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Programme Director,
Members of the Steering Committee,
Representatives of NEDLAC and the Eminent Persons Group,
Leaders of youth formations and civil-society organisations,
Representatives of government, business, academia, organised labour, faith communities, and social movements,
Comrades, colleagues, and above all, the young people of South Africa, 

Good afternoon.

We gather in a year of memory and of mandate. In 2026, South Africa marks fifty years since the June 16 Uprising — fifty years since young people refused to accept that domination could pass for education, that humiliation could pass for order, and that silence could pass for peace. The official theme of this year’s commemoration is Reset@50 – The Future Calls. I want to suggest this afternoon that the future is not only calling us. The future is interrogating us. It is asking whether we are worthy of the inheritance we claim. 

This is why I do not come here to offer a ceremonial speech about youth as the leaders of tomorrow. Young people are not the leaders of tomorrow. Young people are already carrying this country today — in its classrooms, in its hospitals, in its households, in its queues for work, in its informal economies, in its movements, on its campuses, in its cultural life, and in the long, exhausting discipline of trying to remain hopeful in a society that too often makes indignity feel normal.

We are gathered under the banner of the National Dialogue. And the official framing of that process is important. 

This process has been described as citizen-led, non-partisan, people-centred, and aimed not at talk for its own sake, but at a People’s Compact and a Plan of Action. It has named Jobs and Dignity, Crime and Corruption, Education and Health, Fixing the State, Climate and Environment, Gender Equality, Innovation and Future Readiness, and Values and Social Fabric as central national themes. That means the youth question is not one theme among others. It is the thread running through all of them. 

But let us also be honest. A national dialogue can become a national performance. It can become a theatre of concern, where the poor are invited to describe their suffering, the powerful are invited to affirm their compassion, and nothing fundamental changes. Young people of South Africa must refuse that outcome. We are not here to decorate a process. We are here to direct it.

Because what is at stake is not abstract. South Africa’s official unemployment rate stood at 32.7% in the first quarter of this year. Youth unemployment remains brutal, and recent data has shown that the crisis is especially devastating for those aged 15 to 24. At the same time, educational inequality remains so deep that international testing continues to expose an education system split between islands of privilege and oceans of abandonment. If democracy cannot answer these conditions, then democracy itself will become vulnerable to those who promise order without freedom, belonging without equality, and power without accountability. 

And we must say even more plainly: we are living through a time of dangerous political regression. Across Africa and across the world, anti-democratic voices are growing louder. We see anti-rights movements trying to reopen settled questions of human dignity. We see anti-gender campaigns attempting to roll back freedoms that women, queer people, and all progressive forces have fought too hard to secure. We see hostility toward migrants and refugees being normalised as if desperation from below should be answered by cruelty from below. We see democratic fatigue. We see a generation being told that rights are the problem, when the problem is inequality, corruption, exclusion, and the failure to redistribute power and opportunity. 

So let me state this without hesitation: the rights of women are not up for renegotiation. The rights of LGBTI people are not up for renegotiation. The dignity of persons with disabilities is not up for renegotiation. The humanity of migrants and refugees is not up for renegotiation. Constitutional democracy is not up for renegotiation. The youth sector must enter the National Dialogue with this democratic floor already established beneath our feet.

There is a message from one of the fiercest sons of our liberation struggle that should travel with us in this room. 

“Tell my people that I love them. They must continue the fight. My blood will nourish the tree that will bear the fruits of freedom.”

Those were the words of Solomon Mahlangu — a young freedom fighter of the ANC during apartheid, executed by the regime at the age of 22. 

Mahlangu understood something profound: freedom is not inherited automatically. Every generation must decide whether it will defend it, deepen it, or betray it.

The young people of 1976 did not fight only for access to school. They fought against the architecture of inferiority itself. They understood that language policy, curriculum, police violence, economic dispossession, and racial domination were not separate issues. They were one system. 

And that is exactly how our generation must think today. Youth unemployment is not separate from education inequality. Education inequality is not separate from spatial apartheid. Spatial apartheid is not separate from unsafe transport. Unsafe transport is not separate from violence against women. Violence is not separate from poverty. Poverty is not separate from climate vulnerability. Climate vulnerability is not separate from global injustice. The struggles are intertwined because oppression is organised. Justice must be organised too.

That is why our approach must be intersectional. We cannot speak of “the youth” as if all young people stand in the same place. A black lesbian in a township, a disabled student in a rural village, an unemployed graduate in Mthatha, a young woman on a farm in Limpopo, a queer migrant in Johannesburg, a young man trapped in gang economies on the Cape Flats, a student activist excluded by debt, and a young mother trying to finish matric are not living the same South Africa. If the National Dialogue cannot hear these differences, it will not hear the truth.

This year, as we mark 70 years since the Women’s March of 1956, we are reminded that the women who marched to the Union Buildings did not march for a narrow or isolated demand. They marched against pass laws, but they were also marching against a system that controlled black bodies, destroyed families through migrant labour, policed movement, exploited women’s labour, and treated African women as subjects without agency. Lilian Ngoyi, Helen Joseph, Rahima Moosa, Sophie Williams-De Bruyn and the thousands of women who stood with them understood something that remains urgent today: no struggle for freedom can be complete if it leaves another oppressed person behind.

That march was intersectional before the language of intersectionality became common in our political vocabulary. It brought together women across race, class, religion, gender, geography and political tradition, united by the knowledge that apartheid did not oppress people in neat categories. It oppressed them as workers, as mothers, as black people, as women, as the poor, as rural communities, as urban residents, as people whose dignity was constantly violated by a state that feared their freedom. 

As we enter the National Dialogue, young people must inherit that lesson. We must refuse a politics that separates bread from dignity, gender justice from economic justice, disability inclusion from democratic participation, and queer freedom from the wider struggle for human rights.

Young people must demonstrate clarity of thought that projects that intersectionality is not division. It is political honesty. It is the recognition that inclusion is not charity. Inclusion is the condition for meaningful development. A development model that excludes women, marginalises queer people, ignores disability, abandons rural youth, and criminalises migrants is not development. It is a management strategy for inequality.

Let us also remember that South Africa is not alone in these battles. In Tunisia, young people and ordinary working communities ignited a democratic opening, but it was organised civil-society institutions that converted that opening into constitutional gains. In Yemen, a national dialogue carried the language of a new social contract, rights, and equal citizenship, yet unresolved grievances later hollowed the process out. The lesson is simple and severe: if a constituency enters dialogue without structure, demands, and leverage, it may leave with recognition but without power. We must not make that mistake. 

Another young African activist, Uganda’s Hilda Flavia Nakabuye, put it sharply when she said: “The debate on climate change is not for whites only.”

That sentence is about climate justice. But it is also about political voice itself. It reminds us that the future cannot be designed by a narrow class, a narrow race, a narrow gender, or a narrow geography. The future belongs to all of us, or it will fail all of us. 

So what, then, must the youth sector do with this National Dialogue?

First, we must defend the democratic floor. Young people must be the generation that refuses rollback. We must reject every attempt to revive the logic of humiliation — whether it comes dressed as patriarchy, nationalism, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, xenophobia, religious chauvinism, or authoritarian populism. We must say clearly that South Africa’s constitutional values of dignity, equality, freedom, non-racialism and non-sexism are not decorative words. They are the ethical minimum of a democratic society.

This year, as we mark 30 years of South Africa’s Constitution, we must remember that the Constitution was never intended to be a museum piece. It was born out of struggle, negotiation, sacrifice and the insistence that a country once organised around exclusion could be remade around human dignity. It is one of the great achievements of our democratic journey because it placed at the centre of our Republic the idea that no person is disposable, no identity is inferior, and no community must be pushed outside the circle of belonging.

But 30 years later, the Constitution must not only be celebrated in speeches; it must be made real in the lives of young people. A Constitution is weakened when a young graduate cannot find work, when a girl is unsafe walking to school, when a disabled learner is excluded by infrastructure, when a queer young person is forced to choose between authenticity and safety, when a rural child is denied the same digital future as a child in the suburbs, and when poverty makes citizenship feel theoretical. The National Dialogue must therefore become a constitutional renewal project, not because the values of the Constitution are uncertain, but because their promise remains unfinished.

For young people, defending the Constitution means refusing both nostalgia and cynicism. It means refusing those who want to drag us backwards into apartheid logics of hierarchy, patriarchy and exclusion, but it also means refusing a shallow democracy that praises rights while tolerating hunger, unemployment and indignity. Thirty years of the Constitution must call this generation to complete the work of freedom: to turn equality into lived reality, dignity into everyday experience, and democracy into a system that delivers materially, socially and spiritually for every young person.

Second, we must fight for material justice. The unfinished work of democracy is not only symbolic representation. It is economic transformation. It is quality public education. It is decent work. It is land justice. It is safety. It is universal access to health, including mental health. It is bodily autonomy. It is digital inclusion. It is climate resilience. It is a capable state. It is affordable and safe public transport. It is the care economy being recognised as real economic work. It is the township and village becoming sites of investment, not abandonment. It is the young person in an informal settlement being treated as a citizen, not a statistic.

Third, we must build organised youth power inside the dialogue. I want to encourage this gathering not to leave here with only beautiful resolutions. Leave here with a Youth Charter that is serious enough to disturb power. Leave here with clear demands, measurable targets, provincial and local organising mechanisms, and an accountability framework that can track what happens after the applause fades. The programme for this session already points toward a Unified Youth Charter and a National Youth Agenda. Let those not be documents of sentiment. Let them be instruments of leverage. 

In practical terms, I believe the youth sector should insist on at least the following in the broader National Dialogue process.

It should insist on meaningful and diverse representation — not symbolic tokens, but visible inclusion of young women, queer youth, disabled youth, rural youth, working-class youth, migrants, students, faith-based youth, cultural workers, entrepreneurs, workers, and the unemployed.

It should insist on an economic package equal to the scale of the crisis: pathways into work, apprenticeships, expanded public and social employment, support for township and rural enterprise, climate-adaptation jobs, care-economy jobs, and a state that uses procurement and infrastructure to include young people rather than exclude them.

It should insist on an education and wellbeing agenda that treats learning, mental health, food security, sexual and reproductive health, and digital connectivity as linked conditions of freedom.

And it should insist on democratic accountability — because dialogue without implementation is just managed disappointment.

Young people of South Africa, you must not enter this process as petitioners begging to be seen. You must enter it as authors of the next democratic settlement.

That requires courage. It also requires political maturity. Because youth unity cannot mean silence about injustice. Unity cannot mean asking women to wait. Unity cannot mean asking queer youth to shrink themselves for the comfort of others. Unity cannot mean asking disabled youth to stand at the margins while others speak for them. Unity cannot mean asking migrants to disappear from the nation’s moral imagination. Unity that is built on erasure is not unity. It is coercion.

The unity we need is principled unity — the kind our liberation history teaches us at its best. The kind that knew the struggle of workers was tied to the struggle of students; that the struggle against racism was tied to the struggle against patriarchy; that the demand for education was tied to the demand for bread, land, culture, language, safety, and power. The young people who changed history in this country were victorious not because they were young, but because they learned to connect their pain to the pain of all the oppressed.

That is the challenge before us now.

We need young people who can think beyond the algorithm of outrage. Young people who can read the world critically. Young people who can step into debates on current affairs with confidence and clarity. Young people who understand budgets, law, infrastructure, climate, industrial policy, social policy, technology, and geopolitics. Young people who know that to lead a country, you must be able to interpret its contradictions. Young people who can defeat anti-intellectualism, because anti-intellectualism is one of the silent allies of authoritarianism.

I want to say to the youth of this country: do not surrender the public sphere to cynics. Do not surrender democracy to those who only remember the Constitution when it protects privilege. Do not surrender femininity, masculinity, sexuality, spirituality, or cultural identity to reactionary politics. And do not surrender your imagination because there is still unfinished work to make equality material, to make freedom intimate and ultimately dignity ordinary.

And so I say: let the youth sector use the National Dialogue not as an event, but as an instrument. Let it be the place where young people defend what must not be lost, demand what has too long been delayed, and design what has not yet been built.

At 50 years after June 16, we honour the youth of 1976 best not by romanticising them, but by being as brave as they were. They did not ask whether the times were favourable. They asked whether justice was necessary.

It is necessary still.

Let us then rise to the level of the moment.
Let us defend democracy without apology.
Let us deepen equality without hesitation.
Let us widen freedom without fear.
Let us organise across difference.
Let us write a Youth Charter worthy of history.

And ultimately, let us enter the National Dialogue determined that together, South Africa will not move backwards under our watch.

The future is calling, but history is watching.

I thank you.
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