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Not a single day goes by in South Africa without crimes being reported. South 
Africans are almost blasé in their acceptance of this being part and parcel of 
South African life. The question is: Can we create a better future? Realists may 
say that the odds are stacked against us. Admittedly, statistics paint a grim 
picture of staff shortages within the criminal justice system, of prisons bursting at 
the seams, and of a rehabilitation rate that is so low as to be almost negligible.

Shortages of professional staff in the Department 
of Correctional Services are cause for concern. 
In 2010/2011, there was a 51% occupancy rate 
for psychologists. Moreover, social workers are 
overburdened with caseloads of up to 3 000 per 

social worker. Overcrowding of prisons is the norm. At larger 
correctional centres, such as the Johannesburg Correctional 
Management Area, the occupancy rate is in excess of 235%.

Many of us are familiar with the story of hundreds 
of starfish washed up on the shore. A person throws the 
starfish back into the sea one at a time. A passer-by asks: 
“What is the point when there are so many starfish to 
save?” The caring person replies: “It made a difference to 
that one starfish, didn’t it?” It is this desire to make a posi-
tive impact on an offender’s life that drives many people 
working for nongovernmental organisations connected to 
rehabilitation programmes.

Empathy is a given, but support is not a one-way street. 
Offenders must take responsibility for their previous actions 
and for future decisions if there is to be a meaningful change 
in their choices. This is the story of a young woman’s road to 
hell and back. She is taking steps, by living one day at a time, 
to provide a better life for herself and her son.

Teenage Runaway
Laina van Wyk wears a trendy red sweatshirt, jeans and 

sneakers. She looks more like a carefree student than a for-
mer drug dealer, hooker and drug user. At 19 years of age, she 
has many regrets. Laina has made bad choices, including sev-
eral incidents of violence in the course of which she stabbed 
people, but was never caught. Two years ago, while under 
the influence of drugs, she stabbed a woman while being told 
that she needed to change her ways and lead a better life.

Her voice is steady and unemotional as she recalls that 
fateful day. “I didn’t care that I had stabbed her. I was under 
the influence of muti and just wanted to get out and go to a 
nightclub. I was filled with anger.” Laina was arrested and 
kept in a police cell for seven days. Good fortune favoured 
the pregnant teenager. Laina’s victim took pity on her and 
dropped the charges. Laina is close to tears when speaking 
of her drug-dealing days. She dealt in cocaine, lolly (tik) and 
njpa (a crushed drug used in cannabis).

Asked what advice she would give to young people about 
drug dealing, Laina answers without hesitation: “How many 
lives are you going to destroy? What is it going to cost? It is 
not only your future, but also your life. You could die from 
taking drugs.”

Her three years working as a drug dealer and a prostitute 
in Hillbrow are a life she chooses never to return to. Laina 
explains: “That is not a good life. It destroys at the end of the 
day. You get sick. You lose your dignity. You lose your life. It 
is a life with no benefits. You feel there is hell there. There is 
no love, no going forward.”

In October 2012, she gave birth to her son Xolani – a 
good reason to live a honourable life and to make wise 
choices. She is involved with an apostolic church that has 
helped her face her demons. She attends meetings there 
several times a week.

Making Peace with Your Past
In 1997, Lesleyann van Selm started Khulisa Social 

Solutions, a national nonprofit company that inspires, 
empowers and enables vulnerable children, youths and 
communities to unlock their potential and to develop skills 
towards a positive future. Its work is based on knowing that 
one’s past and one’s circumstances do not determine one’s 
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future and potential. ‘Reinventing lives’ is the motto of the 
380 staff working in 38 offices across South Africa.

When the Student is Ready, the Master Will Appear
In 2013, Laina met Martin Mahlamvu. He started 

Khulisa with Lesleyann van Selm 18 years ago and works 
at a Kliptown-based organisation, the Taursrac Foundation, 
which falls under Khulisa’s wing. Martin has been instru-
mental in opening Laina’s eyes to a better way of life.

Laina was living with a woman who offered her a tem-
porary home, as she was concerned about Xolani’s welfare. 
The woman’s daughter was a volunteer at the Taursrac 
Foundation, so Laina accompanied her and was introduced 
to its programme. “It could be something nice to motivate 
you,” Martin told her.

Laina worked alongside volunteers, cleaning dumping 
sites, turning them into vegetable gardens, and cleaning 
streams at a squatter camp. She didn’t, however, experience 
a spiritual awakening.

“I didn’t find it interesting,” Laina reflects, with the 
righteous indignation of a teenager. But she was getting 
the motivation that she needed from being around young 
people who were living positive lives.

Laina realised that she needed to make her own way 
in the world. After about three months, the women she 
was boarding with had “had enough of me”, Laina says. 
Martin stepped in and got Laina accepted as a volun-
teer to be eligible for a stipend from the National Youth 
Development Agency.

A Place to Call Her Own
It was a question that Martin asked which sparked a 

desire in Laina to turn her life around. “Do you like the 
life that you are leading? Not having a home of your own. 
Going from house to house?” he asked.

Laina speaks with pride at having reached a stage where 
she has her own shack in Kliptown, and pays rent and day 
care. A shadow crosses her face. Her stipend came to an 
end recently and she must now find employment. As Martin 
says, unemployment is something that many people face re-
gardless of their circumstances, so Laina must summon the 
motivation to become employed.

LEFT: Laina van Wyk.  RIGHT: Lesleyann Van Selm, founder of 
Khulisa Social Solutions, and Martin Mahlamvu, co-founder. 

Taking Steps in the Right Direction
Laina has recently completed a home economics course 

at Spiro College in Sophiatown, sponsored by the Kliptown 
Youth Programme. On the course, she learnt life skills, in-
cluding baking, making soup and opening a business. She 
is now attending a three-month ceramics course through 
Bokomo Art Centre in Kliptown.

Martin is convinced that Laina will not return to her old 
ways. “I have seen the courage she now possesses,” he says. 
Laina has been attending life skills programmes and Martin 
is seeing a change in her behaviour. “She is a quick and 
good learner. We taught her about the importance of patience 
though visual and performing arts. Every time there is a dif-
ferent Liana, and this really inspires me personally.”

An ex-offender himself, Martin says that being stigma-
tised is the biggest challenge that the survivor experiences all 
the time. “When people try to change their behaviour, stig-
matisation can break that person’s morale and determination 
to change,” he says. Changing people’s lives is his passion.

Lesleyann gives Laina encouragement. “You need to re-
alise that you have value to add. You are valuable. You don’t 
need to surrender to another person.” Laina’s eyes are brim-
ming with tears. Lesleyann has touched a vulnerable spot 
in Laina’s psyche that needs healing. “We need to take you 
to apologise to some of those people you have sold drugs 
to. It will be healing. That is restorative justice,” Lesleyann 
advises. Laina’s healing continues.

What is Restorative Justice?
Mike Batley is a consultant at the Restorative Justice 

Centre in Johannesburg. Mike cites a simple definition that 
is used internationally: ‘Restorative justice emphasises re-
pairing the harm caused by crime. When victims, offenders 
and community members meet to decide how to do that, the 
results can be transformational.’ Restorative justice has been 
explicitly endorsed in South Africa and in a number of High 
Court and Constitutional Court judgments.

Restorative justice is of value both to the offender and 
the victim. As Mike explains, restorative justice ‘confronts 
offenders with the reality of their behaviour’ and helps them 
take responsibility for their actions. It provides an opportu-
nity to apologise and generates alternatives for a sentence.

In turn, restorative justice empowers victims, giving them a 
voice to the extent that they can provide input regarding a sen-
tence. “It provides the possibility of restitution,” Mike says. He 
confirms that international research has concluded that restora-
tive justice may reduce a crime victim’s post-traumatic stress 
symptoms. Importantly, it reduces repeat offending among 
some offenders, but not all. Atoning for past behaviour, being 
accountable for past actions and changing to an honourable way 
of life is what we would all wish to see offenders doing, but this 
is sadly not always the reality.

Sources: SA Crime Quarterly, September 2012
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