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I nt ro d u c t i o n

Moving back to Europe from Africa was (and still is) not an 
easy experience for me. Having lived in Africa for many 

years, I always find it burdensome when listening to the ideas 
expressed by so many European politicians today about injus-
tice, race and poverty – they are speaking just empty words 
(even if the politicians themselves have good intentions). 
With their shocking salaries and prodigious perks, many of 
them speak about things they have never experienced, or are 
only giving lip service to whatever seems fashionable or in 
vogue at the current time. Many of them, in fact, are living 
in a bubble, unaware of how people actually live – I wonder 
how many of them even know how much a litre of milk costs 
at the supermarket!

Having experienced at first hand the reality of injustice, racial 
discrimination and poverty, I am fully aware of how this im-
pacts on families, and especially on young, innocent children. 
Therefore, I decided to start the project “Walk in my Shoes” 
so that during the Holy Season of Lent, we could think about 
those who are less fortunate than we are, to understand our 
obligation to help those who are in need. 

One of the most important lessons I have learned from my 
time in South Africa is that we must be grateful for what we 
have and thank God for all the blessings He has bestowed on 
us. Many of us living here in the so-called “first world” nev-
er seem grateful for the things we have. Always looking for 
the latest and best and not content with the many blessings 
God has bestowed upon us, we play the game “Keeping up 
with the Joneses”. This toxic attitude and detrimental frame-
of-mind is rapidly destroying the minds of our children and 
young people, wreaking havoc on the lives of young families. 
We need to rethink and re-evaluate! Lent allows us to do that!

“ Wa l k  i n  M y  Sh o e s”

There is a twofold reason why I called this project “Walk in My 
Shoes”. Firstly, we need to put ourselves in the situation of 
others so that we can understand their plight and realise how 
blessed we actually are. Hopefully, this will inspire us to help 
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At first glance I am sure you 
will see this logo as depict-
ing a simple footprint, but if 
you look closer something 
else appears. I designed it 
as an image of a man bend-
ing down, allowing tired 
children to go piggyback. 
This is a powerful symbol. 
As followers of Jesus, called 
to walk in His footsteps, we 
must bend down to others 
in order to raise them up 
– especially children. The 
purpose of this project is to 
help children in their need 
and to be images of the Liv-
ing Jesus for others.
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others who are less fortunate than ourselves. Secondly, we 
need to help mitigate a concrete problem that many families 
have to face – the cost of uniforms and especially shoes! The 
school that this project is aimed at is one of the many schools 
that need help to alleviate the pressure placed on young fam-
ilies sending their children to school.

B l o mv l e i  Pri m a r y  S c h o o l

Blomvlei Primary School is a small school situated in Cape 
Town, South Africa. The area where the school is situated in 
a sub-economic suburb known as Hanover Park, on the Cape 
Flats. This residential area, originally an extensive wetland 
and farming area, was created to house the last residents 
of the former “District Six” in the centre of Cape Town, who 
were relocated here as a result of forced removals under the 
Apartheid-government.

This school serves a disadvantaged community that is riddled 
with poverty and the social evils that often accompany it, like 
gangsterism, domestic violence and child abuse. Most of the 
children at Blomvlei Primary come from homes where unem-
ployment is rife and the Child Support Grant is often the only 
income in the family. This Grant (420 Rand, or about €25 per 
month) is usually spent on the more pressing needs in house-
holds, and, being a fee-paying school, parents find it difficult 
to find the money for school fees.

Unfortunately, the school is often targeted by vandals reg-
ularly, compelling the school to redirect hard-earned funds 
from teaching children to costly repairs. This has a huge 
impact on the school’s financial situation, impacting the 
school’s ability and possibility to advance pupils’ knowledge 
and experiences, especially through E-Learning. But despite 
all the challenges, the staff, parents and pupils strive to make 
this school a haven and become “a home away from home” for 
the children. The dedication of the staff at this school is truly 
commendable!

The staff, parents and volunteers, are the driving force to 
create this “home away from home”. This is supported by the 
Vision and Mission Statements of Blomvlei Primary School:

The main entrance
to the school.

“Knowledge Brings Success”

Letterhead of the School

A View of the School



Th a n k  G o d  fo r  G ra n d p a re nt s

It is a tragic fact of life in South Africa that many children can-
not be cared for and reared by their own parents. Because of 
its history, South Africa is a complicated society resulting in 
many social ills, one of them being the plight of children. This 
is due, at least in part, to the high rate of absentee fathers, 
and the number of children who have to be cared for by sin-
gle mothers. Struggling to make ends meet, young women 
are forced to find any kind of work they can in order to sup-
port their children. It is because of this that the importance of 
Grandparents, especially grandmothers, has come to the fore. 
Beyond any doubt, grandparents are the backbone of South 
African society. They are exceptional at caring for their grand-
children, providing some form of stability and normality for 
children. Thank God for grandparents!

It is also the case that many children are cared for by guardi-
ans, as their biological parents are incapable of doing so. The 
reasons for this are many, but the sad reality is that this kind 
of situation very often leads to severe complications in chil-
dren’s lives. 

There is an African saying “It takes a whole village to raise a 
child”– a saying that is appropriate in today’s economic cli-
mate. The dedication of grandparents proves this point!

VISION
To provide holistic quality education

in a challenging environment.

MISSION
Blomvlei School is committed to work
 in partnership with all stakeholders

to ensure that individuals receive 
the best education 

in a safe, conducive environment.

Dancing for Grandparents

Thank God for Grandmothers

Education “gives you wings”



Wh at  t h i s  Are a  i s  L i ke

As a priest, I have experienced many strange, grim and de-
manding situations in my ministry, but, as the old idiom says, 
this one “takes the biscuit”! Hanover Park and is one of the 
most dangerous places I have ever been to. It is the only time 
that I received threats for taking a picture by a local (I wanted 
to take pictures of the school for this project). It is the only 
place I have ever been shot at! In this community, gangsters 
seem to stand stronger than the police.

There are, in fact, two suburbs, only five minutes from each 
other, that are suffering from the same malaise, Hanover Park 
and Manenberg. These suburbs are roughly twenty minutes 
by car outside the Cape Town. They are notorious havens for 
gangsters, the biggest gang being “The Americans”. Their 
gang signs are to be seen anywhere in Cape Town, wheth-
er it’s a primary school, a street corner or a night club – the 
Americans do not hide. But, there are other gangs too, e.g. 
“The Laughing Boys” and “The Mongrels”. Gangsterism is not 
a new problem in Hanover Park – it is deeply rooted in the 
sociological DNA of God’s people living there!

With gangsters on the streets throughout the day, every 
day of the year, the reality here is ominous. However, there 
is another aspect to this reality that makes it even more ma-
levolent. The population is about 36,000 and on every street 
corner and on every road you find children without any su-
pervision. This means that these children are easy targets. The 
“Americans” know this and they tend to use children for their 
dirty work. A child, who has committed murder, will receive 
a lower jail sentence! And so, these children are given guns! 
With obvious fear in her eyes, one local grandmother (who 
was caring for three young children) said to me, “What are you 
doing here!! You need to watch out for the ‘bang-bang’!”

It is shocking to see how the hands that are holding the guns 
behind the bullets and bloodshed in Hanover Park are not 
tattooed, weathered or even fully developed. They belong to 
children, some not even teenagers yet. Those hands should 
be holding pens while doing homework. Instead, they are 
clutching firearms and running through the streets, killing.

Hanover Park

Gang Members



Th e  Ps yc h o l o g i c a l  Ef fe c t  o n  Ch i l d re n

Having been shot at myself, and witnessing children be-
ing shot at, it made me aware of the impact this has on any 
person’s life – especially on the lives of vulnerable children. 
The most perilous and most precarious problems faced by 
residents in Hanover Park and Manenberg are gangsters, 
gang-related crime, sexual violence and drugs. We must nev-
er veil the detrimental effect this hell-like reality has on the 
psychological well-being of children. I have witnessed at first 
hand how unsupervised children were surrounded by what I 
would only describe as “dodgy characters”.

One friend of mine told me how he witnessed children enter-
ing a very strange and derelict house. When he asked one of 
the locals what the place was, he was told (in Afrikaans) “Die 
huis van afgryse” – The house of horror! Abandoned now and 
occupied by drug dealers and users, he witnessed a child, no 
more than twelve years old, leaving that house. Later, he was 
told later by one of the locals that young girls use the house 
to sell their bodies for drugs. This is child abuse on the worst 
level imaginable! If this does not bring tears to your eyes, 
nothing will! God help us!

A  G l i m m e r  o f  Ho p e

Even if the gangster culture in the area is obvious, there is a 
little glimmer of hope. A while back, the Minister of Police de-
cided to deploy the Anti-Gang Intervention Unit in crime-rid-
den communities across the Cape Flats, including Hanover 
Park. At this stage, in a bid to curb gang-related violence, 
teams have been operational for some time, patrolling and 
making arrests. This is a welcome move by the minister and 
I am grateful for it. However, it does not remove from the 
equation the myriad of social ills that have created a situation 
more complex than any single police unit has the ability to 
erase, eradicate or expunge.

It is a welcome initiative from the police, but at the same time 
we need to be more proactive! We all know that it is bad par-
enting, poverty, unemployment and poor service delivery 
that are among the root causes of the problem. Focussing on 

The Plight of Innocent 
Children

should move us all to tears

Residents demonstrating 
against the culture of drugs 

and violence



catching those walking around with drugs in their pockets or 
an unlicensed weapon is “reactive” not “proactive”.

“Ca n  Yo u  He l p  t h e s e  L a a i t i e s” ?

In South African slang, the word “laaitie” (laaities in the plural) 
is a word used to describe any youth, or any young person, es-
pecially male. You hear this word used everywhere in Hanover 
Park. Some time ago, one resident there asked me “Can you 
help these laaities?” I must honestly say that this simple ques-
tion had an apocalyptic effect on me – it felt like my heart was 
wrenched out of my body. Spontaneously I heard my heart 
pray “Saint Don Bosco, help me!”

I asked myself “Who are these laaities”? They are children, 
young people, the future hope of the world. Every one of 
them is some mother’s “little baby”, some father’s “treasure”, 
some grandmother’s “sweetie”. Then I realised that any move 
aiming to take back the power from gangsters and criminals, 
is better than none. But I also realised that what was needed 
was a more holistic approach in order to make Hanover Park 
safer while also helping those behind the shootings turn their 
back on a life of crime.

All young people need options. What are their alternatives? 
What can be done for them so that they can choose a better 
life? It’s easy to say that gangsterism needs to be eradicated. 
But who is the gangster? He is someone’s child! This reality 
was a wake-up call for me.

A  Pa r t  o f  t h e  S o l u t i o n

Even if the Police have an impressive anti-gang strategy, more 
is needed than just street-level outreach, community devel-
opment, conflict mediation and changing community norms 
in order to reduce violence and criminality. We need to inspire 
hope in the children who live there. This is achieved through 
education and promoting the dignity of every child. Every 
child is a gift from God, a blessing, a possibility, a hope. By 
supporting the education of children, we contribute more to 
society than by any other means.

Don Bosco, Patron Saint
of Young People

The Army
had to be Deployed
to help the Police



The aim of this project is to give hope to these children and 
to assist parents in their God-given role. I wanted to “begin 
small”, as the saying goes, but, inspired by the great Mother 
Teresa of Calcutta, I found her simple, yet profound phrase, 
inspiring: “I alone cannot change the world, but I can cast a 
stone across the waters to create many ripples.” 

The first stage of this project is to help parents buy shoes for 
their children. It is my hope that this project can develop and 
eventually help the school to build a wall around their build-
ing so that no bullets fired by gangs will ever hit any chil-
dren who are cared for, educated and respected in Blomvlei 
Primary School.

Thank you for your kindness, generosity and love for God’s 
children.

Ballymitty, County Wexford
Lent, 2020

Fr. Martin Pender

FOR MORE INFORMATION
AND THE LATEST UPDATES TO THE PROJECT,

PLEASE VISIT OUR WEBSITE

www.ballymittychurch.com/project

Saint Mother Teresa

“I alone
cannot change the world, 

but I can cast a stone
across the waters

to create many ripples.”

“If you judge people,
you have no time

to love them.”




