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Memorandum to the Minister of Basic Education 
From Blind SA  

 
Preamble 

 
WHEREAS Blind SA is a registered Not-for Profit Organisation (NPO 000-

606) and is a National Disabled People’s Organisation whose objective is to 
advocate for the empowerment of blind and partially sighted people; 

 
WHEREAS South Africa has a 750,000 blind and partially sighted population 

in who’s best interest Blind SA acts. 

Whereas The Government has a duty in terms of: - 
The Constitution of South Africa (1996),  

SA School Act (No. 84 of 1996)  
The White Paper on the Rights of Persons with Disability (2015),  

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (2007),  
AU Protocol on the Rights of Persons with Disability (2018),  

The Salimanca Agreement (UNESCO, 1994), and   
The numerous other relevant legislation, regulations and policies relevant. 

  

Blind SA hereby submits this memorandum to the Honourable Minister of 
Basic Education, Ms Angie Motshekga in view of the extreme learning 

difficulties and unsatisfactory infrastructure which blind and partially sighted 
learners must endure in education and the fact that government is failing on 

its promises and constitutional duties.  
 

1. Demands for immediate actions and resolution 
 

In light of what is stated herein below, Blind SA demand the following: 
  

1.1 That the Minister of Basic Education immediately investigate the 
complaints as contained in this memorandum and institutes remedial 

measures and informs Blind SA of actions taken within three months from 
the date of this memorandum. 
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1.2 That Immediate action is required regarding the state of dilapidation of 
the Schools for the Blind infrastructure. The Department of Basic Education 

requires from every provincial Department of Education to provide an action 
plan within three months which comprehensively deals with the repair and 

maintenance, with sufficient financial provisions made in the next budget to 
fund this action plan. 

 
1.3 That the Department of Basic Education and the Provincial Departments 

of Education budget to meet the needs with regard to the necessary 
Learning and Teaching Support Materials (LTSM) and assistive devices 

needed for the teaching and learning of the visually impaired. 
(1) Institute a coordinated for early childhood development programme for 

visually impaired children. 
(2) Visually impaired learners are provided with access to CAPS textbooks, 

prescribed books and readers in braille and other accessible formats i.e. 

electronic braille format {.brf}) in accordance with the Court Order dated ….  
(3) Visually impaired learners receive access to a personal braille writing 

machine and electronic note taker.  
4) (Visually impaired Learners receive basic life skills in Orientation and 

Mobility (O&M), Skills in Daily Living (SDL) and social skills to cope with the 
visual disability.  

(5) Educators and other staff who are teaching and supporting visually 
impaired learners are provided awareness and sensitisation to working with 

visually impaired learners as well as formal qualifications in Special Needs 
Education relevant to visual impairments. 

(6) The infrastructure at the Special Schools for the Blind require urgent 
renovation and repairs.  

(7) School subsidies to be increased with ring-fenced amounts set aside for 
learner transport, meals, care and stay and LTSM materials and assistive 

devices.  

(8) Safety and security at these schools to be improved.  
 

1.5 That the Department of Education adhere to the Promotion of Equality 
and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination (PEPUDA) Act, the Child Care Act, 

the SA School’s Act and including all other relevant legislation and policies.  
 

2. Status on Education of the Visually Impaired by Blind SA  
 

Blind SA has undertaken a research into the status of education of the 
visually impaired in South Africa. The report which focuses on early 

childhood development, learner teacher support materials and safety and 
security at the Special Schools for the Blind provides the background and is 

listed below.  
 



Executive Summary 
 

The findings from the research reflect: - 
 

1 There is no coordinated programme for early childhood development for 
visually impaired children resulting in children only exposed to literacy and 

education between the ages of seven and ten years old. 
 

2 Visually impaired learners have very limited access to CAPS textbooks, 
prescribed books and readers. The majority of the learners do not have 

access to a personal braille writing machine or electronic note taker. 
Learners are not given basic life skills in Orientation and Mobility (O&M), 

Skills in Daily Living (SDL) and social skills to cope with the visual disability.  
 

3 The infrastructure at the Special Schools for the Blind require urgent 

renovation and repairs. School subsidies have not been increased for the 
past five years. Safety and security at these schools are seriously lacking 

and pose dangerous risks for visually impaired children. 
 

 
 

THE CHALLENGES OF VISUALLY IMPAIRED EARLY CHILDHOOD 
DEVELOPMENT 

 
Earlier in the year when President Ramaphosa spoke to the nation of South 

Africa, in his SONA, he mentioned that children will have to attend school 
from 4 years old. This will give a child more time to get ready for school.   

Nothing was mentioned ABOUT children with a disability. 
At the moment the Education Department is responsible for a child from six 

years old. That means that a child in GR falls under the Education 

Department. The children younger than this fall under the DSD. 
 

The human Rights Watch report, Explicit in Inclusion, states that parents 
often pay burdensome transport and boarding costs if special schools are far 

from families and communities. Children are exposed to violence and abuse 
in many of South African schools, but children with disabilities are more 

vulnerable to these abusive practises. 
 

Children with disabilities in many public schools receive low quality education 
in poor environments. They continue to be significantly affected by a lack of 

teacher training and awareness about inclusive education methodologies and 
a diversity of disabilities. If a visually impaired child in a mainstream school 

needs a facilitator to assist him, the parent has to pay for the facilitator.    
 



Inclusive education begins in very early stages of children’s lives, because 
children are classified according to their disabilities. Inadequate funding for 

inclusive education and lack of adequate information and support services 
for parents, families and children with disabilities for example Human Right  

Watch found many parents face uncertainty and navigated a complex 
system without the necessary knowledge about their children’s disabilities, 

abilities or the best type of education for them. We also have the problem of 
parents, who hide their child with a disability, because in their culture there 

is a stigma to a disability.  
 

Blind SA works mostly with parents of Gauteng. If we get requests for help 
and advice from parents of other provinces, we try to get information of that 

certain province. In Gauteng we have 3 schools for visually impaired 
children. Sibonile, in Kliprivier, is a primary school. They do not have a GR 

class, because they find that children come to school when they are older 

and then these children are too old to be enrolled in a GR class. They do not 
have any support team at their school. Philadelphia in Shoshunguvhe is a 

school for high school learners. Then we have Prinshof in Pretoria, which is 
most probably the best visually impaired school at the moment in South 

Africa. They have a support team. They are a resource centre. Their 
occupational therapists can work out a home program for the parents and 

the child, from when the child is 18 months old. Parents, who find it difficult 
to accept their child’s disability, can be send to the psychologist of the 

school. A big problem is that this school has a GR class, but children can 
only stay in the school hostel from 7 years of age. Many parents, especially 

in rural areas, do not have the means to get their child to such a resource 
centre. 

 
There used to be an ECD Centre in Braamfontein which catered for pre-

school children with different disabilities. They had a very good support 

group and the teacher was trained in special needs learners. This centre had 
to close down the end of last year, because of funding. 

 
The principal, legato Duma, of the Lusemanzi Centre in Orange Farm, 

contacted Blind SA. She went from door to door in the centre’s vicinity to 
promote her centre and she found that some parents were hiding their 

children with disabilities from the society. She feels that they need to get 
into contact with other children. They need education. We have brought a 

few principals of ECD Centres together with people of High Hopes to train 
the teachers of these centres about special needs children. 

 
According to the human Rights Watch Nongovernmental Organisations plug 

considerable gaps in the delivery of public services for children who have 
been left out of the education system.    



Blind learners are expected to study without braille textbooks 
 

Background 
 

In 2012 the Department of Basic Education (DBE) implemented its new 
Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS). This was done without 

the DBE ensuring that blind learners will have accessible textbooks to cope 
with the new curriculum. The DBE was aware that accessible textbooks were 

not available, but this did not seem to be important. Now, almost 8 years 
later, learners still have to cope without braille textbooks. 

 
Submission to the SA Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) 

 
After many unsuccessful attempts to engage with the DBE about challenges 

in the education of blind learners including the lack of learner teacher 

support materials (LTSM) in braille, Braille SA, the previous braille authority, 
resolved to refer these matters to the SAHRC.  

A delegation of Braille SA met with a commissioner of the HRC in August 
2009. The Commission viewed the matter in a very serious light and 

undertook to engage with the DBE and issued a press release. 
 

There seemed to have been some interaction between the SAHRC and the 
DBE, because at the next meeting of Braille SA in March 2010 Dr Moses 

Simelane of the DBE attended part of the meeting and met with a few 
delegates. He addressed the meeting giving very positive undertakings that 

our issues would receive urgent attention. The meeting took so much 
comfort from his assurances, that it was resolved to withdraw the matter 

from the SAHRC. 
 

No Progress 

 
After the matter had been withdrawn from the SAHRC, there was 

unfortunately no progress. None of Dr Simelane’s undertakings were kept. 
Several unsuccessful meetings were held with officials of the DBE. 

 
In 2011 Susan Bam and Christo de Klerk attended a workshop held by the 

DBE on capacity building in anticipation of the implementation of the CAPS 
the following year. Christo did a presentation on braille at the workshop and 

he and Susan urged officials to ensure that learners had their textbooks 
when the CAPS was implemented. 

 
More meetings were held with the DBE after the implementation of the 

CAPS, but nothing came out of them. Letters sent by the SA Braille Authority 
(SABA) to the Director General and the Minister of the DBE and another 



official specifically dealing with LTSM were sent. No response was received to 
these letters. 

 
A newspaper article dealing with a complaint by the principal of the Athlone 

School for the Blind about the lack of braille LTSM at the school. It appears 
from the article that this problem had been persisting for years. This 

complaint got the principal suspended and disciplined, instead of addressing 
the problem. 

 
In December 2012 Susan Bam, Christo de Klerk and Michael Tshiovhe, a 

teacher at Tshilidzini School attended a meeting with the then DG of the 
DBE, but he had to leave the meeting early and the delegates did not have 

the opportunity to address their issues with him.  
 

Abortive tender 

 
Around the middle of 2013 the DBE requested tenders from braille producers 

for the production of braille textbooks. The tender requirements, however, 
were structured in such a way that not a single service provider could submit 

a tender on account of inter alia the following barriers: 
 

• Totally unrealistic timelines for a single service provider to complete 
the required work; 

• Not every service provider producing material in all requested formats, 
e.g. braille and large print; 

• Not every service provider producing material in all official languages. 

A letter from Blind SA to the DG of the DBE highlighting these restrictions 

was sent at the end of June 2013 which achieved no meaningful results.  
 

Service providers then decided to form a consortium and that the consortium 
would submit a tender for the complete production of the LTSM. The 

consortium would then distribute the work among its members so that those 
with the required skills and capacity would produce the relevant material.  

Unfortunately, this was not acceptable to the DBE who decided to 
discontinue the process. Had the DBE accepted the tender by the 

consortium, learners would have had their braille LTSM years ago.  
At this time the DBE had access to European funding for the provision of 

braille LTSM. Unfortunately, this funding was lost due to it not being applied 
for the purpose for which it had been made available. 

 

Section 27 enters the arena 
 



After the collapse of the tender SABA wrote to the then Department of 
Women, Children and Persons with Disabilities to inform them of all the 

issues around braille in education.  
No response was received to the letter. 

 
At its General Assembly in October 2013 SABA resolved to hand over the 

matter of the lack in provision of braille LTSM over to Section 27. Section 27 
delivered its final, damning report titled Left in the Dark in 2015.  

 
On the day of the release of the report in about November 2015 a delegation 

from the blindness sector met with the parliamentary Portfolio Committee on 
Education to discuss the findings in the report, but the delegation was met 

with defensiveness, evasions and excuses and nothing came out of the 
meeting. Mail & Guardian article dated 6 April 2016 on the findings in the 

Left in the Dark report. 

 
On 1 April 2015 the Minister of Basic Education called a roundtable of 

stakeholders to discuss LTSM. The blindness sector was represented by 
Ntshavheni Netshituni on behalf of SABA, Christo de Klerk on behalf of Blind 

SA and Cathy Donaldson on behalf of the SA National Council for the Blind 
(SANCB).  

 
Although these delegates were left with a very positive sense after the 

meeting, the only development from it was the establishment of an advisory 
committee under the chairmanship of Mr Alan Subban of the DBE. The 

committee would meet quarterly, but often meetings were cancelled or 
postponed, sometimes at very short notice. To date this committee has been 

little more than a talk shop. Its terms of reference have not even been 
finalised yet. 

 

Due to the lack of positive developments SABA and the SANCB instructed 
Section 27 to proceed with litigation against the DBE and provincial 

Departments of education. 
 

In the meantime, the DBE had started providing learners in some schools 
with Braille Note Apex devices and at the SANCB’s biennial conference in  

Durban in 2013 Dr Simelane outlined the DBE’s strategy in respect of 
textbooks. He stated that learners would receive these devices instead of 

hardcopy braille textbooks; this despite not having made sure of the 
suitability of these devices for the purpose. Experts from the blindness 

community repeatedly stressed at meetings of the Advisory Committee and 
elsewhere that in many circumstances these devices would not be suitable 

and that hardcopy braille would be essential 
 



Just before the Section 27 matter would be set down for trial, the parties 
reached an agreement which became an order of Court around the 

beginning of 2019. In terms of the agreement the DBE and provincial 
departments are compelled to provide braille LTSM within specified 

timelines.  
 

At the time of signing the agreement, the DBE was already in default and 
other deadlines had become unrealistic. 

 
Issues still preventing execution of the order of Court 

 
Apart from the DBE’s seeming reluctance to give effect to the order of Court, 

the following two hurdles remain unresolved: 
 

Failure to obtain a deviation order from Treasury: In the light of past  

experience and of the unacceptable delay it would cause, it would not be 
desirable to put out a tender again for the production of braille LTSM. A 

workable alternative would be that Blind SA should receive a deviation order 
from Treasury as a sole provider of some of the LTSM and Pioneer Printers 

should likewise receive a deviation order as the sole provider of the other 
material. These two providers have differing expertise and capacity.  

 
Unfortunately obtaining such a deviation order has now dragged along for 

about two years without being resolved and the DBE and some provincial 
departments are not willing to place orders without a deviation order. This is 

extremely frustrating and at meeting after meeting of the Advisory 
Committee there are delays, promises, undertakings, evasions, half-truths 

and untruths communicated around this matter and it simply does not 
progress. 

 

Who should pay for the master copies: Braille producers are NGOs and 
cannot be expected to bear the burden of carrying the cost of producing the 

master copies, the major portion of the cost of producing braille material, 
and the DBE has failed to provide a workable solution. Its two suggestions: 

first, that publishers should pay for the master copies and second, that 
provinces should share payment of the master copies, are both clearly 

unworkable. 
 

Conclusion 
 

The status quo is that blind learners have now for many years been 
disadvantaged by having to cope with their schoolwork without braille 

textbooks and despite an order of Court the DBE is not progressing with 



placing orders. The braille producers are keen and able to provide the 
material as soon as the DBE removes the obstacles and orders are placed. 

 
We submit that the time has now come to take the strongest possible action, 

including engaging with Section 27 to have the DBE put in contempt of 
Court, to force the DBE to fulfil its obligations and to respect the right of 

blind learners to equal and quality education. 
 

Visually disabled learners' safety needs are ignored 
 

These concerns are with regards to the safety of the visually disabled 
learners at a number of the special schools catering for visually disabled 

learners in South Africa.  Due to a number of factors the infrastructure has 
become so dilapidated that it has become a danger to the visually disabled 

learner to make use of these facilities. It is indeed an indelible blemish on 

the Department of Education that learners have passed away under these 
conditions. 

Blind SA is deeply concerned about this state of affairs. We will cite a few 
examples of this sad state of affairs that has been widely reported in the 

media. 
 

Rivoni school in Limpopo 
 

Blind SA has been involved with Rivoni school for many years. A task team 
from Blind SA visited the school during October 2010 and found extremely 

unsatisfactory conditions regarding accommodation and education for the 
visually disabled learners, inter alia: 

 

• 7 Teachers provide tuition from Grade 1 to Grade 12 

• Buildings are in disrepair 

• Problems with hot water for bathing purposes 

• Sleeping quarters crowded 

• Adults (ABET) and pupils are housed in the same buildings, leading to 

unhealthy social conditions 

During 2016 the students at the school embarked on protest action. During 

the protest action, pupils barricaded all the roads leading to their school with 
stones and burning tyres. The protest when the Department of Education 

supplied some mobile toilets and promised renovations. 
Pupils at Rivoni School for the Blind closed the R578 on Monday (8 April 

2019) after the Department of Education allegedly failed to honour their 

promise of building. 



The pupils at Rivoni School for the Blind closed the R578 on Monday after 
the Department of Education in Limpopo allegedly failed to honour their 

promise of building a school for the pupils with special needs. 

In May 2016, the department said they would renovate the old Lemana 
College at Magangeni village for the use by the pupils. The school currently 

makes use of the old buildings at Rivoni Society for the Blind at 

Njhakanjhaka village, near Elim. 

“They failed to keep their promise,” said a pupil, Nhlawulo Baburi. “Do these 
people know the kind of environment we are subjected to at Rivoni Society 

for the Blind's dilapidated buildings?”. 

According to the pupils, the department failed to address the school's 
concerns regarding shelter and educational facilities. A quick tour through 

the school the past week showed the conditions under which the children are 
living – from stinking, dirty rooms, showers, and classrooms to courtyards 

smelling with odorous sewage. 

Vhutshilo Rasivhetshele (18) pointed at one of the worn-out mattresses: 

“Look, is this what the department expects us to use for sleeping? We have 
no proper blankets and linens, just some rags with which we cover our 

bodies. This is truly demeaning; we sometimes do not feel like full humans – 

they are reducing us to pigs that stay and live in a pigsty.” 

Rudzani Makheda (24) added that if their parents knew about the filthiness 
of the classrooms and dormitories at the school, they would have removed 

them from the school a long time ago. 

“But then I, for one, would not have allowed them to remove me because 
sitting at home doing nothing is not an option. I have to be at Rivoni,” she 

said. “We are living in heart-breaking conditions.” 

While the sleeping conditions in the girls' dormitories could be described as a 

“little better” when compared to the boys', the taps on the sink are always 

dripping and overflowing into the dormitories from the indoors bathrooms. 

“The taps are old and messed up, so we are always ready to mop the water 

off the floor,” said Rudzani. “We know there's no money to fix these taps 
here, but the government should see to it that they arrange for the fixing of 

the taps and sewerage system because this is just another waste.” 

The pupils between the ages 5 and 12 sleep in pairs on a single bed because 

beds and bedding are lacking. 



The mobile classrooms that were delivered in March 2016 amid the pupils' 
strike are all now leaking when it rains. The wooden flooring is shaky and 

riddled with big holes in some places. The mobile toilets are not hygienic 

either. 

“There's a shortage of braille-writer machines, and the braille-printing 

machines that were donated some years ago are always conked out and 

fixing them is costly,” said a pupil. 

The boys' dormitories resemble a “pigsty” as one pupil says, with all 
mattresses worn out and revealing steal springs and disintegrating cotton. 

“We have neither lockers nor wardrobes, so our clothes lay on our beds and 
down on the floor, and that alone makes us feel less than human,” said 

Vhutshilo. (Article from Limpopo Mirror, 9 April 2019) 

Christiana school for the blind 
 

 
 
A learner from the Christiana School for the Blind breaks down after learning 

of the death of four boys in the school’s hostel. Pictures: LEFT: Burnt beds 
are seen here in the room where four blind boys died early yesterday morn-

ing after they could not escape because the door of their room was locked. 
A security guard who was on duty at the school on Sunday night said he did 

not hear any screams but did smell something burning early yesterday 
morning when he was doing the rounds at 1am yesterday morning and 

found nothing wrong. At 4am he smelt something burning but did not go and 

check. (Diamond Fields Advertiser 30 November 2010) Grade two pupils, 
Sikhona Mogapi, drowned in the school's swimming pool on September 15. 

 



Sergeant Kealeboga Molale said at the time it was believed that Mogapi 
climbed over the swimming pool fence. He had no visible injuries. 

Education MEC Wendy Matsemela said in a statement on Wednesday that a 
task team probing the incident would submit a report soon. 

 
(Teachers suspended from school for the blind after child's drowning 9 

October 2013 https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2013-10-09-
teachers-)suspended-from-school-for-the-blind-after-childs-drowning/) 

 
Prinshof school 

 
• During 2018 an armed burglary happened at a hostel where valuables 

were stolen 
• The previous chairperson of the SGB was stabbed on the school 

premises 

• A teacher was attacked, threatened with a knife and her cell phone 
stolen in the parking area 

• A learner was hit by a taxi outside the school entrance 
• The school entrance is situated very close to a taxi rank making it 

extremely dangerous for teachers and learners to enter/exit the 
school. During protest actions this situation becomes extremely 

dangerous. Calls to move the entrance to a safer location have not 
been heeded. 

• The school’s electrical systems were renovated but the work was done 
extremely unprofessionally. There are no working earth leakage 

systems which resulted in a power surge which destroyed almost a 
million Rand of equipment. A certificate of Compliance (COC) was not 

issued for the electrical work. 
• The outside stairs of the building were found to be unsafe and the 

Department of Labour had to close down the building for safety 

reasons. 
 

It is clear that the constitutional rights of the visually disabled learners in 
these schools are compromised in many ways. It is also clear that 

Government, as a whole, and the Department of Education in particular are 
not giving any attention to these matters. Section 27’s recommendations are 

not implemented, and Government is reminded that attention to these 
recommendations are long overdue. 

 
The Section 27 report, LEFT IN THE DARK, Failure to Provide Access to 

Quality Education to Blind and Partially Sighted Learners in South Africa 
(July 2015), provided the following recommendations which were apparently 

not implemented: 
 

https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2013-10-09-teachers-)suspended-from-school-for-the-blind-after-childs-drowning/
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1. Infrastructure 
 

Schools with completely unsafe premises, such as Setotolwane Secondary 
and schools without premises at all, such as Rivoni School for the Blind 

should as a matter of urgency be moved to new premises. These new 
premises must be appropriately designed consistently with the principles of 

universal design taking into account the particular needs of learners with 
visual impairments. 

 
The Minimum Uniform Norms and Standards for Infrastructure must be 

revised and implemented  
consistently with the Constitution so as to require simultaneous compliance 

with priority improvements and the principles of universal design. All 
improvements made in terms of the Norms and Standards must comply with 

the principles of universal design and the specific needs of schools for 

visually impaired learners. 
 

The provincial departments of basic education should re-evaluate their 
infrastructure spending for all schools  

for learners with disabilities in light of the principles of universal design, the 
schools’ disability specific needs and the requirements of the Minimum 

Uniform Norms and Standards for Infrastructure. This is particularly urgent 
with regard to the Limpopo Department of Education which appears not to 

have budgeted a cent for the purposes of infrastructural improvements 
between 2010 and 2017. 

 
Given visually impaired learners’ particular vulnerability and the expensive 

assistive devices held on school premises and in hostels, as a matter of 
urgency provincial departments of education must ensure that the perimeter 

fences of schools for learners with visual impairments are secure, and paid 

security guards are posted at all entrances and exits. From 2016, schools’ 
subsidies should provide specifically for the costs of paying security guards. 

The full audit of the conditions at schools for visually impaired learners 
contemplated in Recommendation. A should take cognisance of the various 

infrastructural issues raised in this report with regard to electricity provision, 
the provision of appropriate furniture and broken windows and doors.  

 
The Department of Education, in all spheres of government, must respect 

the human dignity of the blind and visually impaired, as stipulated by the 
constitution, 1996.  

 
 

 
 



Signed at ……………………………………on this day the …  of October 2019 
 

 
Signature …………………………….………………. 

 
Jace Nair 

CEO Blind SA 
 

 


