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Earlier this year* we tried to underline the gravity of the life Ihreateoing situation 
in many parts of our country. The latest statistics indicate that the situation is 
even worse than anticipated. Hunger is the norm and child deaths are dramati-

Relief* it is estimated thai 17 million South Africans are living in a situation of 
extreme poverty. Twelve million of these are unable to acquire sufficient food 
to maintain themselves at an adequate nutrition level Some 4 million are, we 
estimate-, in a critical, and potentially life threatening situation. 

We in South Africa can no longer use our favourite fob-off nhui look at the 
test of Africa'1. World Bank figures show that 53% of our children are physically 
stunted, the victims of chrome protein energy malnutrition. The all Africa 
average is 39%. South Africa has a worse child death and malnutrition track 
record than Botswana and Mauritius, countries which are far less wealthy than 
oars, 

South African child death statistics are more than double that of the 
average for countries across the world with similar income levels. In this 
country, 73 out of every 1000 children die before reaching the age of five, The 
world average for countries of comparable wealth is 35. 

True, this represents a drop from the §1 deaths per 1000 live births in 1982, but 
it must be remembered that, by 1987. the 1982 figure had been halved. The last 
three years have shown a ̂ hatptncrea^/lhe continuing decline in the country's 
economy has affected ail parts of the country. Unemployment-has wached 
higher levels than ever before^ and rural familes dependent on migrant bread
winners have been particularly hard hit. 

In addition, the drought has critically affected many people's ability to 
feed themselves. The lack of water has resulted in repeated crop failure, with a 
consequent increase in the number of mouths io feed. However we must not lose 

situation. The reality m that the vast majority of South Africa's rural population. 
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Whmmm Operation Hunger receives a new application for feeding, we survey 

are adequately nourished. Of the remaining 75%? more than 30% are in the red, 
the life endangered worn. The rest are stunted, underweight part of the world 
wide ineducable majority who die by inches from the moment they are born. 

In the Orange Free Stale, the situation is far worse compared to that of 
19§2S with a 40% increase in clinically dmgnosable malnutrition. It is deterio
rating by the day. This dramatic decline makes it far and away the worst area in 
the country* with 80% of all new applicants stunted and underweight Of these, 
50% tie in the danger zone* 

The situation is deteriorating despite the government's National Nutrition and 
Social Development Programme (NNSDP). It launched this programme in 
1991, in response to widespread opposition lo the introduction of VAT on food 
and other necessities, as a way of partially compensating the poor for the 

comparatively few, is falling far short of this need. Furthermore, the programme 

purely political motives, continued to channel most of its funding through 
bureaucratic structures that are, at best, inept, at worst, notorious for their graft 
anil corruption* In many regions, government money runs out welt before the 
end of the financial year. In oiheis, only a fraction of the money allocated is 

A visitor from the European Community was in no dtabf thai the 
programme is inappropriate for our situation and that the bureaucracy in charge 
of it is uncaring* power dmnk and primarily conccr ned with protecting their own 
jobs. 

There has been much euphoria recently about the imminent transitional 



government mA consequent foreign investment, but this alone wilt not bring 
urgent relief to the ultra-poor. Operation Hunger has stressed thai the crises of 
drought and recession, when applied to the black rural population, were the last 

vattoii, a disgrace to a country of out wealth. Time and lime again, wc have 
talked about the two worlds that exist in South Africa and that it has been only 
too easy for us to ignore the misery out there. 

The total eradication of the inequality of wealth is a huge problem, requiring vast 
financial resources- But there are things thai can and must be done ID bridge the 
horrendous poverty gap. We should demand of every political party at every 
opportunity that they include in their election platform a commitment to 
Implement the urgent need for: 
'* free pre-naial care to all Sow income mothers, with food supplements if 

necessary; 
* a preschool nutrition programme for children from families below the 

poverty line; 
* free compulsory education for all children fern 5 to 16 years; 
* a re-introduction of state school feeding schemes; 
* literacy and numeracy programmes for adult men and women, to improve 

their prospects of finding work; 
4 land, land, land for those whose total lack of education gtve& them no 

alternative but to return lo subsistence agriculture; 
m housing projects geared towards South Africans with a family income of 

* a proper almoningsystem in oyr hospitals andclinics, so that Ihepoorcanget 
free medical attention; 

* a hard look at our family planning structure; and 
* less 'capacity building', less 'co-ordinating', and more listenings in order lo 

nurture and expand on the survival wisdom and hands on expertise of the 

We know that it fakes at kast 4 to 5 years for any community to turn itself around 
economically, This is why we believe thai it is imperative that the need for 
school feeding schemes and a pre-school nutrition programme be addressed 
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immediately. Primary school feeding programmes, such as those tlat existed in 
this country in the 1940s, need lo be introduced hind in hand with free 
compulsory education. Ttris would take care of a large group of children of 
school going age who, at present, are too poor to go to school. 

There has to be a progr&mme to took after the needs of the under fives, the 
most vulnerable group of all. Tie ultimate solution will be the introduction of 
a propamine similar lo the Head-Start programmes to the USA, where all 
children whose parents are under the poverty datum line have- a right 10 
participate^ at the staie*$ expense, in a project that secures them nutritionally. 
Pre-schools in Mack rural areas in South Africa are virtually the prerogative of 

funding must be found immediately for interim child care centres. At the very 
least, provision must be made for under fives to be part and parcel of feeding 
schemes at schools. 

This article urns compiled by Critical Health frmn 
various recent 0peraiio$t Hunger publications, 
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I Fear for the Future 

\ hmm lalfc of MWKHitle IUF n &b® uL of to* mti act* of f or algn \ n v# almo nt B ut 
I •oa-nob+nafftin thf» tor tti* rural poor antf \ faar for tf» fufcj ra of thlf land. 

I $*$ & govar nmant fch«t hu# no money'to fe»d th# «*wfy hungry, but 
§£¥## mm rallllon rand to Majawf to erttia uraaarw for two rhinos ssrid | 
faar tor the futui* of th!« kind 

Wh &n * aae how c iraf ally the ta Jk #bop at Kempton Park h a aI vol d «f' 
$tl$ $«u$ of urgent :and redlatrMujltoft, which ieUte onty hops ol tha 
lunctionafty Htlttrtt* migrant who has bean thrown, out of work by th* 
demfee of many win** and-by mecheniaatfon in ngricuKura, and I know 
AM 31.0 million m$m of $ry#$ Jind ire avatfebte now, then I ftar for the 

When £ &&# $ft$4 ou!' three national Imperative a, education* fteatth 
s&*><|? housings h&v® &##$$ raten ad to ifta new ?«̂ |lof!i#j end think of the peat 
provincial :̂tK$ fK&we&#fH$ track ree-orde, I few for'1h*.hJtt»a of Ms ranrd, 

Whafi i heir the ftbova beefc hunttin dght* caita<t "linrejaonable 
expectation!*, I fsur lor the rotate of thf* Imnd. 

if fcat jjovernmem of neUonai unity, whan it aeeuniee power in 1£M4r 
t§o#e &wt haive tn# u»m$ (sowine to $>&&$ kwiftâ iiiRta C'd̂ Ffsitfnafift ^ 
certain ttifoge, primarlty to fro* *nd cempxtfrory ad ucatJon and In* ma £J ate 
$n4 rtpW land t¥i&b^^ .̂y, than Imiatd i ̂ ter for ti%$ future cf cur ^c»4 

Ina Par̂ m an, Hovafnbai 199S 

Critical Health no. 45 


