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There is an old African saying that goes like this “If you want to go fast, go alone, if you want to go far, go together”. This in many ways explains the stage where the Bench Marks Foundation is at today. 
Since our last face to face meeting in October 2019 COVID has challenged us all – as people and as organisation (s) active and organising in communities. Bench Marks Foundation like many others in civil society had to adapt to deal with COVID and its impacts. Statistics are there but it is enough to describe the pain and suffering visited on all in the Global North and South. The impacts on lives and peoples and on the institutions and livelihoods was dramatic and generally unexpected. Covid wrought havoc on our people, our nation our continent and indeed the whole of humanity as we knew it. Many lives were lost since then – and lives continue to be lost. There is hardly a family or homestead that was not breached by Covid.
This needs no elaboration through but we need to pay tribute to all those who lost their lives – and with the chairs permission – a moment of silence would be appropriate at this moment.
Transitions … In response 
Given this crises ocal organisation and localised solidarity had to be improved. We needed to get to know our neighbours better, educate and assist each other. 
All that we had learnt in the nearly 20 years of our existence had to be improved and improvised on. 
Needs were so great that the need for localised solutions food gardens and production became acute. Each one had to teach one about the virus and its impacts: combatting the spread of falsehoods. So easier to transmit educational and training materials had to be produced for and by our communities by our monitors while they had to keep an eye on corporations. These ranged from education on the virus through to battling gender based violence that had become
New technologies had to be deployed faster and further to reach communities that would otherwise have remained remote and robbed of face-to-face meetings and direct communications. The improvised use of social media like WhatsApp and Zoom-type became a necessity and became part of our methodologies to be used going forward. Soon we had start WhatsApp workshops and exchanges to overcome as limitations in movement, to keep some semblance of a movement and organisation afloat. From these limitations new priorities for organisation emerged built around livelihood strategies. Gradually a resilience grew and new hope emerged.
Transitions… internally 
Internally the organisation has and is going through its own transitions. John Capel – our founding director – deserves a great round of applause for his two decades of commitment that placed the Bench Marks on the map making it a thorn in the side of many a corporation and state departments. Brown Motsau similarly and alongside built and made a sterling contributions to the development of the organisation. We also want to thank Jeremy Daphne who travelled part of that 20 year old journey with us. They are irreplaceable but the opportunity and challenge is there to recommit and build anew and for younger staff to take up the cudgels. 
At board level new members have joined us – some will leave – and newer ones will come. We thank all those Board members who has served the organisation and society for many years and without whom the Bench Marks would not be what it is today.
And for those who remain we thank you and wish you well in keeping the movement going.
The road ahead
The social and economic impacts of Covid are still with us here in South Africa and in the world. In South Africa more than 2 million jobs were lost and according to many reports, violence on women and children escalated. Our Community Monitors played a crucial role in addressing GBV during that time and provided safe spaces for engagement. Some of their engagements are documented in our outcome harvesting booklet: “Walking together with Communities” which we have shared here with everyone. 
During Covid all our social ills became more acute and some continue to prevail. As Bench Marks we have seen an increase in mental health issues in the communities we work with and have found that a climate of intimidation, fear and tension exists in many of them. There are battles for hegemony between political parties, there is rivalry among unions and conflicts between different community groups. People are disillusioned and burdened. Livelihoods are core to people. They want income and jobs and are less interested in the more political work of NGOs. Recruiting volunteers for movement building work is today much more difficult than it ever used to be.
The impact of enforcing the lockdowns came with additional state violence by the army that proved to be unnecessary. These issues have remained with us but to be fair many of the ills were present long before Covid. What COVID did was to expose these and bring them forcefully to light.
While state assistance alleviated some – it did not minimise the deprivation of those already out on a limb, who were already part of the legions of unemployed, deprived and dispossessed. 
The economy already was not growing and perversely Covid – became a scapegoat for what was already a dire situation. It is also true though that international supply chains were severely interrupted putting more jobs on the line and exposing further the lack of local political and economic autonomy – that in terms of structure - showed the extractive nature of the economic. We were literally at the mercy of our extractivist economy, where we are basically producing for export, with little or no beneficiation and backward linkages. 
This did not prevent those who have from having more. The mining industry was booming, pharmaceutical companies Big Pharma- had a field day, our mega supermarket chains kept on growing – and became “banks” overnight – dispensing money to be consumed immediately. Whereas the state-owned infrastructure was laid to waste – our hospitals were inadequate, the railroads and the post offices were finally condemned and we are well on the way to the privatisation of many a state enterprise while corrupt politicians could not resist the temptation to benefit from misery.
Woefully the state health sector was severely challenged. Tests were hard to come by – and later the vaccine too was a problem. 
The lockdowns also came with limitations on the freedom to meet and gather. The intimacy and support built up through meeting in sporting clubs, sodalities, music groups, church gatherings, at schools, at universities was lost and even weddings and funerals were limited – places where our love for each other was effectively curtailed. Indeed, our love for nature and ourselves was severely challenged.
The fact that Bench Marks and the communities it works with have not been defeated by the extremely difficult Covid and post-Covid environment and have adjusted is remarkable and an important lesson for further times of struggle. While we have shown resilience Covid forced us to rethink and re-imagine the meaning of life, our values and what solidarity and community rebuilding means at local and in global spaces.
We have learnt that we are all dispensable and that working together in the spirit of love and mutual caring in the struggle for justice is indispensable.
We have learnt the importance of technology as a tool that may at times help us to work better. If all things were equal, we would have taken much longer as an organisation to migrate to these technologies. And indeed having hybrid conferences – like this one – unite us across the globe and cut out unnecessary travel. As we leapt into a new phase of communications we are aware of it benefits but also of its limitations. We are aware of the digital apartheid - a divide that still leaves the poor and working people unconnected and without “data” that is the new “currency”.
New technologies are not neutral as the intrusion of corporate and state spying on us in all our platforms shows. It is clear that we are on the menu and being mined by big data for profits and control.
We have to seriously think of going to social conference and communications platforms that are OPEN Source and not run and owned by corporations … 
Working smarter means working in freedom and without constraints of whatever kind. You will see in this conference some of the key highlights of our work to be presented later by our own teams.
There are challenges ahead of us: 
· Staff, will have to work on meeting the needs of not only the donors and partners but primarily the constituencies we serve and work with.
· We have modernised or are modernising our governance structures with a commitment to sound corporate governance 
· Gender equality must start but not end with having more women leaders in our organisation. Youth and being young must be valued.
· Looking forward we must think of ways of overcoming he extreme violence on women and the violence against foreigners. Rape is a scourge and continues unabated. 
· Blaming all the ills on the foreigner ignores the history of our country and the contribution they have made to the building of a modern South African metropolis – that some of us boast about.
· Finally we have to be able to build new alliances for the future so that the COVID sacrifices are not in vain
· Some ideas have re-emerged and persisted – UBIG, Food Sovereignty, the need to nurture the environment, the need for a just transition and post extractivist alternatives – all ideas whose time has come
Far we have come – but we are still at the beginning – challenged with building and rebuilding a new society that is free of poverty, and inequality and builds on collective solidarity. We good go faster, but better slower and better together.
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