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Abstract: This study aims to assess the challenges and opportunities in reforming the South 

African Police Service (SAPS) to enhance its legitimacy, professionalism, and accountability. 

By analyzing the legacy of apartheid-era policing and current issues within SAPS, the study 

explores how effective policing can be achieved through community-oriented policing, 

leadership reform, and technological innovation. The research further investigates strategies to 

rebuild trust between the police and the communities they serve, contributing to more effective 

crime prevention and safer South African society. Despite efforts to transform SAPS post-

apartheid, significant challenges remain in building a police force that is trusted, accountable, 

and effective in serving the diverse South African population. Persistent issues such as 

corruption, a lack of professional leadership, low police legitimacy, and weak community 

relations continue to hinder the effectiveness of SAPS. The study seeks to understand these 

systemic issues and propose strategies for overcoming them, ensuring a democratic, 

professional, and community-driven police service. The study found that SAPS’s effectiveness is 

deeply affected by historical legacies of apartheid policing, entrenched corruption, and political 

interference in leadership appointments. While there have been efforts to adopt community-

oriented policing (COP), these strategies have often been inconsistently implemented, resulting 

in limited success. A lack of accountability mechanisms, combined with poor leadership, has 

contributed to public mistrust. The study also highlighted that technological advancements such 

as predictive policing and body-worn cameras could play a critical role in improving 

transparency and accountability. Furthermore, cultural change within SAPS is essential to 

fostering a professional police force that serves the needs of a diverse nation. The study adopts a 

systematic approach, utilizing a mixed-methods research design that combines qualitative and 

quantitative analysis. A thorough literature review is complemented by in-depth interviews with 

SAPS officers, police reform experts, and community leaders. Quantitative data on crime rates, 

police performance, and public trust in policing are also analyzed. The study employs a case 

study approach to explore successful examples of police reform and community engagement 

both within South Africa and internationally. This research contributes to the growing body of 

knowledge on policing in post-apartheid South Africa. By focusing on SAPS reform, the study 

offers insights into the practical challenges of building police legitimacy in a society scarred by 

the history of apartheid policing. The study also introduces novel recommendations on 

leadership reform, cultural transformation, and technology integration as essential elements for 

rebuilding SAPS into a service that truly serves and protects all South Africans. Reforming 

SAPS requires a holistic approach that goes beyond structural changes to address the underlying 

cultural and leadership issues within the force. Effective police reform must involve community 

engagement, strong ethical leadership, and the integration of new technologies to enhance 

transparency, accountability, and efficiency. With sustained commitment to reform, SAPS can 

transform into a more legitimate, effective, and trusted institution capable of ensuring the safety 

and security of all South Africans. However, the success of these reforms will depend on 

consistent political will, a commitment to professional standards, and a focus on rebuilding the 

trust that has been eroded over decades. 

Keywords: South African Police Service (SAPS), Police Reform, Community-

Oriented Policing (COP), Police Legitimacy, Public Trust in Policing, Police 

Leadership, Accountability and Transparency, Police Corruption, Ethical Policing. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Nearly three decades after South Africa’s democratic 

transition, the South African Police Service (SAPS) remains 

burdened by systemic issues including corruption, poor leadership, 

excessive use of force, and weak community relations. Despite 

constitutional mandates aimed at transforming the police into a 

professional and community-oriented institution, the SAPS has 

struggled to fully shed the militarised and authoritarian legacy of 
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apartheid policing (Faull & Rose, 2022). These persistent 

shortcomings have contributed to an erosion of public trust, 

particularly in under-resourced and historically marginalised 

communities. 

Recent studies confirm that SAPS continues to face a 

legitimacy crisis. According to Burger and Gould (2023), public 

confidence in the police has steadily declined due to internal 

dysfunction, political interference, and a failure to curb police 

misconduct. The Independent Police Investigative Directorate 

(IPID) has reported an increase in complaints related to unlawful 

arrests, assault, and deaths in police custody, highlighting the depth 

of the accountability deficit (IPID Annual Report, 2023). 

Meanwhile, Newham and Majozi (2022) argue that while 

community policing remains a national policy goal, it is unevenly 

implemented and often undermined by poor resource allocation 

and inconsistent leadership support. 

Scholars such as Pillay and Khumalo (2024) emphasize that 

building a democratic and trusted police force requires more than 

structural reform—it demands a cultural transformation within 

SAPS. This includes investing in ethics-based training, 

demilitarisation, and the establishment of credible civilian 

oversight mechanisms. Furthermore, research by the Institute for 

Security Studies (ISS, 2023) calls for an urgent realignment of 

police practices with constitutional values, including respect for 

human rights, transparency, and responsiveness. In light of these 

challenges, this proposal seeks to explore the key barriers to 

effective policing in South Africa and to develop practical 

recommendations for building the SAPS that citizens deserve—a 

service that is professional, accountable, and aligned with the 

vision of a democratic Rainbow Nation. 

The transformation of the South African Police Service 

(SAPS) has been a central concern since the advent of democracy 

in 1994. Designed to break from the militarised, oppressive 

policing of the apartheid era, the democratic vision for SAPS was 

one rooted in accountability, community partnership, and service to 

all citizens (Shaw, 2002; Rauch, 2000). Yet, nearly three decades 

later, the SAPS continues to grapple with entrenched challenges 

such as corruption, excessive use of force, political interference, 

and low levels of public trust—particularly in historically 

disadvantaged communities (Bruce, 2003; Faull & Rose, 2022). 

Historical analyses highlight how the authoritarian nature 

of apartheid policing deeply influenced the culture and practices 

within SAPS post-1994, leading to difficulties in embedding 

democratic values (Dixon, 2000; Newham, 2005). These legacies 

persist today, as demonstrated by rising complaints of police 

brutality and misconduct. The Independent Police Investigative 

Directorate (IPID) recorded over 6,000 cases in its 2023 annual 

report, including unlawful arrests, assaults, and deaths in custody, 

pointing to ongoing accountability failures. Recent studies also 

raise concerns about leadership instability and a decline in 

operational capacity. Burger and Gould (2023) argue that the SAPS 

is facing a “crisis of functionality,” with politicised appointments 

and underqualified commanders weakening institutional 

performance. Meanwhile, Newham and Majozi (2022) point out 

that community policing—once seen as a key democratic reform 

strategy—has been poorly implemented, often relegated to rhetoric 

rather than sustained practice. 

According to Pillay and Khumalo (2024), rebuilding trust 

in SAPS requires a combination of structural reform, ethical 

leadership, and professionalisation. They call for urgent reforms in 

recruitment, training, and oversight to align policing with 

constitutional values such as dignity, equality, and justice. 

Likewise, research by the Institute for Security Studies (ISS, 2023) 

recommends the demilitarisation of SAPS and the strengthening of 

civilian oversight mechanisms to ensure accountability and 

transparency. This proposal aims to investigate the systemic issues 

that continue to undermine the effectiveness and legitimacy of the 

SAPS and to propose strategies for developing a professional, 

democratic police service that embodies the aspirations of the 

Rainbow Nation. Policing in South Africa has undergone 

significant transformation since the democratic transition in 1994. 

The South African Police Service (SAPS) was restructured to align 

with the principles of the Constitution—focusing on accountability, 

transparency, and community service (Rauch, 2000; Dixon, 2000). 

However, these early reforms have not fully addressed the systemic 

and institutional legacies inherited from apartheid-era policing. 

SAPS remains beset by a range of operational, ethical, and 

legitimacy challenges that hinder its effectiveness and erode public 

trust. 

Historically, the SAPS operated under a militarised 

framework that prioritised regime protection over public service 

(Shaw, 2002). Despite policy reforms such as the National Crime 

Prevention Strategy (1996) and the White Paper on Policing 

(2016), critics argue that change has been more rhetorical than 

practical (Newham, 2005). Over time, issues such as leadership 

instability, corruption, poor service delivery, and an apparent 

culture of impunity have persisted (Bruce, 2003; Burger & Gould, 

2023). Recent research continues to highlight these deep-rooted 

challenges. According to Faull and Rose (2022), public confidence 

in the SAPS has declined steadily, with communities reporting 

widespread dissatisfaction with police conduct and responsiveness. 

The 2023 Afrobarometer survey found that only 34% of South 

Africans trust the police, compared to 49% in 2011. IPID’s 

2022/2023 Annual Report recorded over 6,000 cases of 

misconduct, including 436 deaths in police custody, revealing 

serious concerns regarding human rights violations (IPID, 2023). 

Moreover, Newham and Majozi (2022) note that while 

community policing remains a key reform strategy, its 

implementation has been uneven and often symbolic. The authors 

stress that SAPS lacks the institutional will and training capacity to 

operationalise community-centred approaches in a sustainable way. 

Similarly, Pillay and Khumalo (2024) emphasise the urgent need 

for ethical leadership, professionalisation, and demilitarisation, 

arguing that the current structure and culture of SAPS undermine 

its constitutional mandate. The Institute for Security Studies (ISS, 

2023) has also underscored the impact of political interference in 

SAPS leadership appointments, suggesting that such practices 

weaken operational independence and public accountability. These 

concerns are echoed in the National Planning Commission's 2022 

review, which states that “institutional decay in policing poses a 

direct threat to constitutional democracy.” In this context, the need 

to reimagine and rebuild the SAPS has become critical. This 

proposal seeks to explore practical, evidence-based solutions to 

improve police legitimacy, professionalism, and public trust—

paving the way for a police service that reflects the values and 

aspirations of a democratic South Africa. 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Despite nearly three decades of democratic governance and 

reform efforts, the South African Police Service (SAPS) continues 

to struggle with serious institutional shortcomings that hinder its 



IRASS Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Vol-2, Iss-6 (June-2025): 47-59 
 

Vol-2, Iss-6 (June-2025) 

49 

ability to provide effective, equitable, and constitutional policing. 

Widespread issues such as police misconduct, corruption, lack of 

professionalism, poor community relations, and political 

interference have severely undermined the legitimacy of SAPS and 

eroded public trust—particularly in historically disadvantaged and 

high-crime communities (Bruce, 2003; Faull & Rose, 2022; Burger 

& Gould, 2023). 

Historically rooted in the apartheid-era model of militarised 

and racially discriminatory policing (Dixon, 2000; Rauch, 2000), 

SAPS has been slow to fully embrace a culture of democratic 

policing. The persistence of this legacy is reflected in continued 

reports of excessive use of force, unlawful arrests, and custodial 

deaths. The Independent Police Investigative Directorate (IPID) 

recorded 6,232 cases of police misconduct in its 2022/2023 report, 

including 436 deaths in police custody, and 1,089 assault cases 

allegedly committed by police officers (IPID, 2023). These figures 

not only highlight an entrenched culture of impunity but also point 

to weak oversight and accountability mechanisms within SAPS. 

Moreover, recent surveys show a sharp decline in public 

trust in the police. According to Afrobarometer (2023), only 34% 

of South Africans express confidence in the police, down from 

nearly 50% a decade earlier. This public disillusionment has been 

compounded by poor service delivery, slow response times, and 

the perception that the police are both ineffective and selectively 

responsive (Newham & Majozi, 2022). Attempts to implement 

community policing—a key strategy intended to foster cooperation 

between SAPS and the public—have largely failed due to 

inconsistent application, insufficient training, and limited 

institutional buy-in (Newham, 2005; Pillay & Khumalo, 2024). 

Furthermore, political interference in senior police appointments 

has weakened operational independence and contributed to 

leadership instability (Burger & Gould, 2023; ISS, 2022). 

The combined effect of these systemic challenges is a 

police service that is often seen not as a protector of citizens, but as 

a source of fear and mistrust—particularly among vulnerable 

populations. Without meaningful structural reform, ethical 

leadership, and stronger mechanisms for public accountability, 

SAPS risks further delegitimisation, reduced community 

cooperation, and continued failure to effectively combat crime and 

violence. 

This article seeks to address these pressing concerns by 

evaluating the root causes of dysfunction within SAPS and 

proposing actionable strategies for professionalising and 

democratising policing in South Africa. 

AIM OF THE STUDY 

The primary aim of this study is to critically examine the 

current state of the South African Police Service (SAPS) and 

propose actionable strategies for building a police service that is 

professional, accountable, and aligned with democratic values. 

This study aims to assess the systemic challenges faced by SAPS, 

particularly in terms of leadership, community relations, and 

institutional reform, and to offer evidence-based recommendations 

to enhance the legitimacy, efficacy, and ethical standards of the 

force. While various reforms have been introduced since the end of 

apartheid, these efforts have been largely ineffective in overcoming 

entrenched issues such as police brutality, corruption, and political 

interference (Bruce, 2003; Faull & Rose, 2022). This study aims to 

explore the root causes of these challenges by investigating the role 

of police culture, leadership dynamics, and institutional structures. 

It will also examine the effectiveness of community policing as a 

reform strategy, evaluating both successes and shortcomings in its 

implementation (Newham & Majozi, 2022). 

Furthermore, the study will aim to provide a clear 

understanding of the relationship between public trust and police 

performance, with a focus on how democratic policing models can 

be better integrated into SAPS practices (Pillay & Khumalo, 2024). 

By exploring these dimensions, the study will offer comprehensive 

recommendations for transforming SAPS into a service that 

reflects the values of South Africa's Constitution and meets the 

needs of its citizens. This aim aligns with broader efforts to 

strengthen democratic governance and improve public safety in 

South Africa, addressing a critical gap in research concerning 

police reform, accountability, and legitimacy (Burger & Gould, 

2023; ISS, 2023). The ultimate goal is to contribute to a more 

effective, transparent, and community-focused police service 

capable of securing the safety and trust of all South Africans. 

OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Objective 1: To critically examine the current challenges facing 

the South African Police Service (SAPS), particularly issues 

related to leadership, corruption, and professionalism. 

 Research Question 1: What are the primary factors 

contributing to leadership instability, corruption, and a 

lack of professionalism within SAPS? 

 Research Question 2: How have these challenges 

affected the operational capacity of SAPS and its ability 

to uphold constitutional principles? 

Objective 2: To assess the effectiveness of current policing models, 

including community policing, in building public trust and 

improving police-community relations. 

 Research Question 3: How effective has community 

policing been in fostering trust and cooperation between 

SAPS and local communities? 

 Research Question 4: What are the key barriers to 

successful implementation of community policing 

strategies in South Africa? 

Objective 3: To investigate the role of political interference in 

SAPS leadership and its impact on police performance and public 

confidence. 

 Research Question 5: To what extent does political 

interference in leadership appointments contribute to the 

inefficiency and dysfunction within SAPS? 

 Research Question 6: How does the lack of police 

independence affect public perceptions of SAPS 

legitimacy and its ability to effectively combat crime? 

Objective 4: To explore best practices and reform strategies that 

can enhance SAPS’s professionalism, accountability, and 

transparency. 

 Research Question 7: What are the best practices for 

police reform in post-apartheid states, and how can these 

be applied to improve SAPS? 

 Research Question 8: How can SAPS strengthen its 

internal mechanisms for accountability and ensure 

greater transparency in its operations? 



IRASS Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Vol-2, Iss-6 (June-2025): 47-59 
 

Vol-2, Iss-6 (June-2025) 

50 

Objective 5: To propose evidence-based recommendations for 

building a more democratic, accountable, and community-oriented 

SAPS. 

 Research Question 9: What policy and structural 

reforms are necessary to create a police service that 

aligns more closely with democratic values and serves 

the needs of all South Africans? 

 Research Question 10: How can the SAPS foster greater 

public engagement and cooperation to reduce crime and 

improve safety across the nation? 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

This study is significant in the context of South Africa’s 

ongoing struggles to reform the South African Police Service 

(SAPS) and ensure its alignment with democratic principles, 

human rights, and public accountability. As South Africa continues 

to confront high levels of crime, violence, and social inequality, 

effective policing is crucial to ensuring safety and fostering public 

trust in government institutions. Given the historical and 

contemporary challenges facing SAPS, including corruption, abuse 

of power, political interference, and lack of public confidence, this 

study offers a timely and necessary exploration of how to address 

these persistent issues. 

The significance of this study lies in its potential to: 

Contribute to Policymaking: The study aims to generate 

evidence-based recommendations that can inform both policy and 

practice within SAPS. By identifying the barriers to effective 

policing and proposing actionable solutions, the research has the 

potential to shape future reform efforts and contribute to the 

national discourse on policing, safety, and governance. 

Enhance Public Trust: Public trust in the police is critical 

to effective law enforcement. By investigating the relationship 

between police practices and public perceptions, this study will 

provide insights into how SAPS can rebuild its legitimacy and 

foster stronger, more cooperative relationships with South African 

communities. This is essential for improving the police’s ability to 

prevent crime and ensure justice. 

Support Police Professionalisation: One of the central 

goals of the study is to explore ways in which SAPS can enhance 

its professionalism, ethics, and transparency. By providing 

recommendations on police training, leadership development, and 

accountability mechanisms, this study will contribute to the 

broader effort to professionalise SAPS and bring it in line with 

international best practices for democratic policing. 

Empower Communities: Community-oriented policing is 

a key strategy for ensuring that police services meet the needs of 

diverse communities. This study’s examination of community 

policing models will provide valuable insights into how SAPS can 

better serve marginalized and underserved populations, ultimately 

contributing to social stability and the development of a more 

inclusive and just society. 

Influence Future Research: The findings from this study 

will not only add to the body of literature on policing in post-

apartheid South Africa but also provide a foundation for future 

research on law enforcement and democratic governance in other 

countries facing similar challenges. The study will fill gaps in the 

literature related to the long-term effectiveness of police reforms 

and the relationship between police conduct and community 

outcomes. 

In sum, this study aims to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the challenges facing SAPS and contribute to the 

ongoing efforts to reform and professionalise policing in South 

Africa. Its findings will be valuable to policymakers, law 

enforcement agencies, civil society organisations, and scholars 

interested in enhancing police legitimacy, improving public safety, 

and fostering democratic governance in South Africa. 

GAPS IN THE LITERATURE 

Despite considerable academic work on the South African 

Police Service (SAPS) and police reform, there remain significant 

gaps in the literature that this study seeks to address. These gaps 

primarily relate to the practical implementation of reforms, the 

effectiveness of community policing, and the long-term impact of 

institutional changes on police legitimacy and public trust. The 

existing body of research often provides either broad theoretical 

perspectives or focuses on isolated issues within the police service, 

but fails to offer a comprehensive, integrated analysis of how these 

factors interact and contribute to overall police effectiveness. 

The primary gaps include: 

Lack of Longitudinal Studies on Police Reform: While 

much of the research on SAPS reform focuses on short-term 

outcomes, there is a shortage of longitudinal studies that track the 

long-term effectiveness of police reforms. Existing studies (Bruce, 

2003; Faull & Rose, 2022) have explored the impact of initial 

reform efforts, but there is limited research on how these reforms 

have played out over time in terms of improved police 

performance, public trust, and crime reduction. This study will fill 

this gap by offering a long-term perspective on the challenges and 

successes of SAPS reform. 

Limited Exploration of Community Policing 

Implementation: Although community policing has been a 

cornerstone of SAPS reform strategies (Newham & Majozi, 2022), 

there is insufficient in-depth analysis of its inconsistent application 

across various regions and communities. Previous studies often 

focus on the theory behind community policing, but fail to fully 

explore the barriers to its practical implementation or assess why it 

has not consistently delivered positive outcomes. This study will 

provide an empirical evaluation of community policing, its 

challenges, and the strategies required to make it more effective. 

Political Interference and Police Performance: The 

relationship between political interference in SAPS leadership 

appointments and police performance has been widely 

acknowledged but rarely explored in a detailed, systemic way 

(Burger & Gould, 2023). Although some studies suggest that 

political interference weakens police autonomy (ISS, 2022), there 

is limited empirical research that demonstrates how this dynamic 

impacts police effectiveness, community relations, and public trust 

in the police. This study will delve deeper into the political 

dimensions of SAPS leadership and explore its direct effects on 

police operations and the public perception of SAPS legitimacy. 

Ethical Leadership and Professionalism: While there is 

an increasing call for ethical leadership and professionalisation 

within SAPS (Pillay & Khumalo, 2024), there is insufficient 

research that links ethical leadership with concrete improvements 

in police performance and accountability. Much of the existing 

work remains theoretical and does not adequately address the 
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practical steps needed to instil ethical leadership throughout the 

service. This study will examine the role of leadership in fostering 

a professional and accountable police culture, providing insights 

into best practices for leadership development and ethical policing. 

Impact of Police Culture on Accountability and Public 

Trust: Although the impact of police culture on public trust has 

been touched upon by several authors (Newham, 2005), there 

remains a gap in understanding how deeply ingrained police 

subcultures, such as the “us vs them” mentality, undermine reforms 

and affect police-community relations. This study will explore the 

cultural challenges within SAPS and how these cultural dynamics 

contribute to the ongoing issues of corruption, misconduct, and 

poor service delivery. 

The Role of Technology in Reforming SAPS: Recent 

literature on policing reforms in South Africa has largely ignored 

the role that technology could play in transforming SAPS. While 

global policing trends show that technology (such as body cameras, 

data analytics, and AI) can enhance transparency and 

accountability, South African studies have not fully explored how 

such technologies can be integrated into SAPS to promote reform. 

This study will examine the potential of technology to support 

police professionalism, improve accountability, and enhance public 

safety in South Africa. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical framework for this study draws on several 

key criminological and sociological theories that explore the role 

of police in democratic societies, the dynamics of police 

legitimacy, and the challenges of institutional reform. These 

theories provide the foundation for understanding the systemic 

issues within the South African Police Service (SAPS) and guide 

the analysis of potential reforms to enhance professionalism, 

accountability, and community trust. 

Legitimacy and Procedural Justice Theory 

A foundational theory for understanding police-public 

relations is Legitimacy and Procedural Justice Theory, which 

posits that the public's willingness to cooperate with the police is 

largely dependent on the perceived legitimacy of the police force. 

According to Tyler (2006), police legitimacy is built upon the 

belief that police actions are based on fair, transparent, and 

accountable processes. When people perceive police actions as 

legitimate, they are more likely to comply with the law and engage 

in positive interactions with the police. 

In the South African context, the legitimacy of SAPS has 

been undermined by persistent issues such as police brutality, 

corruption, and inadequate community engagement (Newham & 

Majozi, 2022). This theory will guide the study's analysis of the 

ways in which SAPS can rebuild its legitimacy by adopting 

practices rooted in procedural justice, such as fair treatment, 

transparency in decision-making, and accountability for 

misconduct. 

Police Culture and Social Learning Theory 

Police Culture plays a significant role in shaping police 

behavior and organizational performance. Social Learning 

Theory, as developed by Sutherland (1947), argues that 

individuals learn behaviors and norms from their social 

environment, and this is particularly relevant to understanding how 

police officers adopt certain practices and attitudes. Police culture 

often perpetuates norms such as solidarity, an “us vs them” 

mentality, and resistance to external oversight, which can foster 

corruption, abuse of power, and lack of accountability (Chan, 

1997). 

In the context of SAPS, a deeply ingrained police culture 

stemming from apartheid-era practices continues to hinder efforts 

at reform (Dixon, 2000). This theory helps explain why SAPS has 

struggled to implement reforms and foster a more professional and 

ethical workforce. By examining police culture, this study will 

explore the challenges SAPS faces in instilling ethical leadership 

and reforming ingrained behaviors among officers. 

Critical Theory and Political Economy of Policing 

Critical Theory offers a lens for examining the broader 

socio-political context in which policing occurs, particularly 

focusing on how policing is shaped by power dynamics, 

inequalities, and class structures. Critical Criminology, 

particularly the work of scholars like Foucault (1977) and 

Bourdieu (1991), emphasizes how police practices are influenced 

by political interests and serve to maintain the status quo of power 

and control. 

In post-apartheid South Africa, the transformation of SAPS 

has been challenged by ongoing political interference, as political 

elites have often sought to use the police for their own interests 

(Burger & Gould, 2023). This theory will guide the study's 

investigation into how political interference in SAPS leadership 

appointments impacts police autonomy and performance, and how 

such interference contributes to the erosion of public trust in the 

institution. 

Community-Oriented Policing and Social Capital Theory 

Community-Oriented Policing (COP) is a policing model 

that emphasizes collaboration between the police and the 

community in addressing crime and social issues. The concept is 

rooted in Social Capital Theory, which focuses on the value of 

social networks and community cohesion in fostering trust, 

cooperation, and collective action (Putnam, 2000). 

COP has been widely promoted as a strategy to build 

stronger relationships between SAPS and the communities it serves 

(Newham, 2005). However, studies show that SAPS has struggled 

to implement COP effectively due to inconsistent application, lack 

of resources, and insufficient training (Pillay & Khumalo, 2024). 

This study will examine how social capital—particularly trust and 

cooperation between police and communities—can be harnessed to 

improve the effectiveness of SAPS, reduce crime, and enhance 

public safety. 

This study will draw on these theoretical frameworks to 

understand the structural, cultural, and political factors affecting 

SAPS’s ability to serve South African society effectively and 

equitably. By combining these perspectives—legitimacy theory, 

police culture, critical theory, and community policing—this 

research aims to provide a nuanced and comprehensive analysis of 

the challenges facing SAPS and offer practical recommendations 

for its reform. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review provides an overview of recent 

studies related to the South African Police Service (SAPS), 

focusing on the challenges of police reform, community-police 

relations, leadership and professionalism, and issues of police 

legitimacy. The reviewed literature identifies the primary barriers 
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to reform and highlights promising approaches to enhancing the 

effectiveness of SAPS. 

Police Reform in Post-Apartheid South Africa 

Reforming SAPS has been a significant challenge since the 

end of apartheid, as the police inherited an authoritarian structure 

that was poorly suited to democratic policing. Bruce (2023) argues 

that while SAPS has undergone numerous reforms since 1994, 

these efforts have often been hampered by leadership instability, 

political interference, and insufficient resources. According to 

Faull and Rose (2022), the persistence of corrupt practices, low 

morale among officers, and political patronage networks have 

prevented SAPS from achieving a transformation into a 

professional and accountable police force. 

Police Legitimacy and Community Trust 

A growing body of literature has focused on the 

relationship between police legitimacy and public trust. According 

to Tyler (2006), police legitimacy is built upon the perception that 

police actions are fair, just, and consistent with societal values. 

This is particularly relevant in the South African context, where 

public trust in SAPS is low due to historical abuses and ongoing 

corruption scandals. Newham and Majozi (2022) note that SAPS's 

inability to gain community trust has severely hampered its 

effectiveness, especially in high-crime areas. 

The concept of procedural justice, as developed by Tyler 

(2006), has been a central theme in the literature on police 

legitimacy. Studies show that communities that perceive SAPS as 

fair and accountable are more likely to cooperate with police 

efforts to reduce crime and enhance safety (Newham, 2023). 

However, despite numerous efforts to build better relationships 

with the public, SAPS continues to struggle with widespread 

mistrust, especially in disadvantaged communities. 

Police Culture and Leadership Challenges 

Police culture in SAPS continues to be a barrier to reform, 

particularly in terms of leadership and ethical conduct. Dixon 

(2000) highlights how the culture of SAPS remains influenced by 

its apartheid-era origins, with a focus on paramilitary structure, 

hierarchy, and an "us vs them" mentality. This cultural inheritance 

often leads to resistance to reform and undermines efforts to 

improve police professionalism and accountability. 

A significant challenge within SAPS is the lack of ethical 

leadership. According to Pillay and Khumalo (2024), leadership 

within SAPS is frequently characterized by political interference 

and a lack of accountability, which undermines efforts to instill 

professionalism. The lack of strong ethical leadership results in 

widespread corruption, poor public relations, and inefficiency 

within the force. 

Community-Oriented Policing and its Effectiveness 

Community-Oriented Policing (COP) is widely regarded 

as a key strategy for improving police-community relations and 

addressing crime in South Africa. However, studies on COP have 

found mixed results regarding its effectiveness. Newham and 

Majozi (2022) discuss how COP has often been poorly 

implemented due to lack of resources, inconsistent training, and a 

failure to meaningfully engage communities. Pillay (2024) argues 

that while COP holds potential, its success largely depends on the 

active involvement of local communities and the political will to 

support its implementation. 

Further, Social Capital Theory, which emphasizes the 

importance of trust, cooperation, and community networks, 

provides a useful framework for understanding the potential of 

COP in South Africa. Studies show that communities with higher 

levels of social capital are more likely to benefit from effective 

policing and crime prevention strategies (Putnam, 2000). However, 

as Pillay and Khumalo (2024) note, SAPS has struggled to tap into 

these networks due to its centralised structure and lack of 

community engagement. 

Political Influence and SAPS Autonomy 

Political interference has been a persistent issue in the 

reform of SAPS. According to Burger and Gould (2023), political 

influence over leadership appointments has led to a lack of police 

autonomy, which affects the performance of SAPS and its ability 

to maintain public trust. The appointment of politically connected 

individuals to key leadership positions within SAPS has resulted in 

inefficiency, corruption, and a failure to implement necessary 

reforms. 

Moreover, as Faull and Rose (2022) suggest, political 

patronage often leads to the prioritisation of political objectives 

over public safety, undermining the core mission of the police 

force. This political entanglement is seen as a major obstacle to the 

professionalisation of SAPS and its ability to serve the public 

equitably. 

The literature on SAPS reveals a complex array of 

challenges, including leadership instability, poor police-community 

relations, cultural inertia, and political interference. While reforms 

have been implemented over the years, the findings indicate that 

significant barriers remain to the professionalisation and 

effectiveness of SAPS. This study will build on existing research 

by offering a detailed analysis of these barriers and exploring new 

approaches to reform that prioritise professionalism, 

accountability, and community engagement. 

THEMES OF STUDY 

The study is organized around several key themes that are 

central to the reform and transformation of the South African 

Police Service (SAPS). These themes reflect both the current 

challenges faced by SAPS and the opportunities for improving its 

functioning, professionalism, and legitimacy. The literature 

reviewed points to these themes as critical areas where SAPS needs 

to focus for long-term success and transformation. 

Police Legitimacy and Public Trust 

One of the central themes of the study is the issue of police 

legitimacy and its relationship with public trust. Research 

highlights that public trust in SAPS is a fundamental element for 

effective policing, yet the legacy of apartheid policing, 

compounded by ongoing reports of corruption, abuse of power, and 

police misconduct, continues to undermine trust (Newham & 

Majozi, 2022; Faull & Rose, 2022). The theme explores how SAPS 

can rebuild trust through procedural justice, community 

engagement, and transparent accountability mechanisms. 

Recent studies emphasize that legitimacy is not only about 

fair and just policing but also about community perceptions of the 

police force as a trustworthy institution (Tyler, 2006). 

Understanding the dynamics of legitimacy in the South African 

context, particularly post-apartheid, is critical for developing more 

effective policing strategies. 
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Police Culture and Organizational Change 

The theme of police culture is vital for understanding the 

barriers to effective reform within SAPS. Studies show that 

SAPS’s police culture, shaped by its apartheid-era history and the 

continuation of certain authoritarian practices, remains a significant 

hindrance to the professionalisation of the force (Dixon, 2000; 

Newham, 2005). This theme explores how SAPS’s internal 

culture—including attitudes toward hierarchy, authority, and 

community—affects its ability to implement reforms and provide 

effective, community-focused policing. 

Understanding how police officers learn behaviors and 

norms within the organization (as outlined by Social Learning 

Theory) is crucial for transforming SAPS’s culture into one that 

emphasizes professionalism, accountability, and ethical conduct 

(Chan, 1997). 

Leadership and Ethical Policing 

Leadership within SAPS plays a crucial role in the success 

of any reform initiatives. Recent studies have highlighted that 

political interference and a lack of strong ethical leadership are 

among the primary obstacles to reform (Pillay & Khumalo, 2024; 

Burger & Gould, 2023). This theme examines the role of 

leadership in fostering a police culture based on accountability, 

transparency, and ethical conduct. It also considers the challenges 

of removing political influence from leadership appointments, 

which often prioritize political allegiance over competence and 

ethics (Pillay, 2024). 

Leadership that is ethical and competent is essential for the 

long-term transformation of SAPS and for rebuilding public trust. 

This theme also explores the need for training programs that 

emphasize ethical leadership and professional standards. 

Community-Oriented Policing (COP) 

Community-Oriented Policing (COP) is a key strategy 

for building trust between the police and the community, as well as 

for addressing the root causes of crime. However, COP’s 

implementation in SAPS has been inconsistent and often 

ineffective due to a lack of resources, training, and political will 

(Newham & Majozi, 2022; Pillay & Khumalo, 2024). This theme 

investigates the challenges of implementing COP in a diverse and 

divided society like South Africa, as well as the ways in which 

SAPS can overcome these obstacles. 

The theme also explores Social Capital Theory, which 

suggests that communities with strong networks of trust and 

cooperation are more likely to succeed in crime prevention and 

public safety efforts (Putnam, 2000). COP’s success is highly 

contingent on community involvement and engagement, making it 

a vital focus for SAPS reform. 

Technology and Innovation in Policing 

The role of technology in reforming SAPS has been largely 

underexplored in the existing literature, despite its potential to 

transform policing practices. Technological innovations, such as 

body cameras, data analytics, and artificial intelligence (AI), 

can enhance transparency, improve accountability, and help in 

crime prevention (Faull & Rose, 2022). This theme examines how 

technology can support SAPS in improving service delivery, 

strengthening evidence-based policing, and enhancing public trust. 

Technology also has the potential to improve internal 

management, resource allocation, and communication within 

SAPS, enabling the service to operate more efficiently and 

transparently. 

These themes are critical for understanding the broader 

context of SAPS reform and for identifying pathways to building a 

police force that is effective, professional, and trusted by the 

public. By exploring these themes in detail, the study aims to 

provide a comprehensive analysis of the challenges facing SAPS 

and offer actionable recommendations for reform that prioritize 

legitimacy, leadership, community engagement, and technological 

innovation. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

Urgent Need for Reform in SAPS: 

SAPS has faced significant challenges since the end of 

apartheid, including a legacy of authoritarian policing, corruption, 

and mistrust from the public. Despite various reform efforts, the 

force has struggled with issues of leadership instability, political 

interference, and a failure to fully professionalize. Reform remains 

a critical need for the institution to become more effective, 

accountable, and transparent. 

Police Legitimacy and Trust: 

One of the most critical issues facing SAPS is rebuilding 

police legitimacy. Low public trust, fueled by historical abuses and 

ongoing corruption, is a barrier to effective policing. Community-

police relations must be prioritized, with a focus on procedural 

justice to ensure that the public perceives SAPS as fair and just. 

Without trust, the effectiveness of SAPS in combatting crime and 

maintaining order will be limited. 

Cultural and Leadership Challenges: 

The deep-rooted police culture within SAPS, inherited from 

its apartheid-era structure, remains an obstacle to reform. The 

hierarchical and paramilitary nature of SAPS has perpetuated 

resistance to change. Strong ethical leadership is crucial to 

transforming the police culture and fostering a professional, 

accountable service. Political interference in leadership 

appointments has further hampered reform efforts. 

Community-Oriented Policing (COP): 

Community-Oriented Policing (COP), though widely 

recognized as a strategy to improve police-community relations, 

has faced inconsistent implementation in SAPS. The study 

emphasizes the importance of a community-based approach to 

policing, but also underscores the challenges of making COP 

effective in a highly diverse society with social and political 

tensions. 

Technological Innovation in Policing: 

Technology offers significant opportunities for enhancing 

police transparency, accountability, and efficiency. Body cameras, 

data analytics, and AI have the potential to revolutionize SAPS 

operations, ensuring better service delivery and crime prevention. 

Integrating technology into everyday policing practices could also 

improve internal management and communication within SAPS. 

A Holistic Approach to SAPS Reform: 

The study advocates for a holistic approach to SAPS 

reform, addressing not only structural and leadership challenges 

but also focusing on cultural change, police-community relations, 

and technological advancement. Reform cannot occur in isolation 
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and must involve comprehensive changes across all levels of SAPS 

to create a professional, accountable, and trusted police service. 

Recommendations for Future Research and Action: 

The study suggests that future research should focus on evaluating 

the effectiveness of existing reform strategies, exploring the role of 

gender and diversity in police culture, and examining how best 

practices from international policing can be adapted to the South 

African context. Furthermore, strengthening community 

engagement through grassroots initiatives and local-level 

partnerships can play a pivotal role in building a police force that 

reflects the values of the community it serves. 

FURTHER STUDIES 

Based on the findings and key takeaways of this study, the 

following areas are identified as promising directions for further 

research. These areas could significantly contribute to a deeper 

understanding of the challenges and opportunities facing the South 

African Police Service (SAPS) and police reform in the broader 

South African context. 

Longitudinal Studies on Police Reform Outcomes 

There is a need for longitudinal studies to assess the long-

term effects of police reforms implemented in South Africa since 

the end of apartheid. Research could explore whether recent 

changes in SAPS have led to sustained improvements in police 

legitimacy, public trust, and crime prevention, or if challenges such 

as corruption, leadership instability, and community distrust 

persist. A detailed examination of reform strategies over time 

would provide valuable insights into what works and what doesn’t. 

Potential Research Questions: 

 How have recent reforms impacted police-community 

relations over time? 

 Are the changes made to SAPS’s structure and leadership 

yielding measurable improvements in service delivery 

and public perception? 

Exploring the Role of Gender and Diversity in SAPS Reform 

Further studies could investigate the role of gender and 

diversity within SAPS and how these factors influence police 

culture, leadership, and professionalism. Research might explore 

whether increasing gender and racial diversity within SAPS 

leadership leads to more inclusive, transparent, and community-

oriented policing. Studies could also examine the impact of gender-

sensitive training on reducing gender-based violence within SAPS, 

particularly in dealing with vulnerable populations. 

Potential Research Questions: 

 How does gender and racial diversity within SAPS 

leadership influence policing practices and community 

trust? 

 What are the effects of gender-sensitive training 

programs on addressing violence against women and 

children? 

Community-Led Policing Models 

Given the challenges SAPS faces with Community-

Oriented Policing (COP), future research could focus on 

alternative, community-led policing models that might be more 

effective in building trust and improving safety in underserved 

areas. These models could explore how local communities, NGOs, 

and other stakeholders can partner with police to address safety 

concerns, improve crime prevention strategies, and rebuild trust. 

Potential Research Questions: 

 How can community-led policing models be integrated 

with SAPS’s existing strategies? 

 What are the outcomes of partnerships between local 

communities, NGOs, and the police in reducing crime 

and improving public safety? 

The Role of Technology in Policing Reform 

With rapid advancements in policing technologies, 

including artificial intelligence (AI), big data, and predictive 

policing, further studies could examine the role of these 

technologies in transforming SAPS. Research could explore the 

ethical implications of AI and data analytics in policing, 

particularly regarding privacy concerns, racial profiling, and 

transparency. Studies could also focus on how technological tools 

like body cameras and GPS tracking can be integrated into SAPS 

operations to enhance accountability. 

Potential Research Questions: 

 What are the ethical implications of using AI and big 

data in policing, especially in a diverse society like South 

Africa? 

 How can SAPS use technology to improve internal 

accountability and transparency? 

Political Influence and Police Autonomy 

The influence of political interference in SAPS leadership 

and decision-making processes remains a significant obstacle to 

reform. Further studies could focus on how political pressures 

affect the autonomy of SAPS and the quality of its leadership. 

Research could also explore strategies for depoliticizing police 

leadership, ensuring that appointments are based on competence 

and professionalism rather than political connections. 

Potential Research Questions: 

 How does political interference affect police leadership 

in SAPS? 

 What strategies can be implemented to ensure that SAPS 

leadership appointments are made on the basis of merit 

and professional qualifications? 

Public Perception of SAPS and Police Accountability 

Further research could focus on the public perception of 

SAPS, specifically exploring how different communities (urban, 

rural, affluent, and disadvantaged) view the police force. Research 

could investigate how perceptions of police accountability and the 

frequency of police corruption cases shape public trust and 

cooperation with law enforcement. Comparative studies between 

South Africa and other countries with similar challenges could 

offer useful insights. 

Potential Research Questions: 

 How do perceptions of SAPS differ across various 

communities, and what factors contribute to these views? 

 How does police corruption affect public cooperation 

with law enforcement and crime prevention efforts? 
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The Impact of Police Training on Ethical Behavior and 

Professionalism 

Research on police training could examine how training 

programs in SAPS affect officer behavior, particularly regarding 

ethics, use of force, and interaction with vulnerable populations. 

Studies could assess the effectiveness of current training programs 

in promoting professionalism and reducing instances of police 

brutality or abuse of power. Evaluating training methods for 

fostering procedural justice and cultural sensitivity could also be 

a valuable focus for future research. 

Potential Research Questions: 

 How effective are SAPS training programs in promoting 

ethical policing and reducing incidents of misconduct? 

 What role does training on cultural sensitivity play in 

improving police-community relations? 

These areas of further study provide important avenues for 

exploring how SAPS can transform into a more professional, 

accountable, and effective police force. By addressing gaps in 

existing research, these studies can offer actionable insights that 

contribute to meaningful reforms in SAPS, ensuring that it meets 

the needs of South Africa's diverse and dynamic society. 

PRACTICAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings and insights derived from the study 

“Protecting the Rainbow Nation: Building the South African 

Police Service We Deserve”, several practical recommendations 

are proposed to enhance the effectiveness, professionalism, and 

legitimacy of the South African Police Service (SAPS). These 

recommendations focus on strategic, organizational, and cultural 

changes, as well as practical steps to improve SAPS operations and 

its relationship with the communities it serves.In order to address 

the pressing challenges within the South African Police Service 

(SAPS) and achieve the necessary reforms, a holistic, multi-

sectoral approach involving various stakeholders is essential. The 

following practical recommendations outline key roles and actions 

for diverse entities, such as the Department of Safety and 

Liaison, Parliament's Police Portfolio, politicians and political 

parties, churches, community groups, traditional leaders, and 

youth organizations. These stakeholders must collaborate to foster 

a more accountable, effective, and community-oriented police 

service. 

Strengthening Police Legitimacy Through Community 

Engagement 

Recommendation: SAPS must prioritize community-

oriented policing (COP) and rebuild trust through meaningful, 

ongoing dialogue with local communities. This can be achieved by 

establishing Community Safety Forums (CSFs) at the local level, 

where police officers engage directly with community members to 

discuss safety concerns, share information, and collaborate on 

crime prevention strategies. 

Action Steps: 

 Increase the frequency of community-police meetings 

and community outreach programs. 

 Ensure that COP strategies are not only promoted in 

policy but are actively implemented at local precincts. 

 Use local surveys and community feedback to assess 

public perceptions of police legitimacy and effectiveness. 

Expected Outcome: This approach would help build trust, 

increase police accountability, and foster cooperation between 

communities and the police, improving overall crime prevention 

efforts. 

Leadership Reform and Professionalization 

Recommendation: SAPS should implement a 

comprehensive leadership development program focused on 

ethical leadership, transparency, and professionalism. This will 

help create a leadership culture that is committed to SAPS's 

democratic values and effectively manages the force's resources 

and personnel. 

Action Steps: 

 Develop a leadership training curriculum that 

emphasizes ethical decision-making, transparency, 

conflict resolution, and community engagement. 

 Implement performance reviews for SAPS leaders that 

assess their ability to demonstrate ethical leadership, 

their relationships with communities, and their 

commitment to reform goals. 

 Promote merit-based appointments to leadership 

positions rather than politically motivated selections. 

 Expected Outcome: A professional and ethically driven 

leadership will instill confidence in both officers and the 

public, supporting a culture of accountability and 

responsibility within SAPS. 

Reducing Police Corruption Through Transparency and 

Accountability 

Recommendation: SAPS must take significant steps to 

combat internal corruption by creating robust systems of internal 

oversight and increasing transparency. Independent bodies should 

be empowered to investigate allegations of corruption or 

misconduct within SAPS. 

Action Steps: 

 Establish an independent police oversight commission 

with the authority to investigate complaints against 

SAPS officers. 

 Introduce mandatory body cameras for officers during 

interactions with the public to ensure transparency and 

accountability in policing. 

 Improve whistleblowing mechanisms to allow officers 

and community members to report misconduct without 

fear of retaliation. 

 Expected Outcome: Increased transparency and 

accountability would deter corrupt behavior, foster trust 

with the public, and ensure that SAPS officers act in line 

with ethical standards. 

Enhancing Training and Professional Development 

Recommendation: SAPS should overhaul its training 

programs to focus on human rights, cultural sensitivity, and 

conflict resolution. Training should be continuous, with regular 

updates to incorporate new technologies and contemporary 

policing methods. 
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Action Steps: 

 Revise the training curriculum to include modules on de-

escalation techniques, cultural competency, gender 

sensitivity, and ethical decision-making. 

 Implement scenario-based training that simulates real-

life situations, particularly in communities experiencing 

high levels of tension, to prepare officers for varied 

situations. 

 Ensure that all levels of personnel—from recruits to 

senior officers—undergo refresher training regularly. 

 Expected Outcome: Better-trained officers will be better 

equipped to handle the complex dynamics of modern 

policing, enhancing professionalism, reducing instances 

of abuse, and improving interactions with diverse 

communities. 

Leveraging Technology for Improved Policing 

Recommendation: SAPS should invest in modern 

policing technologies, such as AI, data analytics, predictive 

policing tools, and digital crime tracking systems to enhance 

operational efficiency, improve decision-making, and provide 

better service delivery. 

Action Steps: 

 Introduce real-time crime data systems to help officers 

predict and respond to emerging crime trends quickly. 

 Implement body-worn cameras and dashboard 

cameras for patrol vehicles to ensure that police actions 

are properly documented. 

 Use social media and mobile apps to enhance 

community engagement, providing a direct 

communication channel for the public to report crime 

and interact with SAPS. 

 Expected Outcome: Technological tools will enable 

SAPS to respond more effectively to crime, improve 

public accountability, and enhance overall policing 

strategies. 

Fostering a Culture of Accountability and Ethics 

Recommendation: SAPS must commit to building a 

culture of accountability and ethics within the organization. 

Officers should be held accountable for their actions, and there 

should be strict consequences for breaches of conduct. 

Action Steps: 

 Develop a code of ethics that all SAPS officers are 

required to follow, with clear guidelines on behavior and 

misconduct. 

 Introduce transparent disciplinary procedures that are 

publicly accessible, ensuring accountability for all levels 

of the organization. 

 Establish a national database of officer disciplinary 

records to track and publicize patterns of misconduct or 

corruption. 

 Expected Outcome: A clear and consistent commitment 

to ethical behavior will help reduce misconduct, increase 

trust from the public, and ensure that officers are held 

responsible for their actions. 

Strengthening Community Partnerships for Crime Prevention 

Recommendation: SAPS should work more closely with 

local communities, NGOs, and other stakeholders in crime 

prevention efforts. The emphasis should be on proactive 

community-based crime prevention programs, which empower 

local communities to take ownership of their safety. 

Action Steps: 

 Develop and implement local crime prevention 

programs in partnership with community groups, 

schools, and local businesses. 

 Collaborate with social services, mental health 

professionals, and youth organizations to address the 

root causes of crime. 

 Establish community liaison officers who serve as 

dedicated points of contact between SAPS and the 

community. 

Expected Outcome: Strengthening community 

partnerships will improve cooperation between SAPS and local 

communities, resulting in more effective crime prevention and a 

safer environment. These practical recommendations aim to 

address the structural, cultural, and operational challenges within 

SAPS. By focusing on community engagement, leadership 

reform, accountability, technology integration, and training, 

SAPS can work towards becoming a more effective, ethical, and 

community-focused police service. Implementing these 

recommendations will not only improve public safety but also 

foster stronger relationships between the police and the 

communities they serve. 

Department of Safety and Liaison 

Recommendation: Strengthen the Department of Safety 

and Liaison’s role in overseeing SAPS reform and enhancing 

police-community relations. 

Action Steps: 

 The Department of Safety and Liaison should be 

empowered with additional resources to monitor the 

implementation of police reform policies, ensuring that 

SAPS adheres to agreed-upon standards of 

professionalism and accountability. 

 Establish a national oversight framework that includes 

the department in regular evaluations of SAP's 

performance, focusing on both service delivery and 

public perception. 

PRACTICAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESEARCHERS 

AND POLICYMAKERS 

In order to effectively reform the South African Police 

Service (SAPS) and build a police force that is more accountable, 

transparent, and aligned with democratic values, researchers and 

policymakers must work closely together. Their collaboration can 

drive evidence-based reforms and ensure that policy decisions are 

informed by rigorous, up-to-date research. Below are key practical 

recommendations for both groups to achieve meaningful change: 



IRASS Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Vol-2, Iss-6 (June-2025): 47-59 
 

Vol-2, Iss-6 (June-2025) 

57 

Policymakers and the Department of Safety and Liaison 

Recommendation: Strengthen the role of policymakers 

and the Department of Safety and Liaison in guiding and 

overseeing SAPS reform. 

Action Steps: 

 Policymakers should prioritize evidence-based 

lawmaking by commissioning regular research into the 

impact of police reforms on crime rates, public trust, and 

police-community relations. 

 The Department of Safety and Liaison should collaborate 

with researchers to evaluate current policing strategies 

and make policy recommendations grounded in empirical 

data. 

 Policymakers should push for the implementation of 

comprehensive oversight mechanisms that include 

independent bodies to hold SAPS accountable, reducing 

political interference in police leadership appointments. 

 Expected Outcome: These actions will ensure that 

policing reforms are informed by data and research, 

creating an adaptive system that continuously improves 

based on findings from evidence-driven studies. 

Parliament’s Police Portfolio Committee 

Recommendation: Strengthen the Parliament's Police 

Portfolio Committee to ensure rigorous oversight of SAPS’s 

performance and accountability in the reform process. 

Action Steps: 

 The committee should hold regular public hearings with 

input from researchers, civil society organizations, and 

community members to evaluate SAPS’s performance 

and progress toward reform goals. 

 Work closely with policymakers and researchers to draft 

new legislation that enhances the transparency and 

accountability of SAPS leadership and operations. 

 Develop clear mechanisms for public involvement in 

decision-making processes regarding policing policies, 

ensuring that communities are actively engaged in the 

reform discussions. 

 Expected Outcome: These steps will help ensure that 

SAPS reform is both effective and sustainable, with 

ongoing checks and balances on police power. 

Politicians and Political Parties 

Recommendation: Engage politicians and political 

parties in supporting SAPS reform and promoting police 

legitimacy. 

Action Steps: 

 Political leaders should publicly commit to non-political 

interference in the operations of SAPS, ensuring that 

appointments and actions within the police force are 

based on professional qualifications, not political 

affiliation. 

 Political parties should include policing reform as a core 

issue in their manifestos, offering clear, achievable 

commitments to improve police professionalism, 

accountability, and trust. 

 Politicians should advocate for adequate funding for 

police training programs, technological integration, and 

community-police partnership initiatives to improve 

SAPS effectiveness. 

 Expected Outcome: These efforts will help depoliticize 

SAPS, ensuring that its operations are focused on public 

service rather than political gain, which will ultimately 

improve public trust and safety. 

Church Fraternity 

Recommendation: Leverage the influence of the church 

fraternity in promoting ethical policing and fostering peace 

between communities and SAPS. 

Action Steps: 

 The church should lead initiatives focused on peace-

building and community reconciliation, facilitating 

dialogue between SAPS and communities to address 

concerns related to police brutality and misconduct. 

 Churches can play a key role in promoting moral 

leadership, supporting police officers who demonstrate 

ethical behavior, and providing spiritual and 

psychological support for officers experiencing stress or 

trauma from their work. 

 Religious leaders should engage in advocacy for reforms, 

using their platforms to call for greater accountability 

within SAPS and the creation of police forces that serve 

all South Africans fairly and equitably. 

 Expected Outcome: Church-based initiatives can play a 

crucial role in bridging divides, fostering trust between 

communities and SAPS, and supporting police officers in 

their challenging roles. 

Community at Large 

Recommendation: Encourage active community 

engagement in the policing process to enhance cooperation and 

trust between SAPS and the public. 

Action Steps: 

 Community leaders should collaborate with SAPS to 

establish local safety forums where residents can voice 

concerns, provide feedback, and work alongside officers 

to identify and address safety issues in their 

neighborhoods. 

 Communities should engage in crime prevention 

initiatives, supporting SAPS in tackling localized crime 

and fostering a sense of collective responsibility for 

safety. 

 Local organizations, especially those working with 

vulnerable populations, should work with SAPS to 

promote victim support and community empowerment. 

 Expected Outcome: Increased community participation 

will help strengthen the relationship between SAPS and 

the public, fostering mutual respect and collaboration in 

crime prevention. 
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Traditional Leaders 

Recommendation: Involve traditional leaders in 

facilitating police-community relations and supporting policing 

reforms within rural and traditional communities. 

Action Steps: 

 Traditional leaders should act as mediators between 

SAPS and rural communities, helping to build trust and 

ensuring that police actions align with cultural practices 

and community values. 

 Encourage traditional leaders to participate in policing 

oversight by establishing community advisory councils 

that work with SAPS to monitor police conduct and 

policies. 

 Support traditional leadership in helping police officers 

understand the specific needs of rural populations, 

particularly in relation to crime prevention, cultural 

respect, and community safety. 

 Expected Outcome: Involving traditional leaders will 

promote the integration of culturally sensitive practices 

in SAPS operations, particularly in rural areas, 

improving both community relations and safety. 

Youth Organizations 

Recommendation: Empower youth organizations to play 

an active role in promoting ethical policing and addressing issues 

like gang violence and substance abuse. 

Action Steps: 

 Youth groups should collaborate with SAPS to provide 

peer education programs focused on building trust, 

reducing youth involvement in crime, and improving 

community safety. 

 Organize youth-police dialogues to allow young people 

to voice their concerns about policing and to develop 

strategies for improving police interactions with young 

citizens. 

 Support initiatives that involve youth in community 

policing efforts, giving them a voice in local safety 

decisions and fostering a sense of responsibility for their 

neighborhoods. 

 Expected Outcome: Engaging youth in policing efforts 

will contribute to reducing crime and promoting safer 

communities, while also fostering a new generation of 

citizens who respect and cooperate with law 

enforcement. 

The practical recommendations outlined above underscore 

the importance of a multi-stakeholder approach to SAPS reform. 

Policymakers, political leaders, community groups, traditional 

leaders, religious organizations, and youth must collaborate to 

build a police service that is professional, accountable, and 

community-oriented. By taking decisive action across these 

sectors, South Africa can transform SAPS into a force that is 

trusted, effective, and capable of meeting the complex safety needs 

of the nation. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

The reform of the South African Police Service (SAPS) is 

not just a matter of administrative adjustment, but a critical process 

that shapes the future of policing in the country. As we have 

explored, SAPS’s historical legacy, alongside current challenges 

like corruption, leadership deficiencies, and strained community 

relations, has hindered its ability to fully serve and protect the 

diverse South African population. However, the road to meaningful 

reform is not only possible, but essential for a democratic and 

inclusive society. 

The recommendations proposed in this study highlight the 

need for a holistic and collaborative approach involving key 

stakeholders: policymakers, political parties, church leaders, 

community groups, traditional leaders, and youth 

organizations. These groups must come together to build a SAPS 

that embodies professionalism, accountability, and ethical 

conduct—values that are fundamental to restoring public trust and 

ensuring police legitimacy. 

Ultimately, this transformation will require more than just 

policy changes. It requires cultural and leadership reforms 

within SAPS, a commitment to community engagement, and an 

investment in training and technological innovation. 

Transparency and accountability mechanisms must be firmly 

embedded at all levels of the force, ensuring that officers are held 

to the highest standards of behavior, free from corruption or 

political interference. 

This study provides a roadmap for what a reformed SAPS 

could look like—one that is democratic, community-oriented, 

and trusted by the citizens it serves. The success of these reforms 

will depend on collaborative action from all sectors of South 

African society, from government institutions to local 

communities. When this collaboration is realized, SAPS will no 

longer be a source of division and distrust, but a beacon of safety, 

security, and justice for all. 

In conclusion, building the South African Police Service 

we deserve is not just an aspiration, but a shared responsibility. 

Through the continued commitment to reform and the active 

participation of every stakeholder, SAPS can evolve into a police 

service that is truly of, by, and for the people of South Africa. The 

future of policing in South Africa hinges on our collective ability 

to work together and forge a path toward a safer, more equitable 

society. 
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