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Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 

I extend my warmest greetings to all of you present in this gathering.  

 

The outbreak of COVID-19 has far-reaching implications in every area of human 
development, from education to health, from food security to poverty alleviation, from the 
empowerment of women to social stability. 

 

Our country had immense challenges for a number of years before coronavirus. This 
pandemic has worsened these challenges. 

 

Let me turn to the issue at hand, the transformation of our heritage landscape.  

 

As we journey back to the advent of our democracy and its evolution in the last 26 years, 
we can reflect on how the heritage sector has transformed and evolved and also reflect 
on challenges along the way with the aim of revisiting our approach and strategy. As 
many would say, hindsight is the best science but life has to be lived going forward.  
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In this presentation I will flag the transformation of the heritage landscape with the aim of 
critically reflecting on strides made as well as gaps that remain and even more important, 
the steps being taken to complete the unfinished business of heritage transformation.  

 

In a complex environment of our democratic transition and within the context of 
contending forces, those fighting for transformation and those seek to preserve their 
cultural dominance, it is easy to take a simplistic view of saying this project of 
transformation has been a total failure or a total success. And yet, reality is sobering in 
its complexing and nuances as the picture that emerges is a mixed one of successes and 
shortcomings, of effort to change and resistance to change thus producing the dynamic 
situation that we are confronted with today.  

 

More recent anti-racism protests and campaign themed “Black Lives Matter” across the 
world have reignited debate about the symbols that dominate and define our public 
spaces as well as place names and dominant hegemonic cultures that have defined our 
societies and reinforced dominant narratives that directly or indirectly sustain and oil the 
wheels of racism and colonial legacies.  

 

Back in early 1990’s, the ANC crafted a blueprint for its transformative programme, a 
document titled: Ready To Govern, which influenced many policies and programmes 
especially in the initial years of democratic transition. More important for this context is 
the fact that this document clearly pronounced on heritage transformation issues as it 
observed that;  

“The monopoly over symbols and names should give way to a diverse 
range, representative of our whole population. Arts and culture are not 
the property of any one political party or group. Consequently the ANC 
believes that state funded cultural institutions should be non sectarian”.  

 

These ideas made their way to and find expression in various sections of the interim 
Constitution of 1993 and The 1996 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa. It was 
this policy position that informed the 1996 Arts and Culture White Paper. Later there 
was a number of policies such as the SA National Geographical Names Council Act 
of 1998, and the National Heritage Resources Act of 1999. A range of initiatives 
emerged from the aforementioned policies and these are,  
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1. Renaming of major national landmarks such as street names, international airports 
and cities.  
 

2. Declaration of several previously marginalized heritage and liberation sites as 
national heritage sites, with some elevated to world heritage sites such as Robben 
Island.  

 

3. Some iconic heritage site worth billions of rands have also been added to our 
heritage landscape. These include, though not limited to, the Steve Biko Centre 
in Ginsberg, Liliesleaf in Rivonia, Nelson Mandela Museum in Mthatha, Ncome 
Museum and Luthuli Museums in KZN and the Freedom Park in Tshwane. 
These add to other natural heritage sites developed across the country with some 
elevated to World Heritage status.  
 

With all of the above achievements a South African formerly oppressed majority is still a 
cultural minority as apartheid and colonial symbols and heritage still dominate our 
landscape hence periodic protests agitating for more and rapid changes.   

 

Some of the name changes have been successfully challenged in courts due to 
procedural flaws, a reminder that any action in a revolution will be countered with reaction.  

 

Also important to note that as a constitutional democracy we have had to embark on 
extensive, slow and costly nationwide multi-stakeholder consultations, something that is 
painstakingly slow for my liking but has to be followed to avoid court challenges.  

 

On the issue of statues we have engaged services of experts, consulted stakeholders 
and conducted international studies on best practices to ensure sustainable solution of 
what we do with some of these colonial and apartheid symbols whilst also balancing this 
with need to have reminders of what our past had been like.  

 

In every revolution, military coups or where popular insurrection has led to change of 
regimes the sudden toppling of statues and symbols of the ousted regime or system is 
the hallmark of these transitions.  
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This is, however, not the same case with constitutional democracy that was born out of a 
negotiated settlement between the contending parties. It is for this reason that we may 
have experienced a slow pace of change and this compounded by the initial phase of our 
transition which may not have prioritized arts, culture and heritage with resources to 
achieve some of these goals on a grand scale.  

 

It will be a careful and complex balancing act with sustainable results that assist social 
cohesion and nation-building that we must embark upon. In such instances we have to 
answer the critical questions: Do we topple and destroy all statues deemed offensive by 
the fact that they represent colonialism and apartheid or do we reduce their prominence 
and still preserve them for lessons of history? Do we create a concentration camp of 
unwanted statues with a narrative or do we leave it to those who still value them to 
preserve thus running a risk of reigniting old rightwing nationalisms by privatizing what is 
public property? Do we allow for juxtaposition of these statues as it is the case in front of 
the Union Building where Mandela is given prominence and centrality while Herzog was 
moved to a less prominent space? What could be more sustainable for nation-building 
and stand the test of times even if future regimes change? What are best cases around 
the world?  

 

Rwanda which experienced a gruesome genocide that saw around a million people 
exterminated and millions more displaced in a civil war that ensued, they managed to 
preserve remnants of that war including skulls to preserve that history and yet they are 
moving towards nation-building with those as reminders of lessons of history not to be 
repeated.  

 

As time pass new debates are coming up and new interpretations to historical events are 
coming to the fore, so history itself is not static as historian EH Carr observes “What is 
history? Is that it is continuous process of interaction between the historian and 
his facts, an unending dialogue between the present and the past.” (EH Carr- What 
Is History). Whereas Nietzsche says “the facts of history are nothing, interpretation 
is everything.”  

 

This applies not just in a scholarly examination of history and all what it means, but it is 
part of politics and people’s perceptions of history which often undergo subtle and visible 
changes all the time. The challenge of public policy makers is to strike a balance in 
transforming the landscape by making sure that future generations will never doubt our 



5 
 

well-intentioned programme and bona fides. This is easier pronounced than practiced in 
an argumentative and robust democracy as ours which still have previous contenders 
holding to their positions. Nation-building in a post apartheid era is about making sure 
that transformation is effected while at the same time national unity is achieved, and these 
at face value look contradictory but ultimately our mission is to reconcile them without 
bending our principles and goals of emancipation.  

 

Consistent with this objective and best practices from around the world, Cabinet took a 
decision that all those monuments and symbols that are anathema to the founding 
principles of our democracy in the letter and spirit, will be relocated from prominent public 
space to what will be known as Regional Cultural Nation Building Parks. These parks 
would be foregrounded by the theme: lest we forget.  

 

I setup a task team to look at the matter of the heritage landscape in a holistic manner 
and make recommendations.  

 Cluster 1 – Public Education, Awareness and Mobilisation: 
Which recommended the importance of intensifying popularisation campaigns 
about South Africa's key national symbols in schools for greater civic awareness 
and national consciousness.  

 

 Cluster 2 - Legislative Efficacies  
The Cluster recommends that legislation, which were perceived to be impeding the 
implementation of the recommendations, should be reviewed or amended.  

 

 Cluster 3: Institutional Capacity 
Recent events that have demonstrated impatience with colonial and apartheid 
iconography showed that although there are systems in place to apply for name 
change and relocation of any statue or monument, the capacity in the relevant 
institutions was only ready to deal with limited requests within a limited period of 
time.  

 

 Cluster 4: Fate/Future of the Heritage Landscape  
This cluster recommended that an audit of offensive statues, names, symbols and 
monuments be conducted, and likewise advised the Department to develop a 
framework which will provide guidance on the relocation of statues/monuments 
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that are inimical to the constitution and the founding values of the new democratic 
South Africa.  

 

The question that Mayors and Councilors will then ask is why we still have colonial and 
apartheid statues in our public spaces? Mayors and Councilors will appreciate the fact 
that the national and provincial governments are not custodians of most of these statues. 
Most of them are under the custodianship of municipal authorities. 

 

For a statue to be considered for relocation, a public consultative process should be 
undertaken at a local government level. An application needs to be lodged with a 
Provincial Heritage Resources Authority, who will consider the application and take a 
decision on granting the permit after the required public consultative process.  

 

If the statue is on a property declared a national heritage site, the Provincial Heritage 
Authority will submit the application to the South African Heritage Resources Authority, 
who will consider the application and take a decision on granting the permit after the 
required public consultative process. 

 

The Department is not in a position to engage in the relocation of colonial and apartheid 
statues, as the Minister is the Executive Authority for the South African Heritage 
Resources Agency, who will take the decision on the application for the relocation of a 
statue or symbol.  

 

If an appeal arises against the decision of the South African Heritage Resources Agency 
on the application for the relocation of a statue or symbol, the Minister is the appeals 
authority who will appoint a tribunal to consider such an appeal and make a 
recommendation to the Minister. 

 

Councilors must take it upon themselves that the discussions on statues, street names 
and other symbols that celebrate colonial figures be discussed as a matter of urgency. 

 

Councilors, let us be the champions of the heritage landscape that we wish to bequeath 
to our children and grandchildren to live in. 
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Thank you for your attention.  


