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Overview
The following reflections are drawn from a review conducted by Halima
Mahomed and Allan Moolman, independent evaluation consultants, as part
of the Open Society Foundation for South Africa’s (OSF-SA) Turning 25
Commemorative Activities. The complete evaluation report will be released
in stand-alone sections from January 2019 and reflects on OSF-SA’s critical
contribution to the strengthening of South Africa’s democracy over the past
25 years.

THE EARLY YEARS
1.

George Soros’ first philanthropic endeavour took place in South Africa. From 1979 through the early
1980s, George provided financial support to approximately 80 black students to study at the University of
Cape Town (UCT) through the Karl Popper Bursaries/Open Society Fund, with the support of the then
Vice Chancellor, Dr Stuart Saunders.

2.

Between 1983 and 1993, George Soros supported the Black Sash Trust. Funds were made available
through the Human Rights Watch (HRW) Fund for Free Expression, headed at the time by Aryeh Neier
(now Emeritus President of the Open Society Foundations or OSF), which supported work that challenged
the oppressive apartheid era pass laws in South Africa that precluded black people from entering areas
classified as ’white only’. Support for the Black Sash continued after the end of apartheid through the
local foundation. Most recently, our long-standing support for the Black Sash has helped direct public
and legal attention towards the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA) crisis, and the rights of at
least 17 million poor people who depend on monthly social grants in South Africa.
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3.

In the 1980s, Herb and Joy Kaiser founded Medical Education for South African Blacks (MESAB).
The Kaisers recognised the need to support the development of a cadre of black medical professionals
to serve the majority of people who were denied access to quality health care because of their race. Dr
Nthato Mothlana, a prominent South African physician, assisted in taking the initiative forward. At that
time, George Soros contributed US$250 000 to MESAB after meeting Dr Mothlana. Support continued
until 2002. George Soros remains one of MESAB’s largest donors. By the time MESAB concluded its work
in 2007, it had helped to train more than 10 000 black health professionals in South Africa.

4.

In 1987, Dr Frederik van Zyl Slabbert and Dr Alex Boraine approached George Soros with a request
to fund one of several talks between the African National Congress (ANC) and business and
political leaders from South Africa. The ANC at the time was banned in South Africa, and many of its
leaders were imprisoned or in exile. Held in Gorée, Senegal, and now known as the Dakar Conference,
this was a vital set of talks that contributed to the unbanning of the ANC and other political parties in
South Africa, to the release of all political prisoners, and, eventually, to the negotiated political settlement
in South Africa. These events then led to the first national democratic elections in 1994, months after OSF
opened its first African office in Cape Town, South Africa. Dr Van Zyl Slabbert was the first Chairperson
of the OSF-SA Board. Subsequent Chairpersons include Dr Brigalia Bam, Justice Azhar Cachalia, Ms Nhlanhla
Mjoli-Mncube, Ms Zyda Rylands, Mr Isaac Shongwe, and the current Chairperson, Ms Yasmin Carrim.
George Soros also provided support for the establishment, and later for the running, of the Gorée Institute for
Democracy, Development and Culture in Senegal, West Africa.

5.

In the early 1990s, George Soros provided financial support for the training of young black journalists
at the then Weekly Mail newspaper.
An independent newspaper committed to covering the reality of the apartheid regime, the Weekly Mail
received an initial US$50 000 donation from George Soros. Today, the Weekly Mail is known as the
Mail & Guardian newspaper, which has received support from OSF over several years, including founding
grant support for the establishment of amaBhungane, an investigative journalism unit, in 2010.

6.

Dr Alex Boraine was one of OSF-SA’s first Board members and worked at the Institute for Democratic
Alternatives in South Africa. At the suggestion of Aryeh Neier, then President of the OSF, he visited
other countries that were undertaking post-conflict reconciliation processes at the time. This support
and learning exchange was instrumental in developing the idea of a national reconciliation commission
through the work of Justice in Transition (JIT), funded by the OSF. The JIT hosted an international conference
that resulted in the decision to establish the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC).
The TRC was set up in 1995 and began formal hearings in April 1996. It was headed by Archbishop
Desmond Tutu, with Alex Boraine being appointed as Deputy Commissioner.

BUILDING AN OPEN SOCIETY THROUGH
GOVERNMENT PARTNERSHIP
7.

In 1995, George Soros, with the support of Herb Sturz, Dr Van Zyl Slabbert, Cedric de Beer, Khehla
Shubane, and others, and through discussions with President Nelson Mandela, started the National
Urban Reconstruction and Housing Agency (NURCHA). For 20 years, OSF’s support and equity
partnership with government addressed the critical housing backlog in South Africa that emanated from
spatial inequalities and the race-based housing policy of the apartheid government. Between 1995 and
2015, NURCHA financed the construction of at least 350 000 houses in neglected and poor communities.
NURCHA also significantly contributed to the transformation of the housing sector, promoting a new
generation of black, female, construction company owners.

8.

OSF, together with the Vera Institute, helped to establish the Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA).
In 1997, OSF and the Ministry of Justice had discussions on introducing a criminal justice programme
in South Africa. The project was located in the Ministry of Justice and provided direct and technical
support to officials, including South Africa’s first set of post-1994 prosecutors and litigators.

9.

In 2000, OSF-SA made a grant to the BJA which, with the South African government, supported the
establishment of the very first Thuthuzela Care Centre, located in Manenberg, Cape Town.
The Thuthuzela Care Centres (TCCs) were a world first, providing a specialised single centre supporting
survivors of gender-based violence in South Africa, including providing post-sexual violence medical
treatment, psychosocial care and legal support. OSF-SA partnered with the National Prosecuting
Authority (NPA) to roll out the TCCs throughout South Africa. The TCCs are a critical part of South Africa’s
anti-rape strategy, aiming to reduce secondary victimisation and to build a case ready for successful
prosecution. Fifty-one centres have been established since 2006. The Thuthuzela Programme is now led
by the Sexual Offences and Community Affairs (SOCA) Unit of the NPA.

10. In partnership with the Department of Correctional Services and the Department of Justice
and Constitutional Development, OSF-SA worked on a range of partnerships to protect the
human rights of all survivors of crime and of accused persons, to monitor the implementation of
the Correctional Services Act, and to support offender rehabilitation and community reintegration
programmes.
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PROMOTING EXPRESSION AND ACCOUNTABILITY
11. OSF-SA provided extensive support to expand the Community Radio sector in South Africa, by
supporting over 60 community radio stations between the period 1994 and 2003 to expand
information access to millions of households across the country. In 2001, OSF-SA was instrumental
in setting up the Southern African Community Media Funders Forum with OSISA in order to bring about
greater donor collaboration and so contribute to a more coherent, less competitive, community media
training environment.
12. When the South African government proposed introducing the Protection of Information Bill
(commonly called the Secrecy Bill) in 2011, OSF-SA, in partnership with the Open Society Justice
Initiative, supported the launch of the Right2Know Campaign – now a coalition of thousands of
individuals and at least 400 civil society organisations and movements committed to addressing state
secrecy and improving communication rights and access to information.
13. In 2013, OSF-SA partnered with the Mail & Guardian newspaper to set up a new in-house Centre for
Investigative Journalism (amaBhungane) in order to develop investigative journalism work rooted in
the public interest. amaBhungane is a multi-award-winning media unit, now independently located.
Support for investigative journalism in South Africa has increased over the years, with OSF-SA now
supporting at least ten independent media and monitoring units, including the units that exposed the
stories behind a massive email leak in 2017, related to what is commonly referred to as ‘state capture’
in South Africa.
14. In 2014, OSF with Atlantic Philanthropies and the Ford Foundation set up a special ten-year fund
to advance constitutionalism in South Africa. The Constitutionalism Fund focuses on providing
multi-year core and specialist support to organisations in civil society, through selection by a Local Panel,
headed by Justice Yvonne Mokgoro. It also provides additional resources to successful applicants to
begin work on organisational transformation.
15. Since 2014, OSF-SA has supported organisations that aim to uncover injustices committed by
the apartheid government and the private sector in South Africa in order to hold all forms of power
to account.
16. In 2017, OSF in partnership with Omidyar Network and the Media Development Investment Fund
(MDIF) established the South African Media Innovation Program (SAMIP). SAMIP was launched in
2017 to both strengthen and diversify the media space through a focus on innovation and transformation
in four core areas: languages, new revenue opportunities, distribution, and the transition to digital
technology. It is administered by the MDIF in South Africa with a local Advisory Panel. SAMIP permits
business risk taking.

17. OSF-SA has long supported the use of film to communicate public information and to promote
openness and accountability. This includes screening documentaries banned by the state broadcaster
about Presidents, Marikana and other events in post-apartheid South Africa in local communities.

FOSTERING PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY
AS A TOOL FOR ACCOUNTABILITY
18. In 2013, through OSF-SA support, social audits commenced in earnest in South Africa – adapting
methodologies developed by organisations and governments in places such as India, Kenya and the
Philippines. After nearly three years, the first South African Social Auditing Network (SAN) was formed
in 2015.
19. Since 2015, OSF-SA has supported work around extractive sector transparency and accountability
through high-agency work and has provided support for community-led organisations in mine-affected
communities, working to uphold their land and environmental rights, including for advocacy campaigns
on the ‘right to say no’ to mining in their communities.
20. OSF-SA has promoted voter education and voter participation since 1998. In the early 2000s, OSF-SA
allocated funds for specialised, non-partisan-based, general voter education programmes,
including support for coalitions of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), community radio
coverage of elections, and producing voter education guides and handbooks.
• In 2000, the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) allocated a portion of its media budget to
support the work of community radio stations, in partnership with OSF-SA.
• During 2004, OSF-SA provided support to civil society organisations (CSOs) in order to increase
participation in the 2004 elections. This included support for farm worker and rural organisations.
• In 2010, grants made to the Election Monitoring Network helped mitigate the risk of violence during
South Africa’s fourth municipal elections.
• OSF-SA has previously partnered with the Media Development and Diversity Agency (MDDA), the
Department of Communications, and the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa
(ICASA) to train community radio journalists on reporting on the elections. In 2018, this partnership
will be revived.
21. In 2014, OSF-SA provided funding for two experimental, free Wi-Fi zones at the Gugulethu and
Khayelitsha taxi ranks through Project Isizwe as a pilot campaign for the state to roll out free and
universal broadband Internet services across the country, particularly in poor and neglected communities.
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DEEPENING RIGHTS AND ACCESS TO COMMUNITY JUSTICE
SERVICES, PARTICULARLY FOR MARGINALISED GROUPS
22. OSF-SA has, over the years, provided support to, and continues to support, organisations promoting
human rights, especially for LGBTI+ persons, women, sex workers, migrants, refugees and asylum
seekers, and children living in South Africa.
23. OSF has supported the campaign for the decriminalisation of sex work in South Africa since 1999.
This has resulted in the setting up of the country’s first national sex worker movement.
24. In line with Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 16, which recognises access to justice as a
component of development, OSF developed new work to expand political and legal empowerment.
This work focuses on advancing an institutionalised system of basic legal services and state recognition
and funding of community justice services, with a special focus on community advice office support for
marginalised groups, including sex workers, LGBTI+ persons, refugees, and casual or precarious workers.
25. With a global backlash against the right to expression and the right to protest in all marginalised, poor
and neglected communities, and the growing criminalisation of ordinary forms of protest and assembly,
OSF-SA has in the last few years supported grantees and a new national coalition that provides free
advice and legal support for persons arrested as a result of protest action, and which campaigns for
the reform of South Africa’s assembly laws.
Since 1993, OSF-SA has contributed over R1 billion to more than 750 different organisations and projects in
South Africa. In 2018, we celebrate 25 years of grant making with the award of a commemorative set of
Scholarships and Fellowships, made to 25 young, black, outstanding individuals who will be part of South
Africa’s impressive set of next-generation leaders.

