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1.     Introduction

After 50 years of service to older persons in South Africa, it is appropriate to reflect on the history of the organisation. An important reason for examining the history of Age-in-Action as it is known today, is to understand how its leaders over years have responded to the challenges of their times and converted their visions into reality.

In this report the reader will be able to experience and learn first hand how the people driving the organisation applied themselves to serve older persons in South Africa. I hope you will, at the end of this report, agree with the words of Mark Clement: “ Leaders who win the respect of others are the ones who deliver more than they promise, not the ones who promise more than they can deliver.”

2.     The  Birth  of  the  S.A.  National  Council  for  

the  Welfare  of  the  Aged  :   1956  to  1967

Age-in-Action was founded on Thursday, 13 September 1956, in Cape Town. This event was preceded by the first conference on the Welfare of the Aged in South Africa, held in Bloemfontein on 14 and 15 November 1950. At this conference organised by the Department of Social Welfare, it was resolved that a committee prepares the way towards establishing a national body for the aged. The conference also resolved, on the recommendation of Professor Olaf Wagner, for the formation of local organisations for the aged. The Cape Peninsula Welfare Organisation for the Aged was subsequently founded on 26 June 1953 in Cape Town. This organisation felt so strongly about mobilising public interest to the plight of the aged, that a second national conference was organised on October 5 to 7, 1955 in Cape Town. The 168 delegates who attended this conference unanimously called for the establishment of a national body for the welfare of the aged. 

The inauguration meeting took place in the Library Hall of the City of Cape Town. Sixty-nine organisations, city councils and chambers of commerce from all provinces decided to create a national body to unite organisations in “protecting and promoting the interests and well-being of the aged” (a quote from the minutes of the first meeting). The organisation was called The South African Council for the Welfare of the Ageing. In 1970, ‘Ageing’ was replaced by ‘Aged’ and in 1978, the name changed to S.A. Council for the Aged.  In 2001, the name was changed to  “Age-In-Action”.

Dr. Zerilda Steyn, the first Chairperson, was the spiritual driving force behind the formation of the Council. She, Dr. William J.B. Slater, the first Vice-Chairperson,and representatives of Christian Womens organisations, health professionals and local authorities, formed the backbone of the organisation. Dr. Steyn died in 1963 and Dr. Slater became the Chairperson.

2.1     The First Office

On 1 May 1958, the Council opened its first office, situated in a rat-infested closed down building in Change Lane, Cape Town. Mrs. Zerilda Droskie, daughter of the Chairperson, was appointed as Organizing Secretary. What was it like in those years? Lets share a few notes:

· There was no money to pay the salaries of the secretary and a typist for the first 3 months.

· The first fundraising effort was a street collection, yielding 418 pounds, eight shillings and 2 pennies.

· Fighting the rats became a full time job for the two ladies. Out of the blue, 500 pounds were received from the trust fund of the late colonel Frank Divine and the office moved to the Old Regent Palace Hotel where they occupied the bar. Old customers regularly came in for a drink, looking for Aggie who was the bar lady for twenty years. “Obviously many were disappointed that the bar was closed, but from the honest drinkers, we did collect a few bob”, Mrs. Droskie recalled.

· The message of hope to older persons was carried forward throughout the land. The membership increased from 69 to 81, with more and more private organisations for the aged being founded. By 1970, the 

 membership was 156. Organisations for the aged dramatically grew in   

 numbers.  Today, the membership is close to 900 organisations.

· The first grant-in-aid of 100 pounds was received from the Johannesburg City Council followed by donations from the Cape Town, Durban, and Port Elizabeth City Councils.

2.2     The  First  Issues  and  Work

From the first meetings of the Council, three issues dominated the actions, namely:

· affordable accommodation;

· the need for frail care;  and

· health services. 

The effective co-ordination of services was high on the Government’s agenda for the national body. However, the Council saw the development of services as the main priority.

2.3     Member  Organisations

The main voluntary organisations that played a leading role before 1970, were:

· The Association for the Aged, Durban;

· Pietermaritzburg and District Association for the Aged;

· Johannesburg Association for the Aged;

· Cape Peninsula Welfare Organisation for the Aged;

· Rand Aid Association;

· Cape Flats Distress Association;

· Port Elizabeth Coordinating Council for the Aged;

· East London Association for the Aged;

· “Afrikaanse Vroue Vereniging”;

· “Suid-Afrikaanse Vroue Federasie”;

· “Oranje Vroue Vereniging”;  and

· Aryan Benevolent Council.

The approach during the early stages of the Council’s development was that the affiliated members were intensively involved in the work of the Council. Basically, the members were the Council. No major decisions were taken without consulting the members. This position started to change in the 1980’s.

As early as 1961, the Executive Committee expressed concerns about the inequities in respect of subsidies, grants and the lack of accommodation for black aged. 

Most of the pleas landed on deaf ears as the National Welfare Act of 1965 prescribed institutionalized apartheid in services to the aged.

A highlight of the work of the Council during the early years was the passing of the Old Persons Act in 1967. The Council, together with its members, first approached the government in 1958 to introduce a “charter for old people”. The first “Honour the Aged” Week was observed in 1963 with mainly member organisations participating. This annual event is still practised today in South Africa.

In 1967 Senior News was published for the first time as a quarterly newsletter for affiliated members. Over the years this publication kept members aware of needs, trends and services. Member organisations participated enthusiastically in writing articles. Eventually, the publication of “Kyrex” replaced Senior News.

2.4     A  Decade  of  Useful  Work

Reflecting on the first ten years, Dr. William Slater as Chairperson of the Council in 1967, remarked: “While the Council is glad that so much has been accomplished, there is no room for complacency. There is much to be done, especially in respect of the non-white groups”.

3.     Testing   the   Boundaries   of   Care   for  

the  Aged  in  South  Africa  : 1968 to 1982

The period from 1968 to 1982 can best be described as a time of consolidating the leadership position of the Council, while preparing to move the boundaries of care for the aged in South Africa. Let us share some of the most significant developments and daring decisions during this time:

3.1     A  Fully  Operational  Head  Office 

Mrs. Z Droskie was the Director, supported by a number of administrative staff. The executive committee and director worked very closely together as a team. Executive committee members took the lead in making submissions to government on subsidies, policy and loans to welfare organizations and specifically health services. In the different provinces the main affiliated organisations took up leadership roles in building the ageing network and service delivery. The appointment of social workers and the establishment of service centers in the different provinces can be attributed to the efforts of the senior affiliated members who saw the need for social work intervention as important.

3.2     Social   Work   Services   on   the   Move

The three social work posts in 1970 increased to 29 by 1980. The importance of case- and group work became significant as more and more evidence came forward of the desperate circumstances under which older persons were living. Senior affiliated members like TAFTA, Jafta and CPOA to name a few, played a crucial role in setting standards for social work posts. As a result, government commenced subsidizing more posts. The Council, through funds from the Sunday Times Charity Fund, subsidised seven posts with member organisations. The Council also accepted a shared responsibility to supervise a number of the social workers. The first conference on social work services to the aged was held in Pietermaritzburg in 1968. This conference went a long way in setting social work standards in the field of ageing emphasizing the importance of keeping older persons in the community.

3.3     Service  Centres  takes a  Leap

Following a policy announcement by the Minister of Social Welfare, Dr. C. Mulder in 1969, that community centres should get priority attention, we witnessed a dramatic increase in service centers all over the country. With government loans and subsidies available, it was possible to establish service centers in most areas. 

Again the senior member organisations like TAFTA, CPOA, Jafta, Pietermaritzburg Association for the Aged, East London and the Pretoria Council for the Aged took up the challenge. It was no surprise that the subsidy of R120 per person per year, was substantially increased by 50% up to a maximum of  R10 000 p.a. in 1974. No subsidies for service centers in black communities were available.

Under the leadership of the Council, the experiences of affiliated members in developing service centres were converted into a special guideline for multi-purpose service centres. This formed part of the Handbook on Services for the Aged, published in 1970 by the Council. This handbook made an important contribution towards better quality services to the aged. 

During the beginning years of the Council, community based care and support services became the Council’s special area of expertise. The leaders of the Council strongly believed that keeping older persons in the community for as long as possible, is the way to go. Dr. Margaret Bromberger played an important role in promoting service centres in South Africa. Later she became the first Deputy Director.

3.4     Frail  Care  Services

In the history of care of the aged in South Africa, churches and Christian women organisations, in partnership with the government, played a key role in developing homes for the aged. Although the Council, through its affiliated members, played a significant role in respect of residential care, it was always from the point of view that homes were seen as last resorts. 

In a circular, of 1969, the Council urged its affiliated organisations not to follow the trend of the main government partners to build homes for “normal old people”, but rather “to provide accommodation for the frail and infirm aged”. The Council’s vision in 1969 that normal older persons should not be allowed in old age homes eventually became the policy in 2000.

The availability of easy and ample government loans to organisations and substantial subsidies largely undermined the Council’s stance on frail care. Consequently many of the affiliated members also went after the carrot (“money”). By 1972, a total of 204 old age homes were subsidized. No homes for black aged were built and subsidised. The per capital subsidy for “White” homes was R33,50 per month and for Coloured and Indian homes, the subsidy was R8,50 per month. The first representation to government for the establishment of frail care facilities for black elderly was in 1970. These appeals continued over the next few years, with very little tangible success, as government at that time was of the view that black older persons should go to their homelands. In 1986, subsidies for frail black aged, were first introduced. The monthly subsidy for a white home for the aged was R1340 per month and R127 per month for a black home.

3.5     Geriatric  Services  in  the  Community

The Council played a prominent role in promoting community geriatric care, specifically undertaken by local authorities. The first survey in Cape Town to determine the need for geriatric care was done in 1974. This study formed the basis for the introduction of geriatric nursing care at local authority level. Dr. Cora Erasmus, Dr. Margaret Barlow and Dr. Len Tibbit, were the three prominent doctors on Council who advocated this service, which became very prevalent in the 1980’s. The Health Act of 1977 included a number of recommendations made by the Council in respect of preventative services for the Aged, with hospitals playing an important role. 

Council played an important role in the establishment of the South African Geriatric Society and the South African Gerontological Society.

3.6     Social  Grants  for  the  Aged  –  A  Bone  of  Contention

Since 1975 the Council made one representation after the other to close the gap between social grants to the different population groups. At the 1976 Biennial General Meeting of the Council, representatives condemned unanimously the “growing gap” between the different grants. It is interesting to note the following amounts paid to the aged in 1979:

White Aged 
 


R35 per month.

Coloured and Indian Aged 

R16,50 per month.

Black Aged 



R5,00 per month.

The grants increased to R96,00 per month for Whites, Coloureds and Indians received R48,00 per month and the amount of R24,00 per month was allocated to black older persons in 1982. The fight against this discriminatory practice continued non-stop until 1993 when parity was reached. The old age grant was R370,00 per month in 1993 for all older persons.

3.7     Open  Membership

The welfare policy of the government introduced in 1965 and reconfirmed at regular intervals, did not allow racially mixed membership of welfare organisations. As early as 1964, members of the Council felt that the organisation must represent all elderly in South Africa. This was followed by a number of resolutions towards the establishment of “non-white associations for the aged”. At the Biennial General Member’s meeting in 1974, a resolution was unanimously adopted to change the Constitution to allow all race groups to be accepted as members. In 1982, the Constitution was further amended by removing all racial references and to afford full membership to “black” organisations. This was a landmark decision in the light of threats by government to sanction the Council if it should not disaffiliate black members. Nothing came of the threats, but as time went on, the Council was more and more side lined by government when it came to decisions regarding the aged. Further, political forces in the government motivated its own loyal supporters to join the Council in an attempt to influence the Organisation to be in line with policies as well as welfare politics at the time. More about this later.

3.8     Other  Interesting  Happenings

· A plea for a compulsory contributing pension scheme for South Africa was first made in 1974, in order to ensure a better life for retirees in the future. South Africa still does not have a proper retirement plan today.

· The Council played a leadership role in establishing the Western Province Retirement Council on 19 October 1967, advocating preparation for retirement. Until the early nineties, Council staff was heavily involved in the preparation for retirement seminars.

· A main source of income during the seventies was street collections organised by members throughout the country. In 1980, Checkers was the first major business which supported the work of the Council. A record amount of R201 357 was raised. This project continued until 1982. 

· The Checkers Trust fund grew to R400 000,00. Checkers was a true and trusted friend of the aged in those years. Over many years local authorities also continued to support the Council through Grants-in-Aid. 

· The City Councils of Cape Town, Durban, Johannesburg, Port Elizabeth, East London and smaller ones like Uitenhage, Caledon, Mafeking, Van Rhynsdorp, Humansdorp, Cathcart, Queenstown, Umtata and Hanover made regular contributions. A fundraising project, called “Forget Me Not”, was started in 1968, inviting friends of the aged to donate money to help provide basic services like meals-on-wheels, home care and accommodation. Since the late sixties, the Springbok Radio Fund yielded much-needed funds to pay for basic services. This fund was discontinued in the mid-eighties. The Sunday Times Charity Fund linked to the crossword puzzle was, for over 20 years, the biggest financial supporter of the Council and helped to expand the services into all communities. 

· In 1980, Mr.Tony Folker from Durban and Pietermaritzburg, replaced Dr. William Slater as Chairperson, who retired. At his last meeting, Dr. Slater summed up the first 24 years as a time to establish care for the aged as an important service to ensure dignity and proper care for the older citizens of South Africa. He pointed out that South Africa could not celebrate the achievements in the field of ageing, as Black, Coloured and Indian aged were still totally excluded and marginalized. At the Biennial Meeting in 1980, two issues dominated deliberations namely:

-Acknowledging that the Council did not have the backing of the government in expanding services into black communities and probably never would; and 

-A strong commitment to transform the Council to become the representative of all the older persons in South Africa. 

The Biennial General Meeting in 1980 set the tone and provided the leadership to take care for the aged to all communities in South Africa.  Soon the Council would discover that government and its allies would see this as “a declaration of war”.

4.     Social  Development –  The Emerging force in  Care

for  the  Aged  in  South  Africa :  1982 – 1993 

During the next twelve years, the Council became a key role-player in the welfare sector in leading social welfare services through the Apartheid Maze towards the new democracy. Within less than twelve years, care for the aged in South Africa changed fundamentally by taking services to all corners of the country through involving local leaders as change agents. Make no mistake, this was not an easy task as Council operated against the political grain at that time.

Some of the highlights during this period are:

· Participation in the first International year for the Aged in 1982;

· The establishment of the first regional development office to address the needs of the black aged in 1982;

· The Council’s community development strategy and programme takes off in a big way ;

· Regionalisation becomes a reality;

· The President’s Council Report in 1985;

· National awareness campaigns to promote the dignity, respect and security of older persons;  and

· Other interesting things!

4.1     The   first   International  Year  for  the  Aged  in  1982

The Council fully participated in this international event, which was organised under the auspices of the United Nations. The Council represented South Africa at the first World Assembly on Ageing in August 1982 in Vienna. 

The South African government was not allowed to participate in the World Assembly where an International Plan of Action was adopted.

In South Africa, the Council organised the event. Affiliated members participated enthusiastically organizing functions, seminars and fun events for older persons and their families. Checkers played a key role by distributing pamphlets, organizing parties for the Aged at their shopping centers and providing sponsorships. Trust Bank participated by organizing functions at service centers and distributing special guidelines to establish service centers.

The Council’s participation in the year focused on promoting community services through service centres and adopting a National Plan of Action for South Africa in 1983. Looking back over history the Council’s role during this year was decisive in laying the foundation for a community development approach to care for the aged in South Africa. Let us note the following facts:

· During 1982 until 1987, it was estimated that over 75 new service centres or clubs were established. This was in line with international trends to scale down on the establishment of more homes for the aged and to serve them where they lived.

· The declared National Plan of Action on Aging by the Council was based on the Vienna Plan of Action. Although government and its partners did not recognise the declaration, it did set the parameters for a new dispensation for the aged in South Africa. Let us briefly look at the key focus areas in this declaration:

· Older persons are important assets of the nation and must be recognized, respected, utilised and protected.

· Older persons should be encouraged and supported to remain in the community amongst family members and friends. To make this possible they need access to food, shelter, health care, security, transport and companionship.

· Community based care and support services are the best option for all the aged in South Africa. The establishment of clubs and community centres should be the priority for the future. Clubs and service centres should ensure the full participation of its members, be volunteer driven and create new and valued roles for its members.

The National Plan of Action of Council was also not always fully supported by member organisations at the time, who believed that the emphasis of care of the aged should be primarily on providing residential care to the frail. The focus areas in the 1983 National Plan of Action can be traced to the Policy Framework of Government adopted in 1999.

4.2     The   First   Regional  Office  for  the 

Development  of  Services  in  Black  Communities

This office was opened in Johannesburg in 1981 under the leadership of Mrs. Zerilda Nel. Six black social workers were appointed amongst them: Ms. Thapelo Mzizi, Ms. Pinky Vilakazi, the late Ms Nomsa Mtsweni and later Mrs. Martha Mokholo. Later Mrs. Mzizi became the head of the office.

The establishment of the Johannesburg office was made possible through sponsorships from the Urban Foundation, 3M, the Sunday Times Charity Trust, the Checkers Fund and the Anglo American Chairman’s Fund.

Under the leadership and vision of Mrs. Droskie and her daughter Zerilda Nel and the commitment of the community developers, the present model of care for the aged, was born.  How did they do it?

Acknowledging that there were no textbooks or care models that would give direction to the work, the team decided to first undertake fact-finding as its priority. To fully understand what it is like to be black, old and living in townships was regarded as critical. The workers visited areas, walked the streets, visited pension pay points, made home visits and talked to community leaders, officials, etc. The workers believed that to listen to the messages of the people would give direction to what should be done.

4.3     What  did  the  messages  of  the  people  convey ?

· “We do not have enough to eat. For days we have nothing to eat.” The majority of the black older persons were clearly undernourished. The workers reported that many were hardly able to communicate, so weak they were.

· “The money from the pension is too little, our small children must also live on the pension”. At that stage black pensioners only received pensions bi-monthly and the amount was a quarter of what white pensioners received. Many older persons received no grants. As they were “encouraged” to return to their home lands in order to qualify for grants. The suffering of the black aged living in townships in the eighties as “too terrible to describe,” a worker reported. The workers were of the opinion that many older persons during those years died of hunger and exposure. At some of the pension pay points, soup and bread were given to the aged - initiatives of churches.

· “We live in very unsafe and cramped conditions, there is no water or sanitation and we must share rooms with five to six other persons.” Black elderly were supposed to go to their homelands.   Local authorities, therefore, made no provision for housing of black older persons. In some areas, they lived in transit camps. Social workers found some black older persons living in outside toilets. “Generally speaking, the living conditions were shocking, many of our aged lived in conditions not suitable for pigs”, one social worker recorded.

· “There is no proper transport service for us, we cannot afford the fees to go to hospital”. The social workers recorded a desperate cry for transport that is accessible and affordable.

· “We are very lonely, we need the friendship of other older pensioners so that we can learn new things and do things together.” In most townships there were very few facilities for older persons to meet and do things together.

· “When we are sick, we have no place to go to for help”. Hospitals were too far and most clinics were only accessible for white people. Many black aged died because they were unable to get health care. Social workers and health workers reported that the ailments that killed off black older persons were colds, flu, infections, untreated hypertension, diabetes, etc. 

· A major concern was that black frail elderly could not get into old age homes and consequently were forced to live with family or on their own, many times under extreme unhygienic conditions.

· “We are increasingly alienated from our families, who are less and less willing to help us in times of crisis”. The sad message that came from many aged was that the extended family is fast loosing its power to take care of older family members. Apartheid was busy destroying Ubuntu!

4.4     The  Birth  of  Luncheon  Clubs  Serving  Black  Older  Persons

The research undertaken by the development workers in Johannesburg, together with the first community developer for Coloured communities in Cape Town, Mrs. Claudia Williams, laid the foundations for a people centred response. It is estimated that over 50 new luncheon clubs and organisations were founded during this period. 

Demonstration models were set up in the various communities, which was used to train, sensitise and motivate leaders to develop similar sustainable care models. The experience gained in developing sustainable luncheon clubs, is still evident today and recognised as an appropriate local response to the needs of older persons.   The following made these luncheon clubs so special:

· A club served its members through its members. Volunteers drove the clubs.

· A club provided basic services: meals, meals-on-foot, meals-on-bicycle, homecare, home visits, cultural activities, exercises, income-generation, companionship, information, training, etc.  It serves as a one-stop-service.

· Continuous training was provided to clubs, i.e. know your rights, how to apply for a grant, protect yourself against crime, how to cook nutritious meals, fundraising and good financial control. Training was also provided to committees, chairpersons and secretaries. In years to come, training became a key component of the Council’s work and currently still plays a significant role.

4.5     The  First  Back  Organisations

During these years, a substantial number of organisations for the care of black aged were founded. Many of these non-governmental organisations came into being through Council’s development workers and some of the established organisations. The following organisations were amongst the first pioneers:

· Soweto Council for the Aged;

· Vosloorus Society for the Aged;

· Tsakane Society for the Aged;

· Kathlehong Society for the Aged;

· Tembisa Association for the Aged;

· Mamelodi Society for the Aged;

· Mangaung Society for the Aged;

· Gompo Society for the Aged;

· Muthande Society for the Aged;

· Paarl Welfare Organisation for the Aged;

· Zimbambeleni Clermont Women’s Society;

· Masisizane Pensioner’s Club;  

· Wattville Society for the Aged;

· Kagiso Care for the Aged;  and

· Mbekweni Seniors Association.

The number of new organisations kept on growing and growing, despite the fact that loans and subsidies from government were hardly ever forthcoming. How did they manage to grow and survive? The late Ma-Betha from the Thembelihle Association for the Black Aged in Upington’s answer was: “Hard work and miracles. Many days we would sit around the table wondering where the food for tomorrow’s meal for the old people would come from. We humbled ourselves before God and prayed. He never let us down!” It was also the wonderful generosity of local people, businesses, churches, the Rotary, Lions and Sport clubs that rescued many projects. The amazing foresight of Anglo America Chairman’s Fund, the Beares Foundation, Fuchs Foundation, The Premier Group Charitable Community Trust, Mauerberger Foundation, Donald Gordon Trust and the Sunday Times Charitable Trust and many more donors providing funds, that must be applauded.

4.6     The  Council’s  Community  Development  Strategy  and  Programme

The Council, since it’s early days, believed that care for the aged must reach every corner of our country. The early pioneers fought against a government whose priority was to send black old people back to their homelands. There was little hope that much needed funds will be made available to establish services.

In 1984, Mr. Syd Eckley became the Director as Mrs. Zerilda Droskie retired after 26 years of service to the Council.  Rev. Hennie Visser became Chairperson after Mr. Tony Folker in October 1984. A new social development strategy for the Council was announced in June 1984 and reviewed again in 1991. It is important to understand how the Council in those years read the climate of the time and what the future may hold. It is worthwhile to note the following aspects of the development strategy:

· Firstly, it expressed a commitment towards a unitary, non-discriminatory dispensation for all older persons in South Africa. At the heart of this, was the belief that all older persons, irrespective of race, colour or creed, should be able to access services that will enhance their quality of life.

· Secondly, that the enormous backlog in services to the black aged be addressed aggressively through collaborative efforts of the government, the Council, it’s members and the corporate sector.

· Thirdly, that services for older persons must be better co-ordinated and rationalised so that the bulk of the services become community based. Further, that government funding should be focused on encouraging services through service centres, luncheon clubs and day care centres. Proper planning and co-ordination at local level should lie at the heart of a social development approach.

· Fourthly, that existing social work services be scrutinised to ensure cost effective and sustainable service delivery. In essence, this meant that older persons should be encouraged to be both recipients and providers of services. The domination of professional input in care for aged was regarded as a threat to relevant and sustainable services over time.

· Lastly, older persons should be encouraged and allowed to continue to play meaningful social roles. The strategy recognised the fact that many older persons have resources to plough back to families and societies.

A number of Executive Committee members and influential affiliates did not fully agree with the development strategy. In 1985, the Transvaal Association for the Black Aged was formed to promote and co-ordinate services in black communities. The opportunity was seen to influence this organisation to establish a separate black council for the aged.  Key leaders in the Coloured community were also approached to establish a Coloured council for the aged and the same happened in the Indian community. Despite promises of adequate funding from government, the leaders from the above communities turned down the offer to established separate councils for the aged. Tensions within Council ran high when a number of Executive Committee members opened a separate office to serve the white aged in Pretoria.  Under the leadership of Dr Cora Erasmus, supported by senior staff, the Pretoria offices were closed and amalgamated again with the office in Johannesburg. In 1989, the Executive Committee carried a no-confidence vote in the Chairperson, thus ensuring that the Council remained a unified body.  Dr Erasmus was subsequently appointed as Chairperson. The above events clearly indicate the Council’s commitment to serve all aged in South Africa through one organisation.

4.7     The   Turning   Point   for   the   Council

The national conferences held in 1991 and 1993 paved the way towards an integrated community based model for South Africa. The 1991,  conference emphasised the power of age and the aim was to get older persons involved as forces in development. This conference was the first one where volunteers from all areas, rural and urban, came together. Black and white rubbed shoulders seeking solutions to the challenges facing older persons. Conferences after 1991 would never be the same again.

At the 1993 conference, 706 persons attended the conference with the theme - “AGE and CHANGE”. Five prominent speakers spelled out the road ahead for South Africa, i.e. 

Dr. S.D. Gokhale, President of the International Federation on Ageing, from India, recommended that: “South Africa must embrace the principles on ageing set by the United Nations in 1991 in order to make ageing a productive and participatory process in South Africa”.

Dr. Ken Tout, a renown international consultant on ageing in developing countries, pleaded for a long term approach to ageing in South Africa, based on the unique local values, cultures and beliefs which means that care for the aged should become Africanised through a process of social development. “Use what is considered to be your own to build South Africa’s own ageing model, not what may work elsewhere,” he pleaded.

Prof. Nana Apt, from Ghana, President of the African Gerontological Society, challenged the Council to take up its leadership role to bring the different people and orientations together in a united program on ageing for South Africa and Africa.

Mrs. Bette Mullen, International Director for the American Association for Retired Persons, challenged the Council to mobilise and unite the voice of older persons in South Africa. She posed a challenge to older citizens to stand up for themselves and take a lead in building a new and free country and not to allow others to dictate what must be done.

Dr. Sam Motsuenyane from South Africa emphasized the role of the Council to be a “catalyst to correct what went wrong in the past and to return to normal”. 

He challenged the leadership of the Council to market and implement its development plan through the voice of seniors: “Matlhaku a mafsa a ikaega ka a kgale. – The Council must become the champion for South Africa’s elderly”, he concluded.  

The development programme of the Council was known as “The People Empowerment Programme.”

4.8     Regionalisation  of  Council  Becomes  a  Reality

As the People Empowerment Programme of the Council (PEP) extended its wings to all corners of South Africa, the need to establish regional offices became a necessity. Recognition needs to be given to the leadership of Dr. Cora Erasmus in this regard. By the year 1993, the Council had offices in all provinces. Regional Advisory Committees were established in each region to provide support to the different offices. The total number of staff in the Council in 1984 was 13. In 1993 the number grew to 62. The number of staff in head office remained basically the same since 1984, namely eight, with the majority of staff undertaking development work.

A few facts are given below on the development policy in action.  

4.9     Luncheon  Clubs  and  Training  Galore!

The Nutritional Development Program of 1990 made funds available to purchase food and equipment for clubs. This boosted the Council’s work in assisting luncheon clubs. The biggest sponsorships for the development of clubs came from the Independent Development- and the Viva Trusts. 

Between 1990 and 1994 a total of 384 luncheon clubs were established and/or funded. In total 27 040 older persons participated in these clubs. The purpose of the program was to equip the clubs, provide encouragement and training. Training in particular, took the centre stage. Under the leadership of Mrs Wil Bryan, the Deputy Director, the staff provided training on preparing meals, involving local leaders, organizing events, fundraising, bookkeeping etc.

Soon training became a key function of the Council and was extended beyond the training of luncheon clubs. Recognition needs to be given to staff that played a dynamic role in making training and capacity building a quality component of the Council’s work:

· Mr. Hewitt Simon, Ms. Joyce Xipu and Mrs. M. Small in the Eastern Cape

· Mrs Thapelo Mzizi, Mrs Pinki Vilakazi, Mrs Lorraine Tabane, Ms Lucy Nkosi, Mrs. T. Wessels, Mrs. M. Mokholo, Mrs. M.S. Julies, Mrs. M. Manoto, Mrs. F. Grootboom in Gauteng

· Mr. M.P. Motshumi, Mrs. M. Abdoll in the Free State

· Mrs. C. Williams, Miss. P. Naicker and Mrs. P. Shangase in Kwazulu-Natal

· Mrs Nomvuyo Baba, Mrs. M. Nkalashe, Mrs. J. Mackenzie, Miss. J.J. Sampson in the Western Cape.

During this time the Beares Foundation sponsored the visit of Prof. Manfred Mann from Israel who ran workshops on community care, countrywide. Luncheon clubs, service centres and affiliated members enthusiastically attended these workshops. Prof. Mann’s visit had three main outcomes: the training of caregivers, the establishment of lending depots (basic care equipment) and the establishment of an exchange program of community workers with Israel.  

In 1992 – 1993, seven lending depots and 12 sub-depots were established in Kwa-Zulu Natal, Eastern Cape, Free State, Gauteng and Western Cape. The lending depots are still operating. 

The regionalisation policy was a logical extention of the development programme. By involving local leadership in the work, emphasized a bottom-up approach, which carried the support of the people.

4.10     The  President’s  Council   Investigation   into   the  

Circumstances  Of  Older  Persons  in  SA  -  1985

The absence of clear policy directives in respect of ageing, resulting in ongoing criticism from political parties, human rights groups and specifically the Council, resulted in the above investigation. From documents it is clear that the Council’s “Older Persons Charter” in 1979, its “National Plan of Action” of 1982 and the “Social Development Strategy” of 1984 prompted Parliament to conduct the investigation.

Evidence was collected from all communities and the Human Science Research Council assisted the investigation. The Council, through its staff made written and oral representations, focusing on the existing racial equities, the policy bias in favor of residential care and the lack of a clear policy on retirement. Because of the lack of political legitimacy, the evidence was unfortunately not representative.

The findings and recommendations of the investigation were basically in line with the views of the Council. It was, therefore, not surprising that the key recommendations reflected in the report were amongst others:

· Removal of all discrimination in respect of social grants.

· Luncheon clubs and service centers to receive the largest portion of subsidies.

· Government was encouraged to make loans and subsidies available in black communities to develop frail care and housing facilities.

· Urgent attention be given to develop a comprehensive retirement policy, including serious consideration given to a compulsory contributing pension fund.

· Finally the investigation identified the need to review the Older Persons Act of 1967 to ensure inclusivity and relevance.

The Council’s dynamic interaction with all role players and policy makers stands out in history. This report was a moral victory for the Council!

4.11     National  Awareness  Campaigns  to  Promote  the  

Dignity,  Respect  and  Security of  Older  Persons

The Council created a public relations office from where major awareness and fundraising campaigns were planned and executed. Four campaigns of significance were organised during this period:

· Pretty Things for Little Things  was a campaign sponsored by SANLAM to provide older persons with an opportunity to make gifts for children in need and at the same time promote the valued roles of older citizens. This campaign became one of the most successful awareness campaigns in Council’s history. Over the years, tens of thousands of gifts were distributed to needy children. In later years, Checkers became the sponsor. This project is currently still being organised by the Council.

· The Keep Our Aged in the Community, a campaign that commenced in 1987, was a main theme for the next three years. This campaign aimed at promoting community based services. Affiliated members participated. The significance of this campaign was that for the first time multi-racial events took place. At Church Square, Pretoria over a 1000 elderly representing Pretoria, Mamelodi, Soshanguve and Atteridgeville, attended the event. Trust Bank was the sponsor.

· The Golden Heart Competition, sponsored by Trust Bank was both an awareness campaign and fundraising event. This annual event ran from 1990 to 1994 and raised approximately R3,5  million. What made this event so important is that it was linked to the Sunshine Professional Golf Tournament, while the different Trust Bank branches competed against one another for the most funds raised. Individual donors were also recruited to donate funds monthly. Some of these donors still donate money 14 years later. It was estimated at the time that over 500 000 persons over 4 years, participated and would have come face-to-face with the Council and it’s work. These funds were used to fund the Council’s development and regionalisation programme.

· The National Crime Prevention Programme, sponsored by Checkers and the S.A. Police Services between 1992 – 1994, drew enormous support from all communities. The campaign consisted of workshops in shopping malls, service centers, and church halls to show older people how to prevent or deal with incidents of crime. Pamphlets in English, Afrikaans, Xhosa, Tswana and Zulu were distributed.

· The Golden Achiever Awards, a campaign which was a joint venture between Tomorrow Magazine and the Council. It commenced in 1991 and continued for five years. The aim of the competition was to showcase the creativeness, valued roles and productivity of older citizens. This first winner was Mr. C.A. Morris from Muizenberg.

· The Village Green Day held in Durban”, was a project the Council participated in since 1991. Clubs and organisations for the aged came from far and near to celebrate ageing at this event. During the day, competitions were held for Mr. and Mrs. Senior, the oldest Grandpa and Grandma in attendance as well as traditional music and dances. In 1992, over 5000 persons attended the Village Green Day. This event still takes place today.

· Family Festivals, arranged by member organisations, became popular. In 1992, 3000 older persons from Potchefstroom participated in the Senior Festival and in Johannesburg where 1000 older persons came together in Lenasia to celebrate grandparenthood. These festivals are still happening in various communities.

The Council’s television advert: ”The aged are valuable, treat them that way” received the “Award” from M-Net as the best social advert in 1993. The Council received free advertising time on radio and television to the value of R850 000-00.

Today, awareness campaigns are co-ordinated from the National Office by Mrs Ingrid Cupido.

4.12     Other  Interesting  Facts

· During the period 1982 – 1994 the face of the Executive Council changed from no black representation to a substantial number by 1994. These black representatives played a critical role in the transformation of the Council. The first person of colour that served on the Council was Mr. S. Rambharos from the Aryan Benevolent Council and the second was Rev. T.B. Mbabane, Soweto Council for the Aged. In 1994 the following black persons of substance served on the Executive Committee:

· Dr. Sam Motsuenyane;

· Mr. K. Mkhize;

· Mr. J.F.T. Vilakazi;

· Mr. E.A. Saloojee;

· Dr. Sam Pick;

· Mrs. C. Makhene;

· Dr. Henry van der Linde;  and

· Mrs. Val Kadalie.

· The Council was instrumental in a direct way to influence the Universities of Witwatersrand (1981) and Cape Town (1983) to institute Chairs of Geriatrics. It was important that doctors are afforded geriatric training before they would enter the profession. During 1988 - 1989 the Council made presentations to nursing colleges to include gerontology as part of their curriculum for nurses. By 1991 all nursing colleges had included gerontology in their training.  The Council’s Health Committee, under Dr Margaret Barlow’s leadership, made valuable contributions in geriatric care in South Africa.

· Research was regarded as very important to advance knowledge on ageing and scientifically sound practices. The establishment of the Centre for Gerontology was very important. The Council participated in a number of research projects with the focus on elder abuse, training of caregivers, etc.

· In 1990, the Council, through Mr Syd Eckley and Mrs Pinky Vilakazi, participated in writing a chapter on elder abuse in the publication “People and Violence in South Africa” edited by Prof. Brian McKendrick. This was the first publication on elder abuse in South Africa. In years to come, the Council would become the champion against elder abuse.

The period 1982 – 1993 will be known in history as the season for the development and empowerment of people. It was indeed a blessed time for all who were involved in the work of the Council. The Council was ready and eager to embrace the coming democracy. 

A special cherry on the Council’s cake was the announcement in 1993 that all social grants between the different population groups will be equal. Those of us, who were present when the announcement was made, will still remember the joy, the laughter and the tears!

5.     The  Council,  the  Leader  in  Care  for  the  Aged  in  

A  New  and  Democratic  South Africa  –  1994  to  date

For the majority of older persons in South Africa, it was like a dream come true to witness the inauguration of Nelson Mandela as the State President in 1994. The Council, represented by its Director, received a special invitation to the ceremony in Pretoria.

The years between 1994 to 2006 can best be described for the Council as the time of reaping the fruits of developing people. During these years the Council fulfilled its destiny as the worthy champion of all aged in South Africa. But, also it was a time to once again discover that so much is still to be done before older citizens can be free of exploitation, abuse and neglect.

In this section, special attention will be given to the following:

· Towards a new policy and legislation for older persons;

· Information and training became core functions of Council;

· War declared on elder abuse;

· The Truth and Reconciliation Commission;

· Regionalisation and the People Empowerment Programme;  

· Senior Sangala; 

· The International Federation comes to South Africa;  and

· The International Year for Older Persons.

5.1     Towards  a  New  Policy  and  Legislation  for  Older  Persons

The Council took the lead in lobbying for a new policy framework on ageing. This process commenced in October 1993 when the first Discussion Group of Ageing was launched with Dr. Sam Motsuenyane as Chairperson. The first policy draft was presented to Council’s Biennial Conference – “Dynamic Ageing: the Challenge” held on 4 – 6 October 1995 in Milnerton, Cape Town. The policy framework was adopted at the conference.

Following the 1995 conference, Council took a leading role in getting the policy adopted by government that the bulk of services to the aged must be community based and that only very frail persons should be admitted to old age homes. The Reprioritisation Committee finally adopted this policy in 1997. This was a moral victory for Council that took almost 40 years to achieve.

The second major victory for the Council was when the Aged Person’s Act was amended in 1998 to promote transformation and better protection for older persons. The transformation guidelines of Council, endorsed by government and distributed widely in South Africa went a long way to make services to the aged more accessible and appropriate to the needs of all older citizens.

The Minister of Social Development, Ms. Geraldine Fraser-Moleketi announced the “New Deal for Older Persons” in 1999. The Council was directly involved in advising the Minister on the new deal. The Council was regarded by government as a valuable partner and representative of older persons in South Africa.

In 2006 the spadework done over years will bear fruit when the New Older Persons Act will be promulgated. This Act will embody everything this Council believed in. 

To be more specific,  that older citizens will be afforded development opportunities, support and protection in order to remain in the community for as long as possible.  Council’s lobbyist, Mrs. Mary Turok, played a dynamic role in helping to mould the legislation in accordance to the needs and aspirations of older persons.

5.2     Information  and  Training

At various stages in the report, mention was made of the Council’s role in research, the collecting and dissemination of information and providing training. 

“Senior News” played a crucial role to bring valuable information to affiliates. Council also made special guidelines available to members from time to time. Examples of some of these guidelines are: good bookkeeping, management styles, fundraising, caregiver protocols, transformation of services, marketing of services and many more.

In 1999 “Senior News” was replaced by “Keryx”, which focused on providing up to date information to make services more professional. It is also appropriate to recognise the information-giving role of Council. Over the years, thousands of persons called on the Council for advice and information on literally any ageing issue. 

A man who gave over 10 years of his retired life to provide quality information was Dr. Frans van Rensburg. He established a library of substance, probably the best in South Africa, on matters concerning older persons. Today, Ms. Charlotte Fairbridge fills this role. The information center is set to grow in importance in times to come.

Training has become a core function of Council. Thousands of volunteers, social workers, centre organisers and committee members have gone through one or more training seminars. Let us take note of some of the training that was and is still provided:

· Caregiver training;

· Volunteer training;

· Fundraising;

· Management skills;

· Writing business plans;

· Committee work;

· Victim empowerment;  

· Basic business skills,

· HIV/AIDS training;

· ABET;

· Sports and Recreation;  and

· Financial management.

Age-in-Action has become synonymous with training and capacity building. Most delegates at national conferences will endorse the view that these events are primarily used to learn from one another.

5.3     War  Declared  on  Elder  Abuse

In 1994, Council announced that elder abuse is to receive special attention through its members, regional offices and head office. A three point strategy was adopted, namely, to do or promote research, to sensitise persons working with older persons on the possible signs of abuse and to lobby government and parliament on elder abuse. 

In 1995, Ms. Pinky Vilakazi and Mr. Syd Eckley published an article on elder abuse in South Africa. Haworth Press published this article internationally. 

Elder abuse in black communities was highlighted. Specifically the effect of atrocities by the apartheid regime on the lives of older persons was vividly described. This report alerted politicians and policy makers to the problem. In 1998 the S.A. Human Rights Commission initiated discussions on how the problem can be combated. 

Eventually the Minister of Social Development included special protection clauses to prevent and combat abuse in the Older Persons Amendment Act of 1998. For the first time, elder abuse was defined in South African legislation. 

In 1998, the Minister of Health established a special committee to develop a national strategy on elder abuse. This strategy was announced in 1999 and highlighted the importance of collaboration between all sectors to combat this evil practice. Mr. Syd Eckley was Chairperson of this committee and a number of Executive Committee members and staff served on this committee as well.

On 1 October 1999, HEAL (Halt Elder Abuse Line) with the toll free line 0800 003 081 was launched by the Mayor of Cape Town. Council initiated this programme. The HEAL programme created the first opportunity to older persons to access help against abuse through a call center. Response units were established in  provinces, where reports of alleged abuse was investigated and where necessary, intervention was taken. The number of calls per month increased from 70 to 135 in 2003.

HEAL made a decisive contribution towards alerting the public to elder abuse. Through the regional offices a number of interim homes (places of safety) was established in the Eastern Cape, Cape Town and Northern Cape.

The Ministerial Committee of Enquiry into the abuse of older persons in South Africa, instituted in 2001 by Dr. Zola Skweyiya, Minister of Social Development, was a significant milestone in the fight against elder abuse. This investigation came, inter alia, in response to Age-in-Action’s ongoing pressure over years to render elder abuse a decisive blow. This investigation, under the Chairpersonship of Mr. Tom Manthata of the South African Human Rights Commission, went a long way to place the plight of older persons on the public agenda. Age-in-Action participated in this national investigation and was a partner in implementing the recommendations.

In 2003, HEAL changed its name to “Action on Elder Abuse”, in order to give full professional attention to the execution of its programme, and functioned as a separate entity focusing solely on abuse.

5.4     Care-Line – 080 111 2313

In January 2005, Age-in-Action launched its own Care-Line which is a toll free telephonic information service to the public, government departments, ngo’s cbo’s and faith based organisations.  The Care-Line handles queries on accommodation/housing;  health;  pension;  abuse;  counseling;  para-legal services;  grants and support groups.  Age-in-Action networks with experts and other stakeholders, where necessary, to provide callers with the best possible information.  Age-in-Action also has response units in each province to follow up on cases reported to the line.  In spite of receiving no financial assistance for this service, the organisation has decided to keep the line open for as long as possible since it has proven to be a vital service to the public. 

5.5     The  Truth  and  Reconciliation  Commission

Council regarded participating in the work of the “Truth and Reconciliation Commission” as a contribution towards “putting right what went wrong.” It was specifically important to tell the stories of deprivation, humiliation and exploitation, caused by apartheid.

Council made two submissions. By participating in the submission of the National Coalition of Social Services where all national bodies collectively apologized for, not standing up against the authorities in the face of ongoing discrimination in respect of subsidies, standards and opportunities against black social victims. The second submission was made on behalf of the Council. It spelled out to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission the effect apartheid had on the lives of older persons. The group areas, act, job reservation, the educational system, social security and the National Welfare Act were cited as causing immeasurable and long lasting harm to black persons and their families.

The Council brought the Commission’s attention to the fact that the majority of black aged carry deep scars of years of malnutrition, lack of shelter, inadequate healthcare and separation from family. 

Council also gave an overview of how the previous regime deliberately ignored the existence of black old people living in cities, demanding that they retire to their “homelands.” Also, how government ignored pleas to provide much needed funds to build facilities for older persons.

Finally the Council accepted shared responsibility for the enormous inequities that existed in the field of ageing and apologised for this. The submission was accepted with appreciation.

5.6     Regionalisation  and   the   People   Empowerment   Programme  -  

from  Strength  to  Strength

Since October 1995, provincialisation went the full circle with the introduction of Provincial Councils. This policy decision made it possible that provincial offices received executive decision-making powers. The commitment given in 1991 that Council will become a body of the people was, therefore, fulfilled. The main implication of this constitutional decision was that each province were responsible to set programmes in place suitable to the needs of older persons living that region. All the regions collectively remained part of the national body.

Since 1996, each provincial office was responsible to raise funds, provide services needed in the different areas and would report regularly to the head office. Provincial reports as recorded annual reports since 1996, reflect the initiatives of the different offices to take care for the aged in every township and village in South Africa. Here are some of the highlights:

· Poverty alleviation projects were initiated in poverty stricken areas. Bakeries, sewing and knitting clubs for tracksuits, school uniforms, food gardens, brick-making, coal selling, fruit juice making, beadwork, etc. were some of the projects. In some of the projects unemployed young people also participated. These projects are still very operational.

· Capacity building through training and support became a service in all areas. With so many more organisations established, Age-in-Action accepted the challenge to lead young organisations to autonomy and sustainability. 

· Much of the training was in respect of management, finance, organisation, volunteers, and submission of business plans for funding by government. Many organisations were assisted to acquire financial backing from government. Funds raised from business were allocated to local organisations to become self-supporting. An example is that through the support of Safmarine, a number of service centers were developed and established in the Eastern and Western Cape, as well as the Free State.

· Training of home care workers became entrenched in all the work done in the different provinces. On average, provincial offices trained 138 caregivers annually. Today the numbers have moved beyond 200 caregivers trained per annum. These workers are deployed in townships to render home care services-on-foot. Not only were frail and HIV/AIDS persons provided with much needed care, but it also provided an income to the caregivers.   Much of the training focused in later years on dealing with HIV/Aids-patients and their families.

· Development of local luncheon clubs. The number of luncheon clubs established through initiatives of provincial offices increased on average by 64 per annum. Many of the clubs have been able to acquire government subsidies. As was reported elsewhere, safe houses for abused elderly were developed in most of the provinces. Lending depots for care equipment were also established on an ongoing basis. In 2002, the role of luncheon clubs were researched. It was found that the majority of clubs rendered at least three basic services – meals, homecare and socialisation. The majority of these clubs are self-funded and run by volunteers. Many of the clubs have established child and HIV/Aids support groups. The need for ongoing financial support and training by Council’s staff was confirmed. The research also highlighted the importance of funding, specifically funds from sponsors, like the National Lotteries Board for example.

· Awareness campaigns played a key role in promoting the dignity and respect of older persons. “Grandparents Day” celebrations were organised together with churches and other organisations in the community. “Honour the Aged Week”, activities were organised countrywide to market the importance and value of older persons. Each province designed its own programmes, like art festivals, sports days, hobbies exhibitions and marches. HIV/AIDS Awareness projects became a trademark of the work in provinces.  Offices co-operated with government departments and non-governmental organisations in organising events. Training family carers, equipping older persons with knowledge about HIV and AIDS were some of the worthy activities. Cultural festivals are important to older persons. Regional offices regularly organised events of a cultural nature, like dances, choir competitions, story telling, etc.

· An important outcome of the regionalisation policy was that the numbers of affiliated members have grown to almost 900 in 2006. The vast majority of these organisations came from disadvantaged communities. Age-in-Action has truly become the representative body of the services and interests of older persons in South Africa.

· Dr. Cora Erasmus retired as Chairperson in 1995 and Dr. Henry van der Linde became the first black Chairperson.  Rev. Canon Desmond Lambrechts became Chairperson in 1997 until today.

5.7     Senior  Sangala

This project took place with funding from the National Department of Sport and Recreation. The late Mr. Steve Tshwete, Minister of Sport and Recreation, visited a number of facilities and clubs for older persons in the Cape Town area in 1995. What he saw horrified him. In his own words he described what he found: “I asked them what are they are looking forward to? They answered most of the times, “nothing”, while others said “we are waiting to die”!.  

As a consequence, Senior Sangala was born, a part of the South African National Games and Leisure Activities (Sangala) initiative. Under the leadership of Mr. Tshwete the Department of Sport and Recreation partnered with Age-in-Action to organise a national campaign to promote exercises and recreational activities for older persons.

Minister Tshwete launched Senior Sangala in March 1996 in Bellville. At this occasion he expressed the hope that older persons will once again discover that they are the torchbearers of the nation. If their torches would loose its light, it will become dark for the young, he said.

The Senior Sangala programme, under the auspices of Recreation South Africa (RECSA), continued for a further five years, but its effect is still prevalent today. In these five years, over 300 000 older persons were reached. The program consisted of the following:

· Training of trainers: These trainers from throughout the country, were volunteers and club organizers, who were trained on how to run fitness and exercise programmes for older persons. These trainers were then deployed to go and train other trainers. In the process, over 600 clubs or organisations were involved. Mrs. Iona Henning from the S.A. Seniors Fitness Association was responsible for the training. The Gauteng office still employs two Senior Sangala Co-ordinators in 2006 who are responsible for activities taking place in the province.

· Providing equipment to clubs and organisations to advance active ageing. Senior Sangala aimed at enabling clubs to become self sustainable by developing income generating projects like cooking, catering, food gardens, sewing, woodwork, etc. 

· The Millennium Walk was a project that took place during the International Year for Older Persons in 1999. 450 000 participants from communities across the country participated in the event. Young and old walked, danced, sung together to celebrate active ageing.

· Pamphlets and guidelines to promote active living were distributed to all communities in South Africa. Mrs. Gladys Moeketsi from Klerksdorp summed up the power of Senior Sangala as follows:  “our people adopted Senior Sangala as their own, because it helped them to fight the bad side of ageing, i.e. – inactivity and loneliness.” Hundreds of stories of how regular exercises and active living helped older persons with mobility problems to walk again without being transported in wheelchairs and even wheelbarrows. Grannies who could hardly lift their arms, were enabled to work in food gardens and feel useful and strong! We salute the late Steve Tshwete for his vision and leadership. May Senior Sangala rise again!

5.8     The  International  Federation  on  Ageing  comes  to  South  Africa  in  1997

The Council hosted the Third Global Conference between 19 to 23 October 1997 in Durban, in partnership with government and the African Center on Gerontology. Over 1000 delegates from all over the world participated. At this conference, recognition was given to the role of the Council to bring about a positive change to the perceptions of Age, government policies and the promotion of community based care and support in South Africa.

To member organisations of Council, it was an unbelievable experience to test local initiatives against developments and services to older persons in other countries. At the same time, international delegates were excited to learn about concepts like Ubuntu, the Senior Sangala programme, the role of luncheon clubs, elder abuse projects, interim homes and volunteer-driven services. 

5.9     The  International  Year  for  Older  Persons  –  1999

The theme for this event was “Towards a Society for all Ages”. The Council played a prominent role in organising the year together with other stakeholders, the government and non-governmental organisations. Minister Patrick Lekota was the Patron for the year. From the glamorous launch at Gallagher Estate in Midrand, until the exciting closing ceremony on 1 December 1999 in Cape Town, many activities took place. Let us look at some of the outstanding events:

· “Older Person’s Rights are Human Rights” was a campaign to distribute the United Nations (UN) principles to all mayors, parliamentarians and business leaders. South Africans were called up to protect the value and dignity of older persons. At the home of Mrs. Adelaide Tambo, cabinet ministers, prominent South African leaders and business people signed a declaration to honour and protect older persons.

· The “Millennium Walk”, where 450 000 older and younger persons walked together to celebrate active ageing.

· Cultural festivals took place countrywide with choir competitions, arts/crafts exhibitions, concerts and children’s art competitions.

· Senior Sangala activities like bowls, sports days and mass exercise projects. 

· The main sponsors for the International Year were Hollard Insurance, Shoprite Checkers and the Department of Sport and Recreation.

5.10
The Carers Association of South Africa  -  As Age-in-Action’s aim is to improve the quality of life for older persons, we are running a series of practical support and training programmes as well as information sessions for carers of all ages who are caring for older persons, by establishing support groups that will provide the carers the opportunity to meet to discuss and share problems and provide a platform for them to express their views.

5.11     Some  other  interesting  things  to  note:

· On 9 September 2001 at its Biennial General Meeting in Grahamstown,  the affiliates adopted “Age-in Action” as its new name, together with a new logo, vision and objectives.

· Over the years, Age-in-Action was able to draw ongoing financial support from key businesses in South Africa. These sponsors shared the vision of Age-in-Action to make care for older persons accessible and appropriate to the needs of older persons. Some of the sponsors have been involved with Age-in-Action for more than 20 years, i.e.: 

· Shoprite Checkers;

· Anglo American Chairman’s Fund;

· Syfrets Trust;

· Liberty Life;

· Donald Gordon Foundation;

· The Carl and Emily Fuchs Foundation;

· Anglo Vaal;

· Beares Foundation;

· Engen;

· 3M;

· Nampac;

· Price Forbes;

· JEB Dark Will Trust;

· Pat Hovenden Charity Trust;

· Sappi;

· The Clifford Harris Trust;

· BP Southern Africa; 

· Nedcor;

· National Lotteries Board;

· PG Glass; and

· Standard Bank.

· In later years, the National Development Agency and the National Lotteries Board made it possible to continue with Age-in-Action’s development programme.

· A donor of note which has consistently enabled Age-in-Action to continue operating nationally for the past few years, is the Winners Family.

· Mr Syd Eckley retired in 2000 and Mrs. Wil Bryan became the Chief Executive Officer. Mrs. Bryan, retired in 2005 and today, Mrs. Martha Mokholo holds the position. The staff members with the longest service is Ms Lenie Lawrence, General Clerk since 1968, Mrs Ingrid Cupido, presently the Admin / Public Awareness Officer  since 1984.

The last 12 years will go down in history as the time when Age-in-Action was able to begin to harvest the fruits of investment in the aged of South Africa. Today, older persons in South Africa can live in a free and open society. In Age-in-Action they have a champion with a track record of commitment, to help make a better life for South Africa’s older persons.

6.     Looking  Back  –  Looking  Ahead

Age-in-Action has survived 50 years. The leaders who started this organisation in 1956 had a vision to bring hope and dignity to older persons in South Africa. Despite many obstacles, the leaders followed their dreams for this organisation with perseverance. Perhaps what ensured more than anything else, in the reaching of the organisation’s destiny, was the single-minded ability to seek what is best for older persons in South Africa.

6.1     Reflections  on  the  Past

We witnessed the willingness of the first leaders to show courage to go against the policies and politics of the time. All those years ago, government and its political allies tried their best to shift Age-in-Action’s focus from developmental to institutional solutions. Through lucrative financial rewards, many of Age-in-Action’s own members were lured away. Even blatant threats in the seventies and eighties towards Age-in-Action, that they must refuse membership to black organisations, did not succeed. The final battle was won in 1987 a conference when Age-in-Action refused to send its black delegates home, when the municipality of Pretoria refused entry to for blacks to enter the Pretoria City Hall.

The opening ceremony went ahead as was planned – a special victory! 

Various attempts to divide the Council’s ranks also failed. Since Dr. Cora Erasmus became Chairperson in 1989, a growing number of affiliated members who believed that Age-in-Action was on the right track, joined the organisation on its journey. Credit needs to be given to organisations such as TAFTA, PADCA, Algoa Bay Council for the Aged, CPOA, JAFTA, ELSCA and a few more, who persevered it out with Age-in-Action and became agents of change themselves.

The National Conferences in 1991 and 1993 were the groundbreaking events that embodied the new organisation.  Age-in-Action was reborn in 1991 where, at this Biennial General Meeting, the Constitution made regionalization a reality. This opened the doors for the people to make Age-in-Action their home. They grabbed the opportunity with both hands. The 2005 National Conference in Durban, with over 700 delegates, was the proof that Age-in-Action was adopted by black and white as “our own” in 1991.

How was it possible that people who were on the receiving end of injustice and oppression for many years, would support  an organisation that could be seen as part and parcel of the political machine of the past? 

The answer is simple, Age-in-Action’s leaders delivered more than what they promised. But let us be specific. It was the foresight of Mrs Zerilda Droskie, the tenacity of Mrs Thapelo Mzizi, the development workers, senior staff, the backing of Mr Syd Eckley and the inspirational leadership of Dr Cora Erasmus that placed Age-in-Action on a winning course. You see, it was when Age-in-Action was willing to invest its resources in the  development of people that trust and credibility were established.

Capacity building cannot be driven on good intentions only. It is money that made it possible that in the last twenty years over 700 new organisations and clubs were founded in mostly disadvantaged communities. Yes, it is true that there are still thousands of black older persons who remain hungry, lonely and sick. Over 100 000 older persons today are part of Age-in-Action’s “extended family”, experiencing care, support and opportunities to grow. The backing by the business sector, the National Development Agency and the National Lotteries Board, made it possible to convert dreams into reality.

Age-in-Action today is recognised as a leader whom the people can trust. It is not merely the meals and care that old people can depend on, that counts. Age-in-Action has proved its willingness to fill the gap for older persons as their advocate in South Africa, which is an equally worthy cause.

6.2     Quo  Vadis  Age-in-Action ?

The power of the organisation lies with ordinary people, living in ordinary communities. I believe that this winning recipe must not be tampered with. In order to be able to respond to the needs of the people, Age-in-Action must find ways to convert their messages into action. The information, education, training and advocacy roles that became prevalent over the past 10 years, need to become stronger through creating accessible and dynamic infrastructures to execute these functions.

The development work is far from complete. There are many thousands of older persons still out in the cold. They need to be brought into the Age-in-Action family. 

I believe government has a responsibility to become a much stronger partner in the People Empowerment Programme by specifically providing capital funding and subsidies, once infrastructures are operational. The business sector who backed the development programme for years, need to come to the table once more to help develop  the people into sustainable organisations.

Finally there are enormous challenges that older persons are facing on a daily basis. Age-in-Action needs to continue to operate at grassroots-level, in addressing many of their heavy demands. I specifically refer to the enormous burdens older persons are carrying, caring for grandchildren, mostly HIV/AIDS orphans. New models of care need to be investigated, like Ama Gogo Villages, daycare centres, caregiver training, human rights units and advice centres. Thousands of grannies that care for orphans, could qualify for foster grants. They need to be assisted through statutory action.

What can the present leadership of Age-in-Action take from the past into the future?   Dr. Slater’s caution against complacency.  

Warren G. Bennis said “ Leadership is the capacity to translate vision into reality”.

Age-in-Action is such a reality.
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