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Tracing the history of activism in post-apartheid South Africa from the Treatment Action 
Campaign to the Social Justice Coalition, amongst others, one is able to develop an account 
of various practices and strategies that have been utilised to leverage state resources and lobby 
support for various causes. This history of rights-based activism has provided various social 
movements and community-based organisations with a framework with which to engage the 
state and more localised bureaucratic structures like the City of Cape Town. This article, which 
is based on two years of ethnographic research, looks at the activist practices and strategies 
employed by an environmental activist organisation called the PHA Campaign, which operates 
in a landscape that has been characterised as neoliberal and that explicitly caters to private 
developers. By looking at how this organisation leveraged the acute water scarcity that 
threatened the Western Cape from around 2016, or what has been called the “Day Zero” water 
crisis, this article applies Ahmann’s concept of “working time” to the South African activist 
landscape and examines how organisations can mobilise how a crisis is framed to their benefit.

Ao traçar a história do ativismo na África do Sul pós-apartheid, desde a Campanha de Ação 
de Tratamento até a Coalizão de Justiça Social, entre outros, é possível desenvolver um relato 
de múltiplas práticas e estratégias que foram utilizadas para alavancar recursos estatais e apoio 
lobista para variadas causas. Essa história de ativismo baseado em direitos forneceu a vários 
movimentos sociais e organizações comunitárias um esquema por meio do qual envolver o 
Estado e estruturas burocráticas mais localizadas, como a prefeitura da Cidade do Cabo. Este 
artigo, baseado em dois anos de pesquisa etnográfica, analisa as práticas e as estratégias de 
ativismo empregadas por uma organização ativista ambiental chamada PHA Campaign, que 
opera em um cenário que tem sido caracterizado como neoliberal e que atende explicitamente 
a investidores privados. Ao observar como essa organização aproveitou a severa escassez de 
água que ameaçou o Cabo Ocidental por volta de 2016, ou o que foi chamado de crise hídrica do 
“Dia Zero,” este artigo aplica o conceito de Ahmann de “tempo de trabalho” ao cenário ativista 
sul-africano e examina como as organizações podem induzir o enquadramento de uma crise em 
seu benefício.

Keywords: activism; Cape Flats aquifer; climate crisis; Day Zero; environmental justice

Locating activism in the Philippi Horticultural Area
Rights-based activism has had a long and relatively successful history in post-apartheid South 
Africa. This is shown by the work of social justice organisations such as the Treatment Action 
Campaign and the Social Justice Coalition in securing state support and service delivery by tapping 
into the rights contained in the progressive South African constitution and its Bill of Rights. Whilst 
there is much to learn from the successes and limitations of the activist repertoires utilised by such 
groups (Robins 2008), one can further locate such frameworks in relation to environmental justice. 
Cock has argued that this is a process of connecting the “red, brown and green” (Cock 2004; see 
also Cock 2007), referring to different foci of social and environmental justice organisations such 
as the politics of water access, lack of equitable municipal service delivery and other tangential 
issues. This article uses the context of the drought in the Western Cape province and the possibility 
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of a “Day Zero” from around 2015 to 2017 to think through such environmental activist causes. 
By critically investigating how activist groups have aimed to “work time” (Ahmann 2018) — 
condensing forms of protracted suffering into more immediate claims — this article thinks through 
the possibilities of connecting short-term “crises” with other forms of environmental degradation 
that inhabit different temporal logics.

To understand the use of temporality by activist groups, this article looks at the PHA Food 
and Farming Campaign (PHA Campaign) that operates in the Philippi Horticultural Area (PHA) 
located just outside of Cape Town. Based on two years of participant observation in the PHA, 
this article develops an account of the PHA Campaign’s activist practices in contesting certain 
agricultural models and framings of natural resources in the area. The PHA Campaign operates 
in an area that has officially been an agricultural hub since German immigrants started farming 
in the area during the 1850s (Rabe 2011). The PHA has become an increasingly fragmented area, 
with the broader processes of colonial and apartheid spatial planning further exacerbating social 
tensions in the area. Whilst mainly focusing on the work of the PHA Campaign, which hold an 
interesting but contested space in the PHA, this article also draws on the insights of commercial 
farmers and City of Cape Town officials. All of these stakeholders determine how the natural 
resources in the PHA are utilised and how these are affected by this usage.

Conducting research in a place that is highly fragmented, as will be shown below, gives rise 
to a range of methodological challenges. The PHA is largely understood through the engagement 
between various dichotomies. From the opposition between commercial farmers and the expanding 
informal settlements (Kemp 2020), to the PHA Campaign in opposition to commercial farmers 
and developers (Human 2021; Shoba 2020), the PHA is largely characterised by conflict. Each of 
these groups represents certain views concerning the PHA and the contestations in the area, which 
may lead to researchers and journalists mispresenting certain lived realities. Whilst following 
and examining the work of the PHA Campaign may pose similar challenges, it also provided an 
opportunity to track how groups navigate such conflicting narratives. The ethnographic data on 
which this article draws was framed in relation to the interviews and engagements with a range of 
commercial farmers in the area, along with other stakeholders, which often confirmed, and at times 
challenged, the narrative presented by the PHA Campaign.

Since the beginning of formalised “westernised” agricultural activity in the area, a German 
immigrant population in Philippi increasingly expanded its agricultural enterprise, with a handful 
of descendants still maintaining control over much of the farming activities in the area. A few 
white commercial farmers control most of the agricultural land in the PHA, growing mainly 
carrots, lettuce, cabbage and spinach (Western Cape Department of Agriculture 2018). However, 
in order to produce enough vegetables to satisfy the ever-growing needs of local and international 
markets, not to mention an exploitative and competitive supply chain (Western Cape Department 
of Agriculture 2018), these farmers have had to expand their farming operations by using every 
scrap of land available in the PHA. Because of the imperative of “production and expansion at 
any cost,” along with increasing production costs, the commercial farmers in the PHA (like many 
small-scale and commercial farmers across South Africa) have relied on synthetic and artificial 
pesticides and fertilisers to increase yield (Rother et al. 2008).

Many of the commercial farmers in the PHA have found great success and, in doing so, 
positioned themselves as a fundamental resource concerning food provision in Cape Town. Many 
of the “big commercial” farmers in the PHA sell produce to leading supermarkets, contributing 
to the ZAR 400–450 million turnover for the PHA per annum (Western Cape Department of 
Agriculture 2018). The colonial history of the PHA continues to imbue the current context, with all 
of the commercial farmers in the PHA today being “white,” whilst most of the smallholder farmers 
(who have land under 30 hectares in size) are “black” (Western Cape Department of Agriculture 
2018). Moreover, of the estimated 2 700 farmworkers employed in the PHA, more than half are 
employed by commercial farmers. The labour conditions of these farmworkers requires further 
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study since relationships between employers and farmworkers are often strained with high rates 
of turnover and intimidatory labour practices (Gontsana 2020). The oversupply of labour in the 
PHA has positioned most of the commercial farmers in the PHA as indispensable for labourers, 
the food supply chain and the broader Western Cape economy. Therefore, the political economy of 
the PHA is essential to understanding the PHA Campaign’s attempts to protect the PHA’s natural 
resources and the farming “community” operating within. As will be shown, these two aspects are 
frequently at odds with one another.

In 2008 many of the farmers and other stakeholders in the PHA formed the Schaapkraal Civic 
and Environmental Association (SCEA). For the first time, this organisation brought together 
not only commercial and small-scale farmers in the area but also representatives from informal 
settlements and ratepayers associations. Whilst this group originally aimed to tackle more practical 
issues in the area such as illegal dumping and the management of slote [water canals], it rapidly 
disintegrated when its vision to protect the PHA from non-agricultural development was opposed 
and countered by the City of Cape Town (CoCT), which at the time had plans to develop housing 
in the area (Western Cape Department of Agriculture 2018). Developed out of the SCEA, the 
PHA Campaign was formed, with its primary goal being to counter the proposed shifting of the 
urban edge on the eastern side of the PHA, which would remove the portion of the PHA known 
as “the wedge” and rezone it to create mixed-use land, which could then accommodate a planned 
large mixed-use development known as Oaklands City. The PHA Campaign saw this move by the 
CoCT, along with private developers, as one that could lead to land speculation, where landowners 
would hold onto the property and leave it fallow in the hope of a profitable sale to a developer. 
As Crispian Olver (2019) has shown in his analysis of governance in the Cape Town metro, land 
speculation is indicative of the neoliberal nature of the CoCT, which is run by the Democratic 
Alliance, as it aims to appease private developers. High-ranking officials have been quoted as 
saying, “Who are you to say it’s not viable … let the private sector decide if they want to do the 
development” (Olver 2019, 106). The PHA Campaign assumed the role of protecting the PHA 
from unsustainable developments it believed would not benefit the area. As will be shown, the 
nature of the fragmented social relationships in the PHA, and how other stakeholders perceived 
the PHA, are essential to understanding the PHA Campaign’s activism.

Leveraging the “Day Zero” context
The current state of governance and the politics of land in the CoCT illustrates the complicated 
landscape that the PHA Campaign operates within when trying to “stop developers paving over 
the PHA” (Nazeer Sonday, personal communication, 2021). However, the PHA Campaign’s early 
attempts to resist the shifting of the urban edge around 2011 proved largely unsuccessful. Its 
aspirational cause to “save the PHA” did not gain traction against the ceaseless goal of CoCT 
to develop (largely unaffordable) housing and other infrastructural projects in the PHA. The 
PHA Campaign tried to strategically position its work and goal as one that would benefit all 
citizens in the Cape Town region by protecting a key agricultural hub. However, its position was 
generally interpreted as “anti-housing” and “anti-development” by both PHA residents and CoCT 
representatives. Over the period I spent engaging with the PHA Campaign, it became clear that the 
way in which it has been perceived and labelled by stakeholders, both internal and external to the 
PHA, does not necessarily reflect the nuanced nature of its vision; various other progressive social 
movements have similarly been, and continue to be, strategically misrepresented.

The PHA Campaign’s activism was, however, bolstered by the Day Zero water crisis. In 2017 
the drought in the Western Cape, and specifically around the City of Cape Town metro, intensified. 
The seemingly unrealistic warnings of Day Zero, a day when the taps would “run dry” because 
of both overuse and mismanagement, became shockingly possible (Millington and Scheba 2018; 
Robins 2019). Enqvist and Ziervogel (2019) have argued that “the direct cause of the [water] 
crisis can be traced to the 3-year drought starting in 2015 with a dry, hot summer, and extremely 
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low winter rains, … further exacerbated by DWS [Department of Water and Sanitation] failure 
to maintain WCWSS [Western Cape Water Supply System] adequately” (Enqvist and Ziervogel 
2019, 6). The Day Zero water crisis created a highly visible functional politics around water, 
which the CoCT used to lower both domestic and industrial water use. Through this strategic 
and necessary politicisation of water, along with enforced water restrictions, water consumption 
dropped from 1 200 million litres per day (ML/day) in 2015 to 800 ML/day in 2017 (Enqvist and 
Ziervogel 2019). The eventual reduction in water usage on a metro-wide level ended up averting 
Day Zero. However, whilst a fundamental change in the perception of water resources and water 
use did occur during this period amongst residents of Cape Town, water usage has started to rise 
since the lowering of water restrictions in 2019. Both the PHA Campaign and the CoCT utilised 
the politicisation of water during this period for their own causes and strategically engaged with 
the possibilities of how to frame the crisis.

Through my period of ethnographic research, it became clear that the framing of the water 
crisis was both productive and detrimental to activist campaigns. The PHA Campaign, similar to 
other activist groups working around issues of water, gained political and media legitimacy during 
the drought. The PHA lies on top of the expansive Cape Flats aquifer which spans over 400 km², 
covering much of the broader Cape Town region (Mauck and Winter 2021).The positioning of this 
aquifer is essential to the continued success of the PHA as an area for agriculture, as farmers can 
extract from underground water resources even during periods of low rainfall, such as those around 
Day Zero. The PHA Campaign focused mostly on the importance of this aquifer and the lack of 
knowledge and unsustainable practices they said contributed to the aquifer’s pollution and overuse. 
The context of Day Zero enabled a range of possibilities around the protection of this resource, as 
will be shown below.

As Millington and Scheba (2018, 3) have argued, the “climate crisis [and its effects, such as 
drought] unlocks new financial, infrastructural and legislative possibilities.” The ways in which 
crises are framed have indeed enabled progressive legislation around the world, which swiftly 
navigates bureaucratic hurdles to deal with issues in a timely manner. However, the “productivity” 
of crises needs to be closely investigated. During the “Day Zero” crisis, the CoCT increased 
its scope and capacity of water management, making leaks and other forms of water wastage 
easily visible; however, this was implemented surreptitiously with the mass installation of water 
management devices (WMDs). Whilst this was done under the guise of efficient water governance, 
the work of Von Schnitzler (2008) has shown how these water management devices can be used 
as biopolitical regulatory tools. Naomi Klein’s The Shock Doctrine (2007) further documents 
how contexts of crisis have been used to push for authoritarian and restrictive government policy 
reform around the world. For an activist group such as the PHA Campaign, the way a crisis is 
framed can, at times, act in their favour.

Concerns around water, be it supply, production or flooding, do not retain the interest of the 
media; each story tends to be treated as isolated and temporary, giving way to more “important” 
stories. The PHA Campaign has become acutely aware of this as it has aimed to explore the 
possibilities of protecting the acquifer. Prior to the drought, it largely focused its activist work 
in relation to the proposed shifting of the urban edge, which seemed more of a tangible and 
bureaucratically viable avenue. But a representative of the PHA Campaign argued that

the Day Zero moment changed everything for us. We started talking about the value of the aquifer 
years ago, and then when the drought came, representatives from the CoCT started calling us and 
engaging seriously around using the aquifer for water provision.

The PHA Campaign was able to use the drought to gain legitimacy in the media. It strategically 
leveraged the attention placed on water issues in general to position how the aquifer was an 
“invaluable asset” regarding food production and water provision. Around this time, a range of 
influential municipal officials and business operators made appearances at the PHA Campaign’s 
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main office to show they were serious about the drought and the value of the aquifer. Time revealed 
that many of these engagements were little more than strategic politicking, of which the PHA 
Campaign representatives grew increasingly cynical. The Day Zero context did have structural 
outcomes for the PHA Campaign; an official managed aquifer recharge (MAR) programme was 
put into place that would allow for increased measuring of the aquifer, with abstraction for water 
supply taking place. The Day Zero crisis, whilst giving political legitimacy to activists working 
on water issues, did not completely reform how water issues were conceptualised and managed 
across the broader Western Cape.

Whilst the media represented these climate crises as singular, temporally bracketed events, 
which marked a temporary break in “normalcy,” many scholars have contested such narrow 
definitions (Roitman 2013; Vigh 2008; Millington and Scheba 2018). In his book Slow Violence 
and the Environmentalism of the Poor, Rob Nixon (2011) developed a critique of the way in 
which the media, amongst others, has framed various crises, especially forms of environmental 
degradation. He calls on us to think through what he calls “slow violence.” Forms of slow 
violence are “neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but rather incremental and accretive, [their] 
calamitous repercussions playing out across a range of temporal scales” (Nixon 2011, 2). The Day 
Zero crisis was represented largely as an isolated event that, with certain actions and restrictions, 
could quickly be overcome. Whilst the Day Zero crisis did give important impetus to the PHA 
Campaign’s activism, it was detrimental to other aspects of their work. There were clearly other 
forms of slow violence playing out in the PHA, such as soil degradation because of commercial 
farming practices; combatting this destructive model of soil degradation was also part of the PHA 
Campaign’s activism. Another form of slow violence within the PHA that closely relates to the 
Day Zero crisis is aquifer contamination and over-extraction of ground water resources. Whilst the 
effect of the drought was more directly experienced from around 2015 to 2017, the human practices 
that brought on the drought (including overuse of ground water and soil erosion) have continued 
for years. The PHA Campaign had to find ways in which to make soil degradation and pollution 
of the aquifer more “visible,” not only when framed by short-sighted media reports. Whilst even 
some descendants of the original German immigrants argued that the aquifer was an irreplaceable 
resource that was fundamental to the PHA’s function as an agricultural hub (Rabe 2011), many of 
those who still own most of the PHA farmland continue to contaminate this resource through the 
use of various inorganic fertilisers.

One can think of the soil degradation and aquifer contamination in the PHA as examples of 
slow violence, as forms of violence that are “out of sight” (Davies 2022) and therefore not readily 
translatable to the mediasphere. Whilst examples of slow violence in the PHA and across the 
entire world are not “out of sight” for those living in close proximity to them, they often do not 
reach public debate, either through the media or in institutions such as the CoCT. Whilst the PHA 
Campaign as an activist group has quite easily been able to address issues of municipal service 
provision in the PHA, its attempt to combat destructive forms of slow violence in the area have 
required far more resources and creative tactics. Therefore, the remainder of this article looks at 
how the PHA Campaign has attempted to translate these forms of slow violence into a form of 
politics that is legible and compelling.

Translating activism into precedent: “working time” as an activist
In light of the acute water scarcity that has plagued the Western Cape since around 2015 and the 
real possibility of a Day Zero, a risk that was eventually acknowledged by the CoCT, both civil 
society and the local government framed the crisis in a way that could readily be translated into 
the temporally isolated media framework of crisis, rather than into that of slow violence. This 
was supposedly a once-off event, which, through quite drastic mitigation measures taken by all 
citizens, could be averted, thus mapping to the logic of crisis rather than context (Vigh 2008).
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This is practically evidenced when, in 2019, the PHA Campaign challenged the Oaklands 
City development proposed for the PHA’s south-east in the Western Cape High Court. The 
PHA Campaign’s attempt to halt the development was based primarily on two arguments. First, 
they argued that the application should not go ahead because of the procedural inconsistencies 
regarding land use and spatial policy in the PHA; this was subsequently dismissed. Second, they 
raised concern about the impact the development would have on the aquifer, which at that point 
was still under-researched and all credible reports on it outdated. Because of the Day Zero water 
crisis and how it remained viscerally branded into the public consciousness, the application for the 
development was denied. The main argument for the ruling was the lack of up-to-date information 
on the aquifer of a wide enough scope. The PHA Campaign and the media alike recorded this 
as a victory for the PHA and the aquifer. The PHA Campaign strategically mobilised the water 
crisis both through jurisprudence and political means to get the court to err on the side of caution 
regarding the aquifer. A key consideration and argument made was that the aquifer had a large 
and untapped water capacity that could potentially “dwarf” the supply from all major dams in 
the province (Western Cape Department of Agriculture 2018) that the CoCT has tapped into to 
augment its water supply. It is clear, therefore, that the context of the water crisis aided the case of 
the PHA Campaign. Without the very real possibility of Day Zero, it is likely that the court would 
have found in favour of the development, therefore severely impacting the manner in which the 
aquifer recharges its water holding during seasons of high rainfall (see Mauck and Winter 2021).

The victory in the Western Cape High Court was the pinnacle of the PHA Campaign’s activism 
since 2013, and the organisation claimed that it was a victory for both the PHA and the aquifer. 
Concerns for environmental justice in the broadest sense, however, do not conform to limited 
framings of short-lived court victories. Even after the ruling the PHA Campaign had to continue to 
submit revisions and contestations to development plans for the PHA. With the added possibility 
that developers would submit new reports for the approval of the Oaklands City development, 
amongst other projects, victory was short-lived for the PHA. The neoliberal will of developers, as 
per Olver’s (2019) analysis, is ceaseless. Generally, whilst activist groups can leverage framings 
of isolated crises to their benefit, there are clear limitations to such forms of activism. Though the 
outcome of the court case was positive and bolstered the PHA Campaign’s activism in numerous 
ways, there was little evidence that the PHA Campaign was able to translate its concerns around 
the slow violence that was manifest in the PHA over many decades into a compelling form of 
evidence and narrative both during and after the court case.

Violent and “spectacular” service delivery protests in South Africa are highly prevalent 
and have a relatively high success rate in jolting the government or a local municipality into 
action (Alexander 2010). However, as Robins (2014) argues in the context of structural and slow 
violence, a form of longer-term and consistent pressuring (politically, bureaucratically and through 
jurisprudence) is required. Through case studies on the Treatment Action Campaign and the Social 
Justice Coalition (SJC), Robins (2014) argues that rights-based activism in South Africa has had 
to rely on “slow activism” to translate the often lofty ideals of the progressive South African 
constitution into effective change. Slow activism “refers to both patient, long-term organisational 
work and to the ongoing processes of appropriation and translation of diverse traditions of 
activism” (Robins 2014, 92). For example, in the fight for adequate sanitation infrastructure, the 
SJC could not rely on forms of spectacular pressure of municipal officials through public protest 
alone, since local governance bureaucratic systems are highly adept in dealing with short-term 
forms of protest. Only through the consistent pressuring that leverages various activist tactics has 
the SJC been able to ensure that access to equitable water and sanitation resources remains in the 
public eye and near the top of the local government agenda. The same is true for the work of the 
PHA Campaign.

Environmental activism further complicates the way in which one makes certain causes 
“legible” (Scott 1998) to the local government. The age of the Anthropocene and the worldwide 
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climate crisis ushers in what Shepherd (2019) has called “slow catastrophes.” Similar to Nixon’s 
(2011) conceptualisation of slow violence, slow catastrophes challenge the temporally isolated 
framing of crises and forms of ecological destruction. This is related to Shepherd’s critique of 
how the CoCT, the media and eventually the public framed the Day Zero crisis as a singular event, 
supposedly marking a “short break” in the normal state of water governance. This is of course not 
an accurate account of slow catastrophes such as water scarcity and drought: these processes occur 
over long periods of time but normally only become noticeable when they are framed as crisis. 
For both the media and civil society, the Day Zero crisis exists now as a mere memory, one that is 
unlikely to reoccur. However, the context of climate change makes another Day Zero event highly 
likely, as shown by Pascale et al. (2020). In the age of the Anthropocene, we must therefore shift our 
thinking to consider more protracted temporal framings, or forms of “chronic crisis” (Vigh 2008, 7).

The PHA Campaign has aimed to challenge the technopolitical and temporally limited logics 
that inform natural resource governance structures. In doing so, it had to translate forms of 
slow and structural violence into something that directly affected the CoCT. Issues such as soil 
degradation and aquifer contamination in the PHA, just as the ongoing water crisis in the Western 
Cape, are not usually visible in governance agendas. As Nazeer Sonday, the chairperson of the 
PHA Campaign, pondered in an interview: “How do we get ward councillors or those working in 
the CoCT to care about something [the protection of the PHA and its natural resources] when they 
only care about finding quick solutions to systemic problems in the hopes of getting re-elected?” 
(Sonday, personal communication, 2021). This article suggests that working time may offer a range 
of possibilities regarding environmental activism, to which it now turns.

Chloe Ahmann (2018) documents how activists have translated local experiences of the 
climate change debate into a functional and legible politics and conceptualises two tactics that 
are useful in doing so: “working time” and “moral punctuation.” Temporality is deeply embedded 
in environmental activist practices; therefore, by manipulating protracted suffering into a specific 
moment, argument or cause, one is able to “work time.” Working time speaks to the capacity 
of activist groups to creatively leverage “temporal tropes in political discourse to either resist 
or reinforce hegemonies and political imaginaries” (Bjork and Bhure 2021, 178). By bringing 
into view forms of slow violence that largely exist outside of the perception of civil society and 
the media, the PHA Campaign hoped to reconfigure the content and approach of what is usually 
considered during environmental legal contestations. Linking to the practice of working time, 
Ahmann (2018, 144) defines “moral punctuation” as “an explicit marking of time that condenses 
protracted suffering [or forms of slow violence] and demands an ethical response, eschewing the 
delays of political caution and the painstaking work of ensuring scientific certainty” (emphasis 
added). There is a focus then on manipulating both temporal and ethical frameworks to ensure 
that an issue is deemed important in the current moment and thus requiring an “immediate ethical 
response” (Ahmann 2018, 160). As shown below, the PHA Campaign has frequently leveraged 
ethical framings concerning the PHA, especially concerning the protection of the aquifer.

The role of temporality is thus essential to understanding the PHA Campaign’s activism and its 
attempts to guard against the slow degradation of natural resources in the PHA. The challenge that 
Nixon (2011) poses around the representation of slow violence is integral to the PHA Campaign, 
where slow activism can act as a tool to effectively map to and engage more protracted forms of 
degradation. Whilst the PHA Campaign has aimed to leverage sporadic media support around its 
cause, this is only one aspect of its activism. The temporally bracketed nature of how crises are 
generally conceptualised has thus been leveraged by the PHA Campaign at certain times. However, 
the practice of working time remains essential to bring the slow degradation of natural resources 
into focus. The PHA Campaign, through the practice of slow activism, has straddled and engaged 
a range of temporal framings and, in doing so, has begun to generate engagements that move away 
from a mere symptomatic understanding of the climate crisis.

The 2019 court case required the use of such tactics. The PHA Campaign made the case that 
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the aquifer, which had not been adequately considered in any development application in the area 
up to that point, should be an integral consideration in the Oaklands City development application 
and any other subsequent applications. Fortunately, the presiding judge ruled with the “minority” 
voice of the PHA Campaign in the area and required further research to be done on the aquifer. 
Perceptions of crisis were leveraged and strategically engaged by arguing that the Oaklands 
development would impact the aquifer’s ability to recharge and therefore threatened this invaluable 
water resource. Through this line of argument, the PHA Campaign was partially able to convert the 
long-term degradation and pollution of the aquifer and the soil in the PHA into a critical inflection 
point regarding protection of the aquifer.

Amplifying the “voice of the aquifer”
In order to change the position of and thinking around the aquifer, the PHA Campaign ran various 
aquifer seminars that brought together a wide range of academics and CoCT representatives to 
think through the limitations and possibilities of natural resource governance and protection in the 
PHA. Though these seminars can be critiqued as being too technical and scientific, thus alienating 
the majority of PHA residents from the conversation, they do act as useful spaces through which 
to think not only about the CoCT’s limitations of natural resource governance (including national 
perspectives) but also about the possibilities that the South African constitution and rights-based 
activist approaches can create in protecting the PHA. For example, the constitution’s Section 24 
on the right to environment and Section 27 on healthcare, food, water and social security can be 
mobilised to argue that the aquifer and the natural resources in the PHA should be protected in 
perpetuity. One of the PHA Campaign representatives lamented after one of the seminars that the 
aquifer was an “invisible resource which needs to be made visible.” The campaign further argued 
that people can “clearly see when rivers run dry” or when they are polluted; by making the aquifer 
visible, this would, they hoped, lead to its protection for generations, which could bolster Cape 
Town’s water supply for the benefit of both farmers and citizens.

In December 2021 the PHA Campaign presented another seminar on the aquifer together with 
its first “Aquifer Festival.” This event aimed to shift the conversation about the aquifer away 
from legal and scientific possibilities to issues that would easily and strongly relate to the people 
living in the PHA, ranging from commercial and small-scale farmers to farmworkers and business 
owners, amongst many others. One of the activists argued that the role of the festival was to bring 
the aquifer to the attention of the people living near it and to “make the invisible visible.” The 
festival was relatively well attended, with people coming from various neighbouring areas to learn 
more about the aquifer and enjoy the live music, poetry and other performances that were spread 
across the day. These events were interspersed with easily understandable accounts of what the 
PHA Campaign had done, what it was fighting for and the importance of the aquifer for the area 
and its related water and food security. One creative tool used to demystify the aquifer was the 
“aquifer stick,” as shown in Figure 1. The wielding of an aquifer stick was meant to engender 
thoughts and considerations in its bearer about what exists below their feet, thus decentralising the 
limiting anthropocentric framework that humans inherently hold.

The observation of the Aquifer Festival enables one not only to think of working time through 
the PHA’s speeches and critical framings of the aquifer, thus making the slow violence of aquifer 
contamination perceptible, but also to foster recognition of this resource to people living in the PHA, 
neighbouring communities and the broader Western Cape region. Even though the aquifer has been 
central to the PHA Campaign since around 2015, many people in the area (including the commercial 
farmers) and other industries that benefit from this resource are largely nonchalant about its future. 
One PHA Campaign representative, in the review of the Aquifer Festival, argued that

most of the people that attended the event weren’t even from the PHA, they were from the southern 
suburbs or supporters of the Campaign. We needed to facilitate a conversation between the stakeholders 
in the PHA around the aquifer, and none of these people even showed up.
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This reflection touches on the impact of factional politics in the PHA, showing that whilst the 
campaign was able to work time and highlight the long-term importance of the aquifer, it was also 
embedded within a particular politics of (mis)representation. The PHA Campaign maintains a lot 
of media coverage and maintains that they have ongoing partnerships with a range of international 
institutions. This, however, does not necessarily mean that they speak for the wider community 
within the PHA. Whilst in Ahmann’s (2018) research context the wider residents in the area were 
able to gain widespread support, this is not always the case in Cape Town. The moral and ethical 
message punted by the PHA Campaign has not always resonated with the main beneficiaries within 
the aquifer, white commercial farmers.

The PHA Campaign’s focus on the role and value of the aquifer marks a distinct shift in the 
repertoires of activism within the PHA. As recounted, the work of the SCEA largely focused on 
issues that affected the inhabitants of the PHA, ranging from illegal dumping to road maintenance. 
With the formation of the PHA Campaign, the shift in focus from social issues to environmental 
issues became apparent. In many circles the focus on climate change issues has been critiqued 
as being too akin to the work of “white environmentalists” who focus on the protection of the 
environment over questions of social justice in South Africa and elsewhere in the world (McDonald 
2002). In contrast, the PHA Campaign has deliberately emphasised the links between social and 
environmental issues, and thereby continued to illustrate the role of the aquifer in food provision 
and food prices more generally (Battersby-Lennard and Haysom 2012). Therefore, the role of 

Figure 1: An image of “aquifer sticks” taken at the inaugural Aquifer Festival in 2021. © Matthew 
Wingfield
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connecting the “red, brown and green” issues (Cock 2004) is imperative for environmental activist 
groups like the PHA Campaign.

In general, a further implication of decentralising “the human” in divergence from other rights-
based social movements, seen in the importance given to natural resources such as the aquifer, is 
that the limited anthropocentric framings of temporality are supplanted by planetary timescales. 
As Dipesh Chakrabarty has argued:

The Anthropocene requires us to think on the two vastly different scales of time that earth history 
and world history respectively involve: the tens of millions of years that a geological epoch usually 
encompasses (the Holocene seems to have been a particularly short epoch if the Anthropocene thesis is 
right) versus the five hundred years at most that can be said to constitute the history of capitalism. Yet 
in most discussions of the Anthropocene, questions of geological time fall out of view, and the time of 
human world history comes to predominate. (Chakrabarty 2021, 155)

Similarly to Sonday, Chakrabarty thus argues that “geological time,” or what he elsewhere 
has called “deep time” (Chakrabarty 2009), thus taking place over millions of years, needs to be 
focused on in the context of the Anthropocene. Shoshitaishvili (2020) further illustrates the deep 
antagonism between human life spans, or the “personal count,” and geological timescales. However, 
he also shows how, since the 1950s and the so-called “great acceleration” of planetary destruction, 
these temporal scales cannot continue to be isolated from one another. The straddling and joining of 
these two temporal frameworks are a fundamental part of environmental activism in the age of the 
Anthropocene; these considerations are certainly not only isolated to the realm of academia.

Whilst Ahmann’s conceptualisation of working time largely relates to the translation of slow 
violence into a legible and perceptible form of politics, this article argues that environmental 
activism must also find ways to focus not only on how current practices and policies are destroying 
natural resources to benefit current life on the planet but also on the protection of these resources 
for generations to come. In thinking through the role that isolated framings of crisis have benefitted 
the PHA Campaign, they have sought to maintain focus on chronic crises (Vigh 2008). Whilst, in 
the wake of Day Zero, the PHA Campaign was able to stop a development partly because of the 
limited framing that the CoCT gave to the water crisis, they and other environmental activists are 
inherently opposed to such logics. This article, therefore, has used temporality as an analytical tool 
to complicate how we think about activist repertoires.

Conclusion
Slow activism not only remains a useful framework for thinking through the impact of and 
responses to slow catastrophes in the Anthropocene, but it also productively adopts a temporal 
framework that maps such crises. Therefore, rather than thinking about repertoires of activism 
solely in terms of their outcomes, one can look further, at the way that they (re)frame ways of 
perceiving structural and slow violence. Whilst the PHA Campaign could continue to work time 
in a way that leverages isolated framings of crisis, this would eventually be counterproductive to 
the movement. By foregrounding the aquifer rather than the lives that will be negatively impacted 
by its contamination and over-extraction, the PHA Campaign moves away from established 
frameworks of social justice activism in South Africa and opens up further opportunities for 
protecting not only the natural resources on which countless lives depend but also the possible 
reformation of the underlying frameworks that govern both humans and these resources.

In conclusion, this article has looked at the limitations and possibilities created by the 
use of working time in environmental activist contexts. Whilst isolated framings of crisis are 
acknowledged to enable certain victories for groups like the PHA Campaign, this article thinks 
through the negative implications of such. Whilst the PHA Campaign has been able to work time in 
a way that has benefitted its cause, further consideration of more protracted temporal scales through 
the use of slow activism has also provided a range of possibilities for its movement. Therefore, 
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environmental activist networks can leverage the de-centralisation of the human and the limitations 
of anthropocentric viewpoints to protect natural resources that make human existence possible.
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