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Central to the spread of the culture of assassinations is the lack of public outrage.
Dr Jane Duncan
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Foreword by President of SALGA 

The intimidation and killing of Councillors and Municipal Managers and the destruction of municipal property under the 
guise of service delivery protests are of grave concern to the local government sector, the seriousness of which cannot 
be overemphasised. Not only does this form of systemic violence challenge the democracy for which we have struggled, 
it is severe enough to derail service delivery gains. 

The alarming frequency with which Councillors and candidate councillors are being killed has led to SALGA conducting it’s 
own study into the matter. Our preliminary assessments and research indicate that it is not only KwaZulu-Natal province 
which is being plagued by political killings and councillor assassinations. It is a national occurrence however, with 
different intensities. While there are a number of causes underlying the councillor assassinations, the killings themselves 
are preceded by intimidation which takes the form of threats towards the persons, property and families of councillors. 
This has a debilitating effect on the capacity of councillors to perform their roles as community representatives and sway 
many to reconsider nomination for re-election. The loss of experience from the public system of representation has the 
potential to undermine service delivery and to affect communities in many adverse ways, including the loss of trust in 
their system of public representation. The system of Local Government in the Republic of South Africa was designed 
to ensure that public participation was placed at the centre of development. The intimidation and assassination of 
Councillors and Municipal Managers challenge the very development of which communities were meant to be a part.

There are a significant number of disturbing emerging trends from the SALGA study, the first of which is the high number 
of resignations among Councillors and Municipal Managers. Only 30% of all councillors return to office for further terms 
while on average, a Municipal Manager only serves about 3.3 years of a five year contract period. While there are many 
forces which can come into play, intimidation of Councillors and Municipal Managers cannot be ruled out as a source 
of their brief periods of tenure. Similarly, when Municipal Managers are intimidated or killed, the instability for local 
government is of concern. While we are careful not to trivialise the murder of our Municipal Managers, the fact is that 
Municipal Managers are skilled administrators, often with years of experience. If they are murdered or forced out of Local 
Government by intimidation from criminal elements, that experience is lost to the sector, with severe consequences for 
Local Government’s service delivery programmes. 

The second disturbing trend is that of killings, assassinations and overall use of violence to achieve private ends. SALGA 
condemns the killings of those in service to communities and local government, and undertakes to lobby on behalf of 
its members to ensure that all forms of intimidation and killings are addressed. We cannot allow this scourge to remain 
unpunished or we risk promoting lawlessness and a form of governance that does not represent or act on behalf of the 
people.

There are a number of issues which we can address as local government, but many issues require concerted engagement 
with a number of key stakeholders from national and provincial government as well as other organs of state and agencies. 
We need to collectively act to prevent further attacks resulting in killings and to ensure that those who use violent threats 
to undermine Councillors and Municipal Managers are exposed and held to account.

Councillor Parks Tau
President of SALGA
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Executive Summary

Background
SALGA conducted this study to determine the extent to which councillors and municipal managers experience violence 
and intimidation. The study was a response to SALGA’s growing concern over the ongoing killing of its members. SALGA 
wanted to understand what it could do to further support/protect its members.  It was thought that the extent of the 
problem and consequences thereof would be best understood from the perspective of those who would be most affected 
by violence, threats, property damage. Existing literature was reviewed in order to gain insight regarding the subject 
matter. Subsequently, primary data was collected from 54 Councillors 40 Municipal Managers using a survey instrument.

Study Findings: Councillors
• Of the 54 councillors who participated in the study, 66% reported being threatened while 46% reported being 

threatened often. 
• Threats were biased by the gender of the councillors with men being threatened more often with physical violence 

or damage to property than women. 
• Women received more threats against family and were sometimes threatened with rape. 
• Speakers and Chief Whips tended to appear more likely than ward and proportional representation councillors 

to receive threats. These threats emanated from three primary sources: own party, opposition parties and 
community members. Union behaviour was occasionally seen to be threatening. 

• 55% of councillors said that threats and intimidation reduced their willingness to run for office for another term 
while 66% saw violence and intimidation as negatively impacting on their performance.

Municipal Managers 
• Of the 40 Municipal Managers who participated in this study, 60% reported being threatened. 
• In one third of instances, municipal managers reported being threatened often. 
• In more than 25% of instances, Municipal Managers reported economic reasons (e.g. tender awards, employment, 

wages/salaries etc.) as causes for the intimidation and threats they experienced. 
• In 30% of all instances of intimidation, the threatening behaviour and language stopped once they were reported 

to authorities or the political structures. In 12, 5% court restraining orders stopped the threatening language and 
behaviour. 

• More than 70% of municipal managers reported that threatening and intimidation negatively impacted on their 
work performance while 65% saw the issue as severe enough to contemplate resignation.

• In addition, it was found in the study that, violence and intimidation contributed to the councillor turnover, 
particularly around election time. Competition for access to resources between communities, local elites and 
other actors, and the power to make decisions over the allocation of resources, appeared to be at the heart of 
political killings.

During the 2007 to 2016 period, the IEC reported 1,086 by-elections, more than 5% of the number of councillorships 
contested in the time period. Of these, 396 were due to the deaths of councillors, 377 due to resignations, 49 expulsions, 
97 terminations of party membership and 36 vacancies caused by dissolved councils. Moreover, by-elections spiked 
just before national elections which may indicate political pressure through party structures or an intensification of 
competition at the local level to capitalise on national leadership transitions.

The impact of killings on Councillors and Municipal Managers
It is clear that councillor and municipal manager killings are not to be viewed in isolation. There is also a culture of threat 
making and intimidation surrounding the killings needs to be addressed. While many communities grow impatient and 
demand responsiveness from their elected representatives, it is apparent that the levels of intimidation and violence, 
particularly from community members, may be encouraging local government personnel to withdraw from the fulfilment 
of their duties or at the very least cause them to discharge those duties with furtiveness and reduced zeal.
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Some authors believe that most political killings and acts of arson directed against councillors and municipal managers 
emanate from local rivalries (Duncan, 2010). Many issues are resolvable to access to resources and controlling the 
decisions around allocation as well as securing support. 

They further warn this culture of killing and arson generalizes to political processes at the national level, the whole 
political culture of the country can tip away from democratic representation to a form of state capture by organised 
lawlessness in which a tendency of criminal intent used to resolve reasonable disagreements becomes normalised.

Violence towards councillors is prone to increase the fragility of local governance representational systems as positive 
change-motivated community members may be forced out of office or become less inclined to stand for local office. This 
leaves the way wide open to unscrupulous citizens to contest public office who have the wherewithal to counter such 
threats and violence directed against representatives and office bearers with violence and threats of their own.

Mitigation
SALGA has undertaken a number of initiatives in support of its members. Amongst others is the advocacy for the 
application of SASRIA (South African Special Risk Insurance Act) in which municipalities indemnify councillors and 
mayors against the loss of property caused by civil insurrection. The protection of councillors is also prioritised through 
the South African Police Service who conducts security assessments of councillor property. The municipal manager 
is empowered to authorise security details to councillor homes when a threat has been deemed credible by the South 
African Police Service (SAPS). The primary issue here is to ensure that the SAPS conducts the threat assessments 
timeously. Councils have commensurate powers to promote security measures for municipal managers.

Recommendations
Capacity Building – municipalities & their constituencies
• The introduction of training initiatives to enable improved conflict management would assist municipalities in 

deescalating tense situations and conflict sites. 
• Civil society and community based organisation could be used as possible conduits of community intelligence and 

accountability.
• Promote the use of data intelligence to facilitate meaningful engagement and dialogue between councils and their 

constituents to improve participatory local governance, accountability and transparency and trust. 
• Capacity Building – municipalities & their constituencies
• Civil society and community based organisation could be used as possible conduits of community intelligence and 

accountability.
• Promote the use of data intelligence to facilitate meaningful engagement and dialogue between councils and their 

constituents to improve participatory local governance, accountability and transparency and trust.
• Counselling and debriefing to be made available to those who have been threatened.

Justice System
• Creation of a specialised unit to investigate political killings in identified hotspots. 
• Strengthening of investigation teams to ensure successful prosecutions and convictions.

SALGA
• Development of a safety and security manual for councillors:
• The manual should cover what to do in the event of a threat and what to avenues are open to safeguard offices and 

homes from potential assassins or intimidation and threats from disgruntled colleagues and community members. 
• Councillor and municipal manager killing and intimidation database be developed.
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Conclusion
The profile of received threats appears to be similar for both municipal managers and councillors. This is corroborated 
by the literature review, the media scan and the survey. This suggests that South Africa is not dealing with isolated 
events but an entire ecosystem of violence, intimidation and murder that is embedded into the fringes of political culture.

The contagion of political intimidation and killings is a very real possibility now that the council architecture has been 
radically altered through the recent local government elections. The first political killing after the local government 
election of a councillor, a kidnapping and execution, was as a result of the councillor winning a ward belonging to an 
opposing political party. 

Of the entire list of murdered councillors, only three reports of successful prosecutions were encountered. These were 
of the trigger men hired to do the job, and in two cases, the men who ordered the ‘hit’, a mayor and a ‘businessman’. 

The apparent protected nature of some killings and the low rate of prosecution may indicate the inculcation of a culture 
of impunity around killings classified as “political”. Far too few cases of murder are resolved with both the perpetrators 
and those ordering the killings being successfully prosecuted and jailed.
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1. Introduction
Democracies cannot endure if segments of its people are at war with the very institutions that guarantee the system 
of freedoms and rights. It is this context that heightens the severity of the nature and frequency of politically motivated 
killings in a South Africa with a democratic dispensation. In the 2000 to 2016 period, the period for which information 
was collected for this report, there were more than 24 councillor killings and a significant number of instances 
of intimidation. During the same period, there was one documented case of a killing of a municipal manager. 
intimidation identified in the media. SALGA has identified 43 cases of councillor killing since 2011 alone. The rate 
of attrition among both groups is also significant as around 30% of all councillors return for an additional term while 
the average period of service of a municipal manager, according to the last Municipal Capacity Assessments, was 
3.3 years. The killings and resignations appear to indicate that something is seriously wrong in local government 
and may be leading to a loss of experience within the sector. This report describes experiences and perceptions 
of service by councillors and municipal managers who have intimidated and threatened while in the conduct of 
their duties. These perceptions and experiences are documented by means of a survey instrument in an effort to 
understand the patterns associated with their experiences of threats, intimidation and harm. 

This study emanated from a prior South African Local Government Association (SALGA) study (SALGA, 2015) on 
community protests in which it came to light that some offices bearers and political representatives expressed the 
opinion that many community protests were directed towards sitting councillors by political rivals and competitors 
within communities. These adversaries and competitors were perceived to seek access the privileges of political 
office or to ensure that their interests were entrenched in council activities. 

There is certainly a dearth of active scholarship around the phenomenon of councillor and municipal manager 
killings as such killings are subsumed into a broader political killings narrative. These narratives tend to include 
branch members and other politically active citizens. Councillor killings are not tracked as a distinct set of events. 
Councillors and Municipal Managers who were surveyed through the gatherings of official SALGA structures and 
practitioners form part of a broader SALGA drive to contribute to the information around councillor and municipal 
manager intimidation and killings, and the targeting of their families, in an effort to represent members more actively. 
For these killings to be understood, it is necessary to contextualise killing and intimidation within a framework of 
fragility and local level conflict within a transitional state context. 

1.1 A Framework for Understanding Systemic Fragility and Local Level Conflict
In contextualising violence within South African democracy, von Holdt (2013) argues that transitional societies 
embedded within conditions of inequality are likely to exhibit violence as a means of seeking social coherence. 
In democratic societies with features of colonial histories, economic inequalities and relationally low levels of 
human development, violence becomes a means of mediating intra-elite conflict. This violence is moderated by 
democratic institutions but exerts corrupting influences on democratic institutions. The characteristics are broadly 
identified as political assassinations, electoral violence, organisational and institutional violence and the subversion 
of democratic institutions (von Holdt, 2014). The essential problem of this view in sub-national analyses is that it 
aggregates all possible causes of political violence and reduces it to broad generalisations, leading to the loss of 
nuanced understandings of localised violence. 

De Juan (2012) located all local level political conflicts within an ambiguity of inference and the paucity of datasets. 
His claim is that current analysis in the quantitative frameworks of analysis experience limitations brought about 
by the inferential logics applied to research results. This places all political violence at the subnational level within 
the realm of limited understandings of the causalities and consequences of events. This leaves the way open to 
debating the conditions under which societies are rendered fragile or capable of transcending political violence as 
a discourse. 

If we conceptualise fragility as existing on a continuum, most countries have elements of fragility in the functioning 
of their systems, which is due to how fragility is measured and the cultural relativity of political culture. While South 
Africa is not a recognised fragile state, the newness of its local government institutions may create the impression 
that it is a fragile state. The question of political assassination, if it reaches endemic proportions, may introduce 
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elements of fragility in the systems of administration and public representation if it is not handled with the due 
consideration it deserves. The Centre for Research on Inequality, Human Security and Ethnicity (CRISE) states that 
a general typology may explain how states and sub-national systems become fragile (Sterwart and Brown, 2009).

Figure 1. Fragility Matrix

Authority and 
security of persons

Service entitlements: 
socio-economic 

rights

Legitimacy: Civil and 
Political Rights

Adapted from Stewart and Brown (2009)

The diagram above indicates that conflict is associated with perceived failures in the satisfaction of economic and 
social rights or the perceived worsening of social services. The costs of managing conflict consume more resources 
as conflict causes more trained manpower to flee, and as facilities are destroyed. This has a self-perpetuating cycle 
attached to it as the more trained manpower and skills leave the system of local government, the more claim rights 
become more difficult to satisfy, feeding further social discontent.

Fragility in local government in this case would emerge from all three areas of governance: security, legitimacy and 
service entitlements. The security of persons, the realisation of economic and social rights and the legitimacy of the 
system bestowed by the perceived full enjoyment of civil and political rights and the relationship they have to each 
other indicate the sustainability of institutions when subject to appropriate measurement. The purpose of this study 
is not to make scientific claims over the emergence of fragility but to raise awareness of where fragility may occur, 
if the issues of violence and intimidation towards administrators employed by the state and public representatives 
are not minimised. 

High levels of violence, particularly at the local level, are usually considered to be indicative of societal dissolution. 
Such societies are characterised by:

• xenophobia directed against cultural outsiders,
• ethno-linguistic divisions,
• religious differences,
• economic resource competition;
• competing ideologies;
• rapid social modernisation;
• increasing population with increased pressure on resources;
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• relative privation;
• low confidence in government institutions; and
• high community expectations in relation to state capacity to meet expectations (Hough,2009). Foreign 

ownership of land is generally considered to be a trigger of anti-colonialism and anti-foreigner sentiment. 
The growth of agriculture and a market economy in a society that has yet to come to terms with modernity 
is also associated with revolutionary and political violence. Competition over resources and increasing 
population place pressure on both the capacity of the state to meet basic needs and the capacity of the 
economy to create distributive opportunities, all of which are triggers to social revolution (Brown and 
Stewart, Hough). Hough goes on to claim that associations between political inequalities, rights violations, 
a tradition of violence, relative deprivation, weak and inept government, low confidence in government and 
fractious politics are indicators of social revolution (ibid).

Rising expectations and gratifications, combined with relative deprivation and tributary psychologies of frustration-
aggression models, when faced by a short period of reversal and combined with materialist ideologies, are associated 
with violent reactions against the prevailing social conditions.

While South Africa has a history of political violence, such political violence was indubitably exerted through state 
structures as part of an official policy of suppressing political resistance. Current political violence, emerging from 
groups unofficially seeking to contest power or groups in power attempting to neutralise rivals for decision-making 
influence inside local government structures, often appears arbitrary to observers. Criminal violence of this nature is 
pervasive and indiscriminate and emanates from structures that are theoretically supposed to radiate the legitimacy 
of the state into society.  Violence and threats designed to intimidate are essentially criminal in nature and intent 
and demonstrate how fragile institutions are when they are exposed to social corruptions. These social corruptions 
include destruction of public and private infrastructures, and in this particular case, the properties belonging to 
private individuals in the employ or service of the state.
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2. Explaining Political Killings

2.1 Documenting the Process of Political Killings at the Local Level
The first notable study to document political killings in the democratic dispensation, which has been tied to rivalry or 
the exercise of decision making influence, was written by David Bruce (2012). The study found that in the 1994 to 
2012 period, political killings claimed the lives of 450 politicians, most of them at the local level, and assumed the 
following characteristics:

• It was targeted against individuals;
• It often targeted innocent or vulnerable members of a targeted group; and
• Its purpose was to intimidate.

The wide scope of motivation attached to the use of political violence and assassinations as ‘street policy’ tools 
makes it difficult to categorise. Therefore, because this study aims to document the experiences of councillors and 
municipal managers, it will define violent contact designed to fulfil the communicative intentions to intimidate as 
“any form of unwelcome physical conduct that causes physical pain, harm or injury”. A common sense definition of 
threat utilised in this study is, “any form of speech that indicates a willingness made by a person against an official 
to perform an act that causes death, physical pain, injury or damage to property.”

Since Bruce’s study on political killings was published, it has remained a fringe topic of political conversation that 
has only gains the periodic attention of national politicians. In 2005 and again in 2007, former president Mbeki 
opined that councillor aspirants with “criminally selfish motives” should be barred from running for council or public 
office (Presence, 2014). This was a tacit admission that the modes of competition for councillorships was becoming 
a noted concern, namely the violence directed against voters in order to intimidate them into voting a particular way. 
Recently, president Zuma announced at the ANC manifesto launch that there should be discipline among ANC party 
members and they should not kill others to attain their personal ends.

The Moerane Commission was established in early June 2016 to investigate the killings of councillors. The low rate 
of conviction for councillor killings means that the public never knows exactly why each councillor was murdered. 
Possible reasons include whistleblowing, exposing corruption, performing oversight functions too well and being an 
exposed member of a rival political group or faction. What seems to be incentivising the killing of councillors and the 
destruction of their property is the low conviction rate which is well below 10% on average (Bruce).

Some of the more public cases have brought some inkling of an idea as to why councillors have been shot and 
killed. Whistleblowing and uncovering corrupt economic activities have received some media reportage. The high 
profile among these incidents include hit lists and whistleblowing.

The Sunday Times newspaper published allegations in 2010 that a list of officials blocking access to tenders 
linked to the World Cup in 2010 was in existence. These officials were being targeted for assassination. At the 
time of the report, it was alleged that seven of the people whose names were on the alleged list had been killed, 
including the speaker of Mbombela Municipality (Duncan, 2010). In Mpumalanga, one such hit list was recently 
uncovered. Two councillors were shot and one succumbed to his wounds. The councillor indicated that he had seen 
a list with his name on it. He was aware that by entering into politics, his life would be jeopardised. His explanation 
for it was that, “…it is corrupt people within the ANC who want to monopolise power [to allocate tenders] using the 
organisational machinery (Mail and Guardian, 2016).”

Mthunzi Nkonki, a businessman and MK veteran was shot and killed in the Eastern Cape after he exposed 
corruption in the Great Kei municipality (Maquina, 2010). Moss Phakoe, a unionist and councillor, was shot dead 
in 2013 after he discovered evidence of fraud and reported it (Shultz-Hertzenberg et al, 2012). An MK veteran was 
arrested for his murder.

ANC reports indicate that organised crime is behind some of the corruption. Criminal intent has been noted 
in a prior ANC report as, “…criminals [and] corrupters have access and an upper hand over administrative 
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procurement procedures and officials and are able to influence decisions on the basis of blackmail, bribes and 
extortion. (ibid)” The capture of local government procurement processes may be one such reason why councillors 
are being killed when they come into contact with the interests of these criminal networks without understanding 
what exactly it is they are up against.

In a society in which many communities are living in precarious material conditions, competition for resources is 
one of the possible sources of violence against councillors. Councillors earn significantly above the national average, 
depending on the grade of municipality and their own status as a councillor. A part time councillor in the lowest grade 
of municipality may earn up to R207,455 per annum. A full time committee chair in a grade 6 council may earn 
nearly R900,000 per annum. Mayors of metropolitans earn on par with new members of parliament. However, if 
one considers that local government provides services with the most noted impact on quality of life, the oversight 
of which is just as important as national politics, these salaries and benefits are justifiable. The issues start when 
communities see the councillor as becoming unhelpful, distant and conspicuous consumers. It is the competition for 
resources, and the power to make decisions in the allocation of resources, that some claim to be the root of political 
killings (Branson, 2016).

In the months of June and July 2016, 3 candidate councillors were murdered. The aggressive competition for office 
seemingly extends beyond being in the system and into the communities among those attempting to enter the 
system. Since the phenomenon has never been investigated by police and resulted in a high level of prosecution, 
researchers can only speculate as to the cause and motives of those who kill sitting councillors and aspiring 
councillors.

In other instances, communities have turned against their councillors. This has occurred when the council or police 
act against unauthorised occupiers of land or when illegal electricity connections are cut. Often councillors are 
viewed as softer targets when police interventions thwart the original intention of unruly crowds.In the informal 
Marikana settlement, a mob went to the municipal offices to burn it down. Finding the police ready to turn them 
aside, they went to an ANC councillor’s house and burned it to the ground (Presence, 2015). In this instance, the 
councillor may have been seen as an agent of the state and a softer target than the protected municipal offices.

In 2011, residents of Tsietsi in Free State torched the house of a sitting councillor as a way of expressing dissatisfaction 
over the local election results (News24, 2011). In Uitenhage, two councillors had their homes destroyed by people 
protesting over a lack of access to land for settlement. The protestors delivered a letter demanding land on which 
they could build their shacks while they awaited the construction of their RDP homes. Government offices were 
also attacked and shops and delivery vehicles were looted (Ndamase and Mphanda, 2014). This was not the first 
incident. Prior to this, one of the councillors whose home was destroyed was physically assaulted in the previous 
year, as she was the chair of the Human Settlements Portfolio Committee. The other councillor previously had her 
car torched.
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The torching of a councillor’s home in Uitenhage

In Mbuzini in Mpumalanga, a councillor’s home was razed when community members demanded that police release 
three men accused of stoning the councillor’s car, which police did not heed. The justification given by the community 
for burning the residence down was that the councillor disregarded qualifying community members when appointing 
a community liaison officer for a road project. The council spokesman was surprised because he was under the 
impression that all prior engagements with the community indicated that this was a resolved issue (Capricorn FM, 
2016). Violent protests in Mamelodi that spanned days and nights saw angry residents chase away their two ANC 
councillors because they claimed to be “tired of waiting for these long-promised free housing, free electricity, free 
water and free land – promised them by the ANC-regime since 2000.” The auditor-general has occasionally made 
mention of how local politicians should not make promises they cannot keep, as it was a cause of community 
discontent. While arguably unfulfilled electoral promises may be partly to blame, heavy community reliance on the 
state for basic conditions of living is certainly behind the discontent. Part of the Mamelodi community’s demands 
included a demand for the reinstitution of cancelled train services. Part of their bargaining technique was to threaten 
chaos if these matters were not corrected within their stipulated time frame.

Mdantsane Bucket System Protestors fling faeces at a Councillor’s House
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The disrespect and intimidation with which councillors contend is symptomatic. In the Community Protest: Local 
Government Perceptions study that birthed this enquiry, Local Government argued that it was criminal elements 
among protestors that caused the damage to municipal infrastructure. However, in the Centre for the Study of 
Violence and Reconciliation (CSVR) study, The Smoke that Calls (von Holdt et al, 2011), it was made clear that 
young unemployed men gain their self-worth by casting themselves in the role of community protectors. The 
disrespect and intimidation from communities that is currently being witnessed is a longstanding trend of community 
activism that continually radicalises itself to gain the recognition and respect of leadership in other spheres of 
society. Although this might be a fairly liberal interpretation of an indeterminate psychological need, it may shape 
how the state and public representatives should engage with communities in future.

Some believe that most political killings and acts of arson directed against councillors emanate from local rivalries 
(Duncan, 2010). If this culture of killing and arson generalises to political processes at the national level, the whole 
political culture of the country can tip away from democratic representation to a form of state capture by organised 
banditry. The exposure of plots at lower levels to murder senior politicians in the provincial government demonstrates 
a tendency of criminal intent to be used to resolve disagreements. 

The consequences of political killings at local level are fairly mundane. In a prior study on councillor vacancies 
(Chirambo and Steyn, 2009), the authors attempted to explain the vacancies caused by by-elections in a society 
riven by the AIDS pandemic. Pinning some of 285 of the 589 vacancies in the 2000 to 2007 period on HIV related 
mortality, the study went on to claim that as more vacancies occurred, the time lapsing between by-elections and 
councillor induction to effective public representation would undermine community satisfaction with democracy. 
Moreover, communication between council and citizens, already under pressure from institutionalisation process 
issues and politicised ward committees, would be placed under strain, causing mistrust between communities and 
their local governments. 

Some studies have illustrated that it was not the quality of service delivery that was the predictor of public perceptions of 
local government responsiveness that determined public satisfaction with services. It was rather the communication 
quality and frequency between communities and councils that were the deciding feature (Bratton and Sibanyoni, 
2006). Some studies on state fragility (De Waal et al., 2008) point to the ineffectiveness of public representation as 
leading to the introduction of elements of systemic fragility into local governance. Any by-election for whatsoever 
reason may introduce elements of fragility into local government. Violence towards councillors is prone to increase 
the fragility of local governance representational systems as positive change-motivated community members may 
become less inclined to stand for local office. This leaves the way wide open to unscrupulous citizens to contest 
public office who have the wherewithal to counter such threats and violence directed against representatives 
and office bearers with violence and threats of their own. Should this be the case, one can only ask how local 
communities would be affected by the increasingly violent and retaliatory nature of their public representatives and 
office bearers? And there can be no doubt about the quality of such representation that fears no violent machination 
or reprisal.

Much literature abounds on sub-national government capture. Public choice theory in the field of political science 
says that it is possible for the capture of democratic processes by special interest groups. The lower the level 
of government, the greater the capture by special interests and the less serviced the interests of the poor and 
minorities tend to be (Bardan and Mookerjee, 2000). The consequences of local government capture is that it may 
become an extension of patronage networks and less of an independently functioning entity capable of delivering 
on its developmental mandates. This will only contribute to the frustration of the poor and those dependent on the 
state to provide for the basic amenities of life. 

While this may be alarmist in tenor, the level of civic literacy is also evident in communities. In 2004, residents in 
Diepsloot demanded the resignation of their councillors due to the poor quality of infrastructure and services they 
had been receiving. It has also becoming more common for protesting communities to demand the resignation of 
the municipal manager (Atkinson, 2000). The central issue to this is that communities may be unaware of which 
sphere of government delivers a particular service and which services local government may do so on its own or 
as a shared mandate with other spheres of government and government departments. It is becoming clear that 
communities do not differentiate between national and provincial mandates and those of local government. Non-
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differentiation of service providers on the part of local communities has the effect of undermining local government’s 
legitimacy and the integrity of its institutions and office bearers when communities are left in the dark regarding RDP 
housing, the provision of water and electricity reticulation systems and the proposed timetables of delivery, available 
state resources, and the consultative siting and construction of schools, clinics and other public amenities. Expecting 
councillors to know all of these things is a little overambitious, particularly when intergovernmental coordination is 
in many cases wanting.

3. Political Killings in Numbers 
There are a number of estimations around the number of political killings that have occurred in South Africa since 
1994. The estimations are as follows:

Table 1. Reported political killings 1996-2016 

Years Under 
Reportage

Estimated number 
of Political Killings

Estimated Number of 
Councillor Killings 

Annual Average Rate 
of Councillor Killing Source

1996 - 2014 450< 22 1.2 David Bruce

2007 – 2012 50 8 1.6 SAPA

2011 – 2014 38 - - ANC (in KZN 
alone) 

2011 – 2016 21 - NFP

2011 – 2016 56 - - Mail and Guardian

There is no disaggregation of the number of councillors and party members who have been slain in many of the 
public reportages of councillor assassinations. For example, if one included the number of serving party officials, in 
the 1994 to 2012 period, 450 people with political affiliations would have been killed in KZN alone (Bruce). As no one 
is tracking these incidents in a sustained and systematic manner, the extent to which these figures are accurate is 
unclear and they are at best estimations. One of the limitations of this extreme form of accounting is that it tends to 
exclude the number of incidents where councillors and municipal mayors have been intimidated, threatened or have 
lost property to hidden forces and indirect assailants who use proxies, community leaders or restless local youths, 
to advance their own agendas. 

Councillor and municipal Manager threat, intimidation and killing as documented in 
the electronic media
A rapid scan of newsprint media was carried out to determine the presence and reported extent of councillor and 
municipal manager threat and harm. While murder of elected and administrative officials is often reported, threats 
and intimidation did not appear to be frequently reported despite the results of the survey and anecdotal information 
from councillors. Allegations around threats received by councillors abound but it is difficult to quantify the frequency 
of the threats due to the burden of proof required to prove a threat has been made and translate the reported threat 
into an actionable concern. A speaker conveyed that, “I have received messages from some of my councillors in the 
townships that their lives have been threatened or such threats [were] made on Facebook. Allegations have been 
made but I have never seen the proof.”

The tables below illustrate the non-exhaustive results of the media scan of reported media accounts of councillors 
being threatened and/or murdered due to the nature of their duties and community position.
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Table 2. Councillors assassinated in office (rapid e-media scan)

Name Town Province Years Source Link

Thembi Mbongwa Newcastle Kwazulu-Natal 2016 http://www.timeslive.co.za/
politics/2016/07/03/ANC-councillor-
candidate-in-KZN-shot-dead

Bongani Skhosana Umuzi-
wabantu

Kwazulu-Natal 2016 http://www.citizen.co.za/1209201/another-
anc-candidate-shot-dead/  

Khanyisile Ngobese-
Sibisi

Ladysmith Kwazulu-Natal 2016 https://www.enca.com/south-africa/ngobese-
sibisi-knew-of-plot-to-kill-her 

Johannes Baatjies Kgatelopele Northern Cape 2016 http://citizen.co.za/1256246/da-condemns-
cold-blooded-assassination-of-its-councillor/ 

Nceba 

Dywili

Port 
Elizabeth

Eastern Cape 2016 http://city-press.news24.com/News/murder-
and-death-threats-in-nelson-mandela-
bay-20160730 

Thami Nyembe Nongoma Kwazulu-Natal 2016 www.enca.com/south-africa/anc-councillor-
shot-dead-wife-critical 

Thembi Mbongo Newcastle Kwazulu-Natal 2016 http://city-press.news24.com/
News/manipulation-of-lists-killed-
mbongo-20160709 

Zodwa Sibiya Umlazi Kwazulu-Natal 2016 http://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/kzn-
anc-councillor-shot-dead-at-umlazi-
hostel-2010678

Mbuyiselo 
Dokolwane

Freedom 
Park

Gauteng 2016 http://ewn.co.za/2016/02/23/ANC-councillor-
shot-dead-in-Freedom-Park 

Tueloetsi Thipo Vryburg Northern Cape 2015 https://taungdailynews.wordpress.
com/2015/06/20/northern-cape-councillor-
shot-dead-near-vryburg/ 

Buyisile Mkavu KwaLanga

Uitenhage

Eastern Cape 2014 http://www.heraldlive.co.za/councillor-
buyisile-mkavu-gunned/ 

Charles Thembisile 
Kanku

Cape Town Western Cape 2014 http://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/
ANC-councillor-gunned-down-20141021

Makhosonke Msibi Nongoma KwaZulu-Natal 2013 http://www.politicsweb.co.za/party/
makhosonke-msibi-shot-and-killed-in-front-
of-his-c 

Siphumelelo 
Buthelezi

Ulundi KwaZulu-Natal 2013 http://www.bdlive.co.za/national/
politics/2013/11/05/nfp-leader-shot-and-
killed-in-ulundi

Wandile Mkhize South Coast KwaZulu-Natal 2012 http://www.sabc.co.za/news/a/61dd14804b
d07779af26ef251f96d6cc/KZN-ANC-Chief-
whip-shot-dead 
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Name Town Province Years Source Link

Mthembeni Shezi Durban KwaZulu-Natal 2012 http://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/
Politics/ANC-councillor-dies-after-
shooting-20120927 

Wiseman Mshibe Durban KwaZulu-Natal 2011 http://mg.co.za/article/2011-07-12-anc-
regional-secretary-shot-dead-in-durban 

Moss Phakoe Rusten-burg North West 
Province

2009 http://www.news24.com/Archives/City-Press/
Was-Moss-Phakoes-death-in-vain-and-what-
now-20150429 

Thandi Mtsweni Secunda Mpumalanga 2007 http://mg.co.za/article/2007-08-30-hit-man-
confesses-to-killing-deputy-mayor 

Rajah Naidoo Durban KwaZulu-Natal 2007 http://www.iol.co.za/news/south-africa/raja-
naidoo-murder-still-a-mystery-375562 

Caswell Maluleke Bushbuck-
ridge

Mpumalanga 2000 http://www.news24.com/archives/city-
press/slain-anc-whip-was-a-mayoral-
contender-20150429 

Table 3. Analysis of Councillor Deaths

Name of Councillor Reported Source of Threat 
(specifically stated or inferred 
from article)

How the councillor was killed.

Thembi Mbongwa Own Party (party list) Executed at home in front of family

Bongani Skhosana Possibly own party (party list) Executed at home in front of family

Khanyisile Ngobese-Sibisi Possibly own party (party list) Executed at home in front of family

Johannes Baatjies Opposition Party Kidnapped and executed.

Nceba 

Dywili

Own Party Gunned down in car with passenger injured.

Thami Nyembe Suspect own Party or opposition 
party.*

Gunned down with wife in car.

Thembi Mbongo Own party Executed at home in front of family.

Zodwa Sibiya Corrupt officials. Gunned down in public.

Mbuyiselo Dokolwane Suspect own party. Gunned down at home.

Tueloetsi Thipo Criminals. Kidnapped and executed.

Buyisile Mkavu Criminals. Shot in car.

Charles Thembisile Kanku Criminals. Shot in vehicle with passenger injured.

Makhosonke Msibi Opposition party Shot and killed at home in front of children.

Siphumelelo Buthelezi Opposition party supporters. Shot and killed while walking home.
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Wandile Mkhize Own party Gunned down entering home.

Mthembeni Shezi Own party Gunned down at political meeting with two 
others.

Wiseman Mshibe Tenderpreneurs. Shot entering home.

Moss Phakoe Corrupt provincial officials. Kidnapped and executed.

Thandi Mtsweni Mayor who hired assassins. Shot and killed entering home.

Rajah Naidoo Political opponents. Shot and killed at home.

Caswell Maluleke Political opponents. Shot and hijacked.

The three dominant ways in which councillors are executed is while in transit in a car, while at home or entering 
their homes and by kidnapping and execution, which is specific to municipal wards being contested and won by 
opposition. Opportunism may also be present, as one councillor was gunned down while walking home while 
another was shot at a political meeting.

There is some evidence from the reportage in the three instances where successful prosecutions have resulted 
that members of own party or colleagues and co-officials hired killers to assassinate councillors. There may be 
connections to party competition attached but there is also some anecdotal evidence that supports the idea that 
assassinations come about due to tenders and corruption. It may be that assassinations occur in response to the 
discovery of sensitive information.

Pressures of the Job: Causes of By-elections (2007-2016)
The pressures of being a councillor are manifest in the causes of councillor post vacancies, as represented by by-
elections recorded over the last two electoral cycles. There were 1,086 reported by-elections held and scheduled 
for the January 2007 to December 2016 period. There were six dominant causes of by-elections recorded by the 
Independent Electoral Commission. These included death, termination of party membership, expulsion by MEC, 
resignation and dissolution of council. Another category was created to describe non-categorical causes of by-
elections.
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Figure 2. Causes of By-Elections (2007 - 2016)

Source: Independent Electoral Commission

The two most dominant causes of vacancy were death and resignation. There were 396 deaths of councillors 
over the 2007 to 2016 period. There were 377 resignations, 49 expulsions initiated by an MEC, 97 terminations 
of party membership and 36 vacancies caused by dissolved councils. There were 131 vacancies created by other 
causes. The fact that death and resignation constituted the two dominant sources of by-elections suggests that 
despite remuneration and benefits, many councillors are not completing their terms. The cycle of vacancy peaked 
in 2009/10 and 2013/14, national election years in which competition for office was high. It may be the case that 
councillors were being absorbed into party structures or moved to other positions of responsibility. They may also be 
requested to resign due to party-political concerns, particularly due to the clustering of council resignations around 
national electoral cycles. However, malicious politicking or patronage cannot be excluded as potential causes of 
vacancy.
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Figure 3. Provincial Shares of By-Elections and Causes (2007-2016)

Source: Independent Electoral Commission

At a provincial level, resignations are relatively similar but may be proportionally higher in relation to councillor 
population densities or number of wards in the province. The Western Cape has the highest number of resignations 
over the period. Relationally, the Northern Cape and North West may have a greater proportion of resignations.

Deaths are concentrated in KwaZulu-Natal and Eastern Cape. This may be due to a number of causes ranging 
from HIV and AIDS, old age, lifestyle diseases, political murder and accidents. While most political assassinations 
are located in KZN, it is possible that a significant number of resignations and deaths in this province are due to 
malicious and murderous politicking.

The resignation of councillors despite remuneration and improvements to condition of service, may be related to 
threats and intimidation. In the Western Cape, where threats are reportedly frequent and widespread, high rates of 
resignation are indicated in the data.

The termination of party membership and the dissolution of councils may speak to the stability of political relations 
or the robustness of anti-corruption or ethical safeguards. These causes would have to be further isolated and 
examined in the IEC data through a more in depth study of attrition. According to the by-election data, there were 
17,436 councillor positions of all types in the 2006 to 2016 period. Vacancy from all causes is approximately 6.2% 
of all ward councillor posts for the period. However, this vacancy percentage must be treated with caution. In an 
informal interview with an IEC official, it was mentioned that municipal administrations fill councillor vacancies without 
following due process and consultation with the IEC. As a result, the figures on vacancy are not true reflections of 
local level vacancies and may be higher than the figures stated in this report. 
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Municipal Managers: Threats Against Life

While no such detailed analysis is possible for the municipal managers, as their recruitment and performance 
management processes are differently structured, it is still of concern that municipal managers are threatened with 
harm. According to the last Municipal Demarcation Board capacity assessments of local government, the average 
period of service for municipal managers is 3.3 years. More than 60% of municipal managers hold Masters and 
PhD level qualifications. Turnover rates may differ from province to province but it is rather high and the departure 
of qualified personnel from local government may be attributable to some extent to the threats and intimidation 
received by municipal managers. 

Table 4. Non-exhaustive e-Media Scan of Threats Against Municipal Managers 

Name Name Of 
Municipality

Nature Of Threat Province Years Source Link

Kimi 
Makwethu

Bitou Municipality Death Threats Western 
Cape 

2016 http://www.bdlive.co.za/
national/2016/05/27/
municipal-manager-receives-
death-threats

Nonhlanhla 
Mzimela

Mtubatuba 
Municipality

Death Threats KwaZulu-
Natal

2016 http://www.dailysun.co.za/
News/National/new-
municipal-boss-gets-death-
threats-20160426

Mxolisi Nkosi Msunduzi 
Municipality

Death Threats Kwazulu 
-Natal

2013 http://www.news24.com/
archives/witness/municipal-
manager-to-stay-20150430

Max Mbili Hibiscus Coast 
Municipality 

Death Threats Kwazulu-
Natal

2013 http://southcoastherald.
co.za/14281/union-stalls-
system/

Incumbents NMB Intimidation Eastern 
Cape

2013 http://mype.co.za/new/
municipal-manager-and-
infighting-enough-is-
enough/24150/2013/06

Lindiwe 
Msengana-
Ndlela

NMB Jeopardised 
safety

Eastern 
Cape

2013 http://mg.co.za/article/2013-
05-24-00-threatened-metro-
manager-calls-for-back-up

Atlholang Eric 
Gaborone

Kuruman Death threats and 
assault

Northern 
Cape

2010 http://www.iol.co.za/news/
crime-courts/municipal-
manager-assaulted-688059

Faith 
Muthambi

Makhado 
Municipality 

Death Threats Limpopo 2006 http://www.linmedia.co.za/
news/4815/municipal-
manager-threatened-with-
death

There are a number of municipal managers who have been threatened, and those threats are known and reported in 
the media. This list is non-exhaustive because a number of municipal managers attending the municipal managers’ 
forum claimed to have been threatened. In a study on Community Protests, some of the senior managers, whose 
names are not on this above list, reported having been threatened with death. In the Western Cape, it was reported 
from SALGA Western Cape that the following municipalities experienced threats made against both councillors and 
municipal managers:
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1. City of Cape Town;
2. Mossel Bay;
3. Bitou;
4. Oudtshoorn;
5. Theewaterskloof;
6. Drakenstein; 
7. Knysna; and
8. Swellendam.

Only the incident in Bitou was reported in the media.

Table 5. Municipal managers or relatives murdered while in office 

Name Municipality Description 
of murder

Province Year Source

Sinathi 
Khumalo

Ndaka Killed while in 
car

KZN 2015 http://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/
News/Municipal-managers-murder-behind-
Indakas-takeover-20150803

Mpho 
Muthambi

Makhado Sister of Faith 
Muthambi

Limpopo 2006 http://www.zoutnet.co.za/articles/
news/4782/2006-11-03/municipal-
managers-sister-murdered

Municipal managers were not extensively reported to have been killed. One municipal manager was murdered 
while in his car. The sister of a municipal manager was murdered inside her home after the municipal manager had 
received a number of death threats.

The above tables are non-exhaustive and will be used in updating and tracking murders of councillors and municipal 
managers. Ignoring threats towards self or family is never wise, particularly when there is some evidence that a 
threat can easily translate into murder. When it comes to resignations, the public cause of resignations as reported 
in the media may not necessarily capture the real causes. As a result, there are a number of reported causes in the 
media, which may not necessarily reflect the original cause of resignation.

In subsequent engagements with key informants during the validation process, the researchers were informed that 
municipal managers often find themselves intimidated by political actors resulting in the administrative paralysis of 
their municipalities. In one example that was provided, a municipal manager was subjected to a sustained campaign 
to prove his incompetence through slander and negative media coverage after he had refused to authorise the 
untendered sale of prime municipal land to two party officials. In another instance, which was reportedly widespread, 
some municipal managers are threatened with the non-renewal of contract if they fail to bend rules to favour political 
actors within the respective municipalities.
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Table 6. Resignations of Municipal Managers and Reported/Speculative Causes (2011 to 2016)

Year Municipality/ Town Cause of Resignation Source

2016 Ladysmith External interference in 
administration 

http://www.iol.co.za/news/south-africa/western-
cape/outrage-in-ladismith-as-municipal-
manager-quits-2060442

2016 Mookgophong Feared for safety of family 
after receiving threats from 
SAMWU

http://thebeat.linmedia.co.za/articles/
news/25620/2014-07-04/mookgophong-
municipal-manager-calls-it-quits

2015 Thulamela Breakdown of relationship 
between MM and 
administration.

http://thenewsouthafrican.co.za/2016/06/03/
da-candidate-selection-controversy-in-mossel-
bay/

Municipal managers have been on the receiving end of threats. In the table above, threats against family members 
and political interference in administrative roles were cited as causes of resignation.

In an interview with a key informant, a speaker of a municipality with more than ten years of experience, the claim 
was made that the separation of powers doctrine is selectively applied at the local level through the use of a form of 
institutional intimidation. In terms of the Municipal Systems Act, the administration of council is accountable to the 
executive, a political structure. The mayor is, in turn, accountable to the speaker of the council. Municipal managers 
often use their positions to override the executive. In one example, the speaker said that, “a public member said 
she wished to address the portfolio committee. I advised her [as speaker] it was possible under section 5 [rights and 
duties of members of local communities] of the Systems Act. When the motion was brought, I was not there. The 
chair of the portfolio committee informed the municipal manager that the member of the public would bring a motion. 
The municipal manager overruled the chair and informed the member of the public that the motion would never be 
allowed. I informed them by email that the motion would have served if I were present. The chair of that committee 
was overruled by the municipal manager and that the motion was not served and the item was withdrawn from the 
agenda. The municipal manager informed the chair that my interpretation is wrong but without citing any foundation 
for what he said or any authority. The chair of the committee not having the knowledge or experience accepted what 
the municipal manager said.”
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4. Protective measures available to Councillors and Municipal Managers

The Local Government System of Compensation for Violence and Arson 
The principal concern of SASRIA insurance is to provide municipalities who subscribe to their services with a means 
of indemnifying themselves against riots, strikes, terrorism, civil commotion and public disorder. From September 
2012, SASRIA extended an insurance facility to insure the houses of mayors and councillors through existing 
municipal insurance policies. This facility would have to be activated by municipalities who would include the houses 
of councillors and mayors as part of their premium contributions and policy cover. 
The following terms of cover were set: 

• Municipalities can include Mayors and Councillors’ houses under their own fire policy; 
• A flat rate of R30 per house is applicable and the maximum limit of indemnity per    

house is R800 000 (VAT inclusive). 
• The municipality must declare to the underlying insurer the total number of Councillors at inception and 

the renewal of the policy; 
• A separate coupon must be issued in respect of such houses; 
• In the event that cover in excess of R800 000 is required, Sasria cover has to be arranged in the normal 

manner, that is, there will have to be a separate underlying policy for such houses. 
• The abovementioned facility is available to Mayors and Councillors’ during their term of office ONLY 

(SASRIA, 2012). 

This coverage, which has since been upgraded, extended to sitting mayors and councillors, but excludes Municipal 
Managers, did not indemnify the lives of the beneficiaries against hospitalisation due to mob violence or death as 
a result of community mob violence. It was not retroactive either, which means that councillors dispossessed by 
violence prior to this date had very little recourse to restitution unless they embarked on civil claims against the 
perpetrators. In this case there would have to have been a successful criminal prosecution. Arguably, trauma and 
rehabilitation of those emotionally and psychologically scarred by the intimidation and violence directed against 
them in the line of executing their duties of office would have to be carried by employee assistance programmes 
or personal insurances and indemnities. It may be the case that not all municipalities may be paying insurance to 
indemnify councillors due to the voluntary nature of the councillor indemnification insurance. 

In providing protection services, the contrast is stark. The policy for protecting senior political officials at provincial 
and national level suggests that the South African Police services conduct an assessment of the private property of 
members of parliament. In conjunction with the Department of Transport and Public Works, upgrades are done in 
accordance with the SAPS assessment. Standard security measures, as recommended by SAPS (Protection and 
Security Service) for the private residence of Members, may include the following: 

• Bulletproof guard hut; 
• Perimeter fencing, 2 100 mm high (or any appropriate height recommended by the SAPS); 
• Vehicle and pedestrian gates, 2 100 mm high (or any appropriate height     

recommended by the SAPS for the perimeter fence); 
• Security gates for external doors; 
• Burglar proofing to windows; 
• Window glazing to prevent spalling in case of an explosion; 
• Illumination (Security lights); 
• Intercom system; 
• Alarm system; 
• Fire extinguishers (Ministerial Handbook, 2011). 

The impracticality of this system at the lower level of governance is mainly due to the lack of funds available to local 
government to secure a significant number of staff and personnel. It is only when a threat has been proved that the 
council is obliged to provide security guards to protect the person and family of a public representative. 
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From much of the existing media reportage covered by this study, many assassinations are done at home and 
without any warning. Many councillors in poor neighbourhoods live in conditions similar to that of their constituents, 
i.e. in corrugated iron shacks of informal settlements, RDP homes in housing developments and social housing in 
urban centres. Physical security infrastructure may separate them from the communities they represent and add to 
community disaffection and might not be the most appropriate solution. In one recent case, community members 
demanded that their councillor vacate office because they lived in squalor and their representative ‘lives in a flat in 
town.’

5. Methodology
Due to the difficulty of locating councillors to participate in a study of this nature, a convenient and purposive 
sampling method was used to survey Municipal Managers and Councillors that respectively gathered at the Municipal 
Manager’s Forum and the National Members’ Assembly. While the convenient and purposive sampling method 
employed here is not scientific enough to indicate a valid study, the exploratory nature of the study was sufficient 
enough to identify the presence of a potential problem and the trends within the problems. Both the Municipal 
Managers’ Forum and the National Members Assembly are constituted of administrators and councillors drawn from 
all municipalities from around South Africa. In this context, it is fairly reliable as a proxy for the representativeness 
within the sampled groups.

A survey instrument was developed to gather the insights and experiences of Councillors and Municipal Managers’. 
A further methodological support relied on triangulation between the literature review and the causes of by-elections 
to establish validity and improve the insights generated from the qualitative research.

Literature review
The literature review covers some of the studies carried out over the last 6 years as well as incidents reported in 
the media over the last 15 years. As part of the findings, a list was compiled of all the councillors and the municipal 
managers who had been murdered while in office. The political killings were analysed according to province, 
municipality, how or where the councillor was killed and who the suspected perpetrators were. This information was 
either present in the article or inferred from the reportage around the councillors’ murder.

The Survey 
Survey questions were directed at the Municipal Managers at the Municipal Managers Forum in June 2016. Of the 
107 municipal managers in attendance, 40 responded to the questionnaire and expressed their opinions on threats 
and intimidation in the following areas: 

• experiences of intimidation and violence; 
• personal effects of intimidation, property destruction and violence; 
• observed experiences of their peers; 
• actions taken; 
• perceptions of who was behind the intimidation, property destruction or physical harm; and 
• potential remedial actions.

A survey was administered to Councillor that attended the SALGA National Members Assembly May 2016 in order to 
quantify the general prevalence of intimidation, the experience of threat and violence as well as the effects and the 
remedial actions taken. A total of 56 councillors of 688 delegates participated in the completion of the questionnaire. 
Councillors expressed their opinions on threats and intimidation in the following areas: 

• experiences of intimidation and violence; 
• personal effects of intimidation, property destruction and violence; 
• observed experiences of their peers; 
• actions taken; 
• perceptions of who was behind the intimidation, property destruction or physical harm; and 
• potential remedial actions.
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Key Informant Interviews
Key informants included councillors, a municipal manager, a speaker, an IEC official, and a working group of 
councillors.

6. Findings

6.1 A Survey Findings for Councillors
Of the 54 councillors who participated in the completion of the survey, 55.4% were male, 39.3% were female and 
5.4% did not complete this question and were recorded as unknown.

Figure 4.  Sample of 56 Councillors by Gender

In the sample, 56% were male, 39% were female and 5% did not respond. As a result, the survey results are biased 
toward male councillors. This indicates that the results of the survey are purely illustrative and are not generalizable 
to the whole councillor population. However, the trends identified here may be compared with an analysis of the 
media reportage.

Figure 5. Councillor by Age 
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In the graphic above, the age of the councillors who participated in the survey are given. The majority of the 
councillors, (50%), fall into the 41 to 50 age grouping. The least comparatively represented age group is the 31 to 
40 age group. The age group in which 35.2% of the councillors fell is the over 51 category.

Figure 6. Designation of Responding Councillors (%)

The majority of the respondents were located in the category of Speaker. Mayors and ward councillors were equally 
represented at 19.2%. Chief whips comprised 17.3% of the sample while Mayoral Committee (MAYCO) members 
and PR councillors comprised 9.6% of the sample. 

In order to confirm seniority and experience, the respondents were asked how many years they had served as 
councillors. Two thirds had served more than two terms while just over one third were first term councillors. 

Figure 7. Term in Office as Councillor
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While the data collection instrument did not define the scope of threat, it indicated that a threat was any form of 
speech that indicates the willingness made by a person against a councillor or municipal official to perform and act 
that causes physical pain, injury or damage to property. The threat is directed either against the individual, property 
or family. Two-thirds (66%) of the councillors reported having been the targets of threats.

Figure 8. Councillors Reporting Being Threatened (%)

Councillors were then asked to define the types of threats that had been made against them. The data was 
disaggregated by gender to determine if it predisposed councillors towards being threatened. A larger survey to 
confirm generalizability would assist to confirm the trends.

Figure 9. Types of Threat and Violence towards Councillors
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Men were more likely to be threatened by physical harm and damage to property. Women were more likely to 
be threatened with death and rape, with one having reported being taken hostage. Women were more likely to 
be threatened with harm to their families. A threat does not constitute a physical act, but there is a psychological 
traumatisation if the person being threatened has seen other colleagues harmed in person or property. The 
frequency of such threats combined with observations of what has happened to others may have a compounding 
effect, rendering threats all the more traumatising. 

Being a recipient of threats may however be embedded into the conditions of service. In the SALGA working 
groups on councillor welfare, a councillor’s experience appeared to have been shared by other present councillors. 
Community members showed up at the councillor’s home at four in the morning demanding services. The lack of 
private space and the intrusion into family life may also be regarded as a low grade threat but with significant trauma 
for the councillor. Crowds may turn angry if they do not receive the answers they want. In a prior informal interview, 
a councillor disclosed the experience of a colleague who was elected to the mayor’s office. Disgruntled community 
members goaded by political opponents stormed into the mayor’s home, looted it, and razed it to the ground. The 
mayor was only saved from physical harm by a tip off and watched the community she represented loot her home 
from the safety of a neighbour.

Only 30% of the councillors reported being threatened once, while 5% did not disclose. Around 19% reported being 
threatened twice. None reported being threatened three times but nearly half (46%) reported being threatened 
on numerous occasions. The question to follow would be, does one’s seniority in council predispose one to being 
threatened more often or less often? 

Figure 10. Frequency of Threats against Councillors

Some of the respondents were chief whips, mayors and speakers. Their survey responses were classified to 
determine which threats were levelled at each group of people.
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Table 7: Threats by designation

Chief Whips Mayors Speakers

Number in survey 9 9 12

Threatened 7 3 8

Threatened regularly - - 4 

Physical harm 1 1 -

Family Threatened - - 1

Meeting invasion 1 - -

Seven of the nine chief whips reported being threatened at some point. One came to physical harm as a result of 
a threat. Of the speakers, three of the eight people threatened were first term councillors. Four of the speakers 
were second and third term speakers. One of the speakers was threatened with harm to family. In one instance of 
threat, it was due to a union invasion of council chambers and there was just singing and chanting, in another, it was 
reportedly more physical.

Figure 11. Source of Threats Reported By Councillors

The majority of the threats emanated from undisclosed sources at 36%. However, the second largest source of 
threats was from the public, or community members (21%). Threats from other political parties represented 18% of 
reported incidents but more worrisome was that many threats were emerging from within the same political party 
(20%). Shop stewards, municipal employees and unknown persons each contributed 2% of threat origins
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Figure 12. Perceived Cause of Threats

Councillors were requested to provide an opinion on what the motivation for the threat was. There were five major 
reasons. The first was service delivery related, which indicates that it may have been largely community member in 
this group holding council members responsible for their lack of access or the quality of services they received. The 
results of elections were the second most frequently cited motivation for making threats. Competition for political 
office and electoral matters, which may have to do with party list formation, accounted for 21% of all perceived 
motivations for threatening words or behaviour. General criminality and threats made around employment related 
matters comprised 10.5% and 9.4% of all the reported motives for threat making. In employment related matters, 
councillors did report that public works programmes were highly prized in communities and therefore generated 
competition. Councillors indicated that they were often accused of nepotism or favouring the same community 
members.

In the remaining cases, each category of threat origins, shop stewards, political conference losers, corrupt tender 
seekers and municipal employees constituted 2.6% each. In 11.9% of the cases, threat motivations were not 
disclosed. This could be attributable to anyone or anything, ranging from political superiors in the same party 
structure to criminals attempting blackmail councillors in order to subvert council processes.

Nearly one third of all the councillors did not respond to how the issues were resolved. This mirrors the motivations 
perceived to be behind the threat making. In 34% of cases, councillors reported the threat to council. In 21% of cases, 
the threat was serious enough to be reported to the police. In 2% of the cases, an interdict was sought, indicating 
that the threat-making person was known to the councillor. In 5% of the cases, private security was obtained, either 
through the council or at personal expense. In 4% of the cases, the issues could not be resolved. Only 4% of the 
threats were resolved through consultation, in which mediation through the party structure was secured. 
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Figure 13. How the Issues Were Resolved

As a consequence of reporting the threats, 4% of the reports brought about more violence. In 38% of the cases, 
reporting the threats was sufficient to halt further threats from being made. In 38% of the instances, the councillors 
did not disclose. In 9% of the cases, the perpetrator was arrested, which is likely to be indicative of a severe threat 
or the seniority of the person reporting it, as a threat in itself does not constitute grounds for apprehension by law 
enforcement. In 13% of the cases, reporting resulted in nothing happening.

Figure 14. Result of Interventions

It is clear that councillor killings are not to be viewed in isolation. There is a culture of threat making and intimidation 
surrounding the killing of councillors that needs to be addressed. While this study does not create a representative 
sample, it certainly confirms the trends reported in the media. While many communities grow impatient and demand 
responsiveness from their councillors, it is apparent that the levels of intimidation and violence, particularly from 
community members, may be encouraging councillors to withdraw from the fulfilment of their duties or at the very 
least cause them to discharge those duties with reduced zeal.
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Figure 15. Violence Hinders Councillor Performance of Duties

Councillors largely felt that violence hinders the performance of their duties. Only 14% disagreed that violence 
impeded their work, while 66% agreeed that violence undermined their capacity to perform on their mandates.

The confirmation of this notion came through the councillors themselves with more than half (55%) indicating 
that the threats and violence directed at councillors discouraged them from running for office. While 18% did not 
respond, only 27% thought that the intimidation was insufficient to deter them from public service.

Figure 16. Violance Discourages Councillors from Running for Office

The upshot of the majority being deterred from running for office is that the pool of capable and experienced 
councillors, as represented in this sample, may reduce. This increases the need for complete training instead of 
supplementary training interventions. It also opens up space for less scrupulous and less publically minded people 
to contest the space of public representation as they may adopt an intention to deter threats from others by adopting 
an aggressive posture.

What the survey revealed is that a significant portion of the councillors were unaware of the measures SALGA had 
put in place to compensate or protect them. In a number of instances, councillors expressed that they required 
security, either at council chambers or at their homes. In this regard, 26% of the councillors indicated that they 
required security to be provided through the council. If it can be proven that a threat exists to the life of the councillor 
or the councillor’s family, the municipality provides security through the municipal manager’s office. In the SALGA 
Working Group on Councillor Welfare, councillors expressed the fear that the security supplied by the council when 
threat had been proven were known to be rival political group supporters. The risk of life for low wages was also 
seen as an admission that security assigned to councillors was ceremonial rather than a deterrent to would be 
attackers. 
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The threats to family were cited as a major concern by some of the councillors. The extent to which councillors have 
become essential community members exposes them to further risk. In some instance, community members expect 
their councillor to resolve disputes between community members and to mediate conflicts. In other instances, 
councillors were suggesting that the solution resides in providing councillors with municipal vehicles to execute 
their duties. In addressing threats from communities, some councillors were of the opinion that the feedback to 
communities needed to be improved. Some councillors were in favour of greater involvement from the Department 
of Justice. 

SASRIA insurance was seen as one remedial measure. However, a key informant to this study indicated that many 
municipalities are not electing to be covered by SASRIA insurance. It is mandatory for municipalities to take this 
insurance cover for their own property and for that of key personnel and public representatives. As a result of the 
non-patterned nature of violent community protest action, this is a risk that municipalities need to address.

6.2 Survey Findings for Municipal Managers
The survey of municipal managers yielded similar results with threat profiles varying slightly due to the lower direct 
contact with communities. Among municipal managers, 73% were male and 28% were female. In the 31 to 40 
age bracket, more young female professionals responded than men with a 10% to 8% reportage. Most municipal 
managers who responded fell in the 41 to 50 age group with 13% female respondents and 38% male respondents. 
In the 51< age group, 20% were male and 3% were female.

Figure 17. Age groups of Municipal Managers

Length of service followed the trend in age, which may speak to the equalisation of employment opportunities 
between genders. While most females were concentrated in the 1-5 year length of service while in the 11 to 20 years 
of service, only males responded in this category.
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Figure 18. Service Duration of Municipal Managers

While 73% of the respondents were male, both groups reported similar threat profiles as a percentage of each group 
with nearly 60% reporting an experience of being threatened. Female municipal managers experienced identical 
levels of threat directed against their person to males.

Figure 19. Exposure to Types of Threats by Gender
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It appeared from the data that women were more likely to be held hostage or witness the destruction of council 
property but men were more likely to report intimidation and threatening behaviour from contractors, community 
members and physical contact threats. 

Municipal managers reporting threats outnumbered those reporting no threats. Of the 40 municipal managers 
surveyed, 40% reported not experiencing threats while 60% experienced threatening language and behaviour. 
Most males reported being threatened several times, the largest frequency category. Females were threatened 
occasionally in this the response category.

Figure 21. Frequency of Threats and Intimidation by Gender of Municipal Managers

The types of threats that were experienced by Municipal Managers demonstrated a similar profile to that of 
councillors in some respects. For example, job opportunities, recruitment selections and tender awards were the 
source of threats for both groups. Threats originating in service delivery were also reported. However, working with 
organised labour was an additional risk that municipal managers had to face. There were many issues around 
resource management that exposed municipal managers to threats, particularly in the instances of theft or irregular 
allocation of municipal funds, awarding of tenders and austerity measures.
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Figure 22. Types of Reported Threats by Municipal Managers by Frequency

Of the 60% of municipal managers who reported threats, 27.5% reported to the police and the same percentage 
reported to council. The municipal managers hired personal security in 5% of the cases because they felt sufficiently 
threatened. Another 2.5% obtained court orders while 2.5% arranged for a political solution through council.
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Figure 23. Action tken by Municipal Managers to Adress Threats and Intimidation (%)

Of all the municipal managers reporting threats, 30% of them said that the threats stopped after the intervention. 
The arresting of the perpetrators of the threats occurred in 10% of the instances while nothing happened in 10% 
of the instances. Interdicts were issued in 5% of the instances while 2.5% resulted in police discrediting the threat 
while security was obtained as a result of the threat reported in 2.5% of instances.

Figure 24. Outcomes of Reporting Threats
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The remedial actions for the outcomes of the threats are illustrative of the severity of the threats being received. In 
5% of the cases, counselling was sought to assist municipal managers deal with the trauma of the threat.

Figure 25. Remedial actions taken

The alarming part is that nothing was done in 27.5% of the threats. Council resolutions (2.5%), court orders (12.5%) 
and personal security (5%) were reported as remedial actions. In 2.5% of the instances, the house that a municipal 
manger reported destroyed was rebuilt. 

When municipal managers were asked if the violence and intimidation prevent them from carrying out their duties, 
72.5% agreed that this was the case.



VIOLENCE IN DEMOCRACY: THE POLITICAL KILLING AND 
INTIMIDATION OF LOCAL REPRESENTATIVES AND ADMINISTRATORS

THE PERCEPTIONS OF COUNCILLORS AND MUNICIPAL MANAGERS

43

Figure 26. Violence and Threats Prevent Municipalities from Carrying Out Duties

What this means for service delivery is speculative but it can be postulated that discouragement and demotivation 
lead to less interest by municipal managers in innovating and serving their respective communities.  

Around 60% the forty municipal managers said that their experiences of threats and intimidation have led them to 
consider resignation. This means that the service delivery objective is placed under threat as experience leaves the 
system and exposes the institution of local government to a period of instability as new municipal managers enter 
the system and begin the process of finding their feet.
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Figure 27. Violence and Intimidation Encourages Resignation of Municipal Managers

Further, if intimidation becomes a norm, attracting and sustainably retaining the right skills may become even more 
difficult. Some of the municipal managers indicated that the appointment of municipal managers based on political 
connectivity was also behind some of the threat issues confronting managers.

In their remarks, over 10% of the municipal managers were in favour of security being assigned to them, as was 
done with Mayors. However, key informants interviewed in the contextualisation of this study, suggested that security 
was not a guarantee of their safety. Security personnel were seen to be possibly aligned to other factions within 
their parties or members of opposition parties and sometimes were not seen to be trained enough to provide the 
appropriate level of protection. 

In two instances, the councillors were identified as part of the problem, particularly around participation and service 
delivery. In a key informant interview, the point was made that councillors in election mode made promises they 
could not keep and inexperience led them to make promises the council could not keep. As a result, it was possible 
for some of the threats made by community members to originate in service delivery dynamics. 

Some municipal managers suggested that improving the levels of professionalization among municipal managers 
in general may be a way to diminish threats against senior managers. More interestingly, one municipal manager 
wrote that, “…the senior managers must not be threatened by violence but outlive it. Stay principled and firm even 
in times of violence and/or threats.”
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7. Recommendations
Capacity Building – municipalities & their constituencies
• The introduction of training initiatives to enable improved conflict management would assist municipalities in 

deescalating tense situations and conflict sites. 
• Civil society and community based organisation could be used as possible conduits of community intelligence and 

accountability.
• Promote the use of data intelligence to facilitate meaningful engagement and dialogue between councils and their 

constituents to improve participatory local governance, accountability and transparency and trust. 
• Capacity & their constituencies
• Civil society and community based organisation could be used as possible conduits of community intelligence and 

accountability.
• Promote the use of data intelligence to facilitate meaningful engagement and dialogue between councils and their 

constituents to improve participatory local governance, accountability and transparency and trust.
• Counselling and debriefing to be made available to those who have been threatened.

Justice System
• Creation of a specialised unit to investigate political killings in identified hotspots. 
• Strengthening of investigation teams to ensure successful prosecutions and convictions.

SALGA
• Development of a safety and security manual for councillors:
• The manual should cover what to do in the event of a threat and what to avenues are open to safeguard offices and 

homes from potential assassins or intimidation and threats from disgruntled colleagues and community members. 
• Councillor and municipal manager killing and intimidation database be developed.

8. Conclusion
The concept of fragility advanced in this report suggests that councillor killing and the culture of threat and intimidation 
around councillors and municipal managers can compromise municipal systems and by extension jeopardise service 
delivery. The results of this report bear this theory out with many councillors and municipal managers in the sample 
feeling that the threats and intimidation make them less likely to throw their names in the hat for public office and 
senior administrative posts. The potential loss of experience is worrisome and indicates that if the current status quo 
persists, it will be harder to attract scarce skills into the sector and to retain skills within the local government system.

Property damage is reportedly attributable to communities. Assassinations reported in the media are largely 
attributable to political killings ordered which may be initiated by politicians or “tenderpreneurs”. Councillors who 
have been killed largely were assassinated in their homes in front of their families, shot while in private transit or 
kidnapped and executed. The three modes of killing are apparently indicative of ‘professional hits’ carried out by 
hired guns.

While municipal managers have been threatened, it is largely as a result of operational issues that have become 
contested terrain. The contests emerge from politicians, communities or from the business sector.

The profile of received threats appears to be similar for both municipal managers and councillors. This is corroborated 
by the literature review, the media scan and the survey. This suggests that South Africa is not dealing with isolated 
events but an entire ecosystem of violence, intimidation and murder that is embedded into the fringes of political 
culture. The contagion of political intimidation and killings is a very real possibility now that the council architecture 
has been radically altered through the recent local government elections. The first political killing after the local 
government election, a kidnapping and execution, of a councillor was as a result of the councillor winning a ward 
belonging to an opposing political party.
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Of the entire list of murdered councillors, only three reports of successful prosecutions were encountered. These 
were of the trigger men hired to do the job, and in two cases, the men who ordered the ‘hit’, a mayor and a 
‘businessman’.

The culture of impunity or the apparent protection of some political killings of councillors and municipal managers 
is implied by the ineffectiveness of the justice system in the successful prosecution of murders in general. Systemic 
ineffectuality is reflected in how few of the murder cases involving councillors and municipal managers are 
successfully prosecuted or end in jail terms for the perpetrators.

Appendix 1

There have been 42 reported killings of councillors throughout the country since 2011. Half of these killings have 
been within the province of KwaZulu-Natal, which incidently did not report injuries and property damage. The only 
province not to report councillor slayings has been Free State Province. However, all remaining seven provinces 
have reported killings, injuries or damage to property. The killing of councillors is therefore a national issue although 
some provinces, namely Northwest and Mpumalanga are affected by all three problems of killing, injury and damage 
to councillor property.

Province Killings Injuries Damage to Property
1 Eastern Cape 4 3
2 Free State 4 10
3 Gauteng 2
4 KwaZulu-Natal 22
5 Limpopo 1 1 1
6 Mpumalanga 4 2 12
7 Northern Cape 2
8 North West 6 14 5
9 Western Cape 2
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Totals 43 24 28
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