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Thirtieth Anniversary of the International Year of the Family

“The future of humanity passes through the family.”

“Around the Globe, families have always been recognized as the basic unit of society that perform
essential functions and serve as a source of stability, continuity and development. Being as different
as alike, and the cradle of the generations to come, families are essential to the world’s future and
their strengths and weaknesses reflect the fabric of the larger society. Family, as the world’s oldest
human relationship, primary agent of social integration and of behaviour, is adapting constantly to
changing socio-economic conditions and the progress of humanity.”

1. Introduction

2024 marks the 30™ anniversary of the
International Year of the Family (IYF). In its reso-
lution of 9" December 1989, the General Assembly
of the United Nations (UN) proclaimed the
International Year of the Family, in recognition of
the fundamental role that families play in society.
In 1993, the General Assembly decided that 15"
May of every year should be observed as the
International Day of Families. It serves as a global
celebration of the importance of families in soci-
ety. Furthermore, the day serves to provide an
opportunity to promote awareness of issues relat-
ing to families and to increase the knowledge of
the social, economic and demographic processes
affecting families. It highlights the vital role fami-
lies play in nurturing individuals and communi-
ties, promoting social cohesion, and contributing
to overall well-being.® In 1994 the UN declared
that that “the family constitutes the basic unit of
society and therefore warrants special attention...
hence, the widest possible protection and assis-
tance should be accorded to families so that they
may fully assume their responsibilities within the
community...”*

The International Day of Families each year
holds significant global importance as it raises
awareness about the crucial role families play as
the basic unit of society. It acknowledges their
contribution to social and economic develop-
ment and underscores the challenges families
face worldwide, such as poverty, migration,
unemployment and access to healthcare and

education. The day advocates for supportive pol-
icies and programmes.> Developing on this
theme, the Pontifical Council for the Family and
Human Rights states that “the family is the
pre-eminent, most favourable and irreplaceable
place for the recognition and development of a
personal being on its way to complete dignity. In
the family the first steps in human development
are taken”®

2. The Family and Climate Change

On 15% May this year the UN Department of
Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) celebrat-
ed the 30" anniversary,” focusing on how one of
the most pressing issues of our times, that of
climate change, affects families and the role they
play in climate action. The theme considered
how “the home can be ally in the face of climate
emergencies, demographic trends, the intergen-
erational perspective, the sustainable design of
cities, technology as an ally in the face of climate
change and the role of governments, institutions
and civil society in this task”? This is a milestone
in placing families at the heart of global society.
According to the European Large Families
Confederation (ELFC), “in addressing climate
changes and the main challenges of our times:
digitalisations, demographic shifts, urbanism,
migration, we advocate for a bigger role in
addressing these challenges: families are key
drivers of sustainability, with their lifestyle, their
values, their multiple and substantial roles in
society”.?
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Increased pollution, extreme weather events,
and disruptions to agriculture and food systems
negatively affect family health and well-being.
Families contribute to greenhouse gas emissions
with their consumption patterns.’® Families pass
values across generations, and can pass sustain-
able habits and climate awareness from early
age. The ELFC points out that “integrating circu-
lar economy principles into early childhood edu-
cation can help build a sustainable economic
model based on minimizing waste and regener-
ating natural resources. Families as consumers
and advocates can drive the transition to a circu-
lar economy”.1!

3. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

On 25% September 2015, the 193 member states
of the UN unanimously adopted the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). These are a set of 17
goals aiming to “eliminate poverty, discrimina-
tion, abuse and preventable deaths, address
environmental destruction, and usher in an era
of development for all people, everywhere”.!?
Families and family-oriented policies and pro-
grammes are vital for the achievement of many
of these goals, as well as for monitoring the prog-
ress that each nation is making towards provid-
ing new support services for children and their
families. These goals are global, rather than lim-
ited to ‘developing’ countries as was the case
with the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).
They are based on values of equity and respect
for human rights, and they rely on approaches
such as sustainable financing, scientific research
and innovation, and monitoring and evaluation.
They require a new way of working, involving
intersectoral action by multiple stakeholders.

The SDGs resolution encourages governments to
continue their efforts toward achieving the goals
of the IYF in developing strategies and pro-
grammes to enhance national capabilities in
addressing family-related national priorities. “It
also urges intensified efforts, in collaboration
with relevant stakeholders, to implement these
goals, particularly in areas such as poverty and
hunger eradication, preventing intergeneration-
al poverty, and ensuring the well-being of all age
groups, contributing to the achievement of the
Sustainable Development Goals 2030."1*

4. The White Paper on Families

The White Paper on Families in South Africa,
developed by the Department of Social

Development (DSD), was approved by Cabinet in
June 2013. The White Paper sees family policy as
“any policy that has any direct or indirect influ-
ence on the well-being of the family”!> This
emphasises the ‘intersectoral nature’ of such
policy, which embraces better living conditions,
access to primary health care, proper sanitation
and better employment opportunities. Proper
access to all these services would benefit the
family and enhance its capacity to perform its
role successfully. This family strengthening is
defined as “the deliberate process of giving fam-
ilies the necessary opportunities, relationships,
networks, and support to become functional and
self-reliant. The strengthening of families is driv-
en by certain core areas, namely: family econom-
ic success, family support systems, and thriving
and nurturing communities”.'®

The White Paper also speaks of Family
Preservation Services, being “services to families
that focus on family resilience in order to
strengthen families, so as to keep families togeth-
er as far as possible.” Family resilience is seen as
the ability of families “to withstand and rebound
from disruptive life challenges”.!” These chal-
lenges would include illness and disability,
bereavement, substance abuse, unemployment
and the capacity to discipline children positively.

The Paper is unfortunate in that it refers to the
‘dysfunctional’ or ‘multi-problem’ family and
defines it as one “in which conflict, misbehaviour,
neglect, or abuse occur continually or regular-
ly”.!® The Paper decried a “serious moral break-
down or degeneration”, and made the state
responsible for ‘moral regeneration. However,
these terms are negative and judgemental and
do not adequately take into account all the chal-
lenges a family may experience, the lack of emo-
tional and psychological resources it may have,
and the socio-economic circumstances in which
it exists.

However, the life-cycle approach outlined in the
White Paper allows for a comprehensive analysis
of life events, family crises, processes and chal-
lenges relating to age, gender, and the roles and
responsibilities of each family member. It will
further help to promote an understanding of an
ideal and desirable progression through life’s
stages. “This approach will also guide the provi-
sion of services and resources that are appropri-
ate for specific developmental stages and ages of
family members - that is, provide appropriate
services from the cradle to the grave.”*
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In discussing the White Paper, the Parliamentary
Portfolio Committee on Social Development
emphasised that social development pro-
grammes often fail due to reliance on other
departments. It was pointed out that all the
departments referred to in the White Paper
needed to make separate reports to the
Committee in order to establish roles and
responsibilities and to ensure the onus was not
solely onthe DepartmentofSocial Development.?°
This is a persistent problem with policies that
are intersectoral.

5. The Revised White Paper on Families

The Department of Social Development gazett-
ed the Revised White Paper on Families in
South Africa in July 2021. Once again, the docu-
ment was intended to inform how the state
interacts with families, with the intention to
“support and strengthen” family units. However,
the Department noted that the earlier Paper
had “the moralistic undertones and narrow
expressions of family life in South Africa”?! The
Revised Paper is not judgemental and seeks to
be inclusive of all families, whatever the diffi-
culties they encounter. It noted that “the respon-
sibility to care for individuals is not limited to
families. After families, the state is the most
recognised caretaker of individuals and hence it
is assigned to support families in their caregiv-
ing tasks. If families are unable, unfit, or absent,
the state has to take an even more active role in
caring for individuals”.*> However, in practice,
neither the state nor the family is solely respon-
sible for care of individual members, as local
communities and civil society organisations
(CSOs) as well as the markets (or the private
sector through payment of caretakers) are
involved in the caretaking of individuals.
“Caretaking thus consists of the interconnec-
tions between these crucial four sectors, dubbed
the care diamond... The state is uniquely placed
to give shape to the interconnections between
these sectors through family policies.”*

6.Apostolicexhortation Familiaris Consortio**

Over the last 40 years the Catholic Church has
also addressed the importance of the family and
the problems that beset the institution of the
family, and has proclaimed the rights that are
due to the family.

The Apostolic Exhortation Familiaris Consortio
of Pope St John Paul II, regarding the role of the

Christian family in the modern world, was issued
in 1981. The family, as much as and perhaps
more than any other institution, has been beset
by the many profound and rapid changes that
have affected society and culture. This means
that the Church must understand the situations
within which marriage and the family are lived
today as “the family touches men and women in
the concreteness of their daily existence”.?* The
family forms a community of persons serving life
and participating in the development of society.
The Church, among others, is responsible for the
pastoral care of the family.

“With a lively sense of the common good,
Christian families should become actively
engaged, at every level, in other non-ecclesial
associations as well. Some of these associations
work for the preservation, transmission and pro-
tection of the wholesome ethical and cultural
values of each people, the development of the
human person, the medical, juridical and social
protection of mothers and young children, the
just advancement of women and the struggle
against all that is detrimental to their dignity and
the increase of mutual solidarity.”?® The docu-
ment highlights that “there are other associa-
tions working for the building of a more just and
human world; for the promotion of just laws
favouring the right social order with full respect
for the dignity and every legitimate freedom of
the individual and the family, on both the nation-
al and international level; for collaboration with
them”?” For this reason, “it is in the treatment
given to the family through recognition of its
fundamental, irreplaceable value or, on the con-
trary, through the various forms of neglect, hos-
tility and harassment that hinder its mission,
that the future of humanity will pass”.?®

7.Vatican Charter on the Rights of the Family?°

The 1983 Vatican Charter on the Rights of the
Family built on Familiaris Consortio and spelt out
what support families should receive from soci-
ety. In the Charter there is a continual reference
to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
and the Charter is set out in a similar format. The
Charter “contains the formulation of those
inalienable rights which are inherent to that nat-
ural and universal society which is the family
nucleus and which States have the duty to
defend”?® The Charter sets out the conditions
necessary for the family to thrive. It asserts that
“those who wish to marry and establish a family
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have the right to expect from society the moral,
educational, social and economic conditions
which will enable them to exercise their right to
marry in all maturity and responsibility”.3!
Furthermore, “families have the right to be able
to rely on an adequate family policy on the part
of public authorities in the juridical, economic,
social and fiscal domains, without any discrimi-
nation whatsoever”3? Moreover, “the family is
the place where different generations come
together and help one another to grow in human
wisdom and to harmonize the rights of individu-
als with other demands of social life”.3

8. Apostolic Exhortation Amoris Laetitia 3*

This Apostolic Exhortation by Pope Francis,
addressing the pastoral care of families, was
released in 2016. It covers a wide range of topics
related to marriage and family life, and the chal-
lenges faced by families today. It encourages
both pastors and lay people to accompany and
care for families and others - especially those in
need. The text also includes the Pope’s reflection
on the meaning of love in the everyday life of a
family.®

More recently, Pope Francis has pointed out
that “social changes are altering the living con-
ditions of marriage and families all over the
world,” and that “prolonged and multiple cri-
ses” are putting a strain on family life.?® His
antidote to this is to “rediscover the value of the
family as the source and origin of the social
order, as the vital cell of a fraternal society

capable of caring for the common home”.’

The good of the family “consists in sharing rela-
tionships of faithful love, trust, co-operation,
reciprocity, which brings about their happiness.
It is in the family that many of God’s dreams for
the human community are realized... the family,
it should be recalled, has a positive effect on
everyone, since it is a generator of common good.
Healthy family relationships represent a unique
source of enrichment, not only for spouses and
children but for the entire ecclesial and civil
community”.3®

9. Conclusion

An international conference marking the 30%
anniversary of a milestone in placing families at
the heart of global society is to be held in Qatar
from 29% to 31t October this year. It will address
four major megatrends identified by the UN
Secretariat, including the UN Department of
Economic and Social Affairs, that are having a
significant impact on families: new technologies;
climate change; urbanization and international
migration; and demographic change. “The con-
ference will also advocate for worldwide support
and empowerment of the family system by pro-
moting policies and programs that strengthen
families, showcasing best practices and evi-
dence-based research, and providing a forum for
policymakers, academics, practitioners, and
stakeholders to engage in in-depth discussions
on family-oriented policies to effectively tackle
these megatrends.”**

Lois Law
Project Co-ordinator
lois@cplo.org.za
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