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Introduction
During the past twenty years of democracy in
South Africa, a variety of local initiatives have
sought to play a role promoting peace. They have
used different models of engagement, have
different constituencies, and network across
communities in various configurations.
One of the earliest examples of this network
approach in the post-apartheid era was the local
peace committees, which sought to create opportunities for constructive conflict resolution and to
quell political violence during the transition in the
early 1990s. Mandated by the National Peace
Accord in September 1991, the local peace committees formed part of a comprehensive, multi-sector
commitment to ending high levels of violence, with
a particular focus on reforming and reframing the
role of and responsibility for security and policing
services. The successes of the committees included
resolving taxi wars, rent-related conflicts in
townships, consumer boycotts, and hospital strikes
across the country, with notable success in the
greater Johannesburg area, Northern Province, and
Transvaal.
Within this context, peacebuilding is taken to
mean interventions designed to directly address
conflict and violence through mechanisms that can
include mediation, psychosocial support, policing,
and early-warning systems. Since the first postapartheid elections in 1994, peacebuilding
networks have diminished significantly across the
country. Nonetheless, contemporary examples of
local initiatives making use of networks have
included the Treatment Action Campaign
(working on healthcare, particularly HIV/AIDs),

Reclaim the City (working on housing), and Equal
Education (working on education). These have
functioned across the country in a manner that is
issue-specific and not directly focused on peace.
Other examples of local networks also include
organizations that focus on particular members of
society, such as Abahlali base Mjondolo
(mobilizing shack dwellers) and Khulumani
Support Group (supporting victims of apartheid).
A more recent phenomenon is smaller networks,
generally under the leadership of a local, professionalized NGO, such as the Centre for the Study of
Violence and Reconciliation’s local community
action groups in four communities in Gauteng and
North West Province and the Social Justice
Coalition’s branches in Western Cape Province.
These are more directly peace-oriented and multiissue-focused, pursuing participatory and
consensus-building approaches to conflict issues.
Some of these initiatives have actively sought
formal relationships with the government, both to
increase their legitimacy and to secure regular
sources of funding. But many community-led
peacebuilding networks are short-lived, in part
because their limited resources prevent them from
being scaled up to the national level to bring
together communities that are far removed from
one another but face similar issues.2
This report explores one of these peacebuilding
networks in contemporary South Africa: the
Community Action Groups (CAGs), which were
convened by a formal nongovernmental organization called the Centre for the Study of Violence and
Reconciliation (CSVR).3 CSVR formed the CAGs
as a formal network, and it serves as the central
body that facilitates shared learning and develop-

1 Masana Ndinga-Kanga is Research Programme Manager at the Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation. She currently serves on the Steering
Committee of the Integrated Social Crime Prevention Strategy of the Department of Social Development, and she is part of the first cohort of Atlantic Fellows for
Social and Economic Equality at the London School of Economics.
2 This gap in cross-country networks around peace and security issues can be explained by the institutionalized disconnect during apartheid, whereby “homelands”
were created through ethnic demarcation of the different provinces of South Africa. Furthermore, movement was restricted across the country, which limited
informal links among communities. As a result, the urban center became the place for diverse, multilingual connections.
3 This case study is informed by research conducted between 2016 and 2017 at the Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation, which made use of
interviews with key community activists, CSVR practitioners, and partners involved in the Community-Led Intervention to Counter Authority-Based Urban
Violence (ABUV) and the Urban Violence Prevention through Public Employment projects. The research conducted in these projects was funded by the Raith
Foundation and the International Development and Research Centre. For more, see www.CSVR.org.za .
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ment across them to ensure they are working
toward common peacebuilding objectives.4 This
report unpacks the role the CAGs can play in
ending violence and the structural, political, and
economic challenges they face.

Context
In recent years, local-level conflicts have been a
prominent feature of South Africa’s political and
socioeconomic terrain. Political violence has been a
jarring component of recent local and national
elections, with reports that thirty-six politically
motivated killings have taken place since early
2016.5 Such violence also exists in the context of
socioeconomic deprivation. Service-delivery
protests have been on the rise in the last decade,
peaking in 2014.6 Research by CSVR in 2011 found
that violent service-delivery protests were a continuation of historical collective mobilization.
Communities used these protests to escalate their
grievances to politicians who tended not to
respond to their needs in the absence of violence.7
The communities most likely to experience
service-delivery protests and political violence are
also marked by high levels of violent crime,
including domestic violence, assault, and drugrelated crimes.8 Some of these historically black or
“colored” (mixed-race) communities or newer
informal settlements also have fewer resources
devoted to policing and to social services.9 The
resulting criminal violence, poor service delivery,
and lack of social cohesion are all factors that can
lead to violent protests.
It is against this backdrop that local efforts to
address grievances have continued to play a role in
democratic processes in South Africa. Formal and
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informal organizations working in communities
across the country have attempted to grapple with
some of the underlying drivers of conflict and to
promote sustainable, positive peace. Their role has
included opening up space for direct engagement
with local, national, and international audiences on
core socioeconomic grievances and using collective
mobilization as a tool for change. Such organizations range from national movements like the
Treatment Action Campaign to grassroots efforts
in specific communities like Abahlali
baseMjondolo, a shack-dwellers movement in
Kwazulu-Natal.

Mapping Local Networks
for Peace in South Africa
This paper focuses on the Community Action
Groups (CAGs), a network that works to build a a
society that is free of violence, inclusive, and able to
support sustainable peace. They demonstrate: (1)
how local actors engage in peacebuilding under a
central banner; and (2) how networks are shaped
by local needs, donor agendas, and organizational
priorities. While they tend not to engage beyond
the local and regional levels due to resourcing and
capacity constraints, they also demonstrate the
potential for a more robust national network.10 The
CAGs are focused on building peace but also
underscore the role of economic inclusion in
contributing to long-term peace.
CSVR formed the Community Action Groups
(CAGs) in 2011 to prevent violence and heal its
effects. They functioned in four communities:
Ekangala, Kagiso, Johannesburg’s inner city, and
Marikana. The CAGs help communities address
emerging issues related to violence and its preven-

There are two main types of network organizations: (1) umbrella networks, made up of member organizations grouped together under a common alliance; and
(2) single-organization networks, made up of chapters, district offices, or village-level committees that are all part of the same organization.
5 Niels Posthumus, “De Dodelijke Slag om her Gelt an de Macht Binnen Het ANC,” Trouw Online Newspaper, November 6, 2017, available at
www.trouw.nl/democratie/de-dodelijke-slag-om-het-geld-en-de-macht-binnen-het-anc~ad010cd7/ .
6 Nomahlubi Jordaan, “Gauteng Accounts for Most Service-Delivery Protests,” Times Live, October 24, 2017, available at www.timeslive.co.za/news/southafrica/2017-10-24-gauteng-accounts-for-most-service-delivery-protests-research/ ; Karl von Holdt et al., “The Smoke That Calls: Insurgent Citizenship, Collective
Violence and the Struggle for a Place in the New South Africa,” Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation (CSVR) and Society, Work and Development
Institute, July 2011, available at
www.csvr.org.za/publications/2509-the-smoke-that-calls-insurent-citizenship-and-the-struggle-for-a-place-in-the-new-south-africa .
7 Von Holdt, “The Smoke That Calls.”
8 For a detailed analysis of violence against women in South Africa, see Nonhlanhla Sibanda-Moyo, Eleanor Khonje, and Maame Kyerewaa Brobbey, “Violence
against Women in South Africa: A Country in Crisis,” CSVR, April 2017, available at www.csvr.org.za/publications/2735-violence-against-women-in-sa ; and
Statistics South Africa, “Victims of Crime Survey 2016/2017,” September 2017, available at www.statssa.gov.za/?p=10521 .
9 Mary-Anne Gontsana, “Policing System Discriminates against Black Women, Court Told,” GroundUp, November 30, 2017, available at
www.groundup.org.za/article/day-2-sjc-case/?platform=hootsuite .
10 On the divide-and-conquer system of rule under apartheid, see Ira Shor, “Our Apartheid: Writing Instruction & Inequality,” Journal of Basic Writing 16, no. 1
(1997).
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tion through awareness raising, multi-sectoral
network building, and, in some cases, early
warning of impending conflict. Their work focused
on “the prevention of violence, especially torture
and its negative effects, as well as the provision of
psychosocial support to traumatized communities
from a community-based model.”11
The first step in creating the CAGs was to draw
on local expertise. Community-level stakeholder
meetings identified male and female leaders of
various ages already directly or indirectly engaged
in peacebuilding work and often linked to existing
organizations. Communities then nominated
individuals to serve in the action groups, and these
individuals were trained and offered psychosocial
support. Participants in the action groups are called
community psychosocial supporters and report to
community facilitators employed by CSVR. These
facilitators in turn provide support and training for
peacebuilding interventions. Both the supporters
and the facilitators are deeply embedded in the
communities, with the former often being residents
of the communities they work in. They also serve as
the interface between CSVR and the communities.
While not self-identifying as a single network
organization, the CAGs demonstrate network
characteristics. They are community-level committees supported by a main organization in
conducting local interventions. In addition, the
CAGs from the four communities frequently
convene in capacity-building and psychosocialwellness workshops and in “cross-pollination”
meetings where all participants share lessons
learned. The CAGs are informal structures (in that
they are not registered) but are able to access
resources, information, and support from a more
formal organization (CSVR). The CAGs focus not
only on addressing the drivers of violence and the
effects of violence on communities but also on
raising awareness of its primary drivers.
The CAGs support peacebuilding and violence
prevention by increasing access to rehabilitation
services for participants within communities.
These services provide support and care to victims
of violence and torture and often create referral
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networks for appropriate care and support.12 To
date, providing such community-led psychosocial
support remains an innovative way to address the
effects of torture and violence. Individuals within
the CAGs who have experienced trauma can both
access and give psychosocial support. These initiatives and services are targeted equally at men and
women, typically between the ages of 19 and 35.13
The main targets of these interventions are South
Africans (76 percent), with those remaining
consisting of foreign nationals from the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Burundi,
Zimbabwe, and other African countries.
Other CAG-led initiatives have included working
with school systems, traditional leaders, local
governments, and other formal and informal
organizations to create a common understanding
of the drivers and impact of violence. The main
contribution of such awareness-raising campaigns
has been a discursive shift around violent activity,
specifically as it pertains to gender-based violence.
Local leaders, including traditional leaders, have
demonstrated shifts in perceptions of gender-based
violence and have worked alongside CAGs to
address its effects on communities, calling for
greater accountability for perpetrators.14 The
emphasis on psychosocial healing for action group
and community members has also proved salient,
as mental health and its associated support services
are still stigmatized and under-resourced in the
communities most affected by violence.
Psychosocial support has proven to be effective in
supporting resilience in individuals and families.
This directly addresses the effects of and trauma
associated with violence.
However, an emerging challenge for the CAGs
has been capturing how psychosocial interventions
have a broader impact on the drivers of violence at
the community level. As discussed later, capturing
such impact is difficult due to lack of capacity and
resources. As a result, local initiatives rely on
anecdotal evidence to demonstrate impact in an
environment where programming, policy, and
practice are driven by statistical evidence.

11 Ella Kotze, “Expanded Impact Report: CSVR Community Work in Ekangala, Kagiso, Johannesburg Inner City, and Marikana, 2012–2016,” unpublished, CSVR,
2017.
12 CSVR, “Community Intervention,” available at www.csvr.org.za/programmes/community-intervention .
13 Kotze, “Expanded Impact Report,” pp. 12–13.
14 For examples from Ekangala, Marikana, and Johannesburg’s inner city, see Kotze, “Expanded Impact Report.”
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Analysis
ADVANTAGES OF NETWORKS
With just over a decade remaining to achieve the
targets of the national vision for South Africa as
articulated in the National Development Plan, the
CAGs present opportunities for the realization of
these goals. Similarly, their work speaks to the UN
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to end
poverty (Goal 1), provide decent work (Goal 8),
and facilitate peace, justice, and strong institutions
(Goal 16). Networks present an opportunity to
deepen such work and share lessons learned to
improve policy and practice.
For the CAGs, the benefits of being part of a
network have included the sharing of lessons
learned in meetings with partners based in other
communities. For example, a 2016 cross-pollination meeting not only proved useful for mediating
intra- and inter-group conflict but also provided a
platform to raise the need for a shared vision.15
These reflections have supported the development
of a community-healing model that has
represented a step-by-step framework for building
peace through CAG interventions since 2012.
Building solidarity around core interventions is
critical, as is sharing strategies to address common
challenges.
Being a part of a network can also build mutual
understanding of shared aims and objectives in
policy and practice. Capacity-building workshops
helped to frame the nature of violence in each
community and shape the resulting interventions.
The “umbrella” organization, CSVR, was then
responsible for translating lessons learned from
each community into best practice through
community intervention guidelines. Developing
community guidelines has also facilitated
convening local participants and creating the space
for them to discuss priorities for national and
international programming and practice.
The formal organizations at the heads of
networks can also bring local-level learning,
impact, and challenges into international programming spaces, such as the peacebuilding community
in New York. In this way, networks can allow

15 Kotze, “Expanded Impact Report,” p. 90.
16 Ibid., p. 90.

organizations to contribute to setting the norms
that national governments then use to shape their
development and peacebuilding agendas.
Lastly, a network approach can provide
structural support to informal groups that are
historically unable to access resources. These
networks have increased access to psychosocial
services in South Africa, which has contributed to
community-level social cohesion, especially among
the CAG participants. Rather than operate in
isolation and struggle to access under-resourced
mental health services, the CAGs have been able to
access specialized and contextualized psychosocial
support through their links to the CSVR.
CHALLENGES FACING NETWORKS
Despite great gains, these networks have also faced
challenges. Their engagement with the government
has sometimes yielded mixed results. For example,
the CAGs have experienced challenges in
addressing torture in a context where state institutions are perpetrators of violence in communities.
The networks also face structural barriers, such
as the historical isolation of communities and their
organizations along ethnic lines—a direct outcome
of the “divide-and-conquer” policies and practices
adopted during apartheid. As a result, cohesiveness
among groups at the community level does not
automatically translate into a strong network or
solidarity among communities facing similar
issues.
The presence of a formal organization like CSVR
or the Social Justice Coalition can bridge this gap
by creating a space for cross-pollination among
groups, but this is usually resource-intensive when
done in-person. Nevertheless, community groups
have expressed the desire for such spaces to inform
their learning, practice, and strategies.16
Another challenge in South Africa is that there
are few networks that can support multiple
communities facing similar types of violence across
the country. The CAGs have demonstrated such
potential, but they have struggled to foster mutual
learning and undertake targeted advocacy efforts at
the national and international level. While CSVR
has worked extensively with such local partners, its
work has only been regional in scope.

Masana Ndinga-Kanga

Conclusion: Policy Lessons
and Recommendations
South African local peace networks are not as
clearly defined as in other contexts. The case study
selected for this report highlights this. The CAGs
directly focus on peacebuilding and work in four
communities across the Gauteng region,
representing a very small network under a formal
NGO (CSVR), which relies on donor support to
run campaigns and provide psychosocial wellness
to communities affected by violence.
1. Support sharing of lessons learned.
In the CAGs, the interventions (selected by local
committees and site managers, respectively) are
context-specific. Where common themes
emerge, CSVR facilitates a participatory sharing
of lessons learned across sites, informed by
research and practice. This shared learning on
community interventions can be further
strengthened to support sustaining peace across
the country because communities face a number
of similar challenges, particularly related to
gender-based violence and community protests.
For this to happen, there needs to be acknowledgement of the important role of collaboration
between informal organizations (like CAGs)
and formal organizations (like CSVR) in facilitating shared learning and building a cohesive
approach to violence prevention.
This requires programming support from the
national government and international actors.
These actors need to commit to building the
resilience of community actors to the effects of
violence (through psychosocial interventions)
and to training local actors to measure impact in
ways that speak to policy audiences. Support
should thus be given to create platforms for
formal and informal organizations to work
together, share lessons learned and strategies,
and build solidarity.
2. Adopt a crosscutting approach to peacebuilding.
There is also a need to recognize the role of
community actors in preventing violence in a
context of great inequality and to understand
the link between livelihoods, peace, and justice.
This can address a number of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and South Africa’s
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National Development Targets (like ending
poverty and increasing access to decent work)
that are interlinked and must function together
to realize sustainable peace. Networks can serve
to amplify the voice of community groups that
have been calling for a crosscutting approach to
violence prevention that includes economic
considerations. A systemic approach that
contributes to improved overall outcomes,
including socioeconomic ones, is needed to
address some of the main drivers of violence,
thus linking SDG 10 (reducing inequality) and
SDG 16 (promoting peace, justice, and strong
institutions).
3. Ensure networks are not guided by political
interests.
Ensuring transparent and nonpartisan participation by multiple community members has
become a challenge. Greater accountability is
required at all levels to avoid limiting the reach
of the network due to partisan politics.
There is also a need to recognize the specific
dynamics of each community, which are often
shaped by local political interests. Committing to
a shared vision and facilitating multi-stakeholder
dialogue is one way of overcoming political
patronage at the local level, but this may be
difficult in networks that function across a broad
array of communities, each with its own power
dynamics. Networks could support analysis of
similarities and differences in the drivers and
consequences of violence in such contexts, help
bridge the gap between policy and practice, and
build common objectives for addressing similar
forms of violence across communities.
Networks have an important role to play in
facilitating the merger between the formal and
informal (as with the CAGs). They can also
contribute to public awareness, social cohesion,
and the resilience of community leaders at the
forefront of preventing violence and enable
longer-term collaboration between the local,
national, and international spheres in ways that
are necessary for achieving sustainable peace. In
a fragmented society like South Africa, they
present an opportunity to build a movement of
practitioners, policymakers, and researchers
that can support the realization of peacebuilding
agendas in the long run.

