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Access to Justice

MerweVille
ADVICE OFFICE and deveLopment centRe

Merweville is a small Karoo town which  lies between the swart and Nuweveld mountains 
45km north-west of Prince Albert Road and 130km south-east of Beaufort West.1 The 
town’s desolation and aridity has a close resemblance to the Arizona and Nevada desert 
in the US, and is a popular location for filmmakers.

It was one of the few towns or villages in the Western cape province not to be serviced 
by a sealed highway until the 40 km stretch of gravel road from the N1 was tarred in 
2015.2 Prior to this Merweville (the villagers call it Mirville) could only be reached by 
driving long distances along dirt roads between Fraserburg, sutherland and Prince 
Albert station. The town was established on the farm Vanderbylskraal in 1904 and 
administered by a village management board from 1921. It was named after the 
Reverend P van der Merwe (1860-1940), the minister of the Dutch Reformed church in 
Beaufort West and chairman of the church council which established the town.3 

The total population of the town according to the 2011 census was 1,592 with 9.3% 
identifying as Black African, 78.8% as coloured and 8.8% as White. The majority speak 
Afrikaans (95%).4 

Merweville Advice Office is a developing local Advice Office based in the small rural 
town. The LDA assists farm workers with unfair dismissals and UIF. They also organise 
youth in the community to deal with issues of unemployment and skills development. 
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4. Frith, A. (2019). census 2011: Main Place: Merweville. Retrieved October 4, 2019, from https://census2011.adrianfrith.com/
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FAsT facts

NaMe: Merweville Advice and Development Office
LeD By: Jan Bostander and Johnay Mentoor
MaiN cHaLLeNGes faceD By tHe coMMuNity: unemployment; alcohol and 
drug abuse; gender-based violence 
MaiN actiVities: Referral of labour related matters; legal advice; rendering primary 
legal services to the local community and surrounding farms; empowerment of the 
local community and surrounding farms thru awareness workshops on consumer, 
women and youth issues 
aDDress: 92 skema street, Merweville
coNtact: Phone: 078 008 6051/ 073 494 5347
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A sON’s PROMIse TO HIs 
SingLe paRent motHeR

jAN BOSTANDER HAD TO DROP OUT OF SCHOOL WHEN HE WAS THIRTEEN TO HELP 
SUPPORT HIS SINGLE PARENT MOTHER AND HIS SEVEN SIBLINGS. HE VOWED TO 
ONE DAY RETURN TO MERWEVILLE TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE TO HIS COMMUNITY, A 
PROMISE HE IS FULFILLING WITH HIS ROLE AT THE ADVICE OFFICE.

I was born in Merweville. It is a small town in the central Karoo District. There are no 
big stores or other businesses stimulating the local economy and creating employment 
opportunities. There are two general stores, selling basic goods, and a garage selling 
agricultural products. Merweville has two primary schools. It is a dusty area with 
high unemployment. Many residents are dependent on seasonal construction and 
agricultural work. The rest depend on state grants. 

I am one of eight children, five brothers and three sisters, raised by a single mother 
with a state grant of R360.00 per month. I completed my primary school education in 
Merweville and left for Beaufort West for high school. We were three children at high 
school and two at primary school.

early on in my life, my mother struggled to provide us with the basic necessities. Often, 
my siblings and I had to survive with little to no food. As a result, I had to drop out of 
school in grade 9 at thirteen years old in order to find work and help the family. I had to 
go and live with my mother’s oldest brother, so he could train me in construction work. 
We were working at the surrounding farms. It was very difficult for me to understand my 
life. I cried many days, as I could not understand why we had to suffer like this. I could 
not understand why my mother had to struggle and raise us on her own and why I had 
to drop out of school. Many nights I prayed that when I’m an adult God must help me 
help my mother and all other people who are struggling. 

Jan Bostander and Shirley van Wyk serving clients 
in the Advice Office.

Deputy Chairperson Shirley van Wyk (left) and Chairperson 
Jan Bostander (right).

Merweville Advice Office.

JAn bostAnder
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During 1985, I moved to Cape Town, in order to find my father and a better life. I started 
working at the stellenbosch Municipality from 1987 to 2009. During this time, I met my 
wife, and we married in1989. We have three children. 

I was employed at the Municipality as an unskilled labourer. I earned very little 
income, without any benefits. These were difficult circumstances, so I, together with 
some colleagues decided to join a labour union, so our working conditions could 
improve. From late 1987 to 1989/90, I was part of a group of workers that set out to 
establish a collective, with the purpose of improving our working conditions. I was my 
department’s shop steward after which I was elected the local secretary of the labour 
union in stellenbosch. 

As part of our strategic activism, we occupied the Municipal Head Office in 1995, 
demanding a monthly salary and all applicable benefits. We were successful, and at the 
start of 1996, our demands were met. During 1998/9 I was elected chairperson of the 
union’s stellenbosch branch. My experience and training as a shop steward equipped 
me with the necessary skills to be a strong leader. During 2003/4 I was appointed as a 
full-time shop steward, and during 2004/5, I was elected as district chairperson of the 
Boland region. Through my experience gained and leadership skills, I was elected as 
chairperson of the Western cape province. With my new role, I had to represent the 
province on national platforms. Throughout my time working with the labour union and 
my initial work at the stellenbosch municipality, I often visited my mother and family in 
Merweville. I ensured that I improved her life. 

In 2009, I returned to Merweville when my mother passed on, in order to take 
responsibility for the wellbeing of my family. This was my opportunity to give back to my 
community of origin. I intended to use my experience and skills gained, whilst working 
in stellenbosch and the labour union, to improve the lives of my native community. 
subsequently, from 2011 to 2016, I was elected as a member of the District council for 
District seven, of which Beaufort West formed a part. 

As a District council member and speaker of the central Karoo District I fought to have 
opportunities of employment reach Merweville. Unfortunately my wife took ill during 
2015. I had to take her to stellenbosch, so she would be close to medical facilities. 
My children and I had lived in Merweville for the entire year of 2015, without my wife. 
I resigned as District council member at the start of 2016 to support and take care of 
my wife.

During 2017, I became involved with the Merweville Advice and Development Office. 
My desire to improve the conditions of my community was still strong. At this point the 
Advice Office was very young and faced many challenges. My experience and knowledge, 
however, made overcoming these challenges less daunting. With the community’s 
wellbeing in mind, during 2017/18, I participated in further training courses, so I could 
serve my community better. Our working relationship with scAT improved. Advice and 
support from the SCAT fieldworker helped immensely. Ultimately, discipline, teamwork 
and dedication helped me better manage the Advice Office. I learned that when you’ve 
got an end goal, and you carry on striving, anything is possible. 
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2018 marked a decisive change at the Advice Office. We secured stable funding, 
which in turn made it possible for us to carry out outreach campaigns, introducing 
our services more broadly. This positive trend continued into 2019, with the generous 
help of scAT. The dream I had whilst growing up, being able to support and uplift 
struggling people, had finally become a reality. I always dreamt of becoming a good 
leader in my community.

Our town, Merweville, is already busy changing, thanks to the work done at the 
Advice Office and the support, training and funding provided by SCAT. Good 
leadership, hard work and determination can change any situation. The lives of our 
people can be improved. Aluta continua, The struggle shall continue. Amandla, All 
Power to the People.


