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Programme Director,
Leadership of Young Women of Africa,
Ms Thembisile Mahuwa, NYDA Board Member,
Distinguished speakers, young women leaders, comrades, colleagues, friends, and fellow Africans,

Good afternoon.

Thank you for the invitation to join this Youth Month Dialogue and Opportunities Forum. I am deeply honoured to address young women who have refused to wait for the future as though it is something that will be donated to them. You have gathered here because you understand that the future is not a gift. It is a site of struggle. It is a site of planning. It is a site of discipline. It is a site of power.

The theme before us is powerful: “From Soweto to the Future: Advancing Pan-African Feminism, Youth Leadership, and Economic Freedom for Young Women in 32 Years of Democracy.”

This theme does something important. It brings memory and economics into the same room. It brings feminism and leadership into the same sentence. It reminds us that Youth Month is not only about wreaths, posters, hashtags and commemorative speeches. Youth Month must be about the unfinished work of freedom.

In 2026, South Africa marks 50 years since the 1976 Soweto Uprising. Fifty years ago, young people confronted an apartheid state that wanted to decide what Black children could learn, how Black children could think, what language could shape their imagination, and what ceiling should be placed above their future. The youth of 1976 stood up against an education system designed to reproduce servitude. 

That history must unsettle us.

Because the children of 1976 did not march so that the children of democracy could sit at home with qualifications and no work. They did not face bullets so that a young woman in 2026 could be told that her unemployment is a personal failure when it is produced by structural exclusion. They did not risk their lives so that young women would inherit a democracy where poverty still has a woman’s face, where care work is still treated as invisible, and where opportunity still travels faster to those who already have networks, data, transport, safety and family wealth.

This year also invites us to reflect on 30 years since the adoption of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa. Our Constitution is not a decorative document. It is a revolutionary settlement. It is a moral instruction to build a society based on dignity, equality and freedom. It prohibits unfair discrimination on the basis of race, gender, sex, pregnancy, disability, sexual orientation and other grounds, and it commits us to a society where the dignity of every person is protected. 

That is why I often say that our Constitution is itself an intersectional document. It understands that oppression does not arrive in one form. A young woman can be excluded because she is Black, because she is poor, because she lives in a rural village, because she is a young mother, because she has a disability, because she is lesbian, bisexual, transgender, queer or intersex, because she has no data, because she has no connections, because she speaks with an accent that power has been taught to disrespect, or because she lives in a community where violence makes ordinary life dangerous.

So when we speak about an economy of opportunity for young women, we must be clear: opportunity is not a motivational slogan. Opportunity is the state deliberately removing the barriers that history has placed in front of all the vulnerable.

Programme Director, we must recognise the gains of democracy, because a people who forget their victories may begin to believe that nothing has changed. 

Over the last 30 years, South Africa has made important progress in women’s political participation, legal rights, public-sector leadership, access to education and access to services. Government’s review of 30 years of women’s progress records that women now play vital roles across society and have benefited from legislative reforms and targeted initiatives that opened doors of opportunity. It also records that women’s representation in Parliament increased significantly from the pre-1994 era, and that women have held important leadership positions across the democratic state

These gains matter. They were not handed down by benevolent institutions. They were fought for by generations of women in the liberation movement, trade unions, civic organisations, churches, universities, rural communities, queer formations, disability movements and feminist organisations.

But we must also be honest. Representation is not enough if it does not become redistribution. Visibility is not enough if it does not become economic power. A young woman cannot eat representation. She cannot pay rent with visibility. She cannot repay student debt with applause. She cannot protect herself from violence with a policy document that is not implemented.

This is why our conversation today must move from symbolic inclusion to economic transformation.

The evidence before us is serious. South Africa continues to confront a deep youth unemployment crisis. Recent public reporting on the Presidential Youth Employment Intervention confirms that by the end of Quarter 3 of 2025/26, more than 5.77 million young people had registered on SA Youth, over 4.8 million were registered on the Employment Services of South Africa system, and the PYEI had facilitated access to more than 2.36 million earning opportunities since inception. Importantly, over 70% of opportunities accessed through SA Youth were taken up by young women. 

That figure tells us something profound. It tells us that young women are not passive. They are not waiting. They are searching. They are applying. They are showing up. They are ready to work. They are ready to learn. They are ready to lead.

But readiness alone cannot overcome structural barriers.

Across the continent, the Africa Youth Employment Outlook 2026 tells us that young women make up nearly 61%, or 62 million, of all African youth who are not in employment, education or training. It also tells us that unpaid care responsibilities remain one of the major constraints on women’s participation in the labour market, with 28% of women outside the labour force in Sub-Saharan Africa citing care responsibilities as the reason for non-participation, compared with only 3% of men. 

This is why any serious youth employment strategy must be feminist in design.

We cannot tell young women to “go and find work” while society has quietly assigned them unpaid care work. We cannot tell young women to “start businesses” while the financial system asks for collateral that apartheid and patriarchy made sure they never inherited. We cannot tell young women to “enter the digital economy” while many cannot afford data, devices or stable connectivity. We cannot tell young women to “dream globally” while we have not equipped them with export readiness, digital literacy, language skills, passports, networks and market access.

The economy of opportunity must therefore do 3 things at once.

It must connect young women to immediate earning opportunities.
It must build the skills required for the economy that is emerging.
And it must transform the structure of care, ownership, finance and markets so that young women are not permanently trapped at the margins.

This is the logic behind the Presidential Youth Employment Intervention. The PYEI is not a silver bullet, but it is one of the most important public instruments we have to move young people from learning to earning. It recognises that many young people are excluded not because they lack ambition, but because the labour market is fragmented, information is unequal, work opportunities are hidden inside networks, and employers often demand experience from people who have never been given a first chance.

Through SAYouth.mobi and the broader National Pathway Management Network, young people can access opportunities, training, work experience and support. The PYEI also includes demand-led skills development, local ecosystem enablement, the revitalised National Youth Service, and partnerships across government, civil society and the private sector. As government has reported, the PYEI is focused on transitioning young people from learning to earning and has become South Africa’s most comprehensive effort to address the youth unemployment crisis. 

The National Youth Service is particularly important because it recognises that service must not be treated as charity. It must be a pathway. Young people serve communities while building work readiness, confidence, discipline and practical skills. In a country where many young people have never had formal work experience, the first opportunity can become the bridge between exclusion and dignity.

We must also strengthen programmes such as Jobs Boost, the Youth Employment Service, sector education and training authority programmes, workplace-based learning, entrepreneurship support through the NYDA, and small business development interventions. But we must insist on quality. 

Young women do not need training that leads nowhere. They do not need certificates that decorate unemployment. They need skills linked to demand. They need placement. They need mentorship. They need stipends that recognise the cost of transport and care. They need employers who are willing to open doors.

Education remains central. But we must stop treating education as though it automatically produces opportunity. Education must be connected to economic strategy. Our schools, universities, TVET colleges and community education institutions must prepare young women for the sectors where the future is being shaped: digital technology, artificial intelligence, coding, data, renewable energy, climate adaptation, agro-processing, care work, health innovation, infrastructure maintenance, construction, creative industries, global business services, logistics, tourism, financial technology and social entrepreneurship.

The Africa Youth Employment Outlook warns that only about 9% of young Africans had completed tertiary education by 2025, leaving many young people underprepared for economies shifting toward services and industry. This is not just a statistic. It is a warning. If we do not expand access to post-school education, vocational training, digital skills and lifelong learning, Africa’s youth dividend can become a youth crisis.

But young women must not only be trained to work in the future economy. They must own parts of it.

We must see young women as founders, exporters, farmers, engineers, platform-builders, lawyers, scientists, artisans, manufacturers, filmmakers, coders, researchers, designers, policymakers and investors. We must open sectors where women have historically been told they do not belong. A young woman must be as welcome in a construction site as she is in a classroom. She must be as welcome in artificial intelligence as she is in administration. She must be as welcome in mining technology, energy, agriculture and logistics as she is in care work and education.

This is where Pan-African feminism becomes more than language. It becomes economic strategy.

Young women must begin to think beyond South Africa’s borders. The future of opportunity is continental and global. A young woman in South Africa can provide digital services to a client in Ghana. She can build a fashion brand that sells in Kenya. She can study in Rwanda. She can work in a regional health programme. She can export agro-processed products into the continent. She can enter climate finance, development consulting, diplomacy, sports, culture, tourism and technology markets that are not limited to the town or province where she was born.

The African Continental Free Trade Area must become real in the lives of young women. It must not remain a document signed by presidents and discussed by officials. It must become a platform through which young women-led enterprises trade across borders, access new markets, and build African value chains.

But we must not romanticise cross-border opportunity. UN Trade and Development has reported that women digital entrepreneurs still face major barriers, including limited access to finance, difficulties with cross-border trade, unpaid care burdens, and the need for export-readiness support, inclusive procurement, simplified compliance and digital business skills. 

So when we say young women must go beyond borders, we must also say the state, development finance institutions, banks, universities, business chambers and regional bodies must build the bridge. We need export training. We need market intelligence. We need digital payment systems. We need simplified business registration. We need mentorship networks. We need procurement that deliberately includes women-owned businesses. We need young women to know not only that Africa is open, but how to enter that market with confidence.

Programme Director, we must also confront one of the greatest enemies of women’s economic freedom: gender-based violence and femicide.

GBVF is not only a social crisis. It is an economic crisis. It keeps girls out of school. It pushes women out of work. It makes public transport unsafe. It makes workplaces unsafe. It destroys confidence. It imposes health costs. It forces young women into dependency. It turns homes into sites of fear. It tells young women that their bodies are public property and their dreams must be negotiated with violence.

That is why implementation of the National Strategic Plan on Gender-Based Violence and Femicide remains central to economic empowerment. Safety is infrastructure. A safe community is economic infrastructure. A safe taxi route is economic infrastructure. A safe workplace is economic infrastructure. A safe online space is economic infrastructure. Without safety, opportunity is incomplete.

We must also speak honestly about care. The care economy is the hidden engine of every economy. Without care, no worker arrives at work. No child arrives at school. No sick person recovers. No older person lives with dignity. No person with a disability receives the support they deserve. Yet care work is still carried disproportionately by women and girls, often unpaid, unrecognised and unsupported.

A feminist economy must redistribute care. It must invest in early childhood development, community care, disability support, elder care and social services. It must professionalise care work and pay care workers properly. It must allow young mothers to continue learning, working and leading. It must stop punishing women for sustaining life.

This is also where intersectionality must guide us. A young woman with a disability must not be told that opportunity exists if the training centre is inaccessible. A rural young woman must not be told that opportunity exists if she has no transport money to attend the interview. A young queer woman must not be told that opportunity exists if she is humiliated in the workplace. A young mother must not be told that opportunity exists if there is no childcare. A young migrant woman must not be told that opportunity exists if xenophobia closes every door.

An opportunity that only works for the already connected is not justice. An opportunity that reaches the margins is justice.

To the young women gathered here today, I want to say: do not shrink yourself to fit the economy as it is. Organise to change it. Register on platforms. Apply for opportunities. Enter sectors where you have been told you do not belong. Learn continuously. Build networks. Start cooperatives. Form companies. Join professional bodies. Vote. Hold government accountable. Challenge patriarchy in your homes, campuses, workplaces and movements. Do not allow anyone to turn your pain into silence.

To the private sector, I say: do not celebrate young women in June and exclude them in procurement in July. Do not sponsor women’s events while your boardrooms and value chains remain closed. Create first-work opportunities. Pay interns decently. Stop demanding 5 years of experience for entry-level work. Invest in childcare solutions. Support women-owned suppliers. Partner with TVET colleges. Measure inclusion honestly.

To civil society and organisations such as Young Women of Africa, your role is indispensable. You are not accessories to democracy. You are democracy breathing. You bring lived experience into policy spaces. You help us see what government reports may miss. You remind us that young women do not need pity. They need power, platforms and pathways.

As I close, let us return to Soweto.

The young people of 1976 understood something that every generation must learn: freedom is not protected by memory alone. Freedom is protected by action. The Constitution gives us the legal foundation. Democracy gives us the political space. Youth Month gives us the moral reminder. Now we must build the economy of opportunity.

Let this be our generational commitment: that a girl born in a rural village must have the same right to dream as a young woman born in a city; that a young woman with a disability must not be designed out of opportunity; that a young queer woman must not be forced to choose between dignity and survival; that a young mother must not be punished for care; and that the young African woman must know that this continent is hers to build.
From Soweto to the future, we must move from memory to mobilisation, from rights to resources, from representation to redistribution, and from survival to economic freedom.

Together, we can build a South Africa and an Africa where young women do not stand at the margins of opportunity, but at the centre of power.

I thank you.
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