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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Over the past decade, the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC) has 

documented a staggering 108% increase in targeted killings in South Africa, as observed through 

its South Africa Organized Crime Observatory (SA-Obs).1 While South Africa has long grappled 

with high levels of violence, as evidenced by a per capita murder rate of 45 per 100 000 in 2022/23,2 or 

approximately 70 murders a day, targeted killings have notably escalated since 2000, when the GI-TOC’s data 

collection on assassinations began. 

South Africa has a history of political violence. Political killings in South Africa can be seen as a function of 

criminal governance in the country. The number of politically linked assassinations has been rising steadily since 

around 2010, and in 2023 the GI-TOC recorded 31 incidents of political assassination. The analysis presented 

in this report is based on data collected on political assassinations in South Africa since 2000, with an update 

on overall trends in targeted killings analyzed using 2023 data. 

The hitmen behind South Africa’s contract killings have become more daring, incidents more public and victims 

more high-profile. The masterminds and the hitmen who carry out their orders appear to be emboldened by 

the minimal repercussions of their actions and the dwindling public outcry, as the sheer frequency of events 

diminishes the impact of individual tragedies. Contract killers also seem to show little regard for the collateral 

consequences of their actions, carrying out assassinations in the presence of children, as in the recent killing 

of Rand Water executive Teboho Joala,3 and turning churches and restaurants into crime scenes. Coupled with 

the deficiencies in South Africa’s overburdened criminal justice system, where only about 15% of all murders 

are solved, the picture that emerges is one of a situation that is barely contained.4

The SA-Obs recorded 131 targeted killings in South Africa in 2023, 10 fewer than in 2022.5 This is certainly 

an undercount, however, as the assassinations database is populated with publicly available information, which 

is affected by accessibility, reporting fatigue and low coverage, among other factors. The 131 cases were 

grouped into four categories6: organized-crime related (46 cases or 35% of incidents), minibus taxi-industry 

related (45 incidents, or 34%), political assassinations (31 incidents, or nearly 24%) and personal assassinations 

(nine incidents, or nearly 7%). Overlaps between categories present a challenge in disaggregating the data, but 

what these figures nevertheless represent is the entrenched use of contract killers as a solution to electoral, 

business and romantic disputes, to commit insurance fraud or to silence those working to expose corruption. 

The personal impact of these killings on individuals, families and communities is of course incalcula-

ble, but politically motivated assassinations have a particularly detrimental effect on governance and 

democracy, with violence used as a means of silencing opponents, controlling the struggle for succes-

sion, infiltrating local governance and influencing political outcomes.7 Understanding this impact is par-

ticularly critical in the context of South Africa’s 2024 general elections. Previous analysis has shown that 
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there are always spikes in political assassinations during election years, particularly in long- 

contested provinces such as KwaZulu-Natal (KZN).8 The 2024 elections, the sixth national election in 

the country’s 30 years of democracy, have been earmarked as a potential watershed moment, with the 

ruling African National Congress (ANC) facing challenges in securing its National Assembly majority. 

Recent changes in what has long been a stagnant political landscape include a rise in coalition govern-

ments and the formation of several new political parties, most significantly the uMkhonto weSizwe (MK) 

party, whose campaigning has been led by former president Jacob Zuma.9 The MK party already holds 

substantial support in Zuma’s home province of KZN, a former ANC stronghold, where it threatens to 

dilute ANC votes. The ANC’s waning influence, on the back of high unemployment and crime rates, 

cost of living increases and widespread government corruption, including unaddressed state capture 

revelations, means that the 2024 elections could see several political power shifts.10 

While 131 cases were recorded in 2023, targeted killings are still occurring on a regular basis in South 

Africa, with 35 cases recorded in the first four months of 2024 alone. The database aims to not only quan-

tify the killings, but also analyze possible trends, uncover motives and identify prevention mechanisms.

Targeted killings have become 
increasingly common in South 
Africa over the past decade, with 
local government employees 
and the minibus taxi industry 
particularly affected. © Brenton 
Geach/Gallo Images via Getty Images

FIGURE 1  Breakdown of assassinations 
in South Africa in 2023.
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While there are some 64 elections being held the world 

over in 2024, South Africa’s elections stand out for the very 

real threat of violence that they bring, a cumulation of the 
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driving criminality.11 Indeed, targeted killings in South Africa 
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a relatively young democracy.12 

24%

34%

7%

35%



5

Criminal governance

Criminal governance refers to the control of a territory 
by individuals or groups engaged in illegal activities. It 

usually emerges in situations where traditional governance 
mechanisms have broken down or where the state has 
failed to meet citizens’ needs for security, service delivery 
and dispute resolution. Criminal organizations take advan-
tage of situations of limited economic opportunity and 
social inequality, using coercion, corruption and violence 
to gain and maintain power and influence.13 Criminal gov-
ernance manifests itself in different ways, depending on 
the relationships between communities, criminals and the 
state, but there are, broadly speaking, three categories of 
criminal control14:

	■ Criminal disorder: where there is conflict between dis-
organized gangs or armed groups.

	■ Divided governance: where criminal actors compete 
with the state for control of territory and exercise 
some form of control in the areas where they operate.15 

	■ Collaborative governance: where there is active collu-
sion between criminal actors and the state.16 

Political assassinations in South Africa can be understood as 
part of a system of collaborative criminal governance, involv-
ing local politicians and government administrators collud-
ing with criminal actors to eliminate rivals. Under a system 
of collaborative criminal governance in South Africa, hitmen  
typically kill because there is a financial incentive for them 
to do so. This is different from the divided form of crimi-
nal governance seen in places such as Mexico, for example, 
where hitmen kill as part of competition with the state for 

territorial control. ■

The cumulative effect of political assassinations is felt across society, from instilling fear in citizens to 

affecting service delivery and disrupting governance and democracy. By recognizing politically moti-

vated violence as more than an isolated phenomenon and acknowledging its complex intersections 

with other illicit markets, such as the taxi industry, authorities can adopt more effective strategies to 

enhance law enforcement efforts, dismantle criminal networks and work towards establishing a safer 

and more secure society. 

Methodology: monitoring assassinations
As in previous reports that derive their data from the GI-TOC database,17 this report drew on the 

resources of SABINET, a mainstream media database covering local and national news. This was 

supplemented with searches of electronic news sources. 

The following criteria had to be met for an incident to be recorded as a targeted killing. First, the 

police, criminal justice agencies or, in a limited number of incidents, the friends or family of the 

deceased, must have declared the killing to be a hit (although in several cases this also emerged from 

coverage of subsequent court proceedings). Second, the circumstances must have been such that it 

was relatively clear from the facts of the case that an assassination or attempted assassination had 

taken place. In other words, the incidents had to be identified as targeting one person or, in a handful 

of cases, groups of people, and a transaction (financial or otherwise) had to be involved. The assas-

sination database records as hits those cases where the victim was killed, those where the attempt 

failed (i.e. the intended target was only injured) and those that were prevented by law enforcement. 

The resulting data is undoubtedly an undercount, as the database records only cases reported in the 

media that are identified as hits, contract killings or assassinations.18 
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The assassinations database is also constrained by a lack of comprehensive coverage in mainstream 

local and national media. Certain hotspots known for high levels of violence may struggle to attract 

adequate journalistic attention, with reporters having become overwhelmed or desensitized by fre-

quent exposure. This is exacerbated by media houses facing a shortage of reporters, particularly as a 

result of cost-cutting measures in a challenging economic climate. Moreover, news articles often lack 

sufficient detail or are incomplete, making it difficult to immediately categorize incidents as targeted 

killings. For example, a case where a person dies and investigations only later reveal that the cause of 

death was poisoning for a life insurance payout may initially be missed under our methodology – such 

a case would then be subsequently recorded and categorized as a personal hit. Recorded cases do 

not always fit neatly into the distinct categories outlined below, and categories sometimes overlap.19 

	■ Organized crime-related: Also categorized as economic interest-related, these killings involve the 

use of targeted violence to influence an economic outcome. They include hits on high-level criminal 

figures, gangsters and businesspeople related to disputes in the criminal underworld. This category 

tends to have the highest number of hits because most hits are related to organized crime because 

of the motives behind them, making it something of an overarching category.
	■ Taxi industry-related: These hits are usually connected to competition over lucrative transport 

routes and power struggles within taxi associations. They include hits on taxi bosses and drivers, 

members of taxi associations and sometimes bus drivers. 
	■ Political assassinations: These killings target individuals holding a political or administrative position, 

almost always in local government. Victims include whistle-blowers, councillors and government 

employees.
	■ Personal assassinations: These hits are carried out for personal reasons, usually as a result of 

relationships dynamics, such as love triangles. The category also includes hits arranged for insurance 

payouts. 
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FIGURE 2  Targeted killings in South Africa, 2023, by category. Total: 131.
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POLITICAL ASSASSINATIONS

The term ‘political assassinations’ refers to the targeted killing of politicians, councillors, public 

servants and administrators, political activists, whistle-blowers and other members of civil 

society for ideological or strategic reasons. In South Africa, this phenomenon is epitomized 

by the figure of anti-apartheid activist Chris Hani, who was assassinated during the period of height-

ened unrest and uncertainty that preceded South Africa’s transition to democracy. While this was a 

particularly violent period in South Africa’s history, the threat of political violence persists today. A 

total of 31 incidents were recorded in 2023, making it the third most prevalent type of targeted killing, 

just behind hits associated with organized crime and the minibus taxi industry. 

The SA-Obs recorded 488 politically motivated assassinations in South Africa between 2000 and 

2023 (see Figure 3). The number of assassinations started steadily increasing in 2010. While this is 

attributable to several factors, including greater media visibility and more stringent record keeping, it 

coincides in particular with the rise of factionalism within the ANC following the events of its 2007 

National Elective Conference.20 The conference saw Thabo Mbeki and his supporters defeated by 

Jacob Zuma and his faction, marking the first major division within the ANC since the advent of democ-

racy and signalling the ascent of populism.21 The significance of the ANC’s factional politics is that the 

overwhelming majority of the cases in the GI-TOC database were killings of ANC members (mostly 

commissioned by other ANC members, making it largely an intra-party problem), while an average 

of just two cases per year involved other political parties. However, this has changed in recent years 

(since around 2022), with members of other political parties being assassinated, indicating a mixture 

of both intra- and inter-party political contestation in what has been described as ‘a recent appetite 

for killing politicians’.22 Although South Africa has historically recorded high numbers of politically 

motivated murders, the number of assassinations was still far lower than it is today. 

In the first four months of 2024 alone, the SA-Obs 

recorded 10 politically motivated assassinations, an 

average of at least one hit every two weeks between 

January and April. The incidents continue the grim 

pattern of previous years: the killings are brutal, often 

Political assassinations are important to monitor in the 
context of the 2024 general elections, which are likely 
to bring significant party realignments and a real risk of 
post-election violence. © Waldo Swiegers/Bloomberg via 
Getty Images
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carried out by hitmen with little regard for bystanders and frequently targeting high-profile individuals. 

The killings have also become more brazen, with victims targeted at public gatherings, often in front 

of children and community members. The persistently high number of political assassinations over 

the past decade is alarming, especially given that there is no significant resistance to the government.

The breakdown of hits by province follows the pattern of previous years, with the highest number 

of political assassinations in 2023 recorded in KZN (19), a province particularly affected by violence 

targeting local councillors. Significantly fewer cases were recorded in Gauteng (two), the Eastern 

Cape (two), Limpopo (one), Mpumalanga (three) and the Western Cape (four). The motives behind 

these killings in KZN and elsewhere vary, but include eliminating political rivals, intimidating voters, 

removing competitors for local government contracts, targeting municipal workers responsible for 

awarding these contracts, and silencing those who speak out against corruption, particularly in local 

government. This violence not only violates political and civil rights, but also undermines democracy 

by allowing criminal elements to influence or control government functions. 

8

2000
2010

2005
2015

2003
2013

2008
2018

2021
2001

2011
2006

2016
2004

2014
2009

2019
2022

2002
2012

2007
2017

2020
2023

45

35

25

10

40

30

20

5

15

FIGURE 3  Political assassinations in South Africa, 2000–2023.

Political violence in South Africa

South Africa has a long history of political violence, 
from the brutality of colonialism and the frontier wars, 

to the militant struggle against apartheid, violent service 
delivery protests, factional battles and political assassi-
nations. But events from the final years of apartheid and 
the interregnum period have somewhat shaped the cur-
rent landscape, including the intense inter-party violence 
between the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), the ANC and the 
United Democratic Front (UDF) during the 1980s and early 
1990s,23 and the run-up to the first democratic elections in 

1994, when KZN, Gauteng and the Eastern Cape emerged 
as hotspots of political contestation and unrest. 

Political violence has since remained part of the fabric of 
democratic South Africa.24 In July 2021, the arrest of for-
mer president Jacob Zuma led to one of the most violent 
riots in recent history, starting in KZN and spreading to the 
Gauteng province. Shopping malls were looted, vigilantes 
shot people in the street, and armed vigilante groups were 
formed to protect shops and businesses from being looted.25 
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Election years and assassination rate
While the data collected shows an increasing number of political assassinations, as mentioned above, 

interesting patterns begin to emerge when the data is broken down by election year and election type 

(national and municipal elections). A total of 186 cases were recorded in all election years (national 

and municipal) since 2000. National elections accounted for 44% of the recorded incidents (81), while 

municipal elections accounted for 56% of cases (105) (Figure 4). 
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FIGURE 4  Political assassinations, 2000–2023, showing election years.

More than 350 people died in two weeks. An expert commis-
sion found that the police and intelligence services had failed 
to stop the violence and, despite arrests since then, most of 
the main instigators have never been prosecuted.26 Since then, 
more than 3 000 political protest events have been recorded, 
mostly sparked by grievances over service delivery and gov-
ernance failures, and many of them violent.27 

History may now be repeating itself, with the 2024 general 
elections marked by a similar ‘instability and unpredictability’ 
that surrounded the first democratic elections in 1994, when 
the IFP and ANC vied for control.28 There are fears that this 
could lead to unrest erupting after the polls, particularly given 
the volatile nature of politics in KZN, where the MK party 

has already threatened violence.29 A long history of instabil-
ity and the ongoing competition for control of KZN puts the 
province at the centre of the 2024 elections, with provincial 

outcomes having significant  national implications.30  ■

One of the most violent riots in South Africa’s recent history 
followed the arrest of Jacob Zuma in 2021, concentrated in 
KwaZulu-Natal. © Guillem Sartorio/AFP via Getty Images



10

Municipal elections
The database shows that a higher number of political assassinations and spikes in violence are more 

likely to occur in municipal election years than in national election years. The data shows an increase in 

political assassinations over time, but particularly during municipal election years. A gradual increase has 

been seen since the 2006 municipal elections, with a sharp rise documented in 2016, when 27 cases 

were recorded, and a further increase observed during the 2021 municipal elections, when 30 cases 

were documented. These spikes are the result of the fierce competition for local government positions 

and access to municipal finances, which often comes to a head during municipal elections as changes in 

control are anticipated and sometimes averted through hits.

Municipalities tend to be loyal to a particular political party. The eThekwini municipality, for example, 

was the primary political support base for the ANC when Jacob Zuma was president, and fierce com-

petition for this political base resulted in several assassinations.31 The widespread failure of some of 

South Africa’s municipalities to fulfil their mandates and the needs of their constituents, particularly in 

terms of service delivery and socio-economic upliftment, is compounded by corruption and financial 

mismanagement.32 This dysfunction, coupled with competition within municipalities, particularly in 

local election years, creates an environment where political assassination is rife. At the same time, 

political violence can have a major impact on the structure and functioning of a municipality and affect 

service delivery, as in the case of the coalition-governed municipality of KwaNongoma, profiled below.

National elections 
Despite a trend of higher numbers of incidents around municipal elections, the greatest number of 

political assassinations recorded in the database was in fact during the 2019 national elections, when 

42 incidents were noted. In national election years covered in the database (2004, 2009, 2014 and 

2019), violence flared up in the wake of the elections, with a spike in killings just after the polls. This 

is likely to be a result of competition for political positions, with people being strategically targeted to 

free up the particular roles that they have been elected to. Under this form of collaborative criminal 

governance, other political actors collude with criminals to take out duly elected individuals, undermin-

ing democratic processes. As noted above, the SA-Obs recorded 31 political hits in 2023, a decrease 

from the 40 recorded in 2022. The number recorded in 2023 is similar to what has been observed in 

other years preceding general election years. However, the pattern of post-election violence suggests 

that there is a threat of further politically motivated hits in 2024. 

Analyzing political assassinations by province
All nine provinces have recorded political assassinations, but the majority of the attacks have been 

in KZN (for example, of the 280 cases recorded between 2015 and 2024, KZN accounted for 158). 

In addition to its long history of violence, the province has a substantial number of illegal firearms 

in circulation from internal arms flows,33 as well as from arms trafficking related to the instability in 

Mozambique.34 The province also has a notoriously violent taxi industry, which provides firearms 

and hitmen to the rest of the country and sometimes to other parts of southern Africa. The ready 

availability of contract killers and illicit firearms in the province poses a threat to political stability, with 

the potential to fuel an already volatile situation.35

A sharp rise in levels of intra-party violence and political killings in KZN, as evidenced by the number 

of people in political positions who were targeted for their seats by fellow party members, came to a 

10
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head during the 2016 municipal elections and led to the establishment of the Moerane Commission 

of Inquiry. The commission, which sought to understand the root causes of the violence, released its 

report in 2018, declaring the ‘apparently never-ending murder of politicians in KZN [to be] a symptom 

of a serious pathology in the Province’s body politic’ and recommending, among other measures, that 

political parties ‘take responsibility for the violent competition between their members for political 

positions and power’.36 

The report showed that those in local government, most notably councillors, are the primary targets 

of political assassination, largely because of the access they have to highly coveted and lucrative 

municipal contracts.37 Businesspeople take advantage of this by using their government contacts to 

fraudulently secure tenders.38 As a result, if a councillor experiences competition for access to tenders, 

or if a businessperson is unhappy about a contract being awarded to someone else, hitmen have been 

hired to eliminate competition or exact revenge. In this way, some municipalities have been reduced 

to competition for tenders and access to wealth and power, with a very limited focus on governance 

and service delivery. In response to the situation, the Moerane report recommend that the state ‘take 

measures to depoliticise and professionalise the public service’, as a step towards preventing the thirst 

for personal accumulation that motivates much of the procurement-linked violence.39

Violence against Democratic Alliance (DA) councillors in the municipality of uMngeni, for example, has 

been linked to resentment over the administration change that saw the abolition of entrenched and corrupt  

tendering processes, and efforts to end other forms of corruption within the municipality. In the 2021 

municipal elections, uMngeni became the first municipality in KZN to be won by the official opposition 

party, after long being controlled by the ANC.40 The assassination of the local council’s chief whip, 

Nhlalayenza Ndlovu, in December 2023 is thought to be linked to the battle for control of the munic-

ipality by those who had benefited before the DA takeover.41 Ndlovu, who was shot and killed at his 

home, was allegedly preparing to submit information to an investigative team about illegal electricity 

connections in the municipality at the time of his death.42 In a press briefing following Ndlovu’s murder, 
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the mayor of uMngeni, Chris Pappas, revealed that Ndlovu had confided in him that he feared his life 

might be in danger.43 

Almost six years after the publication of the Moerane report, the KZN provincial government has 

insisted that the commission’s recommendations are being implemented, including through the estab-

lishment of a multi-party political intervention committee.44 A task force on political violence in KZN 

has also been introduced, along with a separate task force dedicated to investigating targeted killings 

in the province since 2018. Meanwhile, political killings have continued unabated, the landscape now 

characterized by a mix of inter-party and intra-party violence, linked to changes in provincial govern-

ments and the establishment of coalition municipalities. Municipalities under new leadership or coali-

tion governance, such as uMngeni and KwaNongoma (detailed below), are among the most affected.45 

KwaNongoma local municipality

KwaNongoma local municipality in KZN, known locally 
as iHlalankosi (regarded as the capital city of the Zulu 

Kingdom), was once an IFP stronghold. However, the IFP 
lost its majority in the 2021 local government elections 
and was forced to form a coalition with the Economic 
Freedom Fighters (EFF). The relationship between the IFP 
and EFF soon broke down, however, and the EFF instead 
joined forces with the ANC and the National Freedom 
Party (NFP). The shift in alliance led to the removal of the 
IFP mayor and speaker through a vote of no confidence  
in February 2023. With control now in the hands of a 
coalition led by the NFP, ANC and EFF, a political strug-
gle emerged in the municipality, marked by leadership  
disputes and threats against councillors.46 This fractious 
environment was underscored by the assassination of IFP 
ward councillor Ndukenhle Duma in January 2024, shortly 
after his election in a by-election held in November 2023.47

The battle for control of KwaNongoma continues, with both 
inter-party and intra-party violence fuelled by the munic-
ipality’s complicated political makeup – KwaNongoma’s 
political party composition consists of the IFP, NFP, ANC, 
EFF and the National People’s Front (NAPF). There have 
been allegations of intimidation of municipal officers 
appointed during the IFP’s tenure.48 The political vio-
lence, which includes attacks on councillors and municipal 

officials, has severely impeded service delivery. The situa-
tion is worsened by financial constraints, with the munic-
ipality unable to pay some of its vendors and service 
providers.49 Resources that could have been allocated to 
essential services have instead been diverted to provid-
ing security and protection for councillors facing threats.50 
In addition to political violence, senior officials within the 
municipality have been arrested on suspicion of fraud, theft 
and money laundering.51 Therefore, alongside political vio-
lence and intimidation, corruption has further aggravated 
the erosion of service delivery in the area.

Speaking on condition of anonymity, one councillor revealed 
that he had been warned several times by council members 
and the South African Police Service (SAPS) that a hit was 
out against him.52 In July 2023, NFP councillor Ntombenhle 
Mchunu was shot and killed in her home, while in August 
2023, another NFP councillor, Mphathiseni Manqele, was 
hospitalized after surviving an assassination attempt.53 
In another incident in September 2023, when hired assail-
ants failed to find NFP councillor Senzeni Zulu, they fatally 
shot her husband, Bongani Zulu, instead.54 Senzeni Zulu had 
survived two previous attempts on her life. Although infor-
mation on who ordered the killings and why has not been 
verified, these consecutive assassinations suggest that NFP 

councillors are being specifically targeted.  ■

12
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While other provinces recorded fewer hits than KZN in 2023, the distribution of cases across prov-

inces reveals the targeting of more high-profile figures, such as traditional leaders, in places like 

Mpumalanga, and hits on municipal workers in the Western Cape and the Eastern Cape. Mpumalanga, 

which previously recorded five political assassinations over the seven-year period between 2015 and 

2022, saw three cases in 2022 alone and the same number in 2023, showing a clear increase in the 

frequency of targeted killings in the province. Victims in 2022 and 2023 included a regional deputy 

chairperson, a ward member, councillors, a South African National Civic Organisation chairperson, 

and the mayor of a local municipality.

In the Eastern Cape, the number of incidents was in the single digits annually between 2000 and 

2021, but there was a spike in 2022, when the SA-Obs recorded 10 politically motivated hits. Of the 

51 cases recorded in the Eastern Cape between 2000 and 2024, 2022 stands out with the highest 

number of political assassinations recorded (10). The nature of the Eastern Cape killings in 2022, such 

as the failed attempt on Ward 42 branch leader Mazwi Mini, after being warned against campaigning 

for Oscar Mabuyane to be re-elected as provincial chair, suggests that they are rooted in intra-party 

conflict, with ANC colleagues jostling for political positions.55 By contrast, the Free State (seven) and 

the Northern Cape (three) recorded the fewest cases since 2000, with no cases recorded between 

2021 and 2023. 

Overall, the high incidence of targeted political killings points to a significant shortcoming in local 

government: the current level of protection afforded to councillors is insufficient to shield them from 

attack. More worryingly, the fact that some of these killings occur after councillors have reported 

threats to their lives, either to the SAPS or within their party or municipal structures, speaks to the 

ineffectiveness of the state, political parties and local government in addressing the problem and 

protecting local councillors. 

The murder of Simphiwe Sindelo, an ANC councillor in Mpumalanga’s Govan Mbeki municipality, 

highlights this inefficiency.56 In September 2022, gunmen ambushed Sindelo as he returned home, 

firing several bullets at his house and vehicle.57 Sindelo and his family survived the attack and were 

reportedly given a security detail. They were then relocated to another residence for two months, and 

a subsequent security threat assessment indicated that the threat to the councillor had diminished.58 

A year later, Sindelo was visiting Pietermaritzburg in the KZN province when he was shot multiple 

times in the stomach and later died in hospital from his injuries.59 The fact that the threat against 

Sindelo had persisted, despite the assessment that it had subsided, suggests that those responsible 

for the councillor’s protection had inaccurately assessed the situation.

Violence against DA councillors 
in uMngeni has been linked 
to resentment over the 
administration change that saw 
efforts to end corruption within 
the municipality. © Gianluigi 
Guercia/AFP via Getty Images
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Victims of political killings
Targets of political killings in South Africa include activists, whistle-blowers, local councillors, party 

supporters and government administrators, but local councillors make up the majority of victims. At the 

heart of this is the battle for power and self-enrichment in a highly unequal society, which is reflected 

in the assassination trends. During the 2016 municipal elections, for example, the highest number of 

assassinations were recorded after parties had announced their candidates, with competition among 

councillors increasing in the run-up to the elections. In 2021, more killings occurred during the cam-

paign period, which is also linked to competition among councillors for coveted municipal positions. 

 
 

 
 

September 2021
Tshepo Motaung, a ward councillor in the 
north of Pretoria, was gunned down while 
on his way home from an ANC meeting 
where he had been selected to stand for 
re-election in the same ward.64

August 2021
ANC councillor Siyabonga Mkhize was gunned down while campaigning in Cato 

Crest, Durban. Mzimuni Ngiba, a fellow ANC councillor, was arrested for his murder.62 
His criminal trial is yet to commence. Phumeza Nomzazi, an ANC member who had 
stood for nomination as ward councillor in the City of Cape Town, was shot dead at 

her home in Khayelitsha.63

October 2021
Xolile Nkompela, a municipal speaker, was ambushed and killed while returning home 

after campaigning for the ANC in Tsolo in the Eastern Cape. Thulani Shangase was shot 
dead in Caluza, KZN, after returning from an EFF campaign meeting in Dambula.65 

Dumisani Qwabe, ward councillor candidate for the NFP in KwaNongoma, was shot 
and burnt in his car just five days before the local government elections.66 

March 2021
ANC activist Mduduzi Madikizela was killed by 
hitmen allegedly hired by ANC ward councillor 
Lucky Mbuzi, who has since been convicted in 
connection with the crime.60 There are reports 
that he was going to run for ward councillor, a 
seat then held by Mbuzi.61 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

June 2023
John Myaka, a pastor and African Christian Democratic Party 
councillor in uMhlatuze, was killed in eNseleni in KZN while 
delivering a sermon.69 Jonas Mpe, an EFF councillor in the 
Ephraim Mogale municipality in Gauteng, was fatally shot in 
his home.70 

August 2023
Mkhize Mabhungu, an ANC councillor in Msunduzi 
municipality in KZN, was leaving a council meeting when 
he was attacked and killed by gunmen.73

December 2023
Simphiwe Sindelo, an ANC ward councillor, was visiting a 
friend with fellow ward committee member FA Nogwanya in 
Ext 25, Mpumalanga, when they were shot several times. Both 
later died in hospital. This was the second attempt on Sindelo’s 
life in less than a year.76 Nhlalayenza Ndlovu, a DA councillor 
and chief whip of the uMngeni municipal council, was killed in 
his home by gunmen. He had recently indicated to 
DA officials that he feared for his safety.77 

February 2023
Nomxolisi Nqwena-Maliwa, an ANC ward councillor in 

Mbhashe municipality in the Eastern Cape, was found dead in 
her car with a single gunshot wound to her head.68

July 2023
Ntombenhle Mchunu, an NFP ward councillor in KwaNongoma, 
was shot several times in her home.71 Innocent Mkhwanazi, an 

IFP councillor in uMkhanyakude municipality in KZN, was killed 
by hitmen who fired several bullets at his car before fleeing the 

scene.72

September 2023
Mzwandile Shandu, an ANC councillor in the uMkhambathini 

municipality in KZN, was shot and killed in Umlazi, after 
having survived an assassination attempt a month earlier.74 

Sibusiso Gqeba, an ANC councillor in Vredenburg in the 
Western Cape, was shot and killed outside his home, after 

surviving two previous assassination attempts.75

February 2024
Ndukenhle Duma, an IFP councillor in KwaNongoma who had 

recently been elected in a by-election, was ambushed on the 
side of the road while attending to his broken-down car.78

Councillors killed in the lead-up to the May 2024 general elections

January 2023
Sbonelo Ntshangase, an ANC councillor, was shot dead in 
Mkhondo, Mpumalanga. He had recently taken to social media 
to reveal threats to his safety and that of his fellow councillors 
by other municipal members.67

Councillors killed in the lead-up to the November 2021
local government elections

14
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While local councillors are disproportionately represented among the victims, our records show that 

whistle-blowers, political activists and anti-fraud and corruption officials have all been victims of 

assassination, demonstrating the link between corruption in the local and state spheres of government 

and targeted killings. This connection is particularly evident in cases related to public procurement 

and those involving employees of state-owned enterprises, which the database records as politically 

linked assassinations, and employees of private entreprises that deal with procurement issues affect-

ing the public or local communities, which the database records as politically linked assassinations. 

For example, the assassination of two executives at Richards Bay Minerals (RBM) – a joint venture 

company between metal and mining corporation Rio Tinto, an investor consortium and host com-

munities largely represented by community trusts – was allegedly linked to ‘procurement issues’.79 

The managing director of RBM, Werner Duvenhage, stated that investigations had revealed that  

procurement was the reason for the murders of general manager Nico Swart in 2021 and human 

resources general manager Ronny Nzimande in 2016.80 Reflecting the seriousness of the threat to 

business, Duvenhage revealed that now ‘the majority of the senior leaders at RBM travel to work in 

armoured vehicles with close protection officers’.81 Because of RBM’s involvement with local com-

munities, the murders of its officials have been recorded in the category of political assassinations.82

The targeting of employees of state-owned enterprises
The targeting of whistle-blowers, exemplified by the murder of Babita Deokaran in Johannesburg 

in 2021, also falls into the category of politically motivated assassinations.83 Deokaran was killed 

for reporting corruption in the Gauteng health department, where she worked, underscoring the 

connection between assassinations and the widespread hollowing out of key state institutions in 

South Africa by organized crime. A more recent case, the targeting of former Eskom forensic auditor 

Dorothy Mmushi, shows the continuing onslaught against administration officials and the detrimental 

impact on state-owned enterprises. These cases reveal a pattern of collusion between state officials 

and criminals in a system of collaborative governance, highlighting the kinds of systemic failures that 

undermine justice and perpetuate impunity.

Dorothy Mmushi: threatened for  
exposing fraud 

In 2023, Dorothy Mmushi was hired as a consulting foren-
sic investigations manager by the state-owned power  

utility Eskom, where her forensic audits revealed fraud and 
corruption within the power utility. When her investigations 
uncovered evidence of corruption, Mmushi began to receive 
death threats. Towards the end of her contract with Eskom, 
she was directly threatened by a hitman,84 who claimed that 
he had been hired to kill her because of her ongoing inves-
tigations at Eskom. Mmushi reported the threat to Eskom 
and was told that the matter would be investigated, but she 
was soon compelled to take the matter to the police when 
the threat became more imminent after a hitman began trail-
ing her. In an interview, Mmushi noted that the police were 
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Dorothy Mmushi was threatened 
for her work exposing fraud and 
corruption in state-owned power 
utility Eskom. Photo: Social media
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supportive and offered her protection under the provi-
sions of the Protected Disclosures Act (commonly known 
as the ‘Whistle-blower Act’), which safeguards the ‘disclo-
sure of information regarding any conduct by an employer 
believed to show that a criminal offence has been commit-
ted or is likely to be committed’.85 However, Mmushi was 
forced to turn down the assistance, because it was inade-
quate and would have severely disrupted her life and that 
of her family. Mmushi was left with no choice but to ensure 
her own safety at great financial cost. 

It is important to note that, despite being offered protec-
tion under the Protected Disclosures Act, Mmushi was not 
actually a whistle-blower in the traditional sense of the term 
because she had not stumbled upon information pointing to 
fraud and possible criminal activity. Rather, she was acting 
within her professional capacity as a forensic investigator 

when she uncovered fraud and corruption. After her inves-
tigations and reporting to her supervisors at Eskom, she 
received threats in an attempt to silence her and dissuade 
her from further investigation. 

Mmushi has continued to work as a forensic investigator, 
but now works mainly in the private sector because of the 
perceived higher level of security. Mmushi is not the only 
professional to have left the public sector in response to 
threats and intimidation: state-owned enterprises, already 
eroded by corruption, have been further weakened by the 
largely undocumented exodus of qualified staff. This illus-
trates the ripple effect of political assassinations – when 
people are no longer willing to work to ensure accountabil-
ity and expose corruption for fear of their safety, this has a 
knock-on effect on transparency and accountability, pillars 

of a healthy democracy.  ■

The targeting of activists and whistle-blowers has been covered extensively in the South African media 

amid growing concern about the commercialization of violence. However, the diminishing ability of 

civil society actors to hold criminal or corrupt actors to account, while ensuring their own safety, is a 

trend that can be seen around the world, as captured in the 2023 Global Organized Crime Index.86 

The protections in place for whistle-blowers and political activists are often inadequate. Violence 

against those attempting to hold criminal or corrupt actors to account is concerning as members of civil 

society are pivotal in contributing to public accountability, good governance and countering criminality.
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ASSASSINATION TRENDS IN 
OTHER CATEGORIES 

This report, published in a crucial election year, focuses on political assassinations. However, 

it is also necessary to briefly cover targeted killings in the three other categories identified 

in the data. This overview is important not only because of the overlap between the cate-

gories – linked by method, motive or perpetrator – but also because it helps to illustrate the extent of 

targeted killings in South Africa. By examining incidents related to organized crime, the minibus taxi 

industry and personal motives, alongside the politically motivated hits recorded, a picture begins to 

emerge of the extent of the commercialization of violence in South Africa after 30 years of democracy. 

Organized crime-related killings
Organized crime-related killings accounted for most of the assassinations recorded in 2023 (46 cases), 

making up 35% of the killings in the database. Victims included suspected drug dealers, gang members 

and law enforcement officers investigating organized crime cases, mostly related to gang rivalries, and 

extortion and protection racketeering by criminal gangs. Business owners and people in the enter-

tainment industry, including DJs and musicians, were also targeted. Although it is not always clear, 

from the reporting or from court documents relating to the arrest of hitmen, why these professions 

are targeted, it can be speculated that some of these killings are linked to extortion rackets, when 

businesses are threatened by criminals, or to business deals gone wrong. 

The province of Gauteng recorded the highest number of killings in this category in 2023 (15), some 

of which were linked to the activities of the Boko Haram gang, which runs an extortion and protection 

racket in Mamelodi and surrounding areas.87 Competition between Boko Haram and other offshoot 

gangs led to the targeting of members of rival gangs, often in mass shootings, such as the shooting 

in Mamelodi on 19 May 2023, which resulted in the death of four Boko Haram members.88 In the 

Western Cape, gang dynamics in 2023 were influenced by turf wars, infighting and aggressive ter-

ritorial expansion, which may have contributed to some of the cases recorded in the province, most 

notably the killing of an allegedly prominent 28s member Simon Stanfield in March.89 The arrests 

of alleged high-profile gang leaders in 2023, Nafiz Modack for the 2020 murder of Anti-Gang Unit 

Lieutenant Colonel Charl Kinnear and Ralph Stanfield and his wife, Nicole, on charges of car theft, 

fraud and attempted murder,90 are key cases to watch in this regard, as they may lead to changes in 

gang dynamics in the Western Cape.91 
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While none of the assassinations that are grouped into the organized crime category in the database 

in 2023 were explicitly linked to politics, gangsterism in South Africa is inextricably caught up in issues 

of governance, through the territorial control that criminal gangs exercise over communities and the 

gaps they fill in service delivery.92 There have been allegations of collusion between municipal officials 

and alleged underworld figures who run businesses such as construction companies. In the Western 

Cape, for example, there were accusations that some tenders were manipulated by municipal and 

council employees in favour of companies accused of having criminal connections.93 

While gang-related hits pose a significant threat to communities, organized crime-related assassinations 

are also linked to the erosion of key state institutions through corruption. Crucial state investigative capac-

ity has also been compromised as a result. The murder of court-appointed liquidator Cloete Murray and 

his son in Johannesburg in March 2023, for example, has jeopardized progress in the case against govern-

ment contractor Bosasa.94 Moreover, violence that targets professionals sends a threatening message,  

discouraging others in similar positions from carrying out their duties for fear of their safety. This 

drives qualified professionals to leave their jobs, compromises the investigation of corruption and 

imparts a sense of impunity to the criminals involved. 

Taxi industry-related killings
The SA-Obs recorded 45 assassinations related to the minibus taxi industry in 2023 (34% of all assassi-

nations), largely a result of competition over routes and disputes between taxi drivers and associations. 

While in previous periods of assessment this category had the highest number of recorded cases, 

with a spike in 2018 (127 cases) attributed to a flare-up of violence in Gauteng from the Kempton 

Park Association taxi war,95 in 2023 it was the second highest. Gauteng (in 2018) and the Western 

Cape (in 2021) had previously dominated the statistics, but the highest number of taxi-related cases 

recorded in 2023 was in the Eastern Cape, where the Uncedo Taxi Association and the Border 

Alliance Association were at war over the Mathambalele route.96 Conflicts over taxi ranks and routes 

led to deadly violence between members of the two associations, with many of the killings in 2023 

occurring in Mthatha, Port St Johns and Lusikisiki. In early 2024, the associations met in Mthatha to 

sign a peace agreement to prevent further killings, which community members hope is the first step 

towards resolving the conflict.97 

Violence related to the 
minibus taxi industry 
frequently dominates 
assassination statistics. 
© Shaun Swingler
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Violence related to the taxi industry extends to other parts of the public transport sector, with bus driv-

ers targeted in the Eastern Cape and in the Western Cape. The Intercape bus company, which operates 

mainly on long-distance routes, has lost some of its drivers due to targeted killings.98 Intercape has 

received numerous threats and intimidation against its drivers in the Eastern Cape, sometimes being 

told by the taxi industry when and where it should operate, and the fares it should charge.99 

KZN had the second highest number of cases in 2023 (14), largely as a result of the targeted killing 

of taxi bosses in Verulam, violence that dates back to 2022.100 The Western Cape recorded 11 cases, 

with conflicts over routes continuing from 2021. While taxi drivers and rank marshals are most often 

the victims, prominent figures in the industry, including taxi association chairpersons, secretaries 

and other executives, were also killed in the Western Cape in 2023. Fewer cases were recorded in 

Gauteng (two), Limpopo (two) and Mpumalanga (one), where incidents of taxi-related violence were 

minimal in 2023. 

The taxi industry is self-regulated and certain factions often deploy violence to impose their rules and 

settle disputes through a pool of hitmen who act as enforcers. These hitmen are also contracted to 

carry out killings that would be categorized, within the database, as personal, political or organized 

crime-related. This creates an overlap between killings in the taxi industry and those that fall within 

other categories recorded in the database. The taxi industry is also notably linked to politics and orga-

nized crime in several other ways, with allegations that the taxi industry is used for money laundering  

by politically connected and protected individuals and organized criminal networks. Connections 

are frequently drawn between political assassinations, the taxi industry and organized crime-related 

killings in KZN especially, with those who control patronage through councillors, mayors and ministers 

often linked to criminal activities, particularly taxi industry violence and cash-in-transit robberies.101 

In this way, systems of patronage and organized crime infiltration have enabled violence against  

politicians by criminals and political actors alike within the province. The involvement in the taxi 

industry of politically connected individuals, complicates efforts to regulate the industry and prevent 

violence.102 

Personal assassinations
The number of personal killings recorded has been relatively consistent since 2022, with eight cases 

recorded in 2022 and nine in 2023. Personal killings are often because of romantic disputes and for 

insurance claims. Among them is a case involving Agnes Setshwantsho, who was arrested in November 

2023, accused of murdering relatives to claim life insurance policies taken out in their names.103 

Setshwantsho stands accused on charges of murder and fraud for the deaths of family members, 

including a niece who was allegedly poisoned.104 There could well be similar cases, but due to the 

clandestine methods used in these cases, such as poisonings, which are not immediately flagged as 

areas of concern, a lot of the cases most likely go unnoticed, particularly given how easy it apparently 

is to take out insurance policies on people without their knowledge.105 

In 2023, two police officers were killed in personal killings involving insurance fraud. Though unre-

lated, the murder of Captain Zwelakhe Ntombela and Warrant Officer Nkosinathi Ntinga share similar 

circumstances. Ntombela, an eThekwini metro police officer, was killed in May 2023 by a hitman 

allegedly hired by his wife, Nongcebo Ntombela. The hitman came forward after discovering that he 

shared the same surname as Captain Ntombela, and was sentenced to 20 years for the murder in 

August 2023 after pleading guilty in court.106 The hitman turned state witness, providing information 
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about how the assassination was allegedly arranged by Nongcebo Ntombela, which led to her arrest 

for orchestrating the murder alongside convicted hitman Khulani Cele.107 At the time of writing, the 

case is before the Umlazi Magistrate’s Court, but it has been disclosed that the hitmen contracted 

were allegedly offered R300 000 for the murder.108

In August 2023, Ntinga and his colleague were kidnapped from the officer’s home and robbed of 

their cellphones and pistols.109 The colleague was later found lying on the side of the road, still alive, 

thought to have been thrown out of a moving vehicle, while Ntinga’s lifeless body was discovered 

in an abandoned vehicle. Ntinga’s wife and two others were later arrested in connection with the 

kidnappings and the murder.110
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CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Targeted killings have become increasingly common in South Africa over the past decade, 

affecting many different sectors of society, but particularly local government and the minibus 

taxi industry. While there was a slight decrease in the total number of assassinations recorded 

by the SA-Obs in 2023 compared to 2022, 131 versus 141, it is important to note that this statistic is 

likely to be an underestimate of the actual number of incidents. Assassinations have become bolder, 

occurring openly in public spaces and even disrupting church services and community meetings. Law 

enforcement efforts to address targeted violence have thus far mostly been reactive, with commissions 

of inquiry and task forces established to understand the underlying causes of the violence. Yet their 

effectiveness in reducing criminal impunity has been limited and attacks continue. 

Of the four categories the SA-Obs tracks – organized crime-related killings, taxi industry-related 

killings, political assassinations and personal assassinations – targeted killings linked to politics are 

particularly important to monitor in the context of the May 2024 general elections. Indeed, 2024 could 

be a watershed election year in South Africa’s political landscape, with the likelihood of significant 

party realignments and a risk of post-election violence, in line with trends seen in previous years. 

This is particularly the case in KZN, a province disproportionately affected by political assassinations, 

mainly as a result of intra-party disputes. Previous efforts to address targeted violence in the prov-

ince, most recently based on the recommendations of the Moerane Commission,111 have been largely 

unsuccessful. While some of the measures proposed by the commission have been implemented at 

the provincial level – for example, the formation of an inter-ministerial task team to oversee the work 

of security agencies,112 it is clear that others have not, most notably the recommendation that political 

parties educate their members regarding peaceful resolutions to internal disputes. The commission 

also urged the state to depoliticize and professionalize the civil service and to tackle the proliferation 

of political patronage networks, yet patronage systems remain the norm within the ranks of various 

political parties, particularly the ANC, and intra-party conflict continues to fuel violence.113 

In a 2019 report on violence in local government,114 the South African Local Government Association 

(SALGA) also made recommendations on how to prevent targeted killings in municipalities, based on 

a study conducted at local government level. These recommendations, which include better man-

agement of political party disputes and factionalism by political parties themselves, support for the 

educational development of councillors so that they have more opportunities after their term of 
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office, and improved security measures at council premises and councillors’ homes, are also yet to 

be implemented. 

Furthermore, while hitmen have been arrested in connection with some of the murders, few of 

those responsible for ordering the killings have been caught and the underlying motives often remain 

unknown. Other challenges to comprehensive solutions to combating targeted killings include admin-

istrative hurdles, with a significant backlog of criminal cases in the high court,115 and persistent and 

systemic corruption in political and law enforcement institutions. 

Police minister Bheki Cele is 
interviewed during the trial of 
suspects accused of the murder of 
rapper Kieran Forbes (known as 
‘AKA’), who was gunned down in 
February 2023. © Darren Stewart/
Gallo Images via Getty Images

The lack of state investigative and prosecutorial capacity, combined with the failure to fully or effec-

tively implement the recommendations made by commissions of inquiry, has further emboldened 

hitmen and masterminds, whose actions go largely unpunished. The police and other security agen-

cies often work in isolation, and the lack of pooling of information and resources prevents a cohesive 

response. The assassination of a police officer in Nyanga, Cape Town, in February 2024, who was due 

to testify in the high-profile case of a taxi boss charged with murder, attempted murder and the illegal 

possession of firearms, illustrates this disconnect between law enforcement agencies.116 In response 

to a media request for comment on the murder, the Hawks spokesperson stated that they were 

not aware that the victim had been due to testify, and referred the question to the SAPS Provincial 

Organised Crime Unit.117 This despite the fact that the Hawks had previously investigated the taxi 

boss in relation to extortion threats against the Intercape bus company and should have, therefore, 

been aware of the developments in the case against the taxi boss, including that the police officer 

was set to testify against him.118 

Hitmen are connected to other illicit economies in South Africa, including illegal drug markets, cash-

in-transit robberies, and extortion and protection racketeering. For example, the hitman who allegedly 

threatened Dorothy Mmushi (whose case is covered earlier in this report) was apprehended while 

police were carrying out an arrest in connection with a cash-in-transit robbery in Limpopo.119 The 

suspects implicated in rapper Kiernan Forbes’s murder also have ties to the taxi industry.120 Another 

important intersecting market is the illicit firearm trade, with firearms being the weapons used in 

most attacks on councillors, public officials and municipal employees. A task team set up in KZN in 

2018 recovered 46 firearms from suspects, with ballistics linking them to several previous political 

assassinations.121
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Political violence and the targeting of opposition members, whistle-blowers, activists, employees 

of state-owned enterprises, corruption investigators and local councillors undermine democracy, 

with devastating consequences for accountability, governance and service delivery, and have led to 

a collaborative form of criminal governance in local government. Proactive measures are therefore 

needed to prevent the kind of stagnation that surrounds the implementation of recommendations 

made in response to commissions of inquiry, due to a lack of resources or the absence of political will. 

A clear, holistic, strategic and innovative plan must be formulated to tackle organized crime in general 

and targeted killings in particular. The strategy should be guided by the following recommendations, 

which should supplement those of the Moerane Commission, previous analytical reports and the 

SALGA report:

	■ Target the pools of readily available contract killers, whether in the taxi industry or criminal gangs, 

focusing on the main provinces where they are recruited, such as KZN. 
	■ Establish mechanisms to detect individuals at risk of assassination, by identifying high-risk 

professions – for example, auditors investigating particularly sensitive financial transactions. 

Identifying at-risk individuals means support and security can be more efficiently provided to those 

individuals, reducing their level of risk. 
	■ Emphasize a multi-sectoral approach, with specialized teams within the National Prosecuting 

Authority to prosecute cases; a dedicated and anonymized hotline for civil society to provide 

information and report threats, which are then immediately dealt with by dedicated staff; and 

teams of trusted investigators who work exclusively on assassination cases.
	■ Focus law enforcement efforts on targeting criminal masterminds for arrest and prosecution, 

through more robust investigative work. This could be achieved by law enforcement agencies 

working with financial institutions to trace electronic payments made to hitmen, and by using call 

tracing technology.
	■ Improve collaboration between law enforcement and prosecutors. Prosecutors, for example, can 

use plea deals to uncover the identities of masterminds where they are known, which is an option 

that is not available to law enforcement officials, who only investigate and do not prosecute.122 

	■ Launch an independent investigation into the awarding of tenders and subcontracts to criminally 

linked companies, and blacklist any companies connected to corrupt councillors, to ensure that 

an honest foundation for local government can be built. 
	■ Decentralize administrative power and processes to mitigate against corruption in municipalities 

and state-owned enterprises. These should be separated into stages so that no one person or 

group can control outcomes across them. The current centralization of municipal power has 

facilitated targeted killings through favourable regulatory decisions, and the awarding of contracts 

to companies owned by corrupt politicians or their associates. 
	■ Understand political violence as more than an isolated phenomenon and acknowledge its complex 

intersections with other illicit markets, such as the taxi industry and organized criminal gangs. In 

this way, authorities can adopt more effective strategies to dismantle criminal networks, improve 

law enforcement efforts and work towards a safer and more secure society.
	■ Target organized crime more broadly by recognizing its intersection with the phenomenon of 

assassination. While the commercial market for violence in South Africa undoubtedly contributes 

to the high overall crime rate, targeted killings are linked to other organized criminal economies, so 

what works in addressing the scourge of organized crime should also help to reduce targeted killings.
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