
THE SCHOOLS
BOYCOTT

I N JUNE 1988 THE MAJOR TRADE UNION body of Namibia, the
National Union of Namibian Workers, NUNW, called a two day National

Strike in support of school students. The pupils in the North, backed by
students from all over Namibia, were protesting about the close proximity
of army bases to their schools. They claimed they were caught in cross fire,
were intimidated by soldiers and could not study effectively because of
these pressures.

One ten year old girl, cross-examined by an official as to why she was
joining in the protest, although she had no family in the North, said/The
children striking are my brothers and sisters. We are all children of God "

A Telex from a journalist in Namibia described the situation in Windhoek
on the 8th of June, 1988:
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INDEPENDENT
SCHOOLS

ON THE 22ND JANUARY, 1988, Berseba Ecumenical Independent
School was opened. It was the outcome of a tremendous struggle for

education which, in the words of Moses Omeb of the Namibian Council of
Churches, "recognises and respects human dignity and which liberates the
mind".

Berseba is one of several independent schools which attempt to redress
the inadequate provision of the state for black pupils. The schools teach in
English and follow the Lesotho syllabus where they are able to. This is a
syllabus specially prepared for use in independent African states.

Several of these schools were born in the wake of the 1976 student
boycott when students and teachers stayed away from classes in a spirit of
solidarity with the striking South African students in Soweto. Some of the
teachers sacked for taking part in the strike opted to move out of the state
system and establish independent schools.

A visitor recounts impressions of three of these schools:
"I travelled to Caprivi, some 16 hours drive from Windhoek, to see the

most amazing testament to the struggle for education in Namibia. The
principal of the school had hoped to negotiate the use of some premises to
begin the school and was let down at the last minute. Undeterred, he
turned his two-roomed house over to the school and he and his family now
live in the kitchen.

"When I was there I saw late night students working solidly in those tiny
rooms, with makeshift light from a gas lamp, the tank precariously
screwed to the ceiling. At that point, 400 people had registered and the
overspill sat outside during the day, protected from the wind and sun by
bits of cardboard.

"Further south, in Gibeon, I saw the oldest independent school, with
well-established buildings and a happy, positive atmosphere. The
difference between the students at this school and the students at state
schools was marked. They were inquisitive, confident, knew they had the
right to analyse and question.

"The newest school I visited was Berseba. Here the pupils sat under
trees beside a fire or huddled in their dormitories. It was winter and
bitterly cold. The pupils told me that they would rather have the
discomforts at this school than the authoritarian atmosphere and Afrikaans
medium of their previous school.

"Only the month before, government school inspectors had insisted that
the school must provide classrooms and tables and chairs or be threatened
with closure. This was only one of a series of attempts to intimidate pupils
and teachers and to close the school. On the original opening date for the
school the pupils and teachers had been teargassed and beaten.

"The parents do all they can to help these schools, providing wood for
the fire, doing the cooking and the laundry, and sometimes helping to
build the classrooms. They are determined that their children should
receive an education which does not perpetuate the inequalities
entrenched in apartheid education."

None of these schools receive state funding, and are barely tolerated by
the authorities. "The fact that they have not been closed down is a sign that
South Africa may be starting to lose its grip", says Joshua Hoebeb,
Managing Director of the Namibia Literacy Programme and SWAPO
Secretary for Education and Culture.

Alongside these private independent schools are three other private
schools, run by the churches in Windhoek- St. George's, St. Paul's and the
Holy Cross Convent - which, after many years of taking only white
children, have now opened their doors to black children. In doing so, they
have forfeited their state funding. Black pupils are still in a minority, the
increased fees being an insuperable problem to most black families.



THE CURFEW
ii p iTHER THE PEOPLE GO OUT AT NIGHT to look for help and risk

t b e i n g shot, or they remain indoors and die through lack of medical
assistance."

The rigid curfew in the North means that people who fall ill during the
night cannot reach medical help before sunrise. They risk being shot if they
go to hospital during the night. The state-controlled radio warns parents to
take their children to hospital before nightfall, even if at that moment they
do not appear very ill.

There are virtually no telephones in the war zone and hundreds of
thousands of people become isolated in their homes at sunset.

HEALTH STATISTICS
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HEALTH
COMPREHENSIVE HEALTH CARE in Namibia is provided only for

those who are classified as white. As a general health system, it is
biased towards the cities, and it is almost totally curative rather than
preventative. The kind of health care which would benefit the majority of
the population - rural, primary and community-managed - is neglected.

However, poverty is the greatest cause of ill health amongst the black
population. Black Namibians live in poor and overcrowded houses, with
appalling sanitation and inadequate and unsafe water supplies. In the
North, clean water is available only to people who live in the main towns
like Ondangwa and Oshakati. Gastroenteritis, parasitic diseases,
tuberculosis, malaria, typhoid, polio, whooping cough, eye infections and
diphtheria are endemic. Diarrhoea is the most common illness among
black children and is a killer for those who are malnourished and weak.

Many Black Namibian mothers are very young. Black women are offered
Depo-Provera as contraception and are often unaware of its side effects,
including those on breastfed babies. The long-term consequences for the
child are still far from clear. Whites have access to a wider, safer range of
contraceptives.

A nutritional survey carried out by Oxfam in 1986 in three areas -
Katutura (urban), Berseba (southern rural) and Otjimbingwe (central rural)
- showed evidence of widespread malnutrition among black children.
Over a quarter of all those in the survey were underweight, one in ten
"wasted" and one in six "stunted".

Malnutrition is particularly serious for infants as it affects their ability to
fight infection. According to the United Nations Institute for Namibia,
black children are 40 times more at risk of dying from meningitis,
gastroenteritis or tuberculosis than white children. Gastroenteritis alone
kills as many black children as die from all diseases in the white
community.



A COMMUNITY
CLINIC

"The community of Otjimbingwe has opened a new clinic in protest at
inadequate services at the state clinic and alleged malpractices by the state
physician who visits the village clinic every two weeks for about one and a half
hours... the doctor did not have time for patients..."

Newspaper report, 27 March 1987

"Health care is one of our rights; therefore, if the Government of the day
cannot do it, we are prepared to do it, even if it means our lives"

Rev. Mujoro

'"What has happened here is what we want to happen after independence in
Namibia,' said SWAPO Secretary for Social Welfare, Dr Zephania Kameeta, at
Saturday's anniversary celebration of the Otjimbingwe People's Clinic."

Newspaper report, 1 May 1988

PEOPLES AMBULANCE
OTJIMBINGWE
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The ambulance belonging to the clinic has to
take patients 200km to the nearest hospital.
It has no oxygen or equipment for emergency
treatment. \ 2 ^ . v M««* " .
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REPORT FROM
OTJIMBINGWE

THE PEOPLE'S CLINIC OF OTJIMBINGWE tries to provide an
affordable, realistic service to the 5,000 people who live in the area. The

nurse told me that in the last two weeks, of the 214 patients at the clinic,
114 were children.

He explained that the difference between the People's Clinic and the
service that the Government provided was, "We treat people here with
dignity and respect. We're not interested in just handing out pills. I and
another nurse live here at the clinic and we get to know the community.

"Adults most often visit us with high blood pressure . . . most of the
people here are jobless and don't know what they eat tomorrow. It's a
problem for us when they bring their children to the clinic and we have to
give them some medicine . . . if they eat it on an empty stomach they may
die. Often the parents ask us for some porridge for the children.

"We teach the adults how to make up rehydration fluids and we try not
to give medicine without explaining why the child is sick. The nearest
hospital is over 200km away and we have no first aid box in the ambulance,
or oxygen. Yet the nearby state clinic has been borrowing our ambulance
and they hardly have any drugs. We give people better care."

I went to visit the 'out clinics' set up by the People's Clinic.
They were in ordinary homes - mud and wattle and no sterile

conditions. The women who allowed their homes to be used scrubbed the
bedrooms clean on the day of the clinic.

The Clinic is an amazing testament to the real desire for the single
women left on this reservation to improve the care of the whole
community including their children. It has lifted the health role into an
everyday activity for the community. People are so much more aware here.

- from a report on a visit to the
People's Clinic at Otjimbingwe

"We treat people with dignity and respect."
The nurse at the Otjimbingwe People's Clinic
examining a young patient.



HOME LIFE
DOUGLAS, 15 YEARS OLD, spoke about what it was like to live in a

squatter camp:
"The municipality threw us out of the house because we couldn't pay

the rent. My father got sick last year and couldn't get work. His leg got
amputated.

"I stayed in a squatters' site but it wasn't good to live there. When we
had a quarrel at school they teased me and said, 'We have a house, we
don't live in tents'. It was cold but it wasn't too bad. We got water from a
nearby house and we went to the toilet in the veld.

"We stayed near other families. A family of 12 lived in a tent. Their baby
died when it fell in the fire. There was another family, too, where the boys
looked after a tiny baby. I couldn't study, there were too many kids
around. When I chased them away the parents quarrelled. I failed my
standard.

"It's not good to stay here in Namibia, because many people don't have
a place to stay - many are just sleeping in back yards. It's rough in
Katutura, with people killing each other. I don't feel good when I see nice
posh white houses . . . because everyone should get a nice place."

Norah spoke about the way she lived:
"I live with my mother's sister, one of my sisters is with another aunt

and another is on a farm. We don't have a home of our own. I don't like my
family being split. I want to live together. I share this house with 19 others.
Every day I go to school without breakfast, I don't have a lunch packet. At
night we eat some meat and rice."
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