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Surviving a Protest

For the full report, please download the attached PDF found in the top right corner under "Attachments.” Web browser pop-up
windows may need to be enabled. Refresh the webpage if the PDF attachment does not appear.

Introduction

Travelers are regularly cautioned about protest activity when visiting a foreign country. The U.S. Department of State, for example,
consistently encourages citizens to “avoid all demonstrations, since even peaceful gatherings can quickly turn violent” — a phrase common
to many Consular messages. However, a deeper understanding of what motivates protest activity, and who or what the intended targets are,
can be useful tools for educating travelers.

The Nature of a Protest

According to a 2013 report @ by Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, a German non-profit organization that promotes democracy and political
education, the global number of protests has increased every year from 2006 (59) through the first half of 2013 (112). [Note: these were
protests covered in online news media. The countries analyzed represent 92 percent of the world’s population] While protests take place
throughout the world, where they occur is not always a good indicator of how they will proceed. A country with a peaceful tradition of rallying
can experience violence, while another with a more acrimonious style can experience no incidents at all. For example, in Cambodia,
generally known for a peaceful tradition, demonstrators and police have recently come to blows over anti-government sentiment as well as a
demand for a higher minimum wage among garment workers. In South Africa, known as the “protest capital of the world @ ” and where
violence is not a rarity, most demonstrations end peacefully and without incident. Demonstrations can also take place in countries not known
for having any protest tradition at all, such as in Iran during the 2009 Green Movement, or in Egypt, Syria, Tunisia, and Libya during the
2011 Arab Spring uprisings.

By their nature, protests also attract attention. They can be exciting events, and for a foreigner, provide an up-close look at a country’s
political landscape. But the advice to avoid them is not dispensed arbitrarily. An overzealous demonstrator can incite a crowd; individuals
with ulterior motives can infiltrate an otherwise peaceful rally; a heavy-handed police response can provoke an aggressive reaction from
gatherers. When this happens, onlookers can pay the price. This past May, a bystander was killed by a stray bullet during an anti-
government protest in Istanbul, Turkey. Authorities in southern China acknowledged that police “may have accidentally injured...bystanders”
during an April protest against a chemical plant in Guangdong province. During Egyptian riots in June 2013, an American college student
was stabbed to death as he took photographs of the unfolding violence. What starts as simple curiosity can easily turn into a fight to stay out
of harm’s way.

Indicators Can Help

There are indicators, however, that can be helpful to any traveler when assessing the probability for protests, and how they will play out.
Anti-government protests, for instance, may not be as likely to target foreigners as they would police officers or nearby property (although
the death of the American student referenced above shows this is not always true). Destroying property can be a way of not only displaying
intense dissatisfaction with conditions in the country, but also attempting to undermine the government. This was the case in Thailand in
2010, when anti-government protesters targeted not only government buildings, but also commercial facilities. The same was true for 2010
anti-government/-austerity protests in Greece. In both cases, foreigners were not directly targeted, and in Thailand, they were actually
greeted warmly if they happened to pass by the event.

A protest against another country, on the other hand, might not result in widespread violence, but particular people and properties could be
vulnerable. This past May, anti-Chinese protests in Vietham targeted what were perceived to be Chinese-affiliated companies and factories

following a maritime dispute between the two countries. In July, anti-Israeli protests in Germany and France led to the attack of synagogues
and Jewish businesses in those countries.
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There are also a number of issues that seem to bring protesters to the street regardless of location. For example, citizens accustomed to
government subsidies (fuel, transportation, etc.) can quickly mobilize if their entittements are threatened in any way; violent clashes in the
streets of Jakarta in 2013 following a reduction of fuel subsidies are a prime example. The suspicion of electoral fraud is another key
catalyst, as was evident during protests in Russia following disputed 2011 legislative elections. Another major indicator pertains to
infringements-- real or perceived-- on basic democratic rights. Residents of Hong Kong, for example, regularly take to the streets to demand
greater democratic freedom.

The Likeliest Scenario

More than likely, the biggest impact to travelers during a demonstration will be transportation difficulties, including blocked roads, crowded
public transportation, and congested traffic. A lot of protests advertise in advance where and when they will take place, which makes a
traveler’s job of planning to get around them easier. Even for the ones that do not, it should become pretty clear what area(s) to avoid as
numbers amass. Social media can be a great tool for collecting information; organizers and participants are likely to tweet about the event or
post pictures to Facebook, Instagram, or a popular local social network (such as VKontakte in Russia). During past protests, OSAC
constituents have allowed employees to work remotely or even take the day off when demonstration activity encroaches on work sites or
precludes safe commuting. Over periods of sustained protest activity, employers have deferred travel, and in some cases, removed
personnel from the city or country entirely. Each organization is responsible for its own plan, but understanding the fundamentals is a good
start to making one.

Additional Information

For recent OSAC analysis on other regional protests, please see the below reports:
Middle East Conflict Fuels Europe Protests

Haiti Opposition Protests

Northern Ireland Orangemen Parade Volatility

Royal Thai Army Invokes Martial Law

May Day,
For Further Information

Please direct any questions regarding this report to OSAC’s Cross Regional Analyst™7.
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