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Motsamai Modise levels of violent crime, weakening trust in law enforcement, and declining confidence in the
state’s ability to protect its citizens. Despite constitutional commitments to safety and security,
communities continue to report rising fear, increased reliance on private security, and growing
perceptions of state incapacity. This article examines the crisis of public safety in South Africa
and explores the structural, institutional, and socio-economic factors contributing to declining
public trust in the state. It further analyses the implications of weakened police legitimacy for
democratic governance and social stability. The purpose of this study is to critically examine
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declining public confidence in policing institutions. The growing gap between state security
promises and lived community experiences has resulted in a trust deficit, reduced cooperation
with law enforcement, and increased reliance on private and informal security systems. This
raises a critical question: to what extent is the South African state still capable of effectively
protecting its citizens and maintaining public trust in its security institution. This study adopts a
qualitative research approach based on a systematic literature review and document analysis.
Secondary data was collected from official government reports, including SAPS crime
statistics, Statistics South Africa publications, policy documents, and reports from institutions
such as the Institute for Security Studies (ISS) and the Human Sciences Research Council
(HSRC). The study also draws on relevant theoretical perspectives from classical social contract
theorists such as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau to interpret state
legitimacy and public trust in security governance. The study finds that public safety in South
Africa is undermined by multiple interrelated factors, including institutional inefficiencies
within the criminal justice system, high levels of violent and organised crime, corruption, socio-
economic inequality, and insufficient policing capacity. Furthermore, declining public trust in
the South African Police Service is strongly linked to perceptions of poor service delivery, slow
response times, and weak accountability mechanisms. The findings also indicate a growing
trend of privatized security and community self-protection initiatives, reflecting reduced
confidence in state institutions. Collectively, these factors contribute to a weakening of state
legitimacy and increased insecurity perceptions among citizens. The crisis of public safety in
South Africa reflects not only rising crime levels but also deeper institutional and governance
challenges that undermine state legitimacy. Rebuilding trust in the state requires comprehensive
reforms in policing effectiveness, accountability, community engagement, and socio-economic
development. Without restoring confidence in law enforcement and strengthening the criminal
justice system, efforts to achieve sustainable public safety will remain limited.
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Introduction

by the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) indicates that
public confidence in the South African Police Service (SAPS) has
declined significantly over recent years, reflecting growing
dissatisfaction with policing effectiveness and accountability
(HSRC, 2025). Similarly, the Institute for Security Studies (ISS)
argues that organised crime, intelligence failures, and weak

South Africa continues to experience one of the most challenging
crime environments globally, with violent crime, organised
criminality, corruption, and institutional weaknesses contributing
to growing public fear and insecurity. Across communities, citizens
increasingly question whether the state possesses the capacity,
legitimacy, and political will to protect them effectively. Research
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criminal justice coordination have intensified insecurity across
many South African communities (ISS, 2024). The image
presented reflects a powerful social sentiment: that ordinary South
Africans feel abandoned amid rising crime, ineffective policing,
slow justice processes, and declining accountability.

Recent crime statistics indicate persistent levels of murder,
robbery, kidnapping, and violent assault despite government
interventions and policing operations. According to the South
African Police Service Annual Crime Statistics (2024), South
Africa recorded over 27,000 murders during the 2023/2024
reporting period, translating to approximately 76 murders per day
(SAPS, 2024). Statistics South Africa further reports that fear of
crime remains one of the leading concerns affecting community
wellbeing, social trust, and quality of life in the country (Stats SA,
2024). In addition, the SAPS Confidence and Trust Index declined
significantly from 44.14% to 38.36%, reflecting growing distrust in
policing institutions (SAPS Annual Report, 2025).

The growing trust deficit between citizens and law
enforcement has serious implications for democratic governance,
social cohesion, economic stability, and national development.
Burger (2023) from the ISS argues that declining police legitimacy
reduces public cooperation with law enforcement and weakens
crime prevention efforts. Internationally, Tyler (2006) emphasises
that public trust and perceptions of fairness are central to police
legitimacy and citizen compliance with the law. Similarly, Loader
and Walker (2007) argue that public safety forms the foundation of
state legitimacy and democratic stability. As communities
increasingly turn toward private security, neighbourhood patrols,
and social media activism, questions arise regarding the future role
of the state in ensuring safety and justice.

Back of the Study

South Africa’s democratic transition in 1994 aimed to establish
accountable, community-oriented, and human-rights-based
policing grounded in constitutional democracy and human rights
principles. The South African Police Service (SAPS) replaced
apartheid-era policing structures with the intention of building
legitimacy, improving accountability, and restoring public
confidence in law enforcement (Newham, 2005). The Constitution
of the Republic of South Africa, particularly Section 205(3),
mandates SAPS to prevent, combat, and investigate crime while
protecting and securing the inhabitants of the Republic. However,
decades later, structural inequalities, corruption, organised crime,
political instability, unemployment, and institutional decline
continue to undermine public safety and weaken public trust in
policing institutions (Burger, 2011).

Crime remains concentrated in provinces such as Gauteng,
Western Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal, where urbanisation, poverty,
gang violence, and economic disparities intensify criminal
activities. According to the South African Police Service Crime
Statistics (2024), these provinces consistently record high levels of
murder, armed robbery, carjacking, and gang-related violence.
Statistics South Africa further indicates that socio-economic
inequality and unemployment remain significant contributors to
criminality and social instability (Stats SA, 2024). In addition, the
Institute for Security Studies (ISS) reports that border insecurity,
illegal firearms, drug trafficking, organised criminal networks, and
corruption within the criminal justice system continue to worsen
insecurity across many communities (ISS, 2024). The proliferation
of illegal firearms and the growth of transnational organised crime
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have further strained policing capacity and weakened crime
prevention efforts.

Internationally, countries experiencing weak institutional
legitimacy often face declining public cooperation with law
enforcement, increased vigilantism, and reduced confidence in
democratic governance. Tyler (2006) argues that police legitimacy
is central to public compliance with the law because citizens are
more likely to cooperate with institutions perceived as fair,
effective, and accountable. Similarly, Loader and Walker (2007)
emphasise that public safety is fundamental to state legitimacy and
democratic stability. In contexts where governments fail to provide
adequate security, citizens increasingly seek alternative forms of
protection, including private security, neighbourhood patrols, and
community self-policing initiatives. These trends are increasingly
evident within the South African context, reflecting growing
concerns regarding the state’s ability to guarantee safety and
justice for all citizens.

Aim of the Study

The aim of this study is to critically examine the growing loss of
public confidence in the South African state’s ability to protect
citizens against crime and insecurity, with particular focus on the
effectiveness of the South African Police Service (SAPS),
governance challenges, institutional legitimacy, and criminal
justice processes. The study further seeks to explore the underlying
factors contributing to declining public trust, including violent
crime, corruption, organised criminality, weak investigations, and
poor service delivery within state security institutions (Burger,
2011; ISS, 2024).

In addition, the study aims to investigate how increasing levels of
fear, insecurity, and dissatisfaction with policing influence
community responses such as reliance on private security,
neighbourhood patrols, and social media activism. The research
also intends to identify practical and sustainable strategies for
rebuilding public trust, strengthening accountability, improving
policing effectiveness, and promoting safer communities within the
democratic framework of South Africa (Tyler, 2006; Loader &
Walker, 2007).

The study ultimately seeks to contribute toward policy
development, democratic governance, crime prevention, and the
restoration of legitimacy within South Africa’s criminal justice
system.

Research Objectives and Questions Interlinked
Objective 1

To examine factors contributing to declining public trust in the
South African Police Service (SAPS) and state security
institutions.

Interlinked Research Question

e What factors contribute to declining public trust in SAPS
and other state security institutions in South Africa?

Link to Literature

This objective is linked to studies by Burger (2011), the Human
Sciences Research Council (HSRC), and the Institute for Security
Studies (ISS), which highlight corruption, poor service delivery,
police inefficiency, and weak accountability as key contributors to
declining public confidence in law enforcement institutions.
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Objective 2

To investigate the relationship between crime, governance failures,
and public perceptions of insecurity.

Interlinked Research Question

e How do crime levels and governance failures influence
public perceptions of insecurity in South Africa?

Link to Literature

This objective is linked to Statistics South Africa (Stats SA)
findings on fear of crime and governance concerns, as well as
international studies by Loader and Walker (2007), which argue
that weak governance and ineffective state institutions undermine
democratic legitimacy and public safety.

Objective 3
To analyse the impact of institutional weaknesses on public safety.
Interlinked Research Question

e How do institutional weaknesses such as corruption,
intelligence failures, and poor coordination affect public
safety and crime prevention efforts?

Link to Literature

This objective relates to research by the Institute for Security
Studies (ISS) and SAPS reports identifying intelligence failures,
slow investigations, limited resources, and weak coordination
among criminal justice institutions as major challenges affecting
policing effectiveness.

Integrated Summary Table

Objective 4
To explore community responses to declining state protection.
Interlinked Research Question

e How are communities responding to declining
confidence in the state’s ability to provide safety and
security?

Link to Literature

This objective is linked to literature on community policing,
private security growth, neighbourhood watches, and vigilantism in
South Africa. Studies by Newham (2005) and Loader and Walker
(2007) demonstrate how communities often develop alternative
safety mechanisms when state protection is perceived as
inadequate.

Objective 5

To propose practical recommendations for improving policing
effectiveness and restoring legitimacy.

Interlinked Research Question

e What practical strategies can be implemented to improve
policing effectiveness, rebuild public trust, and restore
institutional legitimacy in South Africa?

Link to Literature

This objective is connected to Tyler’s (2006) theory of police
legitimacy, which emphasises fairness, accountability, and
procedural justice as essential for rebuilding trust between citizens
and law enforcement agencies.

Objectives of the Study

Interlinked Research Questions

To examine factors contributing to declining public trust in SAPS and What factors contribute to declining public trust in SAPS and state

state security institutions

security institutions in South Africa?

To investigate the relationship between crime, governance failures, and How do crime levels and governance failures influence public

public perceptions of insecurity

To analyse the impact of institutional weaknesses on public safety

To explore community responses to declining state protection

To propose practical recommendations for

effectiveness and restoring legitimacy

perceptions of insecurity in South Africa?

How do institutional weaknesses affect public safety and crime

prevention efforts?

How are communities responding to declining state protection and

insecurity?

improving policing What practical strategies can improve policing effectiveness and

restore public trust and legitimacy?

Problem Statement

South Africa faces a deepening crisis of public safety characterised
by rising violent crime, organised criminality, declining trust in
policing institutions, weak criminal justice outcomes, and growing
perceptions of state failure. Despite substantial government
expenditure on policing, intelligence operations, and crime
prevention strategies, many communities continue to experience
persistent insecurity, delayed investigations, poor detective work,
low conviction rates, corruption, and inadequate police
responsiveness (SAPS, 2024). Violent crimes such as murder,
armed robbery, gender-based violence, kidnapping, and gang-
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related activities continue to threaten social stability and public
confidence in state institutions.

According to the South African Police Service (SAPS) Crime
Statistics for 2023/2024, South Africa recorded more than 27,000
murders during the reporting period, while incidents of armed
robbery, assault, and organised criminal activity remained critically
high. Statistics South Africa (Stats SA, 2024) further indicates that
fear of crime continues to affect the psychological wellbeing,
social cohesion, and quality of life of many South Africans,
particularly in  urban and economically disadvantaged
communities. Provinces such as Gauteng, Western Cape, and
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KwaZulu-Natal remain among the most affected by violent crime,
gang violence, and organised criminal networks.

The SAPS Annual Report (2024/2025) acknowledged declining
public confidence in policing institutions and identified
institutional underperformance in key operational areas, including
intelligence gathering, detective services, and crime investigations.
The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) similarly found
that trust in SAPS has declined significantly over recent years due
to corruption allegations, poor service delivery, and perceptions of
inefficiency within the criminal justice system (HSRC, 2025).
Furthermore, the Institute for Security Studies (ISS) argues that
intelligence failures, weak accountability mechanisms, political
interference, and corruption have weakened the effectiveness and
legitimacy of policing institutions in South Africa (ISS, 2024).

International literature supports the argument that declining
institutional legitimacy negatively affects public cooperation with
law enforcement and undermines democratic governance. Tyler
(2006) emphasises that public trust and procedural justice are
essential for police legitimacy and citizen compliance with the law.
Similarly, Loader and Walker (2007) argue that effective public
safety institutions are fundamental to democratic stability and state
legitimacy. In situations where citizens perceive the state as unable
to provide adequate protection, communities increasingly rely on
private security companies, neighbourhood patrols, social media
activism, and other forms of self-protection.

The growing distrust between citizens and law enforcement
institutions has serious implications for crime prevention,
community  policing, governance, and  socio-economic
development. Reduced public cooperation with police weakens
intelligence gathering, decreases crime reporting, and limits the
effectiveness of criminal investigations. Consequently, the
continued erosion of public confidence in the South African state’s
ability to ensure safety and justice presents a major challenge to
democratic governance and national security.

Central Problem

The central problem of this study is the erosion of public trust in
the South African state’s ability to effectively prevent crime,
enforce justice, and ensure the safety and security of its citizens.

Significance of the Study
This study is significant because:

e It contributes to debates on policing legitimacy and
democratic governance.

e It highlights the relationship between public trust and
effective crime prevention.

e It may assist policymakers in developing evidence-based
policing reforms.

e It contributes to improving community-police relations.

e It provides recommendations for strengthening
accountability and institutional effectiveness.

The study also contributes to criminology, policing studies,
governance studies, and public administration scholarship within
the South African context.

Gap in the Study

Although numerous studies examine crime trends and policing
challenges in South Africa, limited research comprehensively
explores the intersection between:

e  declining public trust,
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e institutional legitimacy,

e governance failures,

e community self-protection,

e and perceptions of state incapacity.

Most studies focus on operational policing rather than broader
issues of democratic legitimacy, public confidence, and citizen
perceptions of safety.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework provides the conceptual foundation for
understanding the relationship between public trust, policing
effectiveness, institutional legitimacy, and crime prevention in
South Africa. This study is guided by four interrelated theories,
namely Social Contract Theory, Legitimacy Theory, Routine
Activity Theory, and Broken Windows Theory. These theories
collectively explain how institutional failures, ineffective policing,
and declining public trust contribute to insecurity and perceptions
of state failure within the South African context.

Social Contract Theory

Social Contract Theory is based on the idea that citizens
voluntarily surrender certain freedoms and powers to the state in
exchange for protection, security, justice, and social order.
Classical theorists such as Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau argued that the legitimacy of government
depends on its ability to protect citizens and uphold societal
stability. When the state fails to provide security and justice, public
trust and institutional legitimacy begin to deteriorate (Hobbes,
1651; Rousseau, 1762).

In democratic societies, policing institutions serve as an important
mechanism through which the state fulfils its social contract
obligations. Citizens expect law enforcement agencies to protect
lives, prevent crime, and enforce justice fairly and effectively.

Social Contract Theory is highly relevant to this study because the
research focuses on declining public confidence in the South
African state’s ability to protect citizens against crime and
insecurity. Rising violent crime, corruption, poor investigations,
and weak service delivery have led many South Africans to believe
that the state is failing to fulfil its constitutional responsibility to
ensure safety and justice.

The increasing reliance on private security, neighbourhood patrols,
and self-protection mechanisms reflects a weakening social
contract between citizens and the state. According to Burger
(2011), declining public trust in SAPS demonstrates growing
dissatisfaction with the state’s ability to maintain law and order.
Similarly, the Institute for Security Studies (1SS, 2024) argues that
governance failures and weak policing capacity undermine state
legitimacy and democratic stability.

Tyler (2006) further emphasises that when citizens perceive
institutions as ineffective or unfair, they are less likely to cooperate
with law enforcement, thereby weakening crime prevention efforts.

Legitimacy Theory

Legitimacy Theory explains that institutions gain public support
and cooperation when they are perceived as lawful, fair,
accountable, transparent, and effective. Police legitimacy refers to
the belief that law enforcement authorities exercise their powers
appropriately and in accordance with democratic values and
procedural justice principles (Tyler, 2006). The theory argues that
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public compliance with the law is influenced more by trust,
fairness, and legitimacy than by fear of punishment alone.

This theory fits the study because the research investigates
declining trust in SAPS and perceptions of institutional failure
within South Africa. Public dissatisfaction with corruption, delayed
investigations, police brutality allegations, and poor service
delivery has weakened perceptions of legitimacy within policing
institutions.

The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC, 2025) found that
public trust in SAPS has declined significantly over recent years
due to concerns regarding inefficiency and corruption. Similarly,
Statistics South Africa (Stats SA, 2024) reports that many crime
victims no longer report crimes because they believe police will
not respond effectively.

Legitimacy Theory helps explain why declining trust negatively
affects citizen cooperation with police, intelligence gathering, and
crime reporting. Loader and Walker (2007) argue that effective and
legitimate policing institutions are central to democratic
governance and social stability.

Routine Activity Theory

Routine Activity Theory was developed by Cohen and Felson
(1979) and argues that crime occurs when three elements converge:

¢ A motivated offender,
e Asuitable target,
The absence of capable guardianship

The theory emphasises that crime opportunities increase when
social control mechanisms and protective institutions are weak or
ineffective. Routine Activity Theory is applicable to this study
because weak policing, intelligence failures, corruption, and
inadequate crime prevention strategies reduce capable guardianship
within  South African communities. Criminals exploit weak
institutional controls, poor border management, limited police
visibility, and ineffective investigations to commit crimes.

The Institute for Security Studies (ISS, 2024) reports that organised
crime networks, illegal firearms, and drug trafficking continue to
expand due to institutional weaknesses and ineffective law
enforcement responses. SAPS Crime Statistics (2024) further
indicate persistently high levels of murder, robbery, and violent
crime across provinces such as Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal, and the
Western Cape.

The theory helps explain how institutional decline and weak
policing environments create opportunities for criminal activities
and increase public perceptions of insecurity.

Broken Windows Theory

Broken Windows Theory was developed by Wilson and Kelling
(1982) and argues that visible signs of disorder, neglect,
lawlessness, and weak law enforcement encourage further
criminality and social instability. Minor offences, if ignored, create
perceptions that authorities are unable or unwilling to maintain
order, thereby encouraging more serious crimes. The theory
emphasises the importance of visible policing, order maintenance,
and community engagement in preventing crime escalation.

Broken Windows Theory fits this study because many South
African communities experience visible signs of social disorder,
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including gang activity, vandalism, illegal drug markets, illegal
firearms, public violence, and inadequate policing presence. Weak
law enforcement responses and poor accountability mechanisms
contribute to public perceptions that criminality is tolerated or
uncontrollable.

Burger (2011) argues that declining police effectiveness and visible
disorder weaken public confidence in state authority and law
enforcement institutions. Similarly, the 1SS (2024) highlights how
poor service delivery, corruption, and weak community policing
contribute to growing insecurity and distrust in government
institutions.

The theory helps explain how weak policing and institutional
failures contribute to both rising criminality and declining public
trust in the state’s ability to maintain order and safety.

Discussion of the Theories

Collectively, these theories provide a comprehensive framework
for understanding the crisis of public trust and public safety in
South Africa. Social Contract Theory explains the relationship
between citizens and the state regarding protection and security
obligations. Legitimacy Theory explains how perceptions of
fairness, accountability, and effectiveness influence public trust
and cooperation with police. Routine Activity Theory demonstrates
how weak guardianship and institutional failures create
opportunities for crime, while Broken Windows Theory explains
how visible disorder and ineffective policing contribute to fear,
insecurity, and further criminality.

Together, the theories support the argument that South Africa’s
public safety crisis is not merely a policing problem but also a
broader governance and legitimacy crisis. The erosion of public
confidence reflects deeper structural and institutional weaknesses
that undermine democratic stability, effective crime prevention,
and social cohesion.

Literature Review
Crime and Public Trust

Crime and public trust remain closely interconnected within the
South African policing environment. Research conducted by the
Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) found that public trust
in the South African Police Service (SAPS) has declined
significantly over the last two decades, reaching some of the lowest
levels recorded since South Africa’s democratic transition in 1994
(HSRC, 2025). The decline in trust is largely associated with
persistent violent crime, corruption allegations, slow police
response times, and poor investigation outcomes. Statistics South
Africa (Stats SA, 2024) further indicates that fear of crime
continues to negatively affect community wellbeing, social
cohesion, and public confidence in state institutions.

Burger (2011) argues that policing legitimacy in South Africa has
weakened due to poor accountability, inadequate service delivery,
and perceptions that SAPS is unable to effectively combat
organised and violent crime. Similarly, Newham (2005) maintains
that democratic policing reforms introduced after apartheid have
struggled to achieve their intended objectives because of
institutional weaknesses, political interference, and leadership
instability within policing structures.

Internationally, Tyler (2006) argues that trust in police legitimacy
directly affects public willingness to cooperate with law
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enforcement agencies. Citizens are more likely to obey the law and
cooperate with police when institutions are perceived as fair,
accountable, and effective. Bradford et al. (2014) similarly found
that perceptions of fairness and procedural justice influence
policing legitimacy more strongly than aggressive law enforcement
practices alone. These findings are particularly relevant in South
Africa, where public dissatisfaction with policing effectiveness
continues to undermine cooperation between communities and law
enforcement agencies.

Organised Crime and Institutional Weakness

Organised crime and institutional weakness remain major
contributors to insecurity within South Africa. The Institute for
Security Studies (ISS, 2024) reported that SAPS detection and
conviction rates declined significantly between 2012 and 2023,
while organised crime, gang violence, illegal firearms, kidnapping,
and drug trafficking continued to increase. SAPS Crime Statistics
(2024) further reveal persistently high levels of murder, armed
robbery, and violent crime across provinces such as Gauteng,
Western Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal.

According to Burger (2011), institutional decline within SAPS has
weakened intelligence gathering, detective capacity, forensic
investigations, and prosecution effectiveness. Weak coordination
between criminal justice institutions has also reduced the
effectiveness of crime prevention strategies. The ISS further argues
that corruption, inadequate training, political interference, and poor
leadership continue to undermine policing performance and public
confidence in law enforcement institutions (ISS, 2024).

Stats SA (2024) emphasises that socio-economic inequality,
unemployment, poverty, and rapid urbanisation contribute
significantly to organised criminal activities and violence within
communities. These conditions create environments where
criminal syndicates exploit weak governance structures and
institutional failures.

Internationally, Tyler (2006) explains that weak institutional
legitimacy reduces citizen cooperation with law enforcement and
weakens crime prevention efforts. This perspective is relevant to
South Africa, where declining public trust affects intelligence
sharing, crime reporting, and community participation in policing
initiatives.

Corruption and Accountability

Corruption within policing and criminal justice institutions remains
a serious challenge affecting public trust and policing legitimacy in
South Africa. The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC,
2025) found that many citizens associate SAPS with inefficiency,
corruption, political interference, and weak accountability
mechanisms. Public dissatisfaction is often linked to allegations of
bribery, case docket manipulation, delayed investigations, and lack
of consequence management for police misconduct.

Burger (2011) argues that corruption weakens institutional
legitimacy because citizens lose confidence in the fairness and
integrity of law enforcement institutions. Similarly, Newham
(2005) contends that accountability failures within SAPS
undermine democratic policing principles and weaken public
cooperation with police.

Community discussions across public forums and media platforms
frequently reflect frustration regarding delayed police responses,
weak investigations, corruption, and inadequate victim support
services. According to Statistics South Africa (2024), many victims
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no longer report crimes because they believe police will not
respond effectively or deliver justice.

International literature supports the view that accountability and
procedural fairness are essential for institutional legitimacy. Tyler
(2006) argues that when citizens perceive policing institutions as
corrupt or unfair, trust and compliance with the law decline
significantly.

Community Responses

The growth of private security companies, neighbourhood patrols,
and community safety initiatives reflects declining public
confidence in the state’s ability to provide effective protection.
South Africa now has one of the world’s largest private security
industries, illustrating increasing privatisation of security and
unequal access to safety.

The Institute for Security Studies (ISS, 2024) notes that many
communities increasingly rely on private security services because
of dissatisfaction with police effectiveness and fear of violent
crime. Burger (2011) similarly argues that declining confidence in
SAPS has encouraged the expansion of alternative safety
mechanisms, including community patrols and neighbourhood
watches.

Stats SA (2024) reports that fear of crime has significantly altered
community behaviour, with many citizens investing in security
infrastructure, gated communities, and private protection services.
However, scholars caution that increasing privatisation of security
may deepen social inequality because poorer communities often
lack resources to access private protection.

Internationally, Bradford et al. (2014) emphasise that community
trust and perceptions of procedural justice are central to effective
policing partnerships. In contexts where citizens lose confidence in
public policing institutions, communities often seek alternative
mechanisms to ensure their own safety and security.

Discussion and Findings

The findings of the study indicate that South Africa’s public safety
crisis extends beyond ordinary criminality and reflects a broader
governance, institutional, and legitimacy crisis. Although policing
remains central to crime prevention, the study reveals that
declining public confidence is influenced by interconnected
structural, political, and institutional challenges that weaken the
effectiveness of the South African criminal justice system.

One of the major findings is that intelligence failures and weak
investigative  capacity  significantly  undermine  policing
effectiveness. The Institute for Security Studies (1SS, 2024) reports
that SAPS detection and conviction rates have declined over the
past decade, particularly in cases involving organised crime, gang
violence, illegal firearms, and kidnapping. Weak intelligence
gathering, poor detective training, and inadequate forensic capacity
limit the ability of police to effectively prevent and investigate
crimes. Burger (2011) similarly argues that declining investigative
competence has negatively affected public trust in SAPS and
reduced confidence in the criminal justice system.

The study further found that corruption within policing institutions
remains a major contributor to declining public confidence. The
Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC, 2025) found that many
South Africans perceive SAPS as ineffective, corrupt, and
politically compromised. Allegations involving bribery, case
docket manipulation, collusion with criminal syndicates, and lack
of accountability have weakened institutional legitimacy. Newham
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(2005) argues that corruption undermines democratic policing
principles and weakens citizen cooperation with law enforcement
agencies.

Another key finding is that slow investigations, low conviction
rates, and poor coordination between criminal justice institutions
contribute to perceptions of state failure. Statistics South Africa
(Stats SA, 2024) indicates that many crime victims no longer
report crimes because they believe police investigations are
ineffective and justice processes are excessively delayed. The
study reveals that poor coordination between SAPS, prosecutors,
forensic services, and courts reduces the efficiency of criminal
justice processes and weakens public trust in the state’s ability to
ensure justice and safety.

The findings also highlight the impact of political instability, poor
governance, and perceived lack of accountability on public
perceptions of insecurity. According to the ISS (2024), political
interference, leadership instability, and inconsistent crime
prevention strategies weaken institutional effectiveness and public
confidence in policing institutions. Communities increasingly
perceive government responses to crime as reactive, fragmented,
and politically influenced rather than community-centred and
evidence-based.

The study further found that organised crime, illegal firearms, drug
trafficking, and gang violence continue to threaten public safety
across many South African communities. SAPS Crime Statistics
(2024) indicate persistently high levels of violent crime in
provinces such as Gauteng, Western Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal.
Socio-economic inequality, unemployment, poverty, and rapid
urbanisation further contribute to criminal activities and social
instability (Stats SA, 2024).

Another important finding is that poor service delivery and
resource  shortages negatively affect police visibility,
responsiveness, and operational effectiveness. Communities
frequently report delayed police responses, inadequate patrols,
shortages of vehicles and personnel, and poor victim support

services. Burger (2011) argues that these operational shortcomings
contribute to declining public confidence and perceptions that the
state is unable to provide adequate protection.

The study also reveals that fear of crime has significant social and
psychological consequences for individuals and communities. Fear
and insecurity contribute to reduced community trust, social
fragmentation, and weakened social cohesion. Many citizens
increasingly avoid public spaces, limit movement at night, and
invest heavily in private security infrastructure. According to Stats
SA (2024), fear of crime continues to negatively affect quality of
life and public wellbeing across South African communities.

The growth of private security companies, neighbourhood patrols,
and community self-protection initiatives further reflects declining
confidence in state protection. South Africa now has one of the
largest private security industries globally, highlighting increasing
privatisation of safety and unequal access to protection. The ISS
(2024) argues that reliance on private security demonstrates
weakening trust in state policing institutions and growing concerns
regarding public safety.

International literature supports these findings. Tyler (2006) argues
that public trust and perceptions of fairness are fundamental to
police legitimacy and citizen cooperation with law enforcement.
When citizens perceive institutions as corrupt, ineffective, or
unfair, cooperation with police declines significantly. Similarly,
Bradford et al. (2014) found that procedural justice, accountability,
and fairness influence policing legitimacy more strongly than
enforcement strategies alone.

Although recent SAPS statistics indicate reductions in certain
crime categories such as murder and carjacking, public perceptions
remain largely negative due to continued exposure to violence,
corruption, organised crime, and institutional failures. The study
therefore concludes that South Africa’s public safety crisis reflects
both a policing challenge and a broader crisis of governance and
institutional legitimacy.

PUBLIC SAFETY IN SOUTH AFRICA:

Restoring Trust, Strengthening Institutions, Building Safer Communities
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Picture/ table illustrating the study

Practical Recommendations

The findings of the study demonstrate that restoring public trust
and improving public safety in South Africa require comprehensive
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institutional reforms, strengthened governance, accountable
leadership, and community-centred policing strategies. The
recommendations below are proposed to address the identified
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challenges affecting policing effectiveness, institutional legitimacy,
and crime prevention.

Strengthening Intelligence-Led Policing

Effective intelligence gathering and proactive policing are essential
for combating organised crime, violent criminality, and
transnational criminal networks. The study found that intelligence
failures and weak investigative systems significantly undermine
policing effectiveness in South Africa.

Recommendations

» Improve crime intelligence systems through advanced
technology, digital surveillance, and integrated crime
databases.

» Increase coordination among SAPS Crime Intelligence, the
Hawks, border management authorities, and other
security agencies.

» Strengthen data-driven policing strategies to identify crime
hotspots and emerging criminal trends.

> Expand intelligence training programmes for detectives
and operational commanders.

» Improve information-sharing  mechanisms  between
communities and law enforcement institutions.

The Institute for Security Studies (ISS, 2024) argues that
intelligence-led policing improves crime prevention and enhances
operational efficiency in combating organised crime and violent
criminal activities.

Professionalisation of SAPS

Professional policing institutions are fundamental to restoring
legitimacy, accountability, and public trust. The study found that
poor leadership, inadequate training, political interference, and
declining professionalism negatively affect policing performance.

Recommendations

» Improve recruitment standards to ensure that qualified,
ethical, and competent personnel are appointed within
SAPS.

» Strengthen training in forensic investigations, human
rights, ethics, crime intelligence, and community
policing.

» Promote ethical leadership and accountability at all
management levels.

» Ensure merit-based appointments and reduce political
interference in policing structures.

» Introduce continuous professional development
programmes for police officials.

Burger (2011) argues that professionalisation and ethical
leadership are essential for restoring public confidence in SAPS
and improving policing effectiveness.

Combating Corruption

Corruption remains one of the greatest threats to policing
legitimacy and criminal justice effectiveness in South Africa. The
study found that public perceptions of corruption significantly
weaken trust in law enforcement institutions.

Recommendations

» Strengthen independent oversight bodies such as the
Independent Police Investigative Directorate (IPID).

» Enforce strict consequence management against corruption,
misconduct, and abuse of power.

» Protect whistleblowers reporting corruption within policing
and criminal justice institutions.

» Introduce transparent monitoring and auditing systems
within SAPS.

» Strengthen anti-corruption training and ethics management
programmes.

The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC, 2025) found that
corruption perceptions contribute significantly to declining trust in
policing institutions and reduced public cooperation with law
enforcement.

Improving Criminal Justice Efficiency

The study identified delayed investigations, low conviction rates,
and poor coordination between justice institutions as major
contributors to public dissatisfaction and perceptions of state
failure.

Recommendations

» Accelerate criminal investigations and prosecution
processes.

» Increase the number of trained detectives, prosecutors, and
forensic specialists.

» Improve forensic laboratory capacity and digital evidence
management systems.

» Strengthen coordination between SAPS, the National
Prosecuting Authority (NPA), forensic laboratories, and
the judiciary.

» Introduce performance monitoring systems to improve
accountability and case management efficiency.

Statistics South Africa (Stats SA, 2024) indicates that many
victims lose confidence in the criminal justice system due to
delays, poor communication, and unsuccessful prosecutions.

Community Partnerships

Community participation remains essential for effective crime
prevention and policing legitimacy. The study found that declining
trust has weakened cooperation between communities and police
institutions.

Recommendations

» Strengthen Community Policing Forums (CPFs) and
neighbourhood safety initiatives.

» Promote citizen participation in crime prevention
programmes.

» Improve communication and transparency between police
and communities.

» Expand victim support services and community outreach
programmes.

» Develop youth intervention and crime prevention
programmes targeting vulnerable communities.

Newham (2005) argues that democratic policing requires active
collaboration between communities and policing institutions to
improve trust and crime prevention effectiveness.
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Border Security Enhancement

Border insecurity and transnational organised crime continue to
contribute to illegal firearms trafficking, drug smuggling, human
trafficking, and organised criminal activities in South Africa.

Recommendations

» Strengthen border surveillance technologies, including
drones, biometric systems, and digital monitoring
systems.

» Improve inter-agency cooperation between SAPS, Border
Management Authorities, Defence Force, Customs, and
Intelligence Services.

» Increase specialised border policing units and intelligence
operations.

» Strengthen regional cooperation with neighbouring
countries to combat organised criminal networks.

> Improve monitoring of illegal firearm trafficking and cross-
border criminal activities.

The ISS (2024) emphasises that effective border management and
regional security cooperation are essential for combating organised
crime and strengthening national security.

Integrated Discussion of Recommendations

The recommendations collectively demonstrate that improving
public safety in South Africa requires more than traditional law

enforcement approaches. Sustainable solutions depend on
strengthening  institutional  legitimacy, promoting  ethical
governance, improving intelligence  systems, enhancing

accountability, and rebuilding public trust.

International literature further supports these recommendations.
Tyler (2006) argues that public trust and procedural justice are
central to policing legitimacy and citizen cooperation. Similarly,
Bradford et al. (2014) found that fairness, accountability, and
transparency improve public confidence in law enforcement
institutions more effectively than aggressive enforcement strategies
alone.

The successful implementation of these recommendations may
contribute to:

» improved policing effectiveness,

» stronger public confidence,

» enhanced community cooperation,

> reduced violent crime,

» and strengthened democratic governance in South Africa.

Co-impact of the Study

The study has the potential to make significant contributions to
policing reform, governance improvement, public administration,
and crime prevention strategies within South Africa. By critically
examining the growing erosion of public trust in the state’s ability
to ensure safety and justice, the study may positively influence
both policy development and institutional transformation.

One of the major co-impacts of the study is its potential
contribution toward policing policy reform. The findings may
assist policymakers, policing authorities, and criminal justice
institutions in identifying structural weaknesses affecting SAPS
performance, including intelligence failures, corruption, poor
accountability, and ineffective investigations. Burger (2011) argues
that improving policing professionalism, accountability, and
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community trust is essential for strengthening public confidence in
SAPS. The study may therefore contribute toward the development
of evidence-based policing policies aimed at improving operational
effectiveness and institutional legitimacy.

The study may also contribute to strengthening public
administration and governance accountability within South Africa.
The findings highlight the importance of ethical leadership,
transparent governance, and effective oversight mechanisms in
restoring public trust. According to the Institute for Security
Studies (ISS, 2024), weak governance, corruption, and political
interference undermine policing effectiveness and democratic
legitimacy. The recommendations proposed in the study may
support governance reforms that improve accountability,
transparency, and institutional coordination within the criminal
justice system.

Another important co-impact of the study relates to community
safety initiatives and citizen participation in crime prevention. The
study recognises that effective crime prevention requires
collaborative  partnerships  between  communities, police
institutions, civil society organisations, and local government
structures. Newham (2005) argues that democratic policing
depends on active community participation and trust between
police and citizens. The study may therefore encourage the
strengthening of Community Policing Forums (CPFs),
neighbourhood safety programmes, youth crime prevention
initiatives, and community-based safety partnerships.

The study may further contribute to improving crime prevention
strategies by promoting intelligence-led policing, data-driven
decision-making, and integrated criminal justice coordination.
Statistics South Africa (Stats SA, 2024) emphasises that fear of
crime and insecurity continue to negatively affect social wellbeing
and quality of life across communities. Improved policing
strategies and governance reforms may contribute to reducing
violent crime, organised criminal activities, and public fear.

In addition, the study may contribute toward restoring public trust
and strengthening democratic institutions. Internationally, Tyler
(2006) argues that institutional legitimacy and procedural justice
are essential for citizen cooperation with law enforcement and
democratic stability. Similarly, Bradford et al. (2014) found that
fairness, transparency, and accountability significantly improve
public perceptions of policing legitimacy. By addressing
institutional weaknesses and promoting accountable governance,
the study may support broader efforts aimed at rebuilding trust
between citizens and the state.

Ultimately, the study contributes to criminology, policing studies,
governance research, and public administration scholarship by
providing a deeper understanding of the relationship between
crime, institutional legitimacy, public trust, and democratic
governance within the South African context.

Limitations of the Study

Despite the significance of the study, several limitations must be
acknowledged. These limitations may affect the scope,
interpretation, and generalisation of the findings.

One of the primary limitations is the reliance on secondary data
and publicly available statistics. The study largely depends on
existing literature, government reports, SAPS crime statistics,
Statistics South Africa reports, and institutional publications.
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While these sources provide valuable insights, secondary data may
contain  inconsistencies, reporting biases, or incomplete
information regarding crime trends and public perceptions.

Another limitation relates to the possible underreporting of crime
incidents. Statistics South Africa (Stats SA, 2024) indicates that
many crime victims do not report crimes due to fear, distrust in
police, intimidation, or perceptions that reporting will not result in
justice. Consequently, official crime statistics may not accurately
reflect the true extent of criminal activity and victimisation within
communities.

The study also recognises that public perceptions of crime and
policing may differ across regions, provinces, and socio-economic
communities. Communities affected by gang violence, organised
crime, rural insecurity, or inadequate policing resources may
experience public safety challenges differently. Therefore, findings
may not fully represent the experiences of all South African
communities.

Another limitation is that crime statistics and institutional reports
may not adequately capture fear of crime, psychological trauma,
and social insecurity experienced by citizens. Fear of crime often
extends beyond measurable crime rates and includes perceptions of
vulnerability, distrust, and social instability. The Human Sciences
Research Council (HSRC, 2025) argues that public perceptions of
insecurity are influenced not only by crime exposure but also by
media reporting, political discourse, and lived experiences within
communities.

Furthermore, the rapidly evolving nature of organised crime,
political developments, and policing reforms means that some
information may change over time. Emerging criminal trends,
technological changes, and institutional reforms may influence
future policing dynamics and public perceptions beyond the
timeframe of this study.

Despite these limitations, the study remains valuable in providing
critical insights into the relationship between public trust, policing
legitimacy, governance challenges, and public safety within South
Africa.

Key Takeaways from the Study

The study provides a comprehensive analysis of the growing crisis
of public safety in South Africa, focusing on the relationship
between crime, governance, policing effectiveness, and public
trust. The key findings highlight that public safety challenges are
deeply rooted in both institutional weaknesses and broader socio-
political.

Conclusion

South Africa’s growing public safety crisis reflects deeper
institutional, governance, and legitimacy challenges facing the
democratic state. While government interventions and policing
operations have produced some reductions in crime categories,
public trust in state institutions continues to decline. Citizens
increasingly perceive the criminal justice system as ineffective,
slow, and disconnected from community realities.

The findings demonstrate that restoring public confidence requires
more than aggressive policing strategies. It demands accountable
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leadership, ethical governance, professional policing, effective
intelligence systems, anti-corruption reforms, and meaningful
partnerships between communities and the state.

Safety must be recognised not as a privilege reserved for a few, but
as a constitutional right for all South Africans. A sustainable
solution to the country’s safety crisis lies in rebuilding institutional
legitimacy, strengthening democratic accountability, and ensuring
that every citizen can live without fear.
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