SPEECH BY PREMIER HAZEL JENKINS AT THE OCCASSION OF THE STOKVEL INDABA, KIMBERLEY 06 AUGUST 2009

Programme Director,
Committee Members of the Stokvel Company
Distinguished Guests,
Different Sectors participating
Ladies and Gentlemen,

As government, we are delighted to be part of your Stokvel Indaba which reflects in a practical way how communities can organise themselves in a proper manner to benefit from one another and helped to make a difference in the community, and shaped the character and life of our society.
The apartheid government deliberately marginalized the majority of the people from the mainstream through a comprehensive web of discriminatory legislation and practices. Segregation, marginalisation and discrimination permeated every aspect of life.  A large section of the population were excluded from participating in the mainstream of our economy resulting in extreme poverty, hardships and enormous difficulties

Programme director, the vast majority of our people continue to face serious challenges in our society. The levels of unemployment and poverty are unacceptably high and our country is divided still in some respects, along racial lines.

I am describing this so as to position the South African social saving institutions in the context of our history and how this history impacts on our current development challenges. 

Despite the fact that under apartheid, entrepreneurship and savings were actively discouraged, South African people have responded to their predicament and "devised social savings organisations to control their environment"

Out of the resilience of a people and the will power to do it for themselves (Vuk”uzenzele) a very significant informal institution that was originally started in the 19th century came to fruition what is known today as "stokvels". These are community savings clubs and exist throughout our country. Members club together in their own neighbourhoods and contribute a specific amount each month to the club. 
We are aware that the system operates on a rotational basis and each member receives all the contributions when their turn in the rotation arrives. Some work simply as savings clubs and the payout helps with Christmas or holiday expenses, but many are funeral clubs, and only pay on the death of the registered member. Funerals are expensive in South Africa and this acts as an informal insurance scheme to allow for a decent burial and relieve the family from financial burden.

These clubs emerged as alternatives to traditional banking, which was previously unavailable to the poor, but also provide very important community networks as social clubs. 

This savings system again, emerged as a response to exclusion from the mainstream banking system and remains one of the most vibrant savings systems in the country. 

These examples show the response of marginalized communities to the conditions under which they found themselves in apartheid South Africa. They emerged in response to exclusion and need and as a means of survival. 

After the dawn of our freedom, the democratic government was faced with the challenge of having to bring a large percentage of the population into the mainstream economy without upsetting the traditional community based informal institutions that are still critical in providing services from which they were excluded under apartheid.

This involves, in South Africa's case an active partnership between all levels of government and other social partners in our society, including trade unions, political parties and religious organisations. There are numerous examples of how informal institutions have been regularised and brought into the mainstream economy with positive results. 
For example, in the financial sector, informal institutions, ranging from community funeral schemes, money pooling and informal saving schemes, as well as informal loan schemes have evolved and developed towards inclusion in the regulative regime.

Community saving schemes is one area where interventions to formalise financial activity in the form of providing appropriate access to financial services for the poorest members of society has recently been undertaken. 
Through the Financial Services Empowerment Charter, which is an agreement between Business, Civil Society, Labour and Government, business has agreed to provide products which are within reach of the previously "unbankable" sectors of the population. This undertaking is already providing positive results as it offers opportunities for basic savings for individuals. 

Programme director, in a country with a relatively low savings rate and a large community operating and relying on the informal financial sector, it is prudent and vital for government to support and encourage community-based savings. It is against this background that community schemes such as social, burial and savings clubs, commonly referred to as "stokvels", have been recognised by Government. 
In summary and in recognition of the huge potential that the collective energies of our people can contribute towards the economic agenda of the post-apartheid era, the South African government has regularise this informal sector and bring those people who are still in the second economy into the mainstream economy. This project has sought to run parallel to the dismantling of the apartheid state machinery and legislation to create a conducive environment wherein this informal sector, as it was known, can be brought from the margins to improve economic efficiency and support inclusion. 

Hence, legislation pertaining to stokvels has been introduced. In this regard, it may be of interest to note that South Africa may have been the first country in Africa formally to vest the aforementioned schemes with legal status

Stokvels generally enable people from within a particular group to save, and in addition to being afforded a turn to receive the contributions of all members of the group, members satisfy their need for social interaction, sharing, and belonging. 
This significant achievement of the stokvel system has largely got to do with the magnificent work that is being done by the stokvel company of South Africa who sought to bring the community saving system into the mainstream of the economy and reposition itself to participate in the development agenda of our country.

As a result, the "stokvel" system in South Africa has grown exponentially, worth a massive membership around the country. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, Improving and building cohesive and sustainable communities in ways that create the possibility for positive change is important if we are to achieve development success. However inequalities of opportunity and a general absence in society of being part of a common enterprise, facing shared challenges and belonging to the same democracy with a shared destiny, is placing severe stress and strain on social cohesion.

In any society, not everyone will do equally well.  That is true of our society too.  Globalisation and rapid change are exacerbating this problem. Governments around the world are grappling with this problem, and Our Country is no exception.  Within every community in South Africa, there are some groups that face difficulties and hardships. 
 The most practical way is to help them as well as to encourage the respective communities to organise themselves, mobilise resources for the needy and invest in savings.  This taps into the natural desire of the community to help their weaker members.  At the same time, the leaders of each group will have a better understanding of the problems within their community. 

 The Government has launched many initiatives to tackle the enormous problems experienced by our people, and help the less successful progress along with the rest of society.  

However, the Government alone will not be able to deal with the multitude of demands and needs of communities.  Individuals and communities have to make the effort in partnership with government to help themselves, and to provide for their future needs.  Families have to stay together, sharing responsibility for one another.  Community and voluntary welfare organisations have to support the disadvan​taged, and provide avenues for all South Africans to volunteer and contribute in a spirit of cohesion and generosity.  This is the basis of our many helping hands approach and the stokvel system.
In view of Government's commitment to encouraging savings, we support the many positive contributions and initiatives undertaken by non-governmental organisations, stokvels, and other community saving schemes which are aimed at helping the poor and raising their living standards.

The Stokvel organisation can be proud of its many achievements over the years.  One reason for its success is that the leaders have set the right direction for the organisation and the vision to participate in a modern society.  Another reason is the broad-based support it enjoys among ordinary South Africans, and contributing their time and effort.  

We have always believed that those who want to improve themselves should first help others to do so. I hope the community will continue to uphold this spirit of (ubuntu), and at the same time reach out to other vulnerable groups, so that we can strengthen and maintain harmony and stability in our society.   

 Going forward, the stokvel Company and other self-help groups can do more to serve the community, especially as we grapple with such challenges as a widening income gap, economic difficulties brought about by the recession and an ageing population.  Self-help groups, being closer to the ground and their respective communities, can come up with more innovative and responsive solutions, and reach out more effectively to the vulnerable sector of our society and the less fortunate among us.

As government, we will continue to support your initiatives and programmes, and work with you to ensure that no one in need will be left behind without community care and support.

Conclusion
Finally, I would like to thank the Stokvel Company Committee Members for your unstinting support and dedication in advancing the cause of the poor.  You are not only the backbone of savings in communities, but also its heart and soul.  

You bring with you that extra energy and motivation that drives the communities forward in unison.  With your help, and effective programmes you have made a contribution where it counts.  I wish all of you continuing success in serving the community and our nation in saving for the dark days.  

Let us maintain this strong spirit of solidarity and mutual help, and work together to create a caring, prosperous and cohesive South African family.

In thank you
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