The Social Worker

Thuli, among the first flush of young black women to benefit from affirmative action education policy, qualified as a social worker at the University of Cape Town with high expectations of a glamorous life with an office, computer and secretary of her own,  but she told me "This was not in Gods plan."  

Its not hard to see why Thuli is a popular and valued member of the Masoyi team. An attractive and slight young woman with a lively and sunny disposition, she is no pushover and when circumstances dictate demonstrates a determination which rarely fails to get a result.  A real 'community person', Thuli hates office work - which is just as well as the expected glamorous office, computer and secretary remained a figment of her imagination. She is never happier than walking through the Masoyi community visiting clients in their homes, helping them to make sense of their lives.   

Many of Thuli's clients are dying from AIDS related illnesses and she must respond to whatever is the pressing problem of the day. Gently she must ask the questions which  mothers don’t want to hear, or have to answer:  "Is there a female relative who could  care for your children when you are no longer able? Or is there a granny in the community that you trust and who we could ask to care for them?"  Her tenderness is  painful to witness, her concern at all times being that all her clients should die reassured. She told me, "I cannot stop them from dying, they are very sick, but care and reassurance lessens the pain". 

Thuli's duties as a social worker are many and varied, sometimes acting as mediator between separated families to help heal the rifts and secure care for orphaned children, at other times explaining AIDS, its related illnesses and the reality of what it will bring to their families.  Sometimes she is the provider of direct care, at others she is the trainer for volunteers and family carers, helping and supporting them in providing intensive care to dying family members in sometimes appalling conditions. 

She is also called upon to support victims of abuse on an almost daily basis, many of them children, it being a current belief of some that sex with a small child will cure AIDS.  Of these children Thuli says, "They are literally robbed of their future, not only have they been raped, if the rapist was infected that child will soon die."  Despite the horror and enormity of this abuse, Thuli maintains that, "The biggest threat is the continued denial, it propagates infection and it frustrates me so much, we know sometimes that people are infected but our hands are tied, we cannot make them tell their families, the stigma is so great that people are afraid to tell".   

Thuli has recently started a support group for women with AIDS, where she and volunteers offer information, support and encouragement to those who attend, in hopes that they will feel free to disclose their HIV status to family and friends. It's an uphill struggle with disclosure still inviting enormous discrimination. 

Three years into her role, Thuli radiates love for her work and for the people she serves.   Walking in the Masoyi community with her is a joy, she knows everyone and everyone knows her.  Her sympathy and love for those in need is painfully evident to the observer. Absolute patience is demonstrated as she carefully listens to long drawn out stories before the point is reached, her patience still steadfast when tested by some who really should be doing more to help themselves. Whilst most of her visits are planned, there is always time to stop when called by a concerned neighbour to hear how two orphaned brothers have fought and the younger has run away. Notes taken she will spread the word to her volunteers who will make enquiries as to his whereabouts as they move around the community. As we walked away, I realised that with no family and with the police unlikely to be interested in yet another runaway boy, these volunteers are likely to be the only ones concerned for the whereabouts of this missing child.  

There are more than 1000 orphans on the Masoyi children's register, all being cared for by a team of experienced volunteers, overseen by Thuli and her colleagues, and at all times constant liaison with government social services must be maintained. Without their co-operation many official matters could not be resolved and much of the work undertaken by the Masoyi team could not continue. 

It's an exhausting caseload but Thuli remains smiling and undaunted by it, she told me  "It is a real privilege to work with people who are dying. To enable a woman to be  involved in establishing care for her children after her death, and to make sure that as far as is possible, in the conditions we have here, that people are able to die a decent death". 

