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Active Citizens Training Programme ~ 01

Reviving citizen 
activism in our 

communities

Deepening 
democracy

Thobela Gubudela is a busy man. Between 
acting as CEO of his own construction 

company, chairing a housing rights organization, 
and registering a skills development company 
for youth in Khayelitsha,01 it would appear 
this 35-year-old entrepreneur never stops. But 
arriving at this point has required equal measures 
of vision, drive, and external support. 

“Most of the people in the community 
wait for their situations to change. I learned I 
was also sitting at home thinking maybe one 
day government will come knocking and say, 
“Thobela, here’s a house for you,’” recalls this slim 
man with kind eyes that sparkle behind horn-
rimmed glasses. 

Deciding to take a proactive stance to his 
community’s development, the then-bank 
manager joined a long-standing and contentious 
battle to secure government-subsidized 
housing for backyarders in Mandela Park – the 
Khayelitsha neighbourhood Thobela has called 
home since age 13. 

At the heart of this conflict were 1000 RDP or 
government-subsidized houses02 that had been 
approved for construction in Mandela Park in 
the early 2000s. Uniting as the “Mandela Park 
Project 1”, a group of Mandela Park backyarders 
began talks with government, advocating for a 
minimum of 30% of those houses to be allocated 
to locals. In 2006 when their houses still had 
failed to materialise, some members of the group 
staged an invasion of the new buildings, thus 
demolishing the organisation’s credibility with the 
Department of Human Settlements. 

In 2012, Thobela joined the new “Mandela 
Park Project 2”, which sought to revive the effort 
to secure houses for historic Mandela Park 
backyarders. In 2014, the MPP2, which Thobela 
has chaired since 2014, obtained a promise from 
government to build houses for 89 of the original 
MPP1 beneficiaries. However, after receiving that 
pledge, the MPP2 failed to make further headway 

“The leadership training 
managed to put me where 

I am at the moment” 

~ Thobela Gubudela
Active Citizens Training 

Programme (ACTP) 2017 alumnus
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What is the Active 
Citizens Training 
Programme?  
A 4-module course intended to impart the 
knowledge, skills, and confidence needed by 
citizens to actively participate in and even 
take the lead on the development issues that 
affect their lives, neighbourhoods, and cities. 
The modules include:

Module 1: Knowing myself & Knowing my 
organization: Beginning with the end in 
mind

Module 2: Knowing my community / 
neighbourhood

Module 3: Knowing how government works

Module 4: Participatory Budgeting and 
Developing appropriate advocacy strategies 
and tactics to implement community action 
plans

in terms of concrete progress towards things like 
securing title deeds. Then something momentous 
happened. 

“That leadership training managed to put me 
where I am at the moment,” Thobela says of the 
Active Citizens Training Programme (ACTP), 
which he attended in 2017, and which he credits 
with providing the knowledge and contacts that 
helped him finally secure the 89 title deeds that 
Mandela Park backyarders have been anticipating 
for almost 15 years.

Created by the Development Action Group 
(DAG), an urban land rights NGO, the ACTP 
consists of four modules held over as many 
weekends, aiming to impart the knowledge, 
skills, and confidence needed by citizens to 
actively participate in and even take the lead on 
the development issues that affect their lives, 
neighbourhoods, and cities (see Box 1). 

“We need to revive activism in our 
communities,” insists Akhona Siswana, an ACTP 

INFOBOX 1 Above: A view of Mandela Park in Khayelitsha where 
Thobela Gubudela works towards securing housing 

for backyarders – Photo: Alexia Webster
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for low-income households is severely restricted, 
with race persisting as a key marker of hardship 
and exclusion,08 and, depending on how it 
is measured, national unemployment stands 
somewhere between 26 to 40%.09 

There are numerous reasons for the 
discrepancy between policy intent and reality, 
but behind many of them is a “vagueness” that 
stymies the implementation of a socioeconomic 
right like housing, which, unlike civil or political 
rights, requires “positive action” by government.10 
But if ever the devil was in the detail, it has 
proven to be so here. After all, how does one 
define positive action? The implementation 
possibilities are endless. And implementation is 
precisely the problem. 

Although over 2.2 million “RDP” houses 
were delivered by early 2010, their construction 
in poorly located peripheral areas continues 
to entrench the country’s spatial and therefore 
socioeconomic inequality. Meanwhile, the crisis 
around affordable housing grows in city centres 
and peripheries alike, evidenced by expanding 
informal settlements and exacerbated by service 
delivery deficits that overwhelm incremental 
upgrading efforts. 

course facilitator and project coordinator at DAG, 
of why the programme was created. 

It confounds many that there should be 
demand for such a course in South Africa, a 
country best known for producing some of 
the world’s most revered resistance icons in 
its people’s struggle against apartheid. But the 
current reality, as DAG Programme Manager 
Crystal West puts it, is that: “two decades 
into democracy, people are feeling a lot more 
disempowered than ever before.” 

Implementation issues

South Africa’s first democratically elected 
government inherited a landscape riddled 

with spatially engineered inequality. Segregation 
according to race and class pervaded every 
facet of spatial planning and had marooned the 
majority of black and coloured communities on 
urban peripheries, where access to basic services, 
economic opportunity, and investment in local 
economies were all lacking.03 Upon taking power, 
the new government understandably focused 
on spatial redress, largely framed as the right to 
adequate housing.  

To this end, the ANC-led government 
introduced its 1994 Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP) policy agenda, 
which was based on principles of meeting the 
basic needs of all South Africans,04 and the related 
1994 New Housing Policy (or Housing White 
Paper), constructed around a keen awareness 
that “housing the nation” was one of the new 
government’s “greatest challenges”.05 In 1996 the 
current Constitution, which not only supports 
the principles of meeting people’s basic needs, but 
explicitly includes the right to adequate housing, 
was also adopted.06 

Despite its globally admired Constitution 
and generally excellent pro-poor policies and 
legislation, government struggled to translate 
these principles into systemic change. This 
disparity is evidenced in the fact that since 1994, 
South Africa has maintained the highest recorded 
levels of inequality in wealth and income in the 
world,07 with the gap widening since the 1990s 
despite economic growth averaging around 2% 
per annum. Meanwhile, upward social mobility 

Government is failing to deliver 
– quickly enough, well enough – 
on promises of redress. But also, 
the majority of people do not 
understand how the processes of 
government work, and as a result, 
harbour unrealistic expectations 
about what government can 
feasibly do, as well as what they 
can and should do themselves.

“Really something is not going right. This thing 
is just simmering, and ready to explode at any 
time,” says DAG’s Siswana, referring to people’s 
frustration with the lack of progress and change, 
as expressed in ever-increasing local protests 
(in Cape Town alone, there were 145 protests by 
May 2018, as compared to 84 at the same time in 
2017). 
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Above: Participants deepen 
their knowledge of their 

communities through an 
asset mapping exercise. 

Below: Fowzia Veerasamy 
a Gatesville Tenants 

Association leader and 
a DAG ACTP alumnus, 

conducting a community 
enumeration. 
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the development of appropriate regulations, in a 
participatory and empowering way, have yet to 
be developed” 12 (See Infobox 2 above). 

The state’s default public participation 
approach thus takes the form of a public 
workshop or meeting, where projects whose 
fundamentals have already been decided on are 
presented to community members who tend 
to lack the often-complex technical knowledge 
required to actively engage in significant 
decision-making.13 Such sessions tick the public 
participation box, allowing projects to move 
forward, mostly without meaningful input from 
the people who must then live with the results. 

Over two decades of development following 
this modus operandi has resulted in the exclusion 
of the voices of the poor from their own 
development, insufficient structural change, and 
ever-deepening mistrust between citizens and 
government. 

“This mistrust is caused by the government 
[not] being in touch with the people on the 
ground,” says DAG’s Siswana. “But it’s also about 
the [people’s] lack of understanding of how 
government works.” 

Public participation 

DAG attributes the lack of meaningful 
community consultation and engagement 

in local development to some of the unrest. In 
other words, there is a need for platforms beyond 
protest where citizens can make themselves 
heard. Although public participation is a defining 
feature of democratic governance,11  a clear 
methodology or approach to achieving increased 
and meaningful public participation – especially 
for the poor and marginalized populations that 
constitute the majority in South Africa – remains 
elusive. 

Meanwhile both the need for public 
participation and the uncertainty around how to 
“do” it are acknowledged in numerous policies, 
including the 2013 National Development 
Plan (NDP), which in reference to upgrading 
of informal settlements, states: “There is an 
ambivalence across government towards 
how to address the upgrading of informal 
settlements... The institutional capabilities 
to manage processes such as incremental 
tenure, infrastructure and shelter upgrade and 

Public Participation 
Discourse And Framework
Despite the existence of various citizen and 
public participation processes, most of these 
“invited spaces” to input on developmental 
issues are mere tick-box exercises. The NDP 
captures this perfectly, stating: “There[1] is 
an ambivalence across government towards 
how to address the upgrading of informal 
settlements, and the mechanisms for the in 
situ upgrade of informal settlements have 
yet to be fully developed. The institutional 
capabilities to manage processes such as 
incremental tenure, infrastructure and shelter 
upgrade and the development of appropriate 
regulations, in a participatory and 
empowering way, have yet to be developed” 
(The Presidency 2012: 273)

Government’s stance on participation and 
empowerment is made clear in:

 � The NDP 2030, which speaks to 
building active citizenry in order to 
develop and maintain sustainable human 
settlements;

 � The Municipal Systems Act 2000, which 
states that government should create 
a “culture of community participation” 
through the Integrated Development Plan 
(IDP) and municipal budgeting processes. 
This should be done through local 
representation of elected ward councillors 
and ward committees;

 � Housing programmes like Breaking New 
Ground, National Housing Code, Informal 
Settlement Upgrading programmes 
like UISP, etc, which all invoke the need 
for community empowerment and 
socioeconomic integration. All these 
housing programmes promote the building 
of social capital through participative 
processes and addressing the 
broader social needs of communities.

INFOBOX 2
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In other words, government is failing to 
deliver – quickly enough, well enough – on 
promises of redress. But also, the majority of 
people do not understand how the processes 
of government work, and as a result, harbour 
unrealistic expectations about what government 
can feasibly do, as well as what they can and 
should do themselves. That is, to grasp their 
own agency and responsibilities as citizens in a 
democracy (See Infobox 3). 

The consequences of all this go far beyond 
potential disgruntlement over the design of a 
new housing settlement or who lives in it. DAG 
believes that meaningful engagement from poor 
communities is key to framing the pro-poor 
urban development strategies that could create 
truly integrated and inclusive South African cities. 
That is, cities whose management and planning 
strategies are guided by the vision of an equal 
society, where marginalized communities enjoy 
equal access to city resources. 14 

For such radical change to even become 
thinkable, a far wider range of stakeholders 

INFOBOX 3

Democracy & Social 
Justice
In Module 3, democracy is defined as: “A 
political system in which a government is 
removable by the people; the people are 
also be the ultimate decision-maker on who 
should govern…” A democracy is premised on 
the following elements:

 � A political system for choosing and 
replacing the government through free 
and fair elections. 

 � The active participation of the people, as 
citizens, in politics and civic life.

 � Protection of the human rights of all 
citizens.

 � A rule of law, in which the laws and 
procedures apply equally to all citizens.

Essential to the definition of democracy is 
the notion that all people have equal power 
to live freely, to vote, and to participate in 
decisions affecting their lives. However, 
because we live in a highly unequal society, 
we need to address those inequalities for 
democracy to function properly. When 
we speak about social justice, we refer 
to addressing the inequalities that are 
prevalent in terms of access to wealth, 
opportunities, and privileges within our 
society. Without social justice – or fairness 
and equality – democratic processes cannot 
function. The ACTP programme emphasizes 
the fact that democratic rights come with a 
civic responsibility to exercise these rights 
through active interest and involvement in the 
community.

– and in particular leaders from poor and 
marginalized communities – must be at the 
table and fully cognizant of their rights, roles, 
and responsibilities in the city’s planning, 
development, and management. 15 

Although public participation 
is a defining feature of 
democratic governance, a 
clear methodology or approach 
to achieving increased 
and meaningful public 
participation – especially for 
the poor and marginalized 
populations that constitute 
the majority in South Africa – 
remains elusive.



Active Citizens Training Programme ~ 07

It starts with the self

02
Advocating for 

your issues

S ince participating in the country’s first 
democratic election in 1994, the once-

marginalised people of South Africa have been 
told that they now have a seat at the table. And 
although public participation perhaps starts with 
knowing that place exists, really embracing one’s 
agency as a citizen requires believing that you 
belong there. 

“[The ACTP] actually taps into the skills 
that you undermine in yourself,” says Thobela of 
DAG’s leadership training. He explains that a lack 
of confidence – in one’s skills to speak publicly 
or to initiate conversations or projects, or a belief 
that “I’m someone who doesn’t know where to 
start” – stymie many would-be activists. 

The ACTP thus starts with the self. One of 
the features that distinguishes this course from 
other leadership programmes is its grounding in 
the interior. Module 1, titled “Knowing myself: 
Beginning with the end in mind”, focuses on 
self-knowledge, skills gaps, personal goal setting, 
identifying blind spots, and self-disclosure. 

“It’s based on an understanding of the process 
of how people learn. You start with what people 
know, and you build with what they have,” 
explains DAG’s West of the methodology. 

Providing a structured reflection for 
participants to identify what they know and do 
not know about themselves, the module naturally 
progresses to thinking about how self-perception 
shapes one’s understandings of equality and 
justice; how one’s actions affect others; and how 
taking control of one’s own narrative – the things 
we tell ourselves about ourselves – not only affects 
one’s ability to make change in the community, 
but also the kind of change one will make. 

“It was the opportunity of a lifetime to 
change the way you see life, to see things that 
are impossible [as] possible. It empowers, equips 
and gives you the strength to never give up,” said 
Thobela about the course. 

M elvina Olivier practically stumbled into 
Thobela’s ACTP cohort, having attended in 

lieu of a friend she knew from the local Resident’s 
Association. Beginning the course as someone 
who did not at all identify with the “activist label”, 
Melvina says the ACTP catalysed her into action, 
largely because of the connections she started 
to draw between the dynamics operating in her 
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“I can see to my family, but my 
family’s dealing with your family 
too. So we need to speak at a higher 
level.Your community is not just 
your house or church, it’s about 
the entire community and the 
diversity thereof.” 

~ Melvina Oliver

Left: Thobela Gubudela an ACTP 
participant and chairperson of the 
“Mandela Park Project 2” walking 

around Mandela Park with   
DAG’s ACTP Coordinator, Akhona 
Siswana. Photo: Alexia Webster. 

Below: Melvina Oliver poses for 
a picture during one of the DAG 

ACTP workshops in Athlone.
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community and the well-being of her 11-year-old 
daughter. 

“I realized by working for a better safer 
community, it will make life easier for her. I 
want her to feel free to say and do things,” says 
the 30-year-old from the spotless lounge in her 
Maitland Garden Village home.

Drawing connections between their selves 
and their environments, ACTP participants were 
mobilized to really get to know their communities 
in the second module: “Knowing my community: 
The art of organizing your own community”. 

“Seeing the ‘I’ in other people made me see 
it’s not just about ‘I’,” explains Melvina. “I can see 
to my family, but my family’s dealing with your 
family too. So we need to speak at a higher level. 
Your community is not just your house or church, 
it’s about the entire community, and the diversity 
thereof.” 

That diversity is not always obvious, even 
to people who have lived in a place their whole 
lives. For this reason, Module 2 introduces 
“social scoping tools”, practical information-
gathering exercises that deepen knowledge of a 
community’s players and resources (See Infobox 
4). This information can then serve as the basis of 
new conversations about where resources lie and 
how the community should use them.

Among the tools introduced, participants 
found community profiling and asset mapping 
particularly useful. Community profiling 
identifies the different stakeholders present in 
a community (e.g., hospitals, police stations, 
community-based organisations, etc.). Asset 
mapping takes profiling one step farther, 
identifying the resources represented by a 
community’s stakeholders, and categorizing these 
as individual assets (knowledge, skills, contacts), 
community assets (churches, clubs, societies), 
and institutional assets (businesses, educational 
institutions, recreational facilities, etc.).  

Conducting both exercises in their 
communities as ACTP “homework”, participants 
felt themselves gaining a form of power as they 
deepened their knowledge of their communities. 
They also reported frustration at how often 
officials resisted releasing information and 
surprise at the amount of information that 
seemingly did not even exist (e.g., the ward 
councillor’s office lacking numbers for things like 

households, schools, edu-care centres, etc. within 
the relevant ward). 16 

Recognizing these personal and communal 
strengths – previously overlooked and often 
underutilized – was hugely inspirational to some 
ACTP participants. 

“We came back and reflected on what is 
actually broken in our community. We did 
research and went into the field and said let’s find 
out what is it we want. What is it the people want? 
What do we want to keep, what do we want to 
change, what do we want to improve on, what do 
we need to improve on, what do we need to work 
on?” Melvina says. 

A key point that emerged for Melvina was that 
whatever change was needed, it required input 
from the whole community, and a more open and 
collective kind of leadership to support it.

DAG sees this ability to work “from the inside” 
not only as helpful in identifying important 
community issues, but also fundamental to 
building these new kinds of leaders. 

“In order to lead, you need to understand  
how you measure up to your image of a leader,” 
says West. “If I can set a small goal for myself, 
eventually it leads to setting larger goals for my 
community.” 

James Taylor, an organisational development 
practitioner17 who evaluated a past incarnation 
of the ACTP, says the course’s use of an interior 
focus to link participants to community issues and 
organising was “a great place to start”, very clearly 
leading to “people discovering their own power 
and agency.” 

That kind of growth is vital to what Taylor 
says is a much-needed shift in how leadership 
is viewed both in South Africa and around 
the world. “Leaders are assuming too much 
responsibility, and we are putting it on them.” 
Taylor argues, explaining that this top-down 
hierarchical view of leadership permeates 
society at every level, from small community 
organisations to venerated universities and 
national government itself, undermining citizen 
agency and responsibility across all those spaces. 

“People are conditioned to say ‘give me the 
answer, tell me what must I do’. We’ve got to find 
other ways of helping people discover a new way 
of seeing and acting in and on the world” says 
Taylor. 
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The Tools
Community organisers can only be 

successful if they understand the 
communities and the people they have 

to organise. People often think they 
know their area well, and have many 

opinions about other people’s attitudes or 
perceived problems. The following tools 

help community organisers to find out 
what people see as their problems, how 

they see the solutions, and what attitudes 
need to be changed. 

This set of tools, which allow for social, 
economic, and cultural impact analyses of 

conditions within a community, includes 
Community Profiling, Social Audits, 

Enumeration, Sustainable Livelihoods 
Analysis, and Asset Mapping. 

COMMUNITY PROFILING

A community profile helps ensure you address 
the correct issues in your area. It should cover 
the following areas of information for your 
community:

 � The people: who are they and what problems 
do they experience?

 � What infrastructural resources are available?

 � What services are accessible?

 � Community life: what else is happening in your 
community?

INFOBOX 4

SOCIAL AUDITS

A social audit is a community-led process 
reviewing crucial documents to determine 
whether the public expenditure and service 
delivery outcomes reported by the government 
really reflect the public money spent and the 
services received by the community.18 A social 
audit provides a way to build effective and 
meaningful public participation in poor and 
working-class communities by providing a means 
for the community to engage with the governance 
processes that affect their lives. Social audits 
empower communities to gather and legitimise 
evidence of their experiences of service delivery, 
and through this process, enables them to 
claim and realise their constitutional rights 
to democratic participation and accountable 
government.

These tools are 
easily replicable, 

and numerous 
ACTP participants 
and graduates are 

applying them 
within their own 

communities
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ASSET MAPPING

As an alternative to the more commonly practiced 
needs-based approach, Asset Based Community 
Development (ABCD) shifts the focus of 
community development from “problem solving” 
to “asset building”.  Community asset mapping is 
a strategy for identifying the resources present 
in a community: in residents, associations, and 
institutions. These resources or assets become 
the primary building blocks of sustainable 
community development. 

Community Asset Mapping focuses on existing 
skills, knowledge, and relationships that are 
assets in the community which may have perhaps 
been underutilized. It is an alternative to looking 
at the deficits and needs of a community. Building 
on the skills of local residents, the power of local 
associations, and the supportive functions of local 
institutions, asset-based community development 
draws upon existing community strengths to build 
stronger, more sustainable communities for the 
future.

ENUMERATION 

To enumerate means “to count”, “to list down”, 
or “to ascertain the number of”. Participatory 
enumeration is a data-gathering process which 
is, to a significant extent, jointly designed and 
conducted by the people who are being surveyed.

 � It is the process of collecting information from 
each structure in the settlement.  

 � This is done by going door to door and asking 
specific questions from each family.

 � The questions range from information 
regarding the family and their education to 
information concerning the living environment.

SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS 
ANALYSIS

The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach differs 
from traditional ways of researching poverty 
because it examines people’s lives as a 
whole, rather than focusing exclusively on 
their financial situation, and also because 
it starts from their strengths, their assets, 
and resources rather than their needs. The 
livelihoods framework is a tool to improve our 
understanding of livelihoods, particularly the 
livelihoods of the poor.  

Livelihoods consist of the capabilities, 
assets (both material and social resources), 
and activities required for a means of 
living.  A livelihood is sustainable when it can 
cope with and recover from stresses and 
shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities 
and assets, and provide benefits to other 
livelihoods locally and more widely, both now 
and in the future, while not undermining the 
natural resource base.19

The sustainable livelihoods framework 
presents the main factors that affect people’s 
livelihoods, as well as typical relationships 
between these. It can be used both in planning 
new development activities and assessing 
the contribution to sustainability made by 
existing initiatives. The framework is centred 
on people. It helps stakeholders (who hold 
different perspectives) to understand and 
engage in a structured way about the many 
factors that affect livelihoods.
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Tackling neighbourhood issues

DAG’s ACTP alumni and Maitland Garden Village 
(MGV) Residents Association member sharing 

with the Horizontal Learning Platform (HLP) group 
about the MGV community issues as well as the 
tactics and methods they are using to deal with 

local neighbourhood issues.
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03

Navigating the rules in 
a post-struggle world

Comply before 
you complain

A lthough being a good leader may start with 
self-awareness and the ability to grasp the 

dynamics at play in one’s community, it also 
requires knowledge of how things work in the 
world. In a pale-yellow container that serves as 
the office for a gardening project adjacent to the 
Bonteheuwel police station, Abduragmaan Jacobs 
posts a message on the Joint Peace Forum’s (JPF) 
WhatsApp group. 

Once a chairperson in his local union, 
Abduragmaan’s two-decade history of labour-
related activism was interrupted when he was 
retrenched from his job as a shop steward in 
October 2015. Initially adrift, he regained his 
footing in the JPF, where he helped organise 
marches protesting an upsurge of gang violence 
in 2015.  

“We arranged the marches, but we then asked 
ourselves, what next? We can march till we’re 
blue in the face, but what do we do after that?” he 
recalls. 

Given that organized protest was key to the 
process that ultimately yielded a democratic 
South Africa, it is understandable that it 
remains a default response for disenfranchised 
communities wishing to make themselves heard. 
But nearly 25 years into democracy, citizens 
require a wider spectrum of methods to bring 
change. 

That said, the challenge of navigating the 
labyrinth of government bureaucracy is daunting 
even for the well-resourced, never mind the 
average citizen in a country where (according 
to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development) 51% of the population had 
not completed high school in 2014, and 32.4% of 
people aged 18-24 years were not in employment 
during the first quarter of 2018.

“We say next week we want to do something, 
but then we sit, not knowing how we get there,” 
explains Abduragmaan about the lack of 
knowledge around strategies and tactics to further 
community initiatives.  

Like many of his fellow ACTP graduates, 
the 49-year-old, who works part time in the 
community garden and also freelances as a 
photographer, says that one of the best parts of 
the ACTP was learning the “proper” way to do 
things. 

Left Top:  Abduragmaan Jacobs, a 
member of the Joint Peace Forum’s 

(JPF) and an ACTP graduate.

Left Bottom: A view of government 
houses along the N2 highway in 

Heideveld

“You must follow all the 
rules you need to follow. 

If they challenge you, you 
take it from there. Because 

there’s always someone 
higher. That is what we 
were taught at ACTP – 
how do you use these 

institutions in order to fight” 

~ Abduragmaan Jacobs
ACTP graduate
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Redirected with the contacts of the national 
building regulator and the Legal Resource 
Centre, which Abduragmaan had picked up at 
the Housing Summit and on the ACTP course 
respectively, the residents are currently awaiting 
the results of the national building regulator’s 
investigation into their case.  

“[You must] follow all the rules you need to 
follow. If they challenge you, you take it from 
there. Because there’s always someone higher. 
That is what we were taught at ACTP – how 
do you use these institutions in order to fight,” 
Abduragmaan says. But of course, this ethos 
assumes a person knows the rules. 

At the start of the ACTP last July, DAG’s 
Crystal West, who has decades of experience 

Part of Abduragmaan’s learning came from 
his experience accompanying DAG to the 2017 
National Department of Human Settlement’s 
Housing Summit. Meeting officials and experts 
of all stripes, he carefully recorded contact 
details for everyone he encountered, including 
the national regulator for building construction, 
whose details he captured with a group of ex-
Bonteheuwel residents in mind. Recipients of 
government houses just across the N2 highway in 
Heideveld, these ex-Bonteheuwel residents had 
earlier that year moved into their new homes to 
discover they lacked standard air vents, leading to 
a severe mould problem. 

“Even this container has vents,” Abduragmaan 
points out ruefully. “But when they complained, 
the mayor said they must open their windows.” 

Feeling ignored and frustrated, the residents 
planned a protest on the N2. It was at this point 
that Abduragmaan, recently returned from the 
Summit, interceded. “I said you can get what you 
want, but in a legal framework,” he says. 

Above: “It was such an eye-opener learning how the three spheres 
of government function in relation to one another, and what the 

mechanisms are for citizens to engage with each of them.”  
~ ACTP graduate Siphokazi Xameni

Top Right: Abduragmaan chatting to a recipients of government 
houses just across the N2 highway in Heideveld.
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facilitating housing and development projects in 
disadvantaged communities, thought she’d begin 
with what she considered a “joke” question about 
how many spheres of government there are in 
South Africa. Addressing this group primarily 
made up of community-based and civil-society 
organisation leaders and members,20 the silence 
in the room made her realise the joke was on her. 

“That was a key moment,” she recalls, 
humbled by the realisation of where people were 
starting from.  

Fortunately, the modules are designed to 
address precisely these gaps. Module 3’s topic, 
“Understanding Democracy”, covers topics 
like the characteristics of a democracy; how 
democracy is implemented; and what power, 
influence, and advocacy are. The module focuses 
specifically on the different arms and spheres 
of government and its roles and functions. For 
anyone who slept through her civics class or – 
more likely the case for most participants – never 
had this material presented in a practical way, this 
kind of information is invaluable. It is also rarely 
offered in such a concise form. 

“It was such an eye opener,” says ACTP 
graduate Siphokazi Xameni, of learning how the 
three spheres of government function in relation 
to one another, and what the mechanisms are for 
citizens to engage with each of them. 

Sitting in the bubble-gum pink lounge of the 
Siyaphambili Orphan Village in Langa, which her 
mother founded in 2002 and where she has been 
manager since 2014, Sipho continues: “There’s a 
lot of hearsay about what government is supposed 
to be doing, and what people are supposed to 
be doing, and what is actually happening. [The 
ACTP] gives you all the processes that a person 
must follow.” 

In addition to managing the orphanage, 
Sipho is secretary of the Youth Development 
Programme, a community organisation that 
addresses problems faced by youth in Langa, 
especially those from informal settlements. 

Although she says she “hates politics” and 
did not consider herself an activist, Sipho applied 
to the ACTP because she sensed a connection 
between the problems she was seeing amongst 
the youth – whom she describes as “so angry 
[but] not even sure what they are angry about” – 
and the so-called “housing issue”, which she felt 

she and the community both struggled to fully 
understand. 

“I thought let me go [to the course] to get 
knowledge about what’s going on [with housing], 
and I can come back and explain to the parents 
and grandparents who have been staying in those 
shacks for I don’t know how many years. Let me 
go and understand why people are not getting 
houses, understand the process of housing. I 
didn’t know it was going to go so deep,” she 
laughs. 
Leaning about the numerous existing housing 
programmes and various legal channels that 
people can use to influence development 
processes, Sipho saw the ignorance, apathy, and 
anger around her in a different light.

“It made me more sympathetic to 
government,” she says. “People scream because 
they’re not being heard, but don’t find out what 
solutions government is trying to come with. 
They think they can skip door one and go straight 
to door five. I learned It’s not like that. Know 
the doors you must go to. Know the particular 
reasons. Complain after you comply,” she insists. 

Thobela from Mandela Park agrees: “[The 
ACTP] changed me a lot, in that I know what 
channels to seek relevant information [from] 
and I know who to ask,” he says, adding that 
understanding the processes involved in decision-
making and therefore who finally has the power 
to say yes or no was key to obtaining the title 
deeds for those 89 Mandela Park backyarders. 
That said, doing things “properly” takes time and 
invariably requires more knowledge than a single 
course could ever provide. 
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Socio-technical support 

Strategies 
& Tactics

04
proceed by assisting to ensure that the proposal 
speaks to all of the necessary issues, and that the 
applicants know the rules for submission. 

“We support them. But they are the ones 
who submit,” Siswana says, adding “We work for 
the [people] who are advocating for themselves 
already and driving their own development.”

The ACTP’s Module 4 “Developing 
appropriate advocacy strategies and tactics to 
implement community action plans” focuses 
on mapping out a practical path to reach an 
organisation’s goals, which process includes 
noting where additional external support may 
be needed. Throughout the course, anything 
that needs more attention is placed in what is 
called the “Parking Lot”. Time constraints in the 
modules mean that certain concepts or tools – 
e.g., how to create an organisational constitution 
– cannot be focussed on extensively. Such items 
are thus “parked” as areas for deeper engagement. 
At the end of the course, participants and 
facilitators choose which issues will form the 
topic for a separate day’s workshop, allowing 
more time to get into the nitty gritty of actually 
using the tools and strategies, often through the 
lens of participants’ real examples.  

But DAG’s socio-technical support is by no 
means exclusive to ACTP-affiliated individuals 
or organisations. In fact, Thobela signed up for 
the ACTP because MPP2 had been receiving 
socio-technical support from DAG for several 
years prior. It was DAG that encouraged and 
assisted the MPP2 to formalize as a registered 
organisation with a constitution so that its 
applications would be taken seriously by the 
Department of Human Settlements. DAG also 
advised MPP2 that it needed to find out who 
owned the land in Mandela Park, and to decide 
on what housing typology people wanted, 
actions that were key to finally obtaining the title 
deeds and making progress towards securing a 
contractor.  

Having received this prior support, Thobela 
leapt at the opportunity to participate in DAG’s 
ACTP course, which, he says “uplifted my 
leadership skills and ability to network”, giving 
him the ability to not only identify whom 
he needed to speak to, but the confidence to 
approach people at the top in order to get his 
community’s needs met. 

“That’s where we as DAG saw the gap, to say 
let us capacitate [people and organisations] 

to use different strategies to advocate for their 
own issues,” says Siswana of the “socio-technical” 
support that DAG offers in tandem with the 
ACTP, as well as to organisations whose needs 
align with the NGO’s objectives. 

A classic example of the latter would be a 
community that has identified a piece of land for 
which they would like to develop a proposal for 
government-subsidized housing. In such a case, 
DAG would offer support like a workshop for 
the community covering topics like how zoning 
works, the different housing typologies offered 
by government, and the beneficiary qualification 
criteria for those different typologies. If the group 
went on to assemble a proposal, DAG would 

Left Top: DAG Programme Manager, Zama 
Magwatyu discusses various ways of 

implementing community action plans.

Left Bottom: Community leaders and 
DAG facilitators work towards developing 

strategies and tactics to tackle land & 
housing issues in the community.
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Discovering new 
ways of acting in and 

on the world

Activated citizens

05 Surrounded by newspaper clippings and 
pictures of her mother and the orphans they 

both helped raise over the years, Siphokazi enjoys 
the quiet before the school day lets out. Although 
still not claiming the title of activist, she is 
comfortable with advocate, and has made a point 
of actively sharing the information she learned at 
the ACTP in that capacity.   

“I never thought I would need such 
information personally until it hit me, it’s not just 
for me, but the people I work for. Each and every 
time after I attended [a module], I’d sit the kids 
down and give them what I think I know,” she 
says of the role she felt she could play in spreading 
information to young people both in and outside 
of the orphanage. 

“It takes a person to change their own mind, 
not someone else. But I can give information. I 
[can] motivate them to see, to take responsibility, 
knowing that no one will make a difference until 
you stand up and do it for yourself,” she says. 

With a maximum of 25 participants per 
year, the success of a course like the ACTP relies 
on this kind of viral appeal. In keeping with its 
self-starting, people-centred development ethos, 
ACTP provides participants with a thick sheaf 
of materials to take home and use at whatever 
organisational level they operate. There is also 
a very active ACTP WhatsApp group, where 
participants and DAG facilitators frequently 
share news from their different communities and 
invite each other to relevant events and meetings. 
Additionally, the overall timeframe of the ACTP 
has extended to occur over a whole year (rather 
than four months) so that participants have more 
time to implement the tools and lessons in their 
communities, requesting socio-technical support 
from DAG as needed. 

“We hope that [ex-participants] will approach 
us and say this is the action plan we put together 
or the thing we want to drive, can you support 
us? But they need to activate first, and DAG will 
support if possible,” says West of DAG’s follow-up 
strategy. 

Thobela is anxious to get to a meeting 
where the steering committee for the new 

“MAHAMA” housing project is being appointed. 
A large housing project implemented through the 
City of Cape Town, MAHAMA will create 1000 

“It takes a person to change 
their own mind, not 

someone else. But  
I can give information. 

I [can] motivate them to 
see, to take responsibility, 
knowing that no one will 

make a difference until 
you stand up and do it for 

yourself.”
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Back in Bonteheuwel, Abduragmaan is 
contemplating his own next steps. “The question 
I am sitting with now, is how we get all of the 
people together and start a forum that deals with 
all the issues,” he says, explaining that such a body 
would have “different branches” to address the 
issues shared by communities from Bonteheuwel 
to Langa, from Hanover Park to Khayelitsha. 

“If we come together, we can filter into 
a bigger organisation that takes the issues 
to something like a summit, where all the 
government officials come. Then we can talk 
about the issues affecting us, and how we can 
have collaboration between government and civil 
society,” he muses. 

What he is describing sounds a lot like the 
pro-poor engagement and participation that 
DAG and other social justice organisations have 
been calling for and trying to help build. In other 
words, it sounds a lot like a healthy democracy. 

 

housing opportunities (most likely in the form of 
flats) for Khayelitsha backyarders from the areas 
of Mandela Park, Harare, and Makhaza. 

Thobela will not sit on the steering committee, 
as his focus needs to remain on MPP2, but 
he hopes that MAHAMA’s development will 
incorporate some of the “placemaking” features 
that were discussed in the ACTP’s session on 
“Sustainable Neighbourhoods” (part of Module 
4). 

“There are elements that we want to be part of 
it, like libraries, community parks, and spaces that 
people can rent for business,” he says of the need 
to consider housing development as more than 
just boxes where people sleep.

While he is uncertain how much planning 
feedback MAHAMA is still open to receiving, he 
wants to help the future steering committee where 
he can. “My colleagues from the backyarders will 
be a part of it, and we can share experiences as far 
as how to take on issues with the Department of 
Human Settlements. As we know, working with 
them is not an easy ride, so they will need people 
with the experience and know how,” he says with 
an affable smile.  

Below: Some of the community leaders that 
participated in DAG’s Active Citizens Training 

Program (ACTP) over the past three years. 
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The way forward

Conclusions & 
Discussion Points 

06 Increasing citizens’ ability and drive to actively 
participate in the governance and development of 

their communities is an acute need.
DAG believes the following interventions and 

initiatives are key to supporting and furthering 
programmes like the ACTP:

Advice Offices
Based on the model from the days of the struggle 
against apartheid, these “one-stop-shops” for all 
neighbourhood issues from housing to education 
to crime would serve local residents seeking 
information and advice on how to use the system to 
help them resolve any local governance matter. 

• The challenges to establishing such offices 
are around building capacity within CBOs to 
run and operationalize offices, and financing 
the endeavour (both capacity building and 
operations). 

• DAG suggests investigating an intergovernmental 
/ multi-stakeholder approach. 

Joint Programmes 
The work of creating and capacitating an active 
citizenry, particularly among lower-income 
households, requires greater collaboration and 
partnership-based approaches. This includes 
alliances between the City of Cape Town, ward 
councillors, sub-council members and managers, 
CBOs, and civic organizations. As a starting point, 
DAG suggests bringing all these players together 
through programmatic-based initiatives. 

• For example, every 5 years the SALGA runs a 
training programme for all councillors across the 
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Participatory Budgeting 
A citywide focus on including greater citizen 
participation in shaping budgets and investments 
across wards and the city is needed. Meaningful 
participation in decision-making around how 
budgets are formulated and how investments are 
prioritized is vital. Citizens need mechanisms and 
platforms at both the local (ward) and citywide 
levels to be able to submit informed input that 
will be valued and influential. The spaces for 
input that do currently exist are mostly treated as 
tokens, and do not lead to change. Further, they 
are beset by the problems of neighbourhood silos, 
which by their nature neglect the bigger picture 
for citywide development. 

DAG suggests exploring the creation of a 
citywide budgeting platform or forum where 
leadership from CBOs and civics can build 
solidarity around the most pressing issues. Such a 
platform would: 

• Allow organizations to identify and tackle 
issues together, as well as to share and garner 
support for building capacity and awareness 
about these issues and how budgets could be 
devoted to addressing them. 

• Help address the problem of big issues falling 
by the wayside because they do not fall under a 
single neighbourhood’s jurisdiction.   

• Assist in building the city of the future; 
i.e., looking at the bigger picture for large 
investments to be made in parks, transport, 
roads, education, health, etc. 

Enhanced training 
Programs like the ACTP serve as a key starting 
point in our efforts to activate and inform citizens 
to participate in our democracy. However, next-
level training in developing community action 
plans and participatory planning are needed. 
Our current training is too short for participants 
to develop implementable advocacy plans with 
detailed tactics and strategies. 

country, encompassing some 4 300 wards. A 
joint programme in partnership with SALGA 
and/or other similar institutions could serve 
to work with local government and councils 
to support existing programmes, with a focus 
on increasing knowledge about the roles and 
responsibilities of different stakeholders in 
neighbourhood regeneration processes.

• Create an information platform to enhance 
connections and sharing between all the 
organizations running leadership and civic 
training programmes. Such a platform would 
focus on making such programmes and 
courses as “user friendly” as possible, meaning 
citizens with an interest in getting involved 
and deepening their knowledge could easily 
access what is out there to help them capacitate 
themselves. (This is also an example of the 
kind of information that Advice Offices would 
share.)  

Recognition 
Local government needs to actively recognize 
CBOs and leadership civics as representative of 
citizens’ voices in the spaces where they already 
exist. Despite the official spaces created for public 
participation, these processes continue to largely 
be tick-box exercises, and there is a need for local 
government to recognize civic agency where it is 
already happening. This means recognizing these 
groups (i.e., creating a meaningful mechanism 
for them to participate in relevant decision-
making forums or processes), and enhancing 
and enabling them to interact and engage with 
government and councillors. 



Notes:
01  Located 25 km from Cape Town’s CBD, 

Khayelitsha is reputedly South Africa’s largest 
and fastest-growing township. 

02 See “Implementation Issues” below for further 
information on housing policy. 

03 UN Habitat: 1 

04 Ibid 

05 New Housing Policy 1994: preamble

06 South Africa is one of just more than 30 
countries that have included the right to housing 
in its Constitution.  Section 26 of the Constitution 
of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, states 
that everyone has the right to have “access to 
adequate housing”. It is the government’s duty to 
take reasonable legislative and other measures, 
within its available resources, to achieve the 
progressive realisation of this right. (Source: UN 
Habitat: 2) 

07 SOURCE: World Bank, 2018. Overcoming Poverty 
and Inequality in South Africa: An Assessment 
of Drivers, Constraints and Opportunities, 
Washington DC: World Bank Group. http://
documents.worldbank.org/curated/
en/530481521735906534/Overcoming-Poverty-
and-Inequality-in-South-Africa-An-Assessment-
of-Drivers-Constraints-and-Opportunities 

08 Schotte et al. 2017. Schotte, S.; Zizzamia, R. and 
Leibbrandt, M. (2017) Social Stratification, Life 
Chances and Vulnerability to Poverty in South 
Africa, Southern Africa Labour and Development 
Research Unit Working Paper 208, Cape Town: 
SALDRU, University of Cape Town

09 SOURCE: Stats SA, 2017. Poverty Trends in 
South Africa: An Examination of Absolute 
Poverty Between 2006 and 2015’, Statistics 
South Africa Media Release, 22 August, www.
statssa.gov.za/?p=10341

10 As opposed to civil and political rights, which 
are more clear-cut in that they only require 
government to not inhibit individual freedoms. 
(SOURCE: UN Habitat: 3) 

11 MPL: 23 [references to MPL refer to Misereor 
proposal doc) 

12 The Presidency 2012: 273

13 MPL: 23

14 MPL: 11

15 MPL: 7

16 ACTP Module 2 Report

17   Taylor explains this role as helping 
organisations to develop over time in ways 
that make them as effective as possible in 
light of their purpose (e.g., social justice). He 
has worked in this capacity since the 1980s 
with the Community Development Resource 
Association (CDRA). 

18 http://socialaudits.org.za/

19 Chambers and Conway: “Sustainable 
Livelihoods: Practical Concepts for the 21st 
Century” (1992.)

20 The ACTP participants were selected from an 
open application process, publicized through 
local traditional media and social media, 
as well as via DAG’s existing networks. The 
main criteria used in selection were 1. The 
participant must be readily active within 
the community on community development 
activities. 2. Commitment to community 
development. 3 Willingness to work with 
other partners 4. Youth members involved in 
development.
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Right: ACTP participants work together on an 
exercise to deepen their knowledge of local 

community players and resources.
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