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Abstract 

 
Crime in South Africa continues to devastate lives and prosperities of many people despite significant strides the country made 
to combat crime soon after the fall of apartheid in 1994. South Africa has implemented different crime prevention strategies but 
the crime situation in the country is unabated, particularly in poor communities and townships. The aim of this study is to 
investigate and understand root causes of high crime rates in Cape Town townships using Site B in Khayelitsha as a case 
study. The study used qualitative method in which purposing sampling approach was employed to select participants of the 
study, and data was collected by means of in-depth face-to-face interviews. Findings of this study revealed that poverty and 
high unemployment rate are perceived as the major factors responsible for high crime rates in Site B community. Other 
identified determinants of crime include ineffective criminal justice system, lack of proper parental guidance, and bad social role 
models. 
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1. Introduction  
 
South Africa has made impressive progress in consolidating democracy and fostering non-racial society after the demise 
of apartheid in 1994. The country is now seen as an exemplary democratic country on the African continent. However, 
crime remains among the top challenges post-apartheid South Africa has to address urgently to ensure every South 
African lives dignified life (Demombynes & Özler, 2005; Burger, 2007; de Velliers & Nel, 2009). The crime situation in the 
country is unbearable despite some claims from the South African Police Service (SAPS) that crime rates are declining 
(Institute of Security Studies, 2012; Cunliffe-Jones, 2013; Republic of South Africa, 2013). The majority of South Africans 
are still exposed to high levels of crime. Some of the South Africans have already been crime victims while others live in 
fear of being crime victims. A study carried out in 2011 in different provinces in the country shows that only 37% of the 
surveyed households believed that both violence and non-violence crime had decline in their areas of residence between 
2009 and 2011 (Statistics South Africa, 2012). 

Crime and fear of crime are rated by business owners as major challenges business faces in South Africa (RSA, 
2008). This view that South Africa is unsafe adversely impacts on foreign investment in the country. Some foreign 
investors believe that South Africa is insecure environment to invest (Stone, 2006). On the flipside, crime costs the South 
African government a substantial amount annually which is spent on administration of the criminal justice system and 
crime prevention programmes.  

Some of the national crime prevention policies implemented in South Africa since the demise of apartheid in 1994 
include the reconstruction and development programme (RDP) implemented in 1994. The policy intends to reduce and 
prevent crime by addressing poverty and socio-economic inequalities and other factors that force individuals into criminal 
activities (Brown, 2001). In 1996, the government implemented the national crime prevention strategy (NCPS) (RSA, 
1996) which followed by the White Paper on Safety and Security adopted only two years after the implementation of the 
NCPS (RSA, 1998). To respond to crime rates which were escalating in the country, in 2002 the South African Police 
Service (SAPS) developed its own in-house national crime combating strategy (NCCS) (SAPS, 2002). Given the current 
crime situation in the country, one may argue that the policies have failed to fight crime effectively. The government 
concentrated its efforts and resources on crime reduction without addressing factors that force individuals to pursue 
illegitimate activities (Manaliyo, 2012). 

The prevalence of high crime rates in South Africa however, is not a new phenomenon. High crime rates were very 
high even the time of political instability during the apartheid (Shaw, 1997; Shaw, 2002; de Wet, 2003; Møller, 2005) but 
the significant increase in crime was noticed from 1980 to 1990, a decade in which anti-apartheid activities intensified in 
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the country (Shaw, 1997). In 1989, South Africa recorded 10000 murder cases and the number rose to 11000 cases in 
1990. Within fifteen months ended in February 1991, the South African police estimated 22000 deaths engendered by 
crime related to violence. In the following year, South Africa was ranked one of the countries with the highest crime rates 
in the world. In that year, 16067 murder cases were reported alongside 78677 robbery cases and 24360 rape cases 
(Winslow, 2002 cited in Ikejiaku, 2009). 

The abolition of apartheid gave hope many South Africans and the international community that crime rates will 
noticeably decline but the crime situation in the country is still intolerable. Existing literature indicates that South Africa is 
among the countries with high crime rates and violence in the world (Møller, 2005; Paulse & Lazarus, 2010; Ratele, 2010; 
GPI, 2013). In the 2010, South Africa was ranked by Global Peace Index (GPI) 121 out 149 countries with least peaceful 
societies while it was ranked 123 out of 144 countries in the previous year (Ratele, 2010). Last year in 2013, South Africa 
was ranked 121 out of 162 countries (GPI, 2013).  

Criminal activities in South Africa are concentrated in big cities including Durban, Johannesburg, and Cape Town 
having highest crime rates. In fact, Cape Town is among the top cities with highest murder in the world (Gie, 2009; 
Berlinger, 2012; Legg, 2013). Within Cape Town, criminal activities are concentrated in poor communities and townships 
such as Khayelitsha, Gugulethu, Nyanga, and Mitchell’s Plain.1 Khayelitsha however, tops all crime hot-spot areas in 
Cape Town. The township contributes significantly to murders and armed robbery in Cape Town (Kagee & Frank, 2005; 
Silber & Geffen, 2009) and is one of the most violent urban areas in South Africa (Nleya & Thompson, 2009). 

Root causes of high crime rates in South Africa’s townships remain contentious among government officials, 
politicians, scholars, and development actors. However, existing literature consistently links high crime rates to a number 
of factors including apartheid regime (Palmary, 2001; Shaw, 2002, Demombynes & Özler, 2005; Singh, 2005; Nleya & 
Thompson, 2009). The regime was uninterested in fighting and preventing crime in areas occupied by black Africans as it 
had no policy in place on fighting and preventing crime in black African communities. The government’s priority was to 
protect minority white people and their paraphernalia. Apartheid was spending heavily on controlling black Africans to 
ensure there are no uprisings against it. Police and other resources were intensely allocated in white areas so crime and 
violence in black African communities could not spread to white areas (Shaw, 2002).  

High crime rates in South Africa are also liked to income distribution. Poverty and long-term unemployment among 
black Africans who were previously discriminated and marginalised from major socio-economic spheres by the apartheid 
government are included on list of root causes of crime in the country (Palmary, 2001; Shaw, 2002; Demombynes & 
Özler, 2005; Nleya & Thompson, 2009). Given that the majority of South Africans live in poverty (Armstrong, Lekezwa & 
Siebrits, 2008), economic benefits attached to crime are seen as a factor that attracts individual poor people to commit 
crime. Economists argue that individuals pursue criminal activities to maximize economic benefits associated with crimes 
(Brown, 2001; Demombynes & Özler, 2005).  

Still on causes of crime, the role of the criminal justice system in fighting and preventing crime in South Africa is 
questionable. The main purpose of the criminal justice system is to fight crime and promote justice but the South African 
criminal justice system is perceived by many South Africans to be weak, corrupt and ineffective (Shaw, 1996; Brown, 
2001; Singh, 2005). There are allegations that criminals are sometimes not arrested, or are released on bail without being 
prosecuted and many crime cases go undetected (Singh, 2005). Even those cases taken to court take longer to be 
completed (Schönteich, 1999). This caused many South Africans to lose faith in the criminal justice system especially the 
SAPS (Faull, 2007, Manaliyo & Muzindutsi, 2013).  

Weak parental guidance also appears on the list of crime determinants in South Africa (de Wet, 2003; Frank, 2006; 
Nleya & Thompson, 2009). Parents are generally blamed for not playing their parental role in terms of guiding and 
preventing their children from pursuing illegitimate activities. Existing literature shows that juvenile delinquency in South 
Africa is very high (Palmary and Moat, 2002). A study conducted in 2002 found that 36% of all sentenced prisoners were 
young people, and 53% of all awaiting trial prisoners were young people under 26 years (Palmary & Moat, 2002). In 
comparison with other countries, children in South Africa start committing crime while are still young (10-15 years) whilst 
children in other countries start committing crime at the age of 16-18 years. Committing crime has been normalised in 
some communities. In fact, committing crime has become a way of acquiring status (Pelser, 2008).  

Some parents on the other hand, are too busy and have no time for their children because of work. Thus, parents 
may not be aware of crimes committed by their children. This occurs often in townships where a large proportion of 
children is left at home with no supervision during the day (Palmary & Moat, 2002). Surprisingly, there are some parents 
and adults who use or push children into criminal activities instead of guiding and deterring then from pursuing criminal 
                                                                            
1 Township in the South African context refers to the often underdeveloped urban living areas that were reserved by apartheid for non-
whites, principally black Africans and Coloureds (Estelle, 2003). 
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activities. Children are encouraged to commit crime on commission or are shown how to commit crime, or are provided 
with means to commit crime (Frank, 2006).  

It is event that children brought up in disorganised communities where many families are poor or broken are more 
likely to get involved in criminal activities (South African Council for Education, 2011) because disrupted families rarely 
exercise informal social control over their children (Sampson & groves, 1989; Weijters, Scheepers & Gerris, 2009; 
Manaliyo & Muzindutsi, 2013). Indeed, children in dysfunctional families are exposed to numerous factors that may force 
or motivate them to pursue illegitimate activities. Such factors include: a high level of family conflict, family violence, 
break-up, and experience abuse and poor communication with their parents (Muhammad, 2008).  

The role of drug abuse and alcohol consumption in promoting high crime rates in South Africa should not be 
undermined. Findings of different studies in South Africa disclosed that alcohol consumption and drug abuse contribute 
significantly to high crime rates in the country (Shaw & Louw, 1997; de Wet, 2003; Newham, 2005; Nleya & Thompson, 
2009). The number of crimes committed when crime victims or assailants are under the influence of drugs or alcohol is 
high. In 2003, one study uncovered that 40% of crime case victims believed that the assailants were under the influence 
of alcohol or drugs at the time of assault whilst one third of victims conceded to having been under the influence of 
alcohol and drugs at the time of assault (Omar, 2004). This was corroborated by data from the Non-Natural Mortality 
Surveillance System (NNMSS) of 2004 which reveals that alcohol consumption contributes significantly to crime rates in 
South Africa (South Africa Medical Research Centre (SAMRC) & University of South Africa (UNISA), 2004). On the same 
token, crime statistics also show that the number of crimes committed under the influence of alcohol and drugs is steady 
increasing (SAPS, 2011).  
 
2. Methodology  
 
The research was conducted in Site B, which is one of the constituents of Khayelitsha township. Khayelitsha is the largest 
township in Cape Town and one of the largest townships in South Africa (University of Stellenbosch, 2011). In terms of 
crime, Khayelitsha tops crime hot-spot areas in Cape Town and is one of the most dangerous areas in South Africa 
(OECD, 2008). The selection of Site B community as a study area, was influenced by its current crime situation. The 
community is renowned area with high crime rates in Khayelitsha (City of Cape Town, 2009). This area is characterised 
by crowded and unplanned informal houses with limited access to water supplies, toilets, and streets are narrow and dirty 
with limited lights and others have no lights at all. 

The study used qualitative method to enable the researcher to deeply understand and address the research 
problem. Data was collected in October 2011 from 45 participants who play different roles and have different 
responsibilities in Site B community. The participants included: community leaders (ward councilors and street committee 
leaders), community residents, and representatives of anti-crime organisations (such as Khayelitsha Development Forum 
(KDF), Khayelitsha Security and Safety Forum, South African National Civic Organisation (SANCO), Community Policing 
Forum (CPF), and the South African Police Service (SAPS)). In-depth face-to-face interviews were used to collect the 
data to allow the researcher to explore participants’ experiences and perceptions towards crime in Site B.  

The participants were selected using purposive sampling method. This method was chosen because it allows a 
researcher to choose participants who are assumed to possess and provide valuable information to the research question 
(Guarte & Barrios, 2006). Purposive sampling method also gives a researcher the flexibility in deciding the type of 
information to be known and how to get the information (Bernard, 2002 cited in Tongco, 2007). By using the purposive 
sampling method, the researcher had the flexibility and opportunity to select participants based on their experience and 
quality of information on crime in Site B. Before interviews taking place, explanation regarding the objectives and purpose 
of the study was given to participants. The participants were informed that they could withdraw from the interviews at any 
stage and that the interviews will be recorded. Furthermore, the researcher assured the participants that their inputs will 
be treated as confidential and their identities will remain anonymous.  

After collecting data, all interviews were transcribed into word-for-word transcripts which were printed out to allow 
the researcher to read and easily understand them. The researcher reviewed the research questions to be answered. 
Then each question was linked to every individual’s response to identify consistencies and differences. After bringing all 
the data of each question together, the researcher identified categories and themes and labeled them. Patterns and 
connections within and between categories were identified and used to understand and explain effects and relationship 
within and between themes. 
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3. Results and Discussion 
 
Findings of this study indicate that high crime rate in Site B is linked to a number of factors that attract or force individuals 
to pursue illegitimate activities. These factors include: poverty and high unemployment rate, bad social role model, lack of 
parental guidance, alcohol consumption and drug abuse, and ineffective criminal justice system.  
 
3.1 Poverty and high unemployment rate 
 
This study takes no exception to the existing findings of previous studies that linked crime to income distribution (Brown, 
2001; Nleya &Thompson, 2009). All participants of this study perceive poverty and unemployment as major root causes 
of crime in their community. The participants argued that many crimes are committed by poor and unemployed individuals 
who would be seeking food or money for food and other basic needs. One prominent participant from KDF referred most 
crimes committed in Site B and in other parts of Khayelitsha to ‘crimes of needs’. The participant argued that the majority 
of Khayelitsha residents especially young people are poor and not working to earn income. In relation to this argument, 
findings of one study in 2006 show that more than half (65%) of Khayelitsha residents were young people under 30 years 
old, and 52% of Khayelitsha residents were economically active but 28% of them are unemployed (City of Cape Town, 
2006). Given this situation, individuals see committing crime as a strategy to make money so they can put food on the 
table. 
 
3.2 Alcohol consumption and drug abuse  
 
The consumption of alcohol and drug abuse are other factors that should not be neglected when investigating 
determinants of crime in townships and other poor communities in Cape Town. All interviewed people affirmed that the 
number of crimes committed under the influence of alcohol and drugs, as well as the number of drug abusers is 
noticeably increasing in Site B community. According to one of the interviewed street committee leaders, most of people 
who abuse drugs are young adults, and teenagers of whom some are still school learners. The most abused drug in the 
community is methamphetamine, which is commonly known as ‘tik’ in South Africa. In 2010, the same drug was also 
found to be among the most common primary substances of abuse in the Western Cape Province (Pluddemann, et al., 
2010). 

The majority of crimes related to alcohol consumption in Site B are committed during the week-ends because the 
majority of working people (those who are informally employed) get paid on week-end, normally on Friday or Saturday. 
As a result, they spend much of their weekend time in shebeens drinking2. There are even some people who spend their 
week-ends in shebeens even if they have no money to spend as expressed by one participant:  

 
During the week-end, people in townships want to enjoy themselves. It is the time for people especially young girls and 
men to show off. Even if they do not have money they dress up nicely and hang around shebeens and other public 
places such as shopping malls and markets. 
 

In the interview at the Khayelitsha Police Station, another participant also corroborated the claim that the number 
of crimes reported at the police station as well as the high number of arrests is high during the weekends. The participant 
said: 

 
If you want to confirm what I say, come to this station on Saturday or Sunday in the morning and see how many people 
who come to report crime cases. There are even those who spend a night here because they got arrested when are 
drunk or have committed crimes. 
 

In many cases, crimes related to alcohol and drugs are committed by people who are looking for money to buy 
drugs and alcohol. The interviewed police officer commented that people commit crimes as long as they have no money 
to buy drugs or alcohol, and they have no alternative source of income. They rob people to get money for drugs or 
alcohol and when the money is spent, they go back looking for other potential crime victims to rob. The police officer 
referred this situation to as a ‘viscous circle’, committing crime to get money for drugs and alcohol over and over. 
However, there are also some incidences when drug abusers or alcohol consumers become crime victims. After losing 
control due to taking alcohol or drugs, they become crime targets. In 2007, it was found that more than 50% of raped 
                                                                            
2 In South Africa, shebeens are informal establishments or private houses (mostly unlicensed) that sell alcoholic drinks in townships.   
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people in South Africa were high or drunk at the time of the incidents (Holtmann, 2008).  
 
3.3 Lack of proper parental guidance 
 
In many African traditional cultures, parents and other community members have responsibility for guiding and preventing 
children from pursuing non-conforming behaviours. Site B community however, seems to have lost this practice. Findings 
of this study indicate that most crimes in Site B are committed by teenagers and young adults. Consequently, parents are 
blamed for being reluctant to guide and control their children. Some parents are not even concerned or worried about 
where their children spend a day and what they do.  

One participant disclosed that there are even some parents who support and protect their children when they 
commit crimes or fail to conform to shared values. The participant posited that when these parents are told that their 
children have involved in criminal activities, they aggressively defend their children. Although this participant had no 
concrete evidence, he suspects that those parents benefit from crimes committed by their children. This view was echoed 
by other participant from CPF who argued that most youth criminals are from single-headed families who struggle to put 
food on the table and to provide other basic needs for their children. 

On the flipside, some parents have little or no time to guide and prevent their children from pursuing illegitimate 
activities as they spend much of their time at work leaving their children alone at home. Thus, parents may not be aware 
of all activities in which their children get involved. Leaving children alone at home often happens in townships (Palmary 
& Moat, 2002). However, not all children left alone at home their parents are at work. There are other parents who spend 
their time in shebeens drinking. The police officer gave an example where children go missing and parents come to report 
the incident two to four hours later because they were in shebeens or were drunk the time of the incidence. 

From parents’ perspective, the South African government is to be blamed for spoiling children by forbidding 
parents to sanction their children. One parent claimed that children in post-apartheid South Africa are no longer listening 
and respecting their parents as it used to be in the past. She said that children are protected by laws and parents are not 
allowed to discipline their own children. If parents beat children they may get arrested by police. In this regard, the police 
officer condoned that parents can sanction their children but the problem is when sanctions given to children are 
excessive and harsh. If children are assaulted by their parents, the parents may face charges regardless whether the 
children were wrong or right. Police remain with no option other than enforcing laws when children are abused.  

With this so-called protection, many children in Site B community have become intractable. Children claim that they 
have freedom and rights to do what they like and parents cannot stop them. In the interview, one young adult said that 
parents have no right to beat children anymore because they are in ‘new’ South Africa. He added that children in South 
Africa cannot be forced by their parents to do something they do not like. If they are forced, it is regarded as violation of 
their rights.  
 
3.4 Ineffective criminal justice system 
 
Consistent with finding of previous studies which indicate that the South African Criminal Justice is ineffective (Show, 
1996; Brown, 2001; Singh, 2005, Faull, 2011), many participants blamed the criminal justice system, particularly the 
SAPS for failing to deter crime when its mandate include to prevent, combat and investigate crime, protect and secure 
citizens and their property, and enforce law (Republic of South Africa, 1996). Community members complain about 
delays by police to arrive at crime scene when they are called for help. Police arrive at crime scenes approximately 25 
minutes after criminals have left.  

In some instances, police are called for help when a person is in danger but the police give an excuse that they 
have no vehicles or there are no police officers available to send to the crime scene. The interviewed police officer and 
one Community Policing Forum (CPF) official affirmed the short of manpower to patrol all crime hot-spot areas. 
Undeniably, this shortage of resources affects service delivery in those police stations and has impacts crime situation in 
the township.  

A large proportion of participants alleged that police are corrupt and some police officers get involved in criminal 
activities. The participants have no concrete evidence to support their allegations but existing literature shows that the 
allegations of corruption in the SAPS are common and stale in South Africa (Singh, 2005; Faull, 2011). The participants’ 
allegations are based on numerous occasions in which police in Site B deliberately release crime suspects without any 
charges against them. One participant who used to volunteer in CPF patrolling streets in Site B gave a testimony where 
police released a crime suspect without charges:  
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One night around 02h00 we were on duty patrolling, then we saw a person crossing from Mfuleni section to Khayelitsha. 
We stopped the person, he tried to run away but we caught him. He had a DVD player and cell phone. The person was 
locked in the police’s vehicle, and then we continued to patrol. In the morning around 05h00, the police let the suspect 
go with the DVD player and cell phone. The police never even asked the suspect to prove whether the DVD player and 
cell phone belonged to him. They just let him go. 
 

In relation to these allegations of corruption in the SAPS, the police officer appealed to the public to provide 
evidence when making allegations. However, she did not rule out that there could be some police officers who tarnish the 
image of the SAPS by getting involved in criminal activities including corruption. Arguably, corruption and release of crime 
suspects without acquitted by courts may motivate people to pursue criminal activities as they know that they may be 
released without being sanctioned. People are deterred from committing crimes by fear of punishment if they are caught 
(Fagan & Meares, 2008). 
 
3.5 Bad social role models 
 
Social role models play an important part in transmitting and modifying individuals’ behaviour. Individuals acquire new 
behaviour when they interact with or imitate behaviour of other people who they consider their role models in their society 
(Bandura, 1969; Krohn et al., 1985). Findings of this study show that Site B community is not an exception. People, 
particularly youth become criminals when they interact with criminals. One young adult who was a first year student at the 
University of the Western Cape at the time of the interview confessed that he became a gangster when he had started 
hanging around with his friends who were gangsters. Later on, he quit gangsterism after joining a local youth organisation 
where he got inspired to further his education. Youth in Site B are exposed to high level crime and interact with criminals 
on daily basis. Learning to become criminals or acquiring criminal behaviour, therefore, is not surprising.  
 
4. Conclusion  
 
Crime statistics and government officials indicate that crime rates are generally abating in the country but in some 
communities including Site B, Khayelitsha where this study was conducted, the crime situation is still unbearable. 
Residents of Site B community believe that crime rates are very high considering the high number of crimes committed 
each day. Crimes are committed anywhere and anytime in the community although the majority of crimes are committed 
during the weekends, and most of the offenders are young people of whom some are still teenagers. 

Although a number of factors were identified as root causes of crime in Site B, residents believe that many crimes 
are linked to poverty and unemployment. The majority of Site B residents are unemployed and have no other source of 
income to sustain themselves and their families. Given this dire situation, pursuing criminal activities such as robbery or 
theft have, therefore, become avenues for some individual poor people in the community to make income. They commit 
crime to get money to buy food and other basic commodities  

Poverty and high rate of unemployment rendered some residents into a hopeless situation. As a result, they 
indulge into alcohol consumption and drug abuse to relieve their stress. It is in such way that the number of crimes 
committed under the influence of drug abuse and alcohol consumption is perceived to be high and increasing in Site B. 
Crimes committed under the influence of alcohol and drugs to high crime rates in Site B come in twofold: crimes 
committed by people who will be looking for money to buy drugs or alcohol. On the other hand crimes are committed to 
drug abusers and alcohol consumers when lost their control after taking drugs or consuming alcohol.  
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