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There goes the neighbourhood
The digital age has put an end to a life of isolation behind high suburban walls
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People are selling their wares, jostling for your attention and touting jousting sticks and overhead projectors at a
great price. Over there, in the thick of the mud, is the town crier — shouting the odds, with X-rated language about
some politician. A crowd is gathering around him, too: some cheering, some booing. The old ﬁshmonger is getting
some suspect advice on property valuations from two ladies who live up his street. And someone is freaking out
about two men strolling past his house.
Ah, Facebook neighbourhood groups. They’re the modern equivalent of the medieval town square, only with an
unsettlingly high proportion of village idiots. A speakers’ corner that gives voice to the paranoid, the narrowminded, the not-so-smart and the overzealous. Well, certainly that’s what happens when these digital domains aren’t
moderated properly. It’s like watching a car summersault across a highway: you know it isn’t going to end well, but
you can’t stop watching.
For example, on the Facebook news group for a Cape Town community, one person transcribed an entire
conversation she’d had with Table Mountain. Up the KwaZulu Natal coast, one man solicited advice for his wart
problems, and another couple in Durban North, looking to rent accommodation, felt compelled to specify they’d
rather not rent from serial killers or Nazis. And they were the good ones.
There’s plenty of whining too. "Are you being driven crazy by leaf blowers?" asks one concerned Cape Town
southern suburbs resident. Another says: "Hi, group, I am really enraged at the drop in the quality of chicken sausage
at the local Spar," while someone else cries: "The bees attracted by the jacaranda at the corner of X and Y streets are
going to kill a child!"
Even those pale in comparison with the racists (who never seem to be aware of their racism), the xenophobes, the
sexists and garden-variety bigots.
For example: "I have just spotted a suspicious-looking Bravo and Charlie walking across the park," posts a paranoid
quasi-FBI agent, peering out from behind his or her Terylene curtains at the mixed-race group using the exercise
equipment across the road. "Roger that. Have called the security company," comes the Navy Seal-like reply of a
neighbour. Yes: Bravo is shorthand for black, Charlie stands for coloured, and using the phonetic alphabet makes
this kind of post OK, the people who send these messages seem to believe.
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The groups also boast witch hunts against everyone — from cellphone companies to car guards, marginalised folk
and even each other. People are quick to turn on the rage and engage in verbal battles over everything — from
politics to the correct pool cleaning chemicals.
These digital portals can bring out the worst in people. No-one knows this better than Carolyn Penny, who runs the
"I Love Fourways" group.
She and her family own a digital company, Upmrkt, which administers more than 70 Facebook neighbourhood
groups across the country, so they’ve seen it all.
"You wouldn’t believe the insane porn posts we get," says Penny. "We have zero tolerance for racism, bullying and
victimisation. Excessive swearing gets the naughty corner for a day, but the other stuff isn’t up for discussion; you
get blocked immediately."
Penny’s company makes its money from advertising, and employs three full-time administrative staff members, who
control the site. They also have 10 moderators to keep things tidy. "Our moderators include a grief counsellor and a
vet," she explains. "We take the Fourways community seriously because we live there, and our company’s reputation
is at stake."
In an average month, the business has over 5,000 requests to join the Fourways neighbourhood page alone, of which
3,000 are rejected.
"We weed out a lot of scammers, bots and the like," Penny explains. Similarly, of the 600 posts received a day, only
about 200 make the grade.
Penny and her staff are witness to the bizarre and the awful but also, fortunately, to the redeemingly good.
"Thanks to calls for help from the Fourways community on the page, businesses have been saved, charities boosted,
jobs found — people really do care and want to get involved," she says.
"Last year members sent 10 underprivileged kids to the Justin Bieber concert, and about a week ago locals rallied
around a guy who has had a [roadside] nursery in the area for years.
The [police] did a clean-up and got hold of his stuff. Residents were outraged. They helped him sort things out and
ﬁnd a legal space to set up shop."

Double-checking reports
Penny’s team also works closely with local security companies. "Everyone is a detective, so we double-check reports
carefully and then feed information through to them." She says levels of crime haven’t fallen in any of the suburbs,
but this engagement certainly helps.
Theresa Gibbon, PR consultant and resident of Parkview in Joburg, administers the "I Love Parkview" group. She
has similar rules. "Every post is moderated, so out of 20 per day, I accept about three," she says. Gibbon also doesn’t
allow many sales pitches. "It’s ﬁne if you sell something you own, but generally not if you’re making your living
from it," she says.
Penny says the Fourways group has an endless list of things that aren’t allowed to be sold. "As a result, we have had
only a couple of scams and deals that have gone south."
Social media lawyer Emma Sadleir says though Facebook neighbourhood groups do add hugely to communities,
they are not exempt from the rules that apply to other aspects of life.
"Actually SA law stipulates that the administrators are responsible for all the comments on a Facebook page," she
explains, "in the way a publisher is responsible for what’s printed in a newspaper."
The administration of a big Facebook neighbourhood group (many have over 20,000 followers) should be a full-time
job, Sadleir says.
If they’re not pre-moderating posts, the administrators should "have clear and easy-to-ﬁnd terms and conditions of
usage, make it easy to be contacted and have a bit of foresight about the kinds of things they might need to
moderate," she says.

And users — well, they need to employ common sense and etiquette, though clearly that is easier said than done. "If
you wouldn’t say it to a person’s face, don’t type it," says Penny. She says the tone of a typed comment can come
across poorly, and urges people: "Be kind" — advice most would do well to follow.
Of course, playing by the rules doesn’t mean walking on eggshells and sucking the life out of human interaction.
"We’ve seen some hilarious things over the years," says Penny.
"We had a guy posting that his cat had stolen a neighbour’s knickers. He wanted to apologise and ﬁnd out who they
belonged to." The comments from the residents on that were, understandably, quite amusing.
"And spiders: we have the best posts about spiders. Fourways residents are terriﬁed of them," Penny says. There’s no
hesitation in extending a neighbourhood cry for help about an arachnid that’s vexing them. The response is usually
along the lines of "Burn the house down. Leave. It’s too late for your possessions — save yourself. Just go."

