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WHERE TO FROM HERE?

eetmanshoop is regarded as the
Kcapital of the south. Yet 16 years

after independence the Karas Region
still does not have any tertiary education
institution.

The Karas Region has a population of about
70 000 people - less than 5% of Namibia’s total
population. The region is endowed with mineral
riches and vast natural resources and contrib-
utes a large chunk to the country’s revenue.
Towns like Oranjemund, where diamonds are
mined, Luderitz’s with its fishing industry and
Rosh Pinah where the Skorpion Zinc mine is
situated, are major contributors to the state’s
coffers.Yet it is a poorly developed region, par-
ticularly in terms of tertiary education.

The Karas Region boasts the highest pass
rate of Grade Twelve learners in Namibia, ac-
cording to statistics published by the Ministry of
Education. But the future looks very bleak for
the majority of the youth in the southern part of
Namibia. The Polytechnic of Namibia, the Uni-
versity of Namibia and the International Univer-
sity of Management are the only three tertiary
institutions in the country that offer courses at
a degree level. And they are all based in Wind-
hoek. There are three colleges of education: in
the Khomas, Oshana and Kavango regions.

Frustrated by the lack of development and rec-
reation at Keetmanshoop, most Grade Twelve
learners have all but lost hope. Dawin Witbooi,
a Grade Eleven learner at J.A Nel, says “There
are no funds to develop the town. There is not
much hope, but when | complete school | will try
something with the youth, like starting a youth
club.” In her opinion the town’s stagnation could
be attributed to the fact that people do not want
to work together.

The lack of opportunities for further studies and
employment in the region encourages the youth
to leave it all behind and start a life somewhere
else after completing their schooling. Zena Ryn,
for example, a Grade Twelve learner at P.K de
Villiers, says “After [l finish] my Grade Twelve |
would like to go somewhere else, to go experi-
ence something new, but | will come and retire
here at Keetmanshoop one day.”

LAC News also spoke to the Chief Regional
Officer of the Karas Region, Salmaan Jacobs.
He says “This is a great concern...our students
have a good pass rate, yet they are not getting
admitted to institutions in Windhoek.” Jacobs,
told LAC News that, the regional council has
talked to the government, the Polytechnic and
the University of Namibia about the fact that
there is no college in the Karas region. “We
have talked to the Rector of the Polytechnic ...
we have also talked to relevant authorities and
institutions to bring colleges and higher institu-
tions of learning to the region.”

The Karas Regional Council held an Inves-
tors Conference at Luderitz in September 2003.
But, as Jacobs points out, the conference did
not succeed in drawing investors to the region
immediately. He is, however, convinced that if
the region could at least get a tertiary educa-
tion institution it would help to meet the region’s
skills demand and labour requirements.
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H ras Region, Keetmanshoop is a typi-
cal southern Namibian town. Many

of the people here survive under seemingly
impossible conditions. A walk through the
dusty townships invokes feelings of hope-
lessness and despair, a quite depressing
place on any given day for an outsider stroll-
ing through it. It is from these dusty, often
nameless township streets, that the children
come to appeal to the kindness of strangers.
They are street children, society’s secret
shame. They remind us of society’s failures;
are usually found loitering in the town centre,
omnipresent and yet invisible. So ignored in
fact, that there are no statistics or figures
available concerning street children in Keet-
manshoop. There is also not a single project
in the town focusing on street children, ex-
cept for the punitive juvenile justice system
created to keep juvenile offenders in line.

What happened? How did concern over
street children become so unpopular a
cause in Keetmanshoop? Most social pro-
grammes in the town are geared towards
people living with HIV and AIDS. LAC News
asked Irmgard Eiseb of Catholic Aids Ac-
tion (CAA) whether she was aware of any
organisations working with street children.
She was not. The CAA works primarily with
orphans and vulnerable children. Fanus Co-
etzee, the town’s Senior Health Officer, says
Keetmanshoop has an HIV/AIDS committee
but no programme for street children yet.

The Karas Regional Council is the one ex-
ception, yet efforts are still in their infancy.
According to Salmaan Jacobs, Chief Re-
gional Officer, the Council is in the process
of obtaining a place where street children
can be taken care of. The business commu-
nity and farmers in the area have made food
pledges to the project, as did other members
of the community.

Hendrik Hochobeb, a social worker at the
Ministry of Health, says these juvenile

)ffenders do not have a support network. They
oam the streets and frequent shebeens instead
)f studying. However, Hochobeb admits that it
s very difficult to gauge the programme’s suc-
sess. Proper control, due to a lack of funding
and a shortage of social workers to effectively
monitor the youth, makes it difficult, he says.
Hochobeb deals with roughly five juvenile of-
fenders a week. They are usually guilty of petty
crimes such as shoplifting. Although there are
no programmes in place to address the root
causes of juvenile crime, Hochobeb says they
are in the process of introducing preventative
programmes in schools.

Issabella Swartbooi, the Regional Youth Of-
ficer at the Keetmanshoop Youth Centre, says
street children are welcome to use the centre’s
facilities. There are payments to be made “but
nobody is turned away if they can’t pay.” The
Youth Centre was established to keep the youth
busy and off the streets. Computer classes, li-
brary facilities and other activities are offered.
“They come here sometimes but then stay away
because they don’t get anything [to eat] here.”
That is something programmes of this nature
sometimes overlook: hunger is a tough master.
Swartbooi and her colleagues are trying to ad-
dress this problem. They have been approach-
ing various stakeholders to assist with a feed-
ing scheme at the centre. The centre also offers
counselling services.

The children and young people of the town do
not seem upbeat about their future prospects.
Most of the youngsters interviewed said they
would be leaving town as soon as they can.
“There are not many job opportunities” and
“there is a lot of nepotism here in allocating jobs
and bursaries,” were some of the reasons of-
fered. The dire economic situation and lack of
skills training facilities were other reasons why
many young people want to leave Keetman-
shoop. Ask any street child, however, and they
will tell you: Ignorance is not the only problem;
hunger and a sense of belonging take them
back to the streets every day.

It may be good to remind ourselves sometimes
of the words of the late Mother Theresa, who
once said that loneliness and the feeling that
nobody wants you is the worse kind of pover-
ty. This is true especially where children out on
mean streets are concerned. There should be a
more comprehensive effort to get street children
off the streets and to keep them off the streets,
but also to give those that are not on the streets a
glimmer of hope, that another world is possible.
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