
Cape Town Together, 
Community Action Networks (CANs)
& sharing resources and learning

Acknowledgements of slides:

Co-learning CAN, various 
Khayelitsha CANs,  Salt river 

CAN, Kenilworth CAN, CBD 
CAN and others

GCRO, Social Surveys Africa and HSRC
Seminar on "Collecting social data: adapting to the 
COVID-19 pandemic - Community-based research“
27 August 2020





Background: What are the CANs?

• 10 days before lockdown a 
group of community 
organisers, social activists 
and public health 
professionals came together 
to kick-start a rapid 
community led response to 
Covid-19

• Catalyzed a network of self-
organizing neighborhood 
based groups (or CANs) all 
responding to Covid-19 in 
their neighborhoods, and 
connecting across the city 
drawing on collective 
energy, and collective 
wisdom



Gathering  
Social Data
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“However, even these teams of highly 
trained, well-equipped professionals can 
only respond to the needs of confirmed 
cases and their known contacts. 
Community-based screening and testing 
might help us find the epidemiological 
flames before they spread, but it cannot 
identify the sparks of unrest and 
injustice, of fear and anxiety, and 
poverty and despair, that turn 
neighbours into strangers and 
communities into bubbling cauldrons 
waiting to boil over.

Finding and extinguishing the sparks of 
stigma, xenophobia, hunger and poverty 
cannot be achieved through the 
collection of epidemiological data at all. 
Rather this requires social data, 
collected and reported by professors of 
the street, based on real-world 
experience.



“Community Action Networks (CANs) 
like Cape Town Together, Eastern Cape 
Together, and more recently Gauteng 
Together are some of the community-
based groups organising at the local 
neighbourhood level, and are 
generating this much-needed social 
data or community-level intelligence.

[…]

We can learn so much just by listening 
to people’s experiences. For example, 
that right now hunger is a much bigger 
problem than Covid-19 for most 
people. Or that stigma is bubbling 
beneath the surface and is about to 
boil over. The government could 
address these issues if it just paid a bit 
more attention to the community-level 
intelligence being generated by those 
organising at the neighbourhood 
level.”



Bottom-up 
responses of 
CANs

Adaptive network 
(not a structured and bureaucratised organisation) 

that enables the dynamic, 
bottom-up ways of working 
to respond to hyper-local 
needs



CAN key issues of focus

• Mapping communities to plot where needs and vulnerabilities are, 
and where possible resources lie

• Street Champions

• Covid-19 awareness and education 
• Addressing fear and stigma
• Mask-making and distribution 
• Access to water in informal settlements 
• Addressing food insecurity through community kitchen and food 

gardens
• Neighbourhood based models of care
• Building solidarity across the city 



Some 
examples….

• Covid-19 awareness and education
• Addressing fear and stigma
• Distributing flyers safely 
• Keeping spaza/corner shops COVID-

free (safe distancing lines and 
sanitizer)

• Safe distancing lines outside clinics
• Mask-making and distribution 



Food insecurity –
towards 
sustainable food 
systems 

• Food parcels 

• Community kitchens

• Food gardens 

• Local farmers



Mapping 

Source:  
https://www.facebook.com/groups/CapeTow
nTogether/?post_id=211856813252099

Communication

https://www.facebook.com/groups/CapeTownTogether/?post_id=211856813252099


Mapping 
Source:  
https://www.facebook.com/groups/CapeTow
nTogether/?post_id=278422233262223

https://www.facebook.com/groups/CapeTownTogether/?post_id=278422233262223


Or not Mapping

“In the early days of lockdown there was a flurry of activity to try and collect 
information about people who may need help with groceries, or were living on 
their own etc. in Kenilworth we never really managed any accurate "mapping" 
of the Neighbourhood 

But I have realized that over time with our food delivery program  the CAN team 
has definitely learned a huge amount of information, a lot of it not yet written 
down, about where the most vulnerable families are, where the church 
networks or neighbourhood groups are already stepping in and where the gaps 
are. Our main thing has been that most of this information is just in our heads. 
But if we sat down as a group we could probably generate a huge amount of 
social data of this kind for our specific area- definitely something to do in the 
CAN when we have a bit of time!”  

- Manya Kenilworth CAN



Generating 
and 
disseminating 
knowledge 
through
Co-learning





How did the 
Co-Learnings Session 

start?

March 2020

● New CAN admins were 
connecting and asking 
questions

● Several CAN members 
loved storytelling, bringing 
people together, facilitating 
collaborative space

● It was the first step in 
building foundations and 
reaching across the network

“It started out as a storytelling 
space that involved sharing not 
only what CANs are doing, but 
how they are doing it, and what 
they are learning, loving, and 
battling with in the process”



What is the purpose of 
the Co-Learning 

Sessions?

This is a space to share our 
experiences and stories and to 
learn together bridging space 
between practical learning and 

deepening our 
personal/political/social 

consciousness. 

We encourage CANs to bring 
ideas and co-host on a topic that 

they are passionate about.

“A space that tries to make as 
much of the learning that happens 

while in the moment”

“Brings us a little closer to each 
other”



The Co-Learning Sessions 
approach

Each of our CANs are unique
and each co-learning sessions
is unique as well

Guiding questions: 
❏ What is the purpose of 

the session? 
❏ Who needs to be 

involved? Whose voices 
need to be heard? Who is 
missing?

❏ What ways do they have 
of accessing/contributing 
information? (zoom, 
written info, audio 
recordings answering 
key questions etc.) 

We have facilitators to help 
create a conscious container 
for each session - for 
conversation and process 
(tech etc)
.



When tensions or 
contradictions come up, 
it might be important to 

flag them. How is this 
tension part of the 

process? What might we 
learn from it? 

Don’t be afraid to name 
what’s coming up (e.g. 

this seems to be a result 
of trying to connect 

from very different class 
positions) and signal 

that this is what we are 
trying to learn about. 
Doing so can help de-
centre the potential 

destructive discomfort 
we feel confronting 

tensions and re-centre 
that we are people 

trying to work together 
in difficult 

circumstances with a lot 
of necessary learning as 

we go.



 Accessible Resources 



Some (written) References
• FaceBook “Cape Town Together”

• www.Capetowntogether.net

• For a compendium of the Co-Learning sessions, see 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/CapeTownTogether/learning_content/?filter=3336261696387378#_=_

• Writers' Community Action Network "Cape Town Together: organizing in a city of islands" ROAR 5 June 2020, 

• Cape Town Together Food Growers Initiative, available: https://www.facebook.com/groups/670655126826113/

• Eleanor Whyle, Manya van Ryneveld, Leanne Brady & Kentse Radebe  "Sparks, flames and blazes: 
Epidemiological and social firefighting for Covid-19" Daily Maverick, 24 April 2020

• Liezl Human "How a Cape Town group is helping neighbourhoods fight Covid-19" Groundup 23 March 2020

• Pamela Silwana "Crisis sees Cape Town suburbs reach across the great social divide" Daily Maverick, 31 March 
2020 

• Gesine Meyer-Rath, Francois Venter, Nicola Spurr, Tom Boyles, Kristin Dunkle & Marlise Richter, Anso Thom 
"Safeguarding social justice in a time of social distance" Mail&Guardian, 22 March 2020 

• Vincent Cruywagen "Community pulls together to convert crèche in Ocean View into a Covid-19 isolation 
centre" Daily Maverick 9 July 2020

• Writers CAN, Cape Town Together "Cape Town Together, a neighbourhood-based network of 170 
organisations" Daily Maverick 26 August 2020

http://www.capetowntogether.net/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/CapeTownTogether/learning_content/?filter=3336261696387378#_=_
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