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Open letter to former President Nelson Mandela

Mr Mandela, I was hardly born by the time you were thrown in jail for what you believed, and grew up not really knowing what a great, great man you are.  And I, like so many million others, have in this short space of time since your release, grown so fond of you…to the point that we love you, as much as you love all of us, as your children.  

How I wish we could make the past undone…

Hence, we at Fathers-4-Justice, want to direct our desperate pleas to you, as the Father of our Nation.  

So many things have changed under your paternal guidance, yet so many things have remained the same.  

Just like you, even today fathers are thrown in jail, simply for wanting to see their children.  They are persecuted on a daily basis by vindictive mothers, serving their own selfish agendas, while happily sacrificing our children on the altar.  Many fathers repeatedly spend weekends in jail, before they can have the charges thrown out by their lawyers, but only on the Monday of the next week.  This is a common practice employed.  Fathers are often falsely accused of abuse or molestation of their children they so desperately fight to have contact with, and often all contact is taken away, just for the slow legal system to clear their names after many months of pain, deprivation and destruction of the family. The Prevention of Family Violence Act is abused to it’s fullest by these heartless mothers.  Many legal practitioners base their practices on this abhorrent tactic, just so they can “win” their cases and gain more clients.  Even after that, mothers so often simply ignore expensively obtained court orders that guarantee contact of the father.  Over 10 000 of these complaints have been laid with the police over the last 2 years, but few if any prosecutions followed.  The result is that these vindictive mothers continue with impunity.  And they are even encouraged and empowered to do so, by the very system that is charged with protecting the “best interest of the child”.

In desperation we turn to the Family Advocate’s Offices.  We plead for help, but the bias against fathers are so ingrained, that we are treated with disdain as “wilful” and “vexatious”.  Our insistence to be allowed ongoing meaningful contact with our children is seen as “bothersome”.  They are often openly hostile, and gender bias is the order of the day.  It is unusual to find a male Family Advocate in any of the provinces.  Even with hard evidence of neglect of the children by the mother, or even when the mother engages in a life of prostitution and alcohol abuse, she is still favoured as the “custodian” parent, no matter the consequences for the child.

We are sent to numerous preferred “experts” on the Family Advocate’s list, and follow their instructions like lambs to the slaughter, praying and hoping that finally someone will help.  But these experts often report just what the Family Advocate want to hear, thereby ensuring a continued stream of lambs to their practices.  Our personalities are tainted as “desperate” and “obsessive”, and they do not hesitate to use these against us, and shamefully declare us as “unfit” parents.  Desperate and obsessive, because we suffer from the deprivation of not being “allowed” contact with our children by the system, and then we still have the “audacity” to insist on seeing our children.   

The pain and agony of a family breaking up, has become a multi-million rand divorce “gravy train”, and everyone that is everyone, is feasting on the suffering of our children.  Everyone yells the “best interest of the child” at the top of their voices, but as in my personal case, they don’t even know the name of my little daughter.  But they stuff their pockets with the hundreds of thousands of rands we are spending, just to see our children.  I fear that most fathers do not even have the financial means to “fight’ for their children, and I fear that those fathers are forced to “give up” and “walk away”, dispossessed, financially ruined and broken by the system.  Are we really surprised to see the unacceptable number of child abductions, family murders, and even slayings of lawyers that are taking place.  Fathers feel rejected, they are desperate…and all they want is to be allowed to be loving, caring parents.  

Mr Mandela, we appeal to you to use your saint-like influence, to safeguard the lives of our children.  Help us prevent more generations being created of children who lose their way in this often cruel and hard world.  Help us ensure that they will not have to grow up fatherless, deprived by the very system that should protect them.  They have more than enough hardship to cope with, without still having to be denied those fathers who desperately want to play a meaningful role in their lives.

Mr Mandela, we urge you to help us implement the recommendations of the South African Law Commission produced by the Review of the Child Care Act in 1998.  These recommendations were published in a White Paper in 2002, but have largely been left to gather dust somewhere in an obscure filing cabinet.  They have been ignored with the review of the Children’s Bill, presently before parliament.

We urge you to publicly support the right of a child, in the absence of abuse or neglect, to be raised equally by both parents.  Support us in our request that Shared Parenting (Joint Custody) becomes the norm, rather than the exception, and that  “custody battles” with the associated pain and devastation for the child, become unacceptable to our society.  

We urge you to use your influence that our Honourable Judges are issued with a directive that Shared Parenting should be considered the starting point for all divorces.  That mediation will be ordered in all disputed divorces.  That all divorcing parents will be required to negotiate through mediation a responsible Parenting Plan, in the interest of our children.  That contact orders are vigorously enforced by the authorities.  That where a parent persists in breaching these orders, custody will be awarded to the other parent.  So that no child is ever again denied contact with a parent for no justifiable reason at all.      

On behalf of every loving, caring, devoted father, not only in South Africa, but all over the world, we pray that you may help our children, and ensure that they may enjoy their inherent right to be guided, nurtured and loved by both their parents.  Parents may divorce, but they never divorce their children.

Please help us stop this abuse of our children by a vindictive parent, and also the secondary abuse inflicted on our children by the Family Law Industry.

May God guide all of us…for the sake of our children.

And may we never again wish that we could make the past undone…

Dr Steven Pretorius
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