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On June 16 South Africans celebrated the 31st
anniversary of the day that radically changed
the landscape of the country's political
landscape. Historians reports that at least 200
students, including Hector Peterson, were
killed when police opened fire at the
protesting students against the introduction of
Afrikaans as a compulsory medium of
instructions at schools. 

In commemoration of this day, New Cadre
spoke with one of the brave and militant
students who were instrumental in organising
and leading the students' march in Soweto.
Dan Montsitsi, currently an ANC Member of
Parliament in the National Assembly, was
President of the Soweto Student
Representative Council and the South African
Student Movement in 1974, and an executive
committee member of the National Youth
Organisation.

Q: Where is the leadership of the SSRC now?

A: The first two presidents of the SSRC, Tsietsi
Mashinini and Khotso Seatlholo have since
passed on. However, the third president,
yours truly Dan Montsitsi is still much alive
and together with other executive members
of the SSRC formed the June 16, 1976
Foundation which continues with the legacy
of our heroes and heroines.

Q: As as part of the student leadership in the
1970s, how organised were you?

A: Our general thrust as a student movement,
as the South African Student Movement
(SASM), was to mobilise students and
politicise them to fight against apartheid
education. They could only do so from
within an organised entity. That home was
called SASM, which was formed in 1972.
SASM was operating in secondary and high
schools in Soweto. We had branches in
Pietermaritzburg, King Williamstown and
Cape Town. We were a small organisation
with a big heart!

Q: How was the June 16, 1976 student's
march organised?

A: SASM provided the necessary human
resources and organisational skills to give
shape and form to the problem at hand. We
first received a report at the SASM general
council in March 

1976 about Afrikaans' encroachment in the
secondary and high schools as a medium of
instruction. Another meeting was organised
on the 12th of June 1976 at the DOCC Hall
in Orlando East. Most student delegates
from Soweto high schools and SASM
attended, and took the decision about the
march on the 16th June. The meeting point
was Orlando West High School; the
messages on the placards, read “Away with
Afrikaans”, “Ban Bantu Education”,
“Release Mandela”, etc. All student
representatives reported to their schools
about the planned demonstration, the
beginning of a sustained campaign against
Bantu Education and the racist policy of
apartheid.

Q: What lessons can be learnt from the
struggles of the 1976 students' unrest?

A: Never take for granted or treat lightly the
legitimate problems of a community. The
capacity to mobilise on such pertinent
issues are enormous and unstoppable. The
ANC require of all its cadres and public
representatives to work in the interest of
the people, and our policies are people
centred and driven, and the Batho-Pele
principle is embraced by all public
institutions. What is regrettable is that
hundreds of lives have been lost during the
course of our struggle. With hindsight, we
now realise we could have minimised the
number of casualties, not suggesting that
we are so naïve as to think that the
apartheid state would not have unleashed
brutal force to deal with any challenge to its
power!

Q: What is your view of the state of youth
affairs today?

A: In my road-show talks and interaction with
youth and their leadership, I always
emphasise one central point, the unity of
the national youth movement. That is non-
negotiable. No matter what current
differences may occur, the future lies with
the youth. The security of South African
citizens, young democracy will be in their
hands! So is the future that youth stalwarts
like Simphiwe Mthimkulu, Ephraim Mogale
and Solomon 'Kalusha' Mahlangu have died
for. The unity of the movement must remain
unassailable!

The challenges they (youth) face are huge.
HIV/AIDS destroy families, child-headed
households are the order of the day. Skills
shortages in our economy are a real threat
to economic growth and development. The
'No Fee' school programme is the beginning
of free education to the previously
disadvantaged students, while NSFAS
requires massive public and private
sponsorship. Most youth are living up to the
challenge to contribute in skills
development, the most critical areas,
however, science, engineering, commerce,
has not seen substantial intake of black
students.

Q: You earlier spoke about the 1976
Foundation, what projects does it run?

A: Amongst the projects presently undertaken,
is the partnership amongst the
Johannesburg Road Agency (JRA), and the
Johannesburg Metro Council. On the 4th
April 2007, we were honoured to host
President Thabo Mbeki at the Diepkloof Hall,
where the Foundation and its partners
awarded 140 graduates with certificates.
The graduates composed of unemployed
youth, women and military veterans who
spent six months on training in courses in
paving, kerb laying, road signage road
marking, storm water drainage
maintenance, life skills on HIV/AIDS and
business management skills.
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