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Programme Director,
Chairperson of the South African Disability Alliance, Ms Sharlene Cassel,
Leadership of SADA and all member organisations,
Representatives of government, business, civil society and development partners,
Leaders, activists and organisations of and for persons with disabilities,
Distinguished award recipients and nominees,
Young persons with disabilities who are already refusing to wait for permission to lead,
Fellow South Africans,

Good evening.

Allow me to begin by expressing my appreciation to the South African Disability Alliance (SADA) for convening us under a theme that is both simple and deeply demanding: “Be the Change: Inclusive Today, Sustainable Tomorrow.”

It is a beautiful theme, but it is also a disruptive theme. It refuses the comfort of polite speeches that say the right things while society continues to do the wrong things. It refuses the kind of inclusion that appears in annual reports but disappears at the entrance of a school, the doorway of a clinic, or the interview room of a company.

Tonight, we are not here merely to celebrate disability inclusion as an idea. We are here to confront the gap between the promise of inclusion and the daily experience of exclusion. We are here because South Africa has built one of the most progressive constitutional democracies in the world, yet too many persons with disabilities still experience democracy as a beautiful document that has not yet arrived at their doorstep.

And I want to say from the beginning that inclusion is not an act of kindness. Inclusion is not a favour extended by the powerful to the marginalised. It is not an accessibility ramp added at the end of a project so that we may congratulate ourselves for compliance.

Inclusion is a human rights obligation, it is a constitutional command and the most potent litmus test to gauge progress in our democracy.

Our Constitution did not promise dignity to some. It did not promise equality to the convenient nor did it promise freedom to those who fit the architecture of old systems. It promised dignity, equality and freedom to all who live in South Africa.

And if our democracy cannot be felt by persons with disabilities in schools, workplaces and communities, then we must have the courage to say that our democracy remains unfinished.

This vision is not alien to our constitutional tradition. Our Constitution is itself an intersectional document, born at the meeting point of race, gender, class, culture, disability, sexuality, geography and history. It promises not only formal equality but substantive equality that takes account of context, of history, of the deep wounds of apartheid, patriarchy and ableism. Intersectional justice is simply the living application of that constitutional promise.

This evening takes place in a year of profound memory.

In 2026, we mark 30 years of our Constitution, that sacred democratic covenant that emerged from struggle and negotiation, from blood and imagination, from prison cells and protest lines, from the refusal of ordinary people to be permanently reduced by systems of domination.

We mark 50 years since the Soweto Student Uprising of 1976, when young people stood before the machinery of apartheid and declared that the future could not be built through the language of oppression. Those young people did not wait to become older before they became leaders. They did not wait for permission before they became history.

And we mark 70 years since the Women’s March of 1956, when women marched to the Union Buildings and placed their bodies before the arrogance of apartheid power. They were not asking politely to be included in oppression. They were demanding the destruction of the systems that made oppression possible.

These three jubilees speak directly to us tonight.

The Constitution tells us that rights must be lived.
The youth of 1976 tell us that young people must not be patronised.
The women of 1956 tell us that organised courage can shake the foundations of unjust power.

Therefore, when we speak about disability inclusion tonight, we must speak with the seriousness of people who understand that inclusion is not a technical adjustment to society. Inclusion is a restructuring of society. It is about power. It is about who designs, who decides, and who benefits.

Programme Director, South Africa has never lacked progressive words. We have beautiful policies. We have frameworks. We have conventions. We have strategies. We have White Papers. We have constitutional commitments.

But persons with disabilities have the right to ask us a painful question: when will the words become a wheelchair-accessible taxi? When will the policy become a job? When will the convention become a school textbook in Braille?

That is the problem statement before us.

Disability inclusion remains one of the most under-addressed development priorities in democratic South Africa. It is under-addressed not because we do not know what must be done, but because our systems still behave as though disability is a side issue, instead of understanding it as central to how we build a just society.

We still have children with disabilities who are excluded from early childhood development, which means inequality begins before the child even reaches school. We still have young people with disabilities who complete school and then meet a labour market that admires their resilience but refuses to employ them. We still have women with disabilities who experience the violence of patriarchy and ableism together, and whose cries are often not heard by systems that are not designed to listen.

We must speak truthfully tonight: poverty disables, and disability deepens poverty. Apartheid spatial planning disables. Patriarchy disables. Inaccessible schools disable. Hostile workplaces disable. Digital exclusion disables.

In that sense, disability is not only located in the body or the mind. Disability is produced by the organisation of society. It is produced when a staircase is built without a ramp. It is produced when a public meeting has no sign language interpretation. It is produced when employers say they support inclusion but do not adjust recruitment processes.

That is why the slogan of the disability movement remains so powerful: nothing about us without us.

But tonight, I want to suggest that in this new phase of our democracy, we must go even further. We must move from nothing about us without us to nothing moves without us.

Nothing in education must move without disability inclusion.
Nothing in employment must move without disability inclusion.
Nothing in infrastructure must move without disability inclusion.

Because if persons with disabilities are not there when society is designed, society will continue to be designed against them.

Programme Director, the challenge before us is not only to mainstream disability inclusion into government. It is to mainstream disability inclusion into the imagination of the nation.

For too long, South Africa has treated inclusion as an annex. A chapter at the back. A paragraph under “vulnerable groups.” But inclusion cannot be an annex to development. Inclusion must be the architecture of development.

We need a new national compact that says every sector must be measured by how it includes those historically excluded. A school that excludes learners with disabilities is not a good school. A company that excludes workers with disabilities is not a transformed company. A municipality that builds inaccessible infrastructure is not delivering services.

This is why we must adopt a policy framework that mainstreams disability inclusion across all sectors and all areas of human endeavour.

First, disability inclusion must be embedded in planning and budgeting. No department, public entity or municipality should develop plans without disability inclusion indicators, disability-responsive budgets and measurable implementation targets. We cannot continue to budget for exclusion and then speechify about inclusion. The budget is where the soul of policy is revealed.

Second, we must strengthen disability-responsive monitoring and accountability. The state must be able to answer basic questions with credible data. How many persons with disabilities are employed? How many learners with disabilities are out of school? How many public buildings are accessible? A democracy that does not count people properly will fail to serve them properly.

Third, we must move disability inclusion from the margins of social policy into the centre of economic policy. Disability inclusion is not only a welfare issue. It is an economic transformation issue. It is about labour absorption, enterprise development and procurement. Persons with disabilities must not only be beneficiaries of programmes; they must be producers, innovators and leaders of the new economy.

Fourth, we must make universal design the default standard for South Africa. Accessibility cannot be a retrofit after exclusion has already been built in concrete. It must be there from the beginning. When we build access from the start, we save money, expand participation and affirm dignity.

Fifth, we must transform education from early childhood development to higher education and lifelong learning. Teachers must be trained. Learning materials must be accessible. Assistive devices must be available. Schools must stop treating children with disabilities as disruptions to the system and begin seeing the system as responsible for adapting to the child.

Sixth, we must confront violence, neglect and abuse. Persons with disabilities, especially women, children and LGBTQI+ persons, face heightened vulnerability to violence. Our response to gender-based violence and femicide must be disability-inclusive, from shelters to police stations to courts.

And seventh, we must ensure that persons with disabilities lead. Not as symbolic representatives. Not as decoration in panels. Not as inspirational stories placed before audiences to make us feel compassionate. But as decision-makers with authority.

This is the centre of the matter: inclusion without power is performance.

International best practice teaches us that the most successful countries and institutions do not treat disability inclusion as an act of accommodation after exclusion has occurred. They design for inclusion from the beginning.

The best cities in the world are learning that accessible transport is not a disability project; it is a freedom project. When a bus system is accessible, it benefits wheelchair users, older persons and parents with prams. When public information is available in plain language, Braille and sign language, it benefits the entire community. When workplaces adopt reasonable accommodation, they do not lose productivity; they gain human capability.

But we must translate these lessons into the realities of ordinary South Africans.

For a young person with a disability in rural Eastern Cape, inclusion is not a conference concept. It is a road that can be travelled. It is a school that can be entered. It is a clinic that communicates.

For a woman with a disability in an informal settlement, inclusion is not a policy slogan. It is a safe toilet. It is protection from violence. It is an economic opportunity that does not require her to beg.

For a young deaf person, inclusion is not a symbolic mention of sign language. It is South African Sign Language in classrooms, clinics and courts. It is the full recognition that language is not only a tool of communication; it is a doorway into citizenship.

This is why disability inclusion must become concrete, measurable and local. It must be felt in ward committees, township schools and village clinics. It must be felt where citizenship is either affirmed or denied.

Tonight I want to propose a novel approach that I believe can inspire a new phase of disability inclusion in South Africa. Let us call it the National Inclusion Dividend.

The idea is simple but radical: South Africa must stop seeing inclusion as a cost and begin measuring it as a dividend.

When a child with a disability completes school, that is a dividend.
When a young person with a disability enters employment, that is a dividend.
When a woman with a disability starts a business, that is a dividend.

The National Inclusion Dividend would require every sector to identify what inclusion produces, not only morally, but socially and economically. It would require companies to report on disability inclusion not as charity but as value creation. It would require government to measure the cost of exclusion and the return on inclusion. It would require universities to research the economic contribution of persons with disabilities when barriers are removed.

This approach says: inclusion is not a burden on development. Inclusion is the condition for development to be legitimate.

We must also establish Inclusion Laboratories across provinces, where persons with disabilities, government and business co-create practical solutions to local barriers. These laboratories must not be talk shops. They must produce prototypes, accessibility audits and municipal action plans.

We must create a Youth with Disabilities Economic Power Pipeline, linking schools, universities and the labour market. We cannot invite youth with disabilities to the economy at the age of 25 after failing them at the age of 5. The pipeline must begin early. It must identify talent, provide skills and open markets.

And we must create a National Accessibility Accountability Index, publicly ranking departments, municipalities and major public-facing institutions on accessibility, disability employment and service inclusion. Let us end the era where institutions can speak inclusion without being measured.

We must also understand that disability inclusion does not exist in isolation from the broader struggle for human rights. The same forces that mock gender equality will mock disability inclusion. The same forces that attack LGBTI persons will attack the idea that human beings have equal dignity. The same forces that use religion, culture or nationalism to erase vulnerable groups will also decide whose bodies are worthy, whose minds are respected and whose lives are valued.

We are living in a world where anti-gender, anti-human rights and anti-democratic movements are becoming more organised, more funded and more dangerous. They do not always announce themselves as enemies of democracy. Sometimes they arrive as defenders of family. Sometimes they arrive as protectors of culture. Sometimes they arrive as guardians of morality.

But when you listen carefully, beneath the language of concern is a politics of control. A politics that wants to control women’s bodies. A politics that wants to erase LGBTI persons. A politics that wants to weaken human rights institutions.

We must be clear: any movement that attacks the dignity of one vulnerable group is a threat to all vulnerable groups.

We must say to the anti-rights movement: you will not use culture to justify exclusion. You will not use religion to sanctify hatred. You will not use tradition to freeze society in old hierarchies.

Programme Director, SADA occupies a critical place in this journey because organised civil society is democracy breathing, democracy checking itself, and democracy refusing to become a performance of power without accountability. Your member organisations carry the lived realities of communities that the state, business and society must hear more clearly. 

Tonight, we honour your work, but more than that, we must answer your challenge: corporate South Africa must move disability inclusion from charity into strategy; government must move from coordination to implementation; and municipalities must understand that if local spaces are inaccessible, democracy itself is inaccessible.

As we recognise excellence tonight, we must remember that the purpose of inclusion is not to celebrate only those who survive exclusion, but to end the systems that make survival necessary. 

Let us leave here with commitments and not compliments, partnerships and not photographs only, budgets and not slogans. Future generations will ask whether we opened doors or decorated exclusion, whether we made inclusion mainstream or kept it ceremonial, and whether we defended human rights when anti-rights forces gathered strength.

And I hope that when that question is asked, we will answer with pride: we did not retreat, we did not surrender, and we did not manage injustice politely. 

We built schools that welcomed every child, workplaces where talent mattered more than prejudice, and communities where dignity was not negotiated. That is what it means to be the change: not to speak change only, but to become the generation that changed the conditions under which people live.

I thank you! 
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