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T
he transition from apartheidto democracy was the resultnot of the seizure of powerthrough military means, but of anegotiated settlement. Due to thepeaceful nature of the transition,South Africa is rarely understood asa post-conflict country.Consequently, there has never beenany serious attempt to identify oreffectively address the wide rangeof needs of the different formercombatants’ groups, especiallyformer members of the guerrillaforces and paramilitary formations.‘Former combatants’ refers toformer members of suchorganisations as Umkhonto weSizwe (MK), the African NationalCongress’ liberation army, theAzanian People’s Liberation Army(APLA), the Azanian NationalLiberation Army (Azanla),paramilitary formations such as theSelf Defence Units (SDUs) and theBonteheuwel Military Wing. Theconcept is also used in reference tothe Inkatha Freedom Party’s SelfProtection Units (SPUs). One of the issues that was ignoredduring South Africa’s transition todemocracy was the impact of thetrauma experienced during armedconflict on the lives of formercombatants. This manifests itself inmany ways including feelings of

guilt or shame about involvement inacts of violence. To deal with theseproblems, ex-combatants often relyand abuse drugs and alcohol.Without professional treatmentthese psychological problems couldcause problems to formercombatants’ families andcommunities. Another problem is that mostformer combatants are economicallyworse off than the rest of thepopulation. They suffer from highlevels of unemployment. This islargely due to their lack of formaleducation and marketable skillssince many went into exile or joinedmilitary structures before theyfinished their schooling. Despite theRecognition of Prior Learningsystem in South Africa, there hasbeen no attempt to recognise theskills learnt in the military. The lump sum demobilisationgratuities paid out on the release ofsome former guerrillas from themilitary have not been adequate toaddress their many needs. This wascompounded by former combatantshaving limited skills in financialmanagement. Furthermore, many ofthem did not qualify for the specialpensions granted by the democraticgovernment, for various reasons, butmainly because of age. Formercombatants now find themselves

poor and unemployed in a societywhich applauds the materialmanifestation of wealth and success. 
ANGER AND CRIME A combination of ex-combatants’guilt or shame about theirinvolvement in acts of violence andthe lack of recognition for theirsacrifice, such as joining militarystructures before finishing school,has negative consequences. Many ofthem entered the transition periodwith an expectation of rewards fortheir contribution to the liberationof the country. However, even whentheir expectations were not met theformer combatants continued towait for rewards, and ultimatelybecame angry. By blaming political leaders andwaiting for someone to addresstheir problems, former combatantsstarted to feel powerless. Acombination of powerlessness andthe view that they are entitled torewards, has led former combatantsinto crime. A former MK combatanthad this to say, “Since I amunemployed and struggling should Isee an opportunity to get access toa safe in the local supermarket, Iwould ask for reinforcement frommy friends to rob the supermarketof the money.” Some former SDU members felt
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that the political situation of thelate 1980s provided them withmore economic opportunities thanthey have under democracy. As oneformer SDU member put it, “It wasbetter during apartheid when wecould still catch a target, at least wedid not sleep on empty stomachs.”The idea of ‘catching a target’ wascommon in the late 1980s, andreferred to the practice of hi-jackingdelivery vehicles belonging towhite-owned companies as theyentered the black townships. It is worth noting that some ex-combatants are so desperate thatthey have considered working ashitmen. A former MK operative hadthe following to say, “Youintellectuals (referring to theauthor) take out some expensivelife insurance policies. Should yourwife approach me and put R50 000on the table and say, ‘Here isR50 000 I want you to kill thatman’, I will do it even if I do nothold a grudge against you. This is ajob that I can do very easily. Howcan I say no to R50 000 when Ihave nothing?” The idea of working as hitmen isnot an empty threat. Media reportshave indicated that in both Gautengand Western Cape provinces formerAPLA and MK combatants havebeen used as hitmen in the mini-bustaxi violence. While ex-combatantsare not the cause of violent crime;they are vulnerable to being drawnin as role-players because of theirskills, their social and economicexclusion and their politicalalienation. 

Addressing the economic needsof former combatants alone,however, will not resolve theproblems that they face. Apart frommaterial benefits, there is a need tochange their mindsets. As long aspoliticians are blamed or seen asbeing responsible for their situation,then combatants feel it is up to thepoliticians to resolve their situation.However, without taking ownershipof their situation, formercombatants will not be able to thinkcreatively about solutions. They willindefinitely wait for someone elseto fix their problems. 
CHANGING MINDSETSOne of the organisations that workstowards changing the mindsets offormer combatants who are trappedin a vicious circle of blame andpowerlessness is the National PeaceAccord Trust (NPAT).The NPAT conducts eco-therapywilderness trails at Matlapeng(Place of Stones) in theMagaliesberg about 25 kilometresoutside Rustenburg in the NorthWest Province. The eco-therapyprogramme, also known as theHeroes’ Journey, is a transformative,therapeutic process that takes placein the wilderness. The modelinvolves assisting people to findbalance, connection, guidance andhealing by deepening theirrelationship with the naturalenvironment. Group processes,individual reflection, symbols andrituals are used in an accessiblewilderness setting to heightenpeople’s awareness of the

connection between themselves,other people and the naturalenvironment. The most important part of theeco-trail is the solo-fast process inwhich all distractions are removedfrom the individual. Participants arerequired to enter the wilderness ontheir own, away from otherparticipants and choose a spot inwhich to spend 24 hours alone. Theplace where participants spendtime alone is known as a ‘powerspot’ because people are expectedto regain their personal power.During the 24-hour solo fast,participants have no access to foodand can only take pure water. Theyare not allowed to take books,except note pads to write theirthoughts. Cigarettes, newspapers,mobile phones, portable radios orany other daily conveniences arenot allowed. During the period participants areexpected to reflect on their lives.This is done through prayer,meditation, singing (withoutdistracting others) or just quietlyprocessing thoughts andexperiences. If a person comes backearlier, the process will stillcontinue for them until the agreedtime. This means that they will notbe allowed to sleep or visit thelodge, talk to anyone or prepare anyfood until the entire group hasreturned and the facilitator signalsthat they can relax.
SOME PRELIMINARY FINDINGSFor many participants, the solo-fastexperience is the highlight of the
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Ex-combatants attend the Magalisberg eco-therapy widerness trail.
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eco-therapy. They enjoy the solitudeand the rebirth that is broughtabout by being in touch with theenvironment. This was reflected inparticipants’ individual writtenreports, during post-solo circlediscussions and in the post-trailinterviews. For example oneparticipant said, “During that time[solo fast] one chose a place thatwas full of traditional medicine andto me it was like one wasconnecting with the past generationwhich used to rely on those herbsand medicines. During thismeditation and finding oneself, onewas really in the past Africa. Modernas I am it was an eye-openingexperience. It was good and a well-deserved process which lasted fortwenty four hours.”During the pre-trail focus groupinterviews participants justifiedcrime as a solution tounemployment amongst formercombatants. However, during a post-trail interview a former SDUmember who had earlier confessedhis involvement in crime reportedthat the eco-trail helped himabandon crime. He further reportedthat he had approached some of his

victims and apologised for hisdeeds. The ability of a formercriminal to take some initiative toapologise to his victims indicatesthat the solo fast gave power backto the participants. The NPAT eco-trail facilitators note that it iscommon for former combatants todenounce crime before they leaveMatlapeng for home.Four of the participants who wereinterviewed after returning fromMatlapeng reported that the eco-trailis a good experience, which shouldbe extended to many peopleincluding the unemployed. They allreported that given the life-changingexperience of the eco-trail theywould recommend it to anyone whois looking to change his/her life forthe better. It is worth noting that allthe participants argued that thewhole experience of the eco-trailcould go a long way to combatingcrime. This is because during the 24-hour solo fast participants get anopportunity to reflect on their livesand to make choices. 
CONCLUSIONWhile this report has referred to thepotential for former combatants to

engage in crime, it is important notto stigmatise them as a ‘socialproblem’. A number of ex-combatants who participated onthe eco-therapy trails have reportedthat the experience gave them anew perspective on life and if theycould get assistance they wouldcontribute meaningfully to thedevelopment of the country. An example is a 50 year oldformer MK combatant fromThokoza who is now a trainedHIV/AIDS counsellor and is doingvoluntary work in Thokoza, but feelsthat he needs more training aroundHIV/AIDS treatment. He is alsopassionate about working withmentally-challenged people. Hereported his frustration after hisattempt to open a shelter formentally-challenged people in thetownship failed because somegovernment officials sent him frompillar to post. Former combatants with skillshave to be identified and assisted intheir attempts to contributemeaningfully to society. Businesshas to participate in programmesaddressing the plight of formercombatants. While some businessesare involved in the demilitarisationproject of the EkurhuleniMetropolitan Municipality, this is adrop in the ocean. More needs to bedone and it does not require hugesums of money, as one formercombatant puts its, ‘we do not needmillions of rands’.  
Lephophotho Mashike is a lecturerin the Department of Sociology atthe University of theWitwatersrand, Johannesburg. Thisarticle is based on ongoingresearch to evaluate theeffectiveness of the National PeaceAccord Trust’s eco-therapyprogramme.
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