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Profile

The Wayeyi live mainly in the North-West of Botswana. There is no up-to-date official census figure on the size of the population.
However, Wayeyi campaigners estimate a population of over 100,000. The Wayeyi speak a distinct language Shiyeyi, and have their
own cultural practices. Traditionally, they rear livestock and grow crops. But also, during the annual flooding of the Okavango Delta,
they fish.[1] (wayeyi.html#_ftn1)

History

The Wayeyi are reportedly the first Bantu speakers to emigrate to the Okavango delta. They came to Botswana from Central Africa. In
the nineteenth century, the Tswana tribe, the Batwana, conquered their land, and subjected the Wayeyi to slavery.[2]
(wayeyi.html#_ftn2) Those who spoke Shiyeyi were punished, and gradually Setswana became the dominant language. Like all the
unrecognized minority tribes in Botswana, the Wayeyi have suffered from the policies of assimilation pursued by the Tswana elite.
They have been unable to educate their children in their own language and have not been able to elect their own chiefs to Botswana's
House of Chiefs (Ntlo ya Dikgosi), although in March 2008 the outgoing president of Botswana named a Wayeyi chief to the body for
the first time. Membership of this body is dominated by the eight recognized Tswana tribes. In 1999, in an attempt to assert their
identity, the Wayeyi announced they were seceding — and installed a paramount chief, demanding that the government recognize him.
Subsequently, the demand for secession was dropped — but a court case was lodged which challenged the exclusion of the paramount
chief from the House of Chiefs on grounds of discrimination. In 2001, the High Court ruled that there had been a breach of the
constitution, saying it amounted to ‘unfairness and discrimination which is unjustified.'

Current issues

The government dragged its heels over implementing the court ruling — attracting criticism from, among others, the UN Committee on
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination in its 2006 report on Botswana. In 2008, Botswana's parliament was poised to pass the ‘Bogosi
Bill', which would repeal and replace the Chieftainship Act. However, the UN Human Rights Committee criticized the government for
failing to ensure full consultation on the bill with all interested parties. In a step indicating that perhaps political pressure for reform is
paying off, on 27 March 2008, outgoing President Festus Mogae named a Wayeyi representative, Shikati Fish Matepe Ozoo, to the
House of Chiefs for the first time.
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At a grass-roots level, there has been a revival of interest in Shiyeyi, and in the holding of annual cultural events. The language is,

however, highly endangered. Most Wayeyi children do not speak their ancestral tongue at all. Although the government has expressed

some willingness to allow limited education in other tongues apart from English and Setswana, the parliament rejected a bill which

proposed this. Broadcasting in minority languages is prohibited.

[1] (wayeyi.html#_ftnref1) Survival International factsheet, The Wayeyi, a minority tribe of Botswana; http://www.survival-

international.org

[2] (wayeyi.html#_ftnref2) Nyati-Ramahobo, Supra
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