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Abashintshi
Introducing the changes:

“Abashintshi is by far the most exciting community outreach 
initiative we have ever embarked on” – Zelda Schwalbach

What do you do when your company has a huge geographic 
footprint – in fact you are the largest landowner in the country - and 
you want to change and improve the way you communicate with 
your neighbouring communities? Sappi SA realised that its existing 
methods were not helping to address the constant threat from 
fires; unrealistic expectations from communities; and unhappiness 
amongst contractor workers, so they teamed up with DevCom – a 
company that specialises in community development.
The research by  DevCom entailed interviews with almost 600 
individuals in nine communities over a two week period. The 
outcome delivered some very interesting conclusions. The research 
showed that almost 94% of the community people we spoke to 
were not employed, in fact – they were often disillusioned young 
people sitting at home, ill-equipped to deal with the challenges 
with which they are faced or with the skills to lift themselves out of 
these conditions. 

By Zelda Schwalbach
Sappi



UNCOVERING HIDDEN WEALTH
Following the research DevCom and Sappi have come up with a 
community stakeholder engagement and communication strategy 
which has proven to change these negative perceptions. This has 
been done by the introduction of a social mobilisation training 
programme.  

Initially, eighteen young people – two from each of the nine 
communities selected in a pilot programme – were trained. Within 
one year, these bright young men and women - known as the 
Abashintshi, meaning ‘the Changers’ in isiZulu – had reached out 
into their communities and had already started to bring about real 
social mobilisation and change for the better in the communities 
where Sappi operates.  So much so, that Sappi has expanded the 
programme, and now in its third year – 88 Abahsintshi are actively 
receiving training and involved in mobilising their communities.  
A new batch of Abashintshi are being recruited from further 
communities and will be joining the programme as from January 
2018. 



Every month the volunteers attend a week long training course, run 
by DevCom. 
The Abashintshi received monthly training to enable them to 
mobilise their communities by facilitating 4 types of contact 
sessions within their own communities:

    -  A Life Skills Youth Training programme
    -  The Ifa Lethu Legacy building programme with elders in the   
       community
    -  A holiday programme with school children 
    -  An introduction to the ABCD concept 

LIfE SkILLS:  The aim of this module is to give the volunteers 
the confidence they would need to instigate change in their 
community. A lot of the course content is aimed at introducing the 
concept, “my choices have consequences” and uses health, safety 
and spiritual health examples to illustrate the point.

IfA LETHU: This programme involved the elderly in capturing and 
passing on communities’ history and legacy. It demonstrated 
respect for their knowledge and experience, and key lessons were 
shared with the youth in the life skills sessions.

AbAshintshi – the initiAl 18



HOLIDAy PROGRAmmES: The Abashintshi arrange interactive and fun 
holiday programmes for children of school-going age, keeping 
them occupied with educational interventions and sports activities. 
Children are empowered to also influence their communities with 
constructive messages.

ABCD: Asset–based Community Development - is a simple concept.  
It focuses on appreciating and mobilising individual and community 
talents, skills and assets; rather than focusing on problems and 
needs.  It is a process driven by the community itself; and not by 
external parties or agencies. 
It deals with the ‘glass half full’ rather than the ‘glass half empty’ 
mind-set and helps to guide communities in realising their own 
worth and the unique assets they have available. It moves the focus 
from an expectation that Sappi must give the community what it 
asks for to a focus on what the community can do for itself which 
Sappi or other role-players can then help facilitate.
This very important concept forms the backbone of the training that 
is being undertaken with the Abashintshi. It is the philosophy that 
underpins all future development work that Sappi undertakes in 
any of its communities. 
One of the key benefits to come from the training sessions is the 
camaraderie and friendships that develops between the young 
trainees. They become a support network for each other during the 
course, which is really useful when it comes to taking what they 
learnt back to their communities.



TAkING ABASHINTSHI TO THE COmmUNITy
It has been three years since the first Abashintshi volunteers 
took the initiative back to their communities and the impact this 
initiative has had in every community is clear to see!
One of the first things to be established was a series of community 
networks. These resulted from the community sessions run by the 
volunteers and involve community leaders, interested community 
members and business owners. 
Through these networks individuals who could aid the community 
and the natural resources the community could access were 
identified. Community action plans were then developed to aid in 
accessing the resources and mobilising the community. 
The number and range of community projects that have come out 
of the Abashintshi initiative surpassed most people’s expectations. 
These include: bakeries, beadwork, brick- making, vegetable 
farming, plant nurseries, chicken farming, recycling and youth 
projects, to name just some. Most of which service the community 
they are part of, but some have gone beyond this and are bringing 
an additional revenue streams into the community.



CLAIRmONT: A COmmUNITy WHO’VE EmBRACED 
ABASHINTSHI
Happy Vezi and Mthobisi  Shezi are two of the volunteers who are 
on the Abashintshi journey.

When it comes to the impact Abashintshi has had in their 
community:
“I didn’t believe it would get this big and it is still growing and 
will continue to grow. During the project we learnt so much, how 
to work with the community and how to listen. I think the most 
important thing we have learnt is the importance of working in a 
group, and how that can benefit us all” – Mthobisi Shezi 

Like all the volunteers, the projects Happy Vezi and  Mthobisi  
Shezi have been involved in are diverse, but they all seem to be 
making a difference.

When asked why 
they did it, there is 
no hesitation:
“These projects 
make a big 
difference in the 
community. The 
community is really 
excited and there 
is such a sense of 
pride, happiness 
and positivity 
when we talk about 
Abashintshi” – 
Happy Vezi



ABASHINTSHI IN ACTION
The Emagcakini location in the Clairmont community lies 
just below an indigenous forest where Happiness Nodabula 
Mhlakwane collects a variety of indigenous seedlings on a very 
small scale. Her knowledge of indigenous plants was something 
the community identified as a key resource, along with the 
indigenous forest they had at their disposal. 
Spurred on by the Abashintshi project, Happiness has begun 
collecting and replanting far greater numbers of seedlings. Using 
discarded 2l fizzy drinks bottles to grow them in her back-garden 
nursery until they are big enough to be sold. 

INDIGENOUS NURSERy

While the community 
remains her biggest 
supporter, through the 
Abashintshi programme 
she has been supplying 
a number of individuals 
from outside the 
community too who 
want much larger 
orders. This new source 
of revenue ultimately 
gets ploughed back 
into the community 
as Happiness tries to 
support local shops and 
businesses.



BEAD WORk
MaSithole, MaDumakude, Gogo MaThokazi and MaNzuza are all 
passionate about beadwork, a skill and tradition passed down 
through the generations from mother to daughter. One look at 
their elegant calabash covers, or intricate beaded skirts and you 
can see why. 

The Abashintshi programme gave them the push they needed to 
turn a hobby into a business and now they have got to the point 
where they are constantly busy fulfilling orders. The bulk of their 
business comes from the local community, who order the custom-
made beadwork for their children’s school ceremonies and to 
celebrate heritage day, although they have had some orders from 
people outside.

The Abashintshi initiative also opened her eyes to the 
opportunities that arise from recycling, something she was already 
doing with the fizzy drinks bottles she uses for planting. She now 
has become a collection point where local children bring cans 
and plastic and in return are paid for their endeavours and taught 
about the power of recycling.



While a busy order book is nice, for MaSithole there is a bigger 
benefit, “The younger people have become interested again in 
what we do and this is very important for our culture”.

Temzi Nkabini, MaMzele and MaMncwabe are all bakers, who’ve 
learnt their trade through the Abashintshi programme. 

After listening to Happy Vezi speak about the initiative they went 
to her with a dream of opening a bakery and she found them a cup 
cake recipe that would start them on the right path.
They now bake over 100 cup cakes a day, which is no small feat 
considering everything they do is from scratch and their tiny 
electric oven only allows them to bake six at a time. Unperturbed 
by these limitations, they bake throughout the night and sell their 
goods the next day to the local school children making enough 
profit to support five families.
“We all work together to get things done, our next dream is to 
make big cakes to sell for special occasions” – Temzi Nkabini

BAkERy



For many of the people involved in the Abashintshi programme 
the real reward is seeing the change it has brought to the 
communities and individuals that have adopted it. 
Businesses have been born and communities are beginning to see 
that they don’t need to be solely reliant on government handouts. 
That through working as a community, accessing natural resources 
and supporting community endeavours they can begin to 
generate additional revenue sources. 
Beyond the financial rewards Abashintshi has brought, the 
heightened sense of community togetherness is probably the 
most powerful change this initiative has brought. 
An unexpected benefit has been the heightened importance 
placed on community elders, who are identified as the ones with 
skills and knowledge that can benefit the community as a whole. 
Traditional skills like bead work and wood carving, which have 
been somewhat neglected over recent decades, are once again 
being seen as a potential source of community revenue and a new 
impetus has been placed on transferring these skills to a younger 
generation. 

THE POWER Of ABASHINTSHI



ABASHINTSHI 
THE fUTURE
“We are very excited about the 
changes we have seen as a result 
of this programme. There are more 
than 400 small enterprises that 
have flourished in the areas where 
these young people have started 
changing mind-sets from within. 
Our forestry staff are also reporting 
improved relations with community 
members, so all in all, we’re hoping 
that this will have long-term 
benefits for all involved in this 
programme””, says Terry Stanger, 
MD of Sappi Forests. 

“We are ever-optimistic that 
through education and awareness 
the people in our communities will 
grow in the appreciation of their 
assets and prosper as a result of this 
initiative.  We believe that through 
development and engagement that 
communities will realise economic 
upliftment and the value of 
communication.  We see the future 
as one where neighbours work 
together and support each other for 
the benefit of all” he says.


