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Introduction
This report is the product of a unique three month small grant awarded by the Transforming
Education for Sustainable Futures Network (TESF - https://tesf.network/) “to allow groups that

have been doing substantive education, training and/or social learning work during the COVID19 pandemic to reflect on, and write up the work that they have been doing to identify lessons
that could be helpful for TESF research and praxis over the next few years”.
As
coordinators
of
the
iQonga
loThungelwano network, we embraced the
invitation to spend time deeply and
collectively reflecting on the journey we had
been on together, throughout one of the
most challenging - and rewarding - years of
our lives. This project was also a valued
opportunity for us to reach out to our
community-based partners (‘community
champions’ in the terminology of our
project) to ask them to reflect on what the
iQonga loThungelwano network has meant
In-person at last! A reflection meeting in Makhanda
for them over the past year, and in so doing
Botanical Gardens, in preparation for the writing of this
report
to carry out co-engaged re-search into the
collective social learning that has been
enabled through this network. For all of us, this invitation to just reflect, supported by stimulating
questions and bi-weekly co-learning sessions facilitated by the ELRC TESF project leads, has
been a rare and precious space - too often missing from the tight-timeframe, deliverables-driven,
exit-strategy-constrained project paradigm of our working lives. The thoughtful and open
conversations we had with the community champions about what this project meant for them
was an experience - the first experience, for some of us - of truly ethical research practice, which
brought justice to the voices of those we work with.

In this report, we will share some of the contexts out of which iQonga loThungelwano loLuntu
emerged - the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in the Eastern Cape, the governmental
responses to the pandemic and the gaps in that response, and the prior relationships that formed
the fertile soil for this network to grow from - as well as reflections on what we have learnt as
coordinators and participants within the network, what the impact of the network has been so
far, and what the future holds.
Since a significant aspect of our work has been in grappling with the shortcomings of most
mainstream modes of communication, particularly with regards to meaningful communication
with marginalised, rural Xhosa (and other more-than-English) speakers, we have gone to a lot of
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effort to include audio - visual materials in this report, and to write in plain language for ease of
translation. Reflective interviews with community champions were filmed and then edited into
three videos - links to these videos are to be found in the section on the Impact of the Network.
We also facilitated a Photovoice process with some of the champions, and some of the shared
images are also presented in this report.
It is our intention to share a version of this report with all of the iQonga loThungelwano
members, as this report is about us, and for us.

Background and Context
The first South African cases of COVID-19 were reported in February 2020, and President Cyril
Ramaphosa moved quickly to invoke the Disaster Management Act (No.57 of 2002), declaring
a State of Emergency in March 2020. The State of Emergency kicked off with a complete
lockdown of the country as Alert Level 5 was declared.
The hard lockdown had huge implications for every South African regardless of their socioeconomic status. It affected
livelihoods,
health,
education, and every other
aspect of life. Many people
lost their jobs and for most
poor households who relied
on a sole breadwinner to
scrape
by,
this
was
devastating. Many poor
South Africans depend on
temporary jobs as house
hands or doing odd jobs.
These jobs were the first
casualties during the hard
lockdown.
This was a dire situation considering that South Africa is one of the most unequal societies in the
world. Like anywhere else in the world, where the pandemic hit, these inequalities
were exposed and amplified (Marmot & Allen, 2020)1. Poor communities, as always, were the
hardest hit and burdened by the outbreak of the pandemic. Furthermore, the risks of a
devastating COVID-19 death toll in the Eastern Cape were very real, given the weakness of the
public health sector, the high incidence of poverty-related co-morbidities amongst Eastern Cape’s
citizens, and the absolute lack of reliable and accessible public health information for rural
1

Marmot, M., & Allen, J. (2020). COVID-19: Exposing and amplifying inequalities. J Epidemiol Community
Health, 74(9), 681–682. https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2020-214720
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isiXhosa speakers. Kapiriri & Ross (2020) 2 reflect on the vulnerability of poor communities
during pandemics and the accompanying response to such pandemics and argue that their
experiences and narratives must be better represented.
This reflective narrative report captures how a group of volunteers, composed of academics,
students and community champions responded to the pandemic, particularly to the information
gaps with regards to the pandemic and its social impacts. The perspective of the affected
communities is at the heart of this reflection, with some additional reflection on the internal
working dynamics of the coordinating team.
The philosophy that drove this work is CARE, TRUST and LEARNING. We worked with
communities that we had relationships with before, and with whom we had built solid TRUST,
and we extended this approach to other communities through our community action network.
Where we tread, we have always made sure that empowerment comes through sharing
knowledge, respect, and making ourselves vulnerable to the needs and concerns of the poor
through their lens. That meant surrendering our map and taking direction from the communities
we work with. This philosophy also underlay the relationships within the coordinating team.
We realised that together through careful sharing of experience and knowledge we can co-create
“new” and relevant knowledge that is contextually relevant. We therefore have made sure that
CARE is the underlying motive when we engage with communities, where we felt there was a
need to intervene. CARE is the foundational principle of ubuntu - the acknowledgement that we
need to take care of each other and life in general, as that is what makes us human. Our
interactions in life are a life-long journey of LEARNING. Such learning is only possible within
the context of TRUST both within the coordinating team and, most importantly between it and
the community partners. During this pandemic, our virtual interactions further strengthened all
our learning as we shared information to possibly save lives.

Who we are - the team and its existing networks
We are a collective of educator activists and community activists working in well-established food
and water learning networks, including Imvothu Bubomi Learning Network, the South African
Water Caucus, the Coastal Justice Network, and the Tsitsa Project. We are students, farmers,
activists, academics, parents and educators. We have joined together to form an Eastern Cape
Community Action Network (ECCAN), affiliated with the 'Cape Town Together' initiative and
other C-19 civil society response groups. Our interest is to strengthen responses to the COVID19 pandemic in the rural Eastern Cape. With coordination support from the Environmental
Learning Research Centre (ERLC) at Rhodes University, we are working to establish a learning

2

Kapiriri, L., & Ross, A. (2020). The Politics of Disease Epidemics: A Comparative Analysis of the SARS,
Zika, and Ebola Outbreaks. Global Social Welfare, 7(1), 33–45. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40609-018-0123-y
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and solidarity network that supports rural Eastern Cape citizens to keep their communities
healthy and safe in the time of COVID-19.
We have over 100 CAN members throughout the rural Eastern Cape, who are small scale
farmers, community activists and educators. Our network is mainly clustered around Makhanda,
King Williams Town, Middledrift, Willowvale, the Kat River Valley, the Tsitsa catchment,
Kokstad, Mt Frere, Port St Johns, Lusikisiki, Centane and much of the Wild Coast.
We also have links to similar networks throughout South Africa and the SADC region. We are
learning from the ‘Cape Town Together’ initiative, which has shown significant leadership in
mobilising neighbourhood solidarity networks to facilitate safe and caring local responses to
COVID-19. We are also linking up with other civil society organisations that are supporting
local-level responses to the COVID-19 situation.

COVID-19 in the Eastern Cape
The Eastern Cape Province, in particular the extensive rural areas of the previous ‘homeland ’
areas and the burgeoning peri-urban areas on the fringes of the major urban centres, is home to
some of the most impoverished and marginalised communities in South Africa. This
impoverishment and marginalisation involve not only a desperate lack of any material wealth
(financial and other), but also limited meaningful access to information about events or issues
taking place beyond the local community. It also includes a dearth of opportunities for
employment, education and for most other routes out of poverty. The situation is exacerbated
by the signal and serial failure of government at all levels to respond effectively and positively to
communities’ pleas for help in dealing with appallingly low levels of delivery of basic services,
such as water and sanitation.
One critical outcome for many people living under such constraints is the loss of faith in their
ability to deal with the existing stresses in their lives, or with new challenges. This loss of agency
represents an extension of the impacts of the many years of impoverishment and marginalisation
under the previous colonial and apartheid regimes. Understanding of and access to the internet
is very limited, with even the more tech-savvy younger people unable to afford smart-phones or
the high costs of data in SA and facing a constant battle with unreliable networks. Even though
most areas are reached by radio and TV networks, a large number of households have neither.
The degree of marginalisation experienced by most rural and peri-urban communities renders
them particularly vulnerable to the impacts of universal challenges such as COVID-19. The lack
of information on and understanding of the situation makes it almost impossible for people to
make informed decisions as to how they can deal with it in terms of protecting themselves. The
extreme lack of resources, often including even a safe supply of water, makes it very difficult for
even those who want to take the necessary precautions to do this. A further exacerbating factor
is the deeply felt need to observe cultural practices which require the assembly of large numbers
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of people to share in momentous events such as initiations, weddings, funerals, and various forms
of worship. This is especially poignant in rural communities, which are to a large extent held
together through shared cultural beliefs and identities. The requirements of protection against
the coronavirus fly in the face of people’s understanding of their roles and responsibilities in the
collective, even to the extent of prohibiting visiting the sick, or day-to-day interactions with
neighbours and family.
However, despite these almost overwhelming constraints, there is a growing number of young
people, in particular, who are working to improve the situation of their communities. They find
ways of accessing the internet and connecting with others in other communities and with various
activist networks, and they welcome engagement with and support from outside organisations
and networks such as the Each 1 Teach 1 Eastern Cape Community Action Network, known as
the iQonga loThungelwano network. These young, committed activists, the ‘champions’, have
become the life-blood of the network and are central to the whole process of information sharing.

Gaps in the Response to the Pandemic in the Eastern Cape
The outbreak of the pandemic globally was characterised by an avalanche of (sometimes
contradictory) information. There was a clear recognition by most governments, including that
of South Africa, that there was a need to share information widely on this new and intensely
disturbing threat to humanity across the world. One major challenge was the fact that the
information needed to be accurate and reliable and explain quite complex scientific concepts in
ways that could be understood by most people. In most cases, the information came initially
from the scientists who were brought in to research and advise on how to deal with the pandemic,
and they themselves were treading new ground. Translating this information into layman’s terms
was itself never easy, but within a relatively short space of time fairly accessible and useful
information was being produced, mostly by international organisations, in particular, the World
Health Organisation (WHO), national governments, academic and research institutions, and
NGOs.
In South Africa information was available from both international and national sources, and it
seemed as though this challenge was being met. However, with only a few exceptions the
information most readily available to the South African population was and still is in English, and
almost exclusively available only on the internet. The few exceptions in terms of language include
the government of the Western Cape which produces information in both isiXhosa and
Afrikaans, some of which is taken up by the Knowledge Translation Unit (KTU) of the University
of Cape Town (UCT) Lung Institute, which also posts original materials in these languages on
their website. A few NGOs, such as CovidComms SA also produce materials accessible from
their website, in various languages. Much of the information produced in this way is in the form
of ‘infographics’, with short, focussed messages supported by colourful graphics. Other NGOs
produce videos in the languages of the communities in which they work, and these are accessible
on Facebook sites, YouTube, and websites. The reality is that however well thought out and
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designed these materials are, they are neither reaching the majority population in either the rural
or peri-urban areas as they require internet access and capability nor are they situated in the
cultural contexts of the majority of the population, except for some videos, which are consciously
culturally located.
Even the most professionally designed materials tend to draw on ‘western’ scientific iconography.
A perfect example of the former is the almost ubiquitous use of the phrase ‘flattening the curve’,
which makes sense to those with an understanding of line-graphs, but very little to the very many
who don’t. Concepts such as ‘exponential’ and ‘logarithmic’ associated with such analyses are
also foreign to probably the majority of the population who have received very and deliberately
limited education. In terms of the iconography, graphics of multiple graves marked by crosses
have little relevance for people who mark their graves with stones, while the image of an hourglass
(or egg-timer) to indicate time running out is meaningless to most for whom the idea is better
expressed by a departing bus or train.
A further limitation of the infographic approach, in particular, is that the focus on short sharp
messages (a common ‘comms’ approach) overlooks the need for people to understand why they
are being enjoined to do whatever it is they are expected to do.
At the other extreme, much of the information produced by the government is not only in
English but in quite long-winded and very scientific/technical English, rendering it almost
incomprehensible by most people, even many English first language speakers.
Perhaps most disturbing in this province is that the Eastern Cape Provincial government, which
governs a province with 78.8% isiXhosa speakers, 10.5% Afrikaans speakers, and only 5.6%
English speakers produce information only in English, and this mostly information from the
national government re-branded for the Eastern Cape.
The lack of quality, verified, and accessible information reaching the majority of people in the
province (and presumably elsewhere) opens the gate to endless waves of spurious, inaccurate,
misleading and often dangerous and harmful information. This arrives via social media or
rumour and is then transmitted by word-of-mouth throughout communities.
It was in response to the very clear need for accurate and reliable information on the pandemic
to be shared with the marginalised Eastern Cape communities that the iQonga loThungelwano
network was formed.

The development of iQonga loThungelwano
One year ago, almost to the day, on the 26th of March 2020 a group of 7 students, staff and
friends of the ELRC held a Zoom meeting, from our newly enforced ‘working-from-home’
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situations, to discuss possible responses to COVID-19 in the Eastern Cape. The invitation to this
meeting read:
Thanks for your interest in meeting to discuss how we can support and show solidarity
with our food and water networks in the rural Eastern Cape to respond to Covid-19 and
the related major social disruptions.
… this afternoon we could discuss the particular needs, challenges and contributions of
rural EC citizens, and how we might support networks such as the IBLN (and others);
and to consider whether new coalitions are needed at this time, to prepare and
respond.
The initial group quickly grew in numbers, as students, academic staff and community-based
leaders stepped forward to volunteer. We were closely following the CAN (community action
network) social movement emerging in Cape Town, and simultaneously speaking and listening
to our friends and contacts in the rural Eastern Cape about the situation in rural communities.
Our concern from the outset was that information and understanding about the COVID-19
pandemic was very thin on the ground in a lot of communities, meaning that many people did
not know how to protect themselves from the virus, how to ensure they did not spread it to
others, what the reasons were for government measures such as the lockdown, or how to safely
access essential services such as water, food and healthcare during this time. In the absence of
accessible reliable information, dangerous misinformation spreads very fast. Rumours started to
swirl - for example, that this was a ‘whites-only’ disease, or a disease from the cities; that it was
spread by foreigners; that the lockdown was a distraction from some sinister military activity, and
so on.
There was a huge amount of COVID-19 awareness material available - but, as mentioned above,
all in technical English or with confusing graphics. The gap we identified was for high quality,
contextually sensitive, relatable and reliable materials for rural Eastern Cape citizens, such as the
food growers, water custodians and citizen scientists from our networks.
We aimed to develop a learning platform for the development and sharing of such materials,
information and ideas for action and practical responses to COVID-19 risks as well as impacts.
We did this through working closely, using social media platforms such as WhatsApp, with
Community Action Network (CAN) champions, who are active leaders within existing networks,
able to reach a wide range of people in different areas, networks and communities of practice.

The significance of our name: iQonga loThungelwano loLuntu
We are guided by the principle of ‘Each One Teach One' / 'Each One Reach One’, whereby
care and knowledge is passed from one person to the next, while maintaining safe physical
distancing, in a wide-reaching network of solidarity and learning.
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We started out calling ourselves ‘Each One Teach One - Community Action Network’. This was
later translated into the isiXhosa name iQonga loThungelwano, and it is this name that we now
use most often. As we reflected upon this name, through this TESF reflective project, we realised
that there were layers of meanings and metaphors carried within this name.
IQonga loThungelwano loLuntu,
literally means a ‘network forum /
platform’. Ukuthunga signifies ‘unity
in action’. When hosting a function,
the beer or brandy is shared around
from one container - using a single
container is very symbolic of sharing
and of unity.
Through Iqonga loThungelwano we
are following the practice of ukuthunga,
Clay containers for sharing of traditional beer
but through virtual means. Ironically,
ukuthunga as it refers to the sharing of
a single vessel of beer or a single pot of food is unthinkable in COVID times; but we are holding
the symbolic essence of that gesture in our network. iQonga means to take to the stage. For this
you have to be very confident; it is like ‘here is the mic, we want to hear your voice’; it is a space
for an imbongi to communicate a message, and invitation for others to have their say.

Ukuthunga can also be used in the healing sense –where as an operative word it means healing ukuthunga amanxeba - healing of wounds. Not one of us has emerged from this pandemic
without being wounded in some way. Virtual communication and solidarity platforms like
iQonga loThungelwano have become platforms for healing and building back together.

iQonga loThungelwano in Action
As iQonga loThungelwano loLuntu we have adopted a reflective approach to the sharing of
information, making sure that it is responsive to the needs on the ground. The process of
sharing the information has a feedback loop. In this feedback loop communities can describe
how they found the information, whether it meets their needs and standards, what the current
situation is in their community, and what their information needs are. This two-way sharing of
information creates space for learning, re-learning and co-learning. The development of the
information materials is also embedded in an ongoing reflective process.
The materials production team which produces the information materials, researches, and
reflects on the content of the materials, accuracy, their relevance, and sociocultural
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appropriateness. It has never, therefore, been just a research process to produce information
materials – it has gone beyond that. The team has to be consciously reflective to make sure that
the information uptake and use are immediate to reflect the urgency of the situation. The
production team treats the information materials in the same way a pharmacist would treat a dose
of life-saving medicine. The information must be clear, concise, and relevant. The process of
doing this is discussed in the following sections of this report.
We recognised at the outset that the information needed to somehow get directly to the people
themselves and the model of 2 ‘lines of champions’ who could disseminate the information
through their own networks was adopted. The 1st line champions (all volunteers) comprise some
of the team members themselves and key community contacts developed by team members
through many years of engagement with communities and community-based organisations. Each
of these 1st line champions have their own networks of contacts in communities across the
province, and these contacts were asked to become 2nd line champions (also all volunteers), and
to share the information they receive within their communities and with any networks with which
they are connected. At the peak of network activity between April and October 2020 there were
in the region of 36 1st line and 84 2nd line champions recorded in the champions’ database.
Subsequently, connections were made with champions and amaXhosa communities in the
Western Cape (Cape Town and George), and in Gauteng. Information was received that the
Afrikaans speaking communities also needed information in their own language and an Afrikaans
champions group was established. The core coordination team active in this period comprised
20 people, of whom some 8 were also 1st line champions.
The medium chosen for sharing of information was WhatsApp as this was the most familiar and
easily accessible social medium with the majority of the champions. Funding from the ELRC is
used to provide data for all the champions who require this, and to support the employment for
two days a week of a champion’s co-ordinator – an absolutely vital role. The TESF funding is
enabling the continuation of support for this role.
The core team divided into three specialist teams: one to source, develop and share materials
and information with the champions; another to focus on broader communications approaches;
and the third team with an advocacy focus. Cross-fertilisation between these teams was ensured
through team members being involved in more than one team and regular full team Zoom
meetings.
Information is shared by the ‘Materials’ team on a wide range of issues and topics, with the most
important being the pandemic itself, and how to deal with the actual and potential impacts of the
coronavirus in communities. This has included developing an understanding of how the virus
works, its effects and symptoms, and how it is transmitted. There is a strong and repeated
emphasis on the precautions necessary to reduce transmission under all circumstances.
Information has also been shared to clarify the roles of healthy eating and indigenous medicines
in helping people withstand infection and cope with the illness if infected. One aim of this
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information is to counter ideas being circulated on social media and in the communities of the
supposed curative properties of indigenous or alternative medicines, and of certain herbs, fruit,
and vegetables. Currently, there is much information sharing on vaccines, and the vaccination
programme and how people, including Community Health Workers, can engage with this. An
ongoing focus is on the need to continue to take precautions despite the recent decline in
infection rates, with discussion of the probability of a ‘3rd Wave’ of infections if people drop their
guard.
A second key focus is on sharing information on the changes in the Alert Levels. This involves
keeping people aware of which Alert Level is currently in place, the regulations associated with
this, and in particular what they actually mean to people’s lives. As these changes in Alert Level
take place almost instantaneously with the President addressing the nation in the evening and the
level changing at midnight the same day, this requires an almost immediate response.
Information is also shared on other issues, in particular, that of the availability of social grants,
including the Social Relief of Distress (SRD) Grant, and the payment dates of all the other social
grants. The sharing of these dates has proved enormously helpful to many people, who
previously were unsure of the dates, and could spend their last cents on a trip to town for their
payment only to find that it was not due on that day.
Various sources are drawn on for information to be shared where appropriate, but the majority
is produced by the materials team themselves. While most are in the form of text documents,
supported when possible by infographics or videos from other sources, in some cases, we
develop
videos.
One example is
the video here 3 ,
with an imbongi
from Makhanda,
in which he urged
people to avoid
stigmatising others.
This reinforced a
message shared of
a speech given by
the president on
the same topic.
A poem against COVID-19 stigma by Akhona Mafani

Such reinforcement of key messages through different media, from different sources and in
different forms has proved very powerful in helping people understand the importance of certain
key messages.

3

Video available here: https://youtu.be/1fOB28jjdpU
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A critical aspect of the approach taken has been to avoid hectoring, bullying, shaming or blaming,
or of course assuming any superior position. Rather, the voice used is one of calmness and clarity,
as from a trusted member of the community. The first-person plural ‘we’ is used to locate the
messages within the community, as we indeed see ourselves as part of the broader community,
with everything we share being as relevant for ourselves as for others.
An innovative and central element of information sharing, and something which emerged almost
organically after a few months, is the use of a voice notes to introduce the messages, giving an
outline of the focus of the particular message. This has proved enormously powerful in
contextualising the information being shared, and in enabling sharing of the key ideas with a wide
range of people - mothers could play them for their children at mealtimes, neighbours could
listen to them over the fence, and they could be played and replayed to let the messages sink
in. The voice-notes, created by the co-ordinator – the voice of iQonga - are greatly appreciated
by the champions and their communities. Two examples of these voice notes are shared below:
Voice Note Sample 1

Voice Note Sample 2

At least one piece of information has been shared with the champions almost every week since
the formation of iQonga, and feedback from the champions and communities indicates very
strongly that the network has become an important part of their lives. They are all very keen that
the network continues its work and supports communities to address issues both concerning and
beyond the COVID-19 pandemic.
The communication (‘Comms’) team developed a website and set up a Facebook page on which
the materials shared with the champions and from other sources can be shared. The team has
also developed a number of videos of community activists and entrepreneurs in Gqeberha
(formerly Port Elizabeth), in which they describe the impact of the pandemic on them, their
families and their work, and how they are working to help others understand and address the
situation - our YouTube channel4 is available here.

Profiles of some of the 1st line champions were also developed for sharing on the Facebook
page, which was a really valuable and affirming exercise in raising the profile of the volunteers
involved. Initially, the use of both the website and the Facebook page was quite limited, but more
recent postings of the iQonga materials on the Facebook page have elicited up to 5000 views,
with the majority of these also indicating that they had shared the post on their own and other
pages. This suggests that, although it has taken some time, the information is now reaching a new,
perhaps more internet-savvy constituency, and through them many more people. The

4

Youtube channel available at: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCbK41qVZpxwIOdnCi6gm8hw/featured
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communications team also wrote some articles for the mainstream media, to try and raise
awareness about the network - see link to Daily Maverick article5 below:

Article by members of the Communications team, published in Daily Maverick

The Communications and Materials team worked in partnership with the Grocott’s Mail,
Makhanda’s weekly newspaper, on a number of special editions of the newspaper, in which the
materials developed and the perspectives of community champions were shared, in three
languages - Xhosa, Afrikaans and English.

Stills from Grocott’s special edition, 31 July 2020
5

Daily Maverick article by members of the Communications team:
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-06-22-eastern-cape-alliance-launches-digital-network-to-fightcovid-19-in-rural-areas/#gsc.tab=0
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The advocacy team has been involved with establishing
and maintaining contact with the Cape Town CAN and
other organisations. In particular, they linked the
network with the Eastern Cape Water Caucus and
others in submitting representations to the national
Department of Water and Sanitation on the dreadful
state of water provision in the province, and the impact
this is having on the capacity of or people to adhere to
the strict hygiene requirements for reducing
transmission of the coronavirus. A series of co-learning
sessions called ‘The Inspired Futures Dialogue’, that
included inputs from iQonga members, Gauteng
Together members and Cape Town Together
members, were held, with the aim of sharing
information and experiences on networking with
communities - these were valuable networking
experiences, and the knowledge and experience of the
iQonga champions were always celebrated and deep
appreciated by the colleagues from other provinces.

Posters for the ‘Inspired Futures Dialogues,
featuring speakers from iQonga Lothungelwano

There have been several attempts by the team to establish informal partnerships with other
groups involved in sharing information. These groups include the Solidarity Fund (which
requested our collaboration), the Knowledge Translation Unit (KTU) of the University of Cape
Town, CovidComms SA, and local and provincial radio stations – one team member did present
several radio programmes focussing on COVID-19 on traditional practices, funerals, and
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initiations. These attempts unfortunately met with little success. The same team member
represented the network at a virtual meeting for civil society representatives, hosted by the Civil
Society Forum (CSF) and the South African National Aids Campaign (SANAC) with the
ministers of health and social development.
At this meeting, the iQonga representative raised the issue of the need for relevant, culturally
appropriate information being provided to communities in the various vernacular languages. The
suggestion was received positively by both ministers, with acknowledgement that the lack of such
information was a major failing in current communications. Indeed, the minister of health in his
next press briefing, some 2 days after the meeting, summarised his presentation in isiZulu and
apologised for not being able to do this in all languages.
It was proposed that working groups, including one on communications, should be set up
following the meeting. However, nothing more was heard despite an email being sent to the
course convenors requesting the minutes of the meeting and information on the working groups.
Similarly, an attempt to contact traditional leaders at the provincial and national levels (copied to
the deputy president and minister of health), to offer support in communicating with their
communities in relation to the vaccination programme, which the leaders said they would be
supporting, received no response. There are ongoing discussions with the Know Your Rights
group, which is piloting a programme to educate rural and peri-urban communities about their
rights under the SA Constitution.

Reflections on what we are learning
What we have learnt as Activist-Educators
When we were encouraged by the ELRC TESF project
facilitator at the outset of this three-month process to find
an image that somehow expressed our work over the past
year, our team settled on this image, of a woman stirring
a large pot of communal food over a fire. A fundamental
part of what we achieved last year through iQonga
loThungelwano was to build trust through sharing. There
is strong mutual respect, and a strong rapport built
through ongoing multi-directional communication.
This process starts within the coordinating team and is
carried out through the lines of champions into the
communities with a reverse flow of feedback and ideas
from the communities. Each of us brings some
ingredients that are meaningful to us and the communities
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we work with. We stir the pot, share and invite each other to share their views about this dish of
knowledge. We continue with the cycle of co-creating or adding the ingredients from both
community champions and the communities we work with.
For us as the activists or volunteers who are students, academics, facilitators and practitioners the
pandemic invoked a sense of duty. We understand the privileged position we hold in society as
members or associates of a world-renowned academic institution. Our position in society means
that we can access information more than anyone else in the community. We are fully aware that
understanding the behaviour of the virus and its epidemiology needs to be communicated as
soon as reliable information is available.
This is not surprising, as the disease has to be pushed back only through whatever information
is available at any given time. The information landscape about the behaviours of the coronavirus
is shifting sand, as the knowledge about the virus is still being gathered on-the-go. As a new
disease, nothing was initially known about its epidemiology. New information has been passed
on, by medical experts and epidemiologists, into the public arena as soon as it has been was
gathered. This situation has afforded the team a rapid but reflective learning space and has
required rapid adaptability and response.
During this process, we have learned the importance of simplifying and explaining phenomena.
We have re-learned the importance of explaining things such as how the virus spread, instead of
telling people what to do or not to do. We have worked carefully to ensure that materials are, to
the best of our knowledge and ability, accurate, make sense, are relevant, appropriate, and will
help people.
We are moved by care and we have care-fully learned how communities, through the champions,
allowed us into their lives as they establish trust in the information we share, and in us. It is trust,
the trust that this information comes from trusted people, trusted sources, and a trusted
institution, that encourages our partners to share the information we share with them. So, we
conclude that trust was established because of, as one of us said, “both the way we made an
impact, because that was how it came to be that people used it, but it was also an outcome of
what we did that deeper trust was built.”
The project is not funder-driven and responds to the real needs of people on the ground. The
importance of the sharing of public health advice during the pandemic cannot be overemphasized. It responds to a burning need of sharing information to stay safe. It has been and
continues to be a time where a lack of information could mean that lives are lost.
We know that rural communities are isolated and the much talked about wireless connectivity
through cell phone networks, radio and TV is still a huge challenge. From our other experiences,
we know that there are communities who are extremely isolated, who struggle to get information
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with only a cell phone signal coming to the rescue. Not every household indeed owns a radio or
tv set too.
We have also learned that we are actually in the process of creating and participating in virtual
communities. The traffic of messages, the queries about this or those messages create a
conversation, of which we and our participants have been deprived, especially during the higher
Alert Levels of the lockdown. As one of us put it “You’re so desperate you can't, like, go to a
neighbour. You just have these messages coming through and that's the only thing you have at
that point”.
From our perspective we continually witnessed solidarity between citizens across South Africa
during this pandemic - and this includes ourselves. Mobilising ourselves to use our time to create
as much awareness as possible about the pandemic and sharing information that we think is best
suited to keep people safe from the infection, gives us a sense of purpose and fulfilment during
this painful and sometimes overwhelming time of the COVID-19 pandemic. There was powerful
unity in action until the fatigue of the virus set in and people went back to their normal duties but a core group has continued to keep the network alive as we grapple with the transition and
transformation it must now undergo.
Our response to the pandemic contributes to a better understanding of how we can change the
environment around us. We have come to realise that meaningful change does not necessarily
need huge resources. Dedication, respect, integrity, care, and conscious building of relationships
through the cultivation of trust is the best recipe. We realise that there are synergies that can be
harnessed among us. We are in different life stages; however, we see a confluence of a burning
desire to contribute to a better society together with an increased agency among the champions
who are proud to serve their communities. There is a clear urge among many to stand up and
be counted during a time of trial. The younger and older generations have brought their
experiences and strong points to the table, the younger members bringing energy, agile minds,
and tech-savviness, and the older generation contributing immensely through experience and
careful, reflective ways to approach issues.
At the core of the project is CARE – the driving force. There is human solidarity that
demonstrates care and there is no outside pressure to fulfil other project objectives like logframes. That care persists as a written and consistent voice in our messages.
We have also learned the importance of thoroughly explaining things instead of the kind of ‘short
snappy’ communication that is favoured for most public communication campaigns. We shared
contextualising voice notes that helped to mediate the knowledge, along with substantial textual
documents that carefully explained the relevant issues. We think that people are encouraged to
read and learn through these long, but easy to understand messages. There was already a
motivation to stay safe and hunger for information and therefore we believe these were good
enough reasons to read. Our somewhat text-heavy /graphic light messages seem to resonate with
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the champions because they carry explanations. We believe that given that the virtual
communities created a learning space, people have invested time to read, and this goes against
the quite general assumption that people are not interested in reading. We support the desire to
know and learn through the provision of accessible information.
This network is driven by a different ethos, compared to regular funded research projects. There
is no drive to push our branding or image, and no deliverables other than being present and
accountable and delivering on our commitments to the community champions and their
communities. We constantly seek creative and meaningful ways to work together without the
usual constraints of donor-driven projects.

What has been learnt and valued by community Champions and their
communities
To enable a shared reflection and re-search process with our community partners, Monde
Ntshudu and Monde Duma spent some time travelling around the Amathole District, visiting
and speaking to some of the community champions who have been actively engaged with iQonga
over the past year. In the three videos below, some of these Champions 6 7 8 share their
reflections.

Youtube: Iqonga Champions Reflect, Part 1: Babalwa and Vuyokazi

6

Reflecting with champions on Youtube Part 1: https://youtu.be/gEgH5OGyuso
Reflecting with champions on Youtube Part 2: https://youtu.be/jAKD9s1N8EQ
8
Reflecting with champions on Youtube Part 3: https://youtu.be/rlTasgBD4HY
7
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Youtube: Iqonga Champions Reflect, Part 2 Nombuyiseko & Lukhanyo

Youtube: Iqonga Champions Reflect, Part 3 Tina & Nonzima

The voices in these videos articulate strongly and clearly the impact of the network, and stand on
their own as powerful reflections, from which we have learnt a great deal. This is ongoing work,
and we look forward to speaking to more champions, because this has been an extremely rich
and rewarding co-learning process. Below are some early themes that emerged for us as the
writers of this report - but there are many more insights to be drawn from these conversations.
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Representation of themes from co-learning process and insights

Access to information
Lack of access to information is a huge impediment to the lives of many rural communities.
Wireless connectivity is not reliable and in some instances the transmitters still use outdated
communication systems like 3-G.
Reflecting with the champions, they find the messages useful in various ways. The information
explains to them why they cannot carry on their lives as normal. But it also asks them to think in
relevant ways about what people can do for themselves, with their own agency.
The messages are not prescriptive- telling them the do’s and don’ts, but rather gives them the
information so that they can make the best choices. They also find that the messages contain
useful resources, such as videos that demonstrated practical skills to make masks which some of
them or the communities around them could not afford to buy. As isolated communities buying
a mask also meant expending resources to find the shops in town. Access to practical information
alleviates this pressure and motivates people to be resourceful and make their own masks.

Location and information
Rural communities are isolated and not only are they physically isolated but access to general
information is limited. Our initiative was, and still is in many instances the first and only to
provide educational information about the disease. The information is direct from the source,
which is hugely appreciated.
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Provision of reliable and trusted information
IQonga is trusted as an information source, as discussed in previous sections. The information
is trusted as the source is trusted.

Education and awareness
The messages are viewed as useful as in some instances, they represent the first time the people
receive any explanation of what the virus is and how it spreads around from person to person
and why long-held cultural and social practices are being postponed. People need to understand
why they cannot go to a neighbour’s funeral, shake hands, or hug a relative, or why to constantly
sanitize. Culturally, it is a huge toll on people’s emotions as many of the preventative measures
against the virus go against all their social and cultural protocols of a good neighbour and
community member.
We gather from the reflections with the community champions that sharing of the information
created learning spaces where dialogues were generated, creating a virtual learning community.
The materials generate discussions, as people seek more explanation around the virus, thus
generating meaning-seeking dialogues.
The feedback loops used by the co-learning process with communities involved them in a
reflexive process of using photovoice to share their insights. Below are two excerpts from this
process that were captured during the team’s re-search:

Photovoice submission
excerpt B

Photovoice submission
excerpt A
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Translation of Photo-Voice submission – excerpt A
“These COVID-19 messages had a huge impact on where I live. I stay close to an old lady with
who I shared the messages with to make sure she is safe. The messages are also helpful to my
grandfather and grandmother whom I share the house with. The messages were also helpful to
the youth who would change their behaviour once they hear the messages. May you continue the
messages until COVID-19 disappears. The messages kept us safe.”

Translation of Photo-voice submission - excerpt B
“I do not own a tv set or radio, so these messages were very helpful to me. Initially, it was difficult
to get an explanation of what the disease is all about, what to do and not to do. However now, I
am up to date with what is happening about the disease, nationally, because of the messages from
iQonga loThungelwano. The messages make it easy for us to cope with the situation. It gives us
hope.”

Agency
There is demonstrated evidence that the champions gain insights from the information and use
it to change the situation around them. This evidence is captured in all the videos that we
produced for this work. There are instances where champions relate how they left their homes
to intervene where the regulations were ignored or where they acted as advisors to make sure
that actions in other households were responsive to the advice laid down in the regulations.

Elevation of status of Champions among community members
The care to support communities with useful information is reciprocated by the community, by
showing appreciation of the champions as sources of reliable information. As iQonga we connect
with community champions at a personal level. People are appreciative and value getting reliable
information first and then passing it over to friends, family, and people around them. To be the
source of useful and relevant information elevates their status in the community to be
oomaqal’azive. This refers to someone whose situation or position makes it a privilege to get the
news first. To be such an individual is an honour and everyone wants to be associated with such
an individual. So iQonga creates such a nurturing environment for omaqal’azive.

Delivering the message in mother-tongue
Our champions show immense appreciation of the messages delivered in isiXhosa. They express
the feeling of feeling reconnected and that others cared about them. The use of the language
makes it easy to share the messages too and explain to those who might not be able to read. It is
very important to share the messages with the older members of the community. That the
messages are written in isiXhosa makes sharing easy and boosts self-confidence of those who task
themselves with further explanation of the content.
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Changing individual responses
The champions ’reflections demonstrate to us that the network
and the messages have impacts on different levels. They tell us
of the behavioural changes they have made themselves after
receiving and learning from the messages. For example, two of
the champions had difficulty using masks and upon receiving the
relevant messages, they realized they must adapt their behaviour
to lead by example. They began to understand the consequences
of not wearing a mask. The messages have an impact of
influencing individual behaviour change. Behaviours are adapted
to reinforce the preventative measures, especially reinforcing
good hygiene practices.

Translation of Photo-Voice submission – excerpt C

Photovoice submission
excerpt C

“I managed, through these messages, to influence my uncle who
has a hearing disability to whom I explained the dangers of this COVID-19 pandemic. He’s a
close family member whose behaviour I strongly influenced. I shared the messages from iQonga
with him. We use hand signs to communicate with iQonga is very helpful and I learned from
these messages and it gave me new insights about the pandemic, importance of staying safe and
making sure that others are safe too”.

Observed changes in the community
The champions go beyond just sharing the messages. There are demonstrated instances, where
receiving and understanding the messages involves strengthened agency. They relate stories
where they go to traditional ceremonies and individuals where the preventative measures and
regulations are ignored. They explain the situation to all those concerned and explain what it
means to comply with and the consequences of not doing so. Often, their intervention is
complied with, resulting in an immediate change in behaviour in these communities.

IQONGA REFLECTIVE REPORT

24

They observe that since sharing the messages people
have started to take the preventative measure more
seriously. They observe people wearing their masks all
the time. People have started to observe funeral and
meeting restrictions.

Translation of Photo-voice submission – excerpt D
“Good day to you all. iQonga was of great help to us.
The photo was taken at Boomplaas Community Hall
(Cacadu). We always use the hall for our monthly
meetings where we share the messages and videos
which have helped people know and understand social
distancing during meetings”.
Photovoice submission
excerpt D

The future of iQonga loThungelwano - challenges and opportunities
Our community champions strongly feel there is a huge need to continue with creating awareness
around the disease to make sure that people do not drop their guards. They feel there are still
aspects of the pandemic that need to be explained to the public such as the rollout of the
vaccination programme. They feel that the process of vaccination, who, where and when will still
need to be explained, given their location.
They feel iQonga should continue providing this information and other service delivery - related
information such as social grant payment dates, as that has huge implications for them. Access
to information as provided by iQonga on matters such as dates for social grant payouts means
that they can save themselves from disappointment and financial losses.
Information is shared with family, close friends, community members and other villages. The
sharing of the information goes beyond the Eastern Cape. It follows family members and friends
wherever they find themselves, for example, Cape Town, Gauteng and other urban areas.
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Conclusion
At the time of writing, there are discussions concerning the future of the network, with complete
consensus both among the core team and the champions that it should continue, although in
what form is not entirely clear at present. While the COVID-19 pandemic is still with us, as it
may be for some time, there will be a continuing need for information related to this, but both
team members and champions are suggesting that a broader focus, taking in other vital issues
affecting communities, will be necessary.
We have learned that leveraging carefully built relationships and acting with care and integrity
builds trust. This trust is reciprocated in many ways throughout the partnership chain. The
sources of this trust are acting with care, integrity, and in association with reputable institutions
and people.
We are beginning to understand that careful explanation of facts in clear, easy language and the
central role played by mother-tongue is very important in fighting pandemics and delivering
messages. This makes sharing and learning from these messages easy and boosts the confidence
of those who explain and question alike.
Better understanding of messages plays a critical role in the cultivation of agency as people are
confident to stand in front of others and explain issues, they understand them. That they are
written in mother-tongue eliminates the possibility of embarrassing yourself when the content is
not fully understood.
Social media, in this case, WhatsApp is very useful if used responsibly. In our case, we have
made sure that we are a reliable source of information that is trustworthy. None of our
information has ever been challenged despite wide circulation in social media circles. The use
of social media, scaffolded with personal long-term inter-personal relationships, can still benefit
broader society if underpinned by CARE, TRUST and integrity. It can also provide a platform
for real LEARNING between people.
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