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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview 

This case study presents findings of a research conducted by the African Centre for Migration & Society 

(ACMS) in Elim, Limpopo during May 2016 and March 2017. This initiative was undertaken as part of 

research conducted in parallel across 15 South African communities documenting and explaining the status 

of social cohesion across the country. More specifically, it endeavours to identify the causes of group-based 

conflicts, communal violence, and patterns of violent exclusion. Through these efforts, the research should 

contribute to developing more effective intervention programmes by external stakeholders working with 

community members to promote social cohesion and peaceful cohabitation.  

The findings presented here are informed by qualitative individual interviews and focus group discussions 

with residents and relevant key informants conducted between 2 and 7 May 2016 as well as between 20 

and 25 March 2017. A team of four ACMS researchers spent ten days in the area and conducted a total of 

35 individual interviews and three focus groups discussions with relevant stakeholders. Participants 

included South Africans and foreign residents as well as key informants including representatives of the 

local authority, community leaders, faith-based, and community based organisations. Secondary literature 

provides additional background and insight. Recognising that perceptions drive social interactions and 

mobilization as much as facts,1 our approach documents and where possible distinguishes between the 

two. 

1.2 Primary Findings and Conclusions 

Like many South African localities, Elim hosts a heterogeneous population with great ethnic, national, 

religious, and linguistic diversity. Diversity and heterogeneity are often associated with social cohesion 

opportunities and challenges. While there are a few opportunities, the study identifies serious social 

cohesion fault lines exposed particularly by negative perceptions and attitudes and repeated incidents of 

violence against outsiders. The following are the main social cohesion challenges and opportunities in Elim:  

1. Socio-economic challenges and hardships: These challenges are an obstacle to building social 

cohesion particularly when blamed on the presence of outsiders. 

2. Negative perceptions towards outsiders: Despite relatively positive social and institutional 

interactions, Elim residents generally harbour negative perceptions towards foreign nationals living 

in their midst. These perceptions are among the underlying causes of the xenophobic violence Elim 

                                                           
1 See for example Misago, J. P. (2011). “Disorder in a Changing Society: Authority and the Micro-Politics of Violence” in Landau, L. B. 

(ed.) Exorcising the Demon Within: Xenophobia, Violence, and Statecraft in Contemporary South Africa. Wits University Press 
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has experienced on a number of occasions. 

3. Trusted local leadership and authority: Elim’s relatively trusted authority and community leadership 

should be a solid building block for sustainable social cohesion as they offer an opportunity to build 

positive social interactions and peaceful coexistence where conflicts are resolved before they 

escalate into individual or group violence.  

4. Xenophobic violence: Different areas in Elim have experienced xenophobic violence on a number of 

occasions. As elsewhere, outsiders’ violent exclusion reveals social cohesion fault lines. 

Unaddressed, these undermine prospects of a better future in terms of social relations and 

peaceful cohabitation not only between locals and foreign nationals but also among local residents. 

To be effective, interventions aimed at promoting social cohesion must tackle these challenges (and others 

detailed in this report) and take advantage of available opportunities.  
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2. BACKGROUND  

Elim is a small town located south of Makhado Local Municipality in northern Limpopo. It is about 120 

kilometres south of Musina, the border town between South Africa and Zimbabwe. Elim (meaning ‘Place of 

God") is known for its hospital, where Swiss doctors and missionaries have worked for over a century. Elim 

boasts a number of tourist attractions (such as the Venda Art Route) and a modern shopping mall (Elim 

Mall)2. 

Image 1: Map of Elim and Surrounding Areas 

 

The research site falls within neighbouring wards 15, 16, and 17. Cumulatively, these wards have a total 

population of 44,404 individuals living in 11,491 households. The area has a size of 318 square kilometres. 

The following table describes the cumulative sociodemographic and socioeconomic characteristics of wards 

15, 16, and 17 based on information from the 2011 South Africa Census and the Independent Electoral 

Commission.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 https://www.sa-venues.com/attractionslm/elim.php 

http://wazimap.co.za/profiles/ward-93404017-ward-17-93404017/
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Table I: Socioeconomic Characteristics of Elim’s Wards 15, 16 and 17 

Variables Characteristics   

Sociodemographic 

Total population 44,089 

Number of house holds 11, 491 

Age 40% of the population are aged between 10-29 years;  
40% are under the age of 18.  

Gender 54% of the population are female;  
46% are male. 

Linguistic Diversity 53% of the population speak Xitsonga at home;  
40% mostly speak Venda at home.  

Ethnic Diversity 99% of the population are Black African.  

Migration 95% of the population were born in South Africa (SA);  
91% were born in Limpopo;  
3% were born outside SA.  

Voter Turnout Of the 14,098 registered voters, nearly 46% voted in the 2016 municipal 
elections 

Voting Patterns  75% voted for the African National Congress (ANC);  
7% voted for the Democratic Alliance (DA);  
6% voted for the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF).  

Socioeconomic 
Employment 38% of the population of workers over the age of 15 are unemployed or 

not economically active.  
Income Levels 11.4% of households have an annual income of R0; 

11% of households have an annual income R5 000 – 10 000;  
22% of households have an annual income of R10 000 -20 000;  
22% of households have an annual income of R20 000 – 40 000.   

Poverty Rate 28% of households have an annual income of below R9,600. 
Education Levels Around 50% completed Grade 9 or higher.  

Household (HH)Types 6% of households are shacks/informal dwellings; 
86% are classified as houses. 

Head of HH 50% of households are headed by women;  
50% are headed by men. 

Service Provision 
    Water 51% of the population receive water from a regional/local service 

provider 
    Electricity 52% of households have electricity for some cooking, heating or lighting; 

32% of households have electricity for all three;  
15% have no electricity. 

    Flush Toilet 21% of the population have access to a flush toilet either with a septic 
tank or connected to sewerage system.  

    Refuse Disposal 15% of the population have access to regular refuse removal by a local 
authority or private company.  
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3. FINDINGS  

3.1 Nature of Community and Social Interactions 

In line with the census data above, respondents described Elim as having a relatively homogenous 

population with pockets of ethnic, national, religious and linguistic diversity. The majority are Black with a 

few Indians and even fewer Whites. The primary ethnic groups are Tsongas followed in proportion by 

Vendas, Shangaans, and Pedis. Foreign nationals include Mozambicans, Zimbabweans, Ethiopians, and 

Somalis. The main languages spoken in the area are Xitsonga followed by Tshivenda and Shona (for 

Zimbabweans). As one local respondent indicated: “Tsonga, Venda and Sepedi are the most spoken 

languages in Elim. There are Black and Indian people, few white people and foreigners. Machangani or 

Tsonga speaking people and Vhavenda originate from Mozambique and Zimbabwe respectively”.3 

Community leaders similarly confirmed the local population’s ethnic and linguistic diversity:  

The dominant groups here are the Tsonga/Shangaan speaking people because this is their area. The 
main languages are Venda and Tsonga but there are also other languages like Zulu, Xhosa and 
Mozambique as well as Shona. The Mozambicans mostly use their language which is more related 
to Tsonga but not exactly the same. We also speak the Zimbabwe language which is Shona, we 
“Taura” with them. There are also a lot of people from outside like Somalis; they come and do their 
businesses here. So that’s why we don’t have problem with them because they are not here to 
engage in criminal activities. They are here to work.4 

Respondents indicated that the main sites of social interactions include churches, community meetings, 

self-help groups (e.g., stokvels), sports, political activities, weddings, funerals, and taverns. Community 

members regularly come together when ward committees or the traditional council call meetings to discuss 

general issues affecting the community. According to respondents, different population groups including 

foreign nationals attend social events and public meetings. One local respondent stated when asked about 

the attendance of public meetings: “Everyone is invited and people do attend the meetings but because 

leaders make empty promises.  Some have stopped attending.”5 Some respondents also indicated that 

public meetings have poor youth attendance because they (the youth) believe such meetings are for the 

elders in communities. 

3.2 Profile of Outsiders 

Elim residents consider foreign nationals, particularly Zimbabweans, as outsiders. In addition to 

Zimbabweans, other foreign nationals are mainly from Mozambique, Malawi, Ethiopia, and Somalia. 

Respondents reported that Mozambicans are now an accepted population group of Elim as they have been 

living there for decades. The Chief has given them land to build houses and settle, and some even accessed 

                                                           
3 Interview with a female South African respondent; Elim, 2 May 2016 
4 Interview with a community leader; Elim, 4 May 2016 
5 Focus group discussion; Elim, 3 May 2016 



 
Elim Social Cohesion Profile | 7 

South African citizenship. Local residents perceive that there are many foreign nationals in the area and 

their numbers continue to increase. One local respondent stated: “There are many Zimbabweans and 

Somalis in the community; the numbers of foreign nationals are increasing always.”6 Regarding their main 

livelihood activities, Zimbabweans and Mozambicans are involved in construction, farm and domestic work. 

Ethiopians and Somalis are involved in retail businesses. It is difficult for most foreign nationals to find 

formal employment due to lack of documents and prevailing economic conditions.  

3.2.1 Social and institutional interactions 

Respondents indicated that foreign nationals generally enjoy good social relations and interactions with 

locals. Foreign nationals and locals help each other when in need and intermarriages are common. One 

foreign respondent expressed views shared by many:  

Foreigners and South Africans live amicably; there are transnational marriages between foreign 
nationals and locals are willing to assist foreign nationals … People do help each other in the 
communities. [For example] there were few learners from Zimbabweans who did not have IDs; they 
got helped by the school principal and few community members to acquire ID documents.7  

A local respondent echoed similar sentiments: “The people in the area know each other, there is a good 

relationship and they respect each other. They assist each other in terms of borrowing each other things. 

There are also a lot of intermarriages.”8 

These social interactions between foreigners and locals take place despite the fact that in the past, the 

Chief had given Mozambicans space to stay on their own, away from the locals. This practice has now been 

discontinued and new arrivals stay within local communities after first registering with local authorities. 

However, its legacy remains. Most Mozambicans still live in a designated section area called Kamdavula as 

one respondent reported: “Mozambicans have been given an area, Kamdavula, where they reside; they 

came to Elim around 1976. And in 1988 they came in numbers up to date.”9 A local community leader 

confirmed:  

[…] Remember that we have a section which is reserved for the foreigners particularly the 
Mozambicans. That really helps us a lot because if we have any problem or maybe one of the 
Mozambican nationals is giving us problems, we are able to go there and tell them because they 
are easily accessible. When we have meetings, we call them in our meetings so that they feel at 
home and more welcomed.10 

Respondents indicated that control and safety for local residents were the main reasons why foreign 

nationals were given their own place to stay. A local community leader responded when asked about the 

reasons behind the practice:  

                                                           
6 Interview with a female South African respondent; Elim, 2 May 2016 
7 Interview with a female Zimbabwean national; Elim, 5 May 2016 
8 Interview with a male South African respondent; Elim, 6 May 2016 
9 Focus group discussion; Elim, 3 May 2016 
10 Interview with a SANCO member; Elim, 4 May 2015 
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We have realized that if we give them their own area they will feel welcomed. If we see one of 
them in our area doing something wrong, we will easily access the person in that area. We know 
very well that if we have a problem with them, we know where to find them. […] Living with them 
in our section, locations or villages will be problematic because if the person becomes a problem to 
us it will be very difficult to locate him but if he is in that area locating him will not be a problem at 
all. When they are in their own area, they form their own committee or structure and they are able 
to discuss issues within their committee and understand that they are given a place to stay and as 
such they must behave and leave peacefully with the local people because one mistake they will be 
taken back. They understand that they are in a foreign land and they should conduct themselves in 
an accepted way. They are able to work and go home wherever they want and come back. They are 
safe and we are also safe.11 

Now that the practice has been discontinued, newcomers not only settle where they like, but locals can 

(and indeed do) also join and live with foreign nationals in what was previously considered as ‘foreign land’. 

A local community leader stated: 

At the beginning, it used to be a Mozambican area but now it is mixed. The reason why it started as 
Mozambican area or why the chief decided to allocate them this land was simply because of their 
behavior. They use to behave like criminals, animals, thugs and our people were not happy with 
them and they could not live with them in the same area. They use to fight and kill each other every 
day and some of the community members did not want to stay with them. So a decision was then 
taken that they should have their own area where they can leave together as Mozambicans and not 
mix with our own people. These people had their own kind of life that some of us did not 
understand. What used to happen previously is that these Mozambicans would be kept here for a 
certain period of time usually 10 years or more and they will be monitored by the local leadership. 
After those years of waiting, it is then that they will be allocated with stands in any village around 
Elim so they can build their own houses. Makulule was like a waiting area so they can be assessed. 
There are those ones who prefer to live here and even after so many years on the waiting area they 
don’t want to be moved. So the area is now mixed and we have Vendas and local Tsonga people 
who move to the area and that’s why we even have a Venda school and Tsonga school.12 

With regard to interactions with institutions of authority and services, respondents reported that foreigners 

have a good relationship with the tribal authority. On arrival they have to register with the authority and 

indicate where they will be staying and they get assisted when in need. One respondent stated: “When a 

foreign national needs a birth certificate, they go to the tribal authority and get documents and take the 

documents to DHA to get IDs.”13  

Foreign nationals also generally enjoy a good relationship with institutions of service provision as they have 

access to basic services such as schools and clinics where they are treated like other local residents. One 

foreign responded stated: “All groups have access to school unlike in the past around 2005. They required 

foreign nationals to go around with their permits. These days they allow everyone to go to school and 

clinics. They do not require documents; foreign nationals go to the Chief for letters of acceptance to attend 
                                                           
11 Interview with local SANCO member; Elim, 4 May 2016 
12 Interview with a local community leader, Elim, 24 March 2017 
13 Focus group discussion; Elim, 3 May 2016 
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schools.”14 There are, however, difficulties caused by lack of documentation: “They [foreigners] have access 

to school and clinics. But learners of a high school going age do not access schools because they do not 

have identity documents. Children of Mozambican immigrants still living in the ‘foreign land’ are 

particularly affected in this regard, as a local community leader indicated: 

Remember that when they [Mozambicans] came here they did not have documents from their side 
[Mozambique] and when they go to Home Affairs for documents like IDs, the Home Affairs will ask 
them about the Mozambican documents which they do not have. So the department is failing to 
assist them in that regard because of unavailability of documents required. These also affect their 
children when they go to school because they don’t have birth certificates, and for the children to 
have birth certificates it starts with the parents, the parents should be having the ID document so 
they can be able to get birth certificate for the children. […] Some of the learners were not allowed 
to write grade 12 exams because they did not have identity documents. I tried to help them but 
failed. Last year I had to take them to Home Affairs for identity documents, so those whose parents 
have IDs were fortunate enough to get help but those whose parents did not have IDs they did not 
succeed.15 

When it comes to housing, the Mozambicans have been given land by the Chief. “They have a place and 

houses and they have access to social grants.”16 Similarly, most foreign nationals cannot access formal 

employment due to lack of documents although formal employment is, de facto, a limited option for 

everyone in the area.  

Foreign nationals also indicated that although they have a relatively good relationship with the local 

authority, their public participation is limited. They attend public meetings but they cannot freely express 

their concerns as organisers pay more attention to locals with anti-foreigner sentiments. One foreign 

respondent stated when asked whether he attended public meetings:  

I do attend the meetings but when it comes to raising issues, I do not raise the issues because I feel 
like we not supposed to. The organizers of the meetings make it difficult for us to raise the issues; 
the organizers are listening to members of the community who do not accept foreign nationals. As 
a foreign national, I don’t feel like I have rights to complain. The main reason is that I do not have 
ID or grade 12. This makes us feel excluded. Sometimes the tribal members go around calling the 
people to attend the meeting; we attend the meeting but we do not ask questions or raise issues 
because we do not feel comfortable.17  

Foreign business owners also complained about selective enforcement of by-laws by the police. In 2012, a 

province-initiated crackdown on illegal businesses, known as ‘Operation Hardstick,’ was used by the police 

to target foreign owned businesses. Observers and migrant organisations referred to the operation, which 

                                                           
14 Interview with a male former Mozambican national, now a citizen; 5 May 2016 
15 Interview with a local community leader, Elim, 24 March 2017 
16 Interview with a female South African respondent; Elim, 5 May 2016 
17 Interview with a female Zimbabwean national; Elim, 5 May 2016 
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led to 600 foreign-owned businesses closing and stock confiscated, as ‘institutional xenophobia.’18 They 

challenged its legality in court and in 2014, the supreme court of appeal found the operation unlawful.19 

3.2.2 Predominant community perceptions about outsiders  

Despite the relatively strong social and instructional relations described above, many respondents indicated 

that local residents generally hold negative perceptions and attitudes towards foreign nationals. These are 

particularly acute regarding Zimbabweans who are perceived to be criminals, thieves, murderers and 

rapists. One local respondent made his feeling very clear: “They [foreigners] are taking our opportunities, 

they are stealing our women, they are killing our businesses, they are cheap labour, they are criminals, they 

are murderers, they are poor and uneducated, and they are bad company”.20 Another local respondent 

echoed similar sentiments:  

People see cheap labour when they see Zimbabweans. The elite see thieves when they see 
Zimbabweans. The foreign nationals have different characters. Ethiopians sell products which are 
not approved by SABS, they can kill people with those products. One person can kill many South 
Africans because they feed communities. They have killed the business of black people because 
they sell cheap quality products while the black people were selling quality products. Black people 
did not have access to the products they sell. The government of SA is corrupt. […] they offer 
credits on their products, this is one of the factors which destroyed the business of the black 
people.21 

 
Many other respondents indicated Zimbabweans are particularly perceived negatively in the area. One 

local respondent for examples stated: “People do not trust Zimbabweans in the communities. They think 

their property will be stolen when they see Zimbabweans. They do not have problems with other foreign 

nationals.”22 

Foreign nationals living in the area are well aware of those negative perceptions. One foreign respondent 

stated: “Some people do not even know that we are from Zimbabwe. It depends on the way you treat 

yourself. But many local people say we are thugs, we are taking their jobs, we are primitive and we come 

from a poor country.”23 Asked what he thought were the origins of such perceptions, the same respondent 

indicated that locals often generalise when individual foreign nationals commit crime or other undesirable 

behaviours. In his words: “Some foreigners do steal. If I have a trouble-maker brother or a prostitute sister, 

the community would view me as one of them. So when people see us, they see bad company. We are the 

same in their eyes.”24 

                                                           
18 http://www.sowetanlive.co.za/news/2014/09/20/operation-hardstick-challenged 
19 http://www.lhr.org.za/news/2014/sca-upholds-appeal-somali-association-south-africa-5-others-v-ledet-minister-police-minist 
20 Interview with a male South African resident; Elim, 3 May 2016 
21 Focus group discussion; Elim, 3 May 2016 
22 Interview with a female South African respondent; Elim, 5 May 2016 
23 Interview with a male Zimbabwean national; Elim, 4 May 2016 
24 Ibid 
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Some local respondents believe that foreign nationals, particularly those in the area illegally, often engage 

in criminal activities because they have no other way to survive. One of them stated:  

Remember we have two groups of foreigners here; we have the legal ones and the ones who are 
not here legally. I think the legal ones are the ones who deserve the services. If they did not come 
through Home Affairs they are not supposed to be here in our village. Note that when the local 
government is giving services they give services according to the available number which is counted 
and known. Even at the municipality they have our statistics. If you go to Mpeni you will find lot of 
Somalis which the Chief is not even aware of their availability, they are not registered anywhere at 
all. The crime is very high there because those Somalis they close their shops late. […] These 
foreigners come here and they have nothing to eat and nowhere to sleep and they have to make a 
means, they commit crime to survive. […]The challenges we are facing here are related to 
foreigners who do not have a place to stay and not registered. They are not known and they target 
our community members. The people are raped and robbed and there is nothing you can do 
because these people are not known because they speak Venda but you can hear that the person is 
not from here.25 

In sum, despite relatively positive social and institutional interactions, Elim residents generally harbour 

negative perceptions towards foreign nationals living in their midst. These negative perceptions are 

evidently not only a symptom of poor cohesion but are also an obstacle to building sustainable social 

cohesion and peaceful cohabitation between locals and outsiders. Indeed, as will be discussed in following 

sections; they are one of the main underlying causes of xenophobic violence Elim has experienced on a 

number of occasions.  

3.3 Livelihoods and Socio-Economic Conditions  

Respondents described Elim residents’ main livelihood activities as including formal employment (as 

teachers, nurses, workers in government service delivery projects, employee in local private businesses and 

companies, drivers, etc.), informal trading, and casual labour. They also indicated many local residents are 

unemployed and survive on informal trading or support from family members or social grants. Some 

respondents estimated that more than 50% of residents in certain areas are unemployed. A Ward 16 

resident stated: “More than 50% of the community members are unemployed; most people are educated 

but unfortunately they cannot secure employment.”26 Respondents indicated many youths were moving 

out of the area due to lack of employment opportunities and shortages of stands or residential land.  

Respondents further believe that the high unemployment rate explains the area’s high and rising crime. 

One local respondent stated:  

There are no jobs here. Some are self-employed. I wish government can come up with projects in 
which it will employ people. […] The problem we have is lack of jobs, there are no jobs here and 
that is the reason why there is crime. When people go to work, those who are not working break in 

                                                           
25 Interview with a male South African respondent; Elim, 7 May 2016 
26 Interview with a female South African respondent; Elim, 2 May 2016 
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to their houses and steal and when you check what has been stolen you find that is only food, that 
really shows that the person was hungry.27 

In addition to high unemployment and crime rates; poor service delivery is another major challenge facing 

Elim residents. More specific complaints centre on water scarcity and poor sanitation, poor housing and 

poor road infrastructure. Indeed, respondents indicated that many residents do not have running water 

and depend on rivers for laundry and wells for drinking water. They indicated that water is a huge problem 

in the communities. Some residents pay about R2 to those with boreholes in the communities for 20 litres 

of water. Pit latrines are the type of toilets most residents use. A focus group discussion highlighted these 

challenges:  

Lack of water is the most stressing challenge in Elim; the boreholes are not working now. The ones 
which work now do not supply some communities in the area. Poor materials are used to fix the 
boreholes; after few weeks the boreholes are broken again. […] Roads are bad and crime rate is 
high in the area. People commit crime when everyone in the communities went to school or work. 
When it comes to road maintenance, there is no machine in Elim; the machine is borrowed from 
Vhembe municipality. These machines have limited time in Elim and thus the work is not done 
properly. But in Vhembe the roads are good because they always have the machines. Venda people 
develop the Venda area not the Elim area. The Venda areas always have water but the Tsongas 
areas do not. […] Basic services in the area are provided to the Venda people because they are in 
the leadership. 28 

Another local respondent shared similar views:  

There is no water is the community, people buy from those with boreholes for R2 per 20L. The 
housing condition is bad at home, we have not received RDP house from government. It is 
important that everyone in the community should have access to basic services, because if they do 
not have which means the kids won’t eat and everyone struggles. […] Members of the community 
sell traditional beers but most are unemployed. The housing conditions of the people is bad, the 
houses are built with loamy mud materials. [..] Road conditions are bad; at time it is difficult to 
cross the river because criminals attack us there. […] Unemployment is very high; if there are jobs 
many social problems can disappear.29 

Another respondent indicated that poor roads and inadequate sanitation services were putting residents’ 

health at risk. “The problem we are facing is of poor roads; those who are supposed to come fetch the 

dustbins from municipality do not come because they say the truck can’t go on the roads. Our health is at 

risk because there is an issue of sewages which blocked long ago and when we report to the municipality 

they just say they will come and end up not coming.”30 The local Chief admitted service delivery in the area 

was indeed poor. He responded when asked about the main problems faced by residents in the area: 

“Service delivery, the government is not doing enough. There is the element of corruption. As leaders we 

                                                           
27 Interview with a local SANCO member; Elim, 4 May 2014 
28 Focus group discussion; Elim, 3 May 2016 
29 Interview with a female South African respondent; Elim, 5 May 2016 
30 Focus group discussion; Elim, 6 May 2016 
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are dealing with issues being raised.”31 

3.4 Community Leadership and Conflict Resolution 

3.4.1 Leadership structures and their relationships with communities 

Respondents indicated the dominant leadership structure is the Njakanjaka tribal authority as one 

respondent stated: “There is a traditional authority in the area. They control everything and resolve all 

problems in the area.”32 The tribal authority consists of headmen and a Chief and is the primary authority in 

the area. One local resident described community leadership in the following words: “There are headmen. 

All headmen report at the Chief. These headmen are appointed by Chief Njakanjaka. The headmen have 

the luxury to make different rules in their respective villages; however, they cannot undermine the Chief’s 

authority. Last month, my area was declared a well-run village by the Chief.”33  

Other important leadership/authority structures include the ANC-led ward councils and committees, SAPS, 

CPF, SANCO and political parties including ANC, EFF, and DA. A focus group discussion described how these 

different structures work: 

In ward 17 there are ward committee members who report to the councillor or tribal council if 
there are things which need to be fixed or addressed. These types of structures also exist in ward 
16 and the only difference is that in ward 17 there is a tribal council and ward 16 is more like a 
township and there is SANCO. SANCO represent the communities there. Structures such as ANCYL 
and ANCWL exist but not that active but SANCO is more active in terms of ensuring that services 
are delivered in the communities.34  

Respondents indicated these leadership structures get along with each other and work well together 

towards common goals. One respondent stated: “They get along well, all the organizations are aligned to 

the ANC. SANCO is a body of the ANC. SANCO reports to the ANC. ANC and tribal authority understand each 

other; they collaborate.”35 Other respondents shared similar views: “The chief invites all headmen, 

councillors and SANCO leaders for a meeting. It then becomes headmen and SANCO’s responsibility to 

disseminate the information to community members. The relationship is good.”36 A CPF member was also 

happy with the good working relationship among local structures. He stated: “The relationship is very good 

because the Chief always meet with the councillors and the chairperson of the CPF is allowed to attend the 

meeting; then after their meetings the councillors will come and engage us.”37 When conflicts arise among 

members of different structures, the Chief is always there to resolve them. He stated: “Some people from 

different structures do not get along. It is a matter of people not appreciating the other person’s position. 

                                                           
31 Interview with the local Chief; Elim, 7 May 2016 
32 Interview with a male Ethiopian respondent; Elim, 6 May 2016 
33 Interview with a local SANCO leader; Elim, 3 May 2016 
34 Focus group discussion; Elim, 3 May 2016 
35 Ibid 
36 Interview with a local SANCO leader; Elim, 3 May 2016 
37 Interview with a CPF member; Elim, 2 May 2016 
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There are those who claim to have more power than others. I am the one who advises people on how to 

deal with situations or conflicts.”38 

In addition to working well together, these leadership structures have a solid relationship with the 

communities they represent. Indeed, respondents indicated that most residents appear to trust their 

leadership structures. The traditional authority, the most powerful structure in the area, holds much 

influence in decision making and commands respect. With the exception of some township residents, most 

local residents also trust ward councillors who work closely with the Chief. When leaders call for public 

meetings, residents attend in big numbers. One local respondent stated: “Residents trust the ward 

committee because they continue voting them to power. They also trust the police and they are 

responsive. The traditional authority controls everything in the area and is trusted.”39 Foreign respondents 

indicated that foreigners generally trust the Chief more than the ward councillors. They say that the Chief is 

more responsive in assisting foreign nationals while the councillors listen to the community members who 

want foreigners chased away.  

However, respondents indicated that, in certain areas, they were not entirely satisfied with the police work. 

The Chief for example indicated that the police do not have crime completely under control. In his words:  

It depends on the location the person is calling the police from for them to respond quickly or 
slowly. They do not exactly have crime under control but there are communities which have their 
own CPF so that they can respond to crime matters when police are not there. The community is 
not satisfied with how police are handling certain matters. 

The CPF attributes such community dissatisfaction with the police to the lack of clear understating of the 

police work and the judicial process. One local CPF member stated:  

You will get different answers from different community members. Some will tell you that the 
police do not respond when you call them but for me who is involved with the police all the time I 
know and understand what is going on at the police station. Remember as a community member 
when you go to police station you find that the vehicles are available but they are going to work. It 
is all because they work in shift. […] When we go to the Imbizos we educate people about the 
processes. When a criminal is arrested, remember there are two departments involved, Saps and 
Justice. A person cannot stay in holding cells for more than 24 hours, and when that person goes to 
court and the magistrate grants the person a bail, when the community sees that person they start 
saying the police did not do their job. So as a structure it is our responsibility to educate these 
community members.40 

3.4.2 Conflict resolution mechanisms 

According to respondents, leadership structures work together to effectively resolve conflicts that arise in 

communities. The local Chief meets with the community leadership structures every month to discuss 
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conflicts and other issues affecting residents. Leadership structures then organise regular public meetings 

in which residents discuss solutions to issues including conflicts in communities. Individuals with conflicts 

first approach their nearest community leader, be it a headman, induna or a ward committee member, for 

help. A local respondent stated: “Conflicts are reported to the induna. The induna calls the people in 

conflicts and then resolves the matter. Community members report to the induna if there is a conflict with 

a neighbour.”41 Community leaders refer complex matters or conflicts they are not able to resolve to higher 

or more competent authority structures. One respondent described the local conflict resolution channel: 

“Headman to tribal authority to chief to royal. It depends on the complexity of the matter, but it all starts 

with the headman and he fails to deal with the matter, it is then taken through that channel. The 

mechanism is very effective. If you report some matters at SAPS, they refer you back to the headman”.42 

Residents entrust CPF and SAPS to deal with crime although sometimes they use mob justice to punish 

suspected criminals. Respondents indicated indeed that sometimes, community members do not report 

crime to the police but rather take the law into their own hands, using violence to resolve crime in 

communities. One local resident responded when asked how residents deal with crime in the area:  

People sometimes take the law into their own hands and beat the victims. Vigilantism is a good way 
of resolving crime. It is a good way of resolving crime because they [criminals] will not return next 
time. The community organizes themselves and beat the victims to death and calls the police 
afterwards. So, yes violence is sometimes used to solve problems related to crime.43  

Echoing the views above, another local resident believed that, while not legal, mob justice is effective in 

dealing with crime. He stated: “Community members organize themselves and beat the victim accused of 

crime. […] The mechanism is not legal but it works because if you are beaten when you come back from the 

hospital you cannot attempt to steal again.”44 Some respondents however did not agree that mob justice is 

appropriate because oftentimes people are wrongly accused of a crime and assaulted. One respondent 

stated: “These mechanisms are not effective because sometimes they beat the wrong person.”45 

Trusted community leadership and conflict resolution mechanisms are perhaps among the reasons why the 

area does not have a history of chronic group tensions and violence experienced in other areas where such 

mechanisms are absent. Indeed, with the exception of bouts of violence against foreign nationals (see 

details under in the next section), respondents reported that the area has no history of serious group 

tensions and violence. There are sometimes disputes between Tsongas and Vendas but they rarely result in 

tribal violence as one local respondent stated: “No incidence of group violence in the area. There are 

conflicts between the Tsongas and Vendas because these tribes are not integrated but they do not result in 
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violence.”46 That said however, mob justice remains a serious threat to social cohesion because the same 

logic is used in violent attacks on foreign nationals because a few among them are suspected criminals.   

3.5 Violence against Outsiders: Profile, Organisation, Logics, Purpose, Responses and Implications 

3.5.1 Profile of the violence 

Elim has experienced bouts of violence against foreign nationals in 2009 and twice in 2015. In 2009, 

community members of Mpheni village attacked Zimbabweans after accusing them of being responsible for 

the murder of a local resident. In 2015, Zimbabweans were attacked and chased out of the community of 

Vleifontein after a Zimbabwean national allegedly stabbed a local to death. Instead of allowing the police 

and the justice system to deal with the suspect, the community demanded that all Zimbabweans leave the 

area. In the same year (2015), furious community members attacked foreign business owners and their 

businesses after a Somali shop owner allegedly killed a local and ran away. Residents then attacked all 

foreigners, looted their businesses and chased them away. During the melee they demanded foreigners “to 

go back to where they came from”. Somalis, Ethiopians and other foreign business owners ran to the local 

police station for safety. Respondents shared what they remembered of those episodes of violence. 

Members of a focus group for example stated:  

Local people accused the Zimbabweans of theft and Somalis of taking over the businesses. This 
resulted in violence in Mpeni area of Elim. The community attacked the Zimbabweans and Somalis 
and chased them out of the community. […] The police got involved and protected the foreign 
nationals against the violence. […] Zimbabweans were also accused of taking the jobs because they 
charge low wages for services they provide. 47 

Similarly, another respondent indicated Zimbabweans were attacked because one of them was caught with 

stolen property and local residents were convinced he got help with his fellow countrymen:  

Members of the community suspected that a Zimbabweans was stealing property from the locals. 
When they went to the place where the suspect stayed they found stolen property. They 
community members said it is impossible that one person could have stolen the goods by himself; 
they then unanimously chased all the Zimbabweans out of their community. […] The matter was 
reported to the induna, the induna then advised the landlord to chase the people away from the 
community. [….] The purpose of the attacks was to show the perpetrators that those criminal 
activities are not accepted in the community.48 

During the violence, foreign nationals were beaten and their houses burned as one respondent stated:  

The locals beat foreigners and burn their houses. The violence happened after the locals identified 
the perpetrators of crime in the area as Zimbabweans. Locals were saying that foreigners targeted 
locals who go to work early in the morning and rob them off their belongings and steal their money 
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and some of the locals were stabbed. The police were informed and they searched for the criminals 
but they were not successful. For example, they could be patrolling in one area while the incident 
happens in the other area.49  

Another local responded indicated that the killing of a local resident sparked violence against foreign 

nationals: “In Elim we don’t attack foreigners but it once happened long ago though it did not appear in the 

papers. It happened in 2009 in Ward 16 that a foreigner killed a South African citizen and the citizens 

picked a fight against the foreigners and then the police came to protect the person who killed someone.”50 

3.5.2 Organization and mobilization for violence  

According to some respondents, some SANCO members were behind the 2015 violence because they 

“were not satisfied with the way in which the problem of the foreigner killing a local person was 

handled.”51 One local resident responded when asked who instigated the violence: “The community met 

and there was a leader who convinced the members that they have to chase out the Zimbabweans and 

Somalis in the Elim community.”52 

The Chief, together with other community leadership structures, protected foreigners and some SANCO 

members were not happy about it. The chief of Njankanjaka had called a meeting with all local leaders to 

discuss the problem and to prevent/stop attacks of foreigners generally. In other instances; angry 

community members start the violence and ask others to join in. One foreign respondent and victim of the 

violence stated:  

In a beer hall a group of people fought with Zimbabweans. Then a Zimbabwean national stabbed a 
Venda person. The news spread in the community that a Zimbabwean killed a South African then 
the community members were organized and confronted all the Zimbabweans in the community 
and beat them up. Angry community members went door to door recruiting other members to 
chase the Zimbabweans out of the community. All Zimbabweans were accused of criminal acts in 
the area. Some of the victims of violence passed away some ran away and have not returned. Some 
are disabled now.53 

Local community leaders confirmed that locals reacted with violence to the killing of a local resident by a 

foreign national and wanted to chase all foreigners away and it was difficult to identify the organisers. A 

local CPF member responded when asked who decided that foreigners should be attacked:  

You will never say or know who said they must be beaten. At Rivoni an Ethiopian killed a South 
African and the whole community said they must go; they should leave the village for good. So the 
other Ethiopian community members went to the police and said they will make sure that they find 
the person and bring him back to the police and indeed they found him and brought him back to 
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the police station. Those Ethiopian are able to guide each other and tell their friends that they are 
here to work. Those foreign nationals who were a problem to the community abusing the women 
and raping them are no longer available, they are gone, and it is their fellow foreign brothers who 
told them to leave, not the community.54 

3.5.3 Logics, underlying causes and triggers of the violence 

Underlying causes of violent attacks on foreign nationals in Elim include negative attitudes and strong 

resentment towards foreign nationals due to the social ills they are associated with. Locals’ lack or limited 

success in livelihood activities has led to a huge dislike of foreign nationals by some locals. Foreign nationals 

are more skilled, which gives them a competitive advantage when it comes to opportunities (self-

employment or jobs) in the area. Most locals resent such competition. Respondents believe that the 

increasing influx of foreign nationals into the area engenders resented competition for scarce resources 

and opportunities and is therefore one of the main underlying causes of tensions and violence. 

As discussed in the previous sections, individual criminal behaviours (real or suspected) and/or personal 

conflicts are usually the precipitants of violence against foreign nationals in the area as they occur in a 

context of existing tensions (between locals and foreigners). Individual behaviours are attributed to the 

entire group(s) and sometimes groups of foreigners get attacked because individuals from their groups 

were accused of crimes they did or did not commit. One foreign respondent stated when asked what 

triggered the violence she was the victim of: “The immediate cause of the violence is the incidence which 

happened in a beer hall; where a Zimbabwean stabbed a Venda person which a knife”.55  

The discussion in the previous sections makes it clear that the main motive of the violence in the area was 

to remove unwanted foreign nationals and by doing so get rid of the socio-economic ills with which they 

are associated. 

3.5.4 Return, reintegration and perspectives on future interactions 

Respondents indicated that while some relocate to other nearby locations as a result of the violence, most 

displaced foreign nationals usually come back after the situation has calmed down. Indeed, displaced 

business owners came back after the funeral of the killed local person and after paying for funeral 

expenses. The Chief and community leaders organise public meetings to stop violence and diffuse tensions. 

One local resident responded when asked what happened to the victims of the violence: “What happened 

is that the foreigners who were attacked came back but the one who killed a person didn’t come back.”56 A 

foreign respondent agreed saying: “Few of the victims came back to the communities and some did not 
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come back. Because I’m in the business I do interact with the people. Some locals do ask for forgiveness.”57 

Respondents indicated however that returnees and foreign nationals in general in the area have safety 

concerns and live in fear that violence might happen again. In particular, victims of past violence do not feel 

safe as negative perceptions and strong resentment persist. They believe most locals do not like and will 

never accept them. One foreign responded stated: “Well we do have that fear because people particularly 

who are business people around complain and say the foreigners take their businesses and they had to 

close down their businesses because of foreigners.”58 Another foreign resident expressed similar views 

when asked about their current concerns: “Living in fear, being accused of things I didn’t do in the 

community. I do not feel safe in the community because of the brutality I experienced. It is difficult to live 

in the community. The underlying causes of violence in the communities are unemployed people. The 

unemployed people are the ones causing all the problems.”59  

Local respondents similarly indicated that tensions between locals and foreigners still exist and some 

foreign nationals do not feel welcome in some communities. One local respondent stated: “There is a 

tension between foreigners, particularly Zimbabweans and locals. The Zimbabweans feel unwelcome in the 

area after the incidence.”60 

With regard to future interactions, while most respondents (both local and foreign) believe that violence 

has made prospects of positive social relations and peaceful cohabitation between locals and foreigners 

even more tenuous, some argue that past incidents of xenophobic violence may have made a positive 

contribution to social cohesion in some communities. One local respondent for example stated when asked 

how locals currently feel about living with foreigners:  

Since xenophobia took place it made people to reunite, we are now living in peace and I am now 
able to speak Shona. Looking at the history of South Africa, our leaders ran to the foreign countries 
during the time of apartheid. I think we are having freedom today because when they ran to the 
outside countries they were welcomed and then they came back to continue with the struggle until 
we found freedom. I think living with them is the great thing because we share ideas and values 
which enhance our day-to-day lifestyle.61 

Not everybody however shares this perspective. Most respondents indicated that xenophobic violence has 

made social interactions even more difficult not only because it has entrenched a climate of suspicion and 

fear among foreign nationals but also because it divides local communities. One local respondent stated 

when asked about the social consequences of violence against foreign nationals in the area: “It [violence] 

divides the communities and creates tensions among local residents because some community members 
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are not involved in the fights.”62 For other local residents, peaceful cohabitation between locals and 

foreigners will not be possible unless proper immigration regulations are introduced and implemented. One 

local respondent stated:  

These tensions will remain… the foreign nationals migrating to Elim areas must be regulated. 
Government money is being wasted on people who do not have Identity documents. The social 
institutions are overcrowded but the locals do get help at the moment. The Zimbabweans bring 
cheap cigarettes in the country and these products are sold at low prices which really affects 
businesses in South Africa.63  

In sum, the discussion above indicates that violence against outsiders and its underlying and immediate 

causes are visible symptoms of social cohesion fault lines not only between locals and foreign nationals but 

also among local residents themselves. 

4. CONCLUSIONS: SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 

Like many South African localities, Elim hosts a heterogeneous population with great ethnic, national, 

religious, and linguistic diversity. Diversity and heterogeneity are often associated with social cohesion 

opportunities and challenges. While there are a few opportunities, the study identifies serious social 

cohesion fault lines exposed particularly by negative perceptions and attitudes and repeated incidents of 

violence against outsiders. The following are the main social cohesion challenges and opportunities in Elim:  

1. Socio-economic challenges and hardships: Elim residents face significant challenges in terms of 

unemployment, poverty and poor service delivery. These challenges are an obstacle to building 

social cohesion because local residents often blame their hardships on outsiders whose presence is 

associated with illegitimate competition for scarce resources and opportunities. 

2. Negative perceptions towards outsiders: Despite relatively positive social and institutional 

interactions, Elim residents generally harbour negative perceptions towards foreign nationals living 

in their midst. These negative perceptions are evidently not only a symptom of poor cohesion but 

are also an obstacle to building sustainable social cohesion and peaceful cohabitation between 

locals and outsiders. They are indeed one of the main underlying causes of the xenophobic violence 

Elim has experienced on a number of occasions. 

3. Trusted local leadership and authority: Elim’s relatively trusted authority and community leadership 

should be a solid building block for sustainable social cohesion as they offer an opportunity to build 

positive social interactions and peaceful coexistence where conflicts are resolved before they 

escalate into individual or group violence. That said, the lack of trust in the police and justice 

system remains a serious threat to social cohesion. There are instances where it leads to mob 
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justice whose same logic is used for attacks against outsiders associated with criminality and most 

other social ills in the area’s different communities. Some members of local leadership structures 

also undermine social cohesion when they engage in mob justice; instigate violence against 

outsiders; and/or limit outsiders’ public participation. 

4. Xenophobic violence: Different areas in Elim have experienced xenophobic violence on a number of 

occasions. Among the multiple underlying causes and triggers of the violence are the negative 

perceptions that particularly link locals’ socio-economic ills with the presence of outsiders, 

individual behaviours and personal conflicts, as well as mobilisation by local, political and economic 

players. As elsewhere, outsiders’ violent exclusion reveals social cohesion fault lines. Unaddressed, 

these undermine prospects of a better future in terms of social relations and peaceful cohabitation 

not only between locals and foreign nationals but also among local residents. 

To be effective, interventions aimed at promoting social cohesion must tackle these challenges (and others 

detailed in this report) and take advantage of available opportunities.  
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