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D  Scraping the Pot: San in Namibia Two Decades After Independence

The title of this report: “Scraping the Pot”

The term “scraping the pot” derives from a popular Ju|’hoan folk tale, “Tug of War” (recorded in 
Biesele 2009: 39-44), which tells the story of how San people came to be oppressed by others. The 
notion of “scraping the pot” after all the others have eaten summarises the feelings of many San 
today, two decades after Namibia’s Independence: they feel left behind while other Namibians enjoy 
the fruits of Independence. 

The Namibian Government and many other stakeholders have put much effort into improving the 
circumstances of the San, yet still, everywhere in the country, they remain in a very marginal position. 
This report sheds light on their current circumstances, and provides insight into the underlying causes 
of their continued marginalisation. We hope that a better understanding will lead to more effective 
cooperation between the San communities and those who wish to support them in confronting the 
challenges still facing them.

The “White Lady of the Brandberg” (Erongo Region), painted by San at least 2000 years ago.

Dedication

This report is dedicated to
Namibia’s “first people” – the San.
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Foreword

The San, the fi rst people to inhabit southern Africa, represent a 100 000-year-old culture which 
should be considered one of the world’s treasures. Th eir DNA incorporates an unbroken chain 

of wisdom, knowledge of nature and community.
 
I had the pleasure of visiting Namibia and meeting some of its San people in 2010 aft er fi nding 
out that I, like many others in Africa, have a distinct genetic lineage from these people who have 
walked upon the soils of southern Africa for so many centuries. 

Namibia, with the second largest population of San people, and such a rich and diverse range of 
peoples and cultures, has the wonderful distinction of some of the most enduring branches of our 
human family – something that I found widely recognised by Namibians and their government.
 
Nevertheless I am aware of the continued struggle that many of these people, including the San, 
still face to live dignifi ed lives free from poverty and discrimination, with access to education, 
healthcare and other services for themselves and their children. 
 
Every country needs a model of development which works for their own situation, and I hope 
this comprehensive report will assist the people of Namibia to make further tangible progress to 
ensure that the human rights, cultures, languages and livelihoods of all of the people of Africa are 
respected, especially its oldest inhabitants.

Wherever we are in the world, and however we look, we are members of one family – God’s family. 
In accepting this fact we press forward together in our goal to ensure that all people are able to 
embrace the rights and opportunities to which they are entitled.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu
Cape Town, South Africa
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Preface

The date 9 February 1990 marked a milestone in the short history of the Namibian nation. Th e 
people of Namibia declared that they “desire to promote amongst all of us the dignity of the 

individual and the unity and integrity of the Namibian nation among and in association with the 
nations of the world” (Preamble to the Constitution of the Republic of Namibia, 1990).

Th e dignity sought can only be attained if all basic necessities of life – chiefl y food, housing, work, 
water, sanitation, health care and education – are adequately and equitably available to everyone. 
Th ese rights are all essentials in fi ghting poverty.

Th is study on the San of Namibia has again brought to light the need for a more broad-based 
approach involving all stakeholders, through participatory democracy, a legal framework for 
the recognition and enforcement of the rights of indigenous and marginalised peoples, and the 
establishment of a mechanism for participation and consultation. Such legal framework must be 
based on the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which Namibia has 
endorsed, and the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention No. 169 on Indigenous 
and Tribal Peoples, which I hope Namibia will ratify soon.

Th is study report is a stark reminder of the situation in which the San people live, and I trust that 
it will be widely distributed to gain societal understanding and appreciation of the need for specifi c 
legislation, programmes and projects aimed at ensuring equal enjoyment of all human rights and 
improvement of the lives of the San people.

Finally, this study report is not only special but also much needed, and I commend the researchers 
and authors.

Advocate John R. Walters
Ombudsman, Republic of Namibia
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Executive Summary

Namibia’s San population constitutes about 2% of the national population. Numbering between 
27 000 and 38 000 people in total, the overarching category known as “San”, denoting former 

hunter-gatherer communities, includes several diff erent ethnic groups with distinct languages and 
dialects. Despite this diversity, many features are common to all the groups, including languages 
characterised by ‘click’ sounds. In general, San individuals identify themselves according to their 
ethnic group, i.e. Ju|’hoansi, !Xun, Hai||om, Naro, Khwe or !Xoon, rather than as “San”, which is, 
like “Bushmen”, an external term. A handful of smaller San communities in northern Namibia have 
lost their language completely and now speak the language/s of their neighbouring ethnic group/s.

Th e San live on commercial farms, in the corridors between these farms, on resettlement farms, in 
communal areas among other stronger ethnic groups, in conservancies or community forests, in 
national parks and in urban townships. Th e socio-economic situations in which San groups/families/
individuals currently live diff er in many respects, depending primarily on the geographical region 
and the form of land tenure. Th eir livelihood strategies vary, depending on their socio-economic 
context. Despite these variations, all of the San groups share both a history and current experience of 
marginalisation. Th e level of poverty of the San is unmatched by that of any other group in Namibia. 
In the Human Development Index they are ranked at 0.35, whereas the national average is 0.55. Th e 
per capita income of the San is the lowest of all groups in Namibia, with an annual average adjusted 
per capita income of N$3 263 compared to the national average of N$10 358 (Levine 2007: 16).

In 2001, 11 years aft er Namibia became an independent state, the Legal Assistance Centre (LAC) 
published a comprehensive study report, compiled by James Suzman, entitled An Assessment of the 
Status of the San in Namibia. Th e study drew the following conclusion: 

“A decade aft er independence, San stand out due to their dependency, extreme poverty, political 
alienation and a variety of social, educational and health problems. Of course, these problems are not 
unique to San, and many other Namibians are just as poor and marginalised as they are. However, 
what makes San conspicuous among Namibia’s poor is the fact that while only a proportion of the 
members of each other language group are extremely poor, San are almost universally extremely 
poor.” (Suzman 2001:143)

Since the publication of the Suzman report, diverse development initiatives aimed at reducing the 
San communities’ severe poverty have been implemented or initiated. Th e Namibian Government 
has taken a number of measures to end the discrimination of San communities and address their 
depressed socio-economic situation. Most important of these is the San Development Programme 
(SDP) established in late 2005, run by the Division of San Development in the Offi  ce of the Prime 
Minister (OPM). Also, many NGOs have increased their support for San over the last decade.

Th e study reported on herein was initiated in 2010 with the aim of reassessing the situation of the San 
two decades aft er Namibia’s Independence. Th e overall objective is to provide livelihood assessments 
of the diff erent San groups in Namibia to help the stakeholders – including the OPM, line ministries, 
NGOs and development partners – to ultimately develop a San-driven advocacy agenda. Th e fi ndings 
can also help to improve the quality of the design and implementation of projects.
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Th e study was undertaken in cooperation with the Desert Research Foundation of Namibia (DRFN), 
and was funded by the Open Society Initiative of Southern Africa (OSISA), the Agencia Española 
de Cooperación Internacional para el Desarrollo (Spanish Agency for International Development 
Cooperation) (AECID), the Deutsche Gesellschaft  für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (German 
Society for International Cooperation) (GIZ), Afrikagrupperna (Africa Groups of Sweden) (AGS), 
the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Th e Evangelischer Entwicklungsdienst (Church Development 
Service) (EED) and Brot für die Welt (Bread for the World) (BfdW) contributed to the study by way 
of their continuous fi nancial support to the LAC’s Land, Environment and Development (LEAD) 
Project over the years. Th e Centrum für Internationale Migration und Entwicklung (Centre for 
International Migration and Development) (CIM) contributed to the study by funding the position 
of an integrated expert.

Th e research team visited 42 sites in Caprivi, Kavango, Kunene, Omaheke, Ohangwena, Omusati, 
Otjozondjupa, Oshana and Oshikoto Regions.1 Th e selection of sites was based on specifi c criteria. 
Two to fi ve team members were assigned to each site, where they usually stayed for two-and-a-
half days. Th e team selected a set of participatory research methods to be used in the fi eld, and 
underwent training in participatory research. Focus group discussions (FGDs) supplemented the 
participatory research methods. Gender and culture were cross-cutting issues covered in most of 
the FGDs. Th e research methodology also included stakeholder interviews and a literature review. 
Aft er the fi eld research, the team held 10 workshops (from October 2012 to April 2013) to discuss 
the preliminary fi ndings of the fi eld research with representatives of the San communities visited 
as well as government and NGO representatives.

Th e report is structured as follows:
 Part I: Th is part provides the background and context of the “San Study”. Chapter 1 presents 

the purpose of the study, the research methodology used and the major problems encountered 
with quantitative data on San in Namibia. Chapter 2 presents the legal framework in Namibia, 
and Chapter 3 provides a brief overview of the San communities in Namibia, their history, and 
their development since 1990 when Namibia became an independent state (hereinaft er referred 
to simply as “Independence”). In Chapter 3, special attention is given to the main stakeholders 
in San support initiatives in the last 12 years.
 Part II: Th is part, comprising the bulk of the report, consists of chapters covering the regions in 

which most of the San communities live – in other words these chapters are arranged by region 
rather than by San group. In this general arrangement there are four deviations: 
Kunene, Oshikoto and Oshana (specifi cally Etosha) are covered in a single chapter, because 

most of the San inhabitants of these regions are Hai||om, and their circumstances are similar. 
Th e Khwe living in the Bwabwata National Park (Caprivi/Kavango) are discussed in a separate 

chapter, because the socio-economic context of Bwabwata is not comparable to other areas 
where San live in Caprivi and Kavango. 

Th e Nyae Nyae and N‡a Jaqna Conservancies in Otjozondjupa Region also merit separate 
treatment to allow for exploring the particularities of the conservancy situation. 

Th e status of San farmworkers merits a separate chapter.
 Part III: Th is fi nal part presents comparisons, conclusions and recommendations with regard 

to the most important aspects of the current status of San in Namibia. In each case, we present 
regional comparisons, analyse similarities and diff erences between the San communities and 

1 At the time of editing this report in August 2013, the name Caprivi Region was changed to Zambezi Region, and 
Kavango Region was split into two regions, namely Kavango East and Kavango West. As all of our research was 
conducted prior to these changes, we have retained the names Caprivi Region and Kavango Region in this report.
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their socio-economic setups, draw conclusions about the impact of San support initiatives over 
the last decade, and put forward specifi c recommendations. Th ese aspects are:
 access to land;
 livelihoods, food security and poverty;
 culture, discrimination and development;
 education;
 health;
 gender; and
 consultation, participation and representation.

In the concluding chapter, we identify the key factors contributing to the ongoing marginalisation and 
poverty of San communities in Namibia, and provide overall recommendations for future support 
of San communities in Namibia.

Th is study has shown that despite the eff orts to ameliorate the situation of San communities, the 
perception of many San in Namibia in 2013 is that they are “left  behind” or “scraping the pot” 
– as the title of this report refl ects – and indeed, we found that the vast majority of Namibia’s San 
do experience serious marginalisation. Th is is manifested in poverty and food insecurity, a lack 
of secure access to land and natural resources, a lack of education, a lack of access to services, 
discrimination and limited political representation.

Th e widespread poverty among the San is attributable to numerous factors which are interrelated 
and partly conditional upon each other. Th e analyses of the study fi ndings brought to light the key 
factors:
 lack of access to land / lack of secure land tenure;
 limited post-settlement support / lack of access to productive assets;
 very low levels of education;
 discrimination and culture; and
 limited political representation, participation and consultation.

Th e participatory approach employed in the study made it possible to identify many reasons for the 
lack of success of government and NGO initiatives aimed at reducing the levels of San marginalisation 
and poverty. Major cross-cutting issues (i.e. issues relevant to all regions and all topics covered in 
this report) are the lack of:
 an integrated strategy;
 a focus on empowerment;
 coordination between stakeholders;
 participatory involvement and consultation in all stages of project implementation;
 cultural sensitivity in the design and implementation of projects;
 long-term initiatives and commitment, including a local presence at grassroots level;
 adequate monitoring and evaluation of projects; and
 organisational capacity building.

In this regard the following interventions are recommended, based on the study fi ndings:

 Development of an integrated development strategy: Currently, diff erent stakeholders, taking 
diff erent approaches, impose different development strategies on San communities. Some of 
these strategies are more eff ective and more appropriate than others, but in any case, this lack of 
coordination is generally problematic. Without an integrated strategy, initiatives supporting San 
will remain patchy and rather ineff ective, and stakeholders will continue to risk impeding each 
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other’s eff orts. A specifi c policy on indigenous peoples/marginalised communities in Namibia 
would be a major step towards addressing these concerns. Th is policy would give stakeholders a 
common set of guidelines to direct their development eff orts, and would inculcate a rights-based 
approach to development. Further, the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights has 
recommended that Namibia ratify ILO Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 
(ILO169) (see ACHPR and IWGIA 2008: 26). Th is would be a major step forward, and could go 
hand in hand with the above-mentioned policy. Along with the UN Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), ILO169 would reinforce the protection and recognition of 
indigenous minorities at national level (see also ACHPR and IWGIA 2008: 26). Furthermore, 
ILO169 and UNDRIP provide frameworks for Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), which 
could go a long way to addressing the shortcomings in consultation, empowerment, cultural 
sensitivity and organisational capacity described in detail in this report.

 Improving coordination: A National Coordinating Forum on Indigenous Peoples/Marginalised 
Communities should be formed to ensure integrated multi-sectoral coordinated and systematic 
development in line with the above-mentioned integrated strategy. Th is body should be composed 
of representatives of the San TAs and the Namibian San Council, the SDP in the OPM, the relevant 
line ministries, national NGOs (i.e. members of the San Support Organisations’ Association of 
Namibia) and international development partners. Further, Regional Coordinating Committees 
on Indigenous Peoples/Marginalised Communities could be established to deal in more detail 
with the specifi c problems of the San in each region. Such committees should include representatives 
of the SDP in the OPM, regional councils, line ministries, NGOs working with the San in each 
region, San TAs and/or other TAs under whose jurisdiction the San live, regional representatives of 
the Namibian San Council and representatives of San CBOs. Regional coordination could also be 
strengthened through improved information exchange within the existing Regional Development 
Coordinating Committees. To ensure San participation, funds would have to be allocated for 
transporting and accommodating the San attendees of the meetings of the coordinating bodies at 
both national and regional level. 

 Improving monitoring and evaluation: Quantitative data is essential for adequately evaluating, 
in detail, poverty-reduction and other development eff orts. Quantitative data would also be a 
means to compare the wellbeing of San communities with that of other Namibian communities. 
Undeniably, 23 years aft er Independence, ethnic affi  liations still play a role in the redistribution 
of wealth and resources. Quantitative data on the basis of language categories as provided by the 
National Planning Commission and the Namibia Statistics Agency do not reliably capture socio-
economic diff erences between ethnic groups, e.g. the various San groups and the Himba (another 
marginalised indigenous group in Namibia). Only the government can provide comprehensive 
and reliable quantitative data, and we urge the government to: (a) include in the census and 
various surveys questionnaires one question on ethnic affi  liation; and (b) analyse specifi c data 
accordingly, or otherwise make the data accessible to others for analysis.

Th e aim of this report is to provide a solid basis for future policy, programmes and projects for 
and with San communities in Namibia, in order to fi nally ensure that San communities have equal 
opportunities and enjoy equal rights in Namibian society. Th e study shows that the situation is 
complex, and that factors infl uencing the current marginalisation of the San are interrelated and 
conditional upon each other. It has also made clear that concerted eff orts are needed. Eventually, 
improving the situation will depend on the political will and commitment of the Government of 
Namibia, the commitment and capacity of civil society, and last but not least, the initiative and 
advocacy of the San themselves. 


