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Foreword

Maltreatment at school includes corporal punishment or physical violence by teachers, physical abuse by other
learners or verbal abuse by either the teachers or other learners. In South Africa, in 2009, close to one in five
children (18,6%) aged 5-17 years experienced some sort of violence at school which included corporal
punishment or verbal abuse. This reduced to 8,2% in 2019, with just over one million out of 13 million school-
going children aged 5-17 years reporting that they had experienced some form of violence. Of those who
experienced some form of violence, the majority (71%) were primary school children, with only 29,2% of
secondary school learners reporting that they had experienced some form of violence. The majority of these
children were aged 8-10 years, and most attending public schools. Violence at schools seems to have a
geographical component as nearly half (47,6%) of the children who experienced the violence were residents
of Eastern Cape, Free State, KwaZulu-Natal and North West; and most were located in rural areas. About six
in ten children who experienced corporal punishment by teachers at school in 2019 lived in rural areas.
However, seven in ten children who experienced physical violence by teachers in 2019 were residents of urban
areas.

Certain groups of children remain particularly vulnerable to this violence, as black Africans children were three
times more likely than their white counterparts to report having experienced some form of violence. In 2019,
five out of six (84%) children who indicated that they had experienced violence at school were subjected to
corporal punishment by a teacher, while close to 14% were subjected to verbal abuse by a teacher.
Furthermore, abuse by teachers at school was more common than abuse by other learners. Close to 53% of
the children who experienced corporal punishment at school in 2019 were female. Furthermore, nearly 61%
of children who experienced physical violence by teachers in 2019 were females.

Prevention of violence against children needs a shift in acceptable forms of discipline within society. In South
Africa, in 2020, two out of five households with children aged 5-17 years (38,6%) admit to believing that it is
necessary to physically punish a learner who was caught drinking at school. Similarly, close to 31% of
households with children aged 5-17 had the perception that it is necessary to physically punish a child who
argues or talks back to a parent or a caregiver.

South Africa adopted legislations that fully prohibit the use of corporal punishment both at school and home.
However, the lack of knowledge of these laws among citizens is a clear sign that violent discipline remains
practiced. At national level, in 2019/2020, close to 10% of households with children aged 5-17 years were
unaware that corporal punishment was illegal in South Africa. However, Mpumalanga and Northern Cape had
the largest percentage of households reporting their lack of awareness of legislations prohibiting corporal
punishment.

Children maltreatment can also reflect in their lack of access to educational institutions. In 2002, close to 1,4
million children aged 5-17 years were permanently absent from educational institutions, and this number
reduced by half to close to 600 000 children in 2021. Children with low socio-economic status had the highest
risk of not attending school. In 2021, close to 45% of children in the lower household income quintiles (quintiles
one and two) did not attend school. For all the years presented in the report, the majority of children who did
not attend school were out-of-school because they were either too old or too young to attend school. However,
the percentage of out-of-school children due to this reason reduced by half in almost two decades from 65,2%
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in 2002 to 35,4% in 2021. Similarly, another major fall was in the percentage of out-of-school children due to
lack of money which reduced from 17,5% in 2002 to 7,2% in 2021. However, vulnerabilities such as illness
and disability kept close to 10% of children away from school in 2021. Furthermore, close to 11% of children
stayed out of school in 2021 due to poor performance at school or not having been able to secure a place at
a school.

Violence against children can result in injuries. In 2019, close to 4% of children aged 5-17 years were
intentionally poisoned while 3,4% suffered injuries due to assault, beating or crime-related injury, while 5,5%
were victims of severe trauma due to violence.

Risenga Maluleke
Statistician-General
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Chapter 1: Maltreatment of children in South Africa
1.1 Background

Violence against children, neglect and poor parenting have a long-term effect on children, families and society
at a large. According to the definition of the World Health Organisation (WHO) child maltreatment refers to “the
abuse and neglect that occurs to children under 18 years of age. It includes all types of physical and/or
emotional ill-treatment, sexual abuse, neglect, negligence and commercial or other exploitation, which results
in actual or potential harm to the child’s health, survival, development or dignity in the context of a relationship
of responsibility, trust or power”.

Child maltreatment involves various kinds of violence both physical and emotional which are mostly inflicted
by people close to them such as parents, relatives or family members, teachers and friends. Violence against
children includes child maltreatment or abuse, neglect, exploitation such as through child pornography or sex
trafficking, bullying (including cyberbullying) and violence that occurs to children under 18 years of age.
Children can be victims of violence at school and home and may suffer from the long-term effect of these
abuses, which affects the survival of the child, their health, their cognitive ability and their social behaviour.

Among all the types of violence, sexual abuse of children is the most difficult one to measure due to the
sensitivity of the matter and the careful considerations that need to be made in measuring the full extent of this
form of maltreatment. This may require the consent of the child’s caregiver who could also be the perpetrator
of the abuse. Similarly, it is also hard to quantify neglect as it could be isolated incidents that may result in
negative outcomes. Neglect occurs when the child is denied access to his/her basic physical or emotional
needs or when caregivers fail to protect them from danger.

1.2 Child maltreatment at school

The violence at school is often carried out by other children or adults (teachers), or caregivers. The major
types of violence experienced at school include:

Physical punishment at the hand of teachers/caregivers (corporal punishment),

Psychological violence/emotional abuse at the hand of teachers/caregivers,

Sexual abuse by teachers or other children (peers), and

Bullying, including cyberbullying.

1.3 Child maltreatment at home

Parents, other family members or caregivers often carry out the violence at home. The types of violence
experienced at home are similar to the violence experienced at school and include all forms of abuse, such as
sexual, physical and emotional abuse as well as neglect. These also include violent discipline, verbal abuse
and exposure to domestic violence. Younger children are more likely to be victimised by parents or family
members because of their dependency on them for care.

Children in South Africa live in non-standard family structures with mostly one of their biological parents. In
2021, there were twice as many children who had co-resident mothers compared to those who had co-resident
fathers (77% compared to 38%) (Stats SA, 2022). Research has shown that the living arrangement can make
these children vulnerable to crime and abuse, one fact being the lack of nurturing fathers.
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1.4 Child maltreatment in the community

Communities or neighbourhoods (especially where there is rampant poverty) may also be unsafe for children.
In such areas, some children may be victims of violence in places like streets or parks. Older children are more
likely to be victimised by people outside their homes. The Victims of Crime Survey (VOCS) 2020/2021
estimated that 1,4 million households with children experienced crime in 2020/2021. Nationally, most (971 956)
of these households experienced housebreaking/burglary, followed by home robbery (163 319). Home
robberies are typically violent and inherently put victims’ lives at risk. Furthermore, households with children in
Gauteng experienced the highest number of crimes (1 230 837) followed by KwaZulu-Natal (847 472), (Stats
SA, 2018).

1.5 Why itis important not to ignore child maltreatment

Child maltreatment has long-term consequences, such as lifelong physical and mental health problems as well
as poor educational, social and employment outcomes. Regardless of how severe the abuses are on the child,
it causes pain and harm and hinders the development of the child. Child maltreatment may also have an effect
on child mortality. Child maltreatment may also have an intergenerational effect as abused children may more
likely become abusers themselves. The cycle of violence has to be broken by addressing the problem from
the root.

1.6 Corporal punishment in South Africa

Corporal punishment is the most common form of violence against children, although many families would
associate this with disciplinary action rather than violence. South Africa has prohibited corporal punishment on
children both at home and school by use of at least four national instruments (The Bill of Rights, the Constitution
of the Republic of South Africa, Act No. 108 of 1996; The Children’s Act, No. 38 of 2005; Abolishing of Corporal
Punishment Act, No. 33 of 1997; and the South African School Act, No. 84 of 1996).

The Children’s Act, No. 38 of 2005 defines corporal punishment as “any form of harm or ill-treatment
deliberately inflicted on a child, and includes:

(a) assaulting a child or inflicting any other form of deliberate injury to a child;

(b) sexually abusing a child or allowing a child to be sexually abused;

(c) bullying by another child;

(d) a labour practice that exploits a child; or

(e) exposing or subjecting a child to behaviour that may harm the child psychologically or

emotionally.

Table 1.1: Number of crimes committed against children aged 0-17, 2016-2021

Financial year Number of reported crimes Percentage change
2016/2017 43 842

2017/2018 43 540 0,7
2018/2019 45 229 -3,9
2019/2020 42 348 6,4
2020/2021 39 878 5,8

Source: SAPS
Although corporal punishment at schools has been reduced in the country by 11 percentage points from 2009

to 2018, nearly 6 per cent of children regularly suffered physical punishment at the hand of their educators in
2018 (GHS 2009, 2018).
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1.7 Effects of maltreatment

Child maltreatment causes suffering to children and families and can have long-term consequences. Stress
resulting from maltreatment can impair the development of children, with consequences on future social-
emotional skills. Some of the future consequences as adults include:

e Being a perpetrator or a victim of violence

¢ Mental health, self-harm as well as severe depression that could lead to suicide

e Smoking, alcohol abuse or drug addiction

e Obesity, including eating disorders

e Dropping out of school

e High-risk sexual behaviours and early sexual debut

¢ Unintended pregnancy.

Beyond the health, social and educational consequences of child maltreatment, there is an economic impact,
including costs of hospitalization, mental health treatment, child welfare, and longer-term health costs. Children
who have health issues, including mental health, often drop out of school. According to the GHS 2021 data,
the highest percentage of children aged 7-18 who dropout from school was due to illness or injury (22,7%),
and 13,4% among females’ dropout were due to family commitments which include marriage, minding children
and pregnancy. Some of the victims of sexual abuse end up being teenage mothers. In 2020, 2 665 births
were attributed to children aged 10-14 while 10% of the total births occurred to mothers aged 15-19. The
highest number of births (3 440) among adolescents aged 10-14 occurred in 2019. These births mostly
occurred in KwaZulu-Natal and Eastern Cape.

1.8 Existing protection under international human rights law include

Preventing violence against children requires the action of government and shifts in community practices on
children discipline. According to the Governance, Public Safety and Justice Survey (GPSJS) 2019/20, nearly
91% of individuals aged 16 years and older were aware that corporal punishment is illegal in South Africa. Yet,
close to 26% believed that it was acceptable for a parent or caregiver to physically punish their child if the child
argues or talks back to them. The main reason for violence against children remains under reported is due to
many children not disclosing the abuse. South Africa has developed laws prohibiting violence against children
at home, school and in the community. In addition to these laws, the country subscribes to instruments of
global commitmen