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Localised solutions and innovations are indispensable tools for facilitating local appropriation and socio-economic development. By co-opting and engaging the creative aspirations of end-users through a consensual participatory process, the likelihood of successful adoption and buy-in is greatly enhanced. A key driving force for innovation in a variety of sectors is the proactive and inspired engagement of all members of a given community. The Reconstructed Living Lab (RLabs) is an example of a bottom up approach to locally appropriate social innovation. 
1.   Background
The Reconstructed Living Lab is one of ten in South Africa, and the first one in the Western Cape.  The project has grown out of collaboration between Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT), a community organisation Impact Direct, and the Bridgetown Civic Organisation. It has features that are unique in living labs as it is community led and is based in a social deprived area in Cape Town.
Athlone is situated on the Cape Flats of the Western Cape in Cape Town, South Africa.  It is today known for two features, the new football stadium and the obsolete power towers which dominate the area. The society is described by Parker (2008)
 as a community in tension. Factors for the grounds of tension include: lack of economical development (e.g. unemployment, inflation); Social inequality (e.g. lack of social services,) Lack of education and lack of appropriateness and use of technology (e.g. technology not being utilised fully within communities for its intended use).  The activities of RLabs work in areas that have all these social problems, and are plagued with violence, drugs and gangsterism

2.   What it hopes to achieve
The Reconstructed Living Lab aims through the creation, dissemination and application of knowledge to increase the empowerment, upliftment and development of individuals and the Athlone community, including parts of it that are , in or headed for tension.  They aim to do this through the use of innovative ICT solutions. The focus is to use Innovative ICT solutions to facilitate health and social care of citizens; to inform citizens about problem behaviours, their consequences and preventative mechanism, to education citizens and to train them in specific skills which will generate wealth and an enterprise work style.  Its primary aim is empowerment of the individual and the community. 
3.   RLabs Activities

3.1    The Reconstructed
The Reconstructed has been designed for ex-drug addicts and gangsters that have come to an NGO Impact Direct based in Bridgetown for help with their addictions. Here they received ongoing training and mentoring helping them overcome their previous lifestyles. 
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        Reconstructed Class 2007
        


Lab activities at CPUT

The group gathered for the first time at CPUT on 23 February 2008 and went through a year of Social Media Training that ended on 12 December 2008 with the graduation. 
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Graduation day 2008                         

Graduation Day 2009

One of the highlights for the Reconstructed Team was receiving the 2009 South African blog awards runners up. Out of this class was birthed the world’s first mobile drug counselling service called DAS (Drug Advice & Support) system.  The 2008 graduates then went on to do all training in 2009 in the following projects: The Reconstructed Reloaded, Mom2.0, Social Media for Teens, SMS (Senior Mobile Services) and Social Media Surgeries. A number of these graduates have also started their own Tech businesses that support social change.
3.2    Mom 2.0
Mom2.0 café sessions were hosted for women from the community who were housewives, unemployed, been through divorce and abuse and have stories of hope to share with other women. All the women knew nothing about computers but were willing to take up the challenge to learn. Café sessions are run every alternate Friday teaching the ladies the use of New and Social Media to share their stories and they learn technologies such as GMAIL, Facebook, Twitter, Blogging Flickr, Youtube, internet research, Google docs, Google calendar and Skype.
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Mom2.O Café session




Mom2.O Young women Session
Many of the women are currently still actively using Social Media and some of them are part of the Social Media Factory where they offer their skills to organisations and other businesses. Another initiative that emerged from the Mom 2.0 project is a Social Media programme for young girls who come from broken and dysfunctional homes, orphanages and abusive backgrounds. Social Media is used as a tool to teach the young girls Life skills and giving them a voice to share their stories to encourage other young girls.
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Mom2.0 Graduation held at the Hotel School in Granger Bay

Mom3.0 sessions started in January 2010 and are currently being facilitated by the Reconstructed and Mom 2.0 graduates of the 2009 class. The current group have 32 ladies on the programme for 2010.
3.3    Social Media for Teens

Target group is aged 13 – 18 years old and sessions are run every alternate Friday. Various Social Media topics are covered including GMAIL, Google search, Google docs, Google Calendar, online safety, Blogging, Facebook and Twitter. The teens are introduced to the use of Social Media as part of a Life Coaching programme that covers various topics from identity, mentorship, education, healthcare, wellbeing and family. It is also an opportunity for the teens to share local stories with the rest of the world. The next phase of training with the teens will be a Social Entrepreneurship course where they will use innovation to impact their communities. A Mobile Citizens programme is another addition to the Teens’ programme where they will use their mobile devices to write and disseminate stories of their community in collaboration with the local newspaper.
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Teens group 2009                           Social Media for teen’s session

The Reconstructed class of 2008 facilitated the Social Media for teen’s sessions in 2009. The 2010 group is currently facilitated by the graduates of 2009.
3.4    Seniors Mobile Sessions (SMS)
The Seniors Mobile Sessions are hosted by RLabs every Monday to teach senior citizens how they maximise the use of their mobile phones. The idea is to address the concern of Digital Divide between youth and the elderly in the community but also to open mobile channels of communication for the aged. The sessions teach the elderly the basics of text messaging to making voice calls. More advanced sessions on the Mobile Web and Mobile Social Networking was also well received. Other objectives are to teach them cell phone banking and introduce them to peer-to-peer payment services such as Instant Money Service to help them with basic transactions.
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A SMS session

3.5    Social Media Surgery
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Social Media Surgery                                                     Social Media Surgeon addressing crowds

Our Social Media Surgery (first in Africa) is where the RLabs team (Social Media Surgeons) setup in a public space and allow any member of the public to be receive Social Media related help and support by our Social Media Surgeons. Not only will the public be introduced to Social Media tools but they will also receive instruction on how they can access these services via their mobile phones. This initiative is managed by men and women who previously disempowered their community through drugs and violence, and are now giving back and empowering citizens through the skills they’ve acquire via RLabs. 

3.6    Social Media Factory

Social Media Factory is a Reconstructed Living Lab (RLabs) initiative to create opportunities for unemployed community members to be skilled in Social Media and Mobile Technology and to use those skills to generate an income to sustain their daily lives. We provide Social Media and Research services to businesses, organisations, institutions and government departments using our large Community skill-base under the supervision of our Social Media experts and experienced users. The Social Media Factory therefore matches Skilled Community members with specific Social media strategies/activities or research opportunities. The Social Media Factory has provided Social Media services to a number of businesses, organisations and was recently the Social Media partner for the Innovation Fair hosted by the World Bank. 
4.   RLabs Innovation
Reconstructed Living Lab (RLabs) offers the local community an opportunity to enhance their skills through the use of various technology programmes specially developed to support the needs of the citizens. Another development by RLabs partner, Impact Direct, was a mobile instant messenger aggregation technology that can be used to manage mobile chat conversations. The technology could be used to offer additional support and advice to people affected by substance abuse; HIV, and general social problems. Its services are available to all members of the local and extended community.
4.1 Drug Advice Support
Drug Advice Support (DAS), launched in 2008, enables multiple advisors to assist during a given advice support session. The advisors are volunteers who have received training and offer counselling services to people impacted by the scourge of drug abuse.  This service currently supports more than 10,000 subscribers across South Africa.
4.2 DebtBreaker
With the increase in the number of consumers being over indebted and an estimated 60% of approximate 19 million who require assistance in South Africa. Debtbreaker, launched in April 2009, a collaboration with a local debt counselling company to offer debt counselling via mobile phones to consumers who are over indebted. The service already service more than 1000 people via mobile technology. 

4.3 National AIDS Helpline
August 2009 RLabs collaborated with non-profit Cell-Life to provide mobile counselling services to people impacted and affected by HIV/AIDS.  This project is the first of its kind in Africa providing real time support using mobile chat as a counselling medium. 

5.  Conclusion
The overall objective is to support the wellbeing of citizens in rural areas through the use of Information Communication Technology (ICT).  RLabs have trained 276 Community members since 2008 and currently employs 10 full-time workers all from the local community. Most of the members had no formal education or computer skills prior to joining RLabs. RLabs’ core focus is to nurture social innovation to support and improve the quality of life for people who are in need.  Providing counselling services using mobile phones and the innovation to manage this process is proof of RLabs vision to ensure the wellbeing of citizens.
Through innovation communities can address fundamental issues such as health, education, etc. to enhance economic growth and improve the quality of life. Reconstructed Living Lab (RLabs) is a testament to a bottom-up approach to social innovation. Through the above initiatives more than 80,000 community members were supported using mobile phones as a counselling medium and RLabs gave birth to its first product JamiiX that is now being commercialised by a Community Tech Startup  Company where local community though an official entity have shareholding in the company. 

RLabs also officially registered as a Non-profit organisation with most of its board members being from the local community. Future plans are to establish RLabs Eastern Cape (end 2010), RLabs Asia (end 2010) and RLabs Namibia (2011). 
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