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“iZindaba Zokudla” means we talk about the food that we eat. iZindaba Zokudla is a public innovation lab that uses stakeholder-engagement methods to create “opportunities for urban agriculture in a sustainable food system.” iZindaba Zokudla is presented as an extra-institutional means to govern the water, land, energy, and waste nexus. This reflective essay critically describes iZindaba Zokudla and applies this to the design of institutional steering mechanisms to govern the food, water, land, and energy nexus towards sustainability. Governance is an intersubjective and interactive process between the subjects of governance and governance itself. Sustainability, as an interactive process, implies the creation of autocatalytic and symbiotic communities in society that integrates diverse actors and stakeholders, inclusive of scientific and lay actors, and ecosystems. iZindaba Zokudla is a means to govern and create such communities, and this article describes and reflects on how iZindaba Zokudla has created and managed such symbiotic communities or autocatalytic networks in the food system. The article generalises how the activities conducted in iZindaba Zokudla can be used to govern the water, land, energy, and waste nexus for sustainability. The article shows how iZindaba Zokudla has realised a progressive governance through the facilitation of its Farmers' Lab and website; how it has created opportunities for participation; and how it enables critical reflection in society.
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INTRODUCTION: IZINDABA ZOKUDLA AS EXTRA-INSTITUTIONAL GOVERNANCE

iZindaba Zokudla1 is a multi-stakeholder engagement project that aims to create opportunities for urban agriculture in a sustainable food system. iZindaba Zokudla emerged from a research project in participatory technology design (Malan and Campbell, 2014; Campbell and Malan, 2018; Malan, 2020a). The NGOs REOS Partners and TransForum (REOS Partners, and TransForum, 2011) and the South African Food Lab introduced the author to food systems thinking and TransForum's multi-stakeholder engagement methodology accommodating public, business, and civil society interests (Regeer et al., 2011; Van Latesteijn and Andeweg, 2011). TransForum's approach is to build sustainable business by linking with “all relevant stakeholders” (Regeer et al., 2011: 27). These small teams include entrepreneurs, welfare, and public sector representatives, a process monitor, and other stakeholders. iZindaba Zokudla follows this, albeit by mobilising stakeholders in a social lab (Hassan, 2014) as an open participatory event (the Farmers' Lab) wherefrom groups may be mobilised for enterprise creation and activism in the food system.

The water, land, energy, and waste nexus (hereafter “the nexus”) overlaps with the food system. A sustainable food system will transform the current system and manage it within its biological and physical limits, and the regenerative potential inherent in its resources. The trade of food by “enterprises” however creates opportunities for sustainability as enterprises can innovate and develop sustainable products and services. Economic activity and businesses are “brokers between producers and consumers [that can] create new socio-ecological relations” (Pereira et al., 2020: 1327) and these “Entrepreneuring” (Bruton et al., 2013; Tobias et al., 2013; Lynde, 2020) or “institutional entrepreneurship” (Sidibé et al., 2018: 95) or “infrastructuring” (Nogueira et al., 2020) opportunities are a form of governance that can create sustainable enterprises and transform the food system. iZindaba Zokudla is an open, voluntary forum located in academia and civil society that aims at creating enterprises based-on new relationships between actor-entrepreneurs/activists (those who act) and stakeholders, who have an interest in the sustainability of such enterprises.

iZindaba Zokudla contributes to sustainability by creating opportunities for public deliberation on a sustainable food system. This manages and governs the system, but the Lab attracts actors and stakeholders with a clear interest in a low external input agriculture (Malan, 2015: 55). These deliberative choices influence others, and creates overarching narratives for action, and this has moved many towards collaborating and adopting sustainable practises. This article distils the experience of the “convener” of this forum to identify how such a forum or social lab can help govern the water, land, energy and waste nexus towards sustainability.

The author hosted a series of workshops in 2013 to “embed” the participatory technology design project in the local community in Soweto, Johannesburg. This “assembly” led to the creation of iZindaba Zokudla and the Farmers' Lab and aimed at creating a strategic plan for urban agriculture in Soweto, Johannesburg (Malan, 2015). iZindaba Zokudla's Farmers' Lab should be understood as a form of a “public innovation lab” (McGann et al., 2018, 2019) or a “social lab” (Hassan, 2014) that uses social methodologies, and now digital methods (Williamson, 2015) to achieve its ends.

iZindaba Zokudla's Farmers' Lab (The “Lab”) has amongst others instituted a system of referral and facilitation to key entities in the University of Johannesburg, civil society, state, and business that assist emerging entrepreneurs. On the 13th of May 2017 it hosted activists from the African Centre for Biodiversity, The Department of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries and Bioversity International that discussed the creation of seed libraries. Later, on the 5th of August 2017, a leading activist used the Lab to organise farmers to participate in a public information session organised by Parliament on new seed Bills (Rousell, 2017). This assisted a submission to Parliament on the Bills, but two aspects of this organising deserve mention. The activist mentioned later formed an agricultural incubator with other activists and entrepreneurs (which is linked to the activities of iZindaba Zokudla) and another farmer arrived at the Farmers' Lab on the 19th of August 2017 with more than 30 different kinds of indigenous seeds that he catalogues in a seed library, which forms part of his farming enterprise. These actors created sustainable activities with, through and alongside iZindaba Zokudla, and this is described in this article.

The methods used in the Lab enables local actors to coalesce and draw on the opportunities and resources amongst themselves (Malan, 2020c). The Lab is an “omnibus” event that lowers the opportunity cost of pitching and developing a new enterprise, facilitates access to farmers for researchers and business incubators, and allows farmers to network and build relationships with a broad range of stakeholders, including activists, and vice-versa. The Lab has also facilitated the “launch” of both the Khula! app (http://www.khula.co.za/) and the uptake of aparate.co. amongst farmers in Soweto. iZindaba Zokudla hosted the Slow Food Soweto Eat-Ins (see Malan, 2020c), food festivals that vividly and publicly illustrate the viability of a sustainable food system. The Lab was active from the 16th of May, 2015, until the 14th of March, 2020 when Covid-19 regulations temporarily prohibited face-to-face gatherings. The last workshop attracted more than 400 participants, and tested financial products for new and small-holder farmers, and indigenous vegetables and seeds, amongst others2. During 2020 preparatory work was done to build the iZindabazokudla.com website as digital means to manage virtual “Communities of Practise” as an entrepreneurship development strategy (Wenger, 1998; Malan and van der Walt, 2019) that is only briefly described in this article.



GOVERNANCE IN A PUBLIC INNOVATION LAB

Ostrom (1990) reminds us that actors in common-property regimes develop “shared norms and patterns of reciprocity” and “social capital with which they can build institutional arrangements” (1990: 184) to govern the commons. Existing institutional structures however, are (constantly) transformed by the supply of new institutional arrangements. This “competitive” supply of new arrangements leads the development of new institutional and governance regimes which is key in successful governance.

Social labs create “infrastructuring” (Nogueira et al., 2020), architecting (Lynde, 2020: 3) or “structuration” (Gebreyes, 2018: 130) opportunities to renegotiate the structures wherein action takes place, akin to the development of new governance arrangements. iZindaba Zokudla, as a “social lab,” enables actors and stakeholders to shape systems and incorporate diverse influences in the food system as they realise their own projects. Nogueira et al. (2020: 3) emphasise that “… infrastructures carry a system of offerings (e.g., people, objects, environments, messages, and services) and affordances that standardise the circulation and allocation of resources, as well as how the infrastructure is used.” They emphasise that a public innovation lab offers an opportunity to renegotiate and “democratise the processes of determining how resources should be allocated and mobilised” and change what these “offerings afford users to do.”

The opportunity to “infrastructure” society or governance creates an interactive and subjective relationship between actors and stakeholders. As they structure or “infrastructure” systems, enterprises, products, and governance arrangements, they themselves get shaped by these very same arrangements. This occurs in a very peculiar way in a public innovation lab. A “public innovation lab” is “an experimental R&D lab for social and public problems, located in the interstitial borderlands between sectors, fields, and disciplinary methodologies” (Williamson, 2015: 256). A public innovation lab is important as it can produce “new methods for making sense of social phenomena … redefining the way the … world works, designing methods to measure it, and producing policy products and recommendations to modify it” (Williamson, 2015: 267).

A public innovation lab creates the subject of governance in a very peculiar way. A “Lab” shapes subjects to become “governable participants in emerging strategies, techniques, and methods of digital governance” (Williamson, 2015: 267). iZindaba Zokudla influences governance through the creation of subjects of governance—or entrepreneurs who influence the food system through their activities in the market. An intersubjective conception of governance allows us to understand how actors outside structures of power and in society influence governance itself. Below we examine what is at stake when governance is intersubjective.



GOVERNANCE AS INTERSUBJECTIVE

Intersubjectivity stands in some contrast to a hard—command and control—conception of governance. The South African King IV report (IoD, 2016) warns against following such “mindless rules” (2016: 36). It invites intersubjectivity (IoD, 2016: 4) as a “stakeholder-inclusive” approach, that is a “party to all sources of value” created “for itself, and others” (2016: 25). Significantly, it proposes “Sustainability” as “an interdependent relationship between the organisation and its stakeholders, and the organisation's ability to create value for itself depends on its ability to create value for others” (IoD, 2016: 23).

The philosophical history of governance as an intersubjective endeavour is reconstructed by Thomas Lemke from published interviews of the philosopher Michel Foucault (1926–1984). Governance and “governmentality”—as governing “self and others”—stems from constitutionalism and the demise of the old European feudal system. New states determined, and was determined by, the creation of a new “subject” of the state, the citizen. Governance is tied up with “the modern sovereign state and the modern autonomous individual [who] co-determine each other's emergence” (Lemke, 2007: 44, Lemke, 2000: 3). “Hence we can speak of the economy as an open economic domain that is created only by incessant social intervention” (Lemke, 2000: 196). Governance consequently begs the question of “the conditions of a consensus or the prerequisites of acceptance” (Lemke, 2002: 54).

When we govern and are governed, we may acquiesce or innovate. Governance allows actors opportunities to constantly re-negotiate, with others, the activities they are performing. The idea of “infrastructuring” as means to re-create systems, opportunities and current paths of activity converges with an intersubjective governance. A public innovation lab creates the conditions for such “infrastructuring” to take place. The effects of this are clearly felt outside the lab, in society, and in the changed behaviour of actors and systems.



GOVERNANCE AS “INFRASTRUCTURING”

In South Africa the background contours of the market are shaped not completely by free-market principles, but also by an affirmative and race-based strategy (Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment Act No. 25899, 2004). Formal property rights are also under pressure in South Africa (Minister of Public Works, 2020), suggesting an informal and indeterminable system of access to land is emerging. Suchá et al. (2020), in a study of urban agriculture in Soweto, highlights that informal “perceived” tenure security is as effective, if not more effective, than formal tenure (2020:6) in stimulating investments on land. Farmers build fences in order to enhance tenure security: “Fencing represents physical protection against thefts which can also be considered as a tenure-building strategy, even in cases where farmers do not hold any land rights … and which might encourage farmers to enhance their investment” (2020:4). In a context of fluid property rights, governance will thus be affected by this ability of actors to “infrastructure” (Gebreyes, 2018; Nogueira et al., 2020) arrangements or “produce urban agriculture” (Siegner et al., 2020) through their actions.

“Infrastructuring” allows actors, including academics, to “produce” systems to their advantage. Siegner et al. (2020) note the “multifunctional” benefits of urban agriculture that creates incentives to “produce” it in different ways. Siegner et al. (2020: 567) contrast the “social and ecological benefits” of urban agriculture with the “productivist” way commercial agriculture is measured. Urban agriculture produce (and thus “infrastructures”) social and ecological effects that may be more important than mere food production.

A situation where urban agriculture's potential is not met, would likely lead to “infrastructuring” activities to promote the policy and public support available for urban agriculture. To govern the nexus for sustainability, a new set of opportunities have to be “infrastructured” so actors can “produce” specific benefits like health or sustainability in the way they take action on food, water, land, energy, and waste. This emergent theory of social change, which has implications for the formal regulation of society, indicates actors, and stakeholders will exploit opportunities for engagement and change. A public innovation lab is suggestive of a new paradigm for governance, closely based-on engagement opportunities and methodologies, that can align self-interest with the interests of others. This intersubjective contest can govern for “sustainability.”



GOVERNANCE FOR SUSTAINABILITY

Sustainability as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987) is conducive to a self-regulating system that meets human needs through the protection of nature. This implies “deliberate self-regulation, from personal action to geoengineering schemes” (Lenton and Latour, 2018: 1,067), including “large scale mobilisation of scientists, activists, and citizens” to link the agency of nature with social and economic systems, so it can continuously provide food, fibre, fuel, minerals, and all other resources for humans. “The challenge is to support diverse autocatalytic networks of human agents that can propel transformations towards goals such as sustainable energy, fuelling the efficient recycling of resources” (Lenton and Latour, 2018: 1,067). Sustainability will emerge if these networks can “infrastructure” actors and stakeholders, society, and enterprises to create a self-reproducing system based-on ecological limits.

Governance for sustainability ought to ensure ecosystem functioning for human life, and this implies the following (Lenton and Latour, 2018: 1,067):

• Recycling and feedback loops and distributed control in industry and circular business models that enable “autocatalytic” networks to engage directly with the governance and transformation of such processes;

• Long-term structures that operationalise the above, including the establishment of “sensors” to release information on planetary processes and limitations; and,

• Networks and relationships need to be built amongst humans, to create the requisite density amongst people for autocatalytic communities to emerge.

In the food system, “organic” or “local” food may be consistent with the creation of a sustainable food system. This framing must be consistent from the food as produce and product, downstream to production methods and wastes, and upstream to consumers and distribution and retail systems. This value chain, or peculiar network of scientists, farmers, citizens etc. has to be coordinated to consistently “produce” sustainability at the system, enterprise, or product levels.

Sensors would have to be “animated” to give the network purpose and direction. Social capital would have to “glue” it together. Spaces and places need to be found for people to organise, deliberate and plan. Media, technologies, and activities need to operationalise these plans. Malan (2020c: 34) describes how Slow Food's slogan of “Good, Clean and Fair” has animated a whole set—or “cascade”—of activities, from farmers' markets to public conferences, and this is consistent with the seed example above. This network that “created” it, may have been transient, but echoes Jensen and Orfila's (2021: 565) description of a symbiotic community in the food system. This community aims at:

Creating a symbiosis between communities officially classified as multiply deprived, underutilised local assets and infrastructure, and the activities of those operating within the local food sector that are potential sources of critical resources [and this] presents opportunities for myriad beneficial food production, processing, distribution and education hubs.

Recent discussions of the governance of the South African food system towards sustainability and/or food security is consistent with how an autocatalytic network or symbiotic community realises sustainability. The South African food system produces “alarmingly high levels of food waste”; “is a major source of greenhouse gas emissions”; and “depends on several other systems” to function (Battersby et al., 2015: 47; 48). The “broader food system sustainability challenges intersect with a number of structural food system challenges” (Battersby et al., 2015: 48). In this regard, practises such as maintenance of agro-ecology (Siegner et al., 2020), food sovereignty (McMichael, 2014), and organic production (Battersby et al., 2015: 52; Csortan et al., 2020), have been suggested as a frame to guide action, and these choices will influence how the community, network or political activity will be structured and animated.

Siegner et al. (2020: 581; see also Jensen and Orfila, 2021: 564) equates agroecology with “synergistic social, cultural and ecological dimensions.” This has consistency with an approach that understands how people “navigate” (Battersby, 2012: 155) their own foodscapes and their “households' actual food geographies” (Joubert et al., 2018: 147). This suggests governance for sustainability needs to frame the governance of the nexus as amenable to change by actors' own volition.



GOVERNANCE AND SUSTAINABILITY: ANIMATION, POLYCENTRIC GOVERNANCE, AND FACILITATION

“Governance” as the creation and enforcement of rules and regulations is often accompanied by a vision of an ideal end state, and this creates narratives that frame an issue in a particular way. The idea of “food security,” defined as the availability, accessibility and acceptability (a.o.) of food at “all times” leads to a welfarist or “assistencialist” conception of governance (Clayes, 2015; Haysom, 2015). This allocates power to specific actors like relief agencies and reproduces hierarchical systems. Sustainability however demands that we transform them.

A public innovation lab allows alternative frames or narratives to emerge. The idea that actors should “draw on resources” (Malan, 2020c) in a lab and combine them (Malan, 2020b) in their own projects' frames action differently than a welfare frame. This identifies the autonomous actions of entrepreneurs—or local actors—as key to change. Framing sustainability as amenable to local action by autocatalytic networks, moves beyond “open and transparent engagement” (Pereira, 2014: 39; Battersby et al., 2015: 63) and mere “mechanisms for stakeholder involvement” (Roosendaal et al., 2020: 25). We must enable actors to practise a form of “bricolage” in building up such narratives and networks so they can link diverse issues (Sidibé et al., 2018: 96). To operationalise environmental issues, and address the structural constraints underpinning them, such a lab would need to integrate multiple cross-cutting perspectives holistically (Candel, 2018: 105). This enables a polycentric governance that integrates multiple perspectives (Termeer et al., 2018: 86) that would create a social division of labour appropriate for the issue at hand. This flexibility would be hard to achieve without deep engagement with people.

To allow governance to adapt and address new or novel issues and changes (Roosendaal et al., 2020: 110; Termeer et al., 2018: 86) it needs to “improvise” groups in society that cross-cut current divisions, so that they can produce “symbiotic” enterprises, nested in activist, educational, and other communities. These can create economic and social benefits based-on the conservation and productivity of the environment.

Pereira and Drimie (2016: 27, 29) bring this to bear on the construction of “a strong durable global food movement” and “…institutions that can convene and facilitate multisectoral action.” Transitions would need existing actors to coordinate with new opportunities and actors, and they may need a “safe space” (Pereira et al., 2015) like a public innovation lab to do so. It may well be an essential part of governing for sustainability.

Labs' ability to “infrastructure” new means to govern depends upon the design of the methodology of interaction. Regeer et al. (2011: 208) presents workshop methods as tools “for Alliance Building” and “for Co-creation” and “for Embedding and Alignment” as part of a “connected values” approach. Pereira (2021: 2), pertinently, advocates for a hybrid of the “M[image: image]noa” method and the “Three Horizons” framework which helps in “considering the possible pathways and points of intervention that link the present to our future visions.” Methods have clear networked and systemic and governance effects through the way they create communities amongst peers that would further a progressive agenda.

Digital governance utilises social media as facilitatory means, and below we describe some of these. “Inscription devices” (Williamson, 2015: 259) enable the digital creation of networks: “Through the hashtag, the histories and methods of various different organisations and actors … are hooked up, interwoven with one another, and stabilised as a coherent body of knowledge and practises.” An “inscription device,” in stabilising reality, indicates how to commence with the creation of an autocatalytic network. Social media offers opportunities for “self-regulation …distinct from the corporate platforms” and this is one of “the great democratic possibilities of the social media age” (Flew, 2020: 2). The hashtag suggests broad solidarity and mobilisation opportunities is possible through a “platforming intersectionality” (Christian et al., 2020: 1) which could create “entrepreneurial solidarities” (Soriano and Cabañes, 2020). The “ability to affect and be affected” (Carlson and Frazer, 2020: 2) through peer-to-peer networks and movements is an instance of intersubjective governance.



SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE FOR THIS CASE STUDY

This reflective essay is based on a long-term open-ended research programme, based-on participant observation and reflection, by an activist-academic, of the change processes that occur in the food system. The author organises and promotes the Lab not as a neutral actor but as a committed activist-academic. The author's leadership position in the project is illustrative of a “transformative capacity” and “advanced forms of leadership, resources, and skills; target agenda setting, policy planning, implementation and enforcement, and long-term embodiment” (Termeer et al., 2018: 87). The content the author creates includes the development of an editorial and report on each event, the development of an unpublished manuscript, a fieldwork diary, additional writings as they appear in third-party publications (including websites) and the information available on the iZindaba Zokudla Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/IZindabaZokudla) and the website iZindabazokudla.com.

This article draws on the information mentioned above, supplemented by observations inside, and outside the lab, including stakeholders and how they approach the author in order to gain access to the farmers and entrepreneurs who frequent the Labs. The Labs attract between 100 and 400 participants per event, and this indicates the popularity and need for such an intermediary institution between actors and stakeholders. The Labs' Agenda and the important “announcement hour” have mobilised NGOs, Academics and researchers, local and other businesses, journalists, and others and they actively uses the Labs to further their own ends, albeit in a public arena. Actors have made available opportunities in these labs, and these include offers and requests for land, for training, for new technology and new business opportunities. Recording and diarising these events enables the author to comment on a wide range of issues relevant to food systems change, and in this article these insights are generalised to governance and the idea that we could govern through a public innovation lab.

The descriptions in this article derive from public activities and some persons may be identifiable through these. However, descriptions are abstracted to protect their identity, and also to focus the discussion on key theoretical issues and not on persons and circumstances. This approach has been approved through an institutional review by the author's host institution (Humanities ethical clearance no. REC-01-131-2020). The tone of this essay is therefore abstract, reflective and argumentative, in order to reflect, and allow others to reflect, on governance.



IZINDABA ZOKUDLA AS MEANS TO GOVERN THE NEXUS

Three key themes cross-cut all the governance issues identified above. After I present the case study background below, I move to reflect on how facilitation in the Farmers' Lab proceeds, and this includes reflection on both the open-access events, and the digital or virtual means that are available. I then focus on how people participate in the Farmers Lab, the website, and Facebook. This enables a lab to reflect on society and is described in order to conclude the essay. This thick description allows us to comment on how progressive governance of the nexus can proceed.



BACKGROUND: WHAT IS IZINDABA ZOKUDLA?

iZindaba Zokudla's Farmers Lab is held mostly once a month on the Soweto Campus of the University of Johannesburg. The Virtual Lab is a webinar-type programme that presents panel discussions on key topics in the food system—some relevant to the Facebook Groups on the Facebook Page. The project is developing outreach programmes in the School of Management at the University of Johannesburg for future implementation.

The Farmers' Lab exemplifies the character of iZindaba Zokudla and was created to collapse action research methodology into an event. Action research depends upon small-group interaction (Burns, 2012: 98). However, agriculture is mainly a market-based activity, with change occurring outside in the market context. This allows synergies to emerge in society made by individual entrepreneurs. Hence, it is necessary to implement methods not amongst small groups, but amongst individuals in society.

The Farmers' Lab is a “festival” type of event implemented in a food system that laboured under many centuries of colonialism and apartheid and is permeated by large agricultural producers with certain hegemony over the food system (Cochet et al., 2015) that would maintain their position in the food system at the expense of innovation (Van der Ploeg, 2016) and are likely to exploit emerging producers. Small urban producers are located in “townships” where there is a dearth of entrepreneurial activity (Mahajan, 2014) but significant attempts to build a new society. The Farmers' Lab—open to these influences—is an “assembly” and not a well-defined “association” or “organisation.” This open bordered assembly underscores the need to make deliberate methodological choices in how engagement will take place.

The genesis of the Lab stems from “workshops” that were conducted with stakeholders locally and globally (11 March 2014) through a webinar, in order to first establish a farmers' market. Four attempts ended in failure, but this motivated others to create the Soweto Market Place (https://www.facebook.com/thesowetomarketplace/). After this, the Farmers' Lab was created, and the pressure the author experienced from diverse entities outside the University to realise this, suggests such a lab has effects in the “infrastructuring” activities of actors.

The referral system established at the UJ that links to appropriate entities in the University, suggests a form of polycentric governance is necessary for effective governance of the nexus. Such an ecosystem is facilitated by organising the Lab not as a membership association, but as an open assembly of persons. This invites actors to freely engage with others, and this freedom to create associations can achieve progressive effects through dedicated facilitation methodologies.



FACILITATION

iZindaba Zokudla affords emergent entrepreneurs' access to two main fora, the Farmers' Lab and the Virtual Lab. The Virtual Lab aims to organise emergent producers into communities of practise (Wenger, 1998). This form of group organising conceptualises control over the group as stemming from inside the group. Groups can develop their identity through own materials and profiles and “mini-documentaries” on the website, which forms the basis for future collaboration in outreach programmes. Actors will be able to develop a “reputation” alongside their identity profiles which will enable actors to self-select whom they want to work with. This leads to less hierarchical group characteristics that is important for the autonomy of entrepreneurs.

A community of practise aims at the maintenance of the group, so the group can mediate economic entry—establishing an enterprise or trading—amongst themselves. To protect such a group from enrolment into vested interests, we need to afford actors in these groups multiple paths of development, so they can by-pass hegemonic interests. Malan and van der Walt (2019: 15–16) set out how this may take place.

• Group formation has to take place in a plural context blending real-life sessions and digital activities. Themes or narratives create groups identities, and specific aims, like a “local” food system;

• Groups need to self-realise themselves through knowledge, communication and solidarity, and this will enable them to develop their interests. A flexible ecosystem enables people to make their own decisions on production supported by the opportunities available in society;

• A plural context fostered by alternative knowledges and practises enables innovation and is necessary to guard against exploitation and domination. Sustainable production models, like circular enterprises, offers clear advantages over current production methods. When alternatives are offered to farmers, new patterns emerge in society;

• A community of practise is a value chain, and this approximates an autocatalytic network or symbiotic community and has potential as a steering mechanism of economic growth. Value chains can now be controlled and steered amongst peers, and alternative and experimental systems of production can be set-up or imagined inside the safety of a group; and,

• The above will create a new ecosystem that approximates a sustainable food system by allowing groups to re-define an economic sector or activity, albeit at the local scale.

The above will enable emergent actors to create and control the networks within which they act. This creates a broad context wherein people can participate. To realise such a system of innovation we need to design the opportunities which structure how actors participate in iZindaba Zokudla's Labs.



PARTICIPATION

The open access organising that takes place in the Farmers' Lab on the University of Johannesburg Soweto Campus, and the digital means afforded to them, structures actors' activities as it controls the proceedings in the Labs. These activities create narratives to structure action, develop methodologies of engagement, and this allows entrepreneurs to form their own networks.


 The Lab and Its Agenda

The Lab is structured in ways that were developed by trial and error but is designed so that anyone can participate and influence the proceedings on the day. To do so, the following features are highlighted:

• The Lab, to create a sense of belonging, opens with a song, a poem or a prayer, as is common practise amongst local community-based organisations;

• The Lab is advertised through a Short Message System on mobile phones that is able to reach those without internet connectivity. This is shared further on several WhatsApp groups by the author and recipients;

• An Editorial developed by the facilitator sets the tone in each event and enables control over proceedings through narratives that frame key issues in particular ways to enable strategic issues to be identified and deliberated upon;

• An announcement hour which allows anyone to take the stage and pitch or advertise their enterprise or products or activism. This takes up the bulk of the day. Actors use this opportunity to find new clients and markets, and to create groups amongst themselves. These pitching sessions are immediately photographed and posted, and are retrievable on Facebook;

• The theme of the day is often dealt with by inviting scientific and local experts to give a lecture on a given topic. This has ranged from Mycotoxins in the food chain, to pollution in soils, to organic or permaculture production, catering, and to organise additional events (like the Slow Food Soweto Eat-Ins). Local experts juxtaposed next to scientific experts makes knowledge accessible (often in the vernacular) for activism or enterprise development; and,

• The yearly schedule for the Lab was in the past developed through an end or beginning of the year participatory planning session. Speakers proved impossible to secure, but the announcement hour themes are often suggested for future events. This indicates the Lab can respond flexibly to new and pressing concerns as they emerge.

The above structure can be adapted to any open participatory event to allow the implementation of pertinent participatory methodologies, and in turn, to focus on a particular issue as it appears in the nexus. If a lab allows some to act, led by a sustainability narrative and within a pluralism that off-sets powerful interests, we need to understand how this allows actors to form their own networks and how these can promote sustainability.




NETWORKS

Asynchronous social media leaves a digital record of proceedings that is valuable for independent organising. Social media and its viral character, in the form of WhatsApp groups, groups on Facebook, groups on aparate.co, and groups and “members” on the iZindabazokudla.com website allow independent organising by actors themselves. The author exemplifies this, and has started developing training materials on another platform, the Start Up Tribe (https://www.thestartuptribe.org/courses/start-a-farm). Companion pages have emerged that run alongside iZindaba Zokudla (see: https://iZindabazokudla.wordpress.com/; https://www.facebook.com/IZindabaZokudlaPage). This creates a pluralism, and this promotes people's own autonomy outside the Lab. This allows them to construct enterprises with multiple solidarities inside, and outside the Lab.

iZindaba Zokudla avoids using “inscription devices” in a hegemonic way. It keeps no records or “data” on participants except anonymous phone numbers (although the Facebook page and Website are open to analytics). Powerful actors have to use these open systems to recruit and mobilise entrepreneurs, offsetting their hegemony. The Lab has seen retailers commit—in public—to specific prices for farmers (Malan, 2020c: 35), and several farmers are trading with this retailer. Participants in the lab has also exposed fraudsters who might want to exploit farmers for their own gain. A broad open ecosystem of interaction alongside such a Lab shows such progressive governance effects.

Communities are created so they can manage their own presence on social media and to choose their own groups and avenues for empowerment. This safe space stems from the “neutral” role of the university but also the subjective interaction amongst actors and stakeholders, which creates a contest amongst differing voices. This suggests a programme of stakeholder engagement, populated with information, opportunities, events, media, and technology, could affect how society will react and deliberate on the key challenges in sustainable governance.



REFLECTION

A public innovation lab creates opportunities in society to reflect and critically engage with governance. Reflection needs to be designed and operationalised, and social media affords us explicit opportunities in this regard. However, additional reflective opportunities are created by the narratives and frames that can be brought to such a lab, by the activities of leaders in such a context, and by effects a lab would have on actions taken in society. Actors use the material from such a lab to “infrastructure” their enterprises and also their immediate contexts to promote their interests and this is the driving force of sustainability. Sustainability needs to be framed as an explicit objective, and technical and other considerations subsumed under this narrative.

iZindaba Zokudla holds no official power, but its activities point to a critical alternative to mainstream agricultural development, that “homogenises” (often through “Master Plans”) agriculture, whilst sustainability implies critical engagement with and the transformation of vested interests. iZindaba Zokudla's independence and its connexions to actors on the ground allows the creation of alternative means for agricultural development that can be institutionalised as an alternative to extension programmes. This will enable us to operationalise sustainability either through engagement, trial and error, or through the actions of others.



CONCLUSION: GOVERNING THE SUBJECT FOR SUSTAINABILITY

iZindaba Zokudla aims at progressive outcomes, and this serendipity of progressive outcomes may be due to its ability to infrastructure society or recreate the social contract. A public innovation lab that pluralises the governance of the nexus allows networks to complete the labour needed to realise sustainability. A Lab as a process of engagement develops narratives that coordinates action amongst many and allows dedicated networks or communities to take action. A public innovation lab creates these opportunities and is suggestive of a new approach to social change that operationalises the volition of concerned and active groups in society, and makes them the drivers of sustainability.
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FOOTNOTES

1In isiZulu this correctly means “the court of the Chief where we discuss the food that we eat together.”

2See: https://www.facebook.com/IzindabaZokudla/posts/2593612467524472.
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