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In this chapter we provide tools that the activist can use when working 
with a group in the community, to develop a shared understanding of 
community problems as a first step to community action. 
Mining has caused more harm than good to the communities who 
live close to the mines. Activists working in these communities have 
written about these problems. They have compared life before and 
after mining to show how mining has in fact worsened the situation 
for most communities. The usual problems people face after mining 
include air and water pollution, disused mine shafts which are left 
unfenced and are not rehabilitated, and cracks in houses from mine 
blasts. The devastation caused to the environment has often meant 
that people are unable to continue the farming activities that kept 
them going before mining. Mining has meant that rural villages 
become crowded overnight as people come into the area hoping for 
jobs from the newly set up mines. And with the sudden increase in 
population there is an increase in taverns, in social problems and in 
crime.

CHAPTER 2
UNDERSTANDING THE COMMUNITY 
CONTEXT – MAPPING TOOLS
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The community activists also write about how difficult it is to organise 
the communities who live close to the mines. People seem, at times, 
to accept these problems. The daily struggles of putting food on the 
table given that so many are unemployed and living in poverty seems 
to take up all their energy, leaving little time for action. People seem 
too often to accept their fate. They often feel hopeless and helpless 
to make change happen. 

Community activists have the challenge of working with the community 
to make them see that change is possible and to help build community 
power to challenge the powers that oppress and exploit them. A first 
step is to get people to realise they are not alone and to find ways 
to unite the community. In order to do so it is important to build a 
shared understanding of the community and the key problems the 
community faces. 

In understanding our communities we need to be aware that our 
communities are made up of many different people with different 
interests and needs. To unite the community to take action against 
oppression we must understand these different interests and needs.
 
There are differences in most communities on the basis of language, 
religion, age, class, gender and sexual orientation. There are the 
rich and the poor, business people and workers, employed and 
unemployed people. There are men and women. There are young and 
old. There are straight and LGBTIQ people. There are old residents 
and new residents. Each of these different groups of people may have 
different needs and interests and different ways of understanding the 
community. We must take care to make sure we hear all the voices in 
the community. We must also understand that while change is in the 
interests of the majority there are some who benefit from the present 
situation and might be against change.

In this chapter we introduce activities to help activists think through 
possible actions they can take up in their communities. These activities 
help activists understand the community from different perspectives. 
These include activities for understanding key problems in the 
physical environment and key problems in the social environment of 
the community; activities for understanding important events that 
affected the community in the past; and activities for understanding 
power in the community. Getting an understanding of these issues 
will help activists plan actions to bring about change. 
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The	activities	are	best	done	with	a	small	group	in	the	community	
and include:

MAPPING OUR PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT AND DECIDING ON 
ACTION
The group looks at the different physical elements in the community – 
the rivers, mountains, forests, housing, roads and industrial sites. The 
group searches for “hot spots”, or points of danger to the community. 
The group talks about the problems in these hot spots. They then 
decide which problem needs immediate action and they decide what 
action to take.

MAPPING OUR SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT AND DECIDING ON ACTION
The group looks at the social problems that affect different groups 
of people in the community. Social problems are day to day family 
and community problems. They then decide which problem needs 
immediate action and they decide on what action to take

MAPPING PAST EVENTS THAT AFFECTED THE COMMUNITY 
The group looks at important events which affected the lives of the 
community in the past and how the community responded to these 
events. This gives an understanding of how the community faced 
problems in the past and an understanding for possible actions the 
community can take today.

MAPPING SUPPORT AND OPPOSITION TO CHANGE
The group looks at who will support and who will oppose the change 
they want in the community. This information will help the activist 
group develop a plan to increase support for a proposed change, and 
to think out tactics to engage those who would oppose the change.

RooT	Cause	analysis:	THe	5	WHy’s	Tool
The group asks questions of the problem to get to the root cause. 
Knowing the root cause assists in deciding on the actions to take.

Each activity can be done in two to three hours. A group does not 
have to do all these activities at once. A group can decide which of 
these activities is most appropriate for their community. Mapping the 
Physical and Social Environment may be the best place to start. Both 
these activities can be done in one session and is often sufficient to 
set the activist group up for action. 
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This exercise can be done by a small group of activists as well as a 
large group of community residents.

The aim of this activity is to help the group:
• identify “hot spots” or danger points in the community
• describe the key problems relating to these hot spots
• think through the root causes of these problems
• prioritise one problem for action
• decide on an action or actions they can take.

The physical environment could include the natural environment 
such as mountains, rivers, forests, wetlands; housing - both formal 
and informal; community facilities such as schools, shopping centers, 
health centers, police station, recreational facilities;  transport 
infrastructure such as roads, railways, taxi ranks, train stations; 
Industry such as mines, factories, farms.

2.1

Mapping the Physical Environment
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MATERIALS 

When working with a small group you will require flip chart paper (or 
you can use the back of an old poster) and marking pens. 
When working with a large group you could draw your map on a large 
sheet of paper posted on a wall or in the sand on a flat piece of 
ground.

STEP 1 DRAW A MAP SHOWING THE LOCATION AND PHYSICAL 
ENVIRONMENT OF THE COMMUNITY. 

The group members work together to develop the map or 
picture of the community showing the location of housing, 
community facilities and the natural environment. Each group 
member contributes ideas to the map. One or two members of 
the group do the actual drawing. 

The map above is an example of how this can look. 

IDENTIFY THE “HOT SPOTS” 

After the group has completed their drawing, group members 
identify places or “spots” on the map where there is harm, 
danger or discomfort to the people or to the environment. The 
group marks each harmful “hot spot” or danger point with a 
cross or a red dot.
Among other things hot spots can include pollution to the air, 
water, vegetation, soil; dangerous roads where accidents occur; 
disused mines which have not been fenced off.

LIST AND DESCRIBE KEY PROBLEMS 

The group then writes up a list of the hot spots and a brief 
description of each problem. They write this on a separate 
sheet of paper. 

Activity Steps

STEP 2

STEP 3
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For example: 

Hot Spot Description
1 A busy intersection near a school. Mine trucks speed on the road past 

the local school. Two children died 
there over the last 3 years.

2 The river where cattle drink The river flows past the mine. 
There are chemicals in the river. 
Cattle die.

  

PRIORITISE THE PROBLEM FOR IMMEDIATE ACTION

The group looks at their list of problems and decides which 
problem requires their immediate action. Difficult as this may 
be, the group should be realistic as it is not possible to deal 
with all problems at the same time

THINK THROUGH THE ROOT CAUSE OF THE PROBLEM 

The group thinks through the root causes of the problem they 
have prioritised for immediate action. It may be helpful to look 
at the Activity for Root Cause Analysis : The 5 Why’s Tool at the 
end of this chapter. 

DEVELOP IDEAS FOR ACTIONS TO BRING ABOUT CHANGE

The group looks at the root causes of the problem and decides 
on an action or set of actions they can take to address these. In 
deciding on actions it may be useful to look at Chapter Three 
on Building Powerful Community Action.

STEP 4

STEP 5

STEP 6
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The aim of this activity is to help the group identify problems in the 
social life of the community and decide which social problems to take 
up in community action. 

The link between social problems and mining is sometimes not very 
clear. Some of the issues faced by mining communities may be the 
same as problems faced by communities where there are no mines. 
Careful discussion will show how the mine is either the root cause or 
has made the problem worse. 

When you look at the “social environment” think about all the basic 
services that a community needs to lead a comfortable, secure life. 

2.2

Mapping the Social Environment
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THESE INCLUDE:

•	 Employment, income generating or food production 
activities	(jobs,	agriculture,	keeping	cattle,	fishing)

•	 Housing 
•	 Services (Water, electricity, roads, refuse collection)
•	 Transport 
•	 Health Care 
•	 Security 
•	 Education and Training
•	 Recreational Facilities 
•	 Commercial	 services	 (Place	 to	purchase	basic	goods	

and services) 
•	 Communication	services	(Post	office,	internet	access,	

Cellphone connection) 

Think about problems that the community faces relating to these 
necessary services. When you identify a problem, include in your 
statement who is affected the most and how. This is important 
because when you think about action you will see who is affected and 
who will benefit most.

•	 Women: Women in the family, in the community, issues 
of discrimination and security, sexual harassment and 
rape.

•	 The Aged: Old people and pensioners
•	 Disabled	people	
•	 Children: Parentless children, recreation facilities, 

preschool,	after	school	care,		sexual	abuse
•	 youth	 (	 boys	 and	 girls):	 unemployment,	 substance	

abuse,	teenage	pregnancy
•	 Workers 
•	 The unemployed
•	 local	business	people	
•	 New immigrants: Old residents and new residents, 

casual workers “foreigners” and “locals”

Was the situation different before mining started? In what ways has 
mining affected each of these things?
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DRAW A MAP SHOWING SOCIAL ISSUES IN THE COMMUNITY

One group member draws a family in the center of a large 
sheet of paper (as in the picture above). All group members 
contribute ideas about social problems families and people in 
their community experience. The group should think about 
the different services necessary for good community life and 
problems people experience with these services.

WRITE A SHORT STATEMENT ON THESE PROBLEMS AND 
WHO IS MOST AFFECTED BY THE PROBLEM

One group member writes on the map a short statement of the 
main problems and who is affected the most by each problem. 
The statement should be written in a few words with the people 
most affected in brackets. A picture can be drawn next to the 
statement. For example:

• Increasing theft of cables and water taps (community 
residents)

• Long queues in clinics (Women and the old) 
• Taxis not safe (Women)

LIST THE PROBLEMS AND DECIDE WHICH OF THESE NEED 
IMMEDIATE ACTION

The group then lists the problems on a separate sheet of paper 
and decides which problem or problems are the most important 
and require immediate attention. The group can focus on one 
problem. If the group chooses to focus on more than one, they 
should limit the focus to three problems. This is important as it 
is difficult to take action on many problems at the same time.

WRITE A DESCRIPTION OF PROBLEMS FOR IMMEDIATE 
ACTION AND WHO IS AFFECTED THE MOST.

On a separate sheet the group describes the one to three 
problems for immediate action and who is affected the most by 
this problem or problems. Here is an example of how this can 
be written.

Activity Steps

STEP 1

STEP 2

STEP 3

STEP 4
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Problem Description Who	is	affected	the	
most

Petty theft is increasing 
in the community 

Young boys are 
stealing items like 
taps, electrical wires 
and anything they can 
find. This is nyaope 
related

Residents
Young unemployed 
boys

Long queues in the 
clinic

People have to wait for 
long hours before they 
get treated

Sick People 
Old people 
Mothers of young 
children

FIND THE ROOT CAUSE OF THE PROBLEM 

The group discusses the root causes of the problem or 
problems for immediate action. The 5 Why’s tool at the end of 
this chapter will help in thinking through the root causes.
Remember to focus on one problem or not more than three 
problems.

DEVELOP IDEAS FOR ACTIONS TO BRING ABOUT CHANGE

The group studies the root causes of the problem and discusses 
actions that can change or resolve the problem situation. In 
deciding on actions it may be useful to look at Chapter Three 
on Building Powerful Community Action.

STEP 5

STEP 6
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The aim of this activity is to look at the impact of important events 
on the lives of people in the community over a period of time, and at 
how the community responded to these events. The group can decide 
the time period they want to look at. They can look at both local 
community events and at national events that affected the community.

Understanding how the community was affected by these events in 
the past, and understanding how the community responded to these 
events can help the group better understand possibilities for actions 
to bring about change in the future.

2.3
Mapping past events that affected 
the community 
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DRAW A TIME LINE MAP TO SHOW SIGNIFICANT NATIONAL 
AND LOCAL EVENTS 

Create a time line as below on a sheet of very large paper (use 
flip chart paper joined together).

Ask participants to decide how far back they want to go in 
their reflection. They could start with the time of their parents 
(around the 1960’s), or their grandparents (around the 1940’s). 
Write down the chosen year at one end of the time line. The 
present year appears at the other end. Ask participants to mark 
important events in the life of the community from the start 
date to the present date.

National events, (such as the political independence of the 
country, an election), an economic crisis (stock exchange 
crash), can be written in the space above the line. Local events 
can be written in the space below the line and may include:

- Removals of the community
- The start of the mining
- A community protest 
- A fire, flood or big accident
- An important local election
- A sports event
- A new housing development, 
- New group of immigrants settling in the community,
- Electricity is installed

DISCUSS THE IMPACT OF THESE EVENTS ON THE COMMUNITY

The group members discuss how these events impacted on the 
community, how they changed or influenced the lives of people 
negatively (eg. dividing the community, making life more 
insecure) or positively (eg. uniting the community, providing 
entertainment, helping women feel more secure).

Activity Steps

STEP 2

STEP 1
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Discuss	changes	and	future	possibilities	

The group discusses:
• The positive and negative changes underway in the 

present time in the community.
• What the future of the community looks like. 

Based on their understanding of the above the group discusses 
what changes are possible or likely in the future.

FOLLOW UP 

Based on their discussion in step three the group lists important 
questions on which they need more information. The group 
gives group members tasks to find out more about these 
problems.

STEP 3

STEP 4
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The aims of this activity are to help the group: 

• Understand who will support or oppose the change the group 
would like to achieve in the community 

• Assess the strength and weakness of supporters or opposers of 
this change

• Assess the power of supporters and opposers of this change
• Come up with ways of increasing support and decreasing 

opposition

This information will help the activist group develop a plan to increase 
support for a proposed change, and to think out tactics to engage 
those who would oppose the change.

2.4
Mapping Support and Opposition 
to Change
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AGREE ON THE CHANGE YOU WANT AND FROM WHOM

The group agrees on the change they would like to achieve.
The change they want may be, for example, “to stop mine 
trucks driving through the village” because mine trucks speed 
on the road past the local school, and two children died on that 
road over the last three years.

Once the group has agreed on the change, they look at who 
they need to approach to make the change. In most cases the 
decision maker they need to approach would be an organisation, 
a company, a government department, a committee. In some 
cases there could be an individual decision maker.

In the example of stopping the mine trucks from driving 
through the village the responsible decision makers may be 
both the mining company and the provincial roads department. 

The group then writes down a clear statement of the change 
they want and the decision maker they need to approach to 
make the change.

LIST THE SUPPORTERS AND OPPOSERS TO THE CHANGE 
YOU WANT

The group thinks about all the organisations, groups and 
individuals who would have some interest in the change they 
want. These could include:

o Government departments 
o Government officials 
o Parents in the community
o Youth in the community
o Women in the community
o School teachers and principals
o Councilors 
o Political parties 
o Traditional Leaders 
o Religious Leaders
o Business people 

Activity Steps

STEP 2

STEP 1
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o Professionals (Doctors, Lawyers, Teachers)
o Local community groups (civic groups, cultural groups,      

sports groups, youth, religious groups etc.)
o NGO’s, Social movements

The group then makes two lists:

• a list of all the groups or individuals who will support the 
change they want 

• a list of all the groups or individuals who will oppose the 
change they want

ASSESS THE POWER AND INFLUENCE OF EACH TO PRESSURE 
THE DECISION MAKERS

The group members discuss the influence each group or 
individual on their two lists has on the decision makers. 
For each group or individual the group agrees if their influence 
is very strong, strong, weak, or very weak.

POST THIS INFORMATION ON A CHART 

A group member puts up this information on a chart made 
up of four squares. The supporters are listed on the right and 
the opposers on the left. Those whose influence is very strong 
appear at the top of the map and those whose influence is very 
weak appear at the bottom of the map. Those who are strong 
and weak will appear somewhere near the middle.

UNDERSTAND THE LINKS BETWEEN ORGANISATIONS AND 
INDIVIDUALS

The group discusses the links and connections between 
the different organisations and individuals, and one group 
member then draws lines between the different organisations 
and individuals to show these links. For example, the school 
principal whose pupils’ safety is affected by the trucks passing 
the school may be linked to the mining company because his 
brother has a large transport contract from the mine.

STEP 3

STEP 4

STEP 5
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STUDY THE MAP AND DECIDE ON A PLAN 

The group looks at the supporters and discusses:

a) Who are your most influential supporters and how will 
you bring them into active support of the change you want? 
b) Who are your supporters but not very influential how can 
you help build their influence?
c) How can you use the linkages between supporters to 
build support.
The group looks at the “opposers” and discusses
d) Who are the stronger opposers and in what way will they 
oppose the change you want? How will you respond to them? 
e) Who are the “not very influential” opposers” and in what 
way can they weaken your action?
f) In what way can the linkages between opposers be 
disrupted to weaken your opposition.

DRAW UP A PLAN OF ACTION TO INCREASE SUPPORT AND 
WEAKEN OPPOSITION

The group draws up a plan noting down tasks, who is responsible 
for each task and by when it needs to be done.

STEP 6

STEP 7
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In order to decide on action to address a problem we have to know 
the root cause of the problem. 

For example in order to decide what treatment will cure the cough we 
have to know what the cause of the cough is. Just knowing there is 
a cough is not enough. A cough can have many causes and for each 
cause the cure will be different. A cough could be caused by a virus 
such as flu. It could be caused by smoke which inflames the lung. It 
could be caused by an allergy such as hay fever. With each cause the 
treatment to cure the cough will be different.

If a community faces the problem of an overflow in the sewage 
system, it is not enough to just know that there is an overflow. We 
have to know what is causing the overflow. The demand we make of 
the municipality will be different depending on what we understand 
the cause to be. There could be several causes, such as:

2.5
Root Cause Analysis: The 5 Why’s 
Tool
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The technique of the 5 why’s tool is to ask “Why” to a 
problem, again and again, until you are satisfied that you 
are not able to get any new answer. Usually you are likely 
to have got far enough to say what you believe the cause is 
after asking “why” five times. Here is how the tool works:

state	the	Problem

1. ask	the	question:	Why?	What	caused	the	problem?
2. Write down all the answers
3. To each answer, ask the question why? You will 

get a new set of answers
4. Write down all these answers and then ask the 

question why? To each.
5. When you feel that you are not getting any new 

answer, study the last set of responses. Use this 
then to discuss with your group what the cause 
or	causes	of	the	problem	are.

The 5 why’s tool

• clogging by rubbish 
• tree roots growing in the pipes 
• the pipes have collapsed because they are old 
• the system was designed for half the size of the community and 

cannot cope with the large numbers of people who now live in the 
community

To get to the root cause we have to ask questions to understand the 
problem. Here is a technique that may help us:
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