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The Challenge 
South Africa is facing an unprecedented crisis of 
growing numbers of orphans and vulnerable children 
due to the HIV pandemic and other social and 
economic issues. New ways of coming together to 
find more effective responses to this crisis are 
necessary. In South Africa, there are currently more 
than 1.2 million children orphaned by HIV/AIDS; 
there are nearly 250,000 households headed by 
children and youth under 19 years old; and as many 
as 10.2 million children under 18 years old live in 
conditions of poverty, homelessness and insecurity. 
 
Midvaal is located in the south of the Gauteng 
province in South Africa. It is close to the 3 
dominant urban areas in Gauteng, namely 
Johannesburg, Tshwane and the East Rand 
Metropole. Although this relatively large area has a 
number of urban settlements, it is mostly rural, 
characterised by open spaces and farming activities. 
As a result it has a mix of formal and informal, as 
well as urban and rural settlements.  
 
The Midvaal population has been growing steadily, 
due to an influx of people from other areas. 
Education levels are low, with a third of the adult 
population having no secondary education, and only 
a quarter having completed secondary school. 
Unemployment and the low levels of income within a 
family is just one of the many factors contributing to 
the increasing risk of vulnerability in children. The 
HIV prevalence is high, and many people live 
significant distances from urban settlements and have 
limited or no access transport, health services and 
social services. This adds to the challenge facing 
vulnerable children and their families. 
 
The Players  
Although the issue of orphans and vulnerable 
children, is being addressed at a national level, the 
Hollard Foundation in 2007 chose the Midvaal 
Municipality as a place where innovations could be 
tested and real impact achieved through longer term 
involvement.  
 
The “Kago Ya Bana” Change Lab project was 
launched as a partnership between the Hollard 
Foundation, the Midvaal Municipality and the 
Gauteng Department of Social Development in mid-
2007. Convene, responsible for project management, 
and Reos Partners, responsible for process design 
and delivery had worked with the Hollard 
Foundation in defining and launching the project. By 
early 2008, the project was engaging business, 
government departments, NGO’s, community 

organisations and members from various 
communities across the Midvaal region. 
 
The Programme  
The programme started out with the hope to make 
Midvaal an example of what can happen when 
different actors and stakeholders are brought together 
in a process aiming to find sustainable and loving 
solutions to the crisis facing our children. The name 
‘Kago Ya Bana’ (KYB) was chosen for the project, 
which when translated into English means ‘Building 
together for our children’,  which is thought to best reflect 
the intent and ethos of the programme. 
 
The initial research phase included 35 ‘deep dialogue’ 
interviews, seven focus groups, desktop research and 
several advocacy meetings, with stakeholders directly 
or indirectly involved with children in the Midvaal 
region. A report on this phase is available. 
 
The research revealed that the physical reality for the 
children and communities in Mivdaal is very 
challenging. However despite this, there are many 
examples of community resilience and commitment 
for change, which are often invisible. Ideas and 
solutions put forward involved two leverage points: 
one addressing the short term immediate needs and 
the second addressing the underlying causes fuelling 
these needs. There was consistent clarity amongst 
stakeholders that although the underlying needs of 
caregivers and communities have to be addressed 
commitment from Government and ordinary people 
is essential for lasting change to occur.  
 

 
 
From these insights emerged the design for a 3-year 
engagement starting with a one year leadership and 
innovation programme to improve the capacity to 
care for the children of Midvaal. The purpose of the 
leadership and innovation programme is to improve 
relationships, collaborations, and community 
ownership as well as to build capacity across the 
different sectors.  



The high-level purpose of the programme is to make 
Midvaal a haven where every child has its rights met 
and the opportunity to achieve its full potential; to be 
an example to South Africa that it is possible to care 
for all our children. 
 
The process used in the programme has different 
phases. The first phase was about understanding the 
current reality and potential future reality. This 
involved a Foundation Workshop where participants 
came together to gain a shared understanding of the 
context facing vulnerable children. This was followed 
by a period of learning which involved visiting 
different organizations and communities to deepen the 
understanding of what is possible, based on what 
others are doing. 
 
The second phase of the programme is about 
moving from what could be, to what should be. This 
phase included different components:  
 
• A first innovation retreat, where the group 

reflected on the process of learning and came up 
with six focus groups around innovations to 
address the needs of children in Midvaal;  

• Innovation team meetings to clarify the focus of 
the teams;  

• Four community assemblies where the 
Innovation areas were presented and feedback 
received from the communities;  

• A second innovation retreat where the different 
focus areas received feedback from the broader 
group, and started to design the projects for the 
testing phase. 

 

 
 
The third phase of the programme, is about moving 
into testing and implementation of the innovations, 
with continuous feedback from the communities 
involved. The project has set up an Innovation Fund 
to assist with the implementation of the innovations 
that emerge in the process.  
 
The Impact  
So far, 6 different innovation areas have emerged 
from the project:  
 
• an access initiative which aims to have 15 000 

children in the Midvaal region accessing the 

services they need by 2010;  
• a ‘Connect’ initiative that is creating community 

structures (Child Care Fora) to support the 
work for children and re-connect the 
community to better take care of its children;  

• a parent’s initiative which is focusing on 
initiating healing support groups to work with 
parents to address their needs in terms of 
accessing emotional support, parenting skills 
and mobilizing community spirit;  

• the Eat Well and Win initiative which is 
looking for ways to ensure children are 
healthy in body and mind;  

• the youth initiative which is focusing on 
mobilising the youth in the community and 
facilitating a mindset change in the youth so 
they become a vehicle of change starting with 
themselves;  

• the capacity building initiative which is looking at 
linking training needs to service providers and 
finding ways of supporting volunteers in the 
communities. 

 
Smaller collaborations have also emerged as a result 
of the change labs, for example access to water being 
made available in one community, after a change lab 
member from the municipality realised that the 
community was without access to clean water. Within 
one week the problem was rectified. Another 
example is the Department of Home Affairs visiting 
the community of Mamello and assisting members 
who needed birth certificates and identity documents, 
which are required to access grants. Referrals have 
increased significantly and more children are now 
accessing health services and social grants.  
 
Many of the Change Lab KYB participants have 
started to feel more confident in their ability to 
facilitate and mobilise community groups. At the first 
round of community assemblies that took place in 
June and July 2008, these change lab participants co-
facilitated. These are interactive processes, engaging 
the community and encouraging ownership of the 
process.  
 
The project achieved participation from key players 
from across sectors. Even though the presence of 
certain Government departments was lacking in the 
programme there is a high level agreement and 
commitment to be involved by Government. 
According to participants, the project has significantly 
increased their ability to collaborate across sectors, 
and to access information and resources available. 
 
The Learning 
 
One of the many key learnings from this project that 
stands out is the value of creating a space for 
collaboration, reflection and learning. Although many 
participants expressed frustration initially that there 
was no immediate implementation happening, there 
was also acknowledgement of the value of taking 



time to be in a process of learning before shifting into 
action.  
 
In fact, an important lesson has been recognizing the 
value of the learning phase and in particular the work 
witnessed during the learning journeys. We see a clear 
difference in clarity between teams that have been on 
learning journeys versus those who were formed after 
the learning phase (new innovation areas were created 
at the end of the learning phase once gaps were 
identified). 
 

 
 
We have learnt that when working in communities, it 
is important that there are visible and short term 
results, while working on long term plans, to ensure 
community trust.  
 
An important understanding has started to emerge 
about the role of different sectors and ways in which 
complementary relationships can be formed – in 
addition to how much more is possible when sectors 
collaborate. It has been especially visible in the 
coming together of civil society with local and 
regional government.  
 
There is a continuous lesson emerging around how to 
develop community leadership, engagement and 
ownership. A capacity building workshop called the 
Art of Community Leadership took place with 
participants from the community, following which all 
the community assemblies were run by the 

community participants in the programme, thus 
strengthening their leadership, confidence and 
visibility in the community. 
 
Finally we are learning that processes like these take 
more time than initially anticipated. Long term 
system change cannot be accomplished in short time 
frames.  
 
The Future  
The Midvaal KYB Programme is now moving into 
the testing and action phase. The testing phase for 
the innovations is to encourage an ethos of flexibility, 
reflection and feedback to learn both from success 
and failure. The criteria for these innovations include 
addressing underlying causes and short term needs, 
being community-owned and led; sustainability; 
replicability; building capacity; enhancing 
collaboration and involving children in the design. 
This phase also focuses on supporting and upskilling 
the project teams, based on the group needs. To date 
project management, art of community leadership 
and leadership skills have emerged as definite needs. 
 
A second round of community assemblies will take 
place to engage the communities further and increase 
community ownership. There is also the opportunity 
to get feedback on how the innovations are impacting 
community, as well as to debrief the community and 
receive input, on the successes, challenges and the 
way forward.. 
 
Thereafter a review workshop will be held to conduct 
a review of the tested innovations and determine 
what needs further work. The KYB Change Lab 
participants will be invited to share experiences in a 
non-judgmental, safe environment in which ‘failure’ is 
seen as an opportunity for growth and improvement.  
 
For more information, please contact Reos Partners 
in South Africa through Nicole Antonie: 
antonie@reospartners.com.   
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