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Programme Director,

The CEO of AfriForum, Mr Kallie Kriel
The Speakers on the programme today,
Members of AfriForum
Ladies and gentlemen

Good day,

It is a privilege to be with you today, One would not think that a black South African woman raised in the rural village of KwaMdingi eQonce would take to the podium at Sol-Tech,Monumentpark in Pretoria to address members of Afriforum but the fact that we are here today is testament to our country’s enduring spirit of democratic engagement. It is my unyielding conviction that only in dialogue can we find our way towards a solution and it is that belief in the power of dialogue that brings me here today.

I felt it was important for me to be here to join in on discussions of one of the most important and sometimes controversial matters currently facing our education sector—the Basic Education Laws Amendment (BELA) Bill. 

I am aware that the Bill has prompted vigorous debate across the country, and I commend AfriForum and other stakeholders for taking the time to engage with these critical issues.

As the Minister of Basic Education, I have always been a firm believer in the principle of consultation and constructive dialogue, particularly when it comes to legislation that affects our children and their future. I would like to begin by addressing some important aspects related to the BELA Bill, and I hope we can find common ground in the pursuit of a stronger, more inclusive education system.



1. The Minister’s Objections to the BELA Bill

Since my appointment, I have had the opportunity to engage extensively with the BELA Bill, and I must make it clear that I do not oppose the Bill as a whole. There are, however, specific aspects of the Bill that I believe require further deliberation and refinement. I have communicated these concerns to the President of the Republic, and after careful consideration, I advised that the Bill be returned to Parliament for further consultation before being signed into law.

The first issue I raised was the affordability of making Grade R compulsory. While the inclusion of Grade R as a mandatory phase of education is commendable in principle, the financial implications for both the state and schools need to be carefully considered. Many of our schools, particularly those in rural and underprivileged areas, are already stretched thin in terms of resources. The provincial education departments are reeling from years of budget cuts and to make Grade R compulsory would need an additional R17 Billion and that money has not been provisioned for.

We must ensure that any additional requirements, such as making Grade R compulsory, are feasible and affordable for all schools. Education policy, while ambitious, must be grounded in practical implementation strategies.

The second concern I raised with the President pertains to the lack of a clear consultation mechanism between School Governing Bodies (SGBs) and the Department of Basic Education regarding concurrent responsibilities such as admissions and language policies. The autonomy of SGBs, particularly in terms of language and admissions, has been a cornerstone of our education system. However, it is equally important that these powers be exercised in a manner that aligns with national priorities, such as equitable access to quality education for all learners. A clear and transparent process for consultation between SGBs and the Department is crucial to avoid misunderstandings and legal disputes.

The centralization of procurement is another area where we have encountered challenges. While the intention behind centralizing procurement may be to streamline processes and reduce corruption, it is important to ensure that schools retain some level of flexibility to meet their unique needs. A one-size-fits-all approach may not be appropriate, particularly in a country as diverse as ours, where schools face different challenges depending on their location and context.

Finally, I must acknowledge that concerns from stakeholders have not been adequately addressed in the drafting process of the Bill. This has caused frustration and unease among various parties, including AfriForum. I advised the President to return the Bill to Parliament to allow for further consultation, not only to avoid costly litigation but also to avoid unnecessary delays in implementing the positive aspects of BELA. The President has opted not to return BELA to parliament but subject clauses 4 and 5 to further consultation and we will be guided by the outcomes of that consultation process.

2. The Positive Aspects of the BELA Bill

While we must address these concerns, it is also important to acknowledge the positive elements of the BELA Bill. There are provisions in the Bill that stand to make a real difference in improving our education system and ensuring greater access to quality education for all South Africans.

One of the most significant achievements of the Bill is the emphasis on accountability. The Bill seeks to establish clearer guidelines for the responsibilities of teachers, principals, and SGBs, ensuring that everyone involved in the education of our children is held to a high standard of performance and conduct. This is essential for improving the quality of education and fostering a culture of excellence in our schools.

The BELA Bill also enhances protections for learners, particularly vulnerable learners who may face barriers to accessing education. By strengthening the regulatory framework around school admissions, the Bill aims to ensure that all learners, regardless of their background, have the opportunity to attend the school that best suits their needs.

Additionally, the BELA Bill reinforces the importance of mother-tongue education in the early years, while also promoting multilingualism as a key component of our diverse society. This is a step forward in creating an inclusive education system that respects the linguistic diversity of our country.

3. Implementation of the BELA Bill

Although I have advised that certain aspects of the BELA Bill be revisited, it is important to remember that once a law has been passed, it must be implemented unless and until it is set aside by the courts. As a government bound by the Constitution and the rule of law, we have a duty to uphold the laws of the land. Failure to implement BELA after it is signed into law would be a violation of our constitutional obligations, and we cannot allow that to happen. We are Constitutionalists and we believe in the Rule of Law.

In this regard, I urge all stakeholders, including AfriForum, to work constructively with the Department to ensure the smooth implementation of the provisions of BELA that have been signed into law. We must operate in good faith and in accordance with the principles of constitutional democracy, which requires us to respect the rule of law.

4. AfriForum’s Role in the Consultative Process

I also want to take this opportunity to encourage AfriForum to remain engaged in the consultative process initiated by the President. Your organization has an important role to play in this discussion, and I believe that through dialogue, we can address the concerns that have been raised. However, I would like to urge AfriForum to focus on finding solutions rather than identifying problems. While it is important to highlight areas of concern, it is even more important to work together to develop constructive proposals that can move us forward.

5. Caution Against Exclusionary Language

In this process, I must also caution against the use of epithets or language that suggests an intention to exclude certain groups from accessing particular schools. Our Constitution is built on the values of non-racism, non-sexism, and the creation of a free, open, and democratic society. These values must guide our discussions on the BELA Bill and its implementation. Any discourse that seeks to divide or exclude based on race, language, or cultural identity is not only unconstitutional but also counterproductive to the goal of building a united and inclusive education system for all.

6. Building Bridges for the Future

I would like to conclude by saying that the debate on the BELA Bill is a test for our country. We live in a time when sectarian interests often expect us to tear ourselves apart, to fight to the bitter end and burn our country down, with us in it. 

We must rise above these divisions. Instead of allowing this issue to divide us, let us seize this opportunity to build bridges of mutual understanding. It is through dialogue, cooperation, and mutual respect that we will find each other across the political divide—for the sake of our children and our children’s future.

Our task is not easy, but it is critical. We have a responsibility to ensure that the education system we build today is one that serves every child, no matter their background or circumstance. It is only by working together that we can achieve this vision.

Thank You, Let us continue to engage with one another constructively and with the best interests of our children at heart.

Dankie Baie ! Enkosi Kakhulu! Ngiyabonga! Rea Lebogo! Nakhensa !
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