


Key questions this presentation will answer

• How many community protests occur each year?

• How many are violent?

• Who is protesting?

• What are protests about?

• What are the political, social and economic consequences of 

protest?



Introducing rebellion of the poor project

2009: Preliminary research conducted in Diepsloot, Balfour, Piet Retief & Thokoza. 

Production of Research Report Service Delivery Protests: Findings from Quick Response 

Research in Four ‘Hotspots.

2011: Begin a community protest database.

2012: Start qualitative research in over 30 locations across the country.

2014: Further round of qualitative research undertaken. Over 300 interviews have now 

been undertaken for the project and over 2,000 media reports of protests coded as part 

of community protest database.

2015 - 2016: Gain access to SAPS data of over 156,000 ‘crowd incidents’ and undertake 

anlaysis. Production of two research reports, South African Police Service Data on Crowd 

Incidents: A Preliminary Analysis and Counting Police-Recorded Protests: Estimates 

Based on South African Police Service Data.



How many protests do we have in South Africa?



Protest focus 1997-2013

Source: South African Research Chair in Social Change



Estimated number of community police-recorded protests 1997-2013

Source: South African Research Chair in Social Change ©



Media-reported protests 2005 - 2016
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https://twitter.com/_/status/861643462185234432

https://twitter.com/_/status/861643462185234432


Numbers of orderly and disorderly community police-recorded protests





Protest issues from media-reported data 2005 - 2014



What are the underlying causes of protest?

• Patronage politics from below

• Rising expectations 

• Inequality

• Crisis of post-apartheid democracy



Patronage politics 

• Strong quantitative and qualitative evidence suggests this is a minority of cases.

• Even when protests are led by ANC members or factional interests this

does not mean there are not also genuine community grievances.



Rising expectations

The dominant narrative in the case of the protests in South 

Africa has been to attribute them to alleged failures of 

government. However the protests are not simply the result 

of “failures” of government but also of the success in 

delivering basic services. When 95% of households have 

access to water, the 5% who still need to be provided for, 

feel they cannot wait a moment longer. Success is also the 

breeding ground of rising expectations (President Jacob 

Zuma, State of the Nation Address 13 February 2014).





Perceptions of improvement in socio-economic 

conditions since 1994

Source: Afrobarometer



Democracy 

I am still staying here but the democracy is there, we have 

no water here but the democracy is there, we’ve got no 

toilets here, we’ve got no service march here we have to 

march (Group Interview, 249CT) 

Democracy is for those who have money and everyone 

who can afford , I think now you have to buy democracy 

(Joe Mabaso, 017KW)

It [democracy] only benefits people who have money I can 

put it in that manner when you do not have money it won’t 

apply (Solly Nakedi, 238 BTR)



Affordability 

most these protests are demonstrated by people who are unemployed 

and victims of poverty. These protests are directed to the municipality, 

people are complaining about high water prices… we are well aware 

that the more the Rand drops, it affects… petrol increase [which] affects 

other things, such as food costs, which affects the cost of living 

(Mkuseli Buthelezi, PEM).

• Inflation on the average working class food basket was 15% between 

2015-2016. But certain key items increased by much more. For 

example, a 25kg bag of maize meal increased by 32% and 4 litres of 

cooking oil increased by 22% (PACSA 2016: 10). 

• At the same time, wages have been decreasing in real terms. 



Crisis in local government and impacts on 

service delivery  

Local government undertakes the primary responsibility for service 

delivery in South Africa.

But it must raise most of the funds for service delivery within its own tax 

base. In 2015/2016, the unconditional grants received from national 

government accounted for only 9 % of budgeted municipal revenue.

2016 budget also announced plans to reduce the equitable share 

received by provinces. In Gauteng the equitable share accounts for 

95% of the budget (Flanagan 2016). 

Budget crisis compounded by the forces of outsourcing, deskilling, 

cadre deployment and corruption.



Accountability 

there are people that say, you have the freedom to 

assemble you have the freedom to speak and so on, but 

when speak and people don’t listen to you you also have 

freedom to be listened to. But how do you say I’m free to 

speak and there is no-one listening to me? That is not 

democracy at its best (Themba Mkhize 307KUR)



The future?



Conclusion

• Media reports and police reports are misleading as to the numbers 

and nature of protest.

• But clear the numbers of community protests has been rising since 

2005.

• Protests are the result of a crisis in post-apartheid democracy.

• The political future remains uncertain.


