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This book brings together reflections and writings by activists from 
communities affected by mining. It highlights the roles of activism and 
activists in organising and mobilising to build the power of communities to 
take action to improve their lives. 

The community activists who share their reflections were selected on the 
basis that their organisations had previously worked with Southern African 
Research Watch (SARW) and Bench Marks Foundation (BMF).

Both SARW and BMF were impressed at the wealth of experience across 
communities affected by mining. In the last ten years many communities 
had engaged mining companies and governments in creative ways. They 
had raised awareness on the impact of mining activities on the lives of 
people and their environments in villages close to the mines. They had 
continued to fight human rights abuses across the region even when they 
faced the might of mine security and police, even when they were detained 
and their lives threatened. 

Different communities organised in different ways on the ground. They 
used different approaches, methods and tactics to expose the impact of 
the mines on their lives and to make demands on mining companies and 
governments who continued to oppress and exploit them. Their methods 
and tactics included research, monitoring, direct advocacy, protests, visual 
arts, songs and plays. 

SARW and BMF realised that bringing together community activists from 
across these different communities and countries would be a powerful 
space of learning. It would be an opportunity for peer learning, sharing, 
reflection and for sharpening tools. It would enable deeper understanding 
of the powers that oppress communities affected by mining, and a space 
for discussion on the question of how to build the power of communities. 

Perhaps even more importantly, such sharing would highlight the 
importance of activism and bring activists to the centre-stage as main 
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actors involved in organising and mobilising. At times it seemed that 
activists themselves did not value their own skills and knowledge. They 
seemed to be overshadowed by the technical and legal expertise of the 
NGOs that supported them in their work with communities. Often the NGOs 
were in the spotlight and the community activists and community actions 
were in the shadows. 

With the above guiding thoughts SARW and BMF brought together activists 
from communities affected by mining over five days in Johannesburg 
in November 2016. The activists reflected and wrote on their struggles 
with mining companies and governments over recent years. They shared 
experiences of building the power of their communities. They talked about 
possibilities for an ongoing solidarity network that could grow and develop 
to include other organisations in the region. Their sharing highlighted the 
importance of activists and activism.

This book brings together the discussions and writings from the five-day 
workshop and is seen as a next step in an ongoing process of building 
solidarity among a broader grouping of community activists, NGOs and 
CBOs committed to building community power. 

SARW and BMF hope that this book will inspire activists and the 
organisations that support activism to strengthen and deepen their work 
so that activism to build community power is made more central in ongoing 
work on the ground. 

The November 2016 workshop process was designed as a space for 
community activists to present their work and reflect on ways to build 
community power. Participants shared, reflected and wrote about the plight 
of mining communities and the tools each community uses to make their 
demands. 

The community activists who participated in the workshop came from six 
countries in Southern Africa - Lesotho, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Mozambique, 
Tanzania and South Africa. The organisations these community activists 
came from included Marange Community Development Trust and Save 
Odzi Community Network Trust from Zimbabwe; Maluti Community 
Development Forum from Lesotho; Associação dos oleiros de Moatize from 
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Mozambique; and Bua Mining Communities, Sekhukhune Combined Mining 
Communities, and Mpumalanga Community Monitors from South Africa. 

The community activists were joined in these discussions by 
representatives from NGOs that supported their organising work. The 
NGO representatives came from Zimbabwe Environmental Law Association 
(ZELA) from Zimbabwe; Extractive Industries Transparency Alliance (EITA) 
and Centre for Environment Justice (CEJ) from Zambia; Norwegian Church 
Aid (NCA) from Tanzania; and Associação de Apoio e Assistência Jurídica 
às Comunidades (AAAJC) from Mozambique.

Plans to include SARW partners from the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC) were not successful - visa difficulties prevented participants from 
DRC attending the workshop.

The first two days of the workshop were devoted to presentations by 
activists on their work in specific communities. These presentations form 
the basis of Chapter 1 of this book. A key question that emerged from 
activist presentations was the question of power – the powers that oppress 
communities, and the need to build the power of the community to control 
their land, their resources and their lives.

Participants spent time understanding the powers that oppress their 
communities. They discussed and wrote about the roles of key actors that 
limit the power of the community – actors such as corporations, government, 
local leaders, politicians. Their discussion and writings on the powers that 
oppress communities form the basis of Chapter 2. 

From the presentations it was clear that in spite of the situation of unequal 
power, local communities were not passive. They had found different ways 
to build their power. Participants explored this in detail and their discussion 
and writing on their experiences in building community power form the 
basis of Chapter 3.

From discussions on building power it was clear that the activist is an 
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important actor in the context of struggles where the community has 
limited resources. In this context strong organisation and action relied 
on the band of activist volunteers who stood up for the community. 
Participants discussed and wrote about who they are as activists, how they 
became activists, what keeps them going, and their hopes and dreams. 
These discussions and writings form the basis of Chapter 4.

All the activists and community actions were supported by organisations 
outside the community, such as NGOs, faith based organisations and 
academics. Many activists and community based organisations emerged 
through the continued support of NGOs. Participants briefly discussed who 
are the NGOs? What approaches, methods and tools did they use. Are there 
problems in this relationship between well-resourced organisations with 
high skills and the resource-poor local communities? Chapter 5 is based 
on the brief discussion of these questions. 

On the final day participants reflected on where they would like to take 
this process of peer learning and solidarity. Emerging ideas on building an 
ongoing network form the basis of Chapter 6.
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Participants in the Johannesburg workshop
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