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ABSTRACT 

In the context of high levels of firearm violence in South Africa this article assesses the attempts 
by the police to leverage effectual control over the proliferation and misuse of firearms. A 
key strategy has been that of militarised high density policing operations in the context of a 
‘war on crime’ ideology. Through roadblocks and cordon-and-search interventions police have 
seized very large quantities of firearms and ammunition from high crime areas, and arrested 
thousands of individuals for a range of crimes, including being in possession of unlicensed 
firearms. Declining trends in firearm homicide between 1998 and 2011 possibly suggest that 
these South African Police Service (SAPS) operational efforts may have contributed to reductions 
in firearm homicide. However, such operations have led to the police being exceedingly invasive 
and employing heavy-handed methods. Some individuals have also been injured, or have lost 
their lives as a result of these police operations.
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South Africa is one of the most violent countries in the world. It had the ninth highest 
recorded homicide rate in 2012, with 31 homicides per 100,000 people, which 
was five times the global average.1 Between 1 January 1994 and 31 March 2014 an 
estimated 143,000 people were murdered with a firearm, which is equivalent to 35% 
of all murders for that period.2 In addition, an estimated 1.25 million people in South 
Africa seek medical assistance for non-fatal violence-related injuries every year, with a 
significant number of firearm related injuries being presented.3 

South Africa has a relatively large and well-armed police force, with close to 200,000 personnel 
employed by the South African Police Service (SAPS), rendering a 1:358 police to population 
ratio. The majority of operational police are issued with handguns, with the police reporting 
that they have 259,494 firearms in their possession.4 Furthermore, the SAPS has specialised 
paramilitary operational response bodies equipped with high-calibre weapons that can be 
swiftly deployed in incidents of public disorder, violent crime and terrorism.

Over the past twenty years a key response by the SAPS to these high levels of violence, 
particularly firearm crime, has been to launch large-scale, militarised, crackdown (or high 
density) operations in areas where there are excessively high levels of reported violent crime. 
The principal rationale behind the adoption of this approach has been that by concentrating 
police resources on crime hotspots the government “hoped that the national level of serious 
crime [would] be reduced”.5 The ethos and approach of these operations has been drawn 
from colonial and apartheid policing traditions in South Africa, and have been informed by 
a belligerent “war on crime” philosophy.

This article provides an analysis of the war on crime approach to policing in post-apartheid 
South Africa, with a particular focus on high density policing operations. Furthermore, it 
will reflect on the impact of such operations on South African society, in particular their 
relationship with firearm homicide.

1 • The geographical concentrations of violent crime within 
South Africa

For the past two decades the SAPS crime statistics have consistently revealed the highly uneven 
distribution of violent crime throughout South Africa. Overall crime has manifested within most 
policing precincts, but violent crime has been intensely concentrated in around 15% of policing 
precincts. Most of the high crime places are densely populated and infrastructurally marginalised 
with high levels of poverty, such as large urban townships and informal settlements. In many of 
these places government authority has been undermined by limited community trust in the police. 

Given these dynamics, the SAPS 1996/97 Annual Plan indicated that future policing efforts 
would be directed towards those provinces with the greatest intensities of violent crime, and 
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that “all provinces would thus benefit” from this approach.6 By 2001 SAPS had resolved 
that 145 police station precincts with “high contact crimes” would be prioritised in terms 
of receiving additional policing resources, and to be targeted for high-density operations.7 
was emphasised in the SAPS 2005-2010 Strategic Plan. 

2 • The war on crime in South Africa

In 1996 the National Crime Prevention Strategy (NCPS) was launched, the culmination 
of inputs and discussions by academics and government officials that was informed by 
development-centred crime reduction efforts in other countries.8 This was an optimistic 
attempt by national government to fundamentally re-condition the police’s traditional 
response to crime from the repressive and reactive to the preventive and proactive. The 
implementation of the NCPS was envisaged to be an extensive, integrated, multi-layered, 
interdepartmental and public-private partnership enterprise.9 The SAPS’ response to such a 
radical policy shift on policing at this time was superficial and perfunctory. 

In 1999 the security cluster of Cabinet Ministers, led by Steve Tshwete (Minister of Safety 
and Security) which had initially supported a social crime prevention orientation began 
to back the “get tough on crime” approach in the face of escalating violent criminality.10 
This was accompanied by widespread perceptions that the police were on the back foot 
in terms of containing crime. In addition, various government structures were struggling 
to prioritise and adapt to the multiple demands of a preventive strategy.11 Within a short 
space of time the NCPS became marginalised, and the Safety and Security Secretariat, the 
NCPS champion, was downgraded to relative insignificance.12 The NCPS was subsequently 
supplanted by the SAPS’ own National Crime Combatting Strategy (NCCS), which was 
launched in 2000, with the tacit endorsement of Cabinet.13

The NCCS emphasised an intelligence-driven, “high-density”, hotspot policing in which 
high crime areas, or “flashpoints” would be clustered into “crime-combating zones”.14 The 
NCCS effectively framed the strategic orientation of SAPS squarely within a militarised 
crime-fighting paradigm, where violent crime was to be eliminated through aggressive 
policing, and by capturing and imprisoning criminals. “War rooms” were established with 
a view to deliver a more effective, integrated and coordinated crime-fighting response.15 

The NCCS also became the foundation on which the police’s political leadership has perpetuated 
a “war on crime” discourse, frequently referring to criminals as the “enemy”,16  reiterating that 
“collectively, we shall defeat this scourge”.17 In the 2011/12 SAPS Annual Performance Plan, for 
instance, the Minister of Police at the time, Nathi Mthethwa asserted that “military expertise” 
amongst criminals has “drastically changed the nature of crime”.18  Hence the police have 
been encouraged to: “shoot to kill”; “fight fire with fire”; “show no mercy” towards dangerous 
offenders; and “squeeze crime to zero”.19 For example, in April 2008, Susan Shabangu, the then 
Deputy Minister of Safety and Security proclaimed at a community meeting in Pretoria West: 
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Criminals are hell-bent on undermining the law and they must now 
be dealt with. If criminals dare to threaten the police or the livelihood 
or lives of innocent men, women and children, they must be killed. 
End of story. There are to be no negotiations with criminals.20

On 16 August 2012 the National Development Plan (NDP) 2030, which has been identified 
by President Zuma as South Africa’s fundamental policy guidance, was published. It calls for the 
demilitarisation of the SAPS, and that all police personnel should be trained in “professional 
police ethics and practice”.21 However, the following day various components of the SAPS 
pursued a highly militarised operation in response to a mineworker strike in Marikana. 
This operation resulted in the massacre of 34 individuals with a further 78 being injured. 

Over the past three years the Police Minister and SAPS senior management have 
made public pledges to the demilitarise and further professionalise the SAPS, with the 
NDP commitments being included in the SAPS 2014-19 Strategic Plan, as well as an 
indication that SAPS would pursue a new policy on public order policing that “provides 
direction for a human rights based approach to dealing with public disorder”.22 In 
addition, the Civilian Secretariat for Police has recently finalised a Draft White Paper 
on the Police and a Draft White Paper on Safety and Security, which encourages the 
SAPS to demilitarise and recommit to human rights principals. However, as with the 
NCPS, civilian policing specialists have mostly penned these documents, and hence 
there is a risk that they may not find meaningful traction with the SAPS.

Recent large-scale policing actions suggest that the SAPS may not be ripe for reform. In April 
2015 the SAPS, in collaboration with the military, launched a highly militarised national 
operational titled Fiela-Reclaim following an outbreak of xenophobic violence (see below 
for more details). In November 2015 the SAPS used heavy-handed measures to disrupt 
nationwide protests by university students, primarily over fee increases. In addition, the 
“war on crime” is being perpetuated by the political leadership of the police. For example, at 
the memorial of murdered SAPS officials in Gauteng in August 2015, the Deputy Minister 
of Police, Maggie Sotyu declared that:

Our [SAPS] strategic implementation plan must always intend to 
treat heinous criminals as outcasts, who must neither have place in the 
society nor peace in their cells! They must be treated as cockroaches!23

3 • SAPS focus on firearms

Firearms have consistently been a top priority for the SAPS since the mid-1990s, and 
firearms control is currently emphasised in the SAPS 2014-19 Strategic Plan. A Firearm 
Strategy was devised in the late-1990s, which amongst other objectives, sought to: reduce 
the number of firearms within South Africa; “protect South African citizens from crimes 



THE SUR FILE ON ARMS AND HUMAN RIGHTSGUY LAMB

• SUR 22 - v.12 n.22 • 83 - 100 | 2015 87

associated with both illegal and legal firearms”; and give SAPS appropriate powers to 
investigate, confiscate and makes arrests in relation to firearm crime.24 Therefore firearms 
control became a key emphasis of SAPS high-density operations.

The Firearms Control Act (FCA) (No. 60 of 2000) was subsequently formulated, and 
eventually became fully operational in 2004 with the promulgation of its requisite regulations. 
The FCA included the introduction of more rigorous firearm licencing requirements, such 
as: extensive background checks of applicants; an increase in the legal minimum age to 
possess a firearm to 21 years; a reduction in the number of licensed firearms and rounds of 
ammunition that an individual may possess; and the requirement that firearms be stored 
in secure safes. Penalties for licensing infringements and firearm misuse also became more 
stringent. In addition, all licence applicants were required to successfully complete a written 
test relating to firearm legislation, as well as undergo prescribed training and pass a practical 
test on the safe handling of a firearm with an accredited service provider.25

Furthermore, Chapter 14 of the FCA authorises the SAPS to enter any premises “on 
reasonable grounds” and search for, and seize firearms and ammunition from persons that 
they perceive to be “incapable of having proper control” of those firearms or ammunition, 
or who “presents a danger of harm to himself or herself or to any other person”. During 
the course of police operations SAPS are also permitted to search premises, vehicles, vessels 
and aircraft and seize firearms where there is “reasonable suspicion” that the firearms and 
ammunition are being held in contravention of the FCA; or to ascertain if the possession of 
the firearms and ammunition are in compliance with the Act. 

4 • The SAPS high-density operational doctrine and method

High-density crackdown operations, or crime “sweeps”, typically entail a sudden and 
noticeable increase in the number of police personnel and concentrated police actions in 
targeted areas.26 They are based on the expectation that criminal offending will feasibly 
drop in circumstances where the likelihood of being detained is significantly elevated 
and/or where repeat offenders are targeted and arrested.27 Crackdowns are also expedient 
mechanisms to alleviate public criticism and blood baying about crime levels, as they “offer 
the promise of firm, immediate action and quick, decisive results”.28

Available academic research from the United States and the United Kingdom suggests that 
such policing approaches can have a reduction impact on criminal offending in the focal 
areas, and possibly even in the surrounding areas in the short- to medium-term.29 Further to 
this, evidence suggests that crackdown operations should be publicised in advance,30 and be 
“sufficiently long and strong” in order to have a more meaningful impact on crime levels.31 

However, the research also indicates that if the police are overly aggressive and do not actively 
communicate their intensions during crackdown operations then police credibility and police 
relations with targeted communities and the general public can be severely undermined.32
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The SAPS defines high density policing as the “saturation of high crime areas with patrolling 
police members, performing pro-active patrols…[that are] intent on law enforcement”.33 

High density policing was embedded in the NCCS,34 and thereafter rapidly became the 
flagship policing approach for crime hotspots, eclipsing alternative crime prevention 
models, such as community policing. In essence, these SAPS dragnets have been grandiose 
meldings of the binary conceptualisation of high and low policing as advocated by Brodeur.35  
That is rank-and-file police personnel that are generally responsible for day-to-day order 
maintenance, as well as detectives, are deployed alongside specialised, paramilitary police 
groupings, such as the Public Order Policing Units, Dog Units and the Special Task Force. 

The SAPS has consistently donned a militarised ethos in the design and execution of 
such operations. SAPS members have frequently been heavily armed and deployed in 
battle-ready formations and often supported by police and military armoured personnel 
carriers. The police have frequently entered and occupied the targeted areas like an 
invading army, usually in conjunction with contingents of South African National 
Defence Force (SANDF) soldiers. Many of these operations have been branded with 
martial titles, such as Operation Sword and Shield, Operation Crackdown, Operation 
Iron Fist, and most recently Operation Fiela36 -Reclaim.

In the context of these operations large numbers of security personnel have vigilantly 
patrolled the streets. Roadblocks have been erected. Residents, vehicles and premises have 
been searched, and at times doors to homes have been rammed open. Illegal firearms 
and ammunition, drugs, and stolen goods, including vehicles, have been seized. Those 
in possession of such goods have been arrested and hauled off to police cells, along those 
individuals “wanted” by the SAPS for serious crimes, as well as prostitutes, pimps and 
undocumented immigrants. Resistance or antagonism towards the security forces has usually 
been met with a hyper-belligerent response.37 SAPS high density operations have also drawn 
heavily from counter-insurgency doctrine, tactics and terminology in at least five respects. 

Firstly, national operations have been centrally planned and directed, predominantly by 
the SAPS National Joint Operational and Intelligence Structure (NATJOINTS), which 
is responsible for coordinating all security and law enforcement operations throughout 
South Africa. The National Joint Operational Centre (NATJOC) has been responsible for 
driving the implementation of the operational strategies and instructions that have been 
determined by the NATJOINTS. Provincial structures, PROVJOINTs and PROVJOCs, 
have also established to drive and coordinate operations at the provincial level.

Secondly, “cordon-and-search” has been a mainstay method used in SAPS high density 
operations, and entails the sealing-off of targeted areas in which houses and premises are searched 
in order to capture wanted persons and seize illegal weapons and other contraband. Cordon-
and-search was originally pursued by colonial armed forces in order to pacify recalcitrant 
communities and capture suspected insurgents in Africa, South-East Asia and Northern 
Ireland.38 The South African Police also frequently employed such tactics under apartheid.39
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Thirdly, air support (particularly helicopters) has been incorporated into SAPS 
operations. Air support has regularly been used in counterinsurgency campaigns to 
protect ground forces and provide surveillance.40 In extreme cases aerial bombardment 
takes place, a tactic that SAPS has not used to date.

Fourthly, the counterinsurgency concept of “flood and flush”41 also found resonance 
amongst crackdown policing strategists in South Africa. That is, targeted areas were 
“flooded” with a vast security force presence in order to “flush out” the perpetrators of 
various crimes,42 and “restore law and order”.43

Fifthly, the SAPS have referred to its high density operational approach as an “oil stain strategy”.44 
This was originally a French counter-insurgency pacification strategy initially developed in 
Vietnam in the nineteenth century that proposes that for a government to overcome an enemy, 
counter-insurgency efforts should be concentrated on securing and developing strategic areas and 
thereafter the locus of control should be expanded outwards like an oil stain on cloth.45

The high-density policing operational approach has also conceivably been driven 
by organisational dynamics, culture and limitations within the SAPS. Leggett46 has 
suggested that as most SAPS members “have little capacity for more reflective police 
work, the herding of bodies into mass operations may be the optimal use of available 
resources.” Similarly, Steinberg47 has emphasised that the police’s preference for high-
density crackdown operations has been informed by the SAPS’ “strong, active national 
centre, and uneven [weak] policing on the ground”, as it is one of the few policing 
approaches that such a police organisation “can execute with accomplishment.”

5 • A ‘balanced’ approach to fighting crime in a constitutional 
democracy

The South Africa government has repeatedly emphasised that the SAPS’ operations would 
be tempered by considerations for the human rights of law-abiding citizens. For example, 
in his State of the Nation Address in 1996, President Nelson Mandela declared: 

The time has come for our nation to choose whether we want to 
become a law-governed and peaceful society or hapless hostages of 
lawlessness… The government will use all lawful means to ensure that 
they [criminals] do not succeed in undermining our social fabric. Law-
abiding citizens can rest assured that there are effective mechanisms 
in place to prevent and punish any rapacious invasion of their lives.48

This narrative of discerning criminal othering has been preserved and promoted over the past 20 
years, with the SAPS political leadership regularly stating that the police need to take a “tough 
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stance against criminals”49 and “uproot the cancer of crime from our communities”,50 but this 
should be “balanced…with the need to ensure our police embrace our human rights culture”.51

In a further attempt to foster legitimacy for these high-density operations, the police’s 
political leadership, particularly during the tenure of Nathi Mthethwa, have presented these 
operations as a form of righteous “crusade”52 in which the police will strive to “push back 
the frontiers of evil”.53 Similar stances were also adopted at some SAPS stations. 

However, the deployment of large numbers of police personnel with varying degrees 
of experience in dangerous places in the context of ferociously framed crackdown 
operations that have been spurred on by criminal-hating politicians is not akin to 
a “surgical strike’, bereft of strike” collateral damage. Several media reports have 
suggested that the police, as a result of these operations, have on a number of 
occasions, subjected civilians, including some of the most vulnerable members of 
society, to serious human rights violations.

SAPS members have also been responsible for relatively high levels of firearm 
deaths, which have principally occurred during attempts to apprehend and/or detain 
suspects, or due to negligence. Some of these deaths took place during high density 
operations. For example, during Operation Sword and Shield (1 April 1996 and 31 
March 1997), more than 100 civilians reportedly died due to police action.54 The 
chart below indicates that deaths due to police shootings declined between 1998/99 
and 2002/03 by 42%, but increased dramatically from by 88% between 2005/06 and 
2008/09 and then declined by 44% over the next five years.

SOURCE: Independent Police Investigative Directive; David Bruce, “Interpreting the Body Count: South African 
Statistics on Lethal Police Violence,” South African Review of Sociology 36, No. 2 (2005): 141-159; David Bruce, An 
Acceptable Price to Pay? The Use of Lethal Force by Police in South Africa. Cape Town: Open Society Foundation, 2010.

Chart 1: Firearm deaths due to SAPS action: 1997/1998 – 2013/2014
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A comprehensive, nationally-based study of 2009 mortuary data estimated that there had 
been 5,513 firearm homicides in South Africa in that year.55 Hence, SAPS members were 
responsible for between 8% and 9% of all recorded firearm homicides during 2009.

Police in South Africa have also been at high risk of firearm violence. Between 1994 and 
1998, 82.3% of all SAPS murders were a consequence of gun shots.56 Following the end of 
much of the political violence during the mid- to late-1990s the level of police homicides 
declined considerably from 263 in 1994 to 77 in 2013, more than a 300% decrease over 
that period of 20 years. Nonetheless, the murder of police personnel has remained an area 
of grave concern to both the police and its political leadership. For example, in June 2013, 
in a speech at the funeral of a senior police official, the Minister of Police at the time, Nathi 
Mthethwa eulogised that the SAPS “are in the midst of a war; a war that has been declared 
by heartless criminals on our men and women in blue…[and that] we shall ensure that 
those who kill police officers pay the price accordingly”.57

SOURCE: SAPS

Chart 2: Murder of SAPS personnel 1994/95-2014/15

6 • Arrests and firearm seizures

High density policing operations, particularly from 2001, significantly contributed to 
dramatic increases in the number of arrests by the SAPS (see Chart 3 below). On average 
45%, of all arrests were made in the 169 crime hotspot precincts earmarked for high density 
operations between the 2005/06 and 2009/10 reporting years.58 The escalation in the 
number of arrests also had implications for the prison population. For example, in a briefing 
to the South African Parliament in October 2004, the Department of Correctional Service 
reported that Operation Crackdown, which had been the largest high density operation 
since 1994, had contributed to overcrowding in prisons.59
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Between 1995 and 2013/14, the large majority of firearms recovered during the first 
10 years, namely the period during which there was a concentration of high-density 
operations, with the highest annual seizures being recorded during the 2003 and 2004, 
a period that corresponds with the implementation of a specialised and intensive 
firearm-specific operation, titled Sethunya. Thereafter there was a noticeable decline in 
firearms seizures, with there being an annual average of approximately 10,000 firearms 
per year. In terms of a provincial breakdown, most firearms were recovered by SAPS 
were in Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape and the Western Cape. 

SOURCE: (SAPS)

Chart 3: Total arrests by SAPS: 2000/01 – 2014/15

Chart 4: Firearm recoveries per province

NOTE: SAPS used calendar years to report firearm seizures for the period 1995 to 1998, and thereafter 
reported for the period, 1 April to 31 March). In addition, SAPS did not make public provincial data on 
firearm seizures for the period 1999/00 to 2001/02.
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Case study: Operation Fiela-Reclaim (2015)

Operation Fiela-Reclaim is arguably one of the most controversial operations to date. 
It was launched in the immediate aftermath of large-scale outbreaks of xenophobic 
violence in the provinces of KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng in April 2015, and is 
envisaged to be in place until March 2017. However, the architects of this national 
operation have more grandiose plans. According to the Cabinet-level Inter-Ministerial 
Committee on Migration, the intention of this operation has been to target the micro-
spaces “which are known to be frequented by criminals”.60

This operation was therefore pursued in order “to rid our country of illegal weapons, 
drug dens, prostitution rings and other illegal activities”61 and thereby “reclaiming our 
communities so that our people can live in peace and harmony”62 and to “help create a 
level of systemic normality”.63 State Security Minister, David Mahlobo suggested that 
the South Africans were highly supportive of government intention to “clean out those 
criminal services” throughout the country.64

The operational blueprint for Operation Fiela-Reclaim, branded the “Multi-Disciplinary 
Integrated National Action Plan to Reassert the Authority of the State”, penned by the 
National Joint Operational and Intelligence Structure (NATJOINTS), revealed a deep sense 
of disquiet within government’s security cluster, namely that the authority of the state had 
eroded considerably in high-crime communities. According to this plan, the security forces 
would “dominate and stabilise” focal areas by: pursuing high visibility policing actions; 
arresting wanted persons; fast tracking criminal investigations; and adopting a zero tolerance 
approach to lessor forms of criminality, such as traffic offences, operating illegal businesses, 
selling counterfeit goods, illegal mining, drinking in public and undocumented migrants.65

As with previous high-density operations, the SANDF actively participated in the 
formative stages of Operation Fiela-Reclaim, namely between April and June 2015.66 
However, the military were extracted at the end of June 2015 following concerns raised 
about the adverse repercussions that their long-term internal deployment would have on 
the state of democratic governance in South Africa.67 In addition, there was intensive civil 
society advocacy concerning the arrest and the apparent disproportionate targeting of 
undocumented migrants by the security forces under the auspices of this operation.68

Similar “pacification” operations have been undertaken in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro 
by Special Police Operations Battalion (BOPE) and its Unidades the Polícia Pacificadora 
(UPP) (or Pacification Police Units). This type of police action, which has been 
undertaken in collaboration with military personnel, was initiated in 2008 in order 
to impose state control in these marginalised communities that had traditionally been 
viewed as “enemy territory” by the state as they were mainly governed by criminal 
groups.69 The modus operandi has entailed the pre-announced, large-scale, militarised 
incursion (often with air support) into favelas in an effort to forcibly oust the criminal 
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SOURCE: UNODC, 2011

Chart 5: Homicide rate in South Africa (per 100,000): 1994-2007

groups or arrest their members. Thereafter permanent police posts are established, and 
highly visible armed policing is pursued in an attempt to prevent the criminal gangs 
from regaining control over these spaces.70

7 • The decline in firearm homicide in South Africa

Between 1994 and 1998 South Africa’s firearm homicide rate remained relatively constant, 
averaging close to 28 per 100,000 people, with the proportion of homicides involving 
firearms increasing from 41.5% to 49.4%.71 In 1998, firearms were reportedly used in 49% 
of all murders and in 75% of all attempted murders. Close to half of all firearm homicides 
in 1998 took place in two provinces, namely KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng.72

From 1998 South Africa’s firearm homicide rate steadily declined to 17 per 100,000 in 2007 
(a 40% reduction), with the total number of firearm homicides in South Africa shrinking 
from 12,413 to 8,319 over the same period (a 33% reduction).73 By 2008 sharp force injuries 
had become the leading cause of non-natural death (and therefore homicide too) in South 
Africa (13.6% of total non-natural deaths) followed by firearms (10.8% of total non-natural 
deaths). This trend was maintained in 2009, with sharp force injuries (41.8% of all homicides) 
continuing to be the leading cause of homicide74 followed by firearms (29% of all homicides).75

The decline in homicide has principally been attributed to the FCA by a variety of public 
health researchers.76 However, the firearm homicide rate began to significantly decline from 
1998/99, five years before the enactment of the FCA. As mentioned above major high 
density policing operations were introduced and were regularly sustained from 1996/97 
onwards. In addition, these operations resulted in large-scale arrests, particularly of 
individuals at high risk of committing violent acts, as well as the mass seizure of illegal 
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firearms from crime hotspot places. It is possible that this combined effect may been a key 
contributor to the initial and continued decline (along with the implementation of the 
FCA) in firearm homicides in South Africa.

8 • Conclusion

In the context of high levels of firearm violence in South Africa this article has explored the 
SAPS’ attempts to leverage effectual control over the proliferation and misuse of firearms. A 
key strategy has been that of militarised high density policing operations in the context of a 
“war on crime” ideology. Through roadblocks and cordon-and-search interventions police 
seized very large quantities of firearms and ammunition from high crime areas (where firearm 
murders tended to be concentrated), and arrested thousands of individuals (mainly young 
men), for a range of crimes, including being in possession of unlicensed firearms. Therefore, 
significant numbers of high risk potential perpetrators of firearm violence, as well as the 
instruments of such violence, were extricated from such high crime areas. Declining trends in 
violent crime between 1998/1999 and 2010/2011 suggest that the SAPS operational efforts 
may have contributed to reductions in firearm homicide. However, such operations have 
seen the police wield extensive and invasive powers, which has led to the eroding of the 
Constitutional rights of many residents in high crime areas, who have often been subjected to 
heavy handed police actions and at times treated in an undignified fashion. Some individuals 
have also been injured, or have lost their lives as a result of these police operations.
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