






BACKGROUND INFORMATION

UNSAFE SCHOOLS ARE A VIOLATION  
OF HUMAN RIGHTS 

Every child has the right to education, as protected under international 
law including the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 
South African Constitution. But this right means more than just access to 
a classroom. Education must be available, accessible, acceptable and 
adaptable. It must also be safe. When school infrastructure is unsafe or 
children face risks such as violence or poor hygiene, it becomes 
impossible to fulfil the right to education.

Unecebo Mboteni’s story is a tragic example of what happens when 
governments fail to meet this duty. His death was avoidable. Even more 
sadly, this was not an isolated incident. It occurred in a country where 
schools have long suffered from unsafe infrastructure, overcrowded 
classrooms and a lack of access to clean water and sanitation.

STRUCTURAL INEQUALITY AND DISCRIMINATION
Unecebo’s story reflects deep inequalities in the education system.  
Many schools in South Africa, especially in wealthier or urban areas, 
have modern facilities and well-maintained toilets. But other schools  
and pre-schools rely on unsafe pit toilets or do not have functioning 
toilets at all. These neglected schools predominantly serve Black children 
in historically marginalized communities. Such unsafe conditions reflect 
systemic failure that can lead to violations of children’s rights to life, 
health, dignity and education.

All children have the same rights, regardless of where they live, their 
family’s income, or their race, ethnicity, language or any other status.  
Yet Unecebo’s story shows how poverty, race and geography intersect  
to create dangerous inequalities in education. In South Africa and many 
other countries, schools in historically under-resourced communities 
remain neglected, with poor infrastructure and weak government 
oversight. This unequal treatment violates the principle of equality under 
the law and leaves some children far less protected than others. When 
governments fail to close these gaps, it perpetuates discrimination and 
denies children their right to safe, dignified education.

GOVERNMENT RESPONSIBILITY
Under international and domestic law, the 
government is the main duty bearer responsible 
for ensuring that education is safe, inclusive 
and equitable. This includes passing laws, 
allocating sufficient funding, setting national 
standards and regularly monitoring schools.  
It is not enough for a government to say 
education is “free” or “available”, it must also 
guarantee that schools are safe and inclusive 
for all children, regardless of where they live  
or how much money their families have.

Government negligence is a key concern in 
Unecebo’s death. The South African 
government had previously promised to 
eliminate pit toilets in schools, but progress has 
been slow and inconsistent. Unecebo’s death 
was preventable. His life was lost due to unsafe 
facilities at his pre-school and the lack of a 
timely government response. The government 
failed to protect his right to life.

Unecebo as a baby. 
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South Africa

Unecebo Mboteni was a lively three-year-old 
boy who enjoyed making friends and playing 
with his toy cars. You could always tell when 
he was in the room.

On 18 April 2024, Unecebo fell into a pit 
toilet at his pre-school in the Eastern Cape 
province of South Africa. He died the next 
day.

Two other children have also died after falling 
into pit toilets in the Eastern Cape since 
2018. However, the tragic loss of these 
young lives hasn’t been enough to ensure the 
eradication of all pit toilets in schools, 
including day care centres. Sadly, a child’s 
experience of education in South Africa still 
depends on where they are born, their wealth, 
and the colour of their skin. As Unecebo’s 
father said, “My son died in a death trap set 
up for poor people.”

One year on and the family has had no word 
from the pre-school or Department of Basic 
Education about whether the pit toilet that 
Unecebo fell into has been removed, let 
alone any progress on the investigation into 
his death. Instead of answers about how this 
tragic incident happened, Unecebo’s family 
have been met with silence.

Unecebo lost his life in a place where  
he should have been safe.

His family deserve answers.

Demand justice for  
Unecebo Mboteni.

Top: The pit toilet where Unecebo 
died is still used by learners at the 
pre-school.

Middle: Unecebo Mboteni 

Bottom: Andiswa, the mother of 
Unecebo Mboteni

UNECEBO M
BOTENI
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Amnesty International is a movement of 10 
million people that mobilizes the humanity 
in everyone and campaigns for change so we 
can all enjoy our human rights. Our vision is 
of a world where those in power keep their 
promises, respect international law and are held 
accountable for their actions. We investigate 
and expose abuses wherever they occur. By 
amplifying the powerful stories of the people we 
work with, we mobilize millions of supporters 
around the world to campaign for change and 
act in solidarity with activists on the frontlines. 
We also support people to claim their rights 
through education and training.

Our work protects and empowers people – 
from abolishing the death penalty and advancing 
climate justice and equality, to combating 
discrimination and defending the rights 
of refugees and migrants. We help to bring 
torturers to justice, change oppressive laws 
and free people who have been jailed solely for 
voicing their opinion. We speak out for anyone 
and everyone whose freedom or dignity is 
under threat.

ABOUT 

AM
NESTY INTERNATIONAL AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL IS A GLOBAL MOVEMENT 

FOR HUMAN RIGHTS. WHEN INJUSTICE HAPPENS TO ONE PERSON,
IT MATTERS TO US ALL.

First published in 2025
by Amnesty International Ltd 
Peter Benenson House,  
1 Easton Street 
London WC1X 0DW, UK 

September 2025
Index: POL 32/9527/2025  
Original language: English

All images © Amnesty International 
unless otherwise stated.

Cover photo: © Private
Back cover photo: © Marieke Wijntjes

amnesty.org
 
 
 

Layout design: Off Colour Design 
Editorial support: Saphia Fleury

© Amnesty International 2025 
Except where otherwise noted, content in this 
document is licensed under a Creative Commons 
(attribution, non-commercial, no derivatives, 
international 4.0) licence.  
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode 
For more information please visit the permissions 
page on our website: www.amnesty.org 
Where material is attributed to a copyright owner 
other than Amnesty International this material is 
not subject to the Creative Commons licence. 

http://amnesty.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/legalcode
http://www.amnesty.org

