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OPINION

A legacy of conscience and community:
the historic journey of the
Durban Indian Child Welfare Society

The Durban Indian Child and
Family Welfare Society was

a community-led initiative
born out of adversity and

it reshaped child welfare in
SA through resilience and
innovation,
writes
Professor
Dasarath
Chetty in
Part 1 that
reflects on
the first

50 years

of the society. He says at a
time of increasing gender-
based violence, child welfare
societies assume increasing

importance

THERE can be no keener revelation of a
society’s soul than the way in which it
treats its children.

This profound assertion by Nelson
Mandela serves as the most fitting lens
through which to view the 72-year his-
tory of the Durban Indian Child and
Family Welfare Society (DICFWS).

From its inception in 1927 to its
amalgamation with the formerly
“white” child welfare society in 1999,
the society was far more than a chari-
table organisation; it was the manifes-
tation of a community’s soul, a direct
and powerful response to a state that,
by design, neglected and oppressed its
children of colour.

Its story is a microcosm of the Indian
community's broader struggle for dig-
nity, rights and survival in South Africa.

The history of the DICFWS, which
would later become the Child, Family
and Community Care Centre of Durban
(CFCCCD) in 1991, is one of relentless
innovation born out of necessity.

In a political and economic system
that was exploitative and inhumane, the
society understood that child welfare
could not be addressed in a vacuum.

It recognised that the need for sup-
port stemmed not from individual fail-
ings, but from profound social deficits
created by an oppressive state.

This holistic conception of welfare
— the belief that a child’s well-being
is intimately interconnected with the
health of their family, community and
political environment — was the philo-
sophical foundation of the organisation.

The very formation of the DICFWS
was an act of political defiance.

The colonial and later apartheid state
offered only a “residual” approach to
welfare for “non-whites”, a system that
intervenes as a last resort and inher-
ently blames the victim for their cir-
cumstances.

In stark contrast, the state provided
an “institutional” framework for its
white citizens, viewing welfare as a
necessary and ongoing function of a
modern society.

By creating a formal, structured
and proactive welfare society for itself,
the Indian community was effectively
building its own institutional system in
defiance of its designated second-class
status.

It was a declaration of self-worth and

communal responsibility, a profound
political statement that they would care
for their own when the state would not.

The DICFWS was born from the
deplorable conditions forced upon the
Indian community in the early 20th
century.

The legacy of indenture, which
began in 1860, had left the majority
of the community in abject poverty,
living in unsanitary and overcrowded
urban “barracks” or rural huts. High
rates of infant mortality and illiteracy
were rampant, locking generations into
a cycle of deprivation.

This social crisis was not accidental,
but a direct result of a colonial eco-
nomic strategy that prioritised profit
over people.

By importing mostly single male
labourers, the British intentionally
eroded the close-knit family structure
dominant in India, leading to social
isolation, violence and tragically high
suicide rates.

As the community transitioned from
indenture to other forms of labour, they
were met not with support but with
a rising tide of anti-Indian agitation
and oppressive state legislation that
restricted their rights to trade, own land,
and move freely.

The society was formally established
on July 23, 1927, at a meeting in the MK
Gandhi Library, an initiative driven by
the Indian Women'’s Association.

Under the patronage of Srinivasa
Sastri, the first Agent General of India in
South Africa, a committee was formed
with Mrs S Moodaly as its first chair-
person.

By the mid-1980s, the organisation
was the best known and most respected
in the Indian community.

The organisation’s formative years
were defined by the dedicated leadership
of Gadija and advocate Albert Chris-
topher, whose combined 30 years of
service provided the vision and stability
necessary for growth.

The society’s political and social
maturity was quickly reflected in its
evolving constitution.

An early amendment revealed a pro-
found philosophical shift: from simply
“promoting” welfare to actively work-
ing for the “removal of all conditions
which are detrimental” to children’s
well-being.

In the context of a discriminatory
state, this was a clear commitment to
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political change and a mandate for social
action. This rights-based approach was
embedded into the organisation’s DNA.

The society’s influence grew rapidly,
particularly as it became a trusted inter-
mediary for administering state main-
tenance grants, handling cases for over
1 000 families by 1947.

Its success and model provided the
impetus for the establishment of sim-
ilar welfare organisations across Natal,
making the DICFWS the kernel of an
organised welfare movement.

As its responsibilities expanded, the
society adopted an innovative and pro-
foundly democratic model in 1948: the
local committee system. Inspired by a
similar structure used by the Friends of
the Sick Association (Fosa), this system
created a grassroots network of vol-
unteers from specific neighbourhoods
who investigated and supervised main-
tenance grant cases.

These committees, often led by
respected community figures like teach-
ers, became a parallel system of local
governance in areas neglected by the
state.

The scale of their work was immense:
by 1967, 46 committees were supervis-
ing over 4 000 families.

The committees soon evolved
beyond their administrative duties,

becoming active cells in every func-
tioning community.

They organised sewing classes, estab-
lished milk clubs, and became hubs of
community development and empow-
erment.

The system’s genius lay in its dem-
ocratic structure, where representatives
from each local committee sat on the
society’s highest decision-making body,
ensuring that the leadership remained
grounded in the community’s lived
realities.

The year 1959 marked a watershed
moment with the opening of Lakehaven
Children’s Home in Sea Cow Lake.

This project was the culmination
of years of community effort, and rep-
resented a major strategic leap from
non-residential support to full-time
institutional care.

Lakehaven became a powerful
symbol of community self-help and
a household name. The responsibility
of running a 24-hour facility drove a
process of professionalisation within
the society.

To comply with the Children’s Act,
the organisation formalised various
standing committees to oversee its
complex operations, with its structure
evolving in direct response to the prac-
tical and ethical demands of its mission.
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THE administration block of the Lakehaven Children’s Home.

Lakehaven also embodied a progres-
sive philosophy of child care.

Rejecting the impersonal dormitory
system of the era, the society pioneered
a residential system approximating
family life, creating a more nurturing,
child-centric environment.

It was designed to be a true haven
where vulnerable children could find
safety and stability.

Its creation solidified the DICFWS’s
position as a leading welfare organisa-
tion, one that had forged a vital lifeline
for its community in a heartless and
neglectful state.

Three critical forms of intervention
characterised the society’s early histori-
cal trajectory.

Firstly, it made a pioneering inter-
vention, providing essential services
that had never existed before for the
community.

Secondly, it made a service gap inter-
vention, courageously filling the voids
in care deliberately left by a neglectful
state.

Thirdly, and most significantly, it
made social action interventions, aiming
to initiate fundamental social change by

tackling the root causes of social ills,
including the role of the state itself.

This history is one of selfless service
by unpaid volunteers, of participative
democracy brought to life in the streets
and neighbourhoods of Durban, and of
a steadfast refusal to separate the welfare
of a child from the fight for justice. It
is the story of a community revealing
its soul.

Chetty has been a volunteer and leader
in the child welfare movement in South
Africa, having served as president of
Durban Indian Child Welfare Society
(1994-1999), first president of the merged
entity (now Child Welfare Durban and
District), first black president of the SA
National Council for Child and Family
Welfare (2004 — 2008), and president
of the transformed Child Welfare South
Africa (2008- 2012).

@ Tomorrow Child Welfare Durban and
District (CWDD) will host its AGM.
The president and board of governors
of CWDD will be elected at the
William Clarke Gardens Child and
Youth Care Facility in Sherwood.

THE DA in KwaZulu-Natal is deeply
saddened by the tragic accident that
took place last week in iMbali, Pie-
termaritzburg, where a school taxi
crashed into a creche, claiming the
lives of five young children and
injuring eight others.

Our heartfelt condolences go
out to the families who have lost
their loved ones, and our prayers
are with the children who remain
in hospital fighting for their lives.

No parent should have to
endure such devastation, and no
child’s journey to school should
end in tragedy.

This horrific incident highlights
yet again the urgent need to address
school transport safety in our prov-
ince.

The DA calls on the MEC for
Transport to launch a full and
transparent investigation into the
cause of the accident and to report
publicly on the findings.

At the same time, we urge the

Urgent action required on
school transport safety
after iMbali tragedy

provincial government to prioritise:

@ Strengthening enforcement of
road safety and vehicle fitness
standards for school transport.

@ Ensuring proper driver vetting,
training and accountability.

@ Implementing traffic calming
and safety infrastructure around
schools and creches.

@ Providing immediate
counselling and trauma support
for affected families, pupils and
teachers.

The safety of our children must
be non-negotiable. We stand with
the grieving families and the iMbali
community during this time of
mourning, and reaffirm our com-
mitment to fighting for safer, more
accountable school transport sys-
tems in KwaZulu-Natal.

RIONA GOKOOL - MPL
DA KZN spokesperson on
Transport

COLUMNS in the POST, September
10 - 14, concerning heritage and history
raise questions while evoking memories
and sadness.

As a naive 19-year-old in 1972 attend-
ing undergraduate sociology lectures on
the all-white, Howard College campus
of the University of Natal, I remember
being surprised when one morning an
Indian woman arrived to present the
lecture. She was Fatima Meer.

I have no recollection of what aspect
of sociology she covered nor at the
time did I have any idea of her political
character and circumstances.

Like most white students then, our
lives were insulated and detached from
those of other communities.

It was only decades later, while pur-
suing higher academic degrees, that I
came to appreciate the history of Ismail
and Fatima Meer, and to value their
academic contributions.

Regarding our wider heritage, this
month occasions some critical observa-
tions on the subject.

What is apparent in every issue
of the POST is the homogeneity and
collective spirit of the Indian commu-
nity.

It derives from their historical expe-
rience since 1860 which imbued them
with the mainsprings of survival and
success: initiative and enterprise.

Those mainsprings ensured that Indi-
ans survived and prospered through the
hard yards of colonialism, apartheid and

Observations on Heritage Month
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into the current dispensation.

However, the same cannot be said of
the white community. Enjoying political
power and socio-economic preference,
it was largely shielded from the chal-
lenges and barriers which confronted
non-white communities.

But since the reversal of the levers of
power, privilege and preference, many
in the white community have become
dispirited.

Whereas Indian communities like

Chatsworth and Phoenix have hardly
been affected by demographic shifts, the
same cannot be said for what were once
white suburbs.

That may account for the degree of
reticence and indifference of whites to
communal involvement.

White emigration overseas or to
other parts of the country also accounts
for its diminished profile in urban sub-
urbs.

The 1860 Heritage Centre exempli-
fies the initiative, pride and spirit of the
Indian community.

The eagerness of Indians to research
their past is reflected in the constant
outpouring of studies, monographs,
articles and books by Indians on their
heritage.

That same spirit and enterprise is
alive to some extent in the white Afri-
kaans community, but otherwise white
interest in heritage and history is cur-
sory.

At best it is being exploited for
commercial reasons by the tourism
industry.

Of course, white history is deeply
fractured: imperialism versus republi-
canism; Rhodes versus Kruger; Smuts
versus Hertzog; Verwoerd versus Helen
Suzman.

It is also deeply stained: slavery and
indenture; wars and conquests; suprem-
acy and subjugation.

Thus, for many whites, the past is
best left in the past.

The sad reality is that the politics
of the past shrouds and taints whole
centuries.

Enterprising legacies in health care,
education, evangelisation and infra-
structure development, which deserve
study, respect and publication are side-
lined or ignored.

Instead history is exploited to justify
and sustain those in power.

Scrutiny of the current history syl-
labus for grades 10, 11 and 12 achieves
that objective, thereby deflecting if not
deterring interest in the wider aspects
of the subject.

The sad reality is that interest in her-
itage and history has become a casualty
of the age of the given narrative where
immediacy rules, and yesterday is dis-
missed as archaic.

Thus, thanks to the widely propa-
gated and commercially exploited view
of Heritage Day, September 24 has been
reduced to national braai day.

DR DUNCAN DU BOIS
Bluff




