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STUDY PURPOSE 

– To conduct exploratory research in order to update

the 2010 study;

– Determine how local government perceives

community protests;

– Identify possible recommendations and interventions;

and

– Generate hypotheses that may further the SALGA

research agenda.
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SAMPLE RATIONALE &
METHODOLOGY

Rationale: Districts are coordination & planning bodies, they 

would be aware of the dynamics unfolding in each of their 

municipalities. Metros account for more than half of all protests. 

Districts and metros were selected as the units of analysis. 122 

surveys were completed and 18 Interviews were conducted.

Districts with high incidences of protest were sampled according 

to the Municipal IQ Hotspots Monitor and the PLAAS GIS protest 

incident map were selected to participate in the interviews.
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Context of the Study
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Creating Wall to Wall 

Municipalities
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Constitutional & Legal 

Framework

7

1996Constitution

1997

1998

2000

2003

2004

2008

Organised LG Act

Demarcation and Structures Acts

Municipal Systems Act

MFMA

Municipal Property Rates Act

Fiscal Powers and Functions Act

SPLUMA 
2015

Overview of major local 

government legislation

• Guided by Constitution and 
White Paper

• Complete redraft of local 
government legislation

• Comprehensive framework 
rapidly prepared
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PROTEST IN NUMBERS

(From IRIS & MLGI)
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TOTAL NUMBER OF 

PROTESTS PER YEAR (MLGI)
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KEY STUDY FINDINGS
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STUDY FINDINGS

(Describing the sample)
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Perceived Protest 

Frequency (%)
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HOW LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

DESCRIBES PROTESTORS?
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MOTIVATIONS FOR 

PROTESTS
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MUNICIPALITIES’ DESCRIPTION 

&  PERCEPTION OF COMM. 

PROTESTS
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REDUCING COMMUNITY 

PROTEST
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ROLE OF OTHER SPHERES 

OF GOVERNMENT
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RESOURCES REQUIRED TO 

ADDRESS PROTEST
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STUDY FINDINGS

INTERESTING QUOTES FROM THE INTERVIEWS
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JUSTIFICATIONS OF 

PROTESTS

• “At the drop of a penny these guys will 

mobilise and have their action. It is 

spontaneous and does not follow legal 

channels.” – Municipal Manager’s Office

• “Communities do not follow any procedure 

they just meet wherever they meet and from 

there they will react.” – Executive Mayor

• “The protests … are spontaneous. In [informal 

settlement name omitted] protest started in 3 

in the morning. There is a certain amount of 

violence that goes with it. It is related to 

housing issues.” – City Manager’s Office  

• Latest xenophobia originated in Doornkop

where those kids raided a shop and one of the 

shop owners shot and killed one of them and 

from there it [protest] just spread. That was not 

service delivery [related] – we are making 

inroads in meeting community needs, but as 

soon as something goes wrong, we get 

blamed and it is all under the auspice of 

service delivery. – City Manager’s Office

• “[There have been] 40 protests this year alone in 

our area [name of area omitted]. The protests had 

nothing to do with local government. They are 

linked to provincial housing & Eskom prepaid 

meters.” – Regional Manager

• “They [the province] comes up with housing  

[projects] but overlook local government in 

planning but after the implementation the 

problems come to local government. The planning 

cycles of government differ.” – IDP Manager

• “It is seldom that they [communities] complain 

about service delivery.” - Mayor
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LACK OF KNOWLEDGE

• “The biggest problem is the lack of information and 

knowledge by the Community. They don’t know who is 

responsible for what service delivery, like housing, clinics, 

ambulance and transport of school children etc. The 

Municipality is not responsible for these services but the 

responsibility of National and Provincial Government. The 

buck is just then passed to the Municipality.” - Mayor
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DRIVERS OF PROTEST

• “The reasons for protesting apparently 

some of them are politically inspired and 

then it is made out to be service delivery 

programmes.”

• “Protests turn violent because police have 

a forceful hand.”

• “The police was perceived as an apartheid 

police force. Now relatives of inhabitants 

are in the police. It is a difficult thing for the 

police as well because they live among the 

boycotters and stone throwers. Stone 

throwing is an expression of discontent to 

show you are not welcome here. Reactions 

by rubber bullets is provocative. Policing is 

sometimes left to people who are not 

qualified [to deal with crowds].”

• There are always underlying issues to service 

delivery protests – “there is a new shopping 

centre coming up on provincial land and that 

land was earmarked for housing. People began 

to protest when they saw that.” 

• “When they were evicted and served with 

notice, the water was cut and then the protest 

erupted. Council intervened and supplied 

water.”

• “Protests mostly happen when we conduct 

operations when we cut illegal connections in 

ward.”  

• “Ward committee members politick and 

undermine the sitting councillor so they can get 

on the council and get a salary”
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IMPACT OF PROTESTS ON THE 

YOUTH 

• “The reasons for protesting apparently some of them are 

politically inspired and then it is made out to be service delivery 

programmes. The dangerous thing at this stage is that they are 

using school kids… and school kids are put in front as 

cannonfeed [sic].” – Exec Mayor

• “The Youth are engaged in protest, particularly unemployed 

youth. There is a great idling due to joblessness and the youth 

who want to study but cannot due to darkness [power failures].”-

Regional Director 

• “[Due to unemployment] … when there is a protest, it is 

sustained for one week or two weeks. People wake up in the 

morning and see how they can take their protest forward.”
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• “There is not much damage to property… 

the protests in the CBD are controlled and 

are peaceful.” – Western Cape

• “When people damage council property we 

take money that would be spent on other 

service delivery items so it has an impact… 

we had a programme in Gugulethu –

certain individuals do not get their desired 

outcome so they damaged council 

property. The estimates for that protest is 

R24 thousand. This is one case that I am 

referring to.” – Western Cape

•

• “We have had to put on hold our capex projects 

because communities want houses rather than 

parks and it is influencing the timing of capex 

projects. This has implications on how we spend 

our budgets. Open spaces become gathering 

points, and the damage that ensues is of 

concern.” – General Manager

• “Township demarcations are changing in the run 

up to the elections - why the changes and what 

are the demographic impacts on administration 

[or the] functioning of municipalities”. – Planning 

manager.

• “The new houses that are being built need to be 

connected to the grid but what is the point if 

houses are being provided to people who are 

not able to pay. ESKOM still demands payment 

from the council.” – City Region Director

IMPACT OF PROTESTS ON 

MUNICIPALITIES
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REMEDIAL ACTIONS TAKEN BY 

MUNICIPALITIES

• We have warning systems and once a report comes in, we alert our park 

rangers who alert the police. 

• Communication would diffuse tension. Often communities are advised of 

new project at the tail end… [we should] commence engagement prior to 

activity which is what we have done in communities where we are 

establishing parks. 

• Jozi@work: 35 million rand is budgeted to ensure job creation element is 

prioritised in greening activities. Greening is labour intensive and requires 

low levels of training. This is a quick win for the City and helps mitigate 

some of the conditions that give rise to protest.

• “War rooms established by the premier enable us to share information to 

avoid coordination and communication failures. These are only starting 

now so judgment may be too soon as to whether they work or not.” – City 

Region Director  
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SUMMARY OF IMPORTANT 

ISSUES

• Much protest is apparently related to the disconnection of 

illegally accessed services in metro areas.

• A significant portion of community protest has nothing to do 

with service delivery but has origins in provincial functions like 

housing.

• Competition for land is generating social discontent 

particularly in land scarce urban areas.

• The youth are being involved in protest in many provinces 

which destabilises their education.
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Summary of Important Issues

• Destruction of public property is costing municipalities  

thousands of Rands per each incident in direct and 

indirect costs, despite insurance.

• Communication and public participation are the two 

drivers of protest identified by municipal managers, 

elected representatives and planners in all districts.

• Coordination between spheres of government is identified 

as a source of protest action due to the delays and 

communication breakdowns in service delivery.

• Initiatives to proactively address protest are being 

launched in many districts and metros to supplement 

existing structurally-based communications.
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SUMMARY OF IMPORTANT 

ISSUES

• Drivers of protest differ from area to area within the same 

municipal region.

• Relational resources and local power relationships determine 

how successful a municipality will be in dealing with 

community protest. 

• The positions of powerlessness local councillors may often 

find themselves in have implications for democratic 

accountability and community-council relationships.

• Due to high rates of community protest, South Africa is well 

positioned to develop good practice models in dealing with 

and addressing community protest despite the complex and 

often murky justifications for protest action.
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LOCAL LEVEL 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Early response systems

• Proactively identify issues that give rise to community protest action and 

use CDWs and Councillors to communicate with communities what is 

being done.

• Engage with communities before projects are planned.

• Improve public consultation and communication processes.

• Actively plan for migration in the IDP 

• Pursue densification strategies.

• Synchronisation of government planning cycles using a bottom up 

approach.

• Promote the IDP as the central planning document of all spheres of 

government.
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NATIONAL LEVEL 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• A framework needs to be developed for protest action outside of the 

Gatherings Act that provides a method encouraging of proactive 

redress from all spheres of government. 

• Local government participation structures must be the primary 

structures through which redress activities occur. National and 

Provincial spheres of government must assist to build capacity in public 

participation structures at the local level, contribute to improvements in 

coordination between spheres of government and all spheres of 

government accessible to grassroots.

• Additional resources should be channelled into local government to 

enable it to perform its service delivery mandates in accordance with 

the subsidiarity principle.
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• Study will be published electronically and with a small number of 

hard copies.

• The study will be available on the SALGA website on the Knowledge 

Hub from Friday afternoon.

• Hypotheses generated from the study will be made available for 

persons interested partnering with SALGA on research.

WAY FORWARD 
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• Improved protocols for meaningful participation would reduce 

community protest action. 

• Consultation between all role players in service delivery and 

communities will reduce information asymmetries that cause 

community protest action.

• Uncoordinated planning between spheres of government in shared 

service provision contributes to service delivery bottlenecks and 

protest action.

• More identifiable relational and improved fiscal resources available to 

local government and innovations in local government-community 

engagements will reduce protest.

HYPOTHESES



www.salga.org.za

HYPOTHESES

• Densification strategies can reduce competition for land 

thereby contributing to a reduction of protest action. 

• Accountability and public participation suffer when 

national and provincial government projects exclude local 

government.

• Violent and disruptive community protest costs 

municipalities a significant amount of resources that 

would be better spent driving service delivery.
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THANK YOU

• For further content enquiries please contact Justin Steyn at 

jsteyn@salga.org.za

mailto:jsteyn@salga.org.za

