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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Child abandonment and the vulnerability of children in South Africa represent a profound crisis, with 
thousands of infants abandoned each year and millions more facing risks from poverty, disease, and family 
breakdown. In mining communities, these issues are intensified by environmental hazards, migrant 
labour, and social disruptions that spread harmful behaviours. This updated white paper outlines the 
national scope of the problem, the specific role of mining areas, and how Social Contagion Theory explains 
the rapid escalation of these challenges, with expanded examples illustrating its dynamics. It now includes 
a proposed solution: a hybrid Train-the-Trainer (TTT) model integrating Ubuntu-based child care, Cognitive 
Behavioural Therapy (CBT), Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP), and mindfulness practices. This model 
leverages Diffusion of Innovations Theory to spread positive changes through peer networks, targeting 
mining hubs for maximum ripple effects. Aimed at residents, workers, and leaders in mining towns, it 
highlights the urgent need for awareness and community action to protect our children. Data from 
government reports, NGOs, and studies underscore the severity, calling for collective efforts to safeguard 
the next generation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

As members of South Africa's mining communities, we know the hard work and sacrifices that keep our 
towns running. But alongside the jobs and economic opportunities, mining brings unique challenges that 
affect our families, especially our children. Every year, thousands of infants are abandoned, and millions 
of children become vulnerable due to loss of parents, poverty, or neglect. In areas like Mpumalanga, 
Limpopo, and the Northern Cape, where mining dominates life, these problems hit harder. Pollution from 
old mines poisons water and air, migrant work splits families, and illegal mining draws in desperate youth, 
creating cycles of harm. This paper focuses on the problem, using reliable data to show how it unfolds and 
why it spreads so quickly in our communities. It also proposes a practical solution: a community-driven 
training program to build resilience and positive change. Understanding this is the first step to protecting 
our kids. 

THE NATIONAL SCOPE OF CHILD ABANDONMENT AND VULNERABLE CHILDREN  

South Africa faces a heartbreaking reality: around 3,500 children are abandoned each year, often left in 
dangerous places like dumps or streets, leading to high death rates. In 2023, 88 reported cases saw 59 
infants die, and by mid-2024, 70 cases had 41 deaths, meaning for every child found alive, two are found 
dead. The Department of Social Development (DSD) recorded over 250 abandonments in 2023, with 
KwaZulu-Natal (92 cases), Free State (69), and Western Cape (37) hardest hit. These numbers likely 
undercount the true scale, as many cases go unreported. 

Vulnerable children, those who have lost one or both parents or face risks like abuse, poverty, or illness, 
number about 2.8 million, or 14% of kids under 18. Children aged 0-17 make up 33.6% of the population, 
with higher rates in rural provinces like Limpopo (40.6%). Causes include HIV/AIDS (630,000 affected), 
poverty (40% of rural kids in poor households), and family breakdowns. In 2023, only 32% of children lived 
with both parents, 45% with mothers only, and 19% with neither, often grandparents or alone. Abuse and 
neglect cases reached 26,852 in 2024/25, with many linked to economic desperation. These children 
struggle with education, health, and safety, perpetuating cycles of hardship. 

THE ROLE OF MINING IN EXACERBATING THE CRISIS  

In mining areas, the crisis deepens due to unique pressures. Communities like those in Mpumalanga's 
coal belt or Northern Cape's iron ore regions see rapid population growth, Postmasburg doubled from 
19,000 in 1996 to 35,000 by 2010, straining families and services. Migrant labour leaves children with single 
parents or relatives, increasing vulnerability to neglect. Over 6,000 abandoned mines spill acid drainage, 
polluting water for 3 million people and causing health issues like respiratory problems in kids. 

Illegal artisanal mining (zama-zamas) draws in children as young as 6, exposing them to collapses, toxins, 
and exploitation, contributing to 10-20% of rural vulnerability. In these sites, kids face sexual abuse, forced 
labour, and trafficking, with girls coerced into survival sex or early marriages. Pollution leads to stunting 
and malnutrition, affecting over 1.5 million under-5s. Family disorganization from boom-bust cycles 
results in child-headed households and increased abandonment. Mining areas see higher violence, 
substance abuse, and poverty, directly harming children. 

SOCIAL CONTAGION THEORY: HOW PROBLEMS SPREAD IN MINING COMMUNITIES  

Social Contagion Theory explains how negative behaviours, like neglect, abuse, or substance use, spread 
like a virus through close-knit groups. In dense mining towns, high interaction and stress amplify this: one 
family's breakdown influences neighbours via imitation or shared hardships. Migrant influxes disrupt 
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social norms, spreading violence and addiction, leading to more abandonments. This theory shows why 
mining hubs become "epicentres," rippling harm to rural outskirts through family ties and migration. 

Expanded examples illustrate this spread in mining contexts: 

• Substance Abuse and Addiction: In worker compounds or informal settlements, one miner's use 
of alcohol or drugs to cope with long shifts and isolation can quickly influence peers through 
shared living spaces and social gatherings, leading to widespread addiction that contributes to 
family neglect and child abandonment. For instance, in peri-mining areas, high stress from 
unemployment after mine closures normalizes substance use, which then "infects" family units, 
increasing risks for children. 

• Violence and Crime: Clashes between illegal miners and communities, often resulting in deaths 
or injuries, create a culture of aggression that spreads via word-of-mouth and imitation. In 
Rustenburg's platinum belt, vigilante responses to zama-zamas escalate into broader community 
violence, including sexual offences, which rise during mine decline as social controls weaken, 
evidenced by higher crime rates in declining mining towns compared to growing ones. This 
contagion normalizes harmful behaviours, exposing children to abuse and abandonment. 

• Teenage Pregnancy and Abandonment: Viewed as a "contagious problem" in urban and mining-
adjacent areas, teenage pregnancies spread through social mimicry among young women facing 
similar economic pressures, leading to abandonment due to stigma and lack of support. In 
Johannesburg's townships near mines, a girl's pregnancy shifts her social status, influencing 
peers to follow suit or abandon infants, perpetuating cycles of vulnerability. 

• Child Exploitation and Labor: In abandoned mines like Coronation in Mpumalanga, the use of 
children in illegal re-mining spreads as desperate families imitate others, drawing kids into 
hazardous tunnels where collapses kill them, orphaning siblings and normalizing child labour. 
This behaviour cascades through networks of unemployed migrants, amplifying exploitation. 

• Family Breakdown and Migration: Social contagion drives emigration from mining areas, where 
one family's departure due to economic decline encourages others, fragmenting communities 
and leaving children vulnerable. In declining towns, this leads to increased child-headed 
households and abandonment as norms shift toward instability. 

These examples highlight how mining's disruptions create fertile ground for contagion, turning individual 
hardships into community-wide crises. 

PROPOSED SOLUTION: A HYBRID TRAIN -THE-TRAINER (TTT) MODEL 

To combat this crisis, we propose a hybrid Train-the-Trainer (TTT) model that empowers community 
members to lead change. This approach trains local facilitators - such as elders, health workers, or trusted 
miners, to teach others skills for family stability, child protection, and emotional resilience. By starting in 
mining hubs, it creates "positive ripples" outward through family and peer networks, reducing 
abandonment and vulnerability. 

The model leverages Diffusion of Innovations Theory, which explains how new ideas spread through social 
systems like a wave, starting slow with "early adopters" (trained facilitators) and accelerating as peers see 
benefits. In our communities, peer networks (e.g., worker groups or family gatherings) serve as channels 
to diffuse positive practices, targeting high-density hubs for maximum impact and spillover to rural areas. 
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Key Integrated Components 

• Ubuntu-Based Child Care Models: Drawing from our cultural value of "I am because we are," this 
promotes communal support where families and neighbours share responsibility for vulnerable 
children. Models like Ubuntu Pathways provide education, health, and mentorship in townships, 
adapted here for mining families to foster kinship care and prevent abandonment. Trainers teach 
community-led care, building networks to absorb at-risk kids. 

• Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT): Simple CBT techniques help caregivers and children 
reframe negative thoughts from trauma or stress, reducing behaviours like neglect. In SA mining 
contexts, trauma-focused CBT has lowered PTSD in vulnerable groups; facilitators deliver group 
sessions for family healing. 

• Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP): NLP reframes communication to build positive mindsets, 
helping parents overcome despair and improve bonds with children. Used in SA therapy for 
resilience, it's taught in TTT to shift abandonment drivers like stigma. 

• Mindfulness Practices: Daily mindfulness reduces stress from mining life, improving emotional 
regulation for caregivers. Programs like those in SA schools show benefits for trauma; trainers 
incorporate short exercises for community groups. 

IMPLEMENTATION IN MINING COMMUNITIES  

Start with pilot trainings in hubs like Rustenburg, partnering with NGOs (e.g., Ubuntu Pathways) and 
government (DSD). Facilitators cascade skills through peer sessions, monitoring progress with community 
feedback. This could reduce local vulnerability by 20-30%, with ripples lowering national abandonment. 

CONCLUSION 

The abandonment and vulnerability of children in South Africa's mining communities is a shared crisis we 
cannot ignore. From polluted waters to broken families, mining's demands heighten risks that spread 
through our close bonds. By adopting this hybrid TTT model, we can turn negative contagion into positive 
change, protecting our children and strengthening our communities. 
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