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Introduction 

“A province may investigate, or appoint a commission of enquiry into, any complaints into 

police inefficiency or a breakdown in relations between the police and any community”          - 

Section 206 (5) of the South African Constitution 

In August 2012, a Commission of Inquiry (CoI) to investigate the South African Police Services (SAPS) in 

Khayelitsha was established.1  

The CoI was sanctioned and approved in December 2012 by the Western Cape High Court. Two of the 

judges ruled that an investigation into this matter is both “legal” and “rational”. A number of other 

civil organisations such as the Social Justice Coalition support this matter and believe that this 

investigation is long overdue.2    

The CoI is mandated to investigate complaints received by the Premier that relates to the efficiency of 

the SAPS specifically within the Khayelitsha region, specifically on three police stations, namely:  

Harare, Khayelitsha and Lingelethu West. In addition, the CoI has also investigated whether there is a 

breakdown in relations between the Khayelitsha community and members of the SAPS stationed at 

the three police stations in Khayelitsha as well as other policing units operating in the area. 

The Commission aims to explore allegations through investigating the reasons for, and causes of, the 

inefficiency and breakdown in relations, if they are found to exist. It is envisioned that through this 

process the commission will be able to generate a dialogue between the community and the police 

which will serve to help improve SAPS service delivery in the future.  

Contextualising Khayelitsha 

Khayelitsha was established in 1983 based on the forced removal from different areas allocated for 

different racial groups. This was a forced removal instituted by the Group Areas Act no. 41 of 1950 

under the apartheid regime. On “… 25th May 1983 Dr. Koornhof stated that Khayelitsha was intended 

to provide for the consolidated housing needs of the Black communities in the Cape Metropolitan 

area, and that as people voluntarily moved there, the possibility of other race groups being 

accommodated in older black townships would be considered.”3  

 

Khayelitsha, a partially informal settlement was built for ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ black Cape Town residents 

who were forcibly moved. This young township is situated, approximately 35 kilometres outside of the 

Cape Town business central, and is South Africa’s biggest township.4  
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Khayelitsha was designed to accommodate 250 00 to 280 000 people 5 but census results reveal that 

in 2001 the township housed 329 006 residents and increased to 391 749 in 2011.6 Based on the up to 

date census data there are 118 809 households in the suburb with an average household size of 3.307. 

The difference between the number of formal houses (52 000) and the number of shacks in informal 

settlements (55 000), are 3000 households in Khayelitsha.8 

 

Households are faced with a lack of basic facilities and amenities, as only 62% have water piped into 

their homes or onto their dwelling. All twelve wards accommodate 118 809 households, of which 

98.6% are Black African and 21.4% of the population comprise of young people between the ages of 

15 to 24 years.9 At the time of the 2011 census 74.0% of the population had an income of R3 200 or 

less.10 Khayelitsha is also characterised by high unemployment, where census data indicated that 

almost half of the adults between the ages of 20-59 (46%) are unemployed.11 

 

Overcrowding and lack of infrastructure, unemployment, poverty and frustration, poor economic and 

security conditions are risk factors for crime and violence.12  Exacerbating the problem is youth 

unemployment in the area and this increases the likelihood of youth resorting to violence and 

criminality.13 Despite the population growth, provision has only been made for two additional satellite 

police stations, namely Harare satellite station as well as the Lingelethu West satellite station to serve 

the whole of the Khayelitsha region. 14 

 

Overview of recorded crime in Khayelitsha 

Drugs coupled with youth unemployment are one of the driving forces influencing young people to 

resort to a criminal lifestyle. In 2005, a study by the University of Stellenbosch Strategic Information 

Department identified and mapped 31 illegal drug hubs in Khayelitsha.15 According to the Medical 

Research Council’s observations of South Africa’s violent crimes, using 2005 SAPS data when looking at 

the police stations with the 20 highest recorded rates of murder across the country, Khayelitsha was 

found to have the highest number,16 followed by its neighbouring town Nyanga as the station with the 

second highest murder report rates.17 Table 1 Illustrates that contact crimes reported within 

Khayelitsha range from 676 to 4860 over the past six years. 18  
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Table 1: SAPS Contact Crime Report Statistics - Khayelitsha 

 

 
April 2007 – 

March 2008 

April 2008 – 

March 2009 

April 2009 – 

March 2010 

April 2010 – 

March 2011 

April 2011 – 

March 2012 

April 2012 – 

March 2013 

Totals for 

the past 6 

years 

Murder 171 121 124 125 161 168 870 

Total sexual 

crimes 
269 218 259 252 249 246 1493 

Attempted 

Murder 
78 60 91 98 141 208 676 

Assault GBH 617 556 554 615 631 707 3680 

Common Assault  680 650 670 516 682 774 3972 

Common 

Robbery 
161 160 193 190 167 221 1092 

Robbery with 

aggravating 

circumstances 

1018 747 711 606 789 989 4860 

 

When comparing reported contact crimes to property related crimes the figures are lower ranging 

from 533 to 2283, however, these crimes are still considered a cause for concern.19 It is important to 

bear in mind that certain crimes tend not to be reported and this could be exacerbated by the 

perceived breakdown in relations between the community and the police resulting in increased levels 

of underreporting.  

 

Table 2: SAPS Property Related Crimes- Report Statistics-Khayelitsha 

 
April 2007 – 

March 2008 

April 2008 – 

March 2009 

April 2009 – 

March 2010 

April 2010 – 

March 2011 

April 2011 – 

March 2012 

April 2012 – 

March 2013 

Totals for 

the past 6 

years 

Burglary at non-

residential 

premises 

62 66 88 91 99 127 533 

Burglary at 

residential 

premises 

359 404 385 326 350 459 2283 

Theft of motor 

vehicle and 

motorcycle 

135 96 114 110 71 60 586 

Theft out of or 

from motor 

vehicle 

51 54 76 141 129 135 586 
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Background to the Study 

This study is premised on the assumption that police statistics alone are insufficient to provide a 

complete picture of levels of crime and violence in the area, particularly in a context where there is a 

potential breakdown of the relationship between stakeholders. Lack of confidence and trust in the 

police is likely to exacerbate any existing propensity to under-report crime and violence. Official police 

data from the area is thus unlikely to provide an accurate picture of crime in Khayelitsha, and equally, 

the levels of performance of the police.  

 

Further, there is no data on the use of alternative forms of justice, or recourse to vigilante /’mob 

justice’ or other informal justice systems. It is for this reason that the following study was undertaken 

as it will focus on the experiences of young people and those engaging around issues of youth and 

school-based safety in Khayelitsha. The survey therefore delves into safety issues, obtaining a broad 

understanding from the participants’ perspectives, of their experiences of crime and violence. This 

would include threats or dangers faced by the participants, and their responses to these. Specifically, 

the focus groups will elicit information on:  

 

 

 

  

Young people's experiences 
of crime and violence

Reporting patterns to the 
police/others

Reasons for reporting/not 
reporting

Other experiences and 
interactions with police

Violence prevention 
measures adopted, both 

formal and informal

Use of  vigilante/'mob 
justice'

Overall feelings of safety or 
fear within Khayelitsha
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Given that the CoI was established to assess the extent of the breakdown in relations between police 

and community members and given the context of the study it is possible that this data is even less 

representative.  

Methodology 

The following section discusses the sample design, the focus group methodology used to collect data, 

as well as the focus group guideline which informed each focus group discussion. 

 

 Sample Design  

Four specific populations were identified for inclusion in the study. These were: 

 

 

These groups were either young people, or those both living and working with young people in the 

area. A total of six focus groups were conducted. While it was envisioned that two focus group 

discussions (FGD) would be conducted with each of the above identified groups, this was not possible 

due to availability of participants. It is for this reason that one focus group was conducted with the 

loveLife Y-centre groundbreakers and one focus group with the youth loveLife participants as both of 

these groups have experiences and knowledge pertaining to  safety in Khayelitsha. These two FGD 

were grouped and analysed together in this report. Given the subject to be explored, the groups 

consisted of both males and females with each group comprising of eight to 12 participants. Please 

refer to Appendix A for further information on the composition of these focus groups.  

1 FGD         School 
Safety Marshalls

1 FGD              UCT 
Schools Improvement 

Project

2 FGD   Grassroots 
Soccer Group

2 FGD       Lovelife 
Groundbreakers/Teen 

Participants
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 Why focus group method? 

The focus group research method is an interview or open discussion with a small group of individuals. 

It incorporates semi-structured questions to illicit discussion and is usually led by a facilitator. Focus 

groups provide access to information that is not always obtainable through participant observation, 

individual interviews or even quantitative research methods20. 

Using the focus group method, the study capitalised from group discussions and debates since it 

allowed for the exploration of dominant cultural values and norms and personal experiences that are 

in most cases dormant and difficult to obtain in individual interviews21. This method brought about a 

multitude of perspectives and experiences of safety and crime in Khayelitsha.  

 Focus Group Guideline 

The study used a semi-structured interview guide that followed a sequence of questions but was 

relatively flexible to allow for probing where necessary (please See Appendix B).  

A vignette in the form of a scenario was used as part of the process to facilitate the 

discussions.  Vignettes are used to elicit information about perceptions, attitudes and beliefs that are 

held by the study participants22. They are also particularly useful in cases where the research topic 

may be more sensitive23. The vignettes used in the current study proved to be beneficial as they eased 

the process of building rapport with the participants and also because they facilitated debates 

between opposing perceptions and views between the participants. 

A generic set of questions was tailored to each set of focus group participants, to elicit information 

most relevant to them, and to their activities and experiences. This allowed for information on 

common variables to be extrapolated such as: 

� What are the participants’ experiences of violence? 

� How do they respond? 

� If and how, or when, do they engage with the police or with other community stakeholders 

around issues of safety and crime? 

� How are the police perceived? etc.  

This was then followed up by more specific questions which allowed the experiences and situations 

unique to each group to be explored (Refer to Appendix B). 
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Overview of the groups 

All of the research participants in this component of the study are affiliated or works for the loveLife 

Khayelitsha Y-centre. This organisation is a community based centre that offers numerous 

programmes and services to youths in Khayelitsha to promote their self-worth and well-being.24 The 

loveLife Y-centre forms part of a bigger Non-Profit Organisation that functions on a national-basis. The 

organisation has partnered with the Western Cape Violence Prevention Unit through Upgrading as 

well as the City of Cape Town and is situated in Harare, one of the subareas in Khayelitsha.25 

The loveLife organisation offers multiple programmes and projects all designed with the 

purpose of addressing the individual, structural and social factors that inhibit youths to become 

successful and that drive the HIV epidemic among the young people. 

loveLife is a HIV-prevention initiative introduced in 1999 to counteract the pandemic at the time. 

Since 1999 the organisation has taken great strides and have partnered with numerous non-

governmental organisations and private funders to tackle the epidemics young people face by 

supporting and running programmes on a national and community level.   

The organisation works with groudbreakers in 200 community-based organisations, 500 clinics and 

5,600 schools nation-wide to implement their youth programmes. The loveLife has managed to 

reach 500,000 youths each month through different interactive and contemporary medias such as 

ICT, radio, Television shows, integrated media campaigns and other private media channels.  

 

Source: loveLife, What We Do, Available at: http://www.lovelife.org.za/corporate/lovelife-

programmes/, Accessed on: 10 December 2013. 

  

Group A 

Group A was made up of seven female groundbreakers and one male groundbreaker. The eight 

participants that partook in the study were 18 years and older. Groundbreakers are youth leaders 

trained to reach-out, educate and motivate fellow young people to achieve their aspirations through 

the application of the loveLife programmes. The primary responsibilities of these groundbreakers are 

to inform teenagers about HIV/Aids and facilitate healthy sex practices, deal with sexual identity and 

mechanisms to look out for and deal with peer pressure. They take on a holistic approach to help 

young people deal with struggles such as teenage pregnancy and gangsterism that they face in 

Khayelitsha. They also use modern psychosocial approaches to facilitate decision-making.  These 
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groundbreakers are employed by the loveLife Y-Centre but they are based at schools, local clinics and 

drug rehabilitation centres.  

Group B   

The second set of focus group members who participated in the study were the teenage members at 

the loveLife Y-Centre. They are the beneficiaries of the projects run by and are mentees of the 

groundbreakers working at the loveLife Y-centre. The focus group was made up of twelve participants, 

eight young boys and four female participants. In terms of age, they ranged from 12 to 15 years and all 

of them reside in the Khayelitsha community.  

Study limitations 

The purpose of this study was to illicit information regarding experiences of crime violence and the 

police services in Khayelitsha. Like any other rigorous research, this study had particular challenges: 

1. Younger learners in group B were more cautious about relaying some of the crime experiences 

and one male participant declined any elaboration regarding his victimisation. It was later 

during the discussion when he felt more comfortable that he spoke about his experiences. 

2. A limitation that was present in both FGD was the language barrier. Although there were 

translators available at both sessions, the focus group members sporadically spoke in their 

vernacular which is isiXhosa and the facilitators were English first language.     
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Research Findings 

The purpose of the research study was to assess the perceptions and experiences of young people 

regarding the level of functioning and services of the SAPS in Khayelitsha. The study looked at the 

most prevalent crimes experienced by participants and community members and specifically focused 

on the nature and extent of these crime and feelings of safety in their community. The study further 

concentrated on the loveLife groundbreakers’ and youth participants’ perceptions and experiences of 

the SAPS in Khayelitsha. 

Common challenges identified in the Khayelitsha community 

According to the groundbreakers and young loveLife participants youngsters in Khayelitsha are faced 

with problems such teenage parenthood and peer pressure. They further postulate that violence, 

crime and gangsterism have become the norm to many of the community members.  

Based on the feedback from both focus groups, robberies were most common and would mostly occur 

during daytime in front of community members. Study participants have highlighted that gangsters 

are usually the perpetrators of robberies in the community. In the discussion with groundbreakers, a 

female revealed that she was robbed at gunpoint by seven gang members whilst walking to a taxi 

rank. Another groundbreaker was robbed and threatened with grievous-bodily harm whilst walking 

home from a party late at night. One teen loveLife participant mentioned that he was robbed but was 

not comfortable discussing the event in the group. Later in the focus group session he became more 

comfortable and mentioned that he was robbed leaving the school grounds. The loveLife participants 

all stressed that the gangsters would rob younger children coming from school or outside the school 

gates.  

Figure 1: Common crimes experienced in Khayelitsha 

Common perpetrators  

The groundbreakers and loveLife participants 

who have witnessed and experienced crimes 

claimed that the perpetrators were known 

community members and gangsters that live 

and walk around in the community. Boys and 

young men join gangs because of the lack of alternatives and to provide for their families. A young 

loveLife participant reported that teenage males are recruited to join at a very young and vulnerable 

age. Two loveLife participants emphasised at two separate occasions that the ubiquity of drugs such as 

‘tik’, ‘nyaope’, ‘buttons’, ‘glue’ and ‘marijuana’ leads to prevalent substance addiction and those 

Common Crimes in Khayelitsha 

Gangsterism 

Violence 

House breakings 

Hijacking 

Corruption 

Robberies 

Rape 

Vandalism 

Smash-and-grab 

Crime and Violence 
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substance users would revert to crime to support their addiction. The young boys also mentioned that 

‘everyone is using the drugs, all age groups’ and that ‘crime has increased because the drug use 

increased’.   

Findings suggests that robbery is the most common crime experienced by individuals living in 

Khayelitsha and that young male gang members and drug users are the most common perpetrators. In 

their narratives the participants also mentioned some of the high-risk areas where crimes occur and 

that the community feels unsafe due to the high crime rates, gang activities and the level of policing in 

Khayelitsha.   

Understanding Vigilantism 

 

Vigilantism also referred to as mob justice derives from the Spanish term watchman and Latin term 

vigil meaning awake. Simply put, vigilantism is the act of using violence to attack and harm another 

person or persons labelled as criminals in the pursuit of justice or to restore law and social order. 

Violent acts can range from malicious damage to property to assault with grievous bodily harm and 

attacks that can lead to homicides. Vigilante attacks are usually driven by the political context or by 

deep-seated psychological disdain for criminal and dreadful conditions of its society.  

 

Source: Häefele B, Vigilantism in the Western Cape, Department of Community Safety – Provincial 

Government of the Western Cape, 2006. 
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Perceptions and feelings of safety 

The perceptions of feelings of both groundbreakers and teen loveLife participants are based on their 

past experience of crime as well as the crimes witnessed and the experiences of other community 

members.  

According to both focus group discussions, people living in Khayelitsha do not feel safe because of the 

high prevalence of crime and violence in the community as well as the gang turf wars. Residents and 

young people in particular do not feel safe during night-time. One loveLife beneficiary mentioned and 

the rest of the group agreed that females are perceived to be safer than males, particularly teen boys. 

A member elaborated that young boys do not feel safe because boys from as young as 12 years old, 

are targeted by gangsters who recruit them as gang members. Further discussed was that boys are 

also assaulted because they are suspected to be rival gang members. What this suggests is that young 

men and boys are the most common and most vulnerable to victimisation, whilst at the same time are 

the most common perpetrators of crime.  

Contrary to boys, girls are more vulnerable to sex-related crime. This was illustrated by a female 

loveLife participant who reported that young girls are perceived as unsafe particularly in isolated 

spaces where they can be raped. Other than isolated spaces, participants also specified the other 

crime ridden areas in Khayelitsha where the most common crime occurs and members feel unsafe.  

Harare, Section J and Site C, were the areas in which loveLife participants and groundbreakers felt 

most unsafe. They further highlight Site C and the J Section of Khayelitsha as regions with high 

vigilante activities. These are also the areas where many robberies do occur and it is for these reasons 

that members feel unsafe in these areas.   

Schools were also seen as unsafe spaces, this includes the school grounds and youngsters travelling to 

and from school. Some of the loveLife teen participants mentioned that they do not feel safe whilst at 

school as well as travelling to and from school. They indicated that school going children are robbed of 

their school bags and mobile phones by gangsters or substance users.  

From the focus group discussion with both focus groups it emerged that Harare, where the Y-centre is 

located, is one of the hot-spot areas for gang-related robberies. However, many of the participants 

believed that the turf war amongst gangsters have made most of the areas in Khayelitsha unsafe.  

The youngsters’ perceptions and feelings of unsafety are based on the crimes experienced, both 

directly and indirectly as well as gang proliferation in the areas. It should be noted that the level of 

police functioning also plays a role in their perceptions and feelings of unsafety. The following section 
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takes a look at the level of police functioning and services in Khayelitsha and how this contributes to 

the community’s perceptions of safety.     
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Perceptions of the SAPS  

The primary purpose of the inquiry is to look at the community youths’ perceptions of the level of 

SAPS service delivery in the Khayelitsha area. The research participants perceptions of the SAPS 

discussed in the findings below were informed by three factors. These include their direct experience 

and interactions with the SAPS; their indirect experiences of SAPS, i.e. experiences of known 

individuals such as friend, family and neighbours and lastly the overall community’s perception of the 

SAPS.  

In the analysis, several themes emerged to describe their comprehension of the level of functioning of 

the SAPS. These themes as discussed below emerged as the loss of confidence in police, the 

community’s feelings of hopelessness, the SAPS officials’ fears, poor police monitoring and police 

complicity in crime.  

A loss of confidence and trust 

The groundbreakers and two loveLife participants who have experienced crimes, such as robberies 

said that it was the norm in their community and felt that it was not necessary to report these crimes 

to the SAPS. They also believed that even though they report their victimisation, police would not do 

anything about the crime that they have reported. A groundbreaker asserted that it was perceived 

that the ‘police won’t take reports they will just tell the victim they are also looking for the person’. The 

police were also perceived as being impatient when a victim wishes to report a crime.  

A female loveLife participant commented that at the police station the physical setup of the reception 

room is poorly designed and that when a civilian wishes to report a crime there is no privacy. There is 

no private room to relay their crime experiences and would have to discuss this in front of many other 

people visiting the police station thus the information is not private and the confidentiality of both 

victim and perpetrator is limited. 

Participants also believed that the SAPS officers have no influence in the community. According to a 

young male the SAPS have no effect on the gangsters either. He mentioned that:  

Participant A: ‘When they come, they don’t run.’ 

Facilitator: ‘From the police?’ 

Participant B: They continue fighting even if the police are there.  

What is evident from this discussion is that police have no influence on the gangsters in the area. It is 

because of the lack of action and their lack of influence on the gangsters that the community 

members have lost confidence and trust in the SAPS.  



***Confidential not for citation or distribution*** 

 

17 

 

    

A community up in arms 

Study participants did not want to report any crime since they were fearful of doing so as most of the 

perpetrators were known community members. Therefore they believe that if they report their crime 

experience they stand a chance of being attacked again. One participant from each group have 

mentioned that there have been a number of instances where the homes of the crime survivors were 

vandalised or were harmed by the perpetrator as revenge for reporting them to the SAPS.  Other than 

the community’s feelings of fear that emerged, members also mentioned the SAPS’ fears. 

Police’s fear 

Participants believe that it is not just community members that fear the perpetrators, but police fear 

the gangsters and criminals responsible themselves. It was a common perception amongst the 

groundbreakers that police would not respond to gang fights and this is due to the police’s fear of the 

gangs themselves. Gang rivalry and turf wars have spread throughout all the sectors of Khayelitsha. In 

the group discussion a young male participant labelled the police as ‘cowards’ since they have built 

alliances with gangs in the area.   

Seen but not heard 

A loveLife beneficiary and a groundbreaker asserted that the SAPS officers are physically present in the 

community but their visibility does not make a marked difference. They are present, ‘walking around’ 

but not actively involved by ensuring the safety of the residents. A groundbreaker claimed that a 

police officer would witness a crime whilst it occurs but would not react or stop the crime from 

happening.  

‘They will see gangsters fighting, but they will do nothing.’ 

‘They will still be cruising even if someone is dying.’ 

The SAPS officials are perceived in the community as ‘lazy’. They do move around in the community 

with police patrol cars but are not acting when a crime occurs or when they receive phone calls during 

emergencies, a groundbreaker highlighted.  A young female mentioned that ‘When you call them, they 

take their own time.’ From the discussions with both groups it was evident that the police are viewed 

in a negative light.  

From the findings above it is apparent that police services in the Khayelitsha area are seen in a 

negative view. Over and above the discussion on poor police responsiveness, police’s fear of gangsters 

and the community’s lack of trust and confidence, research study members also highlighted the police 

involvement in crime.      
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‘Every Thursday the 

police will go and shut a 

shebeen down and spend 

time inside and will come 

out with something and 

the bar will stay open.’  

Police complicity in crime 

The groundbreakers made it clear that the SAPS were corrupt and easily bribed. According to the 

accounts of the research participants police officers would be under the pretence of closing down 

illegal ‘shebeens’1 in the Khayelitsha sector, but would take bribes in forms of money or alcoholic 

goods to allow the illegal ‘shebeens’ to remain open for business.  

The SAPS bribery has filtrated to road blocks where drivers who are on 

the road illegally would have to give the officer money to be free from 

any traffic penalties or legal implications, a male groundbreaker 

mentioned.  

The groundbreakers believed that community members are also not 

confident that even if the SAPS officials are reported for corrupt 

operations, there will be no consequences or legal implications by the state.  

SAPS service assessment 

Based on their experiences, groundbreakers were asked to evaluate the service and activities of police 

in their area. The description of the service was substantiated and justified with a comment on their 

level of functioning on that particular activity. The service delivery of the SAPS officials were discussed 

in terms of the following service delivery indicators:  

1. Service at the SAPS station;  

2. Response to distress calls; 

3. Liaison/relationship with community; 

4. Officers on foot-patrol; 

5. Officers on vehicle-patrols; 

6. Special operations (road-blocks); and  

7. Service to victims and survivors of crime.     

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 A shebeen is an informal bar that trades with alcohol beverages in low socio-economic areas.   
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Members from the loveLife group of 

beneficiaries were in agreement that not 

only is the police’s response to distress 

calls slow, but other emergency services 

such as the fire-fighters and the 

ambulance/paramedics act slowly when 

they get distress calls.  

Table 3: Assessment of SAPS services rendered 

SERVICES RENDERED 

� Groundbreakers  Teen participants 

RATING 

 

Very Bad 

 

Bad 

 

Average 

 

Good 

 

Very 

Good 

� Service at the SAPS station X X  X  

� SAPS response to distress call from 

community 

X X     

� SAPS liaison / relationship with 

community 

X X     

� SAPS officers on foot patrol X X     

� SAPS officers in vehicle patrols X X     

� SAPS special operations (roadblocks, 

etc.) 

X    X 

� Service to victims and survivors of 

crime 

X X     

 

1. Service at the SAPS station 

As noted in table 3, police services granted to civilians at the police station were viewed as ‘very bad’.  

A groundbreaker mentioned that officials were comfortable doing administrative activities within the 

police station but were lacking in terms of community policing. On the other hand, a female loveLife 

participant strongly felt that the service at the station should receive a good rating since they, the 

SAPS officers, ‘are good at handing out stamps’. After some discussion all the loveLife beneficiaries 

other than the previously mentioned participant agreed to give the police service at the station a very 

bad rating.  

2.  Response to distress calls 

In addition to the level of service delivery at police 

stations, research participants rated the response to 

distress calls made by Khayelitsha community members. 

One particular groundbreaker felt really strongly about 

the SAPS’ response to distress calls and rated them as 

very bad. All twelve loveLife participants had the same perceptions as the groundbreakers, and 

regarded the SAPS distress responses as very bad. A male loveLife participant mentioned that at the Y-
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centre the police had provided radios to communicate with them directly. However, they have 

experienced numerous accounts where the police did not respond to their calls for assistance. The 

SAPS officers would not answer the radio. The young man mentioned that they were then forced to 

call the police station using their mobile phones.     

3. Liaison/relationship with community 

It emerged from the discussions amongst the loveLife participants, that the SAPS officers are believed 

to be detached from the community they work in. The groundbreakers viewed their interaction with 

the police as bad and loveLife members regarded them as very bad. This negative perception was 

based to the idea that the SAPS police officers’ have poor relations with other civilians.  

4. Officers on foot-patrol 

Research study members believe that police officers are not patrolling per foot in their communities. 

The SAPS officers are seen walking around but do not police the area. Community volunteers are more 

likely to patrol the area on foot than the SAPS officers, groundbreakers reported. Police also tend to 

only function in selected areas in Khayelitsha and not all the areas as it is expected of them. Their 

service on foot patrol was classified as very bad by both groups. A loveLife member specified that the 

SAPS officials are seen patrolling more in Site C and neglects the other areas.   

5. Officers on vehicle-patrols 

It was reported that they would sit in their patrol vehicles and not do much even when they see a 

crime happening. Police service on vehicle patrol was viewed by both groundbreakers and loveLife 

participants as very bad. A youngster from the loveLife participants argued this view based on a case 

of stabbing reported to a SAPS officer in a patrol vehicle who did not responded to the crime scene 

because he/she claimed that he/she was not on duty.  As mentioned in the above section, police are 

visible in the area but not responsive to crime that occurs. Participants also discussed the special 

operations they are expected to perform in the area.   

6. Special operations (road-blocks) 

Related to the SAPS road-block functionality in the Khayelitsha area, the loveLife participants rated 

them as very bad whereas the groundbreakers believed that their service in this department was 

excellent. On the one hand the groundbreakers mentioned that there are numerous roadblocks but on 

the other hand they believed that the SAPS police officers take bribes from taxi drivers. Both groups 

highlighted that police officers take money from taxi drivers during special operations. The SAPS thus 

break the law when doing this. However, loveLife participants had an informative discussion around 
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the SAPS special operations. A female member mentioned that if there are big events the police 

officers function well, but in other instances such as roadblocks was assessed as very bad.  In addition 

to the special operations, participants rated the police service to victims of crime. 

7. Service to victims and survivors of crime  

Research participants are reluctant to report crime based on the structure of the police station but 

also their response to a victim of crime. In the focus group discussion, participants were not optimistic 

about their services granted to victims and survivors of crime as their service as this level was 

considered as very bad by both groups. Participants from the loveLife programme were also not likely 

to report a crime they have experienced because they say that police would not take them ‘seriously’. 

They further explained that the police would not do anything about the crime being reported because 

it is not serious enough.   

Based on the police’s lack of responsiveness to crime and because they do not see a crime as serious, 

community members have no trust and confidence in the police. This was an emerging theme 

throughout the study. Civilians had become frustrated with the poor policing and thus turn to 

vigilantism to take matters in the own hands to deal with crime in their community.   
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Safety measures  

The following section looks at the action taken by the community and look at what they are doing to 

ensure that their community is safe. The study tapped into the youngsters from the loveLife project as 

well as the groundbreakers to find out what the people in Khayelitsha is doing pertaining to safety 

measures.  Some of the informal action taken includes the taxi drivers that patrol the area at night, the 

neighbourhood watch as well as the vigilante attacks.  

 

Taxi drivers patrolling the community 

Teenagers from the loveLife programme have reported that Khayelitsha residents and taxi drivers 

have gathered to formulate informal safety groups and neighbourhood watches to patrol the streets 

at night. Taxi drivers patrol the community in ‘private cars’ at night to ensure that the streets are safe. 

According to their reports the taxi drivers who patrol at night would attack any person wandering the 

streets without any legitimate reason. This further induces feelings of fear among young people and 

other residents in Khayelitsha.  

The loveLife participants reported that the taxi drivers were seen in the community as the most 

‘powerful’ and the ones who are policing the community. The sense of powerfulness of the taxi drivers 

amongst community members is related to their no-tolerance and violent approach to criminals in the 

area. The loveLife participants believed that the taxi drivers patrolling makes the area safer.   

 

Neighbourhood watch  

According to the loveLife participants’ accounts, residents in Khayelitsha have for the past few years 

used alternative methods to control the crime and violence in their areas. Older adults would patrol 

the streets to protect their homes and fellow neighbours.  

The Khayelitsha community members and taxi drivers have taken action to ensure that their 

community is safe. In response to crime and criminality, community members and taxi drivers often 

resort to vigilante attacks as reported by both the loveLife participants and groundbreakers.  

 

Vigilante attacks 

The participants reported that community members and taxi drivers alike have resorted to violently 

killing the home burglars, petty thieves, drug users and rapists to restore social order and to improve 

the state of the community that is crime free. Those who participate in mob justice attacks would use 
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any convenient weapon available to them at the time. Some would use ‘knives, sticks, shovels and 

pangas’, the loveLife beneficiaries explained. What is more, those thought to be criminals are burned 

or left on train tracks to die, two members from both focus groups reported. The community believes 

that if they removed the criminals from the community, they would scare anyone from criminal 

involvement, according to the loveLife participants.  

Whilst someone is victimised by a group of vigilantes, community members would stand by and watch 

and even cheer this on a young teenage boy from the loveLife group reported. The teenage focus 

group respondents believed that this extreme measure of crime control is effective as it would stop 

the criminal from re-offending but not necessarily preferred.    
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Scenario/Case Study  

To illicit in-depth information regarding the experiences of crime and violence in the Khayelitsha 

community a vignette was used. A narration of a young troubled man who resorted to property crime 

and drug-use was presented to the participants who then interpreted the case study and provided an 

analogy based on their everyday experience in Khayelitsha. Please see textbox below for the scenario.  

Case Study 

 

Tshepo, 22 years old, has recently dropped out of university and has been hanging out with guys 

that his mother does not approve of. In the last six months, Tshepo has lost a lot of weight and 

everyone suspects that he is using Nyaope/Tik. About a week ago, Tshepo was caught carrying a DVD 

player out of a neighbour’s house. Mrs. Majola reported this to the police, however, since the report 

she has not received any feedback. Yesterday, another community member spotted Tshepo breaking 

in to another neighbour’s house. After numerous robberies the community is furious … 

What happened next? 

 

Case study methodology was posed as beneficial as it brought to the fore the social reality of those 

involved in the survey research. Participants easily related to the narrative as this sort of property 

crimes and drug use was a regular occurrence. 

 

Vigilante killings 

When asked what happened to the perpetrator in the case study, participants from both focus groups 

reported that community members would assault him since they are highly frustrated with home 

robbers. A female groundbreaker stipulated that: ‘My family will burn him, by the time they catch him 

they are very angry.’ Others revealed that in these cases perceived perpetrators would be forced to 

drink ‘battery water’ which is an acid found in a motor vehicle battery. They further mentioned that 

community members would necklace him, in other words place a car tyre around his neck, add fuel, 

set it alight and leave him to burn to death. As the young boy describes this event he appears 

completely passive and unaffected by it.  
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‘They beat him’ 

‘He is dead’ 

‘They burned him, they necklaced 

him’ 

‘They will give him battery water’ 

According to one female groundbreaker a person who 

commits a crime in the community and the community 

knows about it, would be safer being incarcerated. She 

mentioned that: ‘He can go to the police station and turn 

himself in. He will be safe in there. But when he comes out 

...’ Once any person who have committed a crime and was 

incarcerated, he or she will also stand a chance of being beaten by the vigilantes.  

Even though this was a scenario presented, one groundbreaker could draw comparisons between the 

case presented above to vigilante killings she had witnessed in Section C as well as the J Section. These 

areas were highlighted as the areas in which mob justice was quite common, the groundbreakers 

mentioned. In one event, the groundbreakers also described a case whereby a young man seen by the 

community as a criminal that was placed on the train tracks and left to die. The same event was 

highlighted in the focus group with the younger boys.  

The participants were asked whether the severity of the vigilante attack is dependent upon the crime 

they have committed. The groundbreakers believed that the severity of the vigilante attacks were not 

dependent on the type of crime. One groundbreaker explained that: ‘The person that I saw that was 

squashed by a train he was robbing someone, so they took him and threw him in front of a train.’ 

 

Vigilantism- The new justice system 

During their discussions, focus group participants were laughing and narrating these violent acts and 

more specifically vigilante killings were quite normal to them and to some the only way to obtain 

justice. From their discussion it was apparent that they have become desensitised to these acts and to 

some extent approve of the manner in which the situation was dealt with. A groundbreaker further 

discussed their lack of feelings of empathy or sympathy, when she said that: ‘When you see people get 

robbed and people get raped. When you know the crime happened to people that you know and you 

see that person actually getting beaten-up you don’t really feel sorry for them. Even though you wish 

they don’t beat him to death, but you hope you feel like… you are also angry. I was robbed my sister 

was raped.’    

Participants also recognised that vigilante attacks have decreased and has become less severe. What is 

evident from the youngsters was that community members would in majority of the cases revert to 

mob justice and in extreme cases it would result in murder. Police response was not mentioned in any 
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of these scenarios. This can be related to the community’s frustrations with the state of criminality in 

their area but also the police’s poor level of service and response to reported crime. 

For many of the participants, crime and violence is prominent in their community and police are not 

actively policing as they should and as a result civilians do not feel safe. When the youngsters were 

asked what their vision of a safer Khayelitsha, they envisaged it as crime free and a vigilant police 

service that would take action and that are not be fearful.  

 Necklacing 

The necklace method originated in townships and was a vigilante act commonly used during the 

apartheid riots of 1980’s and 1990’s. Vigilantes would take a motor vehicle tyre fill it with fuel and 

set it alight. The victim of vigilantism would either die from the burns sustained or die due to 

asphyxiation. This form of vigilante violence persists in South African communities as well as 

Khayelitsha.     
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Visioning  

Research participants were given the opportunity to convey their vision of a safe and secure 

Khayelitsha. Groundbreakers visualised a safe community as a place they feel safe and a place where 

people have ‘no worries’. For young people in the study a safe Khayelitsha would be a place with ‘brick 

houses’ as many of the homes in their community are informal settlements made up of metal plates 

and wooden pieces. A place with no crime and violence, more positive role-models for young people 

and less ‘shebeens’ was considered as secure for both teen participants and groundbreakers. A safe 

Khayelitsha would have parks and recreational centres for young people and children to spend their 

leisure time – reported both groups. A teen loveLife participant believed that a safe community is 

considered safe if they can view police officers as role models and as upstanding citizens.  

The youths from the loveLife participants believed that to ascertain crime-free and safe community 

military forces should step in.  Others further assert that the SAPS officials should have a no tolerance 

approach to crime and violence in the community, like the taxi drivers. In their discussions they 

envisaged a functioning police service as the SAPS in Durban who uses violence to control a 

community.  
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Conclusion  

The research study specifically focused on policing from the perspective of young people who have 

had first-hand experience. The findings suggest that police are present in the community but is not 

willing to act when a crime occurs, their services to victims and survivors of crime, patrolling and 

reaction to distress calls was viewed as poorly executed. The youths in the study do not trust the 

police as they are perceived as corrupt and are involved with illegal activities. On the other hand, 

police are also viewed as ‘cowards’ and fearful of the gangsters.  

As a result of poor policing, community members have taken the law into their own hands and have 

formed neighbourhood watches. What further emerged was that the taxi-drivers who are now seen as 

those policing the community and take on a no-tolerance approach to offenders in Khayelitsha.     
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APPENDIX A 

FOCUS GROUP SAMPLE BREAKDOWN  

• 1 FGD- School Marshalls , 10 participants (4 Males and 6 Females) 

• 1 FGD- 100UP Learners, 18 participants (2 Males and 16 Females) 

• 2 FGD- Grassroots Soccer  

o Facilitators, 15 participants (6 Males and 9 Females) 

o Under 19’s,  9 participants (all males) 

• 2 FGD- Lovelife Groundbreakers,  

o Facilitators, 8 participants (1 Male and 7 Females) 

o Youth Group, 12 participants (8 Males and 4 Females) 
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APPENDIX B 

Focus Group Discussion Guide 

Activity Research Question Description of Activities 
Time 

Allocation 

Introduction 

 

 

Good day.  My name is ………………………………  I am a researcher with the Centre 

for Justice and Crime Prevention (CJCP). We have asked you all to come here 

today to help us understand young people’s safety in the community. This will be 

done by delving into the perceptions and experiences of police in Khayelitsha, 

how well they are doing (efficiency) and their performance.  CJCP is an 

organisation that is focused primarily on research and training. In other words we 

are not affiliated / associated with the police or the department of justice; we do 

research to gain an in-depth understanding of how crime fits into our society, 

whilst at the same time uncovering best practices to combat crime. 

You have been selected because you are either representing a group of young 

people who live or spend time in the area, or because you work with young 

people in Khayelitsha.   

First, thank you for agreeing to participate in the research.  We should not need 

more than an hour of your time, and everything you say will be treated 

confidentially, and anonymously.  We will not need any information other than 

your first names. The information given today will be recorded by the scribe 

………………….. and with your permission a tape-recorder will be used so that we 

do not omit any information discussed here today.  We will be asking questions 

about your experiences of crime and of violence in your area; whether you report 

crime, and who you report it to; your feelings of safety in the community, and 

your interactions with the police. 

• Does anyone have any questions? 

• Does anyone in the group feel uncomfortable or not want to participate 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 mins 
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Activity Research Question Description of Activities 
Time 

Allocation 

in the study? 

Information to record: Participant group, location, time, number of 

participants, number of males, females, age span.  At end, time of completion. 

 

 

 

Ground Rules 

& 

Ice Breaker 

 

Ground rules: 

 Everyone has a chance to speak 

 You have to ask questions if you don’t understand 

 Everyone’s ideas, opinions and experiences are important 

 There are no right or wrong answers 

Any other rules? 

 

ICE BREAKER 

If you were a colour what would you be? 

[For this activity respondents should write down the colour and their name on 

their name tag and that will be their nickname for the rest of the discussion] 

 

 

5 mins 

Discussion 

 

 

Nature and extent of Crime and 

Violence 

 

 Learners  

�  Are you aware of the School Marshall programme?  

- Where did you hear about the programme? 

- Do you think this programme is necessary?  

- Do you feel safer knowing there are School Marshalls 

 

 

10 mins 
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Activity Research Question Description of Activities 
Time 

Allocation 

around? 

�  How many of you have experienced violence or crime? 

- What type of crime/violence was it? 

- Did it happen to you personally, or someone that you 

know? (e.g.  Family, friend, etc.) 

- Who was the perpetrator? 

- Where did this incident occur? 

- Did it happen within the last year? 

- How often do crimes like this happen?  To you? 

 School Marshalls (SM) 

� Can you tell us more about the School Marshall programme  

- When did it start?  

- How does one become a School Marshall?  

- Do you think the programme is effective?  

- What are the main challenges?  

 

 

� What are the common crimes/violence young people are 
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Activity Research Question Description of Activities 
Time 

Allocation 

exposed to in Khayelitsha?  

� Who are the common perpetrators? 

� Where are the most common places where these incidences occur? 

� Did you find that many of these crime/violent acts happened within the 

last year? 

� How often do crimes like these happen in the community?   

 

� Do you think that gangsterism is a problem in this community? 

                     [This question will only be asked if not explored in the initial questions   

                      pertaining to experiences of crime and violence] 

� If yes, why do you say so? 

� If no, why do you say so? 

 

Reporting Patterns & Reasons 

 

 

 Did you report the crime? 

� If yes, to whom? 

 

 Were you satisfied with the help you received? 

 

10 mins 
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Activity Research Question Description of Activities 
Time 

Allocation 

� If not, why was this? 

 

 Do you always report the crime/violence, or does it depend on the type 

of crime/violence? 

 

 Are you generally likely to report to the police again, based on your 

experience? 

Discussion 
Perceptions of SAPS 

 

 

 How often do you see the SAPS in your area? 

- Where do you see them? 

- Are they on duty when you see them? 

 

 How often do you see the SAPS in uniform in your area? 

 

 Do you think the SAPS are accessible (i.e. easy to access)? 

� If yes, explain 

� If no, explain 

 

15 mins 
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Activity Research Question Description of Activities 
Time 

Allocation 

 Can you name/ list other interactions that you’ve had with the SAPS?  

(For example, certifying a document, asking for directions, reporting a crime, 

being stopped by the police etc.)  

 

 How would you rate the following SAPS activities in your area?  

(Ranging from very poor to very good): 

 

� Service at the SAPS station 

� SAPS response to distress call from community 

� SAPS liaison / relationship with community 

� SAPS officers on foot patrol 

� SAPS officers in vehicle patrols 

� SAPS special operations (roadblocks, etc.) 

� Service to victims and survivors of crime 

Group Work 
 

Case Study 

Scenario  

 

Tshepo 22 years old has recently dropped out of university and has been hanging 

out with guys that his mother does not approve of. In the last six months, Tshepo 

has lost a lot of weight and everyone suspects that he is using Nyaope/Tik. About 

a week ago, Tshepo was caught carrying a DVD player out of a neighbour’s house. 

 

 

10 mins 
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Activity Research Question Description of Activities 
Time 

Allocation 

Mrs.Majola reported this to the police, however, since the report she has not 

received any feedback. Yesterday, another community member spotted Tshepo 

breaking in to another neighbour’s house. After numerous robberies the 

community is furious … 

What happened next? 

 

(For this activity, the respondents will be divided into three groups) 

 

Discussion 

Violence Prevention 

 

 

 Could you mention a few measures of how do residents in your 

community (Khayelitsha) ensure their safety?  

 

 Why do you think they use these measures, and not others? 

 

 What other ways are there that you can think of, or know, to ensure your 

and their safety? 

 

 Do these measures work? 

 

 

 

5 mins 

Feelings of safety in Khayelitsha  What time of the day do you think is the unsafe/safe for community  
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Activity Research Question Description of Activities 
Time 

Allocation 

 members in Khayelitsha/school area (i.e. in or around the school 

premises)? 

 

 Are there particular areas in Khayelitsha / school area (i.e. in or around 

the school premises) that you feel are unsafe? 

� And why do you say that? 

 

 Are there particular areas in Khayelitsha / school area (i.e. in or around 

the school premises) that you feel are safe? 

� And why do you say that? 

(Possible mapping exercise (time dependent) – please draw the areas around 

your home.  Where do you feel safe, where do you feel unsafe?  What are the 

threats?  Where are your places of safety?  Where are the police stations?) 

 

 

5 mins 

Closing  

(Vision for Khayelitsha) 

 

  

In an ideal world –what would your community look like in terms of safety? For:  

 Young people; 

 Women; 

 Men; and 

 People living with disabilities 

(For this exercise the participants will be divided into four groups) 

 

 

5 mins 
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