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When we began working in communities using our more 
formal academic approach we realised that reporting back 
to communities on the research !ndings was not good 
enough. "is was a top-down approach that did not allow 
communities to own the research outcomes. We also start-
ed grouping together community organisations hoping 
they would take up the research !ndings. "is was prob-
lematic as communities had not been part of the research. 

But our research was telling us something - that communi-
ties situated close to mining areas were the most impacted 
upon and that one way to counter corporate power was to 
involve communities directly in monitoring the impacts of 
corporations on communities. While communities knew 
that somehow they were at the short-end and were su#er-
ing health impacts, livelihood losses, loss of land and a way 
of life, the question for us was how to work with communi-
ties to counter corporate power. 

"e Bench Marks Foundation monitoring instrument, 
Bench Marks Principles for Global Corporate Responsibility; 
Bench Marks for Measuring Business Performance calls for 
a role for communities to be able monitor the impacts of 
corporations on their lives. "ree years ago, we began the 
Community Monitoring School programme and over the 
last 3 years have learnt a number of lessons. What works, 
why and what as the Bench Marks Foundation we can do 
to help even out the power imbalances. Our research found 
that communities lacked knowledge, were severely ham-
pered by lack of access to information and were struggling 
against great odds to organise and hold corporations ac-
countable. 

We noted that communities were crying out for a better 
life, to be engaged with, spoken to with respect and de-
manding their human rights and dignity. Communities on 
whose land mining takes place found that they were rarely, 
if ever, consulted and if they were their interests were not 
considered. "is we found was common to mining villages 
and towns across the Southern African Development com-
munity, whether in South Africa, Zambia, Malawi, Tanza-
nia, DRC and Zimbabwe. 

"is resource book is just that, a resource to help guide 
communities to gain strength, knowledge and power 
through writing and recording what they see, gathering in-
formation, using mapping, interviews, and photographing 
their experiences. It assists each community’s organisation 
to analyse what the root causes of their problems are, how 
to organise action using di#erent strategies and tactics to 
overcome their weakness to take concrete actions to im-
prove their lives. 

Knowledge is seen as the !rst step toward gaining power 
through making their experiences heard. Using the in-
ternet is one way to speak to other communities and the 
world at large. 

We take great pride in the team coordinating this pro-
gramme knowing that if we can help communities build 
their own power, we can begin to change corporate behav-
iour and improve the lives of communities.

Rt. Rev Dr Jo Seoka   
Chairperson 
Bench Marks Foundation  

John Capel
Executive Director
Bench Marks Foundation 

forew0rd
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Bench Marks Foundation is an independent non-governmental organisa-
tion which was set up by The South African Council of Churches (SACC), 
the Ecumenical Service for Socio – Economic Transformation (ESSET), 
Industrial Mission of South Africa, CDT Foundation and the Justice and 
Peace Department of the South African Catholic Bishops Conference. 

The Bench Marks Foundation is mandated by the churches to monitor 
the practices of multinational corporations to ensure they respect human 
rights, operate in a way that protects the environment and do not exter-
nalise costs; that profit making is not done at the expense of the larger 
community and especially workers and the poor, and that the corporation 
listens to and responds to the claims of those negatively impacted upon. 

Bench Marks works with research, NGOs, religious and community or-
ganisations across Southern African Development Community. It does 
expert research; strengthens communities to engage on a more level foot-
ing with corporations and governments, and promotes public awareness 
through media outlets, websites, blogs and Facebook. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu launched the Foundation in 2001 and an of-
fice was established in 2003 in Johannesburg. The Rt. Rev Dr Jo Seoka 
chairs the organisation.

the bench marks foundation
The Community Monitors Project was set up by the Bench Marks Foun-
dation to support local communities take action  to stop the destruction 
of the environment and community life caused by private corporations 
and omissions of government.
 
The work of the project is done in Community Monitoring Schools where 
community activists develop their skills in information gathering, writ-
ing, and communications. The Community Monitoring Schools are set up 
in collaboration with local community organisations and linked to their 
actions on community and environmental problems. 

The 2012 programme of the Community Monitors School involves six 
community groups in South Africa and has a total of 85 participants in 
training. The groups meet in workshops twice a week over a period 6 
months. 

The South African community monitors project is linked with groups in 
Zimbabwe, Malawi, Zambia and Tanzania as part of the IANRA Cross 
Border Monitoring Project.

community monitors Project  
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monitors school 2009

monitors school 2011

monitors school 2010

!is is a book of resources. It contains ideas and tools to help you, the community 
monitor / community organiser to become powerful and e"ective in your struggles.

!e problems in our poor and working class townships and villages are great. 

Daily we confront global corporations who have huge amounts of money, skills and 
technology. !ey are able to break down our environment and community life and 
still appear in the public media as people whom we should be grateful to.

In our democracy we have good laws and government structures. But these struc-
tures do not have money and skills. Many government o#cials are easily bought o" 
by business because they themselves seek personal wealth before the interest of the 
people.

In this situation we feel small and powerless. Yet at the same time we know that 
there are many examples of the weak overcoming the powerful. 
 
In this resource book we present you with ideas to sharpen your mind and activi-
ties to develop your skills. !e fearlessness and determination is for you to provide.

In the next section we show you how this book is organised and introduce you to 
the di"erent sections. !erea$er, in separate sections we provide ideas and tools to 
develop your writing, information gathering skills, analysis, strategy, and internet 
skills. At the end of the book we provide readings that will help you develop your 
understanding of the economy and the environment.

introduction

southern  african monitors workshop 2012



6 7

what’s in this book?

7
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section 1: writing skills 

Writing is an important skill for community activists. Writing is a skill needed 
in information gathering, analysis, and in developing strategies (big plans) 
and tactics (smaller clever actions). 

:ULWLQJ�KHOSV�LQ�RXU�RZQ�UHÀHFWLRQ�DQG�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��,W� LV�QRW�HQRXJK�WR�
observe problems. We must be able to describe the problem in a written 
statement. Our written statements help us begin the process of analysing 
the problem. 

Writing is also an important means of community action. Through writing we 
are able to set out our demands to a local councillor or a mine owner and 
effect change.

,Q�6HFWLRQ���ZH�SURYLGH�LGHDV�DQG�DFWLYLWLHV�WR�KHOS�\RX�ZULWH�ZLWK�IUHHGRP�
DQG�FRQ¿GHQFH��7KHVH�LQFOXGH�IUHH�ZULWLQJ��JHWWLQJ�IHHGEDFN�RQ�\RXU�ZULW-
ing, writing a memo, taking notes and structuring your writing for a report. 
These ideas are intended to help you communicate your messages accu-
rately, clearly and powerfully. 

section 2: gathering information

To take action to bring about change in our community we must observe 
what is happening, gather information and record our observations.  

,Q�6HFWLRQ���ZH�LQWURGXFH�\RX�WR�D�IHZ�WRROV�WKDW�ZLOO�KHOS�\RX�LQ�JDWKHULQJ�
information. We include mapping tools to understand how your community, 
developed over time, and to help identify problems faced by the community. 
We also include skills in gathering information through interviewing and tak-
ing photographs. 

section 3: analYsis

,I�ZH�ZDQW�WR�WDNH�DFWLRQ�ZH�PXVW�EH�DEOH�WR�VD\�ZK\�WKH�SUREOHP�H[LVWV���
We must be able to understand what the root cause is. Understanding the 
FDXVHV�RI� WKH�SUREOHP� LV� WKH� ¿UVW� VWHS� WRZDUGV�GHYHORSLQJ�D� VWUDWHJ\� �D�
plan) and the actions we need to take.

,Q�6HFWLRQ���ZH�SUHVHQW�WRROV�WKDW�ZLOO�KHOS�XV�JHW�WKH�IXOO�VWRU\�DQG�JHW�WR�D�
better understanding of the root causes of the problem.  

section 4: communitY action

Gathering information and understanding a problem is not enough to bring 
about change. Change comes from community action. When we take action 
ZH�KDYH�WR�IDFH�SRZHUIXO�EXVLQHVV�FRUSRUDWLRQV�DQG�JRYHUQPHQW�RI¿FLDOV��

People in power don’t easily listen to small community groups, especially if 
WKH�FRUSRUDWLRQ�RU�JRYHUQPHQW�RI¿FLDO�KDV�VRPHWKLQJ�WR�KLGH��,Q�6HFWLRQ���
we present tools to develop strategy and clever actions to build the power 
of community groups to make the powerful listen.

section 5: the internet 

$FFHVV�WR�WKH�,QWHUQHW�LV�DYDLODEOH�WR�FRPPXQLW\�DFWLYLVWV�LQ�PRVW�FRPPX-
QLWLHV� HLWKHU� WKURXJK� FRPSXWHUV� RU� FHOO� SKRQHV�� ,QWHUQHW� FRPPXQLFDWLRQV�
HQDEOH�XV�WR�WUDQVPLW�YRLFH��WH[W�GRFXPHQWV��SKRWRJUDSKV��DQG�YLGHRV��:H�
can use this to publish our reports and newsletters and to communicate with 
other groups in other parts of our country or across the world . 

,Q�6HFWLRQ���ZH�SURYLGH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�LGHDV�RQ�KRZ�ZH�FDQ�XVH�WKH�LQ-
ternet in our work to build the power of our community groups to make the 
powerful listen.

section 6: our economic sYstem 

We observe growing poverty among large sections of our community while 
a tiny minority in the country become richer by the day. At the same time we 
learn about the destruction of the environment  and its immediate and long 
term threats to the globe will live in. How do we understand these problems?

,Q�6HFWLRQ���ZH�VWHS�EDFN�WR�ORRN�DW�KRZ�WKH�SUREOHPV�RI�SRYHUW\��LQHTXDOLW\�
and envionrmental destruciton arise from the very  structure of  our eco-
nomic system. We think about how our local actions can  link into a larger 
struggle to create a different economic system based on the needs of peo-
SOH�DQG�UHVSHFW�IRU�RXU�HQYLURQPHQW�UDWKHU�WKHQ�SUR¿W�IRU�D�WLQ\�PLQRULW\�

�

ACTIVITY 

When you see this icon appear through the book, it is a 
suggestion for an individual or group activity you could do 
in order to put into practice the ideas and skills presented 
in each section

 actiVitY
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Our goal is to help community activists develop the power of the community 
to create ideas and strategies for change.

,Q�RXU�DSSURDFK�WR�HGXFDWLRQ�ZH�VWDUW�ZLWK�WKH�SHRSOH��:H�EHOLHYH�WKDW�SHR-
SOH�KDYH�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG� LGHDV��7KH� UROH�RI� WKH�HGXFDWRU� LV� WR�KHOS� WXUQ�
WKHVH�H[SHULHQFHV�LQWR�QHZ�LGHDV�IRU�DFWLRQ��:H�EHOLHYH�DOVR�FKDQJH�FRPHV�
from people’s action and not from Leaders and Professionals.

Education for Community Action is different from traditional education ap-
proaches, which believes that only the teacher knows and that people are 
ignorant. This approach to education keeps people in a place of powerless-
ness.

The Tasks of the Teacher who is a Facilitator is to provide new infor-
mation in an accessible form, to create education activities in which all 
SDUWLFLSDQWV�FDQ�TXHVWLRQ�WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�WR�GLVFXVV�KRZ�WKLV�UHODWHV�
to community action.

Principles of education for community action

EDUCATION IS ACTION FOR FREEDOM

Education is exchanging ideas and 
asking questions

Education is transformation of the 
person as well as the community

Education is both ideas and action

CHANGE COMES FROM PEOPLES ACTIONS AND NOT FROM 
LEADERS AND PROFESSIONALS 


