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COMMUNITY CIRCULAR ECONOMY

LOCAL COMMUNITIES BUILDING LOCAL NETWORKS   

Connecting communities 
 through infrastructure

Origins of V-NET:  a 
community network

FOR INTERNET AND EDUCATION ACCESS  

Bridging the  
 digital divide 

The explosion in demand for internet access caused by COVID-19 has shed much 
needed light on the inequality of internet access and affordability in South Africa. 
V-NET is a wireless network built by VPUU and local communities to unlock  
access to communication, online and offline educational content and services, 
technical capacity building, and local economic opportunities.



Bridging the digital divide
The digital divide in South Africa  
has been made even more apparent  
during COVID-19, as internet access  
has become essential to everyday 
tasks such as education, work,  
community organisation and  
communication. But internet access  
is unequally distributed - poorer  

communities in South Africa do  
not have access to affordable and  
quality internet connection, while 
wealthier neighbourhoods benefit 
from copper infrastructure or fibre.  
As a result, many South Africans  
rely primarily on mobile data to  
access the internet. 

V-NET: Connecting  
communities through  
infrastructure
Communities have been wanting a 
solution to find affordable internet  
access in especially low income  
communities in Cape Town. V-NET  
is a wireless community network  
which began in March 2019 as a mesh 
network bringing internet connectivity 
into the areas that VPUU serves. In a 
partnership with local communities  
and the City of Cape Town. Wakoma  
Incorporated and BQuest have helped 
co-design, deploy and manage the  
network since its inception. Initially  
the network was intended to provide 
connectivity and support for various 
VPUU programmes and offices,  
but it has since grown and recorded  
about 60,000 visits in January 2021 
alone in several townships and  
informal settlements. 

Once the project gained momentum it 
became clear that V-NET could expand 
to bring affordable internet access and 
offline services to other low-income 
areas in Cape Town. The network is now 
operational in Harare, Monwabisi Park, 
Lotus Park (Gugulethu), and Siqalo.

At the core of V-NET is a server that 

internet users in South Africa  
= 62% of the country’s population.  
This is  an increase of 1.1 million  
(3.1%) since January 2019.1

36,54 MILLION 100x
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In South Africa, lower income users  
purchasing small pre-paid data   
bundles can pay as much as  

V-NET has established 
access points (APs) in  
Lotus Park  and Harare, 

In January about 

“South Africa has one of the most  
expensive data prices in the world, 
even when adjusted for cost of living. 
To put this into perspective, India  
only charges R11 for 1GB, Nigeria  
charges R22, Ghana R71, Russia R24 
and Vodacom in Tanzania charges  
R98 for 1GB but R149 in South Africa.”3

more than higher  
income users on  

24 month contracts.2

with many more to come.

runs a locally developed platform  
and hosts free and open-source  
local services and content for the  
community. The V-NET network 
branches out from here through  
a web of backbone antennas that  
send the signal over longer distances. 
From there, the signal travels through  
a mesh of interconnected access  
points (APs), to which community 
members and VPUU staff and partners 
can connect and access both the  
internet and the local content and 
services. 

By building a microwave backbone 
back to data centres, V-NET is  
taking on the infrastructural costs  
to reduce the costs of data in low  
income neighbourhoods. Since the  
very beginning of V-NET, community  
members have participated in the  
planning of the network and its  
actual construction - from crimping 
and running network cables, to wiring  
batteries, to mounting solar panels  
and aligning antennas.

Serving local content

V-NET users connected to the network 
at the same time, can video chat with 
each other (with a clear picture and 
no stuttering) completely offline, for 

free. They can send large files, stream 
or download educational videos, take 
eLearning courses, create documents 
and spreadsheets, and play games.  
All completely offline, for free. Traffic 
flowing within the network does not 
count against the internet bandwidth, 
which is how we can offer this all for 
free. For users that want to connect to 
the internet, they are able to do so with 
a few hundred MB per day per person.

V-NET is undergoing a wide expansion 
and developing methods of replicating 
V-NET in additional communities.  
The V-NET team is currently building 
the V-BOX, a localized version of an 
open source Nimble hardware4, to  
seed the network in townships and  
settlements in which there is little to  
no connectivity infrastructure. 

visits used the 24 
VNET Access Points 

in Lotus Park, Harare and Monwabisi 
Park. VNET is busy being expanded  
to about 80 Access Points by end of 
April 2021. 



4444

KHAYELITSHAKHAYELITSHA

 

9

18

24

N
2

N
7

LOOK FOR THE FLASH BULL

For more information email us at covid19relief@vpuu.org.za 
or whatsapp us on 0737713634
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Benefits of V-NET
As part of the Towards Building a  
Community Circular Economy project 
(TBCCE), V-NET will be expanded in 
Harare, Monwabisi Park and Gugulethu, 
with about 70 additional hotspots add-
ed. This growth will support the need to 
build strong neighbourhoods and assist 
in strengthening the social cohesion 
and socio economic situations through 
upskilling, providing educational con-
tent, stimulating local content develop-
ment and serving as an accelerator.

Upskilling 
In line with VPUU’s core principles of 
community participation, VPUU has 
held several information sessions and 
training workshops upskilling residents. 
The V-NET team has enlisted a core 
team of local residents to help install 
and maintain network hardware, and 
respond to network issues that arise.

V-NET also provides an opportunity  
for innovative local tech project  
development, academic research, 
friend to friend (F2F) networks, online 
trainings and hackathons related to  
digital skills development, entrepre-
neurship and micro-business creation.5 

Educational           
When users connect to V-NET, they 
will have access to a variety of services, 
such as chat, social networking, career 
development, video streaming, and 
file sharing. V-NET also provides offline 
educational content such as Aga Khan 
Academy, TED talks, eBooks, African 
Storybook Project, WordPress, and 
several Wiki services available (includ-
ing the entire Wikipedia in multiple 
languages).6 This is particularly useful 
for school learners who are learning 
remotely as a result of COVID-19. 

Based on our positive experience in 
Lotus Park, where V-NET has been 
extended during the lockdown to reach 
about 90% of the households; a stra-
tegic approach has been agreed with 
local ECD Forums to connect all ECDs 
in Monwabisi Park informal settlement 
and parts of Gugulethu to V-NET. This 
provides opportunities to access to 
digital early learning content via ECD 
centres and where coverage allows, also 
in private households. This is seen as a 
foundational step to offer digital learn-
ing in neighbourhoods that are usually 
deprived of such opportunities. 

Stimulate local content development
V-NET will also enable the community  
to create, share and curate their own  
content – i.e. creation of websites  
and locally produced videos – and  
participate in local discussion forums  
and social networks, entirely offline.  

Enabling communities to not only be  
consumers of content but to become  
active producers of their own content, 
gives agency to the local community,  
and forefronts their stories, history  
and heritage.

Serves as an accelerator
V-NET serves as an accelerator to all  
users by enabling faster and more reliable  
communication; increased knowledge  
and content production and sharing; as 
well as an improved access to educational 
resources, jobs, community organising 
and networking opportunities. 

V-NET users benefit as they are  
contactable via email and social media 
platforms, have access to information  
(e.g. fact checking) and are able to spend 
their limited budget on essentials other 
than expensive mobile data costs.
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