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CHAPTER TWO

THE POWERS THAT 
OPPRESS US
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The question of power is a key issue activists have to confront. Presentations 
of the actions taken to address the main problems of their communities 
highlighted the powers that oppress communities, and the need to build 
the power of the community to control their land, their resources and their 
lives.

Participants spent time during the workshop understanding the powers 
that oppress their communities. They discussed and wrote about the 
roles of key actors that limit the power of the community – actors such as 
corporations, government, local leaders and politicians. Their discussion 
and writings on the powers that oppress communities form the basis of this 
chapter. Chapter three focuses on building the power of the community.

Participants discuss the powers that oppress and exploit
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The picture below provoked a discussion about the powers activists 
confront. 

These are comments that participants made:

• The picture shows the power relationships in our communities. 
Corporations are big and powerful. Governments act as agents 
of corporations, even though it is the people that vote for 
governments. 

• The community appears weak in the face of this power. 
• Activists organise in this context of power.

Understanding the powers that oppress 
and exploit
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Activists need to identify power groups in a community. In most 
communities activists have to confront the following power groups 

- Traditional leaders 
- Government 
- Politicians, MPs, councillors 
- Companies 
- The Law and Government Institutions 
- The Army, Policy, Private security 
- Local rich people 
- Media

Activists need to understand where these groups get their power from 
and they need to understand how they exercise their power. Activists need 
to understand the tactics the powerful use to undermine community power. 
These include soft tactics of co-option as well the use of brute force.

It was noted that power can be defined as the ability to make something 
happen, to influence change, or to stop an action. We need to understand 
clearly the powers activists face and how these powers oppress our 
communities. Activist organisations need to think through ways of 
responding to the powers over us. We need to understand clearly what it 
means to organise and what it means to be an activist when we are faced 
with these powers.

Listing the powers and the ways in which 
they oppress communities 

Based on their experiences the activists at the workshop highlighted their 
experience with some of these powers. The discussion focused mainly on 
mining corporations and governments, the law, the police, and traditional 
leaders. 

Mining corporations, government, politicians and traditional leaders, 
Mining Corporations and senior government leaders come to secret 
agreements long before the mines come into local communities. The deal is 
done at a higher level and the local community whose lives will be seriously 
affected are not consulted. When there are public consultations, these are 
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mere formalities to comply with the law. 

Some mining corporations capture senior government officials who 
profit from this arrangement. There are endless cases of government and 
traditional leaders and politicians, personally benefiting from mining. It 
has become acceptable. In South Africa many senior people in government, 
from the president down to the local councillors are known to have direct 
or indirect (via proxies) deals in mines. The same can be said for other 
countries in the region. In many cases when the community engages the 
mining corporation they are also engaging government leaders. 

SOFTER TACTICS: CO-OPTION, DIVIDE AND RULE  

At the local level corporations give presents, sub-contracts or jobs to 
traditional leaders, political leaders, and their family and friends. Even 
activists are offered positions and payments by corporations. They use 
“corporate social responsibility” funding to persuade the community to go 
soft. 

In very poor communities with large-scale unemployment, and which are 
badly serviced, it is not possible to say no to funding for a clinic, a garden 
project, or a small business contract to remove rubbish. The community 
feels grateful for the clinic or crèche because it is a need. The community 
does not stop to think that the cost of building the clinic is very small 
in comparison to the costs the community has to bear which result from 
social and health problems associated with mining or the massive profits 
the company is taking out of the country.

Mining companies pick and choose the organisations and “community 
leaders” they talk to. They are careful to avoid activists who raise difficult 
questions.

THE LAW

In many countries the law is constantly changed to suit mining corporations. 
Mining corporations pressure government to remove cumbersome 
regulations so that they can conduct mining operations, make large profits 
and move their money out of the country on their own terms. For example, 
in Zambia the Mining Act was changed three times, and clauses were left 
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out to benefit mining companies. 
Even when the law appears to be safeguarding community rights, 

communities are at a disadvantage in getting the law to work for them. 
Legal processes are expensive and the community cannot afford long 
drawn out legal processes. The mines on the other hand have the money 
to employ expensive lawyers who can withstand the long drawn out legal 
process long after the local community has run out of money. 

COMMUNITY ACTION IS BLOCKED AT EVERY POINT 

When communities engage with mining companies and governments 
everything is done to weaken them. When communities make requests they 
are not taken seriously. When they seek to organise protests or marches, 
their applications for legal permission are turned down or delayed. The 
police use every opportunity to stop marches. In some cases, the police 
have even stopped legal community meetings. 

OPEN REPRESSION 

In some countries community leaders are targeted by secret agents. 
People live in fear. There have been many killings in the region. 

There have been at least two massacres by state police and military – the 
Marikana massacre in 2012 in South Africa and “Operation Hakudzokwe” 
in Zimbabwe in 2008. 

LEVEL OF STRUGGLE GROWING 

In this difficult situation, communities do not sit back and wait for equality 
of power. They engage in action. In spite of the oppressive powers over 
them the level of community struggles in mining communities is growing 
stronger in the region. Organisations are better organised, they have a 
deeper understanding of their situation, are more skilful in the tactics they 
use and they are better networked locally and globally.
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The writings over the following pages highlight examples of ways in which 
activists have encountered some of the powers over them. They highlight 
tactics of the powerful to harass activists, prevent commemorations and 
workshops, and to shape the law to suit them. They show how mining 
companies, government and traditional leaders come together to limit 
community power. They show how the powerful can co-opt even those 
who were once committed activists. And they highlight how those who 
have power and wealth take advantage of the lack of knowledge in poor 
communities.

Writings on the powers that oppress us
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The Ministers can order the police to do whatever they want them to do. 
Whether it is within the law or not. They think they can play God with our 
lives. They tell the police to harass and stop people from marching even 
after the police have given people permission to do so. The police frustrate 
people by playing delaying tactics when asked for permission to march. 
People are not educated enough. Some are ignorant. Some don’t know 
their rights. Some choose not to care.

Letebele Pae 

Maluti Community Development Forum, Lesotho

Meeting with an 85 year-old 
community resident who was 
humiliated by police during a 
protest action.
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In 2014 when we were running community monitoring workshops as the 
Save Odzi Community Network Trust (SOCNET) in all the three districts – 
Chimanimani, Chipinge and Bulera we had challenges. The traditional leader 
village head was not happy with our meetings and workshops. He did not 
come openly to us, but I heard rumours that he was angry. I approached 
him for clarification. He seemed to understand our programme, so we set 
a date and I invited him to attend the workshop. On realizing that we were 
continuing with the workshops the traditional leader village head phoned 
the police to disrupt our workshop. On the day of the workshop we started 
well. But after an hour the police arrived and asked us to disperse. We 
dispersed because there was no alternative but to leave. 

Map of Chimanimani, 
Chipinge, Chiadzwa and 
Marange areas

Zakeu Nhachi 

Chairperson of the Environmental Sub Committee and Trust member 
of Save Odzi Community Network Trust (SOCNET), Zimbabwe
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Sometime in September we planned to hold a commemoration for victims 
of Operation Hakudzokwi. This operation was carried out by both police 
and the army to drive people away from the diamond fields of Marange, and 
left hundreds of people dead and many more injured. As communities we 
commemorate these atrocities every year. As normal procedure requires, 
we informed the local police in writing of our planned event and they were 
supposed to respond in four days. We were surprised to learn that our 
application was turned down. The reason we were given was that the police 
did not have sufficient manpower to cover our event as there were many 
events planned for that same day. The police told us that since our event 
would attract many people they would not be in a position to control people 
in the event of violence. As a result we were not able to go ahead with our 
event. 

Malvern Mudiwa

Chairperson Marange Development Trust, Zimbabwe

Meeting with community residents
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Political power has been the main hindrance due to inconsistency. For 
example the Mines and Mineral Act has changed more than three times and 
some clauses were removed after being added. 

Solomon Mwampikita

Programmes Coordinator, Extractive Industries Transparency Alliance 
(EITA), Zambia

Solomon presenting during the workshop
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Lack of knowledge restricts communities. For example, in Bahi district, 
not having knowledge of uranium extraction and the effects uranium will 
have restricted the community. 

Nizar Seleman Utanga

Norwegian Church Aid Programme Officer, Tanzania

Training community monitors
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In my community when you have money you have all the power. People 
fear you. It becomes easy for you to make them do what you want them 
to do. It becomes easy for you to take advantage of them. People allow 
the wealthy ones to do as they please. Some of the wealthy ones use their 
money to hire someone to threaten or kill one. People are afraid to speak 
out and be heard because they don’t want to be the target of the politicians, 
of businessmen or traditional leaders. Knowledge is also another burning 
issue. The majority of the people from my community know nothing when 
it comes to things like law and the constitution. So those big guys with 
black suits and ties take advantage of this. They bribe or threaten people. 

Buda Lentswe

BUA Mining Communities, Rustenburg, South Africa

Talking with community members about 
water problems
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There is a tendency by our local municipalities to violate our rights 
to protest. As we planned our march against the Twickenham Mine for 
November 2014 several requests for permission to march were turned 
down by the local municipality. They turned us down in a bid to protect 
the image of the mining company. We went back to the community to 
strategise, and we researched the role of the municipalities and the law 
on gatherings. This placed us in a better position to argue our case as far 
as the Gatherings Act is concerned, and the municipality was forced to 
authorise our march. The march took place against Twickenham Mine in 
the Greater Tubatse Municipality on 24 November 2014. The march was to 
protest pollution, loss of livestock, cracks in houses, lack of jobs, and lack 
of implementation of Social and Labour Plans.

Elton Thobejane 

Sekhukhune Combined Mining Communities, Limpopo, South Africa

Community march in Sekukhune commu-
nities
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The community has a challenge because when we elect a local councillor 
it seems to be a step ladder for that individual to achieve his own agenda. 
The community elected one activist after seeing his energy and his power 
to mobilise, organise and understand the community. But the municipal 
officials and company got him to work with them, and the community was 
left without a representative. That is what these culprits do – they use what 
the community needs. The community wanted to change the leader they 
had voted for but it was too late to do so. There is nothing we can do about 
all the decisions this representative makes. We are waiting for his term to 
end. We know that the mine will give this person permanent employment 
to work against the community as he knows the weakness and strengths 
of the community. 

Mmathapelo Thobejane

Sekhukhune Combined Mining Communities, Limpopo, South Africa

Young community monitors in 
Sekukhuneland
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The problem with the mines is that they do not consult community 
members. When they feel pressure from community members, more 
especially from unemployed youth and adults, they make promises such 
as employment, better education, better housing, and improvements to 
our infrastructure. But none of these things will happen. The mines only 
employ a few people from the area and forget the promises they made. The 
law restricts us in exercising our rights. We are harassed, threatened and 
tortured when we protest for our rights. Law enforcement officials shoot at 
us with rubber bullets, beat us with knobkerries, abuse us physically and 
emotionally. Communities lack knowledge and information. Politicians and 
our government restrict us from getting information. Rich people oppress 
the poor. Money and capital are the cause of inequality. Communities tend 
to depend on others. We do nothing to improve ourselves even though we 
can do things on our own. We always need a push. 

Susan Moraba

Mpumalanga Community Monitors, South Africa

Conducting research with other young 
community members
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