Creating and nurturing a network of

partnerships

When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to
everything else in the universe. The sun shines not on us, but in
us; the rivers flow not past, but through us...

John Muir, American conservationist (1838-1914)

In the forest all the trees are interlinked so there is really only
one system, only one network, and the trees nourish each other
through this network of roots.

Fritjof Capra’

Life, from its beginning, more-than three billion years ago,
did not take over the planet by combat but by cooperation,
partnership and networking.

Fritjof Capra?

In nature, nothing grows in isolation. Species that are cut off
from each other and from a healthy and biodiverse ecosystem
almost invariably die. The same is true of communities.
Enabling connectivity is one of our most important priorities
in promoting thriving social ecological systems in and
around our site.

We have explored different forms of connectivity in earlier
chapters, such as connecting our sites with natural systems
through corridors and a more conservation-oriented urban
landscape, and connecting with surrounding communities
and other spheres through partnerships.

In this chapter we look at growing the web of connectivity
more broadly. We look at the value of creating networks that
connect us to a diverse range of organisations and agencies,
and explore ways to spread the message of the value of our
sites and of urban conservation in general.
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1. Networking

One of the mostimportant insights-of the systemic understanding
of life is that living systems are networks.
Fritjof Capra®

Networking is a key element of the process we use to grow our
web. Networking involves going out, looking and listening; it
involves scanning the world through the lens of our vision
for the site and finding contacts that can help us grow it. It is
meeting people and discovering what they do and how it may
link with our work. It’s about really listening — head, heart
and feet — to their needs and dreams and finding ways that
we can bring their dreams and ours together. It might mean
interacting with individuals, or building relationships with
small local community structures, with big NGOs, private
businesses and government departments. It might involve
attending a mayoral dinner or chatting over a cup of coffee
at the local police station. It may sometimes feel far removed
from nature conservation, however, it is just as important as
pulling out invasive species or putting out a fire.

Tanya explores this in the following case study:

Fishing for opportunities

An important element of our work in Cape Flats Nature is...
building bridges between the sites and the people living around
them, giving more and more people a direct experience of the
benefits these sites offer.

Our capacity to do different things is limited both by our time
and our expertise. For example, we're not the best people to do
creative, cultural activities or deep youth development work at
our sites. That's part of why we work in partnership, and also
because we want to expand the range of people and interest
groups who appreciate the value of nature sites in the city. Even
though it can be time consuming and may seem a waste of time,
fishing for opportunities is part of the process — we don't know
what will be a real gem and what will turn out to go nowhere.

We are always on the lookout (fishing) for opportunities to
bring in energy and expertise from different fields. When it
seems like an idea may fly, we connect the potential partner
with the manager of the appropriate site(s).

Bus stop painted in partnership with a project in Aachen, Germany

Tanya raises two important reasons for networking:

e To extend our capacity for community development
projects by enlisting organisations that can provide
specialised expertise and resources;

e To expand the range of individuals, organisations and
institutions who are aware of the value offered by urban
nature conservation sites.

Networking can also:

¢ Help to establish links with experts and service
providers in all fields related or our work, from
botanists to fire fighters. These links are invaluable in
creating a bedrock of support for meeting the myriad of
challenges we face;

e Help us identify gaps and weaknesses in our own
capacity and give us the means to fill these gaps;

® Stop us from getting into a rut of doing things the way
they have always been done. Encountering new ideas
and ways of seeing things helps us break down the
fences in our minds, and encourages ingenuity and
creativity. New ideas keep us alive and stimulated;

For example, I'd heard about murals that were being
painted in partnership with an organisation in Aachen,
Germany. It seemed like a great idea for involving people
from the surrounding communities in livening up the
buildings at Edith Stephens. Late last year | met someone
from the Aachen NGO, and arranged for the artist involved
in the murals to come to Edith Stephens.

In the meeting the artist explained the process and what
resources we would need. It appeared that the buildings
were not suitable but, as a result of the interaction, in 2009
the Aachen NGO ran mural workshops and painted bus
shelters with a school in Manenberg and used ESWP as a
base. The two bus shelters in Lansdowne Road next to ESWP
have a nature theme and Aachen also donated playground
equipment to the reserve. ESWP has continued to work with
the local artist and the school students who were drawn into
the project.

- Tanya Layne, Urban Nature Programme Developer, SANBI, case
study, February 2008

Networking helps to create an awareness of urban conservation issues to
become entrenched in a culture
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e Help to create a collective eco-literacy and awareness of
urban conservation so that, in Senza Kula’s words, “it
becomes part of our culture or a habit. We will start to
talk as if it is a lifestyle... it becomes part of life and not
just a series of projects.” (See page 67)

1.1 Networking principles
As with other aspects of our work, networking can benefit
from three guiding principles:

e Holding the vision;
¢ ‘No fences’ in our minds;
¢ Keeping a light touch.

Holding the vision
Our vision keeps our networking focussed, so that we do not:

e Waste time and energy developing relationships that do
not serve our site or the cause of urban conservation;

¢ Enter into partnerships that do not advance our vision
or objectives;

e Overlook opportunities for creative and fruitful
partnerships that will advance our vision.

When we first start working in the field, it can be difficult
to know what relationships to build up. With experience we
develop more of an instinct. But in the beginning, we need to
be open to conversations and connections, and be guided by
the following questions:

e Does this contact offer expertise or resources that might
help to grow the value of the site for the people who use
it or the nature that thrives on it?

e Does it offer skills and strengths that we do not have, or
that complement ours?

e What benefits can we offer that are relevant to their
work?

e Might it offer opportunities for projects or partnerships
that we could engage in now, or do we just keep the
contact alive until there is a better time to develop it?

e s jt best for us to pursue and develop this relationship
ourselves, or do we put this contact in touch with one of
our other partner organisations and encourage them to
develop the project with minimal input from us?

No fences

While we need to be guided by our vision, fruitful networking
also demands that we look beyond stereotypes and keep an
open mind. We may find support, ideas, resources or expertise
from politicians, domestic workers, industrialists, the
unemployed, university professors, school children... Carry
a notebook, and every time someone mentions an interesting
idea or contact, make a note of it. A casual conversation in
a bus queue might yield a great contact. And even if these
conversations do not yield anything directly useful, the more
widely we speak about our work, the more we create a culture
of awareness around the site and urban conservation.

Light touch

As with all aspects of adaptive co-management, from
community partnerships to sustaining natural systems,
networking benefits from a light touch. This is about not
trying to hold and control everything, but still nurturing,
supporting and protecting. Having a light touch means
having the sensitivity and patience to let partnerships and
projects develop when the time is right and being proactive
without forcing the pace. Sometimes it’s about putting

It’s about laying the groundwork, planting the seeds, then standing back to let
the sun in so that the plants can grow

contacts in touch with each other and trusting that they will
find the road ahead together without you backseat driving.
It’s about laying the groundwork, planting the seeds, then
standing back to let the sun in so that the plants can grow. At
the same time, we need to check that our contact people are
reporting back to their organisations and following through
on discussions.

Sometimes we come across a good opportunity, but the
timing is wrong. In this case, we need to keep the connection
ticking until the conditions are right. And sometimes,
as illustrated in Tanya’s experience with the mural, the
connection does not work out exactly as anticipated, but
brings other benefits.

These points are illustrated in Luzann’s description of
networking at Edith Stephens:

=

The communities around ESWP face many social challenges
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Edith Stephens
Wetland Park

Conservation sites can offer safe beautiful refuges in urban areas
Networking opens up opportunities

I'm always looking out for forums or someone who knows
someone who can address my needs at the site or provide
me with resources. | used to network very broadly but | am
more focussed on my needs and resources now. So within
the City, | have learnt which departments to tap for which
resources and where ESWP fits into the bigger picture, the
broader City strategy.

Networking can be unproductive, that's why it is so
important always to hold your vision. Sometimes you stumble
over something unexpected which expands your ideas and
may shift your direction slightly, but it is still important for you
to have clear direction. If your manager asks what you were
doing yesterday, you cannot say: “l was out networking”.
You need to motivate why it was helpful to meet with the
contacts, and how they might benefit your work.

One experience of networking which has proved most
beneficial was with the issue of drug abuse. Drug abuse is
widespread among the youth of our surrounding communities,
and as part of our drive to increase the value of Edith
Stephens, we decided to find out what was being done and
how we might be able to contribute. We found a community

We can see how Luzann followed these principles of
networking. She was guided by the vision of empowering
local communities and adding value to the site by addressing a
pressing issue in the community such as drug abuse. Through
networking, she was able to bring together what ESWP could
offer —a safe open space — with the expertise and psycho-social
services needed for drug counselling offered by the Drug
Action Committee and other NGOs.

This project, implemented with relatively few resources
from the reserve staff, has huge spin-offs for the site and for
urban conservation:

¢ Community members come to the site, and directly
benefit from what it has to offer — a beautiful, peaceful
safe open space;

* Their children benefit from the nature education classes
and the experience of being in a natural environment.
This may help them break the negative cycle in which
their parents have been stuck;

e Urban nature conservation benefits because
community members see its value, the children are
learning about it, and there is potential for university
research into the benefits it offers. This will further its
cause in the longer term;

e The site is networked into the everyday life of

We can help

83 900 6962
MYNA [|

forum through which we could make contact with relevant
NGOs and the Drug Action Committee.

These discussions led us to explore the possibilities that the
open space of the nature reserve provides. The importance of
the space is that it is safe — the open spaces in our communities
are usually avoided because most are unsafe and the domain
of gangs. We considered how our open spaces may help with
rehabilitation and help to keep the youth off drugs.

We now have a support group which meets at Edith
Stephens every fortnight. While the adults meet, their
children are involved in a youth nature education programme.

This project has opened up many possibilities and we
are now working with researchers at University of Western
Cape to consider how natural open spaces can benefit our
communities.

Within the narrow conservation field, we don’t always
consider all the possibilities, yet if we open up and network
with others, then the opportunities seem enormous. We, as
conservationists, conventionally don’t consider the spiritual
aspects, recreation and healing potential. This is not our
expertise and we don’t know how to use this resource to its
full potential. Networking opens up this potential.

- Luzann Isaacs, Reserve Manager, City of Cape Town

local people, who in turn can bring their first-hand
experiences of the site to others in the community.

Networking is most beneficial if the opportunities to make
connections are offered to all team members, not only the
site manager. Team members, including volunteers, can
benefit from networking and will all offer connections with
different groups. If the manager has all the contacts, then
those relationships fall away if he or she leaves suddenly. Try
to make a regular slot at meetings where all team members
share valuable networking experiences and contacts, and
allow different team members to engage with partner
organisations. Discussing possible partnerships is also a
valuable way to debate and deepen the team’s vision for the
site. This will help team members to communicate a common
message when engaging with partners.

Networking is critical for community partnerships for two
reasons. Firstly, as shown in Luzann’s case study and many of
the case studies in Chapter Four, networking with specialist
organisations greatly extends the range of benefits and types
of community partnerships the site can offer.



We are well placed to play a bridging role

Secondly, the conservation site can become a node of network-
ing that benefits community organisations and members, and
helps to build a more cohesive, sustainable and resilient com-
munity. We are well placed to play a bridging role: our work on
the site makes us aware of the needs of the communities. At the
same time, our networking connects us with a range of individuals,
organisations and institutions. We can play a valuable role in
bringing these together, and connecting community groups with
others who can assist with resources, building capacity, or sharing
experiences. (See page 74 on the role of the Champs’ Forum in
creating networks for community volunteers and partners.)

While we benefit community partners by building their
networks, these partners also greatly assist us in building
our networks and help us extend our networks beyond
our traditional supportive stakeholder base. The diagram
above shows how we reach out from the site to a range of
organisations, individuals and institutions at a local, national
and even international level. In this way, networking brings to
life our dream of growing a city of conservators.

However, networking on behalf of community partners
can have its pitfalls. The following case study explores some
of these.

The community exchanges have enabled a strong network of contacts to be formed by community volunteers
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