught up in the cycles of violence between
their parents, are affected by the use or abuse of alcohol and/or drugs in their homes and are be neglected
or abandoned by their caregivers. The LDAs described that there is little protection for these children as they
are often abused by the people who should care for them and are failed by a crumbling and dysfunctional
state system. Children are one of the greatest challenges for the LDAs, not only because of the unavailability
of accessible services for child victims of violence in their communities, but also because of the difficulty of
intervening in these cases. Child victims therefore often still remain at risk despite the LDAs’ efforts. There is
therefore an opportunity for the LDA network to be supported to develop locally relevant response models
for this constituency, and for the development of advocacy strategies aimed at improving service provision by
the state.

Recommendations
The recommendations detailed at the end of the report fall under four categories, and all envision the
involvement of funders and other stakeholders:
1.

Strengthening: Strengthening the gender-based violence work of community organisations through
building knowledge about gender-based violence (including among the LGBTIQ+ community);
capitalising on organisational networks through social media; and improving internal protocols for
handling cases.

2.

Stakeholder relationships: Maintaining and building stakeholder relationships as these are key for
augmenting the work of community organisations.

3.

Visibility and reach: Increasing LDAs’ visibility and reach through publicising services available to the
community; and carrying out campaigns based on local needs.

4.

Wellbeing of staff and volunteers: Maintaining the wellbeing of LDA staff through the identification
of affordable or free one-on-one counselling opportunities; and establishing internal mechanisms for
debriefing during ongoing gender-based violence work.
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1. INTRODUCTION
This research project set out to assess how Local Development Agencies (LDAs), which are grantee partners
of the Social Change Assistance Trust (SCAT), are engaging with gender-based violence cases in their
communities. We were interested in understanding the dynamics and forms of gendered violence that manifest,
what recourse is available for survivors to draw upon and what prevention initiatives are impactful in these
locales. The project was therefore framed to explicitly centre the SCAT LDAs’ experiences of providing genderbased violence response and prevention in rural communities, and is underpinned by an understanding that
women are disproportionately the victims of gender-based violence and that their vulnerability to violence
is fuelled and shaped by a range of factors, including socio-cultural norms, economic marginalisation and
limited service delivery.
This research is a collaboration between SCAT and the Centre for Law and Society at the University of Cape
Town. Using participatory action research (PAR) inspired framing, which sought to empower participants in the
research process, we used qualitative empirical methods to map the LDAs’ understandings and experiences
of gender-based violence in their communities and explore what they are doing to directly assist survivors of
gendered violence. The project also aimed to understand how the LDAs network with other organisations to
create a local response, how they raise awareness about the problem of gender-based violence, and
what local dynamics and obstacles they face in doing this work. Data for the project was collected through
focus groups and participant observation at two gender-based violence training workshops organised for
LDAs by SCAT. The workshops created the space for LDA participants to gain inspiration from one another, to
learn more about gender and how it intersects with violence, and to generate new ideas for achieving local
transformation. From a research perspective, the workshops and focus groups provided a valuable opportunity
to document the approaches that the LDAs have been employing to effect change, the challenges they face
in doing gender-based violence work, and their own ideas for initiatives and support that can improve their
own practice.

Gender-Based Violence in South Africa
The definition of the term gender-based violence is far from settled – in some circles it is defined quite narrowly,
while in others it encompasses a more expansive, inclusive definition that captures many different types of
violence. At its core, the term refers to “violence that occurs as a result of the normative role expectations
associated with each gender, along with the unequal power relationships between the two genders, within the
context of a specific society” (Bloom 2008: 14). The United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence
Against Women (UN Doc. A/RES/48/104, 20 December 1993) defines gender-based violence as follows:
Any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or
psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary
deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life … Violence against women
shall be understood to encompass, but not be limited to, the following: physical, sexual and
psychological violence occurring in the family, including battering, sexual abuse of female children in
the household, dowry-related violence, marital rape, female genital mutilation and other traditional
practices harmful to women, non-spousal violence and violence related to exploitation … sexual
harassment and intimidation at work, in educational institutions and elsewhere, trafficking in women
and forced prostitution … and violence … perpetrated or condoned by the state.
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The term gender-based violence therefore refers to violence that takes place inside and outside the home,
within families or elsewhere in society. While gender-based violence includes behaviours that we would
commonly refer to in South Africa as domestic violence, sexual offences and child abuse (including sexual
abuse), it also refers to other forms of violence perpetrated against people because of their gender. In South
Africa, as elsewhere in the world, the primary victims of gendered violence are women and children (even
though men and boys can also sometimes be victims). This is because one of the foundational drivers of this
form of abuse is patriarchy, a system in which “men are seen as very different from, and more highly valued
than women” (The Other Foundation 2016: 10). Women and girls who are marginalised – for example those
who live in poverty, live in rural or remote areas, who are migrants, refugees or displaced people, or are elderly
– are particularly vulnerable to gender-based violence (UN Doc. A/RES/48/104, 20 December 1993).
Getting accurate statistics on gender-based violence is notoriously problematic. Gender-based violence is
often described as the ‘dark figure’ of crime because more than half of all crimes are not reported to police.
The intensely personal nature of these crimes, victims’ fear of retaliation or their feelings of self-blame at having
been victimized (often at the hands of their intimate partner) underpin victims’ failure to report. The range of
abuses that women experience is not always reflected in statutory definitions, or women may not know that
what has happened to them is defined as abusive under the law, and that they qualify for protection from the
criminal justice system. These problems are compounded by a lack of access to justice created by physical,
geographical and social barriers, which means that the proportion of unreported incidents is arguably far
higher (Moult 2010).
Recognising that statistics need to be read with caution, the available data still attests to the vulnerability of
women and children to gendered violence in our country. While the crime rate in general has decreased in
recent years, violent crimes against women have instead increased (StatsSA 2018, SAPS 2019). The South African
Police Service (SAPS) recorded 52,420 sexual offences in the 2018/19 reporting period, which represents an
average of 114 rapes reported to the police per day. Among these reported cases, ninety percent of victims
of sexual violence above the age of 10 were female, and an alarming 46.5% of victims of sexual assault were
children (Ramalefo 2020). Findings from a nationally representative study of children showed not only that
sexual violence against children is highly prevalent in South Africa (roughly 15% of girls and 10% of boys)
but that these young people are also highly likely to have experienced other forms of violence too (Ward et
al 2018). Although not generalisable, smaller-scale studies with men in South Africa have shown that over a
quarter of these men admitted to having raped a woman or girl (Jewkes et al 2009). Just over 50% of female
homicides in South Africa are the result of intimate partner violence (Abrahams et al 2009), and some 80% of
rural women in the Southern Cape reported that they are victims of domestic violence (Artz 1999).
The statistics presented above paint a rather chilling picture of the ways that gender-based violence is
deeply ingrained in South African society, and cuts across geographic, cultural, linguistic and socio-economic
boundaries. This kind of violence has become such a “lived reality” for South Africans that it is no longer “an
individual problem, but a social one, one that is embedded within, and emerges from, our history, and our
present unequal social, economic and cultural relations” (Albertyn et al 2007). Experiences of gender-based
violence heightens fear and mistrust of men, friends and strangers for not only the victims themselves, but also
their families, others close to them and the community as a whole (Govender, 2003). Gender-based violence
also impacts South Africa’s economy and undermines efforts to reduce poverty, particularly among women
(CGE 2016). A 2016 report estimates, for example, that gender-based violence costs South Africa somewhere
in the region of R28.4 to R42.4 billion per year, which amounts to between 0.9 to 1.3 per cent of our annual
GDP (KPMG, 2014).
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In recognition of the extent and seriousness of the problem, the South African government has not only ratified
international instruments, but also enacted a progressive legislative framework that both provides protections
for victims of violence, and places an obligation on the state to respond. We discuss this framework below.

The Law and Policy Framework on Gender-Based Violence
South Africa is a party to a number of key international instruments that define gender-based violence and
its consequences. These include, amongst others, the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action, the 1997 SADC
Declaration on Gender and Development, the 2003 Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’
Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (the Maputo Protocol) and the 1979 UN Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).
Post-1994, the South African government has also comprehensively reformed the laws addressing sexual and
gender-based violence. The expansive Bill of Rights contained in the Constitution protects the right to dignity,
life, security of person, and the right to be free from discrimination, violence, and cruel treatment for all people,
regardless of sex, gender or sexual orientation. A body of laws gives life to the provisions contained in the
Constitution: The Domestic Violence Act (116 of 1998), the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Related Matters)
Amendment Act (32 of 2007) and the Children’s Act (38 of 2005) are the prime examples among these.
The Domestic Violence Act (DVA) aims to provide the maximum protection under the law for victims of domestic
and intimate partner violence. The Act sets a broad definition of what constitutes domestic violence1, and
expands the definition of ‘domestic’ relationships2, making it possible for same-sex partners or partners who
are not married to access protection. The Act provides for a range of remedies including issuing a protection
order or being referred to help services such as being taken to a medical facility or shelter (among other
things). The DVA explicitly acknowledges the state’s duty to protect women and children from violence, and
creates positive duties for state role players, including SAPS, to act. The Sexual Offences Act redefined the
offence of rape, making it gender neutral, and introduced a range of new offences, including offences against
children and persons with disabilities. The Act and its associated regulatory framework also provide for a range
of protective measures to be put in place for victims of sexual offences. These include the establishment of
Thuthuzela Care Centres3, the provision of psychosocial care, and the use of facilities such as giving testimony
via CCTV or through an intermediary to reduce the secondary trauma for victims during trial. The Children’s
Act contains a broad range of provisions that are aimed at ensuring the protection, care and well-being of
children, and that allow for the realisation of children’s constitutional rights. The Act and its policy framework
set out a comprehensive set of services for vulnerable children and their families, particularly focused on
prevention, early intervention and support. The Act also strengthens the formal child protection support
system and extends the available options for court orders aimed at providing care and protection that is in the
best interests of the child (September 2008).
1.

The DVA defines domestic violence as physical, sexual, emotional, verbal, psychological and economic abuse. The Act also provides
protection from intimidation, harassment, stalking, damage to property, entry into the complainant’s residence without consent, and any
other controlling and abusive behaviour towards the complainant that either harms, or is intended to cause harm to the health, safety or
well-being of the complainant (DVA, Section 1[viii]).

2.

The DVA defines ‘domestic relationship’ to include where the parties are or were married to each other (including marriage according to
any law, custom or religion); live or lived together in a relationship in the nature of marriage although they are not, or were not, married
to each other, or are not able to be married to each other (whether they are of the same or opposite sex); are the parents of a child or
are persons who have or had parental responsibility for that child (whether or not at the same time); are family members related by
consanguinity, affinity or adoption; are or were in an engagement, dating or customary relationship including an actual or perceived
romantic, intimate or sexual relationship of any duration; or they share or recently shared the same residence (DVA, Section 1[vii]).

3.

Thuthuzela Care Centres (TCCs) are one-stop rape care centres where survivors of sexual violence receive emergency medical
treatment, post-rape counselling and where the medico-legal (rape kit) examinations are performed. They are managed by the National
Prosecuting Authority (NPA), but services are provided in a partnership between the NPA, SAPS, the Department of Social Development,
the Department of Health and NGOs that provide counselling and psychosocial support services under contract to the government.
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Despite this comprehensive legal and policy framework, implementation of these laws remains poor. These
problems are systemic and mean that the majority of victims of gender-based violence who seek protection from
the state do not find adequate care, protection or resolution to their case (Artz, Jefthas & Majiet 2011; Machisa
et al 2017; Müller & Meer 2018). These implementation problems are wide-spread and are well-established
in the literature. They include issues like overburdened and under-resourced agencies, inadequately trained
officials, the lack of coordination and communication across the sectors tasked with responding to victims, a
lack of critical referral structures like shelters and psychosocial support, and a lack of political will to improve
the situation across the board (Stone & Lopes 2018, Parenzee et al 2001, Vetten 2018, SAHRC 2018, Smythe
2015, Parenzee & Smythe 2003). These deficiencies mean, for example, that police at the station level lack
critical facilities like police vans to respond to gender-based violence incidents or properly staffed and
resourced victim-friendly waiting rooms (CGE 2016). Police officers (particularly those who work in the Family
Violence, Child Protection and Sexual Offences Units) carry high caseloads, and may lack the training, skills
and knowledge to handle gender-related crimes (CGE 2016, Vetten 2018). The courts similarly suffer from
space constraints (which frequently results in the absence of waiting rooms and consultation spaces), clogged
court roles, a shortage of prosecutors, intermediaries and court preparation officers, inadequate training and
debriefing programmes for court staff and consequently high levels of burnout and turnover in personnel
(Ministerial Task Team on the Adjudication of Sexual Offence Matters 2013). Against this backdrop, we should
not be surprised that victims report poor experiences when engaging the system after a violent incident.

The Invaluable Work of Civil Society
International best practice models on gender-based violence highlight the promise of comprehensive, multisectoral, long-term collaboration between governments and civil society for preventing and responding to the
problem (WHO 2012). With the substandard enforcement of laws and inadequate operation of state health
and social welfare institutions, much of the responsibility for assisting survivors of gender-based violence in
South Africa has fallen on civil society (UN Special Rapporteur on VAW 2016, Vetten 2016). These organisations
have also undertaken advocacy in the areas of legislation and policy, training, sensitisation and awarenessraising activities, as well as research on violence against women more broadly (Sibanda-Moyo et al 2017). Their
frontline grassroots mobilisation and national campaigns have sustained pressure on government to improve
implementation and service provision, and have meant that civil society has retained a strong presence of local
NGOs in the fight against gender-based violence, and violence against women and children (Sibanda-Moyo et
al 2017).
Despite the close relationship between state and non-state actors, particularly in the arena of service provision for
victims of violence, these collaborations have not been without their challenges. Organisations in the sector have
struggled for funding, which has impacted the sustainability of their interventions and partnerships (SibandaMoyo et al 2017). The close working relationship between the state and non-state actors has simultaneously
been an opportunity for collaboration and creating innovative policy solutions, but has also created potential
for co-optation and a loss of critical distance that allows NGOs to hold the state to account (Moult 2008) . The
competition for (inadequate) state funding available for civil society organisations, and the fragmentation of the
women’s rights movement along race, class and ideological lines has also contributed to compromising their
impact (Moult 2008, UN Special Rapporteur on VAW 2016, Sibanda-Moyo et al 2017).
Notwithstanding these complexities, community-based non-profit organisations such as SCAT and their partners
are a testament to the important role that grassroots interventions play in responding to gendered violence in
local spaces.
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SCAT and the LDAs in Focus
SCAT is a veteran human rights organisation and intermediary funder that works with 30 LDAs in rural
communities. These LDAs address cross-cutting issues in the areas where they live. SCAT provides support in
the form of small grants for special projects, fieldwork, on-site assistance, monitoring and capacity-building –
broadly focused on access to justice, gender, food security and youth empowerment.
The LDAs are central to SCAT’s model, and many of these organisations would not be able to access funding if
SCAT did not fund them. SCAT provides core grants which contribute to the running costs of the organisations,
most of which are focused on promoting social justice in their communities. The LDAs develop projects in
response to local needs, seeking to create collective solutions to local issues. They also act as a link between
the community and other institutions to strengthen service delivery and governance and therefore represent
the bottom-up, people-centred development approach embraced by SCAT.
Most of the LDAs identify as Community Advice Offices (CAOs) and are staffed by a combination of paralegals,
social workers, fieldworkers, youth workers and volunteers. The LDA’s staff come from rich and diverse
backgrounds including former miners, union organisers, traditional leaders, health journalists, finance sector
employees and human rights activists. The LDAs mostly provide services like paralegal advice on issues such
as labour disputes, social grants, identity documents, birth certificates, wills, domestic issues like divorce and
violence against women and girls. The LDAs also assist with dispute resolution and monitoring of government
service delivery. Many run community gardens and youth groups.
Each LDA provides services to about 80-100 community members per month. SCAT’s network of rural,
community-based LDA partners provide much-needed services in parts of the country that bear the burden of
the country’s economic, poverty, health care, education and access to justice problems. These problems are
particularly acute in the former Bantustan areas4, where several of the LDAs in the SCAT network are located.
The LDAs’ locations range from deep-rural villages to small towns across the Western, Northern and Eastern
Cape and the Free State. Women in these communities are particularly marginalised and experience a lack
of access to basic human rights like water and sanitation, education, transport, and sexual and reproductive
health care, which perpetuates their exposure to various forms of gender-based violence (SAHRC 2018).

This Study
This report outlines the findings of a participatory study by SCAT and its research partner, the Centre for Law
and Society. The project aimed to document how the network of LDAs is responding to gender-based violence
where state institutions do not consistently function optimally, and to map the dynamics of gender violence
in their communities. The Centre for Law and Society is an innovative and multi-disciplinary hub located in
the Faculty of Law at the University of Cape Town, which strives to be a place where scholars, students and
activists engage critically with, and work together on, the challenges facing contemporary South Africa and
Africa at the intersection of law and society. Through cutting-edge socio-legal research, teaching and critical
exchange, the Centre aims to shape a new generation of lawyers, scholars, practitioners and activists working
at the law and society interface, and to build the field of responsive and relevant legal theory, scholarship and
practice. The partnership with a university- based research institution provided SCAT with rigorous guidance
on research design and implementation, which in turn built the research capacity of SCAT programme staff.
The philosophies and interests of CLS and SCAT were also substantively well aligned.
4.
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Bantustans were the so-called ‘homeland’ areas established by the apartheid state as partially ‘self-governing’ areas set aside for
respective indigenous African people along ethnic lines. These Bantustans were a major administrative mechanism set up under the
Bantu Homelands Citizenship Act of 1970 through which the apartheid state removed Black South Africans from the political system and
devolved the responsibility of running their own ‘independent governments’ in these territories, thus denying Black people protection
and rights in white-run South Africa. See, for example, Khonou (2009).
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Creating a Space for Contesting and Learning
CLS and SCAT decided on a participatory action research framing for the project because of the method’s
ability to produce change for those involved in the research and their communities. As Ellsberg and Heise
describe it, PAR is “designed to stimulate group reflection on an issue and to motivate participants to act
collectively to address the problem” (2005:75). Participatory research therefore provided a means of both
generating knowledge and influencing change. The research process created a space where LDAs could
deepen their awareness and knowledge on gender-based violence, collaboratively generate ideas and
information about the nature of gender-based violence in their communities and allow SCAT to understand
how to better capacitate the LDAs in their work.
The project was designed collaboratively with input from the teams from SCAT and CLS to ensure that the
project’s activities provided an opportunity to collect data, but also to augment the LDAs’ capacity in terms of
their gender-based violence work. The research was structured around two multi-day gender-based violence
training workshops (one in the Eastern Cape and one in the Western Cape), which were intended to create
a space for LDAs to map the nature of domestic violence cases, local response dynamics and approaches
that they have been using in their communities, as well as the obstacles that they face in doing genderbased violence work. We also aimed to understand the level of knowledge among the LDAs, and the staff’s
preparedness and ability to respond to and resolve these cases.
We used two qualitative methods for collecting data: participant observation and focus groups. Participant
observation allowed team members from CLS to take part in the workshops and get to know the participants
before facilitating the focus groups, which used a semi-structured questionnaire to explore the topics listed
above. The first workshop was held in late July 2019 in the Eastern Cape and was attended by 32 representatives
from LDAs in the region. The second workshop, which drew 28 participants from LDAs in the Western Cape,
Free State and Northern Cape, took place in Cape Town in early August 2019. The workshops represented a
balanced mix of genders, and one workshop included a transgender participant.
The workshops used practical exercises to stimulate participants’ creativity and interest, convey substantive
knowledge and skills and create connection among the participants as a group. These group activities included
drawing pictures, creating lists on large pieces of paper to visually represent the topic of discussion, as well
as acting out themes. The exercises focused on identifying the characteristics of a ‘perfect man’ and ‘perfect
woman’; picking which attributes are unchangeable or changeable in men and women; drawing pictures of
what a typical rape environment and rape survivor look like; and doing skits about the isolation of genderbased violence victims and the struggles still faced by women in South Africa.
SCAT staff facilitated the workshop sessions in languages that were accessible to the participants – in the Eastern
Cape the focus groups were conducted mainly in isiXhosa, while in the Western Cape the groups were divided
by language preference in isiXhosa, Afrikaans and English. The focus group sessions were held on the second
day of each workshop, when the participants had become familiar with one another and felt comfortable
enough to discuss the topics openly. Three simultaneous focus groups were held at each location, lasting
about two hours and with about 8-12 members per focus group. The focus groups were audio recorded with
the permission of the participants, and all notes from the workshop observations were gathered anonymously
to protect their confidentiality. After the workshops the UCT team transcribed these audio recordings, collated
their observational notes and analysed the content of the exercises and brainstorming sessions that had taken
place during the meetings. These data were thematically analysed during a two-day workshop between the
SCAT and UCT research team members. These themes form the framework of this report.

Striving for Change From Within

17

The project received research ethics clearance from the Faculty of Law Research Ethics Committee at the
University of Cape Town. Outside of the names of provinces and (in some places) the gender and language of
participants, identifying information is omitted from this report to preserve the anonymity of those who took
part in the study.
King William’s Town, Eastern Cape

Cape Town, Western Cape

•
•
•
•

•
•

•

•
•
•
•

32 attendees
Eastern Cape LDAs only
Gender and age diverse
Participants spoke isiXhosa, Sesotho and
isiZulu
Child sexual abuse and violence against
women and girls cited as main manifestations
of gender-based violence.
Articulation of more rigid gender roles based
on culture and religion.
Workshop included rigorous debate over
consent to sex in intimate partnerships.
Concern over cultural practices such as
ukungena, male inheritance, and ukuthwala.
LDAs developed strategies to address
gender-based violence in their
communities as an outcome of the
workshop.

•
•
•

•
•

•

•

28 attendees
LDAs from the Free State, Northern Cape
and Western Cape
Gender and age diverse
Participants spoke Sesotho, Afrikaans,
isiXhosa, English and Setswana
Child sexual abuse and violence
against women and girls cited as main
manifestations of gender-based violence.
Western Cape LDAs provided examples of
explicit violence in their communities.
Women participants were outspoken and
comfortable in challenging patriarchal
attitudes and gender roles.
Workshop included open discussion of
personal experiences of gender-based
violence.
LDAs developed strategies to address
gender-based violence in their
communities.

Fig. 1 The Workshops at a Glance

The workshops opened a safe space for similarly situated staff to debate difficult topics, and to express their
(often mixed) views about gender and gender-based violence, patriarchy and rigid gender roles, and consent
and respect in intimate relationships, marriage and in other relationships between men and women. Ultimately,
the LDAs reported that participating in the project was a positive experience for them as it allowed them to
gain inspiration from one another, to learn more about gender and how it intersects with violence, and to
generate new ideas for achieving local transformation in their everyday work.
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2. THE LDAS’ UNDERSTANDINGS OF 			
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
The findings of this research show that violence is a severe problem in the communities that the LDAs serve.
In illustrating this point, the LDAs referenced domestic and intimate partner violence; violence perpetrated
against children; sexual abuse (including that which is perpetrated by boys on other boys) as well as other
forms of interpersonal violence such as violence in schools and gang violence perpetrated against young
women by young men. Many of the respondents, especially those from the Western Cape, described genderbased violence as an endemic feature of their local community landscapes.
The LDAs had little trouble identifying that gender underlies the problem and emphasised how perpetrators
will “attack vulnerable people” and “vulnerable groups”. They identified that these behaviours are “about
power, and how you can control somebody” and noted how it is “often against a specific group of people
… like women and children, or LGBTIQ+ people and those people who are most vulnerable.” The LDAs
acknowledged that while these forms of violence are perpetrated against men and boys too, women and girls
are overwhelmingly the victims of this kind of abuse. This finding comports with what we know from local and
international research, which also shows the disproportionate impact of gender-based violence on women
and girls (Bloom 2008, SAHRC 2018, Anderson & Umberson 2001, Jewkes et al 2010), and the very high
incidences of intimate partner violence and child sexual abuse in South Africa (Abrahams et al 2009, Ward et
al 2018, Burton et al 2015).
Digging deeper into how the participants defined and understood the term gender-based violence revealed
a much less settled picture and relied in some cases on problematic patriarchal understandings. For example,
some participants argued that gender-based violence was “more on women and children, because … they are
the weaker species” or that “men like to take chances against a woman when they wear short clothes [thinking]
that you are calling them [by your clothing] to maybe have sex with you.” For others, the exercise of power and
control were linked much more closely to the ways in which men used patriarchal norms and values to enact
violence in the home. One participant illustrated that gender-based violence stemmed from “emotions …
arguing [to] emphasize who is the man of the house, or to show who is better than who.” Some participants also
linked these power hierarchies into wider socioeconomic and family dynamics where “I am coming from a rich
family, and you are coming from a poor family, and therefore you can’t tell me anything.” Another participant
also illustrated:

Gender-based violence can sometimes happen in families, where those who have studied and are
educated end up undermining those who don’t have qualifications. And that creates stigma and
makes a dark division between the two families.

Some of the LDAs contested among themselves whether gender-based violence was confined to behaviours
that are perpetrated within the home – in other words, being the same as domestic violence – or whether
it included incidents that happened elsewhere in community spaces. For some participants, gender-based
violence was explicitly not violence that happened in the household, but about violence between strangers.
They explained that ”gender-based violence is about people in the community … strangers … because you can’t
find abuse or rape within a household” or that gender-based violence “does not happen within a household
or when people are in a relationship, but rather outside in the community … for instance when someone is
intoxicated, drinking alcohol and [is] beaten.” For others, the term took a more expansive definition, including
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physical, financial and emotional abuse “that can happen to anyone in society … done by one human to another
human, whether it is a man or a woman” and could even include violence “at school … or at church” and “at
the work place, where the boss or the manager will say, if you don’t sleep with me you won’t get a promotion.”
The LDAs acknowledged that their lack of understanding of the manifestations of gender-based violence
that became apparent through some of the workshop exercises was problematic. Participants described, for
example that “even us … we are not fully informed” and that “as the Advice Office we do not understand
that gender-based violence and domestic violence are two different things … we thought it was one thing.
We need awareness.” The LDAs reflected deeply during the workshops on the ways in which their limited
understandings meant that they had experienced violence themselves that they may not have identified as
gender-based violence and that they may have missed incidents of such violence in their own practice and
communities too. As one participant explained:

You are shocked to know that this gender-based violence has been happening under my nose. I
just never took notice, and now I want to take action!

In the Eastern Cape, participants raised concerns about how customary practices can fuel violence against
women, referring specifically to ukuthwal5a, ukungena6 and male primogeniture through which the right
of inheritance passes to the first-born son (Rautenbach 2008). As other studies have found, the main
drivers of gender-based violence are substance abuse, patriarchal norms, poverty, and financial illiteracy
(Jewkes 2002, Abrahams et al 2009, CSVR 2016, SAHRC 2018; The Other Foundation 2016). The LDAs also
highlighted violence against LGBTIQ+ people as an issue of importance in their communities.
Clearly, responding to gender-based violence causes apprehension for the LDA staff and volunteers. For some
LDAs, the difficulties they experience stem from the fact that their organisations have not integrated genderbased violence as a specific organisational thematic focus, while others have not dealt with it yet because they
have not received any cases of this nature. Both of these examples leave the LDAs feeling underprepared. These
difficulties are exacerbated by stigma and a fear of social shaming, which complicates a victim’s path to resolution
where other community members know about their victimisation. Community members may therefore keep
silent instead of seeking services, particularly in cases of sexual offences involving children and violence between
intimate partners. The fact that these kinds of violence are both highly prevalent in their communities, but also
frequently kept hidden, means that LDAs sometimes are not sure of their own role in responding.

5.

Ukuthwala refers to various forms of culturally legitimate abduction of girls and women for purposes of marriage (Department of Justice
& Constitutional Development 2010, Kheswa & Hoho 2014).

6.

Ukungena refers to levirate marriage through which a widow may be required to marry a male relative of her deceased husband, often
his brother (Baloyi 2015).
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3. PERSONAL JOURNEYS: THE STORIES OF THE
WOMEN BEHIND THE WORK
As described above, one of the goals in using a participatory action research-influenced project framing was to
encourage change for the LDAs themselves (and for their communities) by generating knowledge on genderbased violence, building a deeper awareness about the definitions and manifestations of the problem and
collaboratively generating ideas for improved service delivery. The structure and content of the workshops, and
the trusting space and camaraderie that developed between participants enabled them to feel comfortable
enough to share their own first hand experiences with gender-based violence – both in terms of the violence
they have seen in their communities, but also in terms of their own histories. The workshops and focus groups
created an environment for the participants (particularly the women in the groups) to unburden themselves of
much pain, to be supported, and to reflect on their lives and those of their loved ones.
Notably, at the Western Cape workshop disclosures about personal experiences of violence abounded. These
stories were extremely hard to hear, and the male participants at the workshop were visibly emotionally moved
upon realising that the majority of the 15 women in the group were survivors of gender-based violence.
One participant shared her experience of enduring an abusive relationship for seven years, during which
her partner often brutally attacked her. She described how she experienced sadistic rapes with objects and
physical attacks, and how her partner would beat her in public without anyone intervening. She recalled:
“I don’t know if you have experienced a pot of hot coals being thrown at and onto you. Where you have to
struggle to remove the hot coals from your skin”. She was also deprived of food and financial wellbeing, and
the unrelenting abuse drove her to attempt suicide twice.
The workshops also prompted the participants to reframe past episodes in new ways and to recognise their
own victimisation(s). For example, it was clear through the women’s words and emotions that several of the
Eastern Cape participants had struggled with abuse in their childhood, as well as in their adult relationships. In
reflecting on what constitutes abuse as part of the workshops, one young woman expressed that she did not
know that the things that had happened to her were gender-based violence. Discussions of rape in marriage
and relationships also inspired reflection by women who did not know that one could say no to a partner.
Moreover, it became clear through these engagements how the LDA staff are also affected by past and present
abuse of their children, sisters, cousins and female colleagues. Participants at the Western Cape workshop
spoke of the impact of the rape of their teenage daughters on themselves and these young women. Many
participants have family members who are currently in extremely abusive relationships, despite their attempts
at intervening to rescue them. One female participant told how her sister had ended up stabbing her abusive
husband just months before the workshop and is now facing a murder charge. The participant had tried many
times to help her sister to leave the relationship. These stories were deeply painful for the participants and
facilitators alike.
An understanding and appreciation of what the LDA women have endured magnifies the extent of their
bravery and commitment in doing this work. Having survived forms of gender-based violence themselves
shapes the dedication that the women bring to serving their communities. However, concurrently, the trauma
carried by LDA women and their loved ones illustrates that there is a need for accessible forms of psychosocial support for staff. Doing gender-based violence work is undoubtedly triggering for survivors of abuse.
It can also have a psychological impact on those who have not experienced violence themselves, but who are
assisting clients with these experiences on an ongoing basis.
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The importance of these support mechanisms for people who provide services in response to gender-based
violence are well established in the literature on service provision in the context of trauma. Group sessions can
allow people to share their experiences in dealing with their cases as well as to listen to fellow participants’
stories. This not only provides a sense of comfort and support but can also help them to understand that they
are not the only ones who experience trauma, negative feelings or challenges as a result of the work that
they do (Kingwill et al 2013, Skoglund 2006). In addition to the benefits outlined above, individual sessions
can help staff to remain committed to the work longer and improve their sense of satisfaction with their work
(Cnaan and Cascio 1998).
Forms of debriefing and one-on-one counselling would therefore benefit the LDAs as a whole: helping them
to avoid burnout, to develop camaraderie and share and discuss common challenges. Although best practice
suggests that organisations should be responsible for providing this form of debriefing for their staff (Cnaan and
Cascio 1998, Hidalgo and Moreno 2009), this is much more difficult when organisations are small, grassroots
concerns and where networks and resources are extremely stretched and limited. It therefore provides an
opportunity for organisations like SCAT to consider mechanisms through which this kind of debriefing could
be provided or facilitated.
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“

I was with the client at that time when they made their
statement and the affidavit was not clear enough towards
the client’s needs. I said to the [police] officer to write
properly towards client’s needs. The officer said, “Do you
want to do this job?” and I said no, I just want you to do

,,

your job better than me since you are in this professionally
and you are train[ed] and skilled in this field.
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4. ADDRESSING GENDER BASED VIOLENCE:
LOCAL DEVELOPMENT AGENCIES’ STRATEGIES
In responding to the violence in their communities, the findings show that the LDAs are using creative and
beneficial assistance strategies, and are achieving notable outcomes with few resources, making a difference
in families, partnerships, schools, and other structures. These tools and strategies include paralegal support;
counselling for survivors; interventions in families and schools; advocacy campaigns and protests; and
building relationships with churches, traditional leaders, police and other actors. Individual LDA staff make
themselves available day and night when emergencies arise in their communities. The staff also often use their
own money, homes and personal time to assist and improve help-seeking options for clients. This accords
with other research on violence against women that affirms the invaluable role played by community-based
organisations and paralegals across South Africa, particularly in rural areas (Martins 2014).

Paralegal Work
The LDAs that are Community Advice Offices provide paralegal assistance to gender-based violence survivors,
including providing information about their rights, legal options to consider, and supporting them through
stages of proceeding with a case. They also assist clients to file criminal cases and apply for protection orders
from the court (through the civil process). The LDAs emphasised the importance of client confidentiality in
doing this work.
Through this paralegal work, the LDAs fulfil a critical role facilitating access to justice for their clients. The
inaccessibility of the criminal justice system and the shortcomings of police and courts in responding to
violence against women is well documented (Vetten et al 2008, Parenzee et al 2001, Smythe 2015). For rural
victims of violence, these barriers are exacerbated (CGE 2016, UN Special Rapporteur on VAW 2016, SAHRC
2018). Against this backdrop, LDAs described how they intervene and advocate on behalf of their clients as
they engage with state service providers such as police, healthcare professionals and court staff. In this space
they can be important conduits for information between various agencies, can use personal and professional
connections to facilitate appropriate resolution in a case, and act as guardians for the rights and safety of their
clients. For example, participants described how they accompany their clients to the police station and assist
in drafting affidavits to ensure the accuracy of the statement and do “whatever is necessary” to make certain
their client’s case goes to court. A participant from the Western Cape stressed how important it is for the LDAs
to check that police and those in the medical profession follow procedures to gather as much evidence as
possible when assisting clients who are victims of sexual crimes. This hands-on approach is perfectly illustrated
by a participant from the Northern Cape who recalled:

I was with the client at that time when they made their statement and the affidavit was not clear
enough towards the client’s needs. I said to the [police] officer to write properly towards client’s
needs. The officer said, “Do you want to do this job?” and I said no, I just want you to do your job
better than me since you are in this professionally and you are train[ed] and skilled in this field.

The LDA participants felt that their presence at the police station or court could influence the treatment that
their clients receive from service providers, and meant that their clients’ cases are taken seriously by the
authorities because service providers would know the legal advice officers would have informed the clients
of their rights.
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Despite their personal involvement in cases, the LDAs also noted that they follow their clients’ wishes in
deciding what course of action they would like to follow in their particular case. As an Eastern Cape participant
described: “We ... inform the victim that they can open a case and we do not force them to open a case. We
then tell them their rights and sometimes we play a mediating role”. Another participant from the Northern
Cape noted that they too do not force clients to open a case against the perpetrator, but instead make sure
that the client understands the potential future legal consequences of not opening a case at present.
The LDAs therefore clearly play an important role in providing the information and support that clients need to
determine the best case outcome. They are also a vital link in monitoring the service that their clients receive,
whether that service should come from the criminal justice system or from other service providers.

Other Forms of Direct Support for Survivors
Outside of the paralegal assistance, the LDAs give numerous forms of direct support to clients. The participants
made it clear that their clients are their priority, and they aim to ensure that their clients know that they are
cared for. A male social worker from the Northern Cape illustrated: “We do follow-ups ... People sometimes
when they feel that there’s someone out there who cares for them, it’ll be a boost for them”.
The findings demonstrate just how far the staff go to assist people in their communities, often well beyond the
scope of their duties with the LDA. As we discuss below, these strategies also often draw on both personal and
professional resources.

Opening Homes as Places of Safety
Dealing with the aftermath of victimisation is always difficult, but this is made even harder when there is a
paucity of safe, confidential spaces to provide counselling or take statements at police stations or alternate
housing for (mostly) women and children who are victims of domestic abuse (Gevers & Abrahams 2015, Vetten
2018, CGE 2016). These problems are even more pronounced in rural areas.
Because of this need, several female staff members have opened their homes as a place of safety and shelter
for people fleeing abuse. Referring to a case from the previous year, a Western Cape participant explained: “A
man in my community had almost stabbed his wife to death. [..] I offered my home as a place of safety, as her own
mother did not want to give her refuge”. The Director of an LDA in the Eastern Cape also uses her house as a
shelter, where she provides a home for children who are neglected and women who are fleeing from violence.
Another participant described trying to find shelter for a client who had been a victim of rape: “We waited in
the trauma room for almost 6 hours. We had to find alternative accommodation for her as the perpetrator was still
in the community ... I found accommodation for her daughter. There was little to no assistance from the police or
other government structures.”
The LDAs also do consultations in their homes where clients are more comfortable. A Western Cape participant
explained: “Most of the time if people don’t get us in the office, because they have trust in us they will come to our
houses ... because they don’t want to go to police stations”. This shows the level of confidence that communities
place in the LDAs, but also the critical role that they play in stepping into the breach where government services
like shelters and refuges are lacking or unavailable when needed. In these circumstances, it is difficult for the
LDAs to maintain clear boundaries between the professional and the personal, when there are few other options
available to respond to clients’ needs and safety.
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Intervening in Conflicts
LDA participants reported that they sometimes go directly into situations of conflict to rescue women and girls in
danger. A Western Cape female participant outlined such an approach in her community. She recalled:

We go beyond our extremes, we go two o’clock at night if you call us that time, we go to farms
and we are all women ... we as women we go to that house with twelve volunteers ... and [if
needed] we call for assistance. But we will go beyond extremes and take the woman to hospital.

The fact that the LDAs provide services to victims of abuse means that they witness high levels of violence
in their communities first-hand and may well be exposed to direct threats and violence themselves as they
attempt to provide assistance for their client. As one participant explained: “She was waiting for me at the stop
where I had to pick her up, the perpetrator came and he really physically abused her in front of me and I was
the one who had to say, listen [stop]…. I take the client and I go to our nearest police station.”
The LDAs describe these experiences of physical harm, the risks they are exposed to and their need to resort
to extreme measures to protect their clients and themselves from physically violent men in quite matter-offact ways. Yet the impact of these experiences is significant for the staff members themselves and attest to the
gravity of gendered violence that pervades the LDAs’ communities. Their experiences also underscore their
role as violence interrupters in environments where publicly visible violence may be normalised.

Using Personal Resources to Navigate the Help-Seeking Process
LDA respondents reported that they regularly use their own personal resources to ensure that clients can
access services, including for example, transporting victims to locations to secure help, and using their own
often limited funds to do so. A Western Cape LDA participant shared: “Sometimes when they need to come
to Cape Town to meet the lawyers it [is at] our cost; we take them there with or without funding. We want the
survivor or client to be dealt with.”
A number of these stories highlight that taking on these responsibilities can be onerous, given the long
distances that clients are often required to travel in rural areas. For example, a participant from the Eastern
Cape described the case of a 16-year old girl who was raped, and who had to be taken 72 kilometres away
from their small town to the nearest hospital at the LDA staff member’s own expense. She described: “I took
the victim to the police and they couldn’t help because there was no bakkie [police van] to take [her] to hospital.
I took my money to take her to the hospital”. This example also vividly illustrates the ways in which LDAs,
using personal or organisational resources, are filling the gaps where state services are failing or are absent.
Importantly, the LDAs have established themselves as the place that victims should go for help. As a participant
explained: “People know that they can come to our legal advice office. They know the staff will help them. [They
think] ... the staff will take me to the areas I need to go. If I don’t have transport, I am not injured and [don’t qualify
for] an ambulance ... our staff will put them in a car and rush you to wherever you need to go as a community
member. We can do that.”
In addition to providing tangible resources for their clients, the LDAs are an essential part of ensuring they
receive necessary services from the state and can navigate the complexities of reporting and seeing a case
through to completion. For example, in communities where there is often high levels of police mistrust and
extremely poor service delivery by the health care system they can act as a vital link to safeguard rights and
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help smooth over processes. Members of a Western Cape focus group reported that they support the victim
through the process of sexual assault evidence collection (rape kit) to ensure that the client is being treated
well, and in some cases then personally take the medico-legal J-887 form to the police station for inclusion in
the docket. Their personal investment, time, energy and influence in these cases therefore has the ability to
impact the quality of the investigation, case processing and final outcomes.
This support that they provide is not limited to the criminal justice and health care systems, but also extends to
the various stages of help-seeking after an act of violence is reported.

Other Support Roles
In addition to the ways that the LDAs assist their clients to navigate systems as they seek services, the LDAs
also take on other key roles as part of their broader community support work. Some provide clothes and food
hampers to neglected children. Others support abandoned children, and a participant from the Free State has
even made efforts to adopt one of them. For a brief period, staff at a Northern Cape LDA office looked after a
baby who had been abandoned on their premises as social workers were unable to help. Another participant
from the Western Cape is also a “safety parent,” looking out for the wellbeing of local school children. The fact
that LDAs provide services of this nature highlights the important, but often overlooked, impact of genderbased violence on children and families. Their willingness to provide care to vulnerable children in this way
acts as a vital safety net where state services are overburdened or under capacitated.

Stakeholder Relationships
The workshop participants highlighted the importance of fostering stakeholder relationships as an effective
strategy to enhance their capacity to respond to violence in their communities. They described several different
models of stakeholder relationships amongst the LDAs and other organisations, which develop organically
based on which state and non-state service providers are available and influential in the area. The LDAs cited
the following as partners in the fight against gender based violence: SAPS, local schools, the Department
of Social Development (including social workers), traditional leaders, elected leaders, health care providers,
community police forums, other gender-based violence- focused NGOs, and law clinics and law firms.
Where the staff do not have in-house expertise to handle all aspects of their clients’ cases, or where the
response that is required falls outside of their remit, they reach out to their networks to provide the necessary
support. An Eastern Cape respondent pointed out that his office has relationships with law firms that take
on cases of abuse pro bono. These referrals work both ways -- in the Northern Cape the Legal Aid office
sometimes alerts the LDA about clients who need support for court appearances. Numerous LDAs also said
that they collaborate with network partners to “go into communities, with the police, with social development
and do outreach on gender-based violence.”
These networks span the gamut from informal and ad hoc to more formal and longer-term collaborations.
For example, a Northern Cape participant described: “We deal with gender-based violence. Monthly we
collaborate with the police and human rights organisations ... we also work with social workers [to] assist people
with gender-based violence matters”. Partnerships such as these can also include recurring meetings with the
stakeholders during which the LDAs discuss problems relating to gendered violence and where they can
address the needs of specific segments of the local community, such as LGBTIQ+ individuals. These meetings
are particularly helpful for mapping and monitoring the boundaries between activities and services that
7.

Rowe and Botha (2013) describe that “for those victims who wish to make a case, the J88 form serves as a crucial piece of medical
evidence. It is an official form issued by the Department of Justice which documents the medico-legal examination that the healthcare
practitioner performs on a victim and highlights findings that are potentially relevant for legal purposes.”
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may fall within the ambit of the LDAs, and those that are more appropriately placed elsewhere. A participant
illustrated the value of these interactions as follows:

We have to work with other stakeholders, but we must be cautious of what we are doing and not
overstep our boundaries. That’s why we have that relationship that we build, to meet every month
and hold a stakeholder’s meeting, where we then discuss our issues that we face in our communities
and find ways to improve our services that we are rendering [...] So we, as the organisation, called
the meeting and asked them how they can sensitize some services for [LGBTI and youth], and they
went to their different departments to see how they could do it. What we can then do is follow
up [with other service providers] and see if they really do what they say they do, have they really
changed things like they said they were going to do. This is how we build up a relationship.

The links created through these collaboration networks not only serve as an information sharing and case
referral mechanism but can also see the LDAs performing an essential support function to help clients get
the best out of the systems that should serve them. Often this relies on the LDA’s longstanding and personal
relationships in their communities, for example where a participant from the Eastern Cape explained that she
has “taken down the colonel’s mobile number, so [she] may be in contact with him regarding police service
delivery” or where a “teacher picked up [a case where a 5-year old was being raped] and [the LDA] helped
follow up the case, including [with] the Community Police Forum and social workers.”
In addition to performing a critical support function for clients to connect them with the services they need,
they also hold other stakeholders in their networks to account for responses that can, at times, be wholly
insufficient. As one participant explained: “The police, [some] are helpful. Social workers, courts, they are helpful
to a certain extent. All of that is there ... the hospital will help you. But they will have their own way of helping [...]
So the service is there, but it comes with whatever it comes with ... [sometimes] they are not helpful. And we tell
them that. We tell the court or whoever. We tell them.” This accountability mechanism role played by the LDAs
extends beyond only their network partners, and on to other stakeholders in the wider criminal justice system.
Some LDA participants report using a range of activities as a way to bring attention to the way that matters are
being handled by the criminal justice system or to create a groundswell of public support in specific cases.
These strategies include staging protests both inside and outside the court, creating publicity campaigns,
liaising with media outlets to profile gender-based violence matters and launching petitions to show support
for victims or call for particular case outcomes. For example, one participant explained: “The perpetrator was
sentenced to five years in jail ... I also made sure that the case is reported in as many newspapers as possible.
I had gathered a petition from members in the community, supporting the call for his incarceration”. Another
participant concurred: “In my community we supported the client by demonstrating outside ... carrying placards
outside the court during the hearing.”
Particularly in rural areas, the LDAs liaise with traditional leaders as an integral feature of their work, as this
group are a fundamental part of the help-seeking chain in these communities. A respondent said that their
office regularly reports matters to the chief, and the chief often pays them a visit. Another participant from the
Eastern Cape highlighted that while the police station was far from their rural community, their relationship
with the local chief was helpful because they would report to him, and he would get in touch with the police on
their behalf. This illustrates the interaction and intersections between the state and non-state justice systems
in South Africa.
These spaces are enormously complex, as the benefits to victims of speedy response in the non-state system
on the one hand can be countered by the sometimes-problematic nature of the resolution, and the gate-
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keeping that traditional leaders can perform on the other. The LDAs can therefore play a critical linking and
monitoring role in this space too as they keep watch over the pathways that rural South Africans take as they
seek justice.
The descriptions of stakeholder relationships show the important and adaptable functions of the LDAs. Through
their integration into their communities and their intimate knowledge of local dynamics the LDAs have built
relationships with a broad range of organisations and structures. These relationships are a key mechanism
through which the LDAs improve services for survivors of gender-based violence, and sensitise the local state
and non-state structures to the concerns of the community and particularly to the needs of victims.

Awareness-Raising in the Community
The LDA participants noted the critical gap in knowledge about gender-based violence in their communities
that goes beyond simply understanding one’s rights in seeking services, but to the deeper manifestations
and drivers of the problem. They therefore underlined the importance of awareness-raising and have been
involved in diverse activities to fill this need. The LDAs conceive of and carry out programmes on their own,
but also implement projects with other stakeholders such as SAPS, the Department of Social Development,
other NGOs and funders.
LDA participants mentioned that churches can be a resource in these kinds of activities where the focus is on
prayer and on spiritual support. An LDA from the Northern Cape noted that they believe that “life is spiritual,
and everything needs to start at the spiritual level ... [and so] even churches can become part of anti-genderbased violence initiative. And they do avail themselves.” A female participant from the Northern Cape echoed
these sentiments, saying that her office not only does campaigns with men to teach them not to be violent, but
they also provide spiritual support. She explained: “Normally, we have a group of church prayers to pray on
certain days against GBV. They even pray for the perpetrators held at police stations.”
The approaches that LDAs have to their awareness-raising activities are varied and often context dependent.
A few LDAs said that they use the platform created by the annual 16 Days of Activism Against Gender-Based
Violence, which is celebrated in November to undertake projects in their communities. The LDAs also conduct
awareness-raising at different venues – for example in schools, at youth camps, at clinics and in churches. A
few of the LDAs have created targeted programmes that recognise the need for direct engagement with men.
These programmes have a range of focuses, for example one in the Eastern Cape that “hosted a workshop
under the hashtag ‘IamHer’ and invited men to wear doeks8 just to show we are taking a stance against genderbased violence” to another from the Northern Cape that “launched a men’s forum ... we saw the need to start
the men’s forum [and so] we went for training.”
Around the country the LDAs do a considerable amount of work with children. They run youth camps and
workshops, and some have close relationships with schools through which educators can alert them to problems
happening with the learners, and they can assist in cases of gender-based violence involving children. This
connection with schools and learners provides an important opportunity for awareness-rising activities and a
safe space for disclosure of victimisation for the children. As an Eastern Cape participant explained: “we do
leadership trainings with learners, which also includes gender-based violence. At times learners disclose their
situations during sessions … others become emotional. When following up, I find that they are either victims of
GBV or GBV is the situation at home.” At the same time, though, the limited engagement that can happen in a
workshop weighs on the LDAs, who recognise that a more sustained intervention is preferable: “It becomes
hard to properly follow up with them as we only meet for camps and each time it is different children, coming
8.

‘Doek’ is an Afrikaans term for a headscarf.
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from different backgrounds and the fact that in our communities we are not used to talking about such issues
so in some homes they tell us that these are [just] family issues.”
Stigma around perpetration of, and victimisation through, gender-based violence and the risks of being ostracised
in tight-knit communities, complicates what the LDAs feel they are able to accomplish in raising awareness and
shifting conservative understandings of gender, relationships and violence. A number of LDAs mentioned the
fact that communities may not be as receptive to initiatives that try to address violence against women because
they are afraid of “being the topic of discussion in the community” or “do not share easily”. A participant explained
that: “people are not interested in attending, and participation is low. It is difficult to get people there, even though
you offer free transport to and fro, together with a meal. The same applies to the younger generation, despite
gender-based violence being rife amongst them.” To overcome these significant challenges, the LDAs reported
using creative strategies particularly with youth, and use the arts to engage the community:

We do it in the form of dramatic play. I understand and agree with my colleague, that people
don’t necessarily want to attend these events or talks. However, we have to find other ways,
more interesting ways to get the message across. For instance, on Friday evenings we have a
youth event in the form of a talent show. And so, the young ones that perform the play ... get the
message across to their counterparts.

Several LDAs noted the importance of consistent and sustained engagement with gender-based violence and
therefore try to offer projects throughout the year. Practically, though, several organisations admitted that they
can only do activities when they have funds available, and their aspirations are constrained by the fact that they
are not able to travel far from their offices to reach a broader audience. For some organisations, the personal
investment in responding to the issue of gender-based violence and the enormous need in their communities
means that they will do their best to continue projects even when funding has run out. A female participant
from the Northern Cape described an initiative that was only funded in the beginning, saying “We did support
groups with young moms, teenage pregnancies, HIV/AIDS, LGBTIQ ... cases of GBV ... it doesn’t mean that
because the funding stops that the work must stop.”

Understanding the LDAs’ Work: Dedication and Empathy Toward Survivors
The workshops revealed a clear sense that the LDAs frequently go above and beyond because of a strong
desire to assist victims of gender-based violence, and because of the enormous sense of loyalty that they feel
to their clients. The bravery of the LDA representatives, and the women participants especially in confronting
the injustices in the system, and putting themselves on the line to ensure that their clients are supported is
illustrated by a female participant who recalled telling the police that she would “not go home until [they] get
the perpetrator here and put him in the cells and lock him up.” Another participant from the Northern Cape
explained: “if you refer a case, you must not leave it hanging. You must see it through, and you must intervene
if nothing is being done ... people are dying and it is our duty to stop it”.
The descriptions of the LDAs’ actions attest to the immense scope and impact of their contributions. They
are critical players in their communities in helping those who have survived abuse, creating connections and
networks among those tasked with responding to the problem and in educating communities about gender
and violence. They do this work with passion and dedication in the face of extreme challenges posed by their
rural locations, scarce resources and the complex nature of gender-based violence in these spaces.
We turn to a discussion of these challenges in the next chapter.
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“

They ... postpone[ed] the case for about eight months, and
you go again and there’s still no interpreter and postpone
again. It went on from 2016 [to] 2017 [to] 2018. I mean we
do have these cases but when we take [a] step forward
nothing happens, as the case is dragging.

,,
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5. BARRIERS TO ASSISTING SURVIVORS AND
ADDRESSING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
Whilst the LDAs are making significant contributions in their local environments, a range of factors complicate
their efforts. The discussion below outlines the impediments that the LDAs encounter that stem from their own
internal factors, and those that emanate externally. Some of the hurdles that the LDAs identified can be more
easily overcome, such as the need for more (or better) training of their staff to strengthen their substantive
knowledge and skills relevant to addressing gender-based violence in their work. Other obstacles are more
difficult to address in the short-term, for example, poor performance and discrimination by police, courts and
other state institutions, and the fact that they are located far from key resources such as hospitals (Machisa et
al 2017; Ndoh 2017).

Patriarchal and Traditional Outlooks Held by Staff
The workshop sessions revealed that the participants have a range of views relating to gender-based violence,
from more progressive ideas about gender roles to opinions that are patriarchal or traditional. Those who held
conservative views described beliefs that were based on victim blaming and support of men’s entitlement
to sex from women. For example, a male Western Cape participant argued that women get raped because
they wear miniskirts. Some men from the Eastern Cape supported behaviours that are coercive and violent.
One older man complained that it is wrong for a woman to refuse to sleep with him after he has taken her out
for drinks, claiming that this amounted to an abuse of his rights. Some men found it difficult to accept that a
woman can say no to sex, and even delineate the terms of sex – for example, having sex for a specific amount
of time. A young man in the group insisted that his partner stopping or refusing sex is a violation of his rights.
He explained that he can read a partner’s body language and sometimes a ‘no’ may mean ‘yes’.
These kinds of views were not confined to the men in the groups: for example, during a discussion on consent,
an older woman from the Eastern Cape said that a wife has a duty to have sex with her husband. Some of the
activities that were undertaken as part of the workshops with LDAs showed that female participants also held
conservative ideas about gender roles, defined women’s behaviour as more constrained than men’s, and felt
that women are expected to conduct themselves in specific ways to meet societal standards.
The views and attitudes of the LDA staff on gender are important because they may impact the ways in which
they engage with their clients, particularly those who fall foul of traditional and conservative roles and norms.
Overtly patriarchal stances, often based on religious and cultural beliefs9, can result in the alienation of some
clients whose identities or experiences do not correspond with male and heterosexual privilege. For example,
participants in some workshops expressed discomfort with ideas of gender-based violence including violence
against LGBTIQ+ people, and in a discussion about transgendered people, a young man said, “what’s wrong
with them?” These staff may give advice to clients based on their own judgments of what is appropriate in
respect of equality, rights and responses to gender-based violence, and may therefore not serve these clients
in the best way possible.

9.
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For example, during the workshops participants made reference to the isiXhosa term ukuqeqesha (meaning to discipline), as part of a
man’s right to physically punish his partner. Other examples of cultural norms ascribed power to a husband’s power, for example the LDAs
described a Setswana cultural practice referred to as mokwele, which is an additional payment paid on top of magadi (bridewealth) by the
husband to his bride’s family, and which dictates that the wife cannot deny her husband sex. Participants also pointed to the fact that there
appears to be an increase in violence around circumcision time, for example saying “there is no peace during the circumcision season.”
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The candid way in which participants shared their conservative beliefs demonstrates how gender discrimination
is an accepted part of everyday life. Research has shown that those who are tasked with helping communities
often have internalised the same (problematic) dominant cultural values and beliefs that define gender
primarily in terms of strict traditional masculine and feminine roles (Kim & Motsei 2002). These beliefs are
not, however, static, and this presents an important opportunity for engagement with the LDAs and opens
spaces for knowledge building. The majority of participants in this project reported that the workshops had
challenged, and in some cases shifted, their own ways of thinking about consent, LGBTIQ+ rights, and culturally
prescribed gender roles.
It is impossible to know how widespread these traditional and patriarchal beliefs are in the larger LDA staff
populations. The importance of attitudes, values and beliefs in shaping service provision in this arena has been
well established: research with police officers, court officials, medical professionals and others has shown
that their personal beliefs matter in making rights real for victims (Moult 2019, Maynard-Moody & Musheno
2003). This is clearly also true for the LDAs, who form an integral part of the service provision work groups.
Challenging and reframing of internalised patriarchal norms among the LDAs is therefore a critical training
need. The workshops that formed the basis for this research are an excellent illustration of the potential of open
discussion in supportive learning environments to raise these kinds of difficult conversations and engender
growth among the participants.

Under-utilisation of Gender-Based Violence-Related Services by Community Members
Some of the LDA participants reported that they had not yet received gender-based violence cases or had
received only a few. They believe that there are a number of reasons that explain why communities underutilise LDA services, and which make creating sustained interventions less feasible. The first has to do with the
fact that rural communities are geographically spread out, which means that clients must travel long distances
to the LDA offices, which may not be possible for financial or other practical reasons.
A second reason is that communities may not realise that the LDAs exist, or that they are equipped to assist in
cases of gender-based violence, and so may seek services elsewhere. An isiXhosa-speaking woman from the
Western Cape felt that this may result from a lack of understanding among communities about what advice
offices do:

We do domestic violence workshops, but what happens is that people don’t want to come to
our offices. Because it is written ‘legal advice offices’ ... [and] they think that our work is related
only to employment matters, not things that affect them in their communities. When people have
particular issues, they go to the police station to deal with their cases, but we haven’t had those
gender-based violence kinds of cases

These participants reported trying to grow their presence in respect of gender-based violence, for example
saying that they “do not receive a lot of GBV cases, [but] are trying to build a relationship with the hospital [for
referrals].” Their efforts are hampered, however, by the fact that the “community does [have] the [other] places
to report”, even though the response provided by these other services may be sub-standard.
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The gender of staff may also affect how accessible the LDAs are to community members, who may see the staff
gender composition as a barrier to approaching them for help. A young man from the Free State observed:
“When the victim encounters me as a male, they may feel uncomfortable because they may perceive all men as
being capable of perpetrating the same violence”. Therefore, even though male staff may have the skills and
openness to help, female gender-based violence victims may well look elsewhere for help.
Stigma is a critical reason that people don’t approach the LDAs for help with gender-based violence cases.
The participants reported that there is a lot of stigma in their communities around certain forms of violence,
especially intimate partner violence and child sexual abuse. People are afraid to seek help for these kinds
of abuses due to the fear of being judged and gossiped about in their communities. A participant from
the Western Cape explained: “We have not had many cases come to us [...] they don’t come; it’s not easy to
approach a person when you see things happening to them… and people are very afraid of exposing this thing
because it’s sensitive”. An isiXhosa participant added that women in abusive marriages are often reluctant to
report for fear of being branded as a victim in an abusive relationship.
Particularly where child sexual abuse is concerned, the LDAs felt that silence within families is a contributing
factor to the under-utilisation of their services (and services in general). The participants explained how
preserving a family’s reputation is very important in their communities, which means that child victims
themselves and families who may be aware of the abuse do not report these cases. A respondent commented:
In rural areas people are family and keen to protect the family and culture to a point that a victim is scared to
talk since it will be an uncle or relative”. The under-reporting of child abuse is well documented in the literature
[Artz et al 2016], and it remains an important area of expanded intervention by LDAs.

Ongoing Training and Accessible Information
Training has long been identified as a critical need for service providers across the spectrum (both state
and non-state) (Parenzee et al 2001, Artz et al 2011, Vetten 2008). Given the diversity among the LDAs in
terms of their substantive focus, how well-established they are in the community, and how long they have
been in operation, it is unsurprising that there is a wide range of experience and knowledge on dealing with
gender-based violence. Our research didn’t set out to measure the extent of the training among LDAs, but the
discussions with the participants clearly highlighted that they need additional training on a number of issues
in order to feel adequately equipped and more confident in their work. Although most of the LDAs are doing
valuable and necessary work on gender-based violence, only a few (mainly paralegals) have ever had formal
training about the dynamics of gender and abuse and how to assist clients in these kinds of cases. LDAs told
us that “GBV training is something I have never received” and that “[their] staff needs more training and to be
more capacitated.”
Part of the capacity gap stems from the fact that some LDA staff have a limited understanding of the features,
drivers and social context of gender-based violence. Common misconceptions arose, for example, during the
workshops that equated gendered violence only with domestic or intimate partner violence. Some participants
described gender-based violence as only occurring in the home, not realising that it can be perpetuated in
many other spaces too. Many participants defined gender-based violence as only physical abuse and did not
know that it could take on different forms, from emotional and financial abuse to neglect, isolation and stalking.
As the participants worked through these ideas in the workshops, their narrow definitions were unsettled, and
they spoke about experiences that happened to them, or to community members that they had not previously
labelled as gender-based violence, but now realised fell under the definition.
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Their partial (and at times mainly colloquial) understanding of what constitutes gender-based violence is
compounded by the fact that English is a second or third language for the majority of the LDA staff. The
terminology used in the criminal justice system is also often inaccessible and legalistic and makes it harder
for LDAs to give advice and to help survivors navigate court processes. For example, a participant described:

I knew what it was, but language is a barrier ... you see and witness these things, but don’t
necessarily have the correct identifying terminology. On the ground we use words that are
colloquially used, and not necessarily the “official” terms, assigned to the conduct.

This may limit their ability to connect their clients with the full range protections and services that the law can
provide. It may also mean that they are not able to fully articulate their clients’ experiences to service providers
inside the criminal justice system for whom the technical and legalistic language is more familiar and often
important to defining a victim’s rights and protection needs.

Cycles of Violence, Help-seeking and the Impact on the LDAs’ Work
Scholars have found that female survivors of intimate partner violence go through many stages of help-seeking
that involves engaging with a range of institutions -- often encountering difficulties along the way (Liang et al
2005). Family or sociocultural dynamics, accessible or available options for help, and previous experiences
with state and non-state systems, for example social workers, health care workers, police, traditional leaders
and courts shape and constrain what they can do to seek care and protection. The LDA clients’ experiences
vividly illustrate a multitude of barriers that stop victims from obtaining protection from perpetrators and
violence. These experiences also make the LDAs’ work both more critical, but also more taxing.
The cycle of abuse, which sees victims trapped in multiple rounds of leaving and then returning to their abusers,
is well documented in the literature (Strube 1988, CSVR 2016, Rakovec-Felser 2014, Gonzalez & Corbin 2010).
The very idea of exercising a ‘choice’ to leave is especially complicated for those who are racially, economically
and socially marginalised (Burman & Chantler 2005). Victims remain in cycles of abuse because they may lack
material support, risk potential social and family rejection and may be at risk of physical harm if they leave their
abusers (Burman & Chantler 2005). The LDAs acknowledged that cultural pressures to preserve marriages
and families, and women’s financial dependence on the perpetrator are common reasons that women stay in
abusive relationships.
Even though the LDAs understood these dynamics, and could empathise with women’s constrained choices,
they characterised the cycles of reconciliation as a source of difficulty in their work. They cited incidents where
abused women would refuse help from the criminal justice system, particularly the police and the courts. An
LDA member described how this thwarted their own efforts to protect women who are suffering from abuse:
“you as community-worker called the police. However, as soon as the police arrive, the women being abused
would not welcome such intervention. What should be done in that situation?”
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The LDA participants also described how the long processing times for getting a protection order create the
space for partners to reconcile, which means that complainants withdraw their cases: “For me, the process
of getting an interdict takes too long, because during that time, the relevant persons are ‘making up’, and
so the cycle of abuse continues.” A focus group member from the Free State also highlighted the hidden
impact of these cycles of violence and reconciliation on children, and the toll of these kinds of cases on the
LDAs themselves:

When the police arrive, they find it is a couple that has a history of fighting with one another.
Come Monday, they are living in peace again. By the weekend when they have some money, they
are fighting once more. This is a typical case of GBV, but when it comes to dealing with these
kinds of matters, it stresses you as a legal advice officer because every time they fight it causes
more and more damage to their children.

The LDA participants clearly understood the many complexities that victims face throughout the life of an
abusive relationship and appreciated that women’s decisions may well be for reasons of survival. Research in
South Africa has shown the lethal consequences of ending abusive relationships, with about 50% of women’s
murders being at the hands of an intimate partner (Abrahams et al 2009). Empirical evidence from protection
orders shows that 46% of women had been threatened with death because they sought help from the criminal
justice system (Artz et al 2011). The LDA staff confirmed that perpetrators follow through on threats to kill their
partners, and that cycles of abuse in their communities can escalate to the point of attempted murder or death.
A Western Cape participant described how a husband shot his wife in front of the children because she was
trying to escape the marriage. A week before the Western Cape workshop, one of the communities dealt with
a case where a male partner, who had been arrested for raping his children, was released on bail even after
declaring in court that he would kill his partner, and in spite of a community petition opposing his release. He
subsequently murdered her.
The LDAs’ views about victims returning to abusers and the emotions of disappointment and failure that they
feel when victims make choices that place them at further (sometimes lethal) risk accord with those of other
similarly- situated criminal justice personnel. Research has documented how police and court officials feel
frustrated after women repeatedly withdraw charges after reconciling with their abuser at risk to their own
safety (Parenzee et al 2001, Vetten et al 2008, Vetten & Motelow 2004). As a result, they may come to view
survivors through a cynical lens, which in turn often leads to women’s secondary victimisation at the hands of
unsympathetic and jaded service providers (Smythe 2015, Moult 2019). These dynamics are also relevant for
LDAs, who may well respond to cases when victims are at their most vulnerable and even before state service
providers are involved.
Because they can often respond soon after receiving a call, the LDAs fulfil an important function as a conduit
to connect women to services and safety, even though they may ultimately not use them, may withdraw from
processes after they have started them or may only opt to use them at a later stage. There is an opportunity to
properly skill LDAs in understanding their important role in supporting women to exercise their agency as they
make decisions after experiencing violence. There is also a critical need to provide debriefing and support
services to LDAs who may experience frustration and helplessness at their sometimes-unsuccessful attempts
to provide safety and assistance to victims.

36

Striving for Change From Within

Spatial Inequalities and Limited Resources
The spatial inequalities that were created under apartheid continue to have a lasting impact on the communities
that the LDAs serve. Apartheid created a dual economy that reserved land, economic opportunities, education
and services for white people, who comprised less than 10% of the population, while excluding black people
from the central economy and confining them to spaces that were deliberately underdeveloped (Vergunst et
al 2016). Even twenty-five years after democracy the LDA participants described a heart-breaking paucity of
essential services available to respond to violence – some of their communities even lacking basic services
like police, clinics and social workers. The impact of this historic underdevelopment and absent resources
increases the reliance on LDAs who must step into the breach to assist survivors and implement community
interventions, despite their own extremely limited funds.
Some LDA participants in the group were located extremely far from police stations, social workers and clinics.
For example, a participant from the Free State estimated that the key resources are 35kms away, while a
Northern Cape LDA was 57kms from the nearest town, which has access to a police station, social worker, and
general hospital. An Eastern Cape LDA has to travel 72kms to Queenstown to get their clients to see a doctor.
Other LDA staff described how they have had to travel hundreds of kilometres in search of a health care
practitioner who can do rape kit examinations for a client. Even when they manage to travel these distances,
they are not assured of receiving services. A Northern Cape participant described a case that illustrates this
point: in order to get a forensic examination for a rape survivor, they first drove 60kms to one location without
success, after which they were referred to services first 80kms away, then another 40kms away, and then finally
150kms away. None of these facilities had personnel on duty who could do the examination. Even in cases
where a victim is transported by ambulance, they are frequently re-directed to other facilities as far as 100kms
for service.
The rural isolation and crumbling capacity of state infrastructure is not only experienced in respect of the
healthcare environment. Where police stations and social workers are present, the LDA participants told
many stories of how they are under-capacitated. Not all police stations have female police officers, and this
discourages female clients who want to report. Social workers are periodically absent from the local clinic or
have such a big workload they are unable to assist clients when they are approached. Western Cape participants
reported that a police officer and social worker come to their areas only once per week respectively. An Eastern
Cape respondent described this as “a serious problem in our area ... The police always have excuses of the lack
of vans when people need help. The social workers are also very far as they are in town ... We are trying but the
resources are very far from us.”
The scarcity or minimal capacity of state resources and systems translates into a greater burden of responsibility
on the LDAs to find solutions for survivors of abuse. This task is not straightforward as they must determine
how to best help their clients in the absence of the state structures that are mandated to do so. despite the
LDA’s valiant efforts to step into this void, the absence of services has significant consequences for their clients
help-seeking, health and wellbeing, and for their own organisational sustainability.
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The LDAs’ Limited Financial Means
The spatial injustices and poverty of resources described above have devastating consequences on the LDAs,
stretching their already limited resources and forcing them to perform some functions in responding to victims
of violence that would typically fall under the state’s ambit. Participants frequently cited the lack of adequate
funding as a significant hindrance to expanding their reach to provide necessary services in areas that are
further away. A participant in the Eastern Cape explained:

We do go out to the communities. But we cannot reach the whole of [the area] because of money
... People encounter violence so much especially in rural areas, but they do not know where they
can go when experiencing these problems. If [our] organisation was well [resourced] we may be
able to go out to communities and work with Chiefs, churches and schools.

Most of the LDA participants were keenly aware of organisations that had closed down due to a lack of funding
and described funding as a primary need for both substantive programmes and organisational sustainability.
More funding would provide them with more staff and would allow them to broaden the scope of their work.
As a workshop participant noted: “I think what could really help my organisation would be funds. For instance,
this year we have not yet had the awareness campaigns because they need budget. Because as someone said,
we need to go to villages in rural areas and there needs to be transport available [to do so]”. LDAs also felt
that they would benefit from funds for more training on gender-based violence and to do more in the way
of outreach programmes, so that they could be “more capacitated ... to engage the people when going out.”

Problems with Service Delivery by State and Non-State Actors
There is a well-developed literature that shows that state and non-state service providers often fail in their duty
to provide adequate and appropriate care and assistance to victims of gender-based violence. Social workers,
police, court personnel, health care workers as well as traditional leadership and other non- state actors in
South Africa have been heavily criticised for their failures, incompetence and generally poor service delivery to
victims (Smythe 2015, Moult 2019, Parenzee et al 2001, Vetten et al 2008). While the barriers to service delivery
that we outlined above -- lack of resources, inadequate facilities, limited staff and capacities -- are relevant to
understanding their shortcomings in response, the experiences of victims in accessing these systems remain
largely unacceptably negative. Non-governmental service providers have played a critical role in shoring up
the system but are not funded or mandated to provide these services in the way that state structures are. Many
of the NGOs in this environment struggle to find the funding to do this work given that state services exist (at
least in theory).
There is little in the literature to document the role of LDAs in this complex environment. Adding empirical
evidence of their experience, particularly of navigating service delivery in rural areas, therefore provides an
important (recent) contribution to documenting how little has shifted in responding to violence against women
in the last 25 years.
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Poor Treatment at Health Care Facilities and by Social Workers
Best practice models on responding to gender-based violence recommend prioritising survivors’ care as
part of emergency protocols. Multidisciplinary response teams, which include doctors, sexual assault nurses,
counsellors, social workers and lay/auxiliary counsellors, can facilitate immediate care and referrals for survivors
(MSF, 2018). Mental health services remain one of the most under-resourced public sectors in South Africa,
despite the fact that psychological care is critically important to a survivor’s recovery and improves her ability
to see a criminal justice process through to completion (Rape Crisis, no date).
Despite the importance of this sector in serving survivors of gender-based violence, the LDA participants’ views
on interacting with social workers and health care professionals in their communities were overwhelmingly
negative. The LDA respondents felt that healthcare institutions are inadequate in many ways, noting for
example, that clients have to wait many hours to get rape-kit examinations done, and often have to queue for
services. Sometimes their clients have to wait so long that they end up going home and taking a bath, which
can destroy the forensic evidence and can therefore compromise the investigation and prosecution of the
case. Healthcare professionals can also exhibit highly problematic attitudes towards traumatised clients, as a
participant from the Western Cape described:

We [had] come far ... I was with a client who was not smelling good [after she had been] raped.
The doctor didn’t want to touch her ... The woman was raped on a Friday night and on Saturday
they phoned me to say I must go and pick her up because the ambulance [had] taken her there
at 6 ... It was 10 am when I got there ... and still she was not helped. When I was there, I told the
doctor I want to be present when you are going to [examine] her. We waited almost half an hour
to 45 minutes and when the doctor came [they] asked what is smelling like this in her.

The services provided to rape survivors is a particularly problematic issue for the LDAs, who are frequently
located far from Thuthuzela Care Centres, which are one-stop-centres where victims of violence can receive
services such as emergency medical care, medico-legal exams, psycho-social support, and HIV post-exposure
prophylaxis provided by the state. Participants described having encountered unscrupulous doctors who
charge fees for completing the J-88 form to document a victim’s injuries. As an Eastern Cape participant
explained: “And usually the doctor will say he has not been hired for that hospital by the government ... he is
just doing them a favour and he will only sign the J88 after R90 has been paid.” Clients in poverty-stricken areas
may well not be able to afford the fees to have this form completed. This kind of extortionate behaviour by
doctors means that a crucial piece of medical evidence is not documented, which is tantamount to denying
the victim their right to access the criminal justice system and defeating the ends of justice (Kotze et al 2014,
Smit 2016).
The LDA respondents also repeatedly referred to the inadequate or unprofessional responses by social
workers. The LDAs were weary of relying on social workers to deal with cases of gender-based violence
because they felt that social workers may not always maintain client confidentiality and sometimes interfered
with the potential for a case being prosecuted. The LDA staff also recognised, however, that social workers are
hampered by the fact that they also operate in resource-poor networks where referrals are problematic: “there
is a social worker, but the broader government system is failing us. You would consult with a social worker, only
to be referred elsewhere. With no support or resolution.”
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Social workers and health care professionals undoubtedly provide critical services in the communities
that the LDAs serve. However, the experiences of the LDAs show that there is no guarantee of respectful,
effective or professional treatment by healthcare providers as research has shown that these groups may hold
discriminatory attitudes towards survivors (Mavhandu-Mudzusi & Sandy 2015; Kim & Motsei 2002). This failure
in service provision prevents survivors from receiving the kind of care that they need and deserve and may
discourage them from seeking further help from these and other institutions.

Challenges When Reporting Gender-Based Violence to the Police
Police are often the first port of call for victims following incidents of gender-based violence. Guided by
the Regulations and National Instructions that accompany the Domestic Violence Act (116 of 1998) and the
Criminal Law (Sexual Offences and Related Matters) Amendment Act (32 of 2007), police are tasked with a
number of key functions: providing and explaining information for victims, undertaking investigations, taking
statements, assisting or making arrangements for the victim to find shelter or medical treatment, and arresting
perpetrators, amongst others. These laws place positive duties on the police to respond and failing to do so
constitutes misconduct.
Despite these provisions, which on paper appear to provide survivors with maximum protection and
response under the law, research has shown that implementation has been stubbornly problematic. Studies
have documented numerous and consistent failures by the police to properly act in cases of gender-based
violence, and these failures create enormous adversity for survivors who attempt to access protection and
justice through the law, and ultimately may result in women withdrawing cases, or simply disappearing from
the criminal justice processes. Comprehensive empirical studies in South Africa have shown that this attrition
happens for a host of reasons including: poorly-trained police; perceptions of whether a victim is taking
her case seriously; under-resourced police stations and courts; discriminatory perceptions of the evidence
available; pressures to obtain successful case outcomes; and rape myths held by authorities (Combrinck &
Wakefield 2010; Machisa et al 2017; Smythe 2015; Vetten et al 2008). As frontline responders, the police are
therefore one of the three key points at which attrition occurs (along with prosecution processes and decisions
by the survivor to withdraw) (Machisa et al 2017). Studies have also documented the poor and discriminatory
responses of SAPS to victims, and this has created a culture of distrust and scepticism towards the police in
exceedingly under-privileged communities (Mogstad et al 2016; O’Regan & Pikoli 2014).
The LDA participants levelled many of the same complaints about the police based on their interactions in
seeking services for their clients and the patterns of inadequacy they describe echo the findings of prior
studies (Machisa et al 2017; Mogstad et al 2016; O’Regan & Pikoli 2014; Vetten et al 2008). The LDA members
have had encounters where the police are simply not interested in helping women who call or report to them.
For instance, there are times when the police are not responsive in facilitating access to a medical examination
after rape. One participant from the Western Cape recalled a case where they had taken a rape victim to the
police for assistance, and where they informed her that she needed to make her own way to hospital for the
medico-legal examination and the J88 form to be completed. The police told her: “There’s no bakkie to take
you to hospital,” leaving the LDA participant to use her own resources to take the client in search of a health
care facility.
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The availability of police vans appears to be a contentious issue. LDA participants from the Eastern Cape felt
that the police will say that they do not have vans available to assist survivors, yet people in the community
report seeing the vans parked outside the police station or at a local hangout spot. Another tactic the LDAs
said that the police use to avoid responding to victims is to mislead them about the availability of a response
team, particularly after hours. A participant from the Northern Cape described how police often tell people to
“come back on Monday”. He recalls a client asking: “How do I come on Monday when my husband is beating
me and my children now?” The respondents also reported that the police will sometimes tell victims to call the
station during the next shift, claiming they cannot help them at present.
Even where a victim does succeed in opening a case, the police are reluctant to arrest perpetrators. One
participant complained that the police never seem to locate and apprehend perpetrators even though the
community knows their whereabouts. She said: “Although you as a resident see the perpetrator walking around
the community, the police never seem to be able to track them down.” The police are also slow to arrive at
scenes where domestic violence has been reported. A Northern Cape participant explained that if the police
are called to respond to a violation of a protection order, their response rate is sometimes so slow that the
perpetrator is able to escape. The LDAs also criticised the police for having no sense of urgency when they
are called to cases involving gender-based violence, and for failing to exercise due diligence in evidence
collection and investigations more generally. A particularly vivid description from the Western Cape LDAs
group illustrates this point:

It was a year and half back there, there was a young lady she was brutally murdered, she was
raped, her tongue was cut out, her eyes was taken out and then they cut off some of her body
parts… they put her in a rubbish bin. [S]omebody was passing on that road [and] saw them
throwing the body out of the [rubbish bin] ... She drove to the police station [and] she told them
... The police didn’t come, they didn’t worry… Then it was around about three or four hours then
they came, they found the body there and then ... even with a forensic scanner they didn’t take
all the parts who were lying around. The girl’s family picked up some of the parts of the child who
was lying there. Nobody was arrested, nothing happened. Until today nobody knows who killed
that girl.

In the LDA participants’ opinion, one of the reasons for the police’s failure to arrest is that sometimes in tightknit communities the police may know, and even be friends with the perpetrators. It was pointed out that, in
some cases, the police may even themselves commit acts of gender-based violence in their own relationships
or may perpetrate violence against women who seek help from them. For example, a participant at the Western
Cape workshop explained that a woman had been placed in a safe house after she reported being raped by
her husband. Despite approaching the authorities for help, she was instead “raped by the police, where she
should be safe.”
These experiences align with findings from the literature on violence against women, policing and response
(CIET Africa 1998) and help explain why the LDAs are cynical of the police. During the workshops the
respondents provided a litany of case examples to illustrate their criticisms of dealing with police -- most of
which are well- documented in the literature -- such as their inability to take down statements properly, their lack
of knowledge of the laws and procedures that guide their service provision, unequal or differential treatment
of victims based on their own prejudices, their failure to provide victims clear information on processes and
what to expect at all stages of the case, and a critical lack of training for police on the substantive and social
context aspects of gender-based violence and service provision.
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Despite their criticisms of the police, the participants report that they are able to work positively with the police
and have successful working relationships with some SAPS members who serve their communities. While
these pockets of excellence exist around the country, they are often clouded by communities’ cynicism, poor
perceptions and disappointing experiences of the police, which have led to a lack of faith in SAPS’s capacity
and willingness to help survivors of gender-based violence. There is much work to be done to repair these
shortcomings and relationships, and this provides an important opportunity for LDAs to work with SAPS to
ensure that they collaborate more effectively to respond to gender-based violence.

Disappointments at Court
Existing research has shown that very few cases of gender-based violence make it through to the court stage,
and even fewer result in convictions (Smythe 2015, Artz et al 2011). Victims report that they experience high
levels of disappointment and frustration with the inaccessible and complicated court processes, and this is
consequently another key point of attrition where victims withdraw from engaging the system. Just as research
has criticised the police’s role in discouraging victims from seeing their cases through to conclusion, the
attitudes of court personnel and system weaknesses have been identified as critical factors that make cases
atrophy at the court stage.
Research on protection orders has revealed systemic problems in the functioning of courts that prevent the
finalisation of protection orders (Artz et al 2011), and factors like the unavailability of DNA results, the reliance
on rape myths and gender stereotypes, poor translation by court interpreters, missing or malfunctioning
court equipment, a failure to use protective measures to assist complainants and case overload, hamper the
successful finalisation of gender-based violence cases (Machisa et al 2017, Parenzee et al 2001, Moult 2010).
While the LDAs have little direct responsibility in the court processes that see cases brought to trial, they play
a vital role in supporting victims as they navigate this journey, and consequently have a view on the impact
that case outcomes have on victims of gender-based violence, their families and communities. In general, the
participants had negative perceptions of taking a case to court. They were especially critical of interminable
case delays that are often related to a lack of facilities and services at the court. A participant from the Western
Cape illustrated:

They ... postpone[ed] the case for about eight months, and you go again and there’s still no
interpreter and postpone again. It went on from 2016 [to] 2017 [to] 2018. I mean we do have
these cases but when we take [a] step forward nothing happens, as the case is dragging.

Many of the participants’ frustrations pointed to the unpredictable and discouraging experience of going to
court. One respondent described the frustration of attending court with a client only to find that “when we
arrived at court, we found that the case had been struck off the roll with no explanation.” Others cited examples
like missing or delayed DNA evidence, illustrating how this was then used to benefit the alleged perpetrator:

We had a rape case in my community. A few of us decided to attend the court proceedings. When
we arrived, we saw the accused and his attorney in court. During the proceedings, the attorney
stated to the court that they had been waiting for three months on the DNA report. The attorney
went on to say that the delay was prejudicial to his client. The case was struck off the roll.
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Although the participants’ criticisms of the criminal justice system and its agents were more frequently related
to the police and reporting stages, the examples they provided of failures in the court systems and processes
underscore the fact that little has changed in 25 years of trying improve the implementation of laws that
are meant to protect victims and respond appropriately to incidents of gender-based violence. There is an
important opportunity for more research to understand the role that LDAs could play in contributing to an
improved experience for victims who choose to take their cases to the criminal justice system.
There is also an important opportunity to map the state and non-state actors who are engaged at all points in
bringing a case to resolution, and the multiple, often intersecting pathways that cases take in doing so.

Dissatisfaction with Traditional Leaders
Although most of the research on the response to gender-based violence in South Africa focuses on the
criminal justice system’s implementation of key pieces of legislation, some 50% of South Africans live in
areas where they are more likely to access the ‘informal’ or customary justice system for resolution of their
case. There are approximately 1500 traditional courts across the country, which enjoy extensive but limited
civil jurisdiction, although they are much more circumscribed in terms of the criminal cases they can decide
(Curran & Bonthys 2004). Although there is extensive variation in the way that these courts function, there is
evidence that they do deal with cases of gender-based violence, especially those involving intimate partners
and domestic violence (Moult 2005, Mnisi Weeks 2018). For women who approach the traditional justice
system to resolve their cases, their journey to justice may be complicated: beginning at the family level and
progressing through the traditional structures (headmen and elders) through to the chief.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that chiefs may well refer some cases to the criminal justice system, creating
complicated and overlapping pathways for women victims, and intensifying the barriers to proper resolution
for their cases. This is the context that the LDAs operate in, trying to guide women through these processes
and holding these systems to account.
Confirming what the existing literature would suggest, some Eastern Cape LDA participants reported that
after consulting their family dispute resolution structures, victims will regularly first seek outside help from the
traditional authorities. They also reported that they have seen instances where the police also refer cases to
traditional leaders, or to the LDAs themselves. There is therefore a working relationship between the traditional
leaders, the police and the LDAs as a help and justice seeking working group geared towards facilitating
access to justice for victims, although this may not always practically be the end result.
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The LDA participants reported that some traditional leaders may handle cases in ways that neither they, nor
their clients, agree with or find satisfactory. One participant explained: “People mostly use the traditional
structures. And some cases only end up in [the] traditional structures with people getting fined.” Another
observed: “In my village [...] the headmen have their own way [of] doing things that is different from us.” They
described that victims will frequently only come to their offices after they have already consulted the traditional
structure, and that this can significantly increase the time that it takes for a case to move towards resolution. As
one participant explained:

Most cases of GBV that we get from our community take a very long process to come to us. For
instance, the cases are first taken to the traditional leadership structures and when the victim is
not happy with the outcomes the case then comes to us and we advise the victims on the next
steps and actions to take.

The fact that women must engage multiple systems in seeking resolution is not only problematic because
of the time it takes for their cases to wind their way across these multiple pathways, but also because of the
very different kinds of resolution that may be prescribed at each point, and the perception that is created that
women are simply “shopping for justice.” This comports with existing research that highlights the frustrations
of those inside the criminal justice system, who view women in this position as unreliable and lacking the
commitment to see a case to completion in either forum (Smythe 2015, Moult 2005).
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6. GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE AFFECTING THE
LESBIAN, GAY, BISEXUAL, TRANSGENDER,
INTERSEX, QUEER+ COMMUNITY
During workshops the LDAs noted the increased incidence of homophobic and transphobic violence in the
communities that they serve, as well as the discriminatory treatment that these groups suffer at the hands
of police and healthcare providers when they seek services from the state. The experiences that the LDA
participants reported during the workshops comport with the problems that have been documented across
South Africa, and in rural areas specifically (Mavhandu-Mudzusi & Sandy 2015; Müller & Meer 2018).
The workshop participants described brutal, heart-breaking stories of the violent attacks that are perpetrated
against queer people in their communities. An LDA member, whose organisation had created a queer support
group, described how one of their clients described his own gang rape, and recounted how his rapist had told
him: “I’ll teach you how women are treated, because you say you are a woman.” A Western Cape LDA became
involved in providing services for LGBTIQ+ victims in 2015 after a gay man was tied up, raped and burned
alive in the community they serve. Participants from the Eastern Cape similarly described violent attacks in their
communities like those in which “a lesbian [...] was beaten by taxi drivers [who] insisted that she must show them
that she is a man” and where “gay people are violated, stripped naked to be checked whether or not they have
vaginas.” Participants in the Eastern Cape described how transgender children are abused in their own homes.
Many of the barriers that were described above in responding to gender-based violence in the communities
that the LDAs serve are intensified when the victims identify as LGBTIQ+. Cultural and religious beliefs are
used to deny victimisation, to justify harmful and discriminatory treatment when survivors seek services, and
to intensify the marginalisation of LGBTIQ+ people who have experienced violence. This is compounded by
the fact that victims in the rural areas are geographically isolated too. A focus group participant described the
environment as follows: “The main issue is that the LGBTIQ+ people are very isolated and in villages people
believe that a female is a woman and a male is a man, and that is it for them.” Participants also described
how LGBTIQ+ are forced to conform to strict traditional gender roles, for example where gay children are
pressured to take part in customary rituals, such as circumcision, or where young men are assaulted by their
peers for appearing too feminine.
These deeply ingrained traditional binary notions of ‘man’ and ‘woman’ play a significant role in making people
from sexual orientation and gender identity minorities more vulnerable to violence in their communities.
Unfortunately, the physical and sexual violence that LGBTIQ+ clients experience at the hand of family and
community members is exacerbated by their treatment in state systems. The effect is that queer people in the
LDAs’ communities are afraid to go to receive healthcare, to consult with social workers, or to report cases to
the police because they are refused help, shunned and mocked.
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Despite the fact that the participants highlighted a growing need for assistance after gender-based violence
victimisation among LGBTIQ+ people in their communities, only a handful of LDA members at the workshops
said that they have programmes or expertise in assisting this community. One Northern Cape LDA described
an initiative that it has created to provide direct support for LGBTIQ+ people, which includes regular support
group meetings and a forum with other stakeholders to discuss matters affecting the queer community. They
said that these forum meetings have been used to raise awareness among members of cases where LGBTIQ+
people have not been treated with dignity by police and at health care clinics when they have sought services.
As this participant explained:

We are now accommodating [LGBTIQ people] in our organisation’s strategies. Some of them were
afraid to go to the police station to report cases, because they weren’t taken seriously because
they would get ridiculed and laughed at, asked: “what are you?”, calling them in offensive names
[…] We know now that when LGBTI people go to the clinic, staff does not treat them with dignity;
when I go to the police station to report a case, social workers do not treat them with dignity –
wherever they go, no one treats them in a dignified manner. In response, we called a forum and
called all those stakeholders to tell them of the challenges LGBTIQ people are facing. [We discuss
that] their rights are being violated by stakeholders when they are already vulnerable to abuse in
their communities.

Although LGBTIQ+ issues are new or unfamiliar to several of the LDAs who attended our workshops, they
were eager to engage with material. The fact that homophobic and transphobic violence takes place in their
communities points to an important opportunity for further training to skill and sensitise LDA staff across the
network in assisting the LGBTIQ+ community. There is scope for the development of advocacy and support for
sexual and gender minorities within the larger LDA network, and the initiatives that currently exist among LDA
organisations can present a model for how to structure such interventions in rural communities.
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7. CHILDREN AS AN UNDERSERVED GROUP IN
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE SERVICE PROVISION
Child sexual abuse is a widespread form of gender-based violence in the communities that the LDAs serve.
Existing literature has shown that this problem is significant across the country – the UBS Optimus study
completed in 2015 showed that over one-third of adolescents (36.8% of boys and 33.9% of girls) reported
that they had experienced some form of sexual abuse as a child (Artz et al 2016). Girls were more likely to
report forced and penetrative sexual abuse and other offences that involve contact with an offender, while
boys were more likely to experience forced exposure to sexual acts and material (Ward et al 2018, Artz et al
2016). In addition to being vulnerable to violence in their own homes, research has shown that girls in South
Africa experience sexual violence at school, or on the way to and from school, and that these offences are often
perpetrated by teachers and fellow learners (SAHRC 2006).
Children are also extremely vulnerable to other forms of violence – they are twice as likely to experience crime
and violence than adults and are often exposed to more than one type of violence (Burton 2006). Yet, South
Africa also suffers from an over-burdened and fragmented system for responding to child-related abuse cases
(Richter & Dawes, 2008) and many of the children who are victimised in their homes and communities will not
report. This means that these child victims go undetected in the criminal justice system and may never receive
the psychosocial care and support they need.
Previous research on the implementation of the Domestic Violence Act has also shown that children are often
included as additional people who are affected by, and require protection from, domestic violence when
victims approach the court for a protection order (Parenzee et al 2001). While these children may be protected
under the interim or final order (if it is issued), they are seldom considered as victims in their own right. This
means in practice that when an application for a protection order is withdrawn – either by the state, or by the
victim herself – the children are left vulnerable.
Many of the LDA participants described the extreme and dire circumstances that children in their
communities are living in. In some cases, these children are the invisible victims caught up in the cycles of
violence between their parents, that may be exacerbated by the use or abuse of alcohol and/or drugs. As
one participant explained:

In my community, what causes gender-based violence is alcohol, marijuana use, tik. Women in
relationships who refuse to leave their abusive [partners]. I don’t want to lie to you about that one
… at the end of the day who suffers? The children […] So I just don’t know what does one do in
situations like that?
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The LDAs also mentioned countless examples of child abuse and neglect cases (of both boy and girl children)
where the perpetrators are family members, and where the children are abandoned or left without food to
eat. In some cases, children are left without anyone to care for them because of the violence in their homes:

The victims of gender-based violence are [also] the children. You see, the children are not being
cared for … they are looking for food in the dustbins. You ask where the father is, and he [has
been] arrested. You ask where the mother is, and she is in the hospital because of gender based
violence between the father and the mother.

The LDAs also told stories of caregivers and other adults misusing social supports grants intended for the
care of children – using the money themselves or spending the money from the grant on alcohol or drugs. For
example, the LDAs described how someone had “made a social grant for the child […] but when she kicked her
out of the house, she did not give the young girl her social grant [and so] she has been living in different places.”
Another participant described how “[an] uncle would lock the child in the house and go out and [spend] the
[grant] money of the child.” Still others explained that parents will “get the payment of the child social grant that
[they] are not staying with … the child is staying with the grandmother. […] They will spend most of the money
on alcohol instead of meeting the necessities of their children.”
The LDAs recounted numerous stories of young girls who are raped by family members and other trusted
members of the community. For example, a participant recounted the case of a pastor who raped a young girl
in his home and another described the case of a man who had been raping his partner’s two young daughters,
but where the mother “kind of suspected it, but didn’t want to believe [it]. The community told her several times
about the matter, and she never reported it because according to her it never happened.” A participant from
the Western Cape described a particularly horrifying case:

I am thinking now of one lady who stays with a life partner and they have two kids, one was seven
years old. And the life partner he has intercourse with the seven-year-old girl. When I confronted
the mother, during our communication I [saw] that she heavily abused alcohol. And at the time
that happens to the child she is sleeping. The husband brings the alcohol for her to drink so that
she can sleep, so that he can have intercourse with the child.

The cases of child victims represent one of the greatest challenges for the LDAs, not only because of the
unavailability of services for child victims of violence, but also because of the difficulty of intervening in spaces
where parents or guardians are both the perpetrators of the violence, but also have decision-making power
over the children. For example, a participant from the Eastern Cape illustrated how difficult these cases are in
context where it is unclear who is responsible for stepping in and advocating on behalf of the child given that
their families (and communities) are providing protection for the perpetrator.
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What I notice is that the victims talk to the people they trust within their families. And the families
decide to keep the matter within themselves. I remember a case […] of a respected man who
is a [school] principal who slept with the child of the sister of his wife. He impregnated the
child … and denied to the point that the DNA Tests were taken to prove that he was the one
who impregnated the young girl. And it came out that he did it. Both families then came to an
agreement of compensation of R25 000. The view was that it would affect many people if that
man was to be revealed. And the man slept with the child again until one person from the family
refused [to let this go on] and the matter is in court now. In some cases … the person is too close
to the family and they silence the victim and keep the matter within the family.

Even where the LDAs feel they are able to intervene and refer the case on to agencies in the child protection
system, such as the police or social workers, they described how they are at times hamstrung by the poor
performance of institutions in the help-seeking chain. Although the law mandates police and social workers
to act in the best interests of the child, and it seems obvious that they should therefore be taking firm steps
to protect children and keep them from harm in these kinds of cases, the LDAs’ feedback shows a different
picture. For example, participants at the Eastern Cape workshop shared stories of men who have raped girls in
their communities, but who are released on bail soon after. The LDAs described how police and social workers
have sent child victims of sexual abuse back into the very circumstances in which the abuse took place. The
story below recounts how a child in the Western Cape was failed by state actors:

I [went] to the social worker with the case … I reported it. I asked the social worker to assist
[her] to lay a charge and to take the children out because it’s one shack, everybody sleeping in
one room. And then the police and the social worker [took] the child to the hospital. She was
examined and they [found] that really, she was raped, and it was not for the first time. It was
already a thing that was going on for some time. Then after [she] came back from the hospital
with the child they said to her; “Go home but don’t […] speak to the man”. And my question
was how can you send somebody back in such an environment? […] I was so confused … I didn’t
know what [would] happen now because I was thinking the social worker will have a stronger
word than me because she has more powers to intervene ... So, gender-based violence in some
communities or in some areas it is something really painful … Because that guy is still there today,
he never even got locked up till today […] until today that woman is staying with that guy. Untill
today that child is in that house.

The story above shows how child victims of sexual violence may still remain at risk despite the LDAs’ efforts,
and the existence (at least in theory) of a system of child protection services that should act as a safety in cases
of violence and abuse. The case also illustrates how some children have literally nowhere to turn for help in
instances where caregivers, family members, state and non-state structures do not intervene to afford them
the appropriate and necessary protection. The LDAs function as part of a network of frontline service providers
and must rely on other organisations to fulfil their mandate and to do their jobs properly. Unless all responsible
parties act in the best interests of the child, the LDA’s ability to help is severely limited. This is extremely
frustrating and disappointing for the LDAs, who must often stand by and watch how society’s most vulnerable
victims are abandoned by the very state institutions that are meant to protect them.
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8. REFLECTING ON THE FINDINGS
The project provides a recent, in-depth look at the complexities, challenges, frustrations that the LDAs
experience (on both an individual and organisational level) and gives new insight into how people on the
ground are immersed in tackling gender-based violence. In highlighting the LDAs’ contributions, the research
builds and extends existing knowledge on the value that community-oriented organisations bring to service
provision for victims in rural localities, and deepens our understanding of the complicated, interconnected
layers of response that span the state and non-state systems and the journey that rural South Africans take as
they seek services and resolution when they have been victimised.
The findings of this project have highlighted how the nuanced, and often personal experiences of the LDA staff
across South Africa present a picture of deeply rooted gendered violence, complex and crumbling response
systems and community activism in the face of widespread state failure. The research shows that the LDAs
face enormous challenges in doing this work: the problem of gender-based violence is overwhelming in its
ubiquity, difficult to challenge in an intensely patriarchal and traditional society like ours, and the deficiencies
of the government and the legacies of apartheid’s spatial inequality mean that there are limited resources for
help-seeking in many of the communities that they serve.
The communities where the LDAs work are culturally complex spaces too. These are environments which
are marked by being close-knit and steeped in a culture of silence about gender-based violence in families
and communities. Patriarchy and strongly conservative norms are entrenched and make powerful barriers,
alongside personal, cultural and religious beliefs and traditions. Changing mindsets about taboo subjects like
violence against women is notoriously problematic, particularly when these may manifest against groups with
particular vulnerabilities such as children and LGBTIQ+ people. These issues raise important questions about
how the LDAs can shift their own practices to enable them to intervene differently, and with better results in
these spaces.
Yet, the findings of this research show that the LDAs are extremely resourceful in the face of a multitude of
seemingly insurmountable challenges. They use creative strategies, approaches and practices, and are critical
role-players in the fight against gender-based violence. They make a significant impact in aiding survivors. The
findings show how the LDAs harness their flexibility and adaptability to meaningfully intervene and assist victims,
and how in doing so they often have to blur the lines between the personal and professional as they leverage
relationships and sometimes use their own resources and homes to assist their clients. In reality, there are
frequently few other options available to them: they operate in geographically isolated rural locations that are far
from resources and state services, and that deepen the vulnerabilities of victims (especially women and children).
The LDAs’ ability to navigate the state’s systemic failures, in addition to their own resource, capacity and
personal constraints, makes what they do to assist victims even more impressive and courageous. They exhibit
an unwavering commitment to help and assist their clients, and act as advocates for victims’ needs as their
primary goal. The LDAs assume multiple roles as they try to ensure that victims are able to access some level of
care, despite the fact that they ultimately may not see the resolution they want, whether at the court or through
traditional leadership structures. And while we may well raise questions about the kinds of training that the
LDAs have (or have not) had, the level of substantive knowledge that they may have about law and policy, and
what resources they are able to tap into to assist survivors, the sobering fact is that if the LDAs were removed
from the service provision equation in these rural contexts, little would remain to help victims.
The greatest strength of LDAs lies in the fact that they are locally embedded and are the product of organically
generated initiatives. They are not just in their communities, but of the communities. Consequently, the LDAs
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are uniquely placed to assist and empower the survivors that they serve in ways that can be more sustainable
and impactful than other stakeholders. For the LDAs, a rigid, one size fits all approach, model or template
cannot be successful in addressing the problems that they face. They therefore use their flexibility to adjust
their strategies as problems arise in the communities, to tailor their approaches to the characteristics of their
communities, and to serve as an accessible link between other institutions in or near the areas (e.g. the police,
hospitals, social workers, and traditional leaders).
These stakeholder relationships are critically important to the work that the LDAs do. Yet, our findings also
demonstrate how proper co-ordination and co-operation between the organisations tasked with responding
to violence in their communities is necessary, but lacking. This ultimately severely hampers service provision
to victims. Even where the LDAs are able to ensure that the multiple role-players who must interact with a
victim – including the state role players tasked with very specific mandates such as SAPS and the health care
sector – do what is required of them, the LDAs are not assured of successful outcomes for their clients. Instead,
they try to do what they can for victims knowing that systemic and other issues could, and often do, derail or
hamper the victim’s journey to resolution of their case. Although the LDAs are acutely aware of the importance
of sustained and meaningful collaboration between sector partners, the types of partnerships they’re able to
establish and sustain have critical bearing on what it is possible for them to deliver for those who approach
them for assistance.
While the LDAs are passionate about helping survivors of gender-based violence and are invested in finding
ways to do more and learn more about responding to the problem, they ultimately operate in a system of
constraints that are not of their own making. There are multiple considerations, influences and role-players
that impact what they are able to achieve. On the one hand, they are at the whim of the victim’s own complex
personal and family dynamics that may impact her decision to seek help and whether to see the process
through to its conclusion. On the other hand, they are profoundly impacted by the troubling fact that despite
25 years having passed since the end of apartheid, state interventions and service provision by the police,
health care system, social workers and courts remains woefully inadequate in many communities across the
country. In many respects, the LDAs are standing in for government by shoring up crumbling services (without
the necessary support), but victims still overwhelmingly do not get what they need from the systems that are
meant to help them.
This research should leave little doubt that the LDAs do critical work on the ground in their communities. To
continue doing so, they require sustained support on multiple fronts (extending beyond the relatively simple
issue of funding). The work that the LDAs do frequently comes at great personal cost to themselves. They
experience threats to their safety, have to use their own limited resources to assist clients when no other help
is available and have to deal with the enormous emotional toll of trying to help clients when there are few
options available to them. In addition, as was apparent in the discussion of what constitutes gender-based
violence, doing this kind of work sometimes forces them to challenge their own personal belief systems and
makes them confront, and have to deal with, their own complicated personal and family histories.
This research highlighted a number of important opportunities for engagement and capacity building with
the LDAs that may support their efforts in future. Learning processes – such as those that happened during the
workshops that were part of this project – can provide important opportunities for connecting with other LDAs
who are dealing with similar issues, where best practices are shared, and where the staff can exchange ideas,
model adaptation and strategy and implementation shifts that could benefit other similarly-situated peers. The
workshops that formed part of this project showed how the right environment can allow more experienced
LDAs to connect with younger staff, to share their knowledge of the programmes that they have implemented
over the years and to allow the newer LDAs to begin to imagine what is possible in their own offices. Getting

Striving for Change From Within

51

LDAs from across the country together is costly and logistically complex, which limits the opportunities for
doing so on a regular basis, but there is a clear need to explore alternative mechanisms and strategies for
doing so – for example by using new methodologies, technologies and the like.
Looking forward, this research raises a number of considerations for SCAT in terms of strengthening and
supporting service provision in this critical sector. First, it would be useful to develop or augment the
mechanisms through which the LDAs could track their everyday processes and successes, and document
(perhaps more systematically) what works and what doesn’t in their organisations so that these lessons could
be shared across the network. An initiative like this would require training and resourcing for the LDAs in
order to be sustained and meaningful, but could feed into the development of practically-focused training
that hones in on case studies and practical examples to both develop the LDAs capacitate them on genderbased violence and connect them as a community of people facing similar problems and constraints. There is
an opportunity to see how new methodologies and technologies can contribute here too to create spaces of
sharing that can facilitate mutual learning, spark new ideas, stimulate critical thinking and reflection and also
challenge and perhaps even change embedded thinking and behaviours.
Second, it is clearly critical that training programmes provide the LDAs with substantive knowledge and skills,
but also give them with the space to reflect on the approaches, assistance and remedy that they currently
provide. It would be useful to provide a way for the LDAs to strategise about the ways in which they could use
targeted interventions to reach a wider range of stakeholder groups, for example, abusers and men more
broadly, and male children, in addition to their usual work with service providers, women and girls. The LDAs
themselves provided a number of potential opportunities in this regard: creating spaces for dialogue with
both men and women in communities; engaging stakeholders outside of the usual group, such as tavern
owners, as a means to dialogue how to prevent gender-based violence; highlighting the role of economic
abuse and substance abuse in perpetuating gender-based violence; targeting existing structures like schools
and churches for outreach activities and creating support spaces for victims in communities.
Third, it would be beneficial to support the LDAs to consider how they can reframe or sophisticate their
awareness-raising and outreach activities. There is an opportunity for the LDAs to use spaces where they already
connect with communities to do more than highlight the services that they offer, and instead focus on social
context issues and the role of patriarchy, traditions, custom, beliefs and stigma in perpetuating gender-based
violence. There is also an opportunity to link the LDAs’ local campaigns to larger campaigns through establishing
networks at a provincial and national level. This would not only mitigate the feeling that the LDAs operate in
virtual isolation, but also provides possibilities for sharing resources, capacities and materials across the network.
Fourth, the research highlighted that the LDAs desperately need support in terms of mental health and wellbeing. While the workshops provided a short-term intervention in this respect by creating a space where
participants could both share their experiences and reflect more deeply on their own journeys, they also
highlighted the fact that having access to such support on an ongoing basis is a critical need.
Finally, while this project has given insight into the LDAs’ ways of working and interactions with state and other
non-state actors that have not previously been documented, more research is needed to shed light on some
of the specifics that play out in different contexts , as well as processes and practices that the LDAs follow that
can improve our understanding of the tangled web that ordinary South Africans engage as they seek justice.
Future research should focus on the opportunities for expanding the reach of the LDAs (and how to balance
this with capacity and funding constraints) as well as focusing more closely on LGBTIQ-related issues and
interventions needed for dealing with vulnerable children.
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9. RECOMMENDATIONS
The study’s findings give rise to a number of recommendations for the LDAs and other similarly situated
community-based and grassroots organisations, as well as the funders and stakeholders that work in partnership
with them. In some instances, these recommendations reflect ideas and requests that come directly from the
LDA participants as part of the research process. These recommendations are based on an understanding that
there is currently no standard approach to successfully challenging and combatting gender-based violence,
even in the network of LDAs. There is enormous diversity in spatial settings, and social, cultural and economic
factors, and value in the fact that the LDAs are rooted in their communities, and work for their communities.
We therefore support the idea that organisations are empowered to design and refine their individualised
approach to gender-based violence that is underpinned by knowledge of what works across contexts, and
capacitated to monitor and learn from their own experiences.
To this end, the key recommendations are:

Strengthening the gender-based violence work of community-based organisations.
•
•

•

•

•

•
•

•

Community-based organisations, like those supported by SCAT, should be supported so that they can
develop the knowledge and skills to address gender-based violence in their communities.
Training should be provided to LDAs and other community-based organisations to deepen their
understanding of gender and gender-based violence. This training should provide information about the
nature of gender-based violence, cycles of abuse, challenges that survivors face when seeking help or
leaving relationships and on the legal framework that guides service provision to deal with the problem.
The LDA staff across the network should be supported with further training and skills-building programmes
that can augment their capacity and better equip them to work with the growing number of LGBTIQ+
people who are victims of violence in their communities. This should include programming that can assist
LDAs to develop and understanding of the prejudices towards this community, and the barriers that they
face in seeking assistance.
Community-based organisations should be supported to create accessible communication networks,
such as via WhatsApp groups, to be able to share ideas and best practices concerning gender-based
violence.
A protocol should be developed for assisting clients who present at advice offices with gender-based
violence cases. This protocol could take the form of a step-by-step guide for working with survivors and
can be used as a checklist of information that organisations should both provide to clients, and also obtain
from them. The protocol can also help to ensure that clients receive a standard response, regardless
of which organisation they access. This protocol will need to take into account the resources which are
available in the community.
The LDAs should be supported to develop a strategy for advocacy and support for sexual and gender
minorities within the larger LDA network.
LDAs should be assisted to develop locally-relevant contingency plans for assisting clients where state
institutions are not performing well or are too far away. This is especially critical for rape survivors in the
immediate aftermath of the attack.
Since financial resources are scarce, LDAs should be assisted by SCAT and other funders to identify
opportunities for accessing funding.
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Maintaining and building stakeholder relationships
•

•

•
•
•
•

•

Since LDAs have limited resources and are not able to address all gender-based violence-related cases
and issues in their communities there is a need to build relationships with stakeholders including police,
health practitioners and social workers who are able to (and are sometimes mandated to) do so.
Liaising with SAPS is an especially critical role for LDAs and organisations would benefit from finding
ways to engage SAPS more constructively on what they need so that this can result in more positive
collaboration with SAPS and improved services for victims.
Support must be given to LDAs to build relationships with stakeholders and champions with lived
experiences to promote equal and fair treatment of LGBTQI+ people in communities.
Funders can assist by making resources available to train stakeholders in communities on gender-based
violence, their role in service provision for victims and opportunities for collaboration with LDAs.
LDAs can undertake advocacy with stakeholders such as the police to ensure that they have the necessary
training in order to assist survivors of gender-based violence.
Community-based organisations should be assisted to build relationships with NGOs that can support
them in their work to address gender-based violence. This may include facilitating regular check-ins with
these organisations and providing the support they need to ensure that these connections are sustained.
Community-based organisations should be assisted to map out key institutions and actors in the
community in order to facilitate the formation of meaningful stakeholder relationships.

Increasing organisation visibility and reach
•
•

•
•
•

All LDAs would benefit from increased visibility so that the communities and survivors are aware of the
services that they offer. This increased visibility will also enable them to extend the reach of their work.
Funders should find innovative and accessible ways of publicising the work of the LDAs and connecting
with the community. Social media platforms are useful channels for this communication. Popular media
could also be explored as a way to share the information about gender-based violence as a means through
which to address the barriers to information created by a lack of access to technology and data.
LDAs should be encouraged and capacitated to hold regular meetings in the community to assess current
concerns and determine strategies for their campaigns.
Funders should support LDAs to implement campaigns in their communities.
Existing networks should be leveraged as a mechanism through which more experienced organisations
can share their best practices and build a culture of horizontal learning.

Maintaining the wellbeing of organisation staff
•
•
•
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Internal mechanisms should be put in place to support mental wellbeing of LDA staff.
SCAT should work with LDAs to identify resources that can provide affordable or pro-bono one-on-one
counselling to the staff who need support.
LDAs should hold regular internal confidential debriefings to discuss difficult cases and to process
emotions around work.
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