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Citizens in action: the year in protest
About this report
Each year the CIVICUS State of Civil Society Report examines the major events that have involved and affected civil society around the world. We seek to 
celebrate our achievements as civil society, identify the challenges we have faced and assess how recent events have impacted on civil society, as well as how 
civil society has responded to them. This section of the report looks at the impacts and challenges of protest movements. Other sections discuss the current 
crisis of democracy and its implications for civil society, the freedom of expression as a vital part of the space for civil society,  and the international-level 
actions of civil society.

Our report is of, from and for civil society. As well as the four parts of our year in review, our report has a special section on this year’s theme, civil society and 
the private sector, including 27 guest contributions from civil society activists, leaders, experts and stakeholders, and a thematic essay that draws from those 
contributions. This report is also informed by responses to our annual survey of members of our Affinity Group of National Associations (AGNA), made up of 
national and regional-level civil society coordination and membership bodies, and a series of interviews with members of our alliance who were close to the 
year’s major stories. We are very grateful to all our contributors for their efforts in helping to develop this report.

Protest as democratic dissent
In turbulent times, citizens speak out. The past year, as every year of this decade, was again characterised by sustained surges of protest in countries 
all around the world. Those covered below are merely some of many. The last year showed that protests will continue to be a key means by which 
citizens express dissent and demand change.

What the examples offered below should make clear is that protest is normal. No society is perfect, and so protest happens. Protests call attention to 
failures, and these are usually failures of the state. Citizens use protests to highlight governance deficits, rights abuses and the state’s failures to meet 
their essential needs. Protests give notice to power-holders that they must take citizens’ complaints more seriously. In a participatory democracy, 
dissent should be heard and lead to policy dialogue.

In the past year, many protests have focused on issues of women’s rights. They have come in response to the misogynist turn taken by contemporary 
politics in many contexts, as discussed in part one of this review, as well as against ingrained cultures of sexism. More broadly, protests have mobilised 
as part of the response that critiques and resists the new wave of populist leaders that have come to power in several countries. In some cases, as in 
protests against US President Donald Trump’s policies, and protests for women’s rights in Latin America, movements have crossed national boundaries 
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to inspire mobilisations in multiple countries. International Women’s Day, 8 March 2017, brought these two trends together 
when women went on strike in the USA and in countries on every inhabited continent, highlighting issues such as wage 
inequality, the political underrepresentation of women and sexual and reproductive rights.

It is important not to see protests as occurrences that are somehow abnormal. They entail the straightforward exercise of a 
human right – the right to peaceful assembly – that is guaranteed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. At the same 
time, protests may be indicative of a major governance dysfunction, and of poor quality space for civil society, otherwise known 
as civic space. They can signal that something is badly wrong.

The example of Ethiopia, discussed below, shows that even when civic space is tightly constrained, mass protests can still 
break out. In such cases, they do so because other participation routes, such as voting in elections or joining civil society 
organisations (CSOs), are blocked or so constrained as to be meaningless, meaning that protests become the only way that 
citizens can express dissent. Disaffected citizens may get to the point where their frustration is such that their risk thresholds 
fall and they become more prepared to accept the dangers of detention, injury and death; they face higher risks because 
when protests break out in conditions of restricted civic space the dangers are greater, since security forces are closely linked 
to state repression and are often able to act with impunity.

Overall, however, the need is to assert that a level of protest is an indicator of a healthy society, and that dissent is an essential 
part of a participatory democratic process. Protests are a means by which ideas are advanced and discourse developed.  The 
willingness of a state to accept and enable protest should therefore be seen as a benchmark test of a state’s respect for democracy 
and human rights. And yet protests find themselves on the frontline of the global attack on civic space.

Restrictions on protests
Protests are targeted because they offer arenas where grievances are aired and difficult questions asked, and are done 
publicly and visibly in ways that can make power-holders feel insecure, embarrass states and risk harming their international 
reputations. The increased proliferation of mobile and social media has raised the stakes of protest: it has made the 
organisation and promotion of protest easier, but it has made states fear exposure more. This means that in several cases 
discussed below, it is not only protesters who have experienced harassment and restriction, but also journalists who are 
simply trying to do their job of reporting on protests and policing: attacks on the freedom of assembly and freedom of 
expression, covered in part two of this review, go hand in hand.

PROTESTS ARE 

A MEANS BY 

WHICH IDEAS 

ARE ADVANCED 

AND DISCOURSE 

DEVELOPED

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-womens-day-usa-idUSKBN16F19D
https://monitor.civicus.org/country/united-states-america
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/08/international-womens-day-women-close-schools-occupy-farms-and-go-on-strike
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights
https://monitor.civicus.org/country/ethiopia
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/apr/10/protesting-cnd-iraq-opinion
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Recent research from 22 countries that took part in the Enabling Environment National Assessment (EENA) process, 
national-level civil society self-assessments that applied a methodology developed by CIVICUS and the International 
Center for Not-for-Profit Law (ICNL), identifies some common tactics of restriction.1 The EENA research suggests 
that states can, broadly, be separated into two camps: those that have notification regimes for peaceful assemblies, 
including protests, in which organisers must merely notify the authorities of a planned event, and those with approval 
regimes, in which permission must be given by the authorities before a protest can proceed. For example, the EENA 
research records that approval must be sought in Honduras and Uganda, and in Tajikistan, where the authorities can 
change the date, timing and location of events.

However, the research recognises that even in countries that are supposed to have notification regimes, authorities often 
exceed their power and impose conditions and limitations on assemblies. This is noted, for example, in Burkina Faso, 
Cambodia, Cameroon, South Africa  and Zambia. Often the challenge here comes from local-level authorities that take on 
excessive powers.

In several countries, including Tajikistan and several Latin American countries discussed below, laws have been passed 
or proposed in recent years to make it harder for citizens to use popular protest tactics such as occupying public space, 
blocking roads and wearing masks. Further, penalties for violations of laws by assembly organisers can be excessive: 
organisers may be blamed for any infringement by participants, a challenge noted in Burkina Faso, Jordan and South 
Africa, and there may be harsh and broad provisions for fines and jail sentences, a concern in Cameroon, Honduras, India, 
Jordan and Zambia. These dangers were exemplified in Lebanon in January 2017, when the state used military courts to 
try 14 people who organised 2015’s ‘You Stink’ protests against poor governance and corruption.

The EENA research also highlights how decisions on whether assemblies can proceed may be made on political grounds: 
it is observed that in Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Cameroon, South Africa and Zambia, assemblies that adopt positions 
supportive of the state or ruling parties rarely meet with the same levels of obstruction as those that raise issues to which 
the state and ruling party is opposed. This is also seen in South Korea, discussed below.

IIn some EENA countries, a particular challenge around holding LGBTI assemblies was reported, notably in Nigeria, Uganda 
and Zambia. In Uganda, the police denied repeated attempts to hold an LGBTI pride parade in 2016: in August 2016, they 
arrested around 20 people, with reports of beatings and sexual assaults, at an LGBTI fashion show in the capital, Kampala. 

1 The 22 EENA countries were: Benin, 
Bolivia, Brazil, Burkina Faso, Cambodia, 
Cameroon, Colombia, Honduras, India, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Mexico, Mozambique, 
Nepal, Nigeria, Panama, the Philippines, 
South Africa, Tajikistan, Tunisia, Uganda 
and Zambia. Assessments took place 
between 2013 and 2016.

http://civicus.org/index.php/eena-country
http://freeassembly.net/news/south-africa-amicus
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2017/01/30/live-activists-lebanon-protest-against-military-court-prosecution-protestors
http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/lebanon-military-court-1.3969478
http://www.lgbtqnation.com/2016/08/ugandan-police-break-gay-pride-event-arrest-20-people
http://mg.co.za/article/2016-08-08-police-whip-and-arrest-lgbti-people-halting-ugandas-gay-pride-pageant-and-march
http://chapterfouruganda.com/articles/2016/08/05/civil-society-human-rights-activists-condemn-ugandan-police-attack-lawful-lgbti
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This led to the postponement of the planned parade. A further attempt to hold a pride parade in nearby 
Entebbe the following month was halted by armed police, who insisted that the gathering was illegal. The 
Minister for Ethics and Integrity had earlier threatened to have mobs attack participants.

As well as restrictions in laws and regulations, security force violence is often a problem. CIVICUS research 
conducted with the leaders and active members of three ongoing protest movements, in Bahrain, Chile and 
Uganda, identifies the tactics most commonly used to restrict protests. The first-ranked challenge is the 
excessive use of force by the state against protesters, followed by the arbitrary arrest of protesters and the 
introduction of laws that restrict the freedom of assembly. The EENA research also suggests that excessive 
force is a widespread challenge, with reports of state violence in a wide range of countries, including Bolivia, 
Brazil, Cambodia, Lebanon, Mozambique, Nigeria, South Africa, Tunisia, Uganda and Zambia. The EENA 
research also notes that the police have wide powers to break up assemblies in some countries, including 
Honduras, Jordan, Mexico and Tajikistan. Accusations that the authorities sometimes use acts of provocation 
to stimulate violence as a pretext for suppressing protest were made in Burkina Faso, Cambodia and Nigeria. 
A lack of proper investigation of security force violence, noted for example in Cambodia, Tunisia and Uganda, 
is a further challenge that fuels impunity.

The CIVICUS Monitor indicates that excessive force is most often used against protests when people come 
together to criticise government decisions and policies, complain about government corruption, draw 
attention to human rights abuses or demand that their social and economic needs are met. What these have 
in common is that they draw attention to the failures of the state, and bring state backlash.

The CIVICUS Monitor provides ample evidence that states are resorting to the use of excessive force to deny 
the freedom of assembly. Between June 2016 and March 2017, the Monitor recorded 112 separate cases 
where security forces applied excessive force to disrupt peaceful protests. This makes the violent suppression 
of peaceful protests one of the most common of all tactics tracked by the Monitor through which states 
restrict civil society’s fundamental rights.

As many examples offered by the CIVICUS Monitor attest, when excessive force is deployed, it typically 
involves the use of tear gas, rubber bullets, water cannon and police batons; in the worst examples, security 

Joelle Hatem, You Stink protest Lebanon

http://www.africanews.com/2016/09/25/uganda-gay-pride-parade-stopped
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-37462627
http://civicus.org/documents/ProtestMovements_CIVICUS_Apr2017.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/images/People_Power_Under_Attack_Findings_from_the_CIVICUS_Monitor.pdf
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forces use live ammunition, with fatal results. In the June 2016 to March 2017 period, the Monitor recorded 32 separate instances where protesters lost 
their lives as a consequence of state violence. While the excessive use of force was most seen in Sub-Saharan Africa, followed by the Americas, examples 
were also recorded in Asia, Europe and the Middle East and North Africa. In the worst cases, including in Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Mexico 
and Nigeria, numerous peaceful protesters were killed, and many more detained: in December 2016 alone, at least 34 people were killed in DRC protests 
against President Joseph Kabila’s refusal to step down at the end of his term. Ethiopia offers a particularly dismal recent hotspot for killings and detentions. In 
such contexts of low accountability, it is also common for security forces to blame protesters themselves for inciting violence.

Given the apparently increasing level of restrictions on protests, the current climate could seem gloomy. Restrictions on protests, and attacks on participants, 
are intended to spread fear, and therefore have a deterrent effect. And yet, as the examples below show, people continue to protest, and in huge numbers. 
The story of protest in the past year is not solely one of restriction and repression; it is more one of inspiring mobilisations in which citizens have continued 
to demonstrate and develop their own power. Protest movements are resilient and capable of sustaining themselves over time. We can be sure that, when 
grievances remain unaddressed, protests will continue to occur.

Democratic dissent in the USA and beyond
In the last year, no protests were as widespread or visible as those that mobilised around the world in response to the inauguration of US President Trump. 
Spontaneous protests formed in many US cities in November 2016  in reaction to Trump’s shock victory, but these were in turn eclipsed by the mobilisations 
that took place following his January 2017 swearing in. As with protests in Poland and several Latin American countries, discussed below, many mass marches 
and gatherings were led by women, and focused on women’s rights. The protests sought to repudiate the deeply sexist and misogynist sentiments and 
language that characterised the US election campaign, not least as used by the incoming president. They aimed to resist the normalisation of sexist language 
in political discourse that has been seen not just in the USA, but in a growing number of countries around the world.

The size of the January 2017 protests was unprecedented, exceeding even the most optimistic expectations of the organisers. What started as an idea on 
Facebook saw hundreds of thousands assemble in Washington DC, and huge numbers take to the streets of other US cities, with as many as 750,000 people 
mobilising in Los Angeles, 600,000 in New York and 200,000 each in Boston, Chicago and Denver. The demonstrations were echoed across many cities outside 
the USA, including in a number of African and European countries, Australia and New Zealand, and neighbouring Mexico, indicating both the level of global 
unease about the election result and the determination, among women in particular, to make the voices heard of the many who did not have a direct say in 
the decision but are still affected by it. In all an estimated 670 protests, known as Sister Marches, took the movement to every continent, mobilising several 
million participants.

https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/09/22/repression-protest-leaves-least-17-dead
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/07/13/mexican-police-used-excessive-force-against-teacher-protests
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/12/19/kaduna-protest-banned-ten-killed
http://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/media-releases/2693-democratic-republic-of-congo-stop-the-killing-of-protesters
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/06/27/june-27th-update-ethiopia
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/11/10/unexpected-trump-victory-spurs-protests
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/10/anti-trump-protests-election-president-new-york-chicago
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-women-idUSKBN15608K
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/01/21/politics/womens-march-wrap
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/01/21/politics/womens-march-wrap
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/01/21/politics/trump-women-march-on-washington
https://www.womensmarch.com/sisters
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Protests were overwhelmingly peaceful, characterised not by bitterness or divisiveness, but by their optimism and sense of 
creativity and fun. They suggested that there is enthusiasm for building an ongoing, broad-based coalition of response, reaching 
across civil society and bridging between diverse groups. They tapped into other aspects of the response. The Indivisible Guide, 
a resource for community organising for advocacy and resistance, was downloaded more than a million times in six weeks; 
other such resources quickly followed. People also responded to the election result by donating to and offering to volunteer 
for established CSOs that might expect to be attacked by or needed more under the new regime, including the American Civil 
Liberties Union, the Council on American-Islamic Relations and Planned Parenthood, as well as many community organisations, 
again in unprecedented numbers. UK CSOs received a similar giving bounce. The protest potential was demonstrated again 
by spontaneous demonstrations, including at US airports and in other countries, notably Canada and the UK, against the 
introduction of a travel ban on seven predominantly Muslim countries in January 2017. Thousands also protested in multiple 
cities across Mexico in February 2017, against both the Trump administration and the inadequacies of their domestic politics, 
while April 2017 saw people demonstrate in every continent under the banner of the March for Science, asserting the facts of 
climate change in the face of political denial.

Those who have recently come to power on populist tickets, in the USA and elsewhere, may feel that the tide of public opinion 
is in their favour, but recent mobilisations showed that there is a large national and global community that they do not speak for. 
Ahead of the January 2017 protests we spoke to Nicole Barner, a US-based economic justice activist, about the response, and 
how it can continue beyond the immediate reaction of protests:2

I look at the history of the country, and I know that backlashes to progress occur. Under the Obama administration we saw 
the first black president, we made progress on LGBTI issues, we took steps in the right direction on immigration, and we 
approached the end of this presidency with the most viable female candidate for President of the USA looking to succeed 
Barack Obama. That’s a lot of progress.

Many people I know are approaching this time with resilience. They say we’ve made it through so many bad times, slavery 
and segregation, and we will make it through this. I know various groups are finding their own ways of being courageous 
and their own sources of strength that come from their history and culture.

Many human rights and social justice advocates, across the spectrum of issues and identities, are mobilising for actions 
and digging deeper into their work, which is really the work that will change outcomes and improve opportunities for 

2 This is an edited extract of an 
interview conducted in January 2017. 
The full interview is available at http://
bit.ly/2ldyXTN.

https://www.bostonglobe.com/opinion/2017/01/25/how-defend-human-rights-trump-era/aWGasXP4gqH7SMZBovD4FK/story.html
https://www.indivisibleguide.com/about-us/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/30/us/aclu-fund-raising-trump-travel-ban.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/30/us/aclu-fund-raising-trump-travel-ban.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2016/11/donald-trump-donations/507668
http://www.teenvogue.com/story/planned-parenthood-experiences-more-donations-now-than-ever
https://www.facebook.com/melissa.ryan/posts/10155486332177119
https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/justgiving-see-51-per-cent-increase-in-donations-to-causes-since-election-of-donald-trump.html
http://www.dailykos.com/stories/2017/1/28/1626617/-Protests-against-Trump-s-Muslim-ban-spring-up-around-the-country
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2017/01/31/usa
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2017/02/08/thousands-march-toronto-protest-us-muslim-travel-ban
http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-usa-trump-immigration-britain-protest-idUKKBN15J0I1
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/02/mexico-massive-anti-trump-rallies-staged-nation-170212193436943.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/04/22/health/global-march-for-science
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/speaking-of-science/wp/2017/04/24/every-continent-and-one-time-lord-turned-out-for-the-march-for-science
http://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/2721-shock-and-sadness-spurs-anti-trump-protestors-2
http://bit.ly/2ldyXTN
http://bit.ly/2ldyXTN
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marginalised groups. That is the long work of building organisations, strengthening ties between organisations, and doing 
important community organising. The shock and sadness that some people felt post-election may still be there for some people, 
but most people have turned those feelings into action. They have tapped into a righteous rage.

In part, the mobilisation was the message. To hold demonstrations across many different countries simultaneously is to embrace 
internationalism in the face of a political position that rejects ‘globalism’ and promotes the closing of borders and the building of 
walls. Through their sheer scale as well, the protests achieved an impact, communicating that there is a massive constituency that 
will not remain voiceless, and positioning solidarity as an alternative to despair. Such was the size of the response that it simply had 
to be taken seriously. It also fuelled a bizarre political debate that indicated how sensitive the new US administration is to public 
dissent. The evidence was clear that many more people attended the Washington DC protest than had witnessed the presidential 
inauguration the day before, as indeed it was obvious that crowds for the 2017 inauguration were far lower than for President 
Obama’s two inaugurations. And yet the administration furiously and very publicly attempted to muddy the waters and establish a 
counterfactual narrative in which the 2017 inauguration had attracted superior support. While this might have distracted from the 
content of the protests, the response paid an unwitting compliment to their power: the rattled reaction showed how dissent can 
unsettle the seemingly powerful and expose their insecurities.

Many of President Trump’s supporters were also quick to try to characterise those protesting as somehow standing in defiance of a 
democratic decision that was taken at the November 2016 election. Under this narrow notion of democracy, once a ballot has been 
held, a decision is regarded as having been made until the next election, and no further dissent is deemed legitimate. For example, 
President Trump’s lawyers  argued that protesters have no right to express dissent at his rallies. This kind of rhetoric has started to 
creep in wherever new regressive politics have taken sway. It was seen, for example, in the UK, following the June 2016 European 
Union (EU) membership referendum. Even though the result of the referendum was a narrow 52 to 48 per cent decision in favour 
of leaving the EU, prominent leave supporters frequently called on remain voters to cease campaigning following the decision. The 
implication was that, a vote having been taken, millions of people should immediately fall silent and have no say in what might 
happen next.

Such rhetoric is dubious in the context of narrow electoral victories, and even more so in the USA, where the winning candidate lost 
the popular vote by almost three million. It is also as dangerous as it is disingenuous: it goes against the governance and democracy 
standards that global north donors have typically sought to encourage in emerging and fledgling democracies, because it is dangerous 
when elections are seen as winner-takes-all opportunities in which the winning side claims all the power and rules and distributes 
the spoils as it wishes.

DEMOCRACY 

MUST MEAN 

MORE THAN 

PICKING A 

SIDE IN AN 

ELECTION

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/the-first-days-inside-trumps-white-house-fury-tumult-and-a-reboot/2017/01/23/7ceef1b0-e191-11e6-ba11-63c4b4fb5a63_story.html
http://www.politico.com/story/2017/04/20/donald-trump-protest-rallies-speech-237431
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Populist politicians seek to encourage narrow rather than 
participatory notions of democracy because the winner-takes-
all approach helps them to focus on serving their major voting 
blocs while ignoring minority voices, and to evade scrutiny. But 
democracy must mean more than picking a side in an election. 
What needs to be encouraged, in the USA and elsewhere, is a 
recognition that decision-making should be participatory. The most 
robust democratic traditions are those in which there are numerous 
platforms and opportunities for citizens to express dissent, and in 
which dissent is accepted as an intrinsic part of democratic culture.  

However, the response among some leading politicians in the USA, 
presumably alarmed by the size of the protests, has been to try 
to make protest harder. For example, in February 2017, Arizona 
senators passed a law that allows police to arrest people simply 
for planning a protest, and extending the definition of rioting to 
damage to private property. They were not alone: in the aftermath 
of the January 2017 protests, politicians in at least 19 US states 
moved to introduce bills to criminalise common protest tactics, 
such as the blocking or obstruction of traffic, the wearing of masks, 
and the practice of non-violent resistance towards police forces. 
If passed into law, these moves, condemned by UN human rights 
experts, could result in large fines or prison sentences being handed 
to protesters. Tough responses are already being applied. Six 
journalists were left facing heavy potential punishments after being 
detained on rioting charges while covering incidents of violence 
during the Washington DC January 2017 protest, activists were 
arrested for organising a sit-in outside the office of the incoming 
Attorney-General in January 2017, and four of the women’s strike 
organisers were arrested while protesting in March 2017.

Scott Lynch, arrested during protest

http://www.capitolhilltimes.com/Content/Opinion/Opinion/Article/Importance-of-protest-in-a-Trump-United-States/9/540/4644
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/11/opinion/sunday/peaceful-protests-are-not-a-crime.html
http://azcapitoltimes.com/news/2017/02/22/arizona-senate-crackdown-on-protests
http://azcapitoltimes.com/news/2017/02/22/arizona-senate-crackdown-on-protests
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2017/03/28/bills-curtailing-protests-and-surveillance-initiatives-move-forward-various-states
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Shaken-Republicans-Move-to-Criminalize-Peaceful-Protests-20170123-0002.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/04/24/politics/states-anti-protest-legislation
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21464&LangID=E
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21464&LangID=E
https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20170125/06211636559/hitting-ground-running-six-journalists-arrested-charged-while-covering-trump-inauguration-protests.shtml
https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20170125/06211636559/hitting-ground-running-six-journalists-arrested-charged-while-covering-trump-inauguration-protests.shtml
https://www.cpj.org/2017/01/journalists-charged-with-rioting-in-washington.php
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/01/04/508177471/civil-rights-activists-arrested-for-protest-over-jeff-sessions-as-attorney-gener
http://time.com/4695840/womens-march-arrests-trump-hotel
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The multiple demonstrations sparked by Trump’s victory were not the only mass mobilisations seen in the USA in the past year, and not the only that brought 
harsh reprisals from security forces. The Black Lives Matter movement, covered in previous editions of this report, continued to highlight the disproportionate 
numbers of killings of black people by police officers. In August 2016, 25 different black activist groups, including Black Lives Matter, came together to present 
a shared agenda on economic, social and environmental issues, as well as on racial equality. In 2016, there were signs that the movement had achieved some 
impact: while police shootings of black men continued to spark outrage, such as that seen in Charlotte, North Carolina, in September 2016, which led to the 
declaration of a state of emergency, overall under half the number of unarmed black men were killed by the police in 2016 as in 2015. It is hard to imagine that 
this would have happened without Black Lives Matter highlighting abuse and challenging impunity; the knowledge that they are more likely to be exposed 
and prosecuted would surely change the calculations of those wielding a gun.

But part of the price Black Lives Matter campaigners had to pay was increased harassment: in June 2016, campaigner Jasmine Richards was sentenced to 
90 days in jail for the obscure crime of ‘felony lynching’ after trying to free someone arrested during a 2015 protest in Pasadena; at least 200 people were 
arrested during protests in July 2016; and in September 2016 the New York Police Department’s routine use of undercover surveillance against the movement 
came to light.

Through much of 2016, thousands of people also mobilised against the Dakota Access Pipeline. The oil pipeline was planned to run under the Standing Rock 
Indian Reservation, prompting concern from indigenous inhabitants that the area’s watercourse and ancient burial grounds would be threatened. At issue 
was not just the construction itself, but also the lack of consultation, the apparent attempts to avoid public scrutiny over potential environmental impacts, 
and the evident undervaluing of spiritual and cultural assets.

At the peak of protest, several thousand people gathered in camps on the reservation, joined by thousands more at weekends. When, on a holiday weekend 
in September 2016, construction workers went to work on a section of land seen as sacred, even while legal action was pending, a protest flashpoint was 
reached. Unarmed protesters occupied the construction site in an attempt to halt digging, but they were met with violence from a private security firm. 
Pepper spray was used and several protesters were bitten by dogs. Images of the forcible break-up of the protest went viral, encouraging more to join the 
cause. An occupation was established in the direct path of the pipeline in October 2016, but people were removed by militarily-equipped soldiers and police. 

There were numerous reports of heavy-handed policing, including the use of attack dogs, teargas, water cannon in freezing conditions and military equipment, 
such as armoured personnel carriers, as well as the strip searching of detained protesters. In contrast, a group of military veterans offered to act as human 
shields to protect protesters from security force violence. Because images of brutality helped recruit support for the protesters’ causes, those trying to cover 
the violence found themselves in the firing line. For example, North Dakota police pursued the prosecution of journalist Amy Goodman, who filmed security 
force violations and was charged with taking part in a riot, a charge that could have brought a significant jail term. Film-maker Deia Schlosberg faced felony 

http://civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2016/summaries/YIR_Citizens-mobilising-protest-activism-and-participation.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/aug/01/black-lives-matter-release-policy-statement
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/2016/09/charlotte-protests-state-emergency-declared-160922054320830.html
http://europe.newsweek.com/police-killings-unarmed-black-men-538542
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/06/16/june-16th-update-united-states-america
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/08/15/many-arrested-during-black-lives-matter-protests
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/10/21/civic-freedoms-increasingly-undermined-usa
http://earthjustice.org/cases/2016/the-dakota-access-pipeline
http://time.com/4548566/dakota-access-pipeline-standing-rock-sioux
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/native-americans-dig-in-for-long-haul-at-camp-protesting-oil-pipeline_us_57d200f2e4b03d2d4599bded
http://www.commondreams.org/news/2016/09/05/not-genocide-pipeline-co-bulldozing-burial-sites-prompts-emergency-motion
https://www.democracynow.org/2016/9/4/dakota_access_pipeline_company_attacks_native
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/inpictures/2016/10/north-dakota-native-americans-protest-pipeline-161028150518748.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/29/us/dakota-access-pipeline-protest.html
https://www.opendemocracy.net/democraciaabierta/tor-hodenfeld/sioux-protests-and-protection-of-human-rights-in-united-states
http://www.amnestyusa.org/news/press-releases/amnesty-international-usa-to-monitor-to-north-dakota-pipeline-protests
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/29/standing-rock-protest-north-dakota-shutdown-evacuation
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/29/us/veterans-to-serve-as-human-shields-for-pipeline-protesters.html
https://techcrunch.com/2016/10/15/multi-media-journalists-face-jail-time-for-reporting-on-north-dakota-pipeline-protest
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/deia-schlosberg-arrested-north-dakota_us_58004d81e4b0162c043b342d
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conspiracy charges that could have led to a staggering 45 years in jail. While charges in these high-profile cases were eventually dropped, they were indicative 
of a wider response of attempting to criminalise protest and damp down publicity: such was the level of arrests that in November 2016 it was reported 
that the North Dakota court system was overwhelmed and unable to process the huge number of cases. Journalists also had their equipment confiscated, 
threatening their livelihoods. At the time of writing, a series of trials was beginning, not only of people who tried to shut down pipelines in a coordinated 
action in October 2016, but also of those who had no involvement beyond filming or live-streaming these actions.

When protesters made use of classic civil disobedience techniques, such as occupations and blockades, opponents considered that they had forfeited their 
right to peaceful protest; echoing tactics often seen in the global south, opponents also criticised protesters for standing in the way of economic progress, job 
creation and energy sovereignty, all disputed claims. 

In order to extend its reach, the protest movement consciously made national and international connections, linking with indigenous movements across the 
USA, as well as civil rights groups, the Black Lives Matter movement and environmental campaigners. Solidarity demonstrations were held in numerous cities, 
with a national day of action in November 2016 seeing protests held in Chicago, Los Angeles and New York as well as hundreds of other cities. Thanksgiving 
Day protests were also held at Standing Rock. Social media was important: Jane Goodman’s film documenting the use of attack dogs was viewed by 14 million 
Facebook users, and in late October 2016, over one million people checked in on Facebook as attending Standing Rock, as a way both of expressing solidarity 
and confounding potential surveillance attempts. Protest leaders also took their grievances to the international community: Chair of the Standing Rock 
Reservation, David Archambault II, spoke at the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) in September 2016, and the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
rights of indigenous peoples, Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, criticised the US government for excluding the local community from consultations and failing to respect 
their rights of peaceful assembly.

The protests appeared to achieve impact: in December 2016, then-President Obama halted construction, denying a permit for its final stage pending an 
environmental impact assessment. However, incoming President Trump overturned this amidst a flurry of environmental setbacks in January 2017, giving 
permission for construction to advance again. Drilling resumed in February 2017, and that same month, after a year of occupation, the protest came to an 
end, with 10 protesters who refused to leave arrested. This does not mean, however, that dissent has ceased, and in March 2017, Native Americans marched 
through Washington DC to restate their opposition to the pipeline.

What this shows is that protest successes may be temporary and subject to reversal, unless more profound changes in governance are achieved. The protests 
against the Dakota pipeline now find themselves located within a larger movement seeking to hold the new administration to the high standards of human 
rights, good governance and democracy that US citizens should expect their constitution to guarantee. As the travel ban protests proved, it should now be 
clear that each policy of the new administration that impacts on human rights will bring a rapid and committed response. 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/oct/25/north-dakota-oil-pipeline-protest-arrests-journalists-filmmakers
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/dakota-access-pipeline-standing-rock-protest-arrests-north-dakota-courts
https://cpj.org/2017/03/coalition-calls-for-charges-to-be-dropped-against-.php
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/jan/30/anti-pipeline-activists-and-film-makers-face-prison-raising-fears-for-free-press
https://cpj.org/blog/2017/02/journalists-covering-standing-rock-face-charges-as.php
http://europe.newsweek.com/dakota-access-pipeline-economics-527926?rm=eu
http://standwithstandingrock.net
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/showdown-over-oil-pipeline-becomes-a-national-movement-for-native-americans/2016/09/06/ea0cb042-7167-11e6-8533-6b0b0ded0253_story.html
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https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2016/10/25/protectors-land-dakota-access-pipeline-include-many-celebrities
https://www.democracynow.org/2016/11/16/nodapl_protests_spread_to_300_cities
http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/videos/standing-rock-protesters-hold-moving-thanksgiving-action-w452719
http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/videos/standing-rock-protesters-hold-moving-thanksgiving-action-w452719
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/oct/17/amy-goodman-north-dakota-oil-access-pipeline-protest-arrest-riot
http://edition.cnn.com/2016/10/31/us/standing-rock-facebook-check-ins
http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/dakota-pipeline-protests/standing-rock-sioux-takes-pipeline-fight-un-human-rights-council-n651381
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=20570&LangID=E
http://www.wsj.com/articles/obama-administration-moves-to-deny-easement-for-dakota-pipeline-1480890468
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/24/us/politics/keystone-dakota-pipeline-trump.html
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/US-Army-Corps-Told-to-Clear-Way-For-Dakota-Access-Construction-20170131-0043.html
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/US-Army-Corps-Told-to-Clear-Way-For-Dakota-Access-Construction-20170131-0043.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-north-dakota-pipeline-idUSKBN15O1Z3
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-39059983
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http://www.dw.com/en/thousands-of-native-americans-march-on-white-house-to-protest-pipelines/a-37893626
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Action and 
reaction in Poland 
and Romania
Women’s rights concerns were at the 
forefront of protests in Poland  in 2016, and 
protests could be seen to achieve impact, 
at least in the short term, as the state drew 
back from its intentions to pursue some 
regressive policies. 

Protests in 2016 caused the government 
to withdraw its support from proposed 
changes to abortion laws. Measures put 
forward by a conservative organisation, 
with the support of church groups and 
the ruling Law and Justice Party, would 
have introduced jail sentences of up to 
five years for women who have abortions 
and health professionals who conduct 
them. The measures would have further 
tightened what is already one of Europe’s 
most restrictive abortion regimes, in which 
the fewer than 2,000 legal abortions that 
take place each year are vastly exceeded by 
an estimated 200,000 conducted illegally 
or experienced by Polish women who have 
to travel to other countries. There are 
powerful currents of social conservatism in 
Polish society, and a petition supporting the 
anti-abortion measures was signed by over 

‘The miners have arrived’ reads a sign in the Romanian protests

https://monitor.civicus.org/country/poland
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-10-02/black-monday-as-polish-women-strike-against-total-abortion-ban
http://foreignaffairsreview.co.uk/2016/10/polands-abortion-rollback-the-uncertain-state-of-reproductive-rights-in-europe


13

450,000 people; under Polish law, a petition with more than 100,000 signatures is considered by parliament. But with Poland’s parliament dominated by the 
anti-abortion ruling party, the voices of women who want control over their reproductive rights were not being heard in these debates.

Thousands of people protested against the proposed measures in September 2016 outside parliament in the capital, Warsaw, in other cities, and outside the 
Polish embassy in the UK. A counter petition was also organised with over 200,000 signatures. However, following these responses, and despite an opinion 
poll stating that 74 per cent of Polish citizens were in favour of keeping the existing law, the ban’s supporters announced their intent to push ahead regardless, 
and parliament voted to have the proposals considered by a parliamentary committee. Bigger action was called for.

That heightened response came in the form of the ‘Black Monday’ protests in October 2016. Up to a hundred thousand women dressed in black, flew black 
flags and refused to go to work and university classes in protest at the proposed law. Many men also took part in the demonstrations to show their support. 
Tens of thousands of people joined a public protest in Warsaw, and there were an estimated 140 other gatherings in locations across Poland, as well as 
solidarity demonstrations in other European cities.

The Black Monday movement, imitating a 1970s women’s strike in Iceland, saw an escalation of protest tactics: by dressing in symbolic black clothes, protesters 
made their cause more visible, and by using strike tactics they brought their grievance into a new arena, the workplace, where women make up 45 per cent of 
the workforce, signalling their essential contribution to Polish society and its economy. The tactics offered a viral means of recruiting support: a poll showed 
that half of Polish citizens supported the strike, indicating the existence of a mass voice that was not being heard in parliamentary discussions.

The impact was immediate: Poland’s prime minister quickly distanced the ruling party from the proposal, and a leading minister reported that the protests 
had “…caused us to think and taught us humility.” Parliament’s justice and human rights committee recommended that parliament reject the proposal, and 
parliament subsequently overwhelmingly voted to do so.

As in the USA, the last few years in Poland have offered ample reminders that citizens’ victories may only be temporary, and progress can be reversed. Even 
after fighting off the proposed law, campaigners emphasise that women’s rights remain under sustained threat from conservative social interests and a ruling 
party that draws its bedrock support from these. The Law and Justice Party has pledged to work with Hungary’s hard-line government and strongman leader, 
Viktor Orban, to lead a “cultural counter-revolution” in the EU. Counter pressures followed the ruling party’s U-turn, and the government may yet attempt 
again to tighten abortion laws; the ruling party accused left-wing organisations of deceiving women for their own ends, while prominent women activists have 
also been attacked online. These occurrences indicate that the issue remains in play, but protests have succeeded in raising its visibility and starting a wider 
conversation about conservatism and gender in Polish society, even if that produces a corresponding backlash.

http://foreignaffairsreview.co.uk/2016/10/polands-abortion-rollback-the-uncertain-state-of-reproductive-rights-in-europe
http://www.jpianyu.org/alexie-schwarz/2016/4/12/polands-abortion-ban-and-a-movement-to-the-right
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/18/thousands-protest-against-proposed-stricter-abortion-law-in-poland
http://www.krakowpost.com/13508/2016/09/black-protest-against-abortion-ban-poland
http://www.krakowpost.com/13508/2016/09/black-protest-against-abortion-ban-poland
https://www.yahoo.com/news/poland-pushes-near-total-abortion-ban-nixes-liberalisation-130320115.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-37449903
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/11/10/abortion-protest-takes-place-peacefully-poland
http://europe.newsweek.com/polish-abortion-ban-protest-law-and-justice-conservatives-government-catholics-505356
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-10-02/black-monday-as-polish-women-strike-against-total-abortion-ban
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/02/women-to-go-on-strike-in-poland-abortion-law
http://uk.businessinsider.com/ap-after-mass-protests-poland-govt-wont-back-abortion-ban-2016-10?r=US&IR=T
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-poland-abortion-idUSKCN1260Q0
https://www.ft.com/content/e825f7f4-74a3-11e6-bf48-b372cdb1043a
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/25/polish-women-step-up-pressure-abortion-restrictions
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More black-clad protests followed. Some involved in the protest movement also broadened their focus, encompassing issues such as the status of women, 
the role of the church in politics and the content of education, highlighting the connections between the women’s rights movement and Poland’s broader 
movement to defend civic freedoms, headed by the Committee for the Defence of Democracy (KOD), as discussed in the 2016 State of Civil Society Report. 
Indeed, abortion was not the only issue that brought Polish citizens to the streets in the past year. Protests led by KOD in September 2016 addressed the issue 
of the government’s proposed changes to education provision, while another demonstration drew attention to the underfunding of health services. Protests 
in December 2016 achieved another victory, by forcing the dropping of a proposal to limit the media’s access to parliament.

KOD also organised a march in defence of democracy, attended by thousands, on the 35th anniversary of the declaration of martial law in Poland, in December 
2016. Jarosław Kaczyński, the Law and Justice Party leader, described these protests as constituting a “crime” and being “anti-state in character.” One of the 
major concerns of the protest was the introduction of new restrictions on the freedom of assembly. Recent protests have been allowed to take place by state 
authorities and have passed peacefully, but this may become harder under the new law, which will protect events that are held at a regular frequency and 
prevent counter demonstrations being held nearby: the inference of the law is that pro-government forces could organise regular gatherings to crowd out 
other voices. In a move that seemed to presage the new law, in December 2016 police removed a group of demonstrators from a monthly gathering held to 
commemorate the plane crash that killed many of the ruling elite in 2010.

The new measures were condemned by a wide range of institutions of which Poland is a member, including the Council of Europe, the EU and Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). It was not the only worrying new law. Poland’s anti-terrorism law, passed in June 2016, also gives the state 
enhanced powers to ban public assemblies, along with increased surveillance and internet control powers, while a new Police Act, also passed in 2016, further 
expands the police’s surveillance powers. These are further troubling moves by a state that has already passed numerous laws to circumscribe the country’s 
Constitutional Court and has asserted its control over public media; in December 2016 the outgoing President of the Constitutional Court described Poland 
as being “on the road to autocracy.” Since the state took closer control of public media, there has been a notable increase in media attacks on civil society.

It seems clear that, in a society where the dividing lines between socially conservative and pro-human rights voices have become more stark, the state 
is increasingly seeking to split civil society into pro and anti-government camps, and concentrate its support towards the most socially conservative parts 
of society. In May 2016, the government abolished its council for combating racism and ended its support to a centre that supports victims of domestic 
abuse, while in November 2016 it merged its human rights protection team into its migration department. Further, in November 2016, the prime minister 
announced that the government would create a new department for civil society, in which the state’s support for civil society will be concentrated and 
priorities for cooperation with civil society set. But for many in civil society, this was not a progressive move, and the danger seemed clear: that the state will 
focus resources on pro-government bodies and withdraw funding from CSOs that defend human rights, cultivating a client civil society. A further alarm bell 
rang in November 2016 when 13 civil society experts resigned from a state funding body, citing a disregard of basic democratic procedures.

https://www.yahoo.com/news/polish-women-protest-bids-tighten-abortion-law-192645951.html
http://civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2016/summaries/YIR_Citizens-mobilising-protest-activism-and-participation.pdf
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/d58e51c23e4d4f8a941892cb4eedf2b2/thousands-march-latest-anti-government-protest-poland
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/12/thousands-protest-media-restrictions-poland-161217033552767.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/12/thousands-protest-media-restrictions-poland-161217033552767.html
http://www.thenews.pl/1/9/Artykul/284413,UPDATE-Thousands-mark-martiallaw-anniversary-in-Poland
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/13/thousands-protest-in-poland-against-rightwing-government
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/12/15/erosion-civic-space-continues-poland-passing-new-protest-law
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http://www.euractiv.com/section/elections/news/polish-lawmakers-pass-law-restricting-rallies
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/13/world/europe/poland-protests.html?_r=0
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/c85b864fa9184f5ea8ad695e5a13eca5/rights-officials-concerned-about-polish-freedom-assembly
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/09/01/peaceful-assembly_Poland
https://en.panoptykon.org/articles/new-polish-anti-terrorism-law-every-foreigner-potential-threat
http://www.liberties.eu/en/news/right-to-privacy-police-act-poland
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/21/eu-gives-poland-two-months-to-scrap-changes-to-its-highest-court
https://www.ft.com/content/c7d7cb80-c908-11e6-8f29-9445cac8966f
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Poland therefore offers a story of how citizens can fight back and win important victories even amidst conditions where restrictions are increasing and the 
battle is uneven; but it also shows how protest successes can raise the stakes and bring stronger reactions from the state and its allies. Protest methods such 
as women’s strikes, forged in Poland as well as in Latin America, can be seen to have inspired international imitation. Poland’s civil society will need to continue 
to offer protest tactics that capture the imagination, recruit support and make that support visible as part of its fight back.

Outrage against corruption in Romania
In nearby Romania, the country’s long-running corruption problem continues to bring citizens to the streets. Protests in 2015, fuelled by a nightclub fire that 
claimed 62 lives and exposed anger about corruption, caused the prime minister and his government to stand aside. Events in 2017 proved that the outrage 
has not gone away, and any attempts by the state to soft pedal on corruption will be met with a significant response.

The spark this time was an attempt by the ruling party, which returned to power in December 2016, to pass an emergency order that would pardon many 
prisoners serving sentences of five years or under, decriminalise cases of official misconduct resulting in the theft of less than 200,000 Romanian Lei 
(approximately US$47,000), and reduce other corruption punishments. While the government claimed that its aim was to reduce prison overcrowding, to 
many citizens, this move seemed blatantly self-serving: it would potentially free government allies convicted of corruption, including the president of the 
ruling party, who at the time of the move was serving a two-year suspended sentence for attempted electoral fraud and was under further investigation. It 
would also make it harder to be convicted for the theft of public money in future.

Rumours of the plan were preceded by protests, and the announcement that the order had been passed on 31 January 2017 came late at night and 
unexpectedly. The only inference that could be drawn was that the government wanted to avoid attention. However, the announcement brought a swift and 
impressive response from citizens: within two hours of the news breaking, over 10,000 people had assembled in the capital, Bucharest, with a similar number 
of people protesting across other cities. 

The protest momentum mushroomed, with hundreds of thousands of people taking part in a second night of protests, in the biggest mobilisation since the 
fall of communism. Protests continued on a daily basis after that, in Bucharest and in around 50 other towns and cities across Romania, as well as among 
Romanian citizens in other countries. At their peak on 5 February 2017, an estimated half a million people assembled. The solidarity networks developed 
through earlier protests were quickly utilised, and the protesters, as before, sought to avoid political co-option, in a context where all major political parties 
can be accused of complicity in corruption.

By continuing to protest, visibly and in such large numbers, protesters made the issue prominent and forced others to take a stance on it. The changes 
were quickly condemned by European Commission officials, and six foreign embassies in Bucharest expressed their concern about the government’s plan. 

https://monitor.civicus.org/country/romania
http://civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2016/summaries/YIR_Citizens-mobilising-protest-activism-and-participation.pdf
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http://www.economist.com/news/europe/21711729-despite-its-leaders-voting-fraud-conviction-democratic-party-wins-landslide-romania
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Domestically, the President of Romania took up the campaign against the move, the minister of business, trade and entrepreneurship resigned and the 
Superior Council of Magistrates expressed the view that the emergency orders were unconstitutional, while Romania’s socially important Orthodox church 
called for strong sanctions on those guilty of corruption.

The prime minister bowed to pressure after a week of protests, and the emergency orders were rescinded on 4 February 2017, with the stated aim of putting 
them to parliament instead. The justice minister subsequently resigned, but as has happened previously, protests continued beyond their initial impact. 
Presumably doubtful about the role of a parliament dominated by the ruling party, protesters called on the government to once again stand aside. As protests 
entered their second week, further ground was won: Romania’s parliament agreed to the president’s proposal to put the issue of anti-corruption reforms to 
a referendum, and in a vote on 21 February, parliament confirmed the repeal of the emergency orders. Smaller weekly protests continued into March 2017.

While at the time of writing the details of the referendum have yet to be hammered out, it can be said that protesters have made clear that they do not trust 
their government to take corruption seriously, and will take to the streets again if they do not see real action on corruption. Other protests have flared in 
2017, including on pay and environmental issues. At a time when politicians in many countries are assuming that they can do as they please once they win an 
election, the massive mobilisations of Romania have offered another example of the value of democratic dissent.

Dissent refuses to die in South Africa
Experiences from the past year also show that the grievances behind protest do not necessarily dissipate when the authorities refuse to give ground. The 
2016 State of Civil Society Report described the protests led by South African students in 2015 under the ‘Fees Must Fall’ banner. In a trajectory followed by 
many protests, the movement grew from its initial focus, on high student tuition fees, to encompass broader questions about South Africa’s governance, 
leadership and political direction. In doing so, protesters built upon a rich tradition of discursive democracy that has flourished since apartheid ended in 1994, 
which has often led to South Africa being described as the protest capital of the world.

But the 2015 protests ended at something of an impasse: student fees were frozen but did not fall, and South Africa’s broader governance problems remained 
stubbornly unaddressed. It should not have come as any surprise, therefore, that protests came back with a vengeance in 2016.

Schools and universities were again the key locations of protest in 2016, and again protests went beyond a concern with student fees, although this remained 
a key issue for many involved. Questions of race grew in salience. For example, high school protests about restrictions on hairstyles that started in Pretoria in 
August 2016 and spread to other schools were protests about black identity in settings historically associated with white privilege. University protests, which 
flared back to life in September 2016, called for decolonised education: a change in the Eurocentric education curriculum associated with the apartheid era. 
Protests also made some broader economic demands, seen for example in a march on the Chamber of Mines in September 2016 to demand that South 
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Africa’s prosperous extractive industry help foot the bill for 
education.

As student concerns remained unaddressed, protest 
increasingly centred on the role and leadership of the 
African National Congress (ANC), South Africa’s ruling 
party since the transition to democracy in 1994. Thousands 
protested in November 2016 following the release of a 
report, which President Jacob Zuma had sought to block, 
that expressed ‘serious concerns’ about his close links 
with the heads of a business empire. A new coalition, Save 
South Africa, backed by citizens, CSOs and business leaders, 
formed to uphold the constitution and democratic values. 
Wide scale protests held in April 2017 explicitly called on 
President Zuma to stand aside.

Protest tactics seen in 2016 included occupations and 
disruptions, such as the holding of a silent protest during 
a speech by President Zuma in August 2016, and the 
occupation of a Fees Commission meeting in September 
2016. As the protests continued into October 2016, 
several universities closed doors, unable to continue to 
offer education. Students blocked the main entrances 
to the University of Cape Town and caused classes to be 
suspended at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology. 
Wits University in Johannesburg, one of the key protest 
locations, was forced to send staff home and close 
the campus, as well as postpone its general assembly, 
following violent clashes between police and students. The 
university held a text message poll to ask students whether 

Fees must fall
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they wanted the university to reopen, and while the majority who responded affirmed that they wanted classes to resume, others criticised the poll. When 
the university reopened, protesters disrupted lessons, causing many to be abandoned.

As the Wits text message vote suggests, there was a sense that the debate was more polarised in 2016 than 2015, with some students organising counter-
protests for campuses to reopen, and positions hardening on both sides. To accompany this polarisation, it appeared the response of security forces was more 
brutal than in 2015.

While police initially adopted a cautious approach, as September 2016 progressed, their responses became more violent. Such was the level of force used 
against protesters from Rhodes University and the University of Johannesburg that university officials condemned the violence, and senior government 
figures publicly expressed their concern and called on police to act within the law. The use of private security forces on university campuses was an enduring 
concern. A number of university lecturers expressed apprehension that the presence of private security forces added to an air of tension. The worry among 
many in civil society was that the use of force against protesters was becoming normalised. 

Despite these concerns, the violence continued. A civil society leader was hospitalised after being shot in the mouth with rubber bullets as police broke up a 
meeting at the University of KwaZulu-Natal in October 2016. And when protesters tried to gather outside President Zuma’s office to call for his resignation in 
November 2016, they were met with rubber bullets, stun grenades and water cannon.

As in other cases where excessive force was used, such as the USA pipeline protests, journalists trying to cover protests and violence were roughly treated: 
in August 2016, several journalists covering a protest at the University of Johannesburg were physically attacked and pepper-sprayed by private security staff. 
The reporting of protests became a political issue: South Africa’s public broadcaster SABC seemed to show itself on the side of the state, rather than of citizens 
and journalists seeking both sides of the story, when in May 2016 it announced that it would not show footage of violent protests. Many in civil society felt 
that this amounted to censorship, and would make it harder to expose the violent policing of protests. Several civil society groups brought legal action to try 
to reverse the move, and eight SABC employees were dismissed after protesting against the decision, being reinstated only after labour court action. 

Arrests of some student protest leaders in October 2016 helped sap the momentum of protests. But as the recurrence of protests from 2015 to 2016 showed, 
the issues - of both the cost of education and broader governance questions - are not going to go away. It is worth bearing in mind here the findings of the 
South African Human Rights Commission’s report on education protests, published in September 2016. The report pointed to the fact that there are at least 
13,000 protests a year in South Africa, often focusing on the failures of the state to meet citizens’ essential needs.  It concluded that the protests were about 
much bigger issues than access to education, and that violence came when political leaders were clearly seen as not listening to grievances, and when the 
state was slow to respond. The protests thus arise from failures of governance, and are in turn exacerbated by those same failures. Only when governance 
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improves – when the state convinces citizens that it is doing its best to meet their needs, and is prepared to listen and respond 
when it manifestly fails to do so – will South Africa stop being the protest capital of the world.
	
A president falls in South Korea
Another context where protests arose from governance failures is South Korea, where protests have become more commonplace. 
The 2016 State of Civil Society Report reported on the large demonstration held in November 2015 on a range of issues such as 
economic inequality, employment conditions and the freedom of expression. These were not the first mass protests of 2015: in 
April and May of that year, protesters marked the first anniversary of the Sewol Ferry Disaster, in which over 300 people died; 
the disaster came to symbolise poor government regulation and failures to hold those responsible to account.

Protests were typically met with heavy-handed state response. Protester Baek Nam-gi, knocked unconscious by a police water 
cannon, died in September 2016 after spending 10 months in a coma. Police were not investigated or held accountable for their 
actions towards protesters, including those that led to Mr Baek’s death, and the police added further insult by questioning the 
causes of his death.

Han Sang-gyun, leader of the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions (KCTU), received a five-year jail sentence in July 2016, 
reduced to three years on appeal, for his role in organising a ‘People’s Rally’ as part of the November 2015 protests. Mr Han was 
judged to be culpable for acts of violence carried out by a small number of protesters. Around 1,500 citizens were investigated 
following the People’s Rally, including over 500 KCTU members, but police actions were not investigated. Excessive force was 
also used against protesters at a five-day demonstration on education standards held at the Ewha Women’s University in August 
2016; around 1,600 police officers were deployed and used force to break up an occupation, far outnumbering the estimated 
700 protesters. The authorities also denied entry to the country for people of Korean descent who were suspected of wanting 
to join protests.

Park Lae-goon of the Human Rights Center (SARAM) and Coalition 4.16 on the Sewol Ferry Disaster, gives more background on 
the continuing protest movement, and sets out the kinds of restrictions protesters can face:3

The Special Law on the Sewol Ferry Tragedy was enacted in November 2014, creating an independent investigative body 
on the tragedy, the Special Investigation Committee. The Committee was expected to sanction those responsible, and 
establish a framework of laws to enhance due diligence for public safety. However, the government has not fully cooperated 

3 This is an edited extract of an 
interview conducted in June 2016. 
The full interview is available at 
http://bit.ly/2lzhW73.
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with the Special Investigation Committee and attempted to undermine its independence and efficacy by appointing pro-government officials, not 
allocating sufficient resources and not allowing full access to all necessary sources of evidence and information. In addition, the ruling party issued a 
number of public statements critical of the work of the Committee in attempts to undermine its credibility.

The government is not taking responsibility for this tragedy, in which more than 300 people lost their lives due to preventable negligence, which the 
state has failed to investigate adequately. Rather, the government mobilised pro-government media, politicians from the ruling party and partisan 
organisations to suppress peoples’ right to dissent, and harass activists calling for the truth to be revealed about the tragedy.

As a consequence, an organised and sustained protest movement has emerged that includes Sewol victims’ families, civil society and concerned South 
Koreans, to pressure the government and the National Assembly to guarantee the independence of and full cooperation with the Special Investigation 
Committee. The movement, under the auspices of the Coalition 4.16 on the Sewol Ferry Disaster, has undertaken campaigns and activities in 100 
locations across South Korea and in about 30 cities abroad. The Coalition is focusing on amending the Special Law on the Sewol Ferry Tragedy and 
undertaking a number of campaigns in support of good governance.

In South Korea, protests have been unjustifiably limited by the Assembly and Demonstration Act which unduly restricts the right to the freedom of 
assembly. Also, the police apply double standards towards protests. The police frequently reject protest notification when groups critical of government 
policy attempt to organise demonstrations and forcibly prevent the demonstrators from marching to the president’s office. When pro-government 
protests are organised they are never rejected and are not subjected to the same limitations.

The government has also utilised judicial harassment to punish and silence those involved in the protest movement. For instance, I was detained for 
almost three months and indicted, while my colleague, Kim Hye-jin, was indicted without detention. Both of us were found guilty at our first trial, 
in which I received three years’ imprisonment and four years’ probation, including 160 hours of community service. Kim received a two-year prison 
sentence, three years’ probation and 120 hours of community service. 

Park Lae-goon’s sentence was upheld on appeal in September 2016; at the time of writing he is making an appeal to the supreme court.

The threat of harsh punishments did not, however, deter South Korean citizens from mounting still larger demonstrations in the late months of 2016. This 
time the trigger was the revelation of a scandal involving President Park Geun-hye and her close friend Choi Soon-sil. Ms Choi was accused of using her 
closeness to President Park to interfere in state affairs, including over the content of presidential speeches, policy towards North Korea and the appointment 
of an ambassador, and to gain advantage for family members. She was further accused of using her position to solicit payments to cultural and sporting 

https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/case/court-ruling-lae-goon-park-8-September
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/11/23/why-are-south-koreans-so-angry-about-presidential-choi-gate-here-are-4-reasons/?utm_term=.865e84fff331


21

foundations with which she was connected from major South 
Korean businesses, including South Korea’s corporate behemoth 
Samsung. 

The revelations proved a flashpoint for grievance about 
government competence, corruption and lack of accountability, 
common threads that had run through earlier protests. It tapped 
into anger with the President’s perceived poor performance over 
the Sewol Ferry Disaster, including an unaccounted absence on 
the day of disaster, which was also allegedly linked to Ms Choi.

After the revelations broke, thousands took to the streets of the 
capital, Seoul, to call for President Park’s resignation. Protests 
continued despite several attempts by President Park to sap their 
momentum, including by sacking 10 senior officials, attempting 
to appoint a new prime minister and finance minister, issuing a 
public apology and offering to shorten her time in office.

Political events moved quickly. By November 2016, President 
Park’s approval rating was down to a historic low of four per cent, 
and Ms Choi had been arrested. In December 2016 President 
Park was impeached and therefore suspended from office. In 
January 2017, Ms Choi’s daughter, Chung Yoo-ra, was arrested in 
connection with the scandal, and in February, the de facto head 
of Samsung,  Jay Y Lee, was arrested and charged with paying 
large bribes to Ms Choi. In March 2017, President Park’s dramatic 
downfall continued when she was removed from office by the 
constitutional court, arrested and detained.

Public protests played a huge part in keeping up the pressure. 
Demonstrations took place in Seoul each Saturday following 

Ken Shin, South Korea
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the revelation of the scandal, and numbers grew. Around a million people were estimated to have assembled in Seoul 
in November 2016. But this figure was eclipsed when as many as 1.7 million people – the largest such gathering in South 
Korean history – took to the streets of Seoul in December 2016, with half a million more people protesting at the same time 
in other towns and cities. Following President Park’s impeachment, the weekly protest turned into a celebration involving 
around half a million people; still, participants continued to call for the President to resign immediately, rather than undergo 
the impeachment process. Protesters gathered on New Year’s Eve to urge the country’s constitutional court to approve the 
impeachment.

Crucially, given the history of heavy-handed police response to protests, the demonstrations against President Park were 
clear to emphasise their non-violent nature, in order to deny the police opportunities to deploy violent response. Some 
protesters decorated the police buses that are customarily used to block roads with pictures of flowers, while others made 
sure that protest sites were cleared afterwards. However, there were still instances of security force violence: three people 
were reported dead in protests held outside the constitutional court in March 2017.

It should be clear that while the calculations of politicians inevitably played their part in the downfall of President Park, 
sustained mass protests ensured that the issue was kept alive and the demand for change was made visible. Corruption 
scandals involving elite politicians and large companies are sadly nothing new in South Korea, but citizens have shown their 
anger and demonstrated their collective muscle. The public outrage expressed in earlier protests, in 2015, was sustained and 
amplified: citizens involved in earlier protests also took part in those of 2016, but found more people standing beside them, 
and from a wider cross-section of South Korean society. The economic and social dissatisfaction that fuelled earlier protests 
also motivated many to turn out in 2016, with protests focusing on wider issues beyond the presidency.

The lesson from South Korea is, again, that a grievance ignored does not go away; it grows and demands to be heard at 
the next opportunity. The removal from office of President Park should be seen as a victory for democracy and the rule of 
law. This means that if South Korea’s politicians believe that, post-President Park, they can return to corruption and poor 
governance as usual, they should know that public anger, now raised and sustained, is unlikely to be satisfied.

Ethiopia: deadly dissent in closed civic space
One place where an entrenched governance crisis has been harder for citizens to confront is Ethiopia, and the scale of the 
challenge has been grimly underlined with hundreds of deaths and thousands of detentions. As covered in the 2016 State 
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of Civil Society Report, long-suppressed grievances first came to the surface in November 2015, over the highly centralised and authoritarian government’s 
plans to develop the area around the capital, Addis Ababa. This anger burgeoned into an expression of deeper-rooted dissent about the unequal distribution 
of wealth and exclusion of some population groups.

While the government cancelled its plan to develop the capital region in January 2016, fresh protests demonstrated that unhappiness with economic 
inequality, autocratic governance and human rights abuses ran deeper. In July 2016, tens of thousands of people gathered in Gonder in northern Ethiopia 
to call for a change of government. But as protests spread across the northern Amhara and Oromia regions, the state fell back on its customary response of 
meeting dissent with lethal force, gunning down around 100 protesters. This added further to the state’s death tally, with around 400 people killed in the 
earlier protests. 

Ethiopia’s civic space is rated as closed by the CIVICUS Monitor, with the ruling elite keeping a tight grip on the economy, political system, judiciary and media. 
While Ethiopia holds elections, such is the intolerance of dissent that parties other than the ruling party and its client parties stand little chance: no opposition 
parties were able to win seats in the 2015 election.

However, despite the high levels of civic space restriction, and the use of lethal force, protests continued. The police intervened to stop another large protest 
planned for mid-August 2016, beating would-be protesters. In response to the dangers of protesting publicly, people started to hold stay-at-home protests. 
But then in October 2016, the situation took another turn for the worse. Police fired teargas and rubber bullets into a crowd holding a peaceful protest at 
the Irreecha cultural festival, the most important annual festival for Oromo people. This action sparked a stampede in which the state reported that at least 
50 people died, although the real figure was likely in the region of hundreds. The state declared a period of national mourning while simultaneously trying 
to blame the deaths on protesters but, for once, found itself unable to control the narrative and damp down the dissent. As protests continued to flare, and 
significantly, started to unsettle the multinational businesses that the state has long cultivated as part of its economic growth strategy, the government upped 
the stakes by declaring a state of emergency.

Under the state of emergency, initially imposed for a six-month period but subsequently renewed to last into mid-2017, fundamental rights, including of 
assembly and expression, were further restricted and the army was given broad powers of detention and punishment. The sharing of information that could 
lead to dissent was banned. In just one example of the impact of this, the Addis Standard, a popular and influential magazine, was forced to close its print 
edition as printers refused to proceed with production. The internet was widely disrupted and blocked, with mobile internet access cut for two months and 
the use of social media to contact ‘outside forces’ prohibited, making it hard to communicate the violent state repression of protest. Protests without prior 
permission were banned, people were forbidden from closing businesses as a show of protest, curfews were imposed and roads around Addis Ababa were 
blocked. Even to make the protest gesture, of raised arms crossed at the wrists, became dangerous. 

http://civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2016/summaries/YIR_Citizens-mobilising-protest-activism-and-participation.pdf
http://www.africanews.com/2016/07/31/half-a-million-protesters-call-for-a-regime-change-in-ethiopia
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/ethiopias-bloody-crackdown-the-case-for-international_us_57b5c3ede4b04c609978acc7
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/06/27/june-27th-update-ethiopia/
https://monitor.civicus.org/country/ethiopia
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/05/ethiopia-ruling-party-eprdf-sweeps-elections-150527133916799.html
http://www.channelafrica.co.za/sabc/home/channelafrica/news/details?id=c25d4ef4-7cf3-492b-a189-0065ac59f9ff&title=Ethiopia%20police%20block%20anti-government%20protests
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/10/17/crackdown-oromo-protests-extends-activists-journalists-and-bloggers-denouncing-repression
https://qz.com/798798/ethiopia-is-in-a-state-of-national-mourning-after-52-oromo-protesters-were-killed-in-a-stampede
https://qz.com/798798/ethiopia-is-in-a-state-of-national-mourning-after-52-oromo-protesters-were-killed-in-a-stampede
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/10/08/qa-recent-events-and-deaths-irreecha-festival-ethiopia
http://www.economist.com/news/middle-east-and-africa/21708685-once-darling-investors-and-development-economists-repressive-ethiopia
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/10/ethiopia-declares-state-emergency-protests-161009110506730.html
https://www.irinnews.org/analysis/2017/04/03/ethiopia-extends-emergency-old-antagonisms-fester
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/10/30/legal-analysis-ethiopias-state-emergency
http://www.pen-international.org/newsitems/ethiopia-freedom-of-expression-under-threat-amid-growing-crackdown
http://www.africanews.com/2016/10/25/ethiopia-curfew-forces-popular-magazine-to-suspend-publication-after-5-years
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/afr25/5312/2016/en
https://globalvoices.org/2016/10/11/ethiopian-authorities-shut-down-mobile-internet-and-major-social-media-sites
https://qz.com/810955/as-oromo-crisis-grows-ethiopia-bans-posting-on-facebook
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-37679165
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/five-things-ethiopia-has-banned-under-its-state-emergency-1586921
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/10/31/ethiopia-state-emergency-risks-new-abuses
https://www.devex.com/news/ethiopia-s-state-of-emergency-silences-aid-workers-and-some-of-their-work-89007
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-37600225
https://qz.com/762991/this-ethiopian-runners-protest-gesture-at-the-rio-marathon-could-put-his-life-at-risk
https://qz.com/805534/ethiopias-state-of-emergency-may-ban-protest-gesture-of-crossing-your-wrists-in-public
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Arrests accelerated sharply under the state of emergency: by November 2016, it was reported that over 11,000 people had been arrested under the state 
of emergency, mostly in the Amhara and Oromia regions, with journalists, bloggers and academics among those arrested; by February 2017, this figure had 
risen further, with at least 24,000 people estimated as having been arrested. This meant that even when the state announced the release of 9,800 detainees 
in December 2016, many thousands more remained in detention. Those released were subject to a sinister, Soviet-style ‘retraining course’ of indoctrination 
before they were freed. Even the country’s non-autonomous National Human Rights Commission estimated that over 660 people were killed in the conflict; 
the reality is likely to be much higher. And yet, once again, the grievances that fuel dissent have been left largely unaddressed.

The Ethiopian state is generally little troubled by donor governments and international institutions, which disregard and thereby enable its long history of 
suppressing human rights because the state positions itself as a bastion of stability and a secure haven for business in a troubled region; even as the protests 
continued, the state was proud to announce the opening of a new, Chinese-built railway between Addis Ababa and the Red Sea to further boost business 
in Ethiopia. Ethiopia’s role as host of the African Union further helps dampen potential regional pressure. In recent years, global north governments have 
also become concerned about the flow of refugees from the region: the EU, World Bank and UK government are currently engaged in a US$500m project to 
develop jobs for African refugees within Ethiopia in a bid to stop them coming to Europe. Accordingly, the state fell back on blaming outside influences, from 
Egypt and Eritrea, for stirring up dissent, and moved to reassure businesses that it would restore stability.

However, for once Ethiopia found itself in an uncomfortable international spotlight: while visiting Ethiopia to discuss the refugee situation, Germany’s 
Chancellor Angela Merkel called on the state to allow protests and tolerate political opposition. Following the July 2016 killings, the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, Zeid Raad Al Hussein, called for an international investigation of the deaths, and for the release of those detained. Unusually, the African 
Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights also issued a statement, in September 2016, expressing its “deep concern” at the reports of excessive force and 
detentions, and called for regional rights mechanisms to have access to the country.

With Ethiopia’s human rights commission compromised and ineffectual, and autonomous rights-oriented domestic civil society entirely repressed, international 
civil society continued the pressure, calling for a UNHRC investigation and using its presence at key forums such as the UNHRC to focus attention on Ethiopia. 
Under unaccustomed pressure, the state responded by internationalising its repression, detaining the relatives of members of the Ethiopian diaspora who 
organised protests in Australia, and arresting an opposition leader from Oromo on return from a meeting with European parliamentarians. The state also 
refused to allow UN or EU investigators to visit Ethiopia.

These instances suggest a clear way forward in which the momentum of protest can be sustained while safeguarding the lives and security of Ethiopian 
citizens: international civil society needs to keep the spotlight on the abuses being perpetrated by the Ethiopian state, and pressure other states, international 
institutions and, importantly, international businesses with a presence in Ethiopia, to stop giving the state an easy ride. These institutions need to be pressured 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/11/ethiopia-state-emergency-arrests-top-11000-161112191919319.html
https://ahrethio.org/2017/03/09/ethiopia-detained-journalists-denied-justice
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2017/02/07/arrests-continue-ethiopia-state-emergency-denies-rights
http://allafrica.com/stories/201612190213.html
http://africanarguments.org/2017/01/26/never-again-inside-ethiopias-retraining-programme-for-thousands-of-detained-protesters
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/04/21/fear-investigation-what-does-ethiopias-government-have-hide
http://www.africanews.com/2017/04/19/ethiopia-2016-anti-gov-t-protests-claimed-over-660-lives-report
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/ethiopia/2016-08-29/behind-violence-ethiopia
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http://www.irinnews.org/analysis/2016/10/24/europe-pays-out-keep-lid-ethiopia-migration
http://www.euractiv.com/section/development-policy/news/ethiopia-blames-outside-forces-for-protest-death-toll
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/10/ethiopia-blames-foreign-enemies-stoking-unrest-161010100148946.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/10/ethiopia-pm-denies-police-violence-protests-rage-161011104240269.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/08/calls-probe-ethiopia-protesters-killings-160810163517810.html
http://www.africanews.com/2016/08/11/un-calls-for-urgent-access-and-release-of-detained-protesters-in-ethiopia
http://www.achpr.org/press/2016/09/d314
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http://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/united-nations/geneva/1528-interactive-dialogue-on-access-to-safe-drinking-water-and-sanitation-and-on-arbitrary-detention
http://www.civicus.org/index.php/en/what-we-do-126/2014-04-25-05-01-37/geneva/2523-interactive-dialogue-on-access-to-safe-drinking-water-and-sanitation-and-on-arbitrary-detention
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https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/11/07/australia-protests-prompt-ethiopia-reprisals
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until it is understood that they can no longer tolerate 
the notion that their economic and security interests 
are best served by the suppression of human rights 
and the repression of dissent in Ethiopia.

Turkey: a successful 
mobilisation in a context 
of restriction
Civic space in Turkey is rated as  repressed by the 
CIVICUS Monitor. As AGNA member the Third Sector 
Foundation of Turkey (TUSEV) relates, it has become 
increasingly difficult to demonstrate following the 
increase in restrictions imposed after the attempted 
coup, unless in support of the government and ruling 
party. However, even in these difficult conditions, 2016 
saw a successful mobilisation, to defend women’s 
rights:

The freedom of peaceful assembly has become 
severely restricted in Turkey after the failed coup 
attempt, particularly when exercised by anti-
government groups. There were instances of 
excessive use of force by the police, including 
beating, during peaceful demonstrations during 
2016. 

On the night of the coup attempt, 15 July 2016, 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Prime 
Minister Binali Yildirim called on the public ‘to 
‘claim the streets’. The mass rallies, named as 

Michael Fleshman

https://monitor.civicus.org/country/turkey
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‘democracy watches’, spread throughout major cities, and thousands of people, mostly supporters of the ruling party and President Erdoğan, gathered 
in the country’s squares and streets each night. The authorities promoted these rallies, since these gatherings were regarded as a continuation of the 
civilian resistance to the coup attempt. Public transportation was free for residents of Ankara and Istanbul to enable the gatherings. Turkish mobile 
operators, such as Turkish Telecom, provided free calls, text and data packages for their customers to help facilitate rallies and post-coup gatherings.

However, other attempts at mobilising received a less warm welcome: 

Earlier in 2016, the authorities banned the annual gay pride march, citing public order and security concerns. Riot police used teargas and plastic 
bullets to disperse a small number of demonstrators at the banned pride parade on 27 June 2016. On 17 October 2016, in Ankara, the capital, all 
demonstrations and assemblies were outlawed by the authorities until the end of November due to ‘possible terrorist attacks’. The arrest of the leaders 
and sitting parliamentarians of the Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) sparked a wave of protests. In all, the protests throughout Turkey led to the arrest 
of over a hundred people by Turkish security forces. 

The ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) brought a controversial bill to parliament on 18 November 2016. This motion stated that in the case 
of the sexual abuse of girls under 18 years of age, committed before 11 November 2016, if the act was committed without “force, threat, or any other 
restriction on consent” and if the aggressor “marries the victim” the sentence would be postponed.

This proposal caused an angry reaction, and #tecavuzmesrulastirilamaz (rape cannot be legitimised) became a trending topic on Twitter. Social media 
users, including opposition party members, journalists and representatives of CSOs, expressed their discontent. Thousands took to the streets of major 
cities to protest against the bill. In a joint statement, UNICEF, the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), UN Women and the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP) expressed their deep concerns over the bill, stating that “if adopted in its current form, the draft bill would weaken Turkey’s ability to combat 
sexual abuse and child marriage.” One hundred and twenty-six women’s organisations signed a common declaration.

Street demonstrations played an important part of the response, with thousands protesting in Istanbul and other cities. Crucially, the protests raised the 
visibility of the measure, which had been quietly introduced. As TUSEV relates, the government quickly performed a rare reversal:

On 22 November 2016, Prime Minister Yildirim announced that they were withdrawing the proposal and would seek the opinion of the opposition and 
CSOs in reformulating it. This is considered to be a rare setback for the government and ruling AKP.

https://www.unicef.org/media/media_93338.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-38041510
http://www.dw.com/en/turkish-rape-law-triggers-protests/a-36465426
http://www.dw.com/en/turkish-rape-law-triggers-protests/a-36465426
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This example from Turkey demonstrates that, even in highly-restricted conditions, protest action can make a difference; in this case, a proposed law that 
would have impacted on women’s rights was rebuffed by a broad-based response that combined demonstrations with other actions. It shows that Turkish 
civil society, however embattled, is refusing to give up the fight for human rights.

Protest and pushback in Latin America
Three notable protest trends combined and interacted in Latin America in 2016. First, as in Poland and the USA, many protests were led by women, in demand 
of women’s rights. Second, as in South Africa, many other protests were led by students and focused on or had their origins in grievance about education 
issues. Third, as highlighted earlier, in several countries, new laws and regulations were introduced or proposed that limit the right to protest, including on 
grounds such as the prevention of obstruction to traffic.

CIVICUS research on civic space in Latin America highlights how laws have been passed that make it harder to block roads, most recently in Chile and 
Guatemala. This is significant because the organisation of roadblocks and pickets has long been a legitimate tactic in Latin America’s robust protest tradition. 
In addition, laws that contain broad provisions against terrorism, and that have the effect of making it harder to protest, have been passed in Brazil and 
Paraguay. Meanwhile, a new Police Code approved in July 2016 in Colombia, where demonstrations that block roads or access to infrastructure are already 
prohibited, gives the authorities the power to dissolve protests, and makes it compulsory to give prior notification of any plans to hold a demonstration. These 
new laws have begun to have an impact on the extent to which protest is enabled in practice. However, they have yet to dampen the region’s protest spirit.

Women mobilise in Argentina, and across Latin America
In Argentina in October 2016, hundreds of thousands of women took part in a protest and strike labelled Black Wednesday. The trigger of the protest was 
the horrific gang rape and murder of 16 year-old Lucía Pérez, calling attention to broader currents of male violence towards women, and the failure of the 
law to protect women. As in Poland, women wore black and walked out of their workplace for an hour. Ana Correa, a member of the organising group for the 
protests, describes the anger that fuelled the response:4

Almost no reaction to the killing came from political and judicial sectors. So much so that in the same city where the crime occurred, Mar del Plata, a 
big meeting was being held between business people and representatives of the federal and provincial governments, and nobody there seemed to be 
aware of the brutal crime that had just happened, as if they had become accustomed to these horrible things happening over and over. That’s when 
the decision was made to call for a Black Wednesday mobilisation and a women’s strike on 19 October. On that afternoon it was pouring with rain, but 
thousands upon thousands of women dressed in black marched through the city. It was necessary - again - to shake the apathy in the face of a new 
atrocity.

http://civicus.org/images/ThreatsToCivicSpaceInLACountriesEN.pdf
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/08/16/new-police-code-undermines-right-peaceful-protest
https://monitor.civicus.org/country/argentina
http://www.zona54.com/local/1650-miercoles-negro-historica-marcha-en-mar-del-plata
http://internacional.elpais.com/internacional/2016/10/17/argentina/1476717704_725902.html
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/1948339-paro-de-mujeres-y-reclamo-en-el-obelisco
http://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/2755-claiming-the-space-for-women-in-argentina-on-step-at-a-time
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It is clear that Argentina, and Latin America, has a structural problem with male violence towards women: seven of the 10 
countries with the highest rates of femicide in the world are in Latin America. In Argentina, on average one woman is killed 
every 31 hours, many of them young women, and in Brazil, domestic violence is said to be responsible for the deaths of 
15 women a day. Impunity is an entrenched challenge. Laws may exist but they are not enforced, police forces have been 
accused of not taking violence against women seriously, and even data can be hard to obtain as crimes against women are 
not reported on adequately.

The Black Wednesday protests spread from Argentina around the region, sparking solidarity mobilisations in Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, El Salvador, Mexico, Paraguay and Uruguay. They were not the first such protests, and built on the footprint of earlier 
efforts, with protest sentiments and tactics crossing borders: under the banner of #NiUnaMenos (Not One Less), a protest 
slogan that has continued to be used, mass protests were held in 2015 across a wide expanse of Latin America, including 
Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Uruguay. These protests drew the backing of high-level political figures, 
sports stars, and significantly, the Catholic Church.

Protests were also sparked in June 2016 in Argentina and Brazil by further acts of grotesque violence towards women, 
while demonstrations held in Peru in August 2016 involved more than 50,000 people, an unprecedented mobilisation on 
women’s rights in that country. Peruvian anger was sparked by several high-profile cases of lenient sentences being given 
to the perpetrators of violence against women. The inspiration spread further still, to the Caribbean, where thousands of 
Jamaicans mobilised in protests, including black-clad and silent protests, against gender-based violence in February and 
March 2017.

Ana Correa relates the origins of the Argentinian protest movement, for which the killing of 14-year-old Chiara Páez in May 
2015 proved the tipping point:

The femicide of Chiara Páez in Rufino, Santa Fe province, unleashed a wave of indignation at what appeared to be 
a total lack of public reaction to the succession of crimes against women. People were already fed up, so the tweet 
published by journalist Marcela Ojeda fell on fertile ground: “Women: they are killing us. Are we not going to do 
anything?” At that point an organising group was formed with the aim of holding a great mobilisation event, a loud 
call of attention from the citizenry to force political, social and media actors to react. We wanted to give a strong 
message, and at the same time we imagined this as a ‘hinge moment’ regarding demands for women’s rights. If 
gender-based violence affected us all, then it was important for all of us to join forces to make that claim heard.

IT IS CLEAR THAT 

ARGENTINA, AND 

LATIN AMERICA, 

HAS A STRUCTURAL 

PROBLEM WITH MALE 

VIOLENCE TOWARDS 

WOMEN

4 This is an edited extract of an 
interview conducted in February 
2017. The full interview is available at 
http://bit.ly/2l6MsBl. 
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http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/argentina-protests-thousands-takes-part-in-mass-demonstrations-to-condemn-violence-against-women-10296154.html
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The movement deliberately cultivated a broad base, steering a careful course around Argentina’s polarised politics:

From the beginning we set out to do something massive. We saw this as the only way our goals could be achieved. This could not be just another march. 
That’s why we appealed to resources that were disruptive at the time: we sought the support of celebrities, women and men, so they could help us 
disseminate the call for mobilisation as far and wide as possible. Let’s keep in mind that we didn’t have any budget to do this, and we did not want to 
accept help from the very same sectors we were addressing our demands to either. We needed allies in the mass media, women and men. We did not 
ask for seniority credentials within feminist movements, although we obviously set some boundaries.

It was an electoral year in Argentina and political forces were very polarised. Over the previous few years there had been virtually no mobilisation 
encompassing all sectors. So all the while we were disseminating the call for our big march, we met with representatives from political parties, the 
government and the judicial branch to make our message clear: we are not protesting against anyone in particular; we just want you to do well at 
your job in combating gender-based violence. Everything pointed in the same direction: towards the generation of a movement around the defence of 
women’s rights cutting across all political, social and cultural forces. 

On the evening prior to the march, both then-president, Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, and Supreme Court Justice Elena Highton de Nolasco, publicly 
and independently claimed to support the mobilisation. We did not see this as a problem; on the contrary, the fact that the highest representatives of 
the state were acknowledging the protest was perceived as a step forward. However, during the weeks leading up to the march various candidates 
had begun to see it as an advantage to have their photo taken holding the #NiUnaMenos banner. It was too easy for a legislator or candidate to take 
a selfie and attract the female vote. We needed something more from them, so we asked them that if they took a picture, they also sign a five-point 
commitment that they would work to eradicate sexist violence.

As Ana Correa relates, both traditional and new media were important in promoting and recruiting support for the movement:

The logic of social media helped a lot when putting out a message. We defined a hashtag, #NiUnaMenos. This was backed up by a document that was 
read at the end of the rally on 3 June 2015, and which was the result of lots of joint work. But the motto that made our demand compelling was summed 
up in just three words.

#NiUnaMenos demonstrated the importance that social media may have when it comes to making a massive call and disseminating a message without 
the mediation of political and media structures. Social media does not replace activism of any kind. The woman who devotes most of her time to her 
work, inside and outside the home, without proper care policies and without any help, has an important limitation when it comes to participating in 
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organisations. Social networks allow 
for and activate another form of 
activism, which adds to the traditional 
ones. What matters is to rattle 
structures and open participation to 
all women - to each one in a form that 
is attainable for them.

When organising the first march, we 
wanted to make sure that the media 
aligned with each sector would provide 
non-partisan coverage of the march. 
And right after the demonstration, 
for the first time in years, the front 
pages of all Argentine print media 
highlighted the same event, our 
march, as the most important of the 
day. It was a historic moment in that 
sense too.

When protests are repeated, as happened 
in Argentina and across Latin America, 
protest movements could be accused of 
having failed to make an impact. In the case 
of Argentina, however, participants in the 
movement believe that some headway has 
been made, as Ana Correa suggests:

The main impacts were that women’s 
rights were placed on the agenda and 

IM Swedish Development
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that a state of constant alert and mobilisation around these issues was achieved. There were also small but concrete steps forward, such as the judiciary 
launching the first Femicides Registry and the newly appointed president of the Council for Women presenting an action plan to eradicate gender-based 
violence.

There is still a lot to do. We are convinced that we can only achieve our aims by remaining active in reaching out with our demands. There is a huge 
agenda both in Argentina and in the region. With the Trump inauguration we are already seeing setbacks at the global level that we would never have 
imagined. The only way to do something about this is to remain united, attentive and mobilised.

The social attitudes that enable male violence towards women have deep roots, and the failures of states to make headway against femicide are major. The 
murder of an anti-femicide activist, Micaela Garcia, in April 2017 prompted further outrage and demonstrated the seriousness of the problem. Engagement 
needs to be continuous. What women in Argentina and across Latin America have demonstrated is that they are active and committed participants in 
challenging gender-based violence; they are not merely victims, and those who experience violence are not faceless and nameless. If brutal crimes continue, 
so will the outrage.

Other protests in Argentina
While women’s rights protests were mostly peacefully policed in Argentina, there have been some incidents of violence: in the city of Rosario, police used 
teargas and rubber bullets to disperse an October 2016 demonstration. Further, the police responded to an isolated incident of violence during the March 
2017 International Women’s Day protests by using teargas and arbitrarily arresting participants. Protests in Argentina on other issues have, however, attracted 
heavier security force attention, while new legislative measures threaten to make protests harder. 

Even as the anti-femicide protests were offering such a powerful and positive presence, repeated attempts were made to make it harder for protesters to 
organise street blockades, a common protest tactic. A bill introduced in 2014 did not pass into law, but the new government that came to power in December 
2015 introduced a protocol against picketing in 2016, giving the state additional powers to disperse blockades. The protocol also fails to prohibit the use of 
firearms or rubber bullets to break up protests, potentially giving the security forces wide repressive powers. The use of excessive force was duly seen in 
August 2016, when the police used rubber bullets and teargas against a highway sit-in by 2,000 members of the Movement of Unemployed Workers in the 
capital, Buenos Aires, even though their protest was authorised. This was one of several protests against the government’s economic, employment and social 
policies that were violently repressed during August 2016. Protests against public service cuts and job cuts, and rising energy prices, continued into 2017.

Fernando Bracaccini  of the Civil Association for Equality and Justice (ACIJ) sets out some of the key challenges with the new protocol, including the selectivity 
of its application:5

http://www.csjn.gov.ar/om/femicidios.html
https://www.argentina.gob.ar/sites/default/files/consejo_nacional_de_mujeres_plan_nacional_de_accion_contra_violencia_genero_2017_2019.pdf
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Outrage-Shakes-Argentina-After-Murder-of-Anti-Femicide-Activist-20170409-0009.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/19/argentina-women-strike-violence-protest
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https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/08/02/protocol-police-action
https://monitor.civicus.org/newsfeed/2016/09/28/protests-dispersed-excessive-force-argentina
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The problem with the ‘anti-picketing protocol’ is that it subordinates protest to the free circulation of traffic and 
dispenses with case-by-case assessments, as it mandates eviction for any situation in which traffic is obstructed. It also 
establishes the use of physical violence as the state’s main response to protest. 

In recent months there were large demonstrations including roadblocks, such as the one led by the five main trade 
union confederations in April 2016. The security forces, however, not only failed to apply the protocol, but also did not 
use force to end the roadblocks. In contrast, violence has indeed been used to disperse other kinds of demonstrations, 
which should alert us to the selective use of repression depending on the nature of the protests, and as a form of 
censorship of action by specific groups.

Meanwhile, indigenous social movement leader Milagro Sala spent 2016 in detention, being sentenced in December 2016 
to three years’ probation, and banned from participating in any CSO for the same length of time, for her role in organising a 
protest. Although the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention ruled that she was being arbitrarily detained, at the time 
of writing she remained in detention pending further charges, and was reported as being under severe stress. Fernando 
Bracaccini draws attention to this case:

Even though legal charges were raised against Milagro Sala, the decision to arrest her was based solely on her 
participation in the protest that took place on 14 December 2015. ACIJ publicly stated that this was an arbitrary 
restriction of the right to protest. The decision is also a show of the lack of independence of the judiciary in many 
Argentine provinces.

Protests called for Ms Sala’s release on the first anniversary of her detention, but the response was further repression, as 
exercised in January 2017 against members of the Mapuche indigenous community, where security forces attacked citizens, 
including women and children, and detained a number of citizens. Despite the harassment, their protests, against the 
occupation of their traditional land by an international company, Benetton, will doubtless continue.

Protests in Brazil
In August 2016, following a politically polarised impeachment process, Brazil’s Senate voted to remove President Dilma 
Rousseff from office over alleged illegal fiscal acts, replacing her with her centre-right deputy, Michel Temer, in what many 
characterised as a parliamentary coup. Brazil has seen many protests in recent years, including huge demonstrations in 2013 

5 This is an edited extract of an 
interview conducted in September 
2016. The full interview is available at 
http://bit.ly/2m94Nzu. 
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sparked by transport price rises and more recent protests both for and against President Rousseff and against the state’s policies 
of cutting back on public spending, something that has accelerated under President Temer.

In 2016, Brazil saw a series of protests by indigenous peoples against legislation to remove protections on indigenous land, which 
could open up indigenous territories to private sector exploitation and foreign ownership. And in response to a government 
decision to impose a 20-year constitutional cap on public spending, and proposed changes in education provision that could 
entail school closures, students occupied schools and universities from October 2016. Occupations spread from São Paulo to 
over a thousand schools and universities. The occupation movement followed the self-organising tactics seen in many youth-
led protest movements in recent years: students organised classes, debates and workshops, and shared cooking, cleaning and 
maintenance tasks. While protests were not able to halt the Senate’s approval of the spending limit, students attested that part 
of the value of their protests was in developing their awareness of political issues and willingness to engage with them, growing 
their confidence and competence in speaking out, and raising the visibility of the debate on education provision.

The occupations demonstrated that young people are willing to take direct action to assert their voices in the debate over their 
country’s future. However, in some contexts, students involved in occupations were evicted by the police, with young people 
arrested and taken away in handcuffs, sometimes without the necessary judicial authorisation, while the authorities attempted 
to discredit protesting students.

Brazil’s rich protest culture often comes up against attempts to repress it. As Ana Cernov, of Conectas Human Rights, an 
international human rights CSO based in Brazil, points out, a long-running challenge in Brazil is the role played by the military in 
policing protests; another, and a common theme across many countries, is the selectivity over which protests are allowed and 
which are repressed:6

The repression of protests is not new in Brazil. However, it has indeed intensified in recent years and has become increasingly 
selective in the way it responds. Policing is ostensibly a military task - a regrettable heritage of the dictatorship that ruled 
the country from 1964 to 1985. It is also decentralised, as state governors each head their own military police. Therefore 
we cannot say that the Temer government is directly and solely responsible for the repression of protests. However, it is also 
true that there is high discretion regarding which protests are repressed, depending on which side of the political spectrum 
they come from. The introduction of restrictions on the space for protest has steadily intensified since the protests that 
took place in June 2013, so President Rousseff’s removal has not been a turning point in this respect.

6 This is an edited extract of an 
interview conducted in September 
2016. The full interview is available at 
http://bit.ly/2lHuZE9.
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The argument is always the same: that police take action in order to prevent acts of vandalism by demonstrators, a narrative that is also used by the 
media in order to shield the police’s hard-line performance from criticism. We understand that the role of the police is that of singling out individual acts 
of vandalism and guaranteeing the exercise of constitutional rights to assemble and petition the authorities. In practice, what we see is an approach 
characterised by the use of disproportionate and intimidatory force to disperse protests and the violation of several international rules regarding the 
use of force and non-lethal weapons. 

Attempts to hold protests to capitalise on the visibility of Brazil holding the Olympic Games in August 2016 were met with violence and detentions. Police 
violence, including teargas and beatings, was also used against a protest of around 100,000 people opposing President Rousseff’s impeachment in September 
2016 and against demonstrations of several thousand people in October and November 2016 protesting about the imposition of the public spending limit; 
significantly, police violence was deployed in October 2016 when protesters tried to march to the headquarters of Petrobras, the state oil company at the 
centre of corruption scandals. In January 2017, teargas and pepper spray was used to evict several thousand homeless people occupying land in São Paulo, 
and a coordinator of the Homeless Workers’ Movement arrested, and in April 2017, police violence was used against an indigenous peoples’ protest in the 
capital, Brasília.

As in other cases above, including the USA and South Africa, police violence was directed at those trying to report on the protests, to the extent that 
photojournalists held their own protest in September 2016 to draw attention to police violence against them; the following month, the police arrested and 
detained a prominent community journalist and a photographer who were trying to cover the forced eviction of a community.

With a government that is increasingly at odds with a wide sweep of civil society, the only thing that can be predicted with any degree of certainty is that Brazil 
is set to experience repeated protest actions in future.

Protests in Chile
Chile has seen successive waves of student protests in recent years. Protests surged in 2011 and 2012, and some of the leaders of the movement went 
into elected politics in 2013, but still the movement’s demands were not met, leading to more protests in 2014 and 2015. While protests have led to some 
reforms, the student movement has deemed these to be inadequate. Camila Rojas, president of the University of Chile Student Federation (FECh), sets out 
the situation:7

For many years now Chilean society has been mobilised around the social right to education, with milestones in 2006, when high school students 
mobilised massively, and 2011, when even more massive mobilisation at all levels led to a social movement for public education. This movement 
managed to maintain its autonomy and prevented its demands from being processed in the neoliberal terms that are typical of Concertación, the centre-
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left coalition that has ruled the country for almost the entire post-transition democratic period. However, over the years 
successive governments have been unable to respond satisfactorily to our demands, since they did not have the political 
will to work jointly on reforms. 

Demonstrations that rejected the proposed education reforms as inadequate continued in 2016, and were met with some 
violent responses. Protests resulted in violent clashes in August 2016, with the Mayor of Santiago, Chile’s capital, blaming the 
protest organisers, the Confederation of Chilean Students, for failing to take adequate security precautions and raising the 
prospect of a ban on weekday marches in the city centre. These challenges are indicative of a wider problem in Chile, where 
rules originally adopted by the state during the dictatorship era impose strict authorisation requirements for the holding of 
protests, and give the police, and its Special Forces, broad powers to disperse demonstrations. Thresholds for police action are 
low: a protest is deemed violent merely if police instructions are contravened. Camila Rojas discusses how these powers have 
been used against the student movement:

The police repression we recently faced is directly linked to the government’s inability to respond to our demands. The 
government’s answer to our mobilisations has been to try and prevent them by deploying police onto the streets. Instead 
of introducing changes to solve the conflict, they have tried to silence us by way of denying authorisation for several of 
our marches.

It is important to note that our legislation on the regulation and management of public space use is severely lacking. The 
constitutional right to peaceful protest is restricted by authorisation requirements; we need to go and ask for permission in 
an office of the municipal government. The state has the power to authorise or not authorise demonstrations. Unauthorised 
demonstrations experience a much more violent environment, since the Special Forces act with disproportionate force. 
Given its inability to find a political solution to the conflict, the government denies permission for our demonstrations, 
deploys more police forces and even mistreats us at police stations just for fighting for a better education for Chileans. In 
this situation we cannot just sit idly by, so we continue protesting for change.

Students are not the only ones who encounter security force violence. As in Argentina, members of the Mapuche community, 
Chile’s largest indigenous group, are engaged in a long-running struggle to defend their traditional lands from the encroachment 
of forestry companies. In January 2017 community members protested in Santiago, but when violence broke out, water cannon 
were used against protesters and many were detained. Members of the Mapuche community are also subject to discriminatory 

7 This is an edited extract of an 
interview conducted in June 2016. 
The full interview is available at 
http://bit.ly/2lCTZvM. 
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use of the dictatorship era Anti-Terrorism 
Law.

Camila Rojas argues that while there is some 
violence from protesters, seen for example 
in May 2016, when violence flared among 
protesters in Valparaíso during President 
Michelle Bachelet’s state of the nation 
address, the response from the police forces 
is disproportionate:

Although violent protesters are a small 
minority, they are the ones providing 
the media with the material they use 
to undermine our legitimate demands, 
as it happened in Valparaíso. Huge 
social discontent ends up expressing 
itself as violence, which is in turn 
fuelled by harsh repression by the 
Special Forces.

The suspicion in Chile must be that even if 
there were no violence used by protesters, 
the security forces would still find a pretext 
to use excessive force against protests. This 
normalisation of state violence is something 
that needs to be questioned and resisted.

Protests in Mexico
State attempts to make changes in education 

Carol Crisosto Cadiz, Mapuche community
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8 This is an edited extract of an 
interview conducted in July 2016. The 
full interview is available at http://bit.
ly/2ljs03H.

provision also sparked protests, this time by teachers, in several parts of Mexico, including in Oaxaca state. In May 2016, teachers 
began an occupation of the central square in Oaxaca City, deploying a customary protest tactic. But their resistance was brutally 
repressed. Yésica Sánchez Maya, of the Consortium for Parliamentary Dialogue and Fairness in Oaxaca, tells the story:8

Since President Enrique Peña Nieto was inaugurated in 2012, Mexico has been through 12 structural reforms, including 
one for education. Like the others, this reform did not undergo a serious process of discussion or analysis but was fast-
tracked. There was an attempt to fool citizens by making a point about the quality of education, while the truth is that no 
decent conditions exist in schools and there is no adequate funding to ensure access to education for all girls and boys. The 
main aim of the reform is to fire teachers. There is also an economic crisis at play because the national oil company where 
funds used to come from, Pemex, is in decline. So the government did not agree to negotiate with the teachers. When the 
government refused to sit and talk, Section 22, the teachers’ union in Oaxaca, resorted to occupations, its historic tactic. 
The state insisted that there was nothing to talk about and simply ignored them, so the situation stalled and radicalised.

As it became apparent to all of us that dialogue was indeed necessary, parents, students and CSOs began to make public 
calls for the state and federal governments to sit at the negotiating table. As they refused to talk, harassment, intimidation 
and criminalisation of Section 22 leaders and members increased, leading to a climate of uncertainty. Instead of talking, 
the government sent the gendarmerie – the new police created by the Peña Nieto administration – to Oaxaca along with 
the military, planes and helicopters. Imagine a city that is suddenly flown over by helicopters and where it is announced 
that 500 to 1,000 troops have arrived to evict teachers. There was a lot of fear in the streets, and at night there were 
at least 40 vehicles of the federal, state and local police doing surveillance rounds, all of them with armed personnel, 
encircling the occupation camp established by Section 22 in the capital’s central square. The state sought to intimidate 
them by making a huge show of armed power. 

That’s when parents organised in solidarity with teachers. To put pressure on the government, they launched blocking 
actions in Nochixtlán and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. These blockades lasted two to four days, and the government was still 
not ready for dialogue. On the seventh day the government decided to send in the federal military police, without following 
protocol or even giving any eviction notice. They just stormed in with excessive force. At first the Oaxacan government 
claimed that their security forces were unarmed, carrying only protective gear, but then the federal government had 
to admit that they were indeed armed. The truth is that there are photos and videos showing armed troops repressing 
civilians who were resisting peacefully.

http://bit.ly/2ljs03H
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At least eight people were killed, and over 100 injured, as a result of the police’s aggressive attempt to break the blockade. As Yésica Sánchez Maya relates, 
this tragic act had the effect of increasing public pressure in support of negotiations:

Civil society called for dialogue but the government did not respond. After the executions and arrests an international alert was sent out, warning that 
something even worse could still happen. A very significant social bloc made up of artists, intellectuals and academics urged the government to sit at 
the table. Following this, the first such dialogue was established with the Interior Ministry. 

Once negotiations began, many of the blockades were lifted, and many of the teachers returned to the classrooms in September 2016. But as Yésica Sánchez 
Maya concludes, that it took several deaths to force negotiations to begin indicates a serious dysfunction of governance; the response should be a fundamental 
change, and this should be informed by a thorough investigation into the killings, and the prosecution of those responsible:

It is unfortunate that there had to be so many deaths for the government to accept the need for dialogue. 

The army’s role is not to intervene on matters of a political nature or against civilians. The government must prosecute those who have already been 
singled out as responsible for human rights violations. The state has so far been unable or unwilling to guarantee access to justice, even in cases where 
responsibilities were clear as a result of victims’ testimonies. This has generated impunity, and therefore permissibility for human rights violations. 
For these not to be repeated indefinitely, it is important that the military or police officers, and the public officials who have been identified as having 
committed human rights violations, be investigated and convicted, thereby setting a precedent.

In addition, the Mexican state must stop pretending and accept that there is a human rights crisis. The world already knows that human rights are 
permanently and massively violated in Mexico. Denial is not helping: the state is investing more efforts and resources in denying the existence of a 
problem that is apparent than in solving it.

Serious barriers against protest remain. While Mexico’s Supreme Court found in August 2016 that the Mobility Law of Mexico City meant that capital city 
protests can be held on a notification rather than approval basis, at the same time it upheld rules against the blocking of primary roads. Further, the police 
in some states of Mexico are allowed to use firearms to disperse protests, and sadly, 2017 offered continued evidence that federal and state authorities are 
still failing to respect the right to protest. For example, in January 2017, it was reported that police forces threatened and assaulted as many as 20 journalists 
covering blockades in response to fuel price rises, and in April 2017, four indigenous land rights protest leaders were killed by the police. No one should be 
killed or injured for taking part in a protest. In Mexico, this is all too common.

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mexico-violence-idUSKCN0ZN2AX
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In summary: Latin America
Latin America, in summary, displays both the best and worst trends in contemporary protest. It offers inspiring examples of 
citizens, including citizens from excluded groups, self-organising to challenge the powerful forces that deny their rights and hold 
them back. It shows how movements can inspire action and solidarity across borders, even in politically polarised conditions, 
and sustain themselves over time to respond to key moments when rights are violated outrageously. But Latin America also 
shows how ingrained attitudes that deny rights are slow to change. It offers troubling examples of security forces routinely 
resorting to violence, while laws, including several recently introduced, buttress the power of the authorities to deny peaceful 
assemblies on issues with which they disagree. International solidarity, and regional working, including with continental human 
rights institutions, show the way forward: the protest movements of Latin America must continue to join together, and to 
connect different protest currents, including those of women, students and indigenous peoples, within countries and across 
borders.

Looking forward: protests and the freedom of 
assembly
The last few years have been characterised by wave upon wave of protests in multiple contexts around the world: those described 
above are only some of many that took place in the last year, and previous editions of this report have covered protests in every 
global region. Any notion that protests are a passing fad should be rejected. While individual movements may come and go, 
and some achieve more impact than others, it should be clear that in country after country, the grievances that drive dissent 
endure and will continue to provoke action. Many protest movements sustain themselves over time: they continue to pursue 
the grievance around which they mobilised, if issues remain unresolved, or protest momentum grows to encompass bigger 
challenges that demand longer-term engagement.

CIVICUS research on protest movements in three countries, Bahrain, Chile and Uganda, shows that in each context, protest 
movements have sustained themselves over time, to a greater or lesser degree, even in conditions of restricted civic space. Not 
only is this inspiring, but also the persistence of protest movements may challenge conventional notions of what civil society is, 
how it is organised and how it can best be supported. While protest movements in all three countries report that they connect 
well with domestic CSOs, they represent a distinct and diverse civil society form that needs to be understood better. Further, 
other recent research on new social movements points to the increasing fluidity of civil society forms that new movements are 
bringing, and the coexistence of established and new forms of activism, suggesting the need for more detailed analysis of any 
given context. 

ANY NOTION 

THAT PROTESTS 

ARE A PASSING 

FAD SHOULD BE 

REJECTED
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The CIVICUS study further found that, 
compared to strong domestic connections, 
protest movements often found 
international connections lacking. In 
particular, protest movements indicate that 
they receive little support and solidarity 
from international CSOs, UN institutions 
and other multilateral bodies, but see these 
as potentially significant sources of support. 
The unrealised potential for international 
support to help protest movements 
to grow into more sustained social 
movements seems clear. But significantly, 
the leaders of protest movements identify 
that their greatest capacity needs are in 
areas such as strategic thinking, planning 
and organising, rather than in directly 
resource-related areas such as fundraising. 
This suggests that some relatively low cost 
interventions could have a strong impact 
on protest movements. It further indicates 
that the specific support needs of protest 
movements must be better understood 
before any attempt to support is made: 
simply providing money can be a blunt and 
inadequate response.

Of course, capacity support to protest 
movements can only be effective if the 
broader civic space challenges that hold 

Maina Kiai
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back the potential of protest movements are addressed. As should be clear from the above, restrictions on the freedom of 
assembly are closely associated with those on the freedom of expression; action on one must connect with action on the other. 
And given that connections with domestic CSOs have proved important for sustaining protest movements, restrictions on the 
freedom of association, as discussed in part one of this review, challenge those important connections of support and solidarity. 
Joined-up responses are needed that realise the right to dissent as part of any attempt to broaden and uphold civic space.

The key need that arises, at the national and international level, is to make clear that the freedom of peaceful assembly 
includes the freedom to protest, and that the freedom to protest must extend to the right to engage in peaceful direct action, 
including peaceful civil disobedience, occupations and blockades. Further, as the policing of protest is often problematic, if 
rights are to be realised, police impunity must be challenged. 

Some helpful guidance from the UN level exists here, in the shape of the UN guidelines on the policing of protests: in September 
2016, Maina Kiai, outgoing UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to the freedom of assembly and of association issued a checklist 
of 10 principles for the proper management of assemblies. These make clear that citizens have an inalienable right to take 
part in peaceful assemblies, including protests, and that states have a duty to respect rights and ensure they are upheld and 
facilitated. As part of the realisation of this right, there is a need to seek greater accountability over the role of security forces, 
and encourage the sharing of good practice in the peaceful management of assemblies.

On the legislative side, the key need is to end the practice of authorisation regimes, in which civil society must obtain prior 
state permission to hold a protest, and urge for the adoption of notification regimes, in which the state must merely be 
informed that a protest is to take place. CSOs and citizens should be free to organise meetings and events without any need 
for prior approval. Notification regimes should help civil society because they should enable CSOs and citizens to be assured 
that law enforcement services will guarantee public safety so that people can protest peacefully, and should build in potential 
for accountability when security forces overstep the mark.

In short, protest is a fact of democratic life and an indicator of an active citizenry. It is an arena where dissent can be safely 
expressed and new ideas forged. Protest is not an exception. It is a right. It is time that laws, and the actions of state actors, 
including governments, politicians and security forces, started reflecting this.
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http://www.ishr.ch/news/right-dissent-manual-international-law-right-protest-and-dissent
http://freeassembly.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/UNSR-Implementation-Checklist-for-Managing-Assemblies.pdf



