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Growing 
Communities

When I started here I was very resistant to including… 
communities in partnership with Wolfgat. I had worked in 
rural areas before where there were hardly any communities. It 
was just about blommetjies and plantjies (flowers and plants). 
But 2005 and 2006 were my worst years ever – no resources, 
no staff, no computers. I thought I’d go off my rocker and I 
thought what if I could get people to help me to look after this 
reserve? Eventually I succumbed as I had little to lose. Since then 
it has not always been easy but what it proved to me is that this 
work with the communities really does work. It really does. I will 
never look back. This is the only way for people in conservation 
to work. It’s the only way to make our natural environment 
sustainable. And it has changed me as a person. I see things 
differently and am a better person for it. 
- Charline Mc Kie, Reserve Manager, City of Cape Town

Where work at any one site may appear thankless, endless 
and with little reward, that same site, if conserved with the 
full… engagement of the people around could be a source of 
pride and generator of stability and community transformation 
decades later. Conservation ultimately is about the investment 
that people make in preserving the sites, educating their 
children, lobbying for conservation resources and living in such 
a way that the planet is cared for.  
- Sue Soal et al 1

Diversity in ecosystems and livelihood strategies is important to 
buffer people against shocks and surprises such as climatic and 
economic fluctuations. Land use and spiritual practices that nurture 
diversity can support the adaptive capacity of social ecological 
systems, while enhancing intangible values such as a sense of 
place, identity, and pride. These factors are a major motivation for 
communities to engage proactively in ecosystem management.
- Fabricius et al 2

In Chapter 1, we identified our mission as urban conservators 
as putting people in the middle of nature, putting nature in 
the middle of people and finding ways to forge relationships 
between them that are mutually beneficial and self-sustaining. 
We could also say that we aim to foster social ecological 
systems that are resilient, self-generative and adaptable. In 
order to do this, we need to help create conditions that will 
enable the community to become adaptive collaborative 

Creating conditions for sustainability 
through community partnerships

4

Charline and community partners at a Champions’ forum meeting

Diversity in ecosystems and livelihood strategies is important to buffer people 
against shocks and surprises such as climatic and economic fluctuations
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managers of the site and other natural resources.
This demands effort in two major areas:

•	 We	 need	 to	 motivate	 communities to value 
nature in the city and on the conservation sites 
as much as the air they breathe and the water 
they drink. This means using the site to 
enable them to discover, or rediscover, just 
how indispensable and life-giving nature is. 
In the words of Julian Britz, how it brings 
peace, life and harmony;

•	 We	need	to	build	capacity	in	our	communities 
to enable their active collaboration in 
managing natural resources.

The beauty of these two endeavours is that they 
are interlinked and self-generating. The more we enable 
community members to engage with and take stewardship of 
the site, the more they will discover its value and the greater 
will be their capacity to engage and take stewardship. And 
the more we do this, the more we can do this, because the 
process recruits new community partners so that there are 
more of us to do it. In short, like everything in nature, it is a 
growing enterprise.

However, we need to be warned by the following story:

This story holds two important lessons:
	 •		 Our	attempts	to	‘modify		 	

   nature’ have frequently   
   backfired; 
•	 Small	actions	can	have		 	
 massive consequences that   
 are difficult to predict.

When working to enrich 
social ecological systems, 
we need to take heed of both 
these lessons. We need to be 

humble in recognising that we 
are not driving the process. We 

are not planting a plantation. We 
are just clearing weeds and freeing 

rivers and creating space for a forest 
to grow. Ruitenbeek and Carter and other 

writers have stressed that adaptive collaborative management 
emerges organically in the right circumstances 3 – 
and this is underscored by the experiences of urban conser-
vators working with communities in Cape	Town.	Our	 job	 is	
not to force the process of adaptive collaborative management, 
which would only lead to failure, but to help create the 
conditions for its emergence. 

At the same time, while our actions may be small, tentative 
and humble, they may also have huge consequences – both 
positive and negative. These may be immediately apparent, 
or they may take some years to manifest. We need to keep 
our interventions light, tune our ears and eyes to the patterns 
and harmonies of the social ecological systems around us, 
and trust in their drive to resilience and self-regulation. 
Perhaps the most important factor here is holding the vision 
of resilience and sustainability. The more this vision is shared 
by community partners, the more clearly it is articulated, the 
more it will unfold and fulfil itself. Consciously adapting 
seems to impart a higher level of purpose and resolve than 
simply adapting out of habit.

In order to cultivate collaborative partnerships, we need to 
‘prepare	the	soil’ and forge a strong working relationship with 
local communities. In the following section we will explore 
ways to develop and maintain this relationship.

64 Growing Communities: Creating conditions for sustainability through community partnerships

Sometime in the 1950s, someone in central Africa had the 
bright idea of decorating his ornamental ponds with the 
South American aquatic plant, Eichhornia crassipes. His 
visitors were most impressed with these attractive blue 
flowers, and took some home to their ponds. 50 years later, 
this plant has become the scourge of African waterways, 
causing billions of dollars in damages. It provides a 
breeding ground for mosquitoes and has led to increased 
malaria, encephalitis, bilharzia, gastro-intestinal disorders, 
and schistosomiasis. It also interferes with water treatment, 
irrigation, water supply, smothers aquatic life and reduces 
nutrients for young fish. It has blocked supply intakes for 
the hydroelectric plant, interrupting electrical power for 
entire cities.

Water hyacinth forms a deadly carpet on Lake Victoria, Malawi
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1. Groundwork for 
community 
partnerships
We tend to go to poor communities with our ideas of what 
we think they need to hear. But I think with our environmental 
education programmes we are not going about it right. We 
need to hear from communities what they would like to learn, 
and what their understanding of nature is and what this means.
- Bongani Mnisi, Area Manager, City of Cape Town

Every community is complex, and every community is 
different. While writing this book, we spoke to many people 
involved in collaborative conservation practice and no two 
stories were the same. What is common, however, is that despite 
the frustrations, site managers have found the investment 
in community participation tremendously rewarding, and 
well-targeted efforts are worthwhile. A solid community 
partnership is the bedrock of all community projects, and the 
stronger it is, the more potential we have to build.

Building a relationship involves engaging with communities 
at different levels. For example:

• Getting to know each other. Introducing ourselves, 
discovering what inspires, defeats and drives the 
community; identifying community structures and 
organisations that we can work with; 

• Establishing structures or systems to ensure ongoing 
communication, share learning, and enable collaborative 
management;

• Collaborating with organisations in managing specific 
projects;

• Recruiting and working with volunteers and individuals 
who may also be members of community organisation, 
but who show a special interest in projects linked to the 
site.

But perhaps the most critical engagement is forging a 
shared vision through structural processes with community 
forums and stakeholders, as described in Chapters Two and 
Three. Creating the vision is just the beginning. We also 
need to continuously assess whether the vision is reflected in 
practice and – this may be challenging – we need to empower 
communities to hold us to that vision at all times. 

We will explore these different levels in more detail below.

1.1 Introductions

My process of recruiting people to participate was informal. 
I drove around and spoke to people, talked to people on the 
street, put up posters at the library, clinic and museum.  
- Sabelo Lindani, Site Manager, City of Cape Town

There are different ways of getting to know a community. In 
Chapter Two, we described the broad process of mapping out 
key elements of a social system. Below are some more specific 
guidelines on identifying and establishing contact with local 
structures, forums and individuals. 

1.  Strategise and prioritise which organisations, structures 
and	 role	 players	 to	 engage	 with	 first.	 Over	 time	 it	 would	
be good to introduce ourselves to all relevant groups – for 
example, while she was manager of Wolfgat Nature Reserve, 
Charline Mc Kie and her staff made an effort to meet with 
every single person living on the border of the reserve. 
However, this takes time, and we need to decide who is best 
to	start	with.	Some	of	the	questions	to	guide	this	decision	are:
• Which organisations or individual leaders are most 

influential in terms of how many sectors of the community 
they reach and their authority, respect and reliability?

We are creating the conditions of emergence… making space for the forest 
to grow

Macassar Dunes Volunteers find out the views and needs of local residents Going out into the community is an important step in getting to know it
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• Which organisations or individuals have an interest 
in conservation and therefore are likely to be most 
responsive?

• Which organisations have the strongest capacity and 
resources to work in partnerships?

• Which organisations work in a way that is most 
conducive to creating the conditions for adaptive and 
collaborative management?

• Which organisations or individuals can benefit most 
immediately from the site?

• Which organisations or individuals could do most 
damage to the site if they do not support it?

Although, it is not enough just to work with enthusiastic 
and motivated individuals or organisations, it may be 
easier to begin with them and get their help in engaging 
other	 groups.	 The	 ‘spider-gram’ activity below can help to 
prioritise which organisations to approach. Mapping in this 
way is very useful as it helps us see patterns of connectivity.

2.	Once	we	have	identified	key individuals and organisations, 
we need to choose the best way to introduce ourselves. 
Different approaches will work better for different audiences, 
but in general we should be proactive. Methods such as library 
displays, advertisements or articles in the local newsletter are 
helpful, but we also need to go out and seek contact, and not 
just rely on people to approach us. Possible methods include:

•	 Stakeholder	workshops and meetings;
• Community walkabouts;
•	 General public meetings;
•	 Public displays;
• Newsletters and information in local newspapers or 

radio stations;
•	 Door-to-door campaigns;
•	 Individual	meetings or interviews;
•	 Drama,	music	and	story	telling;
•	 Art	and	writing	competitions	in	schools;
• Addressing routine meetings of an organisation. 

Volunteers use drama at a Macassar Dunes Heritage Day event

The many legged spider: Tool for stakeholder mapping   
Requirements: Large sheet of paper, coloured card, kokis, and 
scissors.

1. Make a list of all the organisations and institutions that 
operate within the local community.

2. Cut out circles to represent each organisation and institution. 
3. Share what you know about each organisation or institution 

and discuss how you may work with each one to promote 
adaptive co-management in the community and to enhance 
the value of the site for the community. 

4. Place the conservation site at the centre of the large sheet of 
paper and place the circles representing around the conser-
vation site. Put those you think you should work with  more 
closely nearer to the site. Discuss the placement of the circles.

5. Draw lines connecting them to indicate their relationship 

with the site: e.g. thick lines between the circles show a good 
relationship, dotted lines may indicate a weaker relationship, 
loopy lines a conflicted one. Add notes to the lines if you 
wish. Discuss what the lines represent. 

6. Draw lines between the organisations and institutions to 
show how they connect with each other. Discuss how these 
connections may help in creating conditions for adaptive co-
management and in strengthening your relationship with 
organisations. 

7. While plotting the diagram, explore why certain choices are 
being made.

8. Think about whether there are groups of people not repre-
sented by the organisations or institutions. Discuss ways to 
reach these groups.  

9. Decide which institutions and organisations you need to 
prioritise.
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3.  Whichever forum we use, our primary aim is not to 
‘sell’	 the	 site and convince the community of its worth. 
Rather, it is to stress that the site has the potential to be 
the beating heart of the community. In order to realise this 
potential, the conservation team and the community need 
to decide how the site can be made most valuable. Possible 
questions to ask are:
•	 What	would	you	feel	if	you	woke	up	one	morning	to	find	

all nature gone from your area?
•	 Do	you	think	that	the	site helps keep nature alive in your 

community? In what ways?
•	 Do	you	think	it	is	important	for	you	and	for	your	children	

to preserve this site? Why or why not?
•	 Does	the	site bring value to your life now? If you could, 

what changes would you make to it to increase its value 
to you? (Make it clear that this does not only refer to 
financial benefit.)

•	 What	 aspects	 of	 the	 site make it less valuable for you 
(for example crime, fencing off short cuts, fires, poor 
communication with site managers)

•	 How	do	you	think	we	can	work	together	to	grow	the value 
of the site, for both present and future generations?

Some	ideas	raised	may	not	seem	appropriate	or	sustainable.	
Allow free debate and, as far as possible, allow community 
members themselves to point out the weaknesses of some 
suggestions. If necessary, explain that unsustainable practices 
weaken the natural systems on the site and will make the 
site less valuable in the future. We have to be clear about the 
parameters of the site when consulting with communities. 

In Wolfgat, in the ‘90s, the community was given the 
impression that they could do what they liked with the 
Reserve and they decided on high impact developments such 
as tourist hotels. When management of the site did not deliver 
on these, relations were soured and were only restored after 
several years of painstaking effort. 
- Dalton Gibbs, Area Manager, City of Cape Town 

We need to ask the community: How can the site add value to your lives?

As a natural part of the process of exchanging ideas, we 
can point out any values that have not been mentioned. For 
example: protection from flooding provided by a wetland, 
the presence of unique or endangered species or pest control 
offered by snakes, owls and other raptors. People are likely to 
be more open to hearing this perspective if they see that their 
own views and contributions are valued. 

This introductory meeting can be part of the visioning 
and strategic planning process described in Chapter Two. 
Suggestions	made	at	less	formal	meetings can be recorded and 
fed into more in-depth planning processes with volunteers, 
partnership organisations and co-management teams. By 
simply raising these questions at as many community forums 
as possible, we are beginning a conversation. We are getting 
people to think about the value of the site, sowing the seeds 
for a collective vision and laying down the foundations for an 
adaptive co-management partnership. 

1.2 Creating channels for mutual learning, 
and growing co-management structures

inkanini informal settlement, bordering the Macassar Dunes 
nature site, has a civic organisation and a Development Forum. 
Managers of the conservation sites should attend [some of 
their] meetings to provide information and feedback on the 
community agenda. Strategically they hold the official card and 
can speak at the same level as the ward councillor or SAnCO 
chairperson. Knowledge about the reserve then becomes part 
of the agenda, and people will start to appreciate what is 
being done. People are very prepared to believe... they would 
start to know the importance of saving the dunes.

We need consistent involvement of the site managers. 
Once they participate and encourage information sharing, 
it is not just an issue of passing on information but also 
inheriting information so that it then becomes part of our 
culture or a habit that we have. We will start to talk as if it 
is a lifestyle... it becomes part of life and not just a series of 
projects. Right now the language that I speak is foreign to 
the site managers. They do not understand the development 
character that we are talking about. We need to be able 
to mix the approaches... Macassar Dunes Co-management 
Association needs to be visible on and off the site, known 
to the community, visible to the community and amongst 
the people.  
- Senza Kula, Co-ordinator, Ilitha Lomso 
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After introductions we need to consolidate channels of 
ongoing communication. It may be more effective to work 
with existing structures and communication channels that 
flow naturally in the communities, rather than imposing 
structures. If we do have formal liaison structures, these need 
to be supplemented with informal communication networks to 
spread the conversation as widely as possible. As Senza	points	
out, we need to ensure that the reserve and issues around 
nature conservation	are	part	of	 local	 culture	and	 ‘a	habit’.	 In	
this way, people will begin to change choices they make, and 
will become aware that nature is a family member that they 
cannot live without. 

Formal structures include management and 
advisory committees.	 Sites	 that	 fall	 under	 the	 Protected 

Areas Act are obliged by law to have an advisory 
committee. The Rietvlei Advisory Committee is con-
sti  tuted of various stakeholders and user groups 
such as the boating club, scientific experts and the private 
sector. Reserve manager Koos Retief finds this a valuable 
structure, which enables different groups to communicate 
and appreciate the competing pressures on the site. 

However, a formal structure that does not represent a  
broad spectrum of user communities can present diffi culties, 
and actually inhibit the emergence of adaptive co-manage  ment 
– par ti cularly in communities divided by race and income, 
and where high poverty and unemployment make the 
use of any community resource more contested. This was 
the experience of the Macassar Dunes Co-management 
association.

MACASSAR DUNES CO-MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION (MDCA): 

The MDCA was initiated in 2000 by individuals from two 
local government administrations in Cape Town to enable 
local stakeholders to manage Macassar Dunes. The University 
of Cape Town Environmental Evaluation Unit was asked to 
oversee the project, and began with a stakeholder workshop 
that brought together representatives from community based 
organisations (CBOs); conservation NGOs; environmental 
education groups; user groups such as woodcutters, 
subsistence fishers and traditional healers; recreationists such 
as anglers and four-wheel drivers; sand mining companies 
and departments across all three spheres of government. 
The project aimed to generate employment and enhance 
the value of the site through alien clearing and coastal 
rehabilitation; create environmental awareness amongst user 
groups; assess the feasibility of entrepreneurial activities 
in the area and establish a co-management structure.

Although successful projects were undertaken in the early 
years, the MDCA soon became dogged by problems. Some 
members felt there was not enough transparency regarding 
funds. There were delays in implementing ambitious large scale 
projects, and people became demotivated and suspicious.

In 2004, a manager –  Lewine Walters – was appointed 
at the reserve for the first time, through Cape Flats Nature 
(CFN). At this time, the iNkanini informal settlement was 
expanding, and threatened to encroach onto the dunes. 

Lewine, together with a Xhosa-speaking assistant, worked 
with the community and ward councillors to clarify the 
boundaries of the conservation area. CFN assisted the site 
team to initiate an action group for Macassar Dunes including 
City nature conservation officials; other City departments 
such as parks, planning and law enforcement; CBOs such 
as Ilitha Lomso and the Khayelitsha Resource, Information 
and Education Centre; the Khayelitsha Youth Development 
Council; and remaining members of the MDCA executive.

The action group led a door-to-door campaign, 
spearheaded by Ilitha Lomso, to inform people about 
the boundary and deepen awareness about Macassar 
Dunes. They also communicated more broadly, through 
community radio slots, public meetings with iNkanini 
residents supported by the ward councillor, and flyers 
about the importance and uniqueness of the Dunes.

The MDCA continued to struggle, and by 2007 was 
barely functioning. Lewine found efforts to work with and 
motivate the structure extremely draining. She found the 
action group more dynamic and more able to facilitate 
meaningful community liaison. With the help of the com-
munity partnerships developed through the action group, 
the MDCA has now been revived, and Lewine is hopeful 
that it will provide a more workable and vibrant structure.

- Adapted from Lewine Walters, Reserve Manager, City of Cape Town, 
case study, April 2007
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Biodiversity management is not the core business of 
mainstream community development structures and we 
have to constantly build relevance and relationships. It is 
an ongoing process and as the people in these structures 
change, you sometimes have to go back to basics. 

It is easier for site management to work with organisations 
which are more focused on biodiversity or environmental 
issues and to neglect the mainstream organisations. This 
leaves a big hole in the safety net around sites.

- Zwai Peter, ex Cape Flats nature Communications Manager, case 
study, February 2008.

The experiences of the MDCA demonstrate the importance 
of encouraging collaborative management structures to 
emerge organically, rather than imposing ambitious over-
arching structures. In general, it seems best to start small, 
and let systems of collaborative management grow naturally 
around and through specific projects. 

In addition to co-management systems, we need open 
channels of communication and mutual learning with all 
significant community structures and local councillors, in 
order to:

• Keep our fingers on the pulse of community dynamics, 
needs, aspirations and values;

•	 Keep	 reminding	 the	 community of benefits brought 
by the site;

•	 Keep	 us	 in	 touch	 with	 potential partnerships and 
projects;

•	 Help	 us	 to	 identify	 people we can work with more 
intensively on projects;

•	 Sustain	an	ongoing	relationship	of	trust	and	openness	
from which partnerships and support can grow;

• Minimise the potential for conflict or hostility towards 
the site and its staff by building and keeping trust and 
transparency.

We can keep these channels open through informal 
discussions; by asking for a regular 10-minute slot in 
routine meetings of relevant organisations; by inviting 
representatives from relevant organisations to workshops, 
forums and other events; or preferably all of these. Attending 
regular meetings may feel burdensome, particularly if 
they are held outside of working hours, or if they are very  
long. But it is well worth making this effort, even if we 
attend	only	one	or	 two	per	year.	Sustaining	 these	channels	
is a vital strand in weaving solid systems of adaptive 
co-management.

In the words of Zwai Peter, then with Cape Flats Nature:

1.3 Creating co-management capacity 
around projects: Working with volunteers

The most natural and organic way to grow partnerships is to 
work collaboratively on specific projects. This may be short 
term, such as working with youth groups around a hike or 
a litter clean-up.	Or	 it	may	 be	 a	more	 complex	 and	 ongoing	
relationship, and may involve other organisational and 
institutional partners such as Cape Flats Nature or social 
development organisations such as the Community Action 
towards		a	Safer	Environment	in	Hanover Park. 

This will form the bulk of our work as urban conservators, 
and we will explore it in detail later in this chapter. But first we 
will look at working with a special category of community 
champions: our volunteers.

The most natural way to grow partnerships is to work on specific projects, such 
as this community food garden being planned at Edith Stephens Wetland Park

There have always been hard-working and enthusiastic 
volunteers involved in nature conservation. In the past, 
these tended to be small groups of concerned citizens 
drawn from wealthier communities. However, through the 
work of Cape Flats Nature and conservation site managers, 
in the last few years hundreds of volunteers from Cape 
Town’s informal settlements and low income areas have 
been involved in promoting nature conservation, litter 
drives, alien clearing, species monitoring, education, 
surveys, and many other activities.

The following case studies illustrate the power of 
volunteers in action:

Kelvin in the Bottom road Sanctuary
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The Harmony Flats Working group (HFWG)

“Harmony Flats was always just a piece of ground for us… 
it was just a tortoise farm and we did not have a lot of 
respect for tortoises. But at the meeting they explained 
what this land was about… At that stage they wanted a 
sports ground and housing on Harmony Flats and I thought 
well if it will help to protect this little piece of ground then I 
should get involved because we have so little nature left. We 
played there as children. It was huge then and the flowers 
that grew… they don’t grow any more because they were 
overtaken by buildings. And so now I must help to protect 
it for the children...” 
- Jan Geldenhuys, harmony Flats Working Group

“At first we weren’t that interested, but once we started 
hearing what it was all about, we got more involved. You 
see we have plants growing here that grow nowhere else… 
if the development is allowed then there will be no more of 
these plants… then the place will be lost and there will be 
nothing more like this. I think there are other places where 
they can build houses.”
- Dorothy Taylor, harmony Flats Working Group

Harmony Flats is surrounded by a number of low-income 
communities. Residents from one of these formed a volunteer 
Working Group (HFWG) in 2002 after a stakeholder workshop 
hosted by Cape Flats Nature. Membership has been fluid, but 
many founding members are still involved – mostly elderly, 
unemployed or retired women who are also busy with the 
demands of homes and families.

When funds were obtained for alien clearing from 
the poverty relief fund, the HFWG was angry that others 
were paid for alien clearing which they’d been doing as 
volunteers. Cape Flats Nature explained that poverty relief 
funds have to be administered and spent according to 
specific criteria. But there continued to be resentment from 
the Group, perhaps worsened because at one stage nature 
conservation officials had allegedly raised expectations of 
financial reward.

In 2005, the Friends of Helderberg raised funds for work 
at Helderberg Nature Reserve. They offered the opportunity 
to the HFWG, who worked out a job sharing scheme to 
ensure that as many members benefitted as possible. The 
only criterion was membership of the Group. 

Kelvin at work restoring the Princessvlei

Jan Geldenhuys

Bottom Road Sanctuary
Bottom Road has a row of nine houses on the edge of 
Zeekoevlei. Bottom Road Sanctuary started when a resident 
wanted to build a jetty. The authorities refused permission, 
but decided to clean up the area. The local Zeekoevlei 
management arranged to scrape out building rubble that had 
been dumped there, and put in 10 000 plants. The houses 
have no fences, allowing for a free flow of animals and insects. 
One of the residents, Kelvin Cochrane, manages the area. 
He uses his own money and donations from other residents 
to employ two workers. Working for Wetlands assisted with 
plants for the area, and neglected wood found at the abattoir 
has been recycled into a lapa on Zeekoevlei. They plan to 
extend the Bottom Road model to the whole waterfront.

Inspired by the beauty of the fynbos planted at Bottom 
Road, Kelvin has become an ardent conservationist, and has 
initiated several other projects. 

With the support of Zeekoevlei Manager Asieff Khan, he 
has created the Eco-Green Park – a fynbos park on nearby 
open land, with lapa and braai facilities, which is used by the 
local community for gatherings and parties. People hire it for 
a small fee which is used to maintain the park. 

Kelvin works extensively with local schools. He has created 
fynbos gardens at Christel House and takes the children 
around to Bottom Road and other projects for environmental 
education. He has become a passionate advocate for the 
preservation of Princessvlei and has been project-managing 
an initiative to restore the vlei.

Kelvin believes that communities are critically important 
because conservators are only at work until 16h00 and 
then the community takes responsibility. Greening and 
conservation have the potential to nurture the development 
of local communities – where members take responsibility 
and interact with one another. 

Kelvin has a mission to establish two parks per year in 
“rundown” areas. He believes that all of Cape Town’s citizens 
can play a role in conservation: “Every person can make a 
difference and every metre makes a difference”.

“That argument about species is of no interest to me. I say 
plant them. Give them to me and we’ll plant them. It’s about 
the people that plant, it’s them that will make a difference…”

Kelvin aims to initiate an “adopt a plot” project with 
local schools to maintain Princessvlei and encourage the 
next generation to think about their future. “We need to 
concentrate on the youth. We need to consider the 7th 
generation… to change our thinking to consider seven 
generations hence.”
- Kelvin Cochrane, Project Manager, Cape Flats Wetlands Forum

Chapter 4
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Members of the group were again put out when 
the City used a contractor from outside the community 
to plant a hedge, as the local councillor had assured 
the group that local people would be used to do the 
planting. The contractor did employ three local labourers, 
all recommended by the HFWG.  

Councillor Fuchs explained that the City of Cape Town 
can only give work to businesses that are registered, have a 
bank account, and are on the City’s database. He said that 
non-profit organisations (NPOs) could register on the City’s 
database. 

The HFWG decided to constitute themselves as an NPO, 
which they have achieved with assistance from Cape Flats 
Nature and the Legal Resources Centre. However, they still 
lacked the necessary skills to secure contracts and funding, 
and by 2006 the group had dwindled to two active members. 

In 2007, Sabelo Lindani was appointed as the first 
permanent manager on site. With his efforts, the group has 
been revived, and now constitutes about 16 active members 
who meet in the container on the site. Sabelo actively 
assists in building the capacity of the group by inviting other 
organisations to give courses on environmental education 
and office administration. This enabled one member to 
find employment at the local clinic. A UK organisation has 
sponsored a uniform (overall, jacket, t-shirt and hat with 
the name of the reserve). This has been most successful in 
identifying people and providing some recognition. It proved 
to be a great incentive.  

The group has continued to do voluntary work, mainly 
around education, Arbour Day celebrations with local 
schools, running plant surveys and litter clearing. 
- Paula hathorn, Manager, Cape Flats nature, case study January 
2007, Interviews: hFWG and Sabelo Lindani, Site Manager, City of 
Cape Town

Dorothy Taylor Jan Geldenhuys explores the plants in Harmony flats

Public meeting called by the Harmony flats Working Group

Pelargonium at Harmony flats

Grey heron at Harmony flats
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Plant monitoring day hosted by the Harmony flats Working Group

Members of the Harmony flats Working Group are employed in a Working 
for Wetlands project

well-established and resourceful – the Friends of Helderberg, 
for example, have funded the environmental education centre 
and	run	the	entire	environmental	programme.	Others,	like	Cape 
Town Environmental Education Trust, have raised funds to pay 
salaries for extra staff. 

There is no doubt that these groups add huge value to the 
sites. However, this model is not suitable for poorer areas, 
partly because members have to pay to be involved, and also 
because for poorer communities nature conservation is just 
one of many pressing issues that need attention. It is also not 
ideal – or at least sufficient on its own – for reserves that border 
both wealthy and impoverished areas. In this situation, the 
well-resourced, more confident Friends can provide valuable 
assistance and skills to communities with fewer resources but 
without sensitive handling they may also unwittingly instil a 
sense of passivity and inadequacy, so that members of less well-
resourced communities feel alienated and superfluous. This 
situation is divisive and disempowering, weakens trust, and 
inhibits the growth of conditions for adaptive co-management 
with all community partners

The Harmony Flats experience, and that of many other 
urban conservation sites, shows that volunteerism is not 
only possible in poorer areas, but essential if we are to create 
effective neighbourhoods and involve communities in a 
meaningful way. Through volunteerism we can:

•	 Increase	community engagement with the site
•	 Create	an	avenue	to	pass	on	skills and knowledge
•	 Identify	suitable	leaders	to	be	trained
•	 Learn	about	community issues
•	 Ensure that the community is aware of what is going on 

at the site
•	 Promote	the	value of the site within the community
•	 Share	our	workload	and	extend	our	ability	to	work	with	

the community

However, as we could see with the Harmony Flats 
Working Group, volunteerism in the context of high poverty 
and unemployment needs careful handling. People from 
these areas are certainly not only motivated by money – 
Jan Geldenhuys and others are deeply motivated by their 
appreciation of the Reserve and the desire to protect it. But 
income is desperately needed and any financial benefits 
flowing from the site need to be very carefully managed. 

Below are some guidelines: 

Management
Managing volunteers includes recruitment, skills training, 
task allocation and evaluation, support, rewards and acknow-
ledgement. It can draw heavily on our time and resources. 

Payment, refreshments and transport
Volunteer work by definition is not paid for. However, 
with  poor communities, it may be necessary to reimburse 
people for transport and costs incurred in order to enable 
them to volunteer, or to provide transport. If we agree to 
this,  we need to ensure that the volunteers understand 
on	 what	 basis	 we	 are	 offering	 money.	 Similarly,	 if	 the	
volunteer  activity is long and it is possible to offer basic 
refreshments, this may make it more feasible for low 
income volunteers to participate. The rule of thumb here 
is to offer what we can to facilitate participation from 
poorer areas, rather than offering material incentives to 
encourage volunteerism.

Much of the work, such as alien clearing, has been done 
by people employed in government-run poverty relief 
programmes, or by contracted labour. As we saw with the 
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Volunteers can be our most proactive partners in growing 
the value of a nature conservation site. They may be members 
of local organisations, informally constituted volunteer 
groups like the Harmony Flats Working Group, or motivated 
individuals like Kelvin Cochrane. In the past, most volunteer 
activity around urban conservation in Cape Town has been 
through	 ‘Friends’ groups, who fundraise and offer their time, 
expertise and resources.	 Some	 of	 these	 groups	 are	 extremely	
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Harmony Flats example, tensions can arise when people are 
paid for work that has been done for free by volunteers. In 
order to avoid this problem, we need to:

•	 Explain	 to	 the	 volunteer	 group	 that	 the	poverty relief 
programme is an employment programme and not a 
volunteer programme; 

•	 Ensure	 that	 we	 do	 not	 raise	 false	 expectations of 
payment amongst the volunteer group. Communicate 
very clearly what is offered or not offered;

•	 Make	sure	what	we	offer	is	sustainable.	Before	we	offer	
to pick up volunteers for a monthly bird count, for 
example, we must ensure that we are able to keep doing 
that for the specified period;

•	 Be	 responsive	 to	 the	 volunteers’ suggestions and 
include volunteers in team processes and appropriate 
forums and decisions. 

 
Rewards
While payment is inappropriate for volunteers, we can use 
other ways to acknowledge and reward their efforts. For 
example:

•	 The	 uniforms	 provided	 to	 the	 Harmony Flats 
Working Group. Uniforms, caps and t-shirts are not only 
a reward in themselves, but they also give the volunteers 
an official identity and enable them to be ambassadors 
for conservation in their communities. At Rondevlei, 
volunteers were given the same t-shirts as the staff with 
the word “volunteer” on them – this recognised the 
volunteers as part of the conservation team;

•	 Awards	 or	 certificates,	 which	 can	 be	 handed	 out	 at	 a	
public ceremony or general event at the site such as a 
Spring	Fair	or	Arbour Day;

•	 Frequent	acknowledgement	and	affirmation	in	working	
meetings, public meetings, press statements, conferences 
and other forums;

•	 If	 possible	 and	 appropriate,	 we	 can	 make	 commit-
ment demonstrated through volunteer work part of 
the criteria for access to further opportunities, such 
as employment in poverty relief projects, or skills 
development programmes. 

Skills development
Skills	 development is hugely beneficial in under-resourced 
communities and conservation sites can facilitate access to 
training opportunities for volunteers. For example:

•	 Nature	conservation awareness and skills; 
•	 Skills related to their volunteer work – building 

trails, alien eradication, fire fighting, guiding trails, 
map reading, growing and managing fynbos, plant 
monitoring, specimen pressing;

•	 Organisational	and	leadership skills such as administra-
tion, funding proposals, budgeting, organisational 
development, chairing meetings, taking minutes, 
conflict resolution;

•	 Other	 useful	 skills such as literacy and numeracy, 
growing vegetables and indigenous gardening.

These efforts will benefit both the volunteers and the 
conservation site. Greater capacity will enhance what the 
volunteers can offer, and the benefit of training will deepen 
their loyalty and appreciation for the site. Although this may 
mean that some gain full-time employment and have less time 
to volunteer, the gains made in creating a skilled community 
conservator are substantial. 

The important point to remember is that we are growing 
the whole social ecological system. With every single member 
we equip to become a more effective element in the system, we 
strengthen the community’s resilience and adaptability, and 
ability to engage with and conserve natural resources.

Networking 
As far as possible, volunteers should be given an opportunity 
to network with other volunteers, other people working 
in the conservation field and other conservation sites. The 
Champions’ Forum is a networking structure that emerged 
from stakeholder workshops around planning and visioning. 
This has proved a highly successful forum, as we can see from 
the following:
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The Champions’ Forum

We learnt so much today. You find you are experiencing a 
big problem and then hear others have similar problems and 
maybe, together, you can find solutions. 
- Champions’ Forum Member

Towards the end of 2002, Cape Flats Nature organised a series 
of stakeholder workshops to explore ways to conserve nature 
sites to benefit the people of the surrounding communities. 
The workshops were attended by, amongst others, a growing 
group of ‘champions’ – volunteers and potential leaders from 
the communities who had demonstrated their passion, vision 
and commitment towards enhancing the conservation sites 
through ongoing hard-work and enthusiasm.

At a further workshop held to design the project to support 
work at the sites, community members asked Cape Flats Nature 
to arrange a quarterly Champions’ Forum, for those involved 
in leading community conservation action at the sites to share 
experiences and lessons. These have been hugely valuable 
opportunities for the community members and reserve staff to 
learn from each other – an example of collaborative leadership 
and learning in practice.

Since that time, the Champions’ Forum has continued to 
meet on a quarterly basis with each site having an opportunity 
to host the Forum once in a year. The Forum has defined 
a ‘champion’ as someone who is reliable, passionate, self-
motivated and ‘willing to go the extra mile’; able to take 
initiative, but still keeping the manager informed and in touch. 

The champion’s role in the community was described as:
• Promoting the site;
•	 Building	awareness around making nature conservation
 relevant to their community;
•	 Helping the site to deliver services to improve the
 community;
• Ploughing knowledge back into the community.

The Forum has proved extremely valuable for the champs, 
and for the site managers and conservation officials who 
attend it. 

For the champs it offers a place to:
•	 Share	experiences	and	ideas;
•	 Network	and	develop	valuable	contacts;
•	 Explore	solutions	to	common	challenges;
•	 Gain	recognition	and	affirmation	for	their	achievements;
• Explore joint activities with other communities.

For the site managers, it is a place to: 
•	 Share	ideas,	challenges	and	experiences;
•	 Strengthen	relationships between conservators and
 community partners;
• Exchange methods/good practices and learn from 
 each other.

Many of the meetings also have a skills training component 
involving invited speakers and experts. These have covered 
skills in communication (written and verbal); advocacy 
and presentation; conflict resolution; project management; 
nature conservation; other issues of interest e.g. funding 
and recycling.

In addition, champs have been involved in two community 
exchanges, to the Baviaanskloof in the Eastern Cape and to 
the Cedarberg. In these exchanges, members of the Forum 
spent a few days in these regions learning about their work 
and community involvement in the reserves and landscape 
initiatives. Members of the Baviaanskloof and Cedarberg 
communities then visited Cape Town in return, hosted by  
champs. These visits have been valuable and enjoyable for all 
who participated. 

The Champs’ Forum continues to be a vibrant and 
dynamic vehicle for building community involvement in 
urban conservation.

Community volunteers at a Champions forum in Mamre

Chapter 4
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The Champs’ Forum offers significant benefits for 
participants in having contact with others, learning from other 
projects, skills development, support and encouragement, and 
preparation for participation in wider networking forums. It 
is particularly helpful in enabling volunteers to deepen and 
share their vision of urban conservation, and to experience 
how different communities are finding ways to pursue this 
vision. Community exchanges have been particularly valuable. 
While all regions might not have a formal forum like this, we 
need to make use of every opportunity to enable volunteers to 
network formally and informally and, if possible, establish a 
similar structure with other sites in the region. 

International volunteers
International volunteers are extensively used by the Cape 
Town Environmental Education Trust, which arranges 
international volunteers to help run overnight environmental 
education camps on the Cape	Flats	 each	year.	 Some	 lessons	
that have been learnt over the years are:

• It is best to source and place international volunteers 
through dedicated placement agencies such as 
SASTS	 (SA	 Student	 Travel	 Services)	 or	 AVIVA. 
These companies sort out all the logistical, legal, 
accommodation and travel arrangements. 

•	 Make	sure	that	placement	agencies	correctly	advertise	
what volunteers will be doing on your site.	 Some	
agencies	 ‘sell’	 our	 reserves	 as	 an	 African	 wildlife	
destination and can create false expectations. 

•	 Develop	 a	 relationship	 with	 the	 placement	
organisation, but still ensure you have the final say 
over any advertising done to attract volunteers.

•	 Have	a	clear	work	plan	for	volunteers.
• Have the volunteers sign a code of conduct, especially 

if they are working with children.

International volunteers can bring skills and experience to 
the organisation – but they can also drain time and resources. 
In addition, they do not offer the benefits of community 
partnership that local volunteers offer – although their skills 
and time may help to build community partnerships through 
environmental education and community events.  We need to 

Participants of the community knowledge exchange with the Greater Cedarberg Biodiversity Corridor

An international volunteer assists the Cape Town Environmental Education 
Trust

establish their skills, experience and interests beforehand, so 
that we can assess whether they will add value to our work. If 
we do take on volunteers, we need to give them clearly defined 
tasks requiring minimal supervision.

Don’t lose heart
It is in the nature of volunteers to be a fluid group. It can feel most 
disheartening if, after investing months in training and building 



Chapter 4

2. Growing effective 
neighbourhoods: the 
great balancing act
Communities that have created social mechanisms that enhance 
their adaptive capacity are able to deal with challenges such as 
conflicts, making difficult trade-offs between short- and long-term 
well-being and implementing rules for ecosystem management.
- Fabricius et al 4

Managers on sites will never be able to unlock economic 
benefits on their own. It’s about knowing our own skills and 
capabilities and bringing in from our partners and those around 
us to complement what we can bring and to make up our 
strength. It’s also about letting go and not needing to hold 
and control everything but still giving support, care, nurture 
and protection.  
- Tanya Layne, urban nature Programme Developer, SAnBI

Our	urban	nature conservation sites can be critical nodes in 
growing adaptive and resilient communities. As such, their 
influence and benefits can ripple out far beyond their often 
modest borders. But Tanya’s comment cautions us to remember 
that we are the catalysts of a process that needs to generate 
itself, not the architects and bricklayers who will design 
it, build and fix it when it breaks. At the same time, we are 
dealing with fragmented, disempowered communities and, 
with	the	help	of	partnership	NGOs,	we	will	need	to	invest	a	lot	
of energy in getting the process going. 

In other words, we have to perform a great balancing act 
between offering just enough support to shift the systems onto 
an adaptive path, but not enough to kill them – and ourselves 
– with over-engineering. 
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up a relationship and trust, a volunteer suddenly finds a job that 
takes all their time, moves away, or becomes unavailable due to 
family commitments. In this instance, it may feel as if we have 
wasted our time and energy.  But we need to hold onto our broader 
vision of nature conservation to benefit nature and people. If we 
have assisted in developing the capacity of a volunteer, if we have 
sown the seeds of love for nature and for the site in their hearts, 
then we have succeeded in achieving our goal. Volunteers might 
move on, but if their experience of volunteering on the site has 
been rewarding, they will spread the word about its value, they 
will bring their children and grandchildren to visit it, and they 
will always be its ardent defenders. 

In this section we explore some of the ways that 
conservators have used their sites to strengthen local social 
ecological systems, to add value to communities and to lay the 
groundwork for adaptive co-management. 

2.1 Building capacity, adaptability and 
resilience
With enough funds, time and human resources, the range of 
projects that can build capacity, adaptability and resilience in 
the local social ecological system is virtually unlimited – from 
long term projects, such as indigenous and food gardens, to 
one-off events, such as greening a waste area or painting a 
mural at the reserve.

Of	 course,	 urban	 conservators do not have unlimited 
resources. But with a growing network of partnership 
organisations, the resources we do have can go a long way. 
However, we need to be extremely creative and strategic when 
planning projects, and be able to spot opportunities and to 
ensure that we use every project to its maximum to develop 
capacity for the community to run projects themselves. 

We need to take our lead from people in the communities we 
are working with, discover what excites them and strengthen 
existing initiatives (however small) rather than imposing our 
own. This point is underscored by Fritjof Capra, talking about 
self-organisation:

So when you have an organisation and you want to design a 
new structure and you bring in outside experts and then impose 
this structure on the organisation, you have to spend a lot of 
energy and money to sell the idea to the [members]. Since 
human beings are inherently creative, they will not accept the 
idea as it is since this will deny their humanity. Therefore you can 
give them orders and they will nominally adhere to the orders 
but they will circumvent the orders; they will re-invent the orders 
… add their own interpretation. So the smart thing... is not to 
impose a new structure but to involve people in the creation 
of this organisation because that acknowledges their humanity 
and inherent creativity. When they participate from the start 
you don’t need to sell them the idea because it is their idea. The 
ideas of self-organisation are very important to understand the 
autonomy, the authenticity and basic humanity of people.5

With the right nurturing, communities will be able to carry more responsibility 
for caring for their natural resources

In my experience volunteers who have come from poor 
backgrounds, and who have gone on to get permanent jobs 
arising from skills coming out of their volunteer work, remain 
our strongest allies.  
- Dalton Gibbs, Area Manager, City of Cape Town 
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Self-organisation	is	the	backbone	of	effective	neighbourhoods, 
and we need to do everything we can at every moment to 
promote it.

Below is an example of an ambitious long term collaborative 
management partnership involving Cape Flats Nature, the 
Custodians of Rare and Endangered Wildflowers (CREW), the 
local conservation site manager, ward councillors, and various 
community, development and church organisations:

Community and conservation in Mamre

The project is overseen by an advisory group of CREW, City of 
Cape Town, CapeNature, the West Coast Biosphere and Cape 
Flats Nature. This provides a forum for bouncing ideas and 
giving feedback. In addition, the manager of the city-run site 
goes to local development forum meetings.

We started the process with a stakeholder workshop to 
identify community needs. One of the concerns raised was 
to ensure that the site provided employment opportunities. 
We decided on a project to train four registered guides with 
accredited business skills and knowledge of the local history 
and biodiversity. These guides could then take visitors around, 
particularly during the flower season.  

We worked with church, heritage and other groups. At first 
they did not communicate with each other, but by working 
together we managed to break down the divisions. Getting a 
community to talk to each other is not conventionally part of a 
conservationist’s job, but it creates an ‘enabling environment’ 
for community/conservation partnerships. This is just as impor-
t ant as fencing the reserves.

The organisations tended to be reactive and focus on 
immediate problems. This project has helped them to develop 
a broader vision and sense of direction, and also helped with 
hard skills such as registering as an NPO in order to get funding.

The process has been complex and often frustrating, 
but also tremendously rewarding. One day you will have a 
fantastic meeting, everyone is on board, plans are laid, and 
the next day it all goes wrong. It is an emotional roller coaster, 
which makes it challenging. What sustains you is the ‘warm 
fuzzy’ feeling you get when things go well.

It is very time-consuming, engaging the community, but it 
is more sustainable in the long term, as people won’t break 
down fences because they understand why they are necessary.

For example, in Mamre there was a huge problem with 
overgrazing. In the old days, the authorities would have just 
fenced off conservation sites. Now we put time into explaining 
to the farmers that if they avoid overgrazing the land they’ll 
put less pressure on the veld and give it more of a chance to 
recover and develop high-quality grazing.

It is hard to apply a standardised model for community 
development. Every situation is different – you just have to go 
in and find out the best way on the ground. But we have learnt 
that it is no good to just try to get the community involved 
in what the conservators are doing. What you need to do is 
think about what the community needs, and how you can use 
conservation work to meet those needs.

We have also learnt that there are no short-cuts with 
community work. For Mamre, it will be at least five years 
before the organisations can sustain the project on their own. 
There is so much to do. People are often lacking in basic 
skills such as managing money or writing funding reports. 
And there are also always internal politics. Everyone is so 
desperate for any opportunity to earn an income, however 
small. Everyone wants a part of it. You need to be creative to 
get through difficulties.

But our work in Mamre has helped us to make really good 
connections. People know now why the plants are special. 
The community was very sceptical at first, but now we are 
welcome at meetings.

You need to be very consistent. Feedback is critical. If you 
are absent they assume that you have forgotten about them. 
Even if nothing has happened, you need to report back.

The problem is after the endpoint of a community 
intervention. Short term projects are difficult unless it is 
around acquiring something tangible and useful.

- Ismail Ebrahim, CREW Regional Manager, SAnBI

Protea scolymocephala in the Mamre Nature Garden

The Mamre Donkeytrails are part of the economic development in Mamre 
supported by CrEW

Mamre Tour Guides trained in partnership with CrEW



78 Growing Communities: Creating conditions for sustainability through community partnerships

The Mamre case study offers an insight into the complexity 
and challenges of working in community partnerships. A 
helpful concept here is social capital, which may be seen 
as the level of trust, common vision and connectivity in a 
community. 

Social	capital	is	a	little	like	the	rich	soil of the forest floor. 
It grows slowly, from a complex combination of intertwined 
processes and is much easier to sweep away than to cultivate. 
And it is essential for the growth of dynamic, empowered 
community projects.

However, well-meaning but ill-judged social interventions 
can seriously weaken social capital, particularly in areas 
where it is already weak. An intervention may weaken social 
capital if it:

• Disempowers local organisation by undermining 
what they do and how they do it. All our efforts 
should be aimed towards empowering and affirming 
local structures;

•	 Sets	 up	 projects for failure by over-promising 
resources, assistance and funds, setting unrealistic 
time frames, creating unrealistic expectations, 
identifying inappropriate indicators of achievement. 
Successes,	 however	 minor,	 are	 critical	 in	 building	
motivation, trust and confidence. Rather under-
promise and over-deliver;

• Imposes patterns of distributing resources. Any 
perception of unfairness in the distribution of material 
other benefits is divisive and damages trust. Most 
communities have their own networks and systems 
to share community benefits, and as far as possible 
we should enable these by allowing organisations 
to	 determine	 how	 benefits	 are	 shared.	 (Obviously,	
when we are in partnership with government-run 
poverty relief programmes, or other formalised 
processes, we need to follow their protocols.) At the 
same time, we need to be careful of reinforcing local 
power imbalances and deepening existing conflicts. 
If there is a danger of this, we need to work with the 
organisations concerned to come up with a fair and 
transparent system.

Interventions can strengthen social capital and empower 
organisations if we:

•	 Work	 slowly	with	 small,	 sustainable	 structures and 
enthusiastic individuals, and consolidate projects 
before expanding; 

•	 Avoid	getting	sucked	into	in-fighting	and	community 
politics, and manage conflict before it gets out of 
hand;

•	 Tread	 very	 lightly	 to	 help	 bridge	 socio-economic, 
cultural and racial divides;

• Communicate openly and honestly, and are honest 
about circumstances outside our control which may 
block or limit projects. 

Once you engage with the community, then you raise 
expectations. If you don’t meet them then people become 
disillusioned, and you have to do damage control. If you 
make a habit of this, people don’t take you seriously.
- Andile Sanayi, Co-ordinator, MDCA

Increased capacity is a substantial benefit to community 
structures, and also increases their ability to adaptively co-

manage natural resources. Nature conservators have neither 
the time nor specialised skills to engage in organisational 
development, but we can work in partnership with 
organisations that do. We can also help organisations identify 
what skills training or increased knowledge they need, and 
put them in touch with agencies who can offer it. And we can 
increase capacity in the way that we work with community 
organisations by role-modelling good organisational practice. 

An important aspect of this is promoting a consciousness 
or self-awareness in organisations, what Ruitenbeek and 
Carter	 refer	 to	 as	 a	 ‘dezombification’,	 describing	 it	 as	 an	
awareness “that they are working within a complex system, that 
they are capable of learning within that complex system, and that 
they can adapt their strategies as a result of such learning.” 4 This 
empowers organisational members by enabling them to be 
more active and critical in reflecting on their practice. The 
capacity to learn from experience is a baseline condition 
for growth and resilience, and is greatly fostered by this 
consciousness. 

This consciousness will evolve naturally as organisations 
work in a more collaborative and adaptive way, but we can 
promote it by asking the right questions, and continually 
inviting reflection on our own projects and organisation, as 
well as on those of communities. 

As social capital grows in our communities, and as our 
networks and partnerships create a growing web of capacity, 
we can expand our projects. On the following pages are some  
examples of the hundreds of projects that have been sparked 

Tread lightly to help bridge divides

Chapter 4
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by creative conservators and their community partners.
Urban Agriculture and Indigenous Gardens

We had the idea of a permanent garden at Edith Stephens 
Wetland Park which could be used to demonstrate practices in 
permaculture, and to train community people or schools. We 
were hoping that an experienced organisation (e.g. Abalimi 
Bezekhaya) would run the garden. We decided to get reps from 
each community to sit on an Urban Agriculture Group, which 
would be in charge of developing / maintaining and using the 
garden. We had a workshop with service providers (Abalimi, 
Soil for Life, SEED) and with interested community partners. 
Out of the workshop a group of interested community people 
was chosen to start the garden.  

At first the group relied on a huge amount of energy from 
the Edith Stephens staff. We had to call and chair meetings, 
take minutes and make sure people attended. It was taxing, but 
things were moving. Then the group developed internal race 
tensions and the committee began to fizzle out. 

I went on maternity leave and handed over the Urban 
Agriculture Group responsibility to my student. When I returned 

there were new people on the group with two old faces. A 
group called the Community Development Workers (CDW) 
had recruited people from Guguletu, Nyanga and Philippi who 
were involved in their own garden project. The group was 
calling, chairing and minuting their own meetings, and we only 
attended on request. This group seems to be doing well.

We have also entered into a partnership with SEED. They 
approached us for office space, and we made it a condition 
that they work with the Urban Agriculture Group. They are now 
training seven people from the group in practical permaculture 
gardening. This is very positive as it is a practical activity with 
clear benefits.

We are willing to help others in the community with food 
and indigenous gardens, but in return they have to adopt a 
project in ESWP. They come to us, we do skills development 
on propagation, indigenous plants, what you have to plant 
and where to plant it and we visit their site; then they must 
come back and help with alien clearing, landscaping and stuff 
like that.
- Luzann Isaacs, Reserve Manager, City of Cape Town 

food gardening skills, which can be provided by partnership organisations, can 
bring huge benefits to communities, such as this garden in Guguletu

Indigenous gardens can help transform open spaces in our communities

2.2 Putting food on the table

I love the work whatever it is, as long as I’m in the nature – what 
more could you ask for? The trees are there, the snakes, the 
plants… I’m even happy to work alone. nature smells so clean 
and beautiful, not like the bad smells on the train. 
- Elizabeth Wallace, contract worker, Zeekoevlei nature Reserve

Elizabeth works a few months a year clearing alien water 
hyacinth	from	Zeekoevlei.	She	loves	nature and is committed 
to the Reserve – but she is also a mother with a family to 
support. The money she gets for her work is minimal, but it 
enables her to do what she loves and to put bread on the table. 
She	is	now	a	warrior	for	the	site and will do anything she can 
to ensure that it is preserved for future generations. 

Financial benefits flowing from a conservation site are often 
highly prized in economically deprived areas. However we 
need to beware of promoting economic gain as the only, or most 
substantial, value of the conservation sites. While some sites 

Plant nursery at Edith Stephens Wetland Park grown in partnership with 
Working for Wetlands
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may offer considerable financial value through employment or 
ecosystem services, their real value is far greater and cannot 
be	quantified	in	monetary	terms.	Seeing	their	value in purely 
monetary terms may set up false expectations of financial 
reward, and will also encourage a narrow, exploitative view of 
the sites, rather than the long term view of natural resources 
that is necessary for using them sustainably. 

At the same time, material benefits are tangible, and help to 
demonstrate the value of a conserved nature site. But they are 
usually limited, and it is important that we maximise their 
potential for helping to grow effective neighbourhoods. This 
means ensuring that the income benefits local communities as 
much as possible; using the economic opportunities to show 
local communities how much else the site can offer them; and 
ensuring that our income-generating projects are building 
and not eroding social capital by creating dependencies, 
mistrust or destructive social conflict.

Listed	 below	 are	 possible	 sources	 of	 income that may 
flow from a nature conservation site. Not all of these will 
be accessible for local communities or projects. Governing 
authorities have different regulations regarding the generation 
and use of funds, and we need to be aware of these. 

•	 Fees generated by the site from tourism such as entrance  and 
hiring fees. A share of these may be used for community 
projects or local organisations may get concessions such

  as being able to use site facilities without paying;
•	 If	the	site attracts visitors, local communities may benefit 

by offering goods (such as food at a kiosk, or craft 
products) and services (for example, guides, porters, boat 
rides, horse and cart rides);

•	 Direct	 employment for projects such as alien clearing, 
building infrastructure such as paths or litter clearing. 
Funding for employment may be raised through poverty 
alleviation projects such as Working for Wetlands, 
or funds may be raised by a Friends group or other 
fundraising group for a specific project;

•	 Service	 and	 building	 contracts.	 These	 are	 usually	
tendered by the managing structure of the reserve;

•	 Some	 sites	 may	 offer	 benefits	 such	 as	 hunting	 or	
harvesting. Few urban conservation sites are large 
enough in relation to the communities they serve to be 
able to do this on a wide scale, but some sites may offer 
fishing or wood-cutting, with a focus on alien species.

Contract workers clear water hyacinth at Zeekoevlei

Whatever opportunities there are for economic benefits, it is 
important to use them to their fullest potential to enhance the 
value of the site to the local community, and to build adaptive 
co-management capacity in the community.	 Let	 us	 explore	
some of the ways that conservation managers have done this:

An Expanded Public Works Programme at Table Mountain National Park

An Expanded Public Works Programme team at Edith Stephens Wetland Park
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Alien-Clearing Projects in Edith Stephens and Macassar 
Dunes

Edith Stephens Wetland Park (ESWP) wetland restoration 
project
In 2000, Edith Stephens Wetland Park received alien-clearing 
funds from the City of Cape Town and the national Working 
for Water programme. 

In order to involve communities and to recruit workers, 
the City set up a steering committee of Development Forum 
representatives from the surrounding communities. This 
committee helped to recruit local residents, guided by the 
Special Public Works Programme code of good practice. The 
committee also recruited contractors through the local RDP 
data-base, and forwarded names to the project manager to 
arrange interviews. 

This process enabled us to use poverty alleviation funds to 
deepen the active participation of community structures at 
ESWP, and to enhance the value of the Park for the community. 
It also paved the way for the Working for Wetland project 
to follow the same community participation process. One 
weakness, however, was that we did not advertise through 
the newspaper, which made it less transparent.

Macassar Dunes 
In 2005, the Macassar Dunes Conservation Area received 
funding for alien clearing from the Department of Agriculture’s 
LandCare Programme. Cape Flats Nature undertook to 
administer the project. 

The Reserve Manager consulted stakeholders represented 
on the Macassar Dunes Action Group (MDAG) on the best 
way of involving communities. She explained the project to 
a range of structures, such as the Khayelitsha Development 
Forum,  and the local Subcouncil and Ward Committees. This 
process also gave her a chance to introduce the site and to 
get support from the local politicians. 

MDAG set up a committee to oversee a transparent and 
fair process for selecting contractors. The different wards 
were invited to send people who qualified for employment. 
An advertisement was also placed in the local newspaper. 
MDAG advised the manager not to get involved in the 
procurement process to ensure that she was not linked to any 
conflict or perception of bias in this process. 

This process deepened the relationship between Macassar 
Dunes Nature Reserve and the community structures of 
Khayelitsha. It gave us an opportunity to explain nature 

conservation and to demonstrate the benefits of looking 
after our natural resources. Although the employment 
opportunities are short term, the highly participative process 
laid the groundwork for a long term relationship with the 
reserve.

Lessons learnt through these processes 
•	 Working	 through	 community structures such as the 

Development Forums helped to make local communities 
aware of the benefits of the reserves;

•	 Having	community representatives participate in decisions 
about labour and contractor recruitment made the process 
more transparent and helped to avoid conflict relating to 
the selection of workers;

•	 The	 process	 helped	 to	 bring	 together	 individuals from 
historically segregated communities;

•	 Interested	 groups,	 such	 as	 youth development 
organisations, learnt about the reserves through their 
affiliation with the main structures; 

•	 Advertising	 in	 local	newspapers for contractors helps to 
ensure openness and fairness;

•	 A	 stakeholder group such as the MDAG is very helpful 
in guiding the manager on appropriate participative 
processes in the different communities;

•	 The	 process	 of	 tendering	 can	 also	 be	 used	 to	 promote	
community understanding of the conservation site;

•	 Reserve	managers	can	build	 into	 the	criteria	of	 selection	
that community members who have actively volunteered 
in the site and those living closest to the reserve should 
receive preference.

Rondevlei Nursery
Dalton Gibbs, whilst managing Rondevlei Nature Reserve, 
was involved in a partnership with Working for Wetlands 
to establish a nursery for wetland restoration work. After 
three years the project ended, leaving several staff who had 
acquired horticultural skills without employment. Dalton 
constructed infrastructure for a nursery, which is leased by the 
Friends of Zeekoevlei and Rondevlei. They employed  the staff 
who had come through the Working for Wetlands project to 
establish the Cape Flats Fynbos Nursery. This is a successful 
commercial entity, which supplies locally indigenous plants. 
Surplus plants are used for veld restoration work at Rondevlei 
and Zeekoevlei, and for developing partnership projects with 
local residents who border the nature reserve to redo their 
gardens into locally indigenous show cases. 

Lewine Walters and the alien clearing crew at Macassar Dunes
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These examples show some of the opportunities to offer 
economic benefit to the community. The guidelines for working 
with projects outlined earlier apply to these projects, but some 
additional points are:

•	 Ensure	that	processes are transparent and fair, with clear 
and open criteria for selecting those who will benefit 
from the projects. Use appropriate key informants and 
stakeholder groups or forums to guide who we should 
work with, and involve appropriate local structures in 
the process as extensively as possible, particularly when 
deciding on the distribution of benefits. This not only 
ensures that the process is fair and transparent, but 
also strengthens the relationship between the reserve 
and community structures not directly concerned with 
conservation;

•	 Consider	the	sustainability of the project in three areas: 
 Is it ecologically sustainable?
 Is it socially sustainable if successful or will the 

numbers of beneficiaries have to be limited? If this is 
the case negotiate this before starting.

 Is it economically sustainable? The idea of alien 
clearing for example is to eradicate the problem 
species and hence end the business opportunity. Be 
clear with communities about this.

•	 Work	in	partnership	with	other	groups	such	as	Friends	
groups, poverty relief programmes, Development 
Forums and environmental education organisations to 
raise funds for employment;

•	 Government programmes such as Working for Water 
and other Expanded Public Works Programmes recruit 
and pay individuals to work on alien-clearing and other 
poverty relief projects. This is a case of institutional 
policy that facilitates adaptive co-management, 
and these projects have been valuable in offering 
employment benefits to local communities. However, 
they only employ people with a household income 
below a certain level, which may exclude volunteers 
even though they are also in need of paid employment; 

•	 The	City of Cape Town will only contract businesses 
or organisations that are formally constituted and are 
on their procurement database. As we could see in the 

Harmony Flats experience this can exclude community 
structures which are not formally constituted; 

•	 Never	 make	 promises	 if	 we	 are	 not	 sure	 of	 delivery.	
Always be honest about the limitations of employment 
and income generation possibilities; 

•	 Maximise	 the	 benefit	 of	 employment opportunities 
by enhancing skills, and providing environmental 
education and awareness;

•	 Always	 try	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	processes used help to 
build relationships with community organisations and 
to build awareness of the full range of benefits offered 
by the site.

2.3 Building bridges

There was a lot of conflict between the different organisations. 
Through the process of setting up this organisation, we have 
managed to break down the divisions and get people talking 
to each other. Getting a community to talk to each other 
is not conventionally part of a conservationists job, but it 
creates an ‘enabling environment’ for community/conservation 
partnerships. This is just as important as fencing the reserves.
- Ismail Ebrahim, CREW Regional Manager, SAnBI

Our	communities represent a complex network of systems, with 
a huge diversity of culture, income, interests and personalities. 
Diversity is healthy in a social ecological system, and 
promotes resilience and adaptability. But, just as ecosystems 
have been fragmented by environmentally insensitive urban 
development, our social systems have been fractured by 
racially based social engineering. Apartheid has left us with 
many communities torn by divisions of socio-economic status, 
race, religion, politics, and generations of mistrust. A single 
urban conservation site, like Bracken Reserve, may have on 
its borders both informal settlements and wealthy mansions. 
It may seem an almost overwhelmingly difficult task to bring 
these groups together with any common purpose. 

But a reserve can play a unique role in bringing 
communities together, as we can see with the work done at 
Edith	 Stephens	 Wetland	 Park,	 Mamre Nature Garden, and 
many others. And, as Ismail Ebrahim notes, overcoming 
community	 divisions	 creates	 an	 ‘enabling	 environment’	
for community/conservation partnerships. This point is 
demonstrated further by the following example:

An EPWP project building nature friendly infrstructure at Orangekloof in 
Table Mountain National Park

Experiencing nature together can help communities cross divides

Chapter 4
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Putting out community fires

This incident could be described as a careless act of tossing 
a burning cigarette in dry vegetation. Cape Flats Nature was 
requested by to intervene when one of the members of  a 
volunteer group resigned because of rumours that she used the 
organisation’s NPO status to acquire funds for her own personal 
gain. We agreed to help resolve this, and drove in with ‘fire 
fighting trucks’ to assist with mediation and conflict resolution. 
This involved interviewing all parties, following up on paper trails 
of the documents provided by the accused – and going through 
an emotional roller coaster.

Our intervention cleared the individual of any wrongdoing, 
but we could not to sort out the problematic relationships in 
one quick fix. This will have to be worked through over time.
- Zwai Peter, ex Cape Flats nature Communications Manager

Urban Agriculture: A community project

A group we were working with to start a permaculture 
garden at Edith Stephens Wetland Park developed internal 
race tensions and communication broke down. I had 
problems with one of the group members who assumed that 
because he and I were the same racial group I would agree 
with him on everything. I made it clear that as manager of 
Edith Stephens, I interact with all surrounding communities 
equally and will not favour one group above others. We 
managed to set a boundary and hold onto our vision for 
Edith Stephens and when this didn’t suit the individual, 
he left. 
- Luzann Isaacs, Reserve Manager, City of Cape Town

This situation may have been avoided with good 
organisational practice, and communication skills, especially 
listening. By equipping our partner organisations with the 
capacity in this area, we can avoid most conflict around funds, 
personalities, ways of doing things and resources. If conflict 
does occur, we need to act swiftly and decisively, and ensure 
that it provides a good learning opportunity for all involved. 
However,	we	cannot	play	a	mediating	or	 ‘honest	broker’	role	
without the complete trust of members of the community 
organisation concerned. That is why it is so important at all 
times to be – and to demonstrate that we are – impartial, 
fair, scrupulously honest, and transparent, particularly in 
interactions involving funds.

With our historical legacy, it is inevitable that these issues 
will sometimes have a racial cast. This was Luzann’s	experience: 

The racial tensions experienced here reflect the problems of 
our country. It is not easy to resolve these. Luzann	handled	the	
problem well by showing that as site manager she would treat 
the interests of all the neighbouring communities equally, and 
in this case the problem was resolved. 

But working with groups from different areas also 
offers opportunities to break down these divisions. An 
urban conservation site often forms a link between vastly 
fragmented communities, as is the case with Bracken, which 
is bordered by:

•	 A	 small	 black	 community living in extreme poverty, 
isolated and fenced off from the surrounding areas;

•	 A	 wealthy,	 mainly	 white,	 community, with some 
individuals who have formed a Friends group, and 
support the Reserve,	 and	 others	 who	 say	 they	 ‘will	
not bother to go to the site because we can afford the 

The Everite hostels bordering Bracken Nature reserve
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Kruger	 park.’	 Some	 just	 use	 it	 to	 throw	 their	 garden 
rubbish over the wall;

•	 A	working	class,	mainly	‘coloured’,	community, reluctant 
to join the Friends group because of membership fees.

This presents both a tremendous challenge and 
tremendous opportunities. But with determination and 
effort, our sites can be more than just a geographical 
link – they can become a bridge of connectivity uniting 
divided communities around a common vision, and a 
common commitment to conserving our natural resources 
and securing a future for our children. Bracken Reserve 
presents a particularly tough challenge, but the manager 
Tsepho is working with volunteers and local schools to 
host community events, and is slowly building up trust and 
communication between the different groups. 

The team	at	Edith	Stephens	Wetlands	Park,	is	also	slowly	
but steadily finding ways to unite divided communities 
around a common purpose 

Upmarket houses on the edge of Braken Nature reserve

Because Edith Stephens Wetlands Park is in the middle we 
see it as a meeting ground for all these groups to come 
together. In the old apartheid system, the railway was 
designed to keep people separate: coloured people on one 
side and black people on the other. In the beginning it was 
very hard to do a project where the two worked together 
so it has taken us very long but it is happening… the youth 
are starting to speak to each other and create relationships 
across the railway line and they have adopted Edith Stephens 
as the place to meet.
- Luzann Isaacs, Reserve Manager, City of Cape Town

Luzann	 and	her	 team have used the site in a particularly 
creative way to host peace talks between warring gangs in 
local communities. This opportunity arose because Luzann	
participates in the local Community Policing Forum.

A reserve can play a unique role in bringing communities together

A year ago peace talks were held in Edith. We believe this 
provides a neutral venue and is an important component of 
building community.  We don’t belong to any gang or racial 
group. We want to be seen to be providing this facility and 
service. A community person suggested the park as a venue 
for the talks. 
- Luzann Isaacs, Reserve Manager, City of Cape Town, case study, 
February 2008

In communities with deep divisions, it may be difficult and 
counter-productive at first to throw everyone together. In this 
case, it may be advisable to build strong relationships with 
forums in different communities, and use these to identify 
possible joint projects that can bring people together.

Some	ideas	to	help	us	are:

•	 Learn	about	the	history,	power	dynamics	and	divisions	
within and between  communities;

•	 Ensure that advisory committees and voluntary 
forums reflect the demographics of all surrounding 
communities as far as possible;

•	 Host informal events – e.g. community clean-ups, hikes – 
to enable people from different areas to get together in 
a relaxed environment;

•	 Ensure	 that	 our	 portfolio	 of	 community partnerships 
and activities offers value and empowers as wide a 
range of sectors of the community as possible;

Mural writing in Manenberg, a community bordering Edith Stephens 
Wetland Park

Chapter 4
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In these situations, we will need assistance, and it is 
important to recognize this early and call for help before 
trust and relationships have broken down completely. Widely 
respected local organisations or individuals may be able to 
play a brokerage role or give advice. We explored the role we 
can play in healing these divisions in Chapter Three.

2.4 Prioritising projects
Any community project requires time and dedication.
Inevitably, some projects may fail and these can prove to 
be good learning experiences. However, the failures need 
to be balanced with successes, as too many failures may 
erode the social capital within the community, and destroy 
the credibility of the site team. A conservator can play an 
extremely valuable role in identifying and initiating projects, 
but seldom has the resources to run them long term – nor 
is	 it	 desirable	 that	 we	 do	 so.	 Our	 role	 lies	 in	 initiating	 or	
identifying and selecting suitable projects, and fostering 
a relationship with appropriate partner development or 
specialist	NGOs.	This	is	discussed	further	in	Chapter	Seven.

Deciding which community projects to work on can be 
tricky. It is not always easy to see what will work, what will be 
worthwhile and what will blow up in our face. With community 
guidance, and a steady vision, we will gradually develop an 

•	 Do	not	allow	any	group	to	push	us	 into	 taking	sides.	
Always make it clear that the reserve serves all groups 
equally;

•	 In	 deeply	 divided	 communities, call on specialised 
partner groups to help work through divisions;

•	 If	 we	 are	 not	 fluent	 in	 all	 the	 languages	 spoken	 by	
surrounding communities, we can ask other staff 
members or community volunteers to interpret;

•	 Be	 very	 sensitive	 about	 the	 terms	we	 use,	 and	 avoid	
using	 terms	 like	 ‘them’	or	 ‘those	people’. It is easy to 
slip into this unconsciously, as we have all been raised 
in a divided society. However, these terms, and the 
sentiments behind them are divisive, whether we are 
talking about other racial groups, or other communities, 
or community members as distinguished from staff on 
the reserve;

•	 Work	 with	 partner organisations to run workshops 
that promote listening and communication skills;

•	 It	 can	 be	 very	 tempting	 to	work	 only	with	 the	more	
receptive, motivated and rewarding communities. 
However, while we may start with these, we do need 
to ensure that we are reaching out into all groups to 
avoid entrenching divisions. 

Numerous studies have underlined the erosive effects 
of mistrust and disunity on a community’s capacity for 
adaptive and collaborative management. Finding ways to 
overcome these divisions is essential if we are to enable 
the community to adequately protect the reserve and other 
natural resources. But we are dealing with communities 
with difficult histories, few resources, low social capital, 
and complex political and cultural dynamics. This means 
that we will inevitably encounter situations that we cannot 
manage despite our best efforts. As Zwai remarks: 

Complex situations involving a number of partners with diff-
erent interests and different strengths can develop a dynamic  
where some voices are powerful and others struggle to be 
heard. Intervention into these situations requires a high level 
of political astuteness and understanding of working in low-
income communities and mainstream development. Reserve 
managers are not trained for this, and may not have the skills 
to intervene.
- Zwai Peter, ex Cape Flats nature Communications Manager
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Chapter 4

instinct for choosing the right projects. The following checklist 
can help us:

Checklist for community projects

•	 Does	 it	 fit	 in	with	our	vision? Does it enhance resilience 
and adaptability in local social or natural systems? Does it 
grow the value of the site? 

•	 Does	 it	 strengthen	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	
community and the site?

•	 Does	it	help	to	make	people	more	aware	of	the	benefits	of	
nature and nature conservation?

•	 Does	 it	 offer	 a	 valuable	 and	 relevant	 service	 to	 the	
community that is not already being provided by other 
projects?

•	 Will	it	advance	the	community’s capacity to adaptively co-
manage their natural resources?

•	 Are	there	similar	projects that we could draw on or extend, 
rather than starting a new one?

•	 Are	 there	 strong	partner organisations to help start the 
project and to take over running it?

•	 Are	 there	 strong	 ‘champions’ or community volunteers 
who are likely to be able to take initiative and lead the 
project in the long term?

•	 Can	we	arrange	sufficient	funding, time and resources?
•	 Is	the	timing	right,	or	should	we	wait?

When working in partnership, we need to always be guided 
by the principles of collaborative management described in 
Chapter Three. In addition, the following guidelines have 
emerged from conservators engaging with communities:

•	 Ensure	 that	 the	 process	 of	 appointing	 a	 project	
management committee is open, inclusive and 
transparent, and try to ensure that as many sectors as 
possible are drawn in; 

•	 Always	be	open	to	learning from different ways of know-
ing, doing and seeing things, and appreciate their validity;

•	 Encourage	full	participation and build capacity through 
skills training, mentorship and reflection;

•	 Build	on	what	is	there	and	expand	into	new	areas	slowly	
as the projects become more self-sufficient;

•	 Be	prepared	for	opportunities for creative partnerships 
on projects. Keep a notebook of all ideas or suggestions, 
and have regular slot at management meetings where 
these can be considered. Every six months, review 
choices, and take on new projects if appropriate;

•	 Have	 a	 process	 to	 ensure	 regular	 reviews	 and	
assessments. Promote capacity with community partners 
by encouraging them to reflect on and learn from 
experiences;

•	 Be	 flexible.	 Plan	 for	 the	 year,	 but	 if	 a	 really	 good	
opportunity suddenly comes up, try to take it. Beware, 
however, of jumping at everything that comes along; 

•	 Keep	a	balance.	Ensure	 that	 all	 the	 functions	 can	 exist	
harmoniously and sustainably without overloading the 
conservator’s time and resources, and without over-
taxing the natural systems in the reserve.

Moving on...
Working in community partnerships may sometimes feel 
like a huge and complex undertaking, but if we take it 
slowly and sensitively, following these guidelines, we will 
greatly enhance the value of our sites for the surrounding 
communities, and develop the capacity of communities to 

actively collaborate in the management of these sites and 
other natural resources. This is a growing field, and as it 
grows, so will more and more partnerships and networks 
become available to offer support. However difficult it 
seems at times, each gain made is another step towards the 
sustainable, long term protection of our cities’  dwindling 
natural resources.

One	 of	 the	 major	 benefits	 that	 these	 sites	 offer	 is	 the	
opportunity to deepen environmental awareness and 
develop eco-intelligence. This is a critical strand in the 
development of the capacity of communities to manage 
their natural resources, with a lot of scope for community 
partnerships. We will explore this in the next chapter.
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