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South Africa’s Incident Registration Information System (IRIS) is a comprehensive, computerised 
database maintained by the South African Police Service. In principle, it records all public order 
policing activity, including all crowd incidents. While IRIS data is, potentially, a unique source for 
protest event analysis, it should be approached with considerable care. In this article we aim to 
correct misunderstandings about the data advanced by academics and in the media, and expose 
its misuse by police chiefs and politicians. In particular, we argue that the incidents that IRIS reports 
are not protests, although protests can be found in the raw data. This article is based, in part, on 
records of 156 230 incidents covering the period 1997–2013. We estimate that only about 67 750 of 
these, 43% of the total, were protests. This may be the largest number of police-recorded protests 
released anywhere in the world.

How many protests are there in South Africa 
each year? A compilation of media reports 
provides one answer, but the South African 
Police Service’s (SAPS) Incident Registration 
Information System (IRIS) can take us closer 
to a reliable estimate, because it contains 

considerably more records of protests. However, 
as we will show in this article, IRIS registers all 
public order incidents, not just protests, which 
means the data must be interpreted judiciously.

IRIS and its statistics are widely misunderstood 
and sometimes wilfully misused. One example 
of the former was a mistake made by Bilkis 
Omar, who, in 2007, confused SAPS reports of 
‘crowd management incidents’ with protests.1  
A 2013 article by two journalists broadened the 
problem. Working from actual IRIS data, they 
claimed the police had recorded more than 
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3 000 service delivery protests in the preceding 

four years.2 Looking more carefully at the data, 

we found they had incorrectly assumed that 

crowd incidents that had been assigned the IRIS 

‘motive’ of ‘dissatisfied with service delivery’, 

were protests. ‘Incidents’ and ‘protests’ had 

been conflated yet again, and the IRIS category 

of ‘motive’ had been misconstrued. We return to 

this under Motives on IRIS, below.

While researchers’ and journalists’ errors were 

most likely unintended, the SAPS leadership 

have knowingly misled the public. They have 

done this, in particular, around the issue of 

violence. For instance, in 2014, Lt. General 

Elias Mawela, head of Operational Response 

Services (ORS), the SAPS division that included 

IRIS, told Parliament: ‘Violent protest action 

escalated from 1 226 in 2011/12, and then in 

2012/13 it is 1 882, and in the last financial 

year [2013/14] it escalated to 1 907.’3 This 

statement elides ‘unrest-related incident’, one of 

two crowd incident classifications used in SAPS 

annual reports, with ‘violent protest’, but, as will 

be shown, they are not the same. Elsewhere, 

we have demonstrated that the same slippage 

was present in speeches by Police Minister 

Nkosinathi Nhleko and President Jacob Zuma. 

Disturbed by the way that statistics were being 

used to criminalise non-violent protests and 

campaign for increased funding, we exposed 

the matter for public consideration, and were 

damned by the SAPS for doing so.4

This article arose out of our attempt to make 

sense of an enormous amount of IRIS data on 

crowd incidents. We were granted access to 

this after a request made under the Promotion 

of Access to Information Act (PAIA).5 In total, 

the data represents 156 230 incidents, divided 

among 34 Excel spreadsheets. These covered 

the years 1997 to 2013, and there were 

separate sheets for ‘crowd (peaceful)’ and 

‘crowd (unrest)’. These two classifications, 

which IRIS calls ‘eventualities’, are also referred 

to as ‘crowd management (peaceful)’ and 
‘crowd management (unrest)’, and they are 
aligned with the annual report terms ‘peaceful 
incident’ and ‘unrest-related incident’.6 We refer 
to events falling under these two eventualities as 
crowd incidents.7

When using the data for protest analysis, one has 
to define and then find the protests. Regarding 
the former, we defined a protest as ‘a popular 
mobilisation in support of a collective grievance’.8 
The latter task, of finding the protests, was 
extremely laborious, and we were only able to 
reach estimates through a careful reading of a 
large random sample of the open-ended notes 
recorded for each crowd incident. Elsewhere, 
we estimate that about 67 750 (43%) of the 
recorded crowd incidents were in fact protests.9 
In terms of scale, to the best of our knowledge, 
this means that IRIS contains more records of 
protests than any other publicly available and 
analysed police data in the world.

In this article, we limit ourselves to explaining 
IRIS; that is, its history, logic, concepts and 
biases. This is a necessary precursor to using 
its data for counting and analysing the protests 
it records. IRIS can be used for other purposes, 
and the article has relevance for anyone 
concerned with public order policing and crowd 
management in South Africa. 

There are four substantive sections. The first 
summarises the kind of information that IRIS 
records, and in the process explains the 
differences between incidents and protests, 
and between unrest and violence. It also flags 
the importance of the relationship between IRIS 
and public order policing. The second section 
provides a brief account of their shared history. 
This paves the way for the third section, which 
examines IRIS’s limitations. The most significant 
defect is its dependence on the capacity of 
public order policing to record crowd incidents. 
We then include, as an example of problems and 
possibilities of IRIS analysis, a section exploring 
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motives, one of the many categories of data to 
be found in the spreadsheets. This highlights 
the predominance of labour-related incidents 
and the rapid rise in the number of community-
related unrest incidents after 2004.

What iris records

Registration of incidents on IRIS is the 
responsibility of public order police (POP) units, 
and it is one of their major duties.10 There are 
two principal logics underpinning what gets 
registered on IRIS or, more accurately, what 
should be registered. These are the recording 
of (1) all crowd management incidents, whether 
or not POP were involved, and (2) all incidents 
involving POP, whether or not these were related 
to crowd management. In a 2006 training 
manual, the former were described as ‘primary 
tasks’ and the latter as ‘secondary functions’.11 

As we have seen, there are two classifications 
of crowd management: crowd (peaceful) and 
crowd (unrest). The distinction between the 
two is straightforward. If there was police 
‘intervention’, the incident is categorised as 
crowd (unrest); if not, as crowd (peaceful). 
As Lt. Col. Vernon Day from the POP Policy, 
Standards and Research department explained:

Unrest incidents require some form 
of police intervention. A spontaneous 
gathering resulting in a crime for which 
arrests are made and a case docket 
opened would constitute unrest. However, 
failure to give notice, resulting in a 
spontaneous incident, would not; even 
if a contravention of [the Regulation of 
Gatherings] Act 205 of 1993, as long as 
[it] remains peaceful … Arrests indicate 
an intervention, while peaceful incidents 
require only monitoring.12

‘Intervention’ means the police exerted their 
physical influence in some way. It is not just 
about arrests, but would include, for instance, 
pushbacks, tear gas or rubber bullets.13 POP 

do not have to wait until a crowd has actually 
been violent before intervening. Firstly, they 
are expected to act if ‘life (and property) is in 
danger’, and, secondly, ‘if a national road is being 
blocked’. The blocking of other roads is left to the 
discretion of the operational commander.14 This 
means that certain forms of non-violent disruption 
can trigger an intervention, and thus lead to a 
protest being classified as ‘unrest’. The critical 
point is that an incident is defined as ‘unrest’ 
or ‘peaceful’ determined by whether the police 
intervened, not by whether there was violence.15 

From 1997, in addition to the primary tasks listed 
in IRIS, it had three main secondary functions, 
with a fourth added for the FIFA World Cup, 
which South Africa hosted in 2010. These are:

1.  Unrest (other). This includes ‘incidents of 
violence [that] cannot be classified as crowd 
management tasks, [including] taxi violence, 
gang violence etc.’.16 According to our 
informant, these are often unpredictable and 
very violent.17

2.  Crime prevention. This refers to arrests and 
confiscations made in the course of a crime 
prevention operation, which might, initially, 
have been the responsibility of another force 
(either within the SAPS or the metro police).18 

3.  Support. This involves assisting other police, 
for instance in the search and seizure of 
dagga.19 The SAPS 2014 National Instruction 
on public order policing speaks of ‘rendering 
of specialised operation support’. This 
includes searching for, arresting and escorting 
dangerous suspects, protecting VIPs, 
safeguarding National Key Points, handling 
crowds, and providing tactical reserves.20

4.  Movement. This was introduced to cover 
assistance with logistics during the 2010 

 FIFA World Cup.21 By 2013 there had been 
just over 500 such incidents, and there is 

 no reference to the classification in the 
 National Instruction.22 
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Another way to understand IRIS is to consider 
what it terms ‘types’ of incident. These 
are presented in Appendix 1. This draws 
on two sources: a 2006 code table, which 
links types to the five main classifications 
mentioned above, and a 2015 letter signed by 
Mawela that only covers crowd management 
incidents. The appendix helps clarify the 
differences between the classifications. It firmly 
underscores the point that protests cannot be 
equated with crowd incidents, which include 
church and sporting events as well as strikes 
and barricades.

Protest analysts should keep in mind that IRIS 
does not exist to help them do their job. It 
exists to help the SAPS do its job, in particular 
to plan actions, monitor incidents, distribute 
resources, publicise activities, and sometimes 
make a case for additional funding. In 2006 
it recorded about 40 classes of information, 
including weapons used, types of offence, 
organisations involved and degrees of injury, as 
well as eventualities, types and motives.23 

Public order policing and iris: an 
historical summary

It is necessary to place IRIS and its 
development within the context of public order 
policing in South Africa. IRIS was established 
at a moment of insurgency and uncertainty 
in January 1992, just two months after the 
formation of the paramilitary Internal Stability 
Division (ISD).24 The idea was to standardise 
information, linking this to a process of 
computerisation,25 but it took five years to 
develop IRIS into a fully functioning system. 
On the one hand, public order policing was 
evolving. In 1995, following the Convention 
for a Democratic South Africa negotiations, 
numerous reports by the Goldstone 
Commission, the passing of the Regulation of 
Gathering Act (1993) and the 1994 election, 
the ISD was replaced by POP units. This 
entailed a process of transformation. ‘Crowd 

control’ was replaced by ‘crowd management’, 

which emphasised cooperation with protest 

organisers. There was retraining, a process of 

re-appointment aimed at weeding out racists 

(so we understand), and recruitment of black 

officers.26 On the other hand, computers 

were not delivered until 1994, and there were 

teething troubles and debates about how to 

classify incidents.27 IRIS generated some data 

in 1995, but less in 1996, and it was only from 

1997 that it produced a full set of information.28 

Monique Marks, who in the late 1990s 

undertook ethnographic research with POP 

units in Durban, described the period from 

1995 to 2001 as a ‘golden era’.29 In 2002, in 

the context of declining numbers of crowd 

incidents and a public outcry over crime, public 

order policing was relegated in importance. 

POP members were re-organised into 

Area Crime Combatting Units (ACCUs) and 

deployed to assist local stations. The number 

of officers was cut from about 11 000 in the 

POP units to 7 327 in the ACCUs, and it is 

likely that training deteriorated and the quantity 

and quality of equipment declined.30

In 2006 there was further restructuring. With 

the aim of strengthening stations, SAPS areas, 

a middle level in its organisational hierarchy, 

were disbanded. The ACCUs were placed 

under national command, becoming Crime 

Combating Units (CCUs). Staffing was further 

reduced, to 2 595, and the number of units 

was cut from 43 in 2002, to 23.31 Large 

parts of the country, including the whole of 

Mpumalanga, were left without any units.32 

For the SAPS, this cut was a serious blunder. 

As Omar commented at the time, there was 

a ‘growing number and intensity of service 

delivery protests and riots’,33 and as Burger 

commented later: ‘The short-sightedness 

of this decision was soon exposed when 

xenophobic violence erupted in March 2008.’ 

There was a slight increase in CCU numbers, 
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to 3 306, in 2009, and then a major expansion, 
to 5 661, in 2010, the year of the World Cup.34

After the World Cup numbers slumped again, 
to 4 197 in 2011.35 However, there was some 
reorganisation of public order policing. The 
CCUs were rebranded under their old POP 
identity, and the paramilitary units that fell 
under the ORS were sometimes deployed 
to undertake public order policing.36 This 
was especially apparent at Marikana, where 
members of the Tactical Response Teams 
(TRT) killed workers at Scene 1.37 In the 
wake of the massacre, Zuma called for new 
measures to combat violent protests, and in 
2014 the SAPS requested funds to expand 
POP from 28 to 54 units, to increase personnel 
from 4 721 to 9 522, and to spend R3.3 billion 
on re-capitalisation, all over four years.38 The 
new shape of public order policing is reflected 
in a plan to provide crowd management 
training for 992 metro police and 1 140 TRT 
officers, as well as 1 826 POP members.39 To 
the best of our knowledge, the full expansion 

has not yet been agreed to by South Africa’s 

Treasury, although some resources have been 

moved into the POP units from elsewhere in 

the SAPS.

iris data 

This brief historical reflection is important for 

interpreting the IRIS data. Figure 1 merges 

crowd (peaceful) and crowd (unrest) into a 

single line. It includes unrest (other), support 

and movement in one line termed ‘other 

incidents’. Actual numbers are provided in 

Appendix 2. The high proportion of activity 

devoted to crime prevention should be noted. 

After a dip from 2000 to 2002, the line rises 

again with the formation of the ACCUs. 

This underlines the importance of crime 

combatting duties for public order units in 

this period. The other incidents are a small 

proportion of the total, although their numbers 

rise with the World Cup in 2010, and, in the 

case of unrest (other) and support, continue 

to increase substantially thereafter.
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Figure 1: Incidents recorded by IRIS, 1997–2013
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The most important reason for including the 
graph is to highlight the massive decline in 
all recorded incidents that occurred after the 
CCU restructuring of 2006. This affected 
crime prevention duties but, critically, from 
the perspective of protest analysis, it also 
affected crowd management. In the case of 
Mpumalanga, only four crowd management 
incidents were logged in the year 2007/8.40 
Day told us that for the three worst years, IRIS 
under-recorded crowd incidents by 20%–
40%.41 He added: ‘They were policed but not 
recorded. We didn’t have the capacity to get 
at them.’42 

In the above quote ‘they’ refers to crowd 
incidents and ‘we’ refers to the CCUs. 
This highlights a further problem with using 
IRIS data. Where crowd management is 
undertaken by forces other than POP, there 
is an increased likelihood that an incident will 
not be registered.43 This has two pertinent 
consequences. For the first of these, it is 
necessary to factor in the impact of threat 
assessment, which has three levels. With 
Level 1 and Level 2 threats, POP units are, 
respectively, ‘on standby’ or ‘in reserve’. It 
is only with a Level 3 threat that they are the 
‘primary role player’.44 The threat level and 
response can change in the course of an 
event. According to the National Instruction, 
where there is violence, ‘POP must take 
full operational command and stabilise the 
situation’.45 In practice, because POP is less 
involved with Level 1 and Level 2 incidents, 
there is a higher chance that these will not 
be recorded, and, as a result, IRIS probably 
under-records peaceful protests. The second 
consequence is a geographical predisposition 
in the under-recording of incidents. In 2014, 
there were 28 POP units. These were stationed 
in the eight metros and 20 other major towns. 
A few extra POP units have been added in 
the last two years, but the situation has not 
changed significantly. If a protest occurs a 

significant distance from where the units are 

located, there is a higher chance that it will 

be covered by local police, or perhaps occur 

without a police presence. Hence, there is an 

urban bias in IRIS data.

According to Day, the proportion of incidents 

registered has been improving, with IRIS 

now missing only about 5% (most of these 

being in rural areas).46 The SAPS’s concern to 

secure additional funding for POP would be an 

incentive to improve the quantity of registrations, 

and its expansion should further increase 

reliability. However, one is wary of depending 

too heavily on this 5% figure, because we 

are finding media-reported protests on our 

database that do not appear on IRIS.47

A further factor affecting assessments of the 

total number of protests is that the quality of 

data output is determined by the quality of 

data input. Unit commanders are instructed to 

ensure speedy capture of data. This is achieved 

by deploying at least one officer per shift to 

undertake the task.48 Each POP unit has an IRIS 

controller responsible for checking data integrity 

and the system is, or was in 2006, maintained 

by the ORS Management Centre in Pretoria.49

However, with evident frustration and concern, 

the authors of the Training Manual declare: 

MANAGEMENT, CONTROLLERS AND 

USERS MUST HOWEVER REMEMBER 

THAT THE IRIS SYSTEM IS NOT A 

MAGICAL SYSTEM … The quality of 

the statistics … is wholly dependent on 

the quality of the information which is 

entered into the system. … [IRIS presents 

statistics] in a user friendly format [but] 

... [t]his is not always a true reflection of 

what is occurring in an area, because the 

information [on] incidents [is] not captured 

correctly or not captured at all.50 

From reading the IRIS data sheets, we can also 

attest to the uneven quality of data capture. 
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From comments by SAPS officers and a 
government minister, we know there may 
be a variety of reasons for this, including the 
poor education of many officers, inadequate 
training and overwork. The SAPS is aware 
of the problems that exist with IRIS and we 
understand that there have been internal 
discussions about how it might be improved.51 

Motives on iris 

This section examines a problem raised in 
the introduction, that of literal and uncritical 
interpretation of the IRIS lexicon. It looks 
specifically at motives. In the process we make 
an assessment of what crowd incidents were 
about, providing clues for further analysis of 
protests (a second phase in our research that is 
not considered in this article).

‘Motives’ are assigned to incidents using a 
dropdown menu. For crowd management 
incidents between 1997 and 2008 there were 
60 options to choose from, and from 2009 
onwards there were 72. An incident could be 

recorded with more than one motive, but until 
2013 it was not obligatory to assign a motive 
to an incident. Indeed, 34% of all incidents 
recorded between 1997 and 2013 were 
listed as ‘no motive registered’, which is a 
significant obstacle for analysis. In practice, 
minimal use was made of the majority of 
motive options and Figure 2 just shows the 
10 most frequently cited. It excludes, as do 
percentages below, no motive registered. The 
two most common motives were ‘demand 
wage increases’ and ‘labour dispute’, which 
together accounted for 25% of incidents. 
‘Sporting event’ and ‘social event’ combined 
accounted for 10%. ‘Dissatisfied with service 
delivery’ represented 4% of the incidents. 
‘Solidarity’, the third most common motive, 
is defined vaguely and applied inconsistently, 
and ‘Forcing of demands &’ (sic), the fifth 
most common (despite only being used until 
1999), was also ambiguous.52

Looking at the notes recorded for each 
incident, it is clearly wrong to assume that 

0 5 000 10 000 15 000 20 000

Figure 2: Most commonly assigned motive options on IRIS database, 1997–2013

Source: IRIS data analysed by authors.
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‘dissatisfied with service delivery’ equates 
to ‘service delivery protest’ (as the Media24 
journalists assumed). Two examples will illustrate 
the problem. The first, a crowd (peaceful) 
incident that occurred in the Eastern Cape 
in 2013, was an official event or imbizo that 
discussed service delivery. There is no indication 
that a protest took place. While it is likely that 
a higher proportion of crowd (unrest) incidents 
recorded as ‘dissatisfied with service delivery’ 
were indeed protests, there were exceptions. 
In a second example, from North West in 2009, 
there was a protest, but not over service delivery. 
Possibly the recording officer conflated service 
delivery protest and community protest. On 
the other hand, there are numerous incidents 
assigned another motive that most of us 
would regard as a service delivery protest. Our 
conclusion is twofold: once again, one should 
not confuse an incident with a protest, and the 
assigned motives cannot be taken at face value.

That said, ‘motives’ can be used to gain some 
insight into the nature of incidents. We tried to 

get a sense of major trends by aggregating 
‘motives’ into 10 broad categories.53 As part 
of the process, we examined samples of 
incidents where the motive was absent or 
its meaning obscure. Clearly there is a high 
level of approximation in this process and a 
good deal of circumspection is required when 
interpreting the results. In the graphs that follow 
we only show the three most numerous kinds of 
aggregated motives.54 For both of the graphs, 
the previously mentioned problem with data for 
2007 to 2009 should be kept in mind.

In Figure 3, crowd (peaceful) incidents, there 
is a peak for labour-related and recreational, 
cultural and religious (RCR) incidents in 2010. 
This can be explained by, respectively, the 2010 
public sector workers’ strike, which in terms 
of working days lost was the largest in South 
African history, and the FIFA World Cup. There 
were fewer community-related events than 
labour-related and RCR events, and the trend 
for the former is flat. The picture that emerges 
in Figure 4, showing crowd (unrest) incidents is 
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Figure 3: Selected estimated aggregate motive categories for ‘crowd (peaceful)’, from IRIS  
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quite different (though it must be kept in mind 
that there were far fewer ‘unrest’ than ‘peaceful’ 
incidents). Here there are fewer RCR incidents 
than either labour-related or community 
incidents and the line is flat. For labour-related 
incidents, there are two peaks, the one in 1998 
and another in 2012, the year of the Marikana 
Massacre (although the Marikana strike itself 
was only a very small proportion of the total). 
The pattern for community-related incidents 
is more dramatic. Here there is a nadir in 
2003 (as there is for labour-related incidents), 
followed by a strong upward trend, leading to a 
pinnacle in 2012. It is clear from the notes that, 
overwhelmingly, the community-related unrest 
incidents are protests, and that our database 
of media-reported community protests has a 
similar shape. 

The graphs are revealing, for three main 
reasons. Firstly, the large number of RCR events 
underscores the fact that a high proportion of 
crowd incidents are not protests. Secondly, the 
media focus on community protests has drawn 

attention away from the high level of labour-

related action in South Africa. Thirdly, from 

2004, there has been an explosion in unrest-

related community protests, reflecting what we 

have called a ‘rebellion of the poor’.

Conclusion

For counting and analysing protests, data 

from IRIS has the potential to be a source 

of considerable value. The sheer number of 

recorded incidents made available to us is 

astounding, probably larger than anything 

similar elsewhere in the world. However, IRIS 

has been misrepresented by the SAPS and 

misunderstood by academics and journalists. 

We have attempted to correct false impressions 

and have argued that its data needs to be 

treated critically and with care. IRIS exists to 

assist POP, and they are required to record 

crowd management incidents, not protests. 

We estimate that less than half of registered 

incidents are protests. Moreover, with the two 

main crowd incident categories, ‘unrest’ is 
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defined by police intervention, not violence, and 
‘peaceful’ refers to an absence of intervention, 
rather than an absence of violence. Further, 
there are limitations to the capacity of POP to 
capture information accurately. If one is aware 

of these problems, and can find ways to address 
them, IRIS data becomes an unparalleled source 
of information for protest analysis. Its value is 
enhanced if utilised alongside other sources, for 
instance media reports and qualitative research.

Appendix 1: ‘Types’ of iris incident listed in 2006 code tables and a 2015 letter

Type of incident

2006 code tables55

Crowd 
manage-

ment 
(peaceful)

Crowd 
manage-

ment 
(unrest)

Unrest 
incident 
(other)

Crime 
prevention Support

2015
letter56

Accident x
Arrests x x
Arson x x
Assembly (church) x x
Assembly (festivity/
commemoration) x x x

Assembly (elections) x
Assembly (funeral) x x
Assembly (meeting) x x x
Assembly (music festival) x x x
Assembly (political meeting) x x x
Assembly (poster 
demonstration) x x x

Assembly (procession) x x x
Assembly (sport) x x x
Attack x x x
Barricade x x x
Bomb threat x
Boycott action x x x
Corpses found x
Deliberate damage x x
Demonstration x x x
Disaster/catastrophe x x
Explosion x x
Gathering x x x
Hijacking x x
Hostage situation x x x x
Intimidation x x x
Occupation x x
Seizure x x
Siege x
Sit-in x x x
Stayaway action x
Strike (labour affairs) x x x
Strike (occupation) x
Strike (stayaway) x x
Threat x
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Appendix 2: Total incidents recorded on iris, by classification, 1997–201357 

Year
Crowd 

(peaceful)
Crowd 
(unrest)

Unrest 
(other)

Crime 
prevention

Support Movement

1997 5 386 895 2 535 22 665 2 195 –

1998 8 315 1 198 2 227 19 657 1 489 –

1999 8 227 746 1 852 23 790 1 393 –

2000 7 202 718 1 398 29 605 2.349 –

2001 7 569 637 1 152 26 360 1 761 –

2002 6 433 572 557 21 740 1 203 –

2003 7 078 537 496 26 561 1 132 –

2004 8 307 573 533 27 465 1 441 –

2005 9 532 943 383 24 694 941 –

2006 10 049 861 573 22 937 745 –

2007 6 833 714 583 14 492 285 –

2008 5 747 740 908 11 241 273 –

2009 7 967 892 462 9 556 235 –

2010 11 179 948 604 12 184 961 1 585

2011 10 918 1 231 768 15 335 1 359 4

2012 10 351 1 819 1 208 16 519 3 814 183

2013 11 095 1 704 1 559 11 349 4 816 519

Total 142 188 17 728 17 798 336 114 26 392 2 292
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