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Abstract: The purpose of this study is to explore the challenges and opportunities in the 

reform of the South African Police Service (SAPS) post-apartheid. Specifically, it aims to 

assess the historical and contemporary factors influencing police legitimacy, accountability, and 

community trust in South Africa, and to propose actionable recommendations for police reform. 

The historical legacy of apartheid-era policing and its enduring impact on the SAPS.Issues of 

police corruption, inefficiency, and abuse of power.The importance of police legitimacy and 

community-police relations.The role of community policing and external oversight in 

enhancing accountability.Strategies for effective reform, including internal cultural shifts and 

improved community engagement.This study argues that the SAPS continues to struggle with 

the legacy of apartheid-era policing, which has shaped public perceptions and institutional 

behaviors. Despite significant democratic reforms, issues such as corruption, lack of 

accountability, and strained police-community relations persist. The study asserts that a shift 

towards community-centered policing, increased transparency, and enhanced oversight 

mechanisms are crucial for rebuilding police legitimacy and fostering safer, more just 

communities. Furthermore, the study emphasizes the need for police reform to be context-

specific, democratic, and inclusive. This study employs a systematic literature review to analyze 

existing research on policing in South Africa. The review synthesizes scholarly articles, 

government reports, and case studies to identify the key challenges and opportunities for 

reform, offering a comprehensive understanding of the current state of policing. The findings of 

this study provide valuable insights for policymakers, law enforcement agencies, and civil 

society organizations working towards police reform in South Africa. By examining both the 

structural and cultural issues within the SAPS, the study contributes to the ongoing discourse on 

improving police legitimacy and accountability. The proposed reforms have implications not 

only for South Africa but for other post-conflict or transitioning societies dealing with similar 

policing challenges. The primary audience for this study includes academics, researchers, and 

policymakers focused on law enforcement, public safety, and democratic governance. It also 

targets civil society organizations, advocacy groups, and community leaders involved in the 

reform and oversight of police institutions.This study concludes that effective policing reform 

in South Africa requires a comprehensive and multifaceted approach that addresses both the 

historical context and the current institutional challenges. By prioritizing community 

engagement, accountability, and transparency, South Africa can reshape its policing model to 

better serve and protect all its citizens, fostering a more just and democratic society. 

Keywords: Policing, South Africa, Police Reform, SAPS (South African Police 

Service), Community Policing, Police Legitimacy, Police Accountability, Historical 

Legacy of Apartheid, Corruption in Policing. 
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Introduction  

Policing in South Africa stands at a critical juncture. Nearly 

thirty years into democracy, the South African Police Service 

(SAPS) continues to face complex challenges that undermine its 

legitimacy, effectiveness, and public trust. While the post-1994 

democratic transition initiated significant reforms aimed at creating 

a professional and accountable police service, the legacy of 

apartheid-era policing—marked by militarization, racial 

discrimination, and authoritarian control—remains deeply 

entrenched in institutional culture and everyday practices (Marks, 

2005; Newham, 2020). 

Despite a progressive constitutional framework and the 

formal demilitarization of policing in the early 2000s, systemic 

issues such as excessive use of force, police corruption, poor 

investigative capacity, and inadequate community engagement 
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persist (Bruce, 2011; Burger, 2022). These shortcomings have 

contributed to a crisis of public confidence, with surveys 

consistently showing low levels of trust in the SAPS, especially in 

marginalized communities most affected by violent crime (Institute 

for Security Studies [ISS], 2023). 

The disconnect between police and the communities they 

serve is further exacerbated by socioeconomic inequality, political 

interference, and limited oversight, all of which hinder efforts at 

meaningful reform (Faull & Rose, 2012). While initiatives such as 

community policing forums (CPFs), the establishment of the 

Independent Police Investigative Directorate (IPID), and various 

strategic frameworks have been introduced, their impact has been 

limited by weak implementation and institutional resistance 

(Kynoch, 2021; IPID Annual Report, 2023). 

Amid these challenges, there is growing consensus among 

policymakers, civil society actors, and academics on the urgent 

need to reimagine policing in South Africa. This reimagining must 

center on democratic accountability, public participation, and a 

renewed commitment to human rights and safety for all. As the 

country confronts rising crime, social unrest, and governance 

crises, the question of what kind of policing is appropriate for a 

democratic South Africa becomes ever more pressing.This article 

explores that question by critically examining the evolution of 

policing since 1994, identifying current shortcomings, and 

proposing transformative pathways. In doing so, it aims to 

contribute to the national discourse on police reform and envision a 

future where policing serves, pr 

The historical trajectory of policing in South Africa is 

deeply intertwined with the country’s colonial and apartheid past. 

For much of the 20th century, policing institutions served primarily 

to enforce racial segregation and suppress political dissent, rather 

than ensure public safety or uphold human rights (Dixon, 2000). 

Under apartheid, the South African Police (SAP) was characterized 

by militarization, brutality, and an adversarial relationship with 

non-white communities, particularly in townships and rural areas 

(Brewer, 1994). This legacy has had enduring consequences for 

public perceptions of police legitimacy in the democratic era. With 

the advent of democracy in 1994, the transformation of policing 

became a central component of state-building and reconciliation 

efforts. The South African Police Service (SAPS) was established 

under the Interim Constitution and later the 1996 Constitution, 

which mandated a police service that is accountable, community-

oriented, and respectful of human rights (South African 

Government, 1996). Early reforms included the adoption of the 

National Crime Prevention Strategy (1996), the creation of 

Community Policing Forums (CPFs), and a shift in rhetoric from a 

force-based to a service-based policing model (Brogden & 

Shearing, 1997). 

However, the implementation of these reforms has been 

uneven. While South Africa made important strides in 

professionalizing the police and establishing oversight 

mechanisms—such as the Independent Complaints Directorate 

(now IPID)—many institutional features of apartheid-era policing 

remain intact. The SAPS continues to struggle with top-down 

management, rigid hierarchical structures, and an internal culture 

that often resists transparency and accountability (Newham, 2005; 

Bruce, 2011). 

Moreover, since the early 2000s, there has been a gradual 

re-militarization of the SAPS. This is evident in the reintroduction 

of military-style ranks in 2010, the deployment of specialized units 

in crime-ridden areas, and a growing emphasis on forceful 

responses to protest and unrest (Faull, 2013). These developments 

have raised concerns about the erosion of democratic policing 

principles and the widening gap between police and communities. 

As South Africa confronts rising violent crime, economic 

instability, and growing social unrest, the need to reflect on the 

historical foundations of policing becomes increasingly urgent. 

Without addressing the institutional inertia and structural 

inequalities inherited from the past, attempts to modernize or 

reform the police are likely to fall short. 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Despite nearly three decades of democracy and numerous 

reform efforts, policing in South Africa remains in a state of crisis. 

The South African Police Service (SAPS) struggles with 

widespread corruption, inefficiency, and a chronic lack of public 

trust—particularly among historically marginalized communities. 

These issues are compounded by high rates of violent crime, 

inadequate service delivery, and a police culture that often 

prioritizes force over rights-based engagement (Bruce, 2011; 

Newham, 2020). 

Public confidence in the SAPS has been eroded by repeated 

scandals involving abuse of power, extrajudicial killings, and the 

politicization of senior appointments within the service. The 

Marikana massacre in 2012, in which police shot and killed 34 

striking mineworkers, marked a turning point in national discourse, 

exposing the violent undercurrents that still characterize state 

responses to dissent (Alexander et al., 2013). Subsequent events—

such as the militarized handling of protests and the growing use of 

tactical units in civilian spaces—have further entrenched public 

perceptions of the police as an occupying force rather than a 

protective service (Faull, 2014). 

Attempts at reform have largely failed to produce 

meaningful change. Oversight institutions like the Independent 

Police Investigative Directorate (IPID) lack the political support, 

resources, and independence required to hold officers accountable 

(IPID, 2023; Burger, 2022). Meanwhile, community policing 

strategies have often devolved into symbolic gestures, with limited 

input from civil society and minimal impact on crime prevention or 

community relations (Pelser, 1999; Dixon & Johns, 2001). This 

disjuncture between policy frameworks and on-the-ground realities 

has created a legitimacy crisis that threatens both social cohesion 

and democratic consolidation. Without systemic transformation, 

the SAPS risks becoming increasingly disconnected from the 

communities it is meant to serve, further entrenching cycles of 

violence, distrust, and institutional decay. The central problem, 

therefore, lies not merely in operational inefficiencies or resource 

constraints, but in the failure to reorient policing toward 

democratic accountability, public safety, and community 

partnership. 

AIM OF THE STUDY 

The aim of this study is to critically examine the structural, 

institutional, and social factors that shape the current state of 

policing in South Africa and to propose strategic, evidence-based 

pathways for reform that align with democratic principles, 

community safety, and public accountability. By exploring both 

historical legacies and contemporary challenges, the study seeks to 

contribute to a growing body of knowledge on how policing can be 

reimagined in a manner that promotes human rights, strengthens 

state legitimacy, and enhances social trust. 
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Specifically, the study aims to: 

 Analyze the evolution of policing in South Africa from 

apartheid to the present, highlighting continuities and 

ruptures in policy and practice (Brogden & Shearing, 1997; 

Dixon, 2000). 

 Identify key systemic challenges—including issues of police 

brutality, corruption, inefficiency, and lack of public trust—

that hinder effective policing and undermine democratic 

governance (Bruce, 2011; ISS, 2023). 

 Evaluate current reform efforts and the role of oversight 

bodies, civil society, and international best practices in 

shaping police transformation (Faull & Rose, 2012; IPID, 

2023). 

 Recommend actionable reforms rooted in community 

policing, institutional accountability, and participatory 

governance frameworks (Newham, 2020; Burger, 2022). 

The study responds to calls for a more inclusive, 

accountable, and rights-based policing system, one that is not only 

capable of addressing South Africa’s high levels of violent crime, 

but also able to rebuild fractured relationships between the police 

and the public they serve (Marks, 2005; Faull, 2014). In doing so, 

it contributes to policy debates on the future of public safety in 

transitional democracies and offers a roadmap for sustainable, 

community-driven policing reform. 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND QUESTIONS 

The primary aim of this study is to critically assess the 

current state of policing in South Africa, with a focus on 

understanding the challenges and proposing reform strategies that 

align with democratic principles, enhance police legitimacy, and 

improve public safety. This aim is further unpacked into the 

following specific objectives and corresponding research 

questions, each designed to provide a structured inquiry into the 

key issues surrounding policing in South Africa. 

Objective 1: To analyze the historical evolution of policing 

in South Africa from the apartheid era to the present day. 

Research Question 1 

How have the legacies of apartheid-era policing influenced 

the current structure, culture, and practices of the South African 

Police Service (SAPS)? 

This question aims to explore the deep-rooted historical 

influences on contemporary policing in South Africa, particularly 

focusing on how the apartheid-era militarization, racial profiling, 

and repressive tactics continue to affect the SAPS. It seeks to 

understand the continuity of authoritarian practices within the 

SAPS despite democratic reforms. 

Objective 2: To identify key challenges facing policing in 

South Africa, including issues of police corruption, inefficiency, 

and public mistrust. 

Research Question 2 

What are the primary barriers to effective and accountable 

policing in South Africa, and how do they affect public trust in law 

enforcement? 

This question seeks to examine the persistent issues within 

the SAPS that contribute to inefficiency, corruption, and violence, 

which in turn erode public trust. It also aims to assess the 

institutional and cultural factors that hinder reform efforts and 

create a gap between public expectations and police performance. 

Objective 3: To evaluate the effectiveness of current police 

reform initiatives and oversight mechanisms, such as the role of 

IPID and community policing forums (CPFs). 

Research Question 3 

How effective are the current police reform initiatives, such 

as the Independent Police Investigative Directorate (IPID) and 

community policing forums, in promoting transparency, 

accountability, and public trust? 

This question will explore the successes and shortcomings 

of key reform mechanisms. It will investigate whether these 

initiatives have had a tangible impact on improving police 

practices, increasing accountability, and rebuilding relationships 

between the SAPS and local communities. 

Objective 4: To propose evidence-based recommendations 

for future policing reforms in South Africa, focusing on building 

community trust, ensuring accountability, and addressing systemic 

issues within the SAPS. 

Research Question 4 

What reforms are necessary to enhance the legitimacy of 

the South African Police Service, promote community 

engagement, and ensure democratic policing practices? 

This question will provide actionable recommendations for 

transforming the SAPS into an institution that upholds democratic 

values, fosters public cooperation, and builds trust through 

transparency, inclusivity, and respect for human rights. The focus 

will be on practical, community-driven approaches that prioritize 

safety, justice, and equity. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

The significance of this study lies in its timely contribution 

to the urgent national and global discourse on police reform, 

democratic accountability, and public safety. In the South African 

context—where high crime rates coexist with widespread mistrust 

in law enforcement—this study offers a critical and evidence-based 

examination of why policing continues to fall short of 

constitutional ideals, and what can be done to chart a new path 

forward. 

Firstly, the study contributes to academic and policy 

debates by synthesizing historical analysis, current challenges, and 

reform efforts into a coherent framework for understanding the 

evolution of policing in post-apartheid South Africa. By examining 

the persistence of authoritarian practices and the failure of 

oversight mechanisms, it offers insight into the gap between reform 

on paper and reform in practice (Bruce, 2011; Newham, 2005). 

Secondly, the study has practical significance for 

policymakers, law enforcement agencies, and civil society actors. 

It provides a set of actionable recommendations aimed at 

enhancing transparency, restoring public trust, and promoting 

community-based policing approaches. These proposals are 

grounded in both South African realities and international best 

practices in democratic policing (Faull & Rose, 2012; Burger, 

2022). 

Thirdly, the study is significant in highlighting the voices 

and needs of communities most affected by policing. In doing so, it 

aligns with the South African Constitution’s vision of participatory 
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governance and reinforces the principle that safety is not merely a 

state function but a public good that requires collaborative, 

inclusive engagement (Brogden & Shearing, 1997; Dixon, 2000). 

Finally, the study contributes to the broader goal of 

democratic consolidation in South Africa. Effective, trusted, and 

accountable policing is essential for upholding the rule of law, 

protecting human rights, and fostering social cohesion. As South 

Africa continues to grapple with inequality, protest, and insecurity, 

transforming the police into a legitimate institution is critical to 

maintaining democratic stability and promoting long-term 

development (ISS, 2023; Marks, 2005). 

GAPS IN THE STUDY 

Although a substantial body of literature exists on policing 

and police reform in South Africa, significant gaps remain—both 

in academic research and policy implementation. This study seeks 

to address several of these critical gaps: 

Disconnect Between Policy and Practice 

Many studies focus on the legislative and institutional 

reforms introduced post-1994, such as the establishment of the 

SAPS, the creation of oversight bodies like IPID, and the adoption 

of community policing frameworks (Brogden & Shearing, 1997; 

Pelser, 1999). However, few studies fully explore the persistent 

disconnect between these policy ideals and the lived experiences of 

communities who continue to face police misconduct, corruption, 

and neglect (Bruce, 2011; Dixon & Johns, 2001). This study seeks 

to bridge that gap by combining historical analysis with a critical 

evaluation of on-the-ground realities. 

Limited Focus on Community Perspectives 

While there is growing literature on police accountability 

and internal reform, less attention has been paid to how 

communities—particularly in townships and informal 

settlements—perceive, experience, and respond to policing (Faull 

& Rose, 2012; Marks, 2005). This gap is significant, as sustainable 

reform must be informed by the needs and voices of those most 

affected. This study highlights community perspectives as essential 

to shaping effective reform strategies. 

Insufficient Analysis of Structural and Cultural Inertia 

Existing research often treats police dysfunction as a result 

of poor training, underfunding, or leadership failures (Burger, 

2022; Newham, 2020). While these are important factors, there is 

insufficient analysis of the deeper structural and cultural factors—

such as institutional militarism, political interference, and 

entrenched internal hierarchies—that resist change. This study 

examines how these dynamics undermine accountability and limit 

reform from within. 

Fragmented Evaluations of Reform Efforts 

Although individual studies evaluate specific reform 

initiatives (e.g., community policing forums or IPID), there is a 

lack of integrated assessments that examine how various reform 

mechanisms interact—or fail to. This study contributes a more 

holistic analysis of the reform landscape, identifying synergies, 

contradictions, and blind spots. 

Need for Forward-Looking, Evidence-Based Recommendations 

Much of the existing literature diagnoses problems but 

stops short of offering actionable, context-specific strategies for 

change. This study not only identifies problems but also provides 

concrete policy recommendations grounded in both international 

best practices and South African realities (ISS, 2023; Faull, 2014). 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study draws upon a multidisciplinary theoretical 

framework to interrogate the evolution, challenges, and future 

prospects of policing in South Africa. Three main bodies of theory 

inform the analysis: Democratic Policing Theory, Police 

Legitimacy Theory, and Postcolonial Theory. 

DEMOCRATIC POLICING THEORY 

Democratic policing emphasizes the role of the police as a 

service to the public, bound by the rule of law, human rights, and 

accountability (Bayley, 2006). Unlike authoritarian models, 

democratic policing rests on transparency, responsiveness to the 

needs of the community, and mechanisms for civilian oversight. 

This theory is particularly relevant to post-apartheid South Africa, 

where the Constitution explicitly redefined the police as a service 

rather than a force (South African Government, 1996). 

However, despite institutional reforms, South Africa's 

policing system has struggled to shed its authoritarian legacies. 

Democratic policing theory is therefore useful for identifying the 

normative expectations placed on the SAPS and for evaluating the 

extent to which current practices align with democratic ideals 

(Brogden & Shearing, 1997). 

POLICE LEGITIMACY THEORY 

Police legitimacy theory, as developed by scholars like 

Tom R. Tyler (1990, 2006), asserts that the public’s willingness to 

obey the law and cooperate with police is directly related to their 

perceptions of procedural justice, fairness, and trust. According to 

this theory, when people perceive the police as fair, unbiased, and 

respectful, they are more likely to view them as legitimate—

regardless of outcomes in specific interactions. 

This is crucial in the South African context, where public 

trust in the police remains low, particularly among historically 

disadvantaged communities (ISS, 2023). The theory provides a 

framework for understanding how legitimacy deficits can 

undermine crime prevention, hinder community cooperation, and 

fuel cycles of violence and alienation. 

POSTCOLONIAL AND CRITICAL THEORY 

Postcolonial theory offers a critical lens through which to 

understand the structural and symbolic continuities between 

colonial/apartheid policing and contemporary practices. Scholars 

such as Fanon (1963) and Mamdani (1996) highlight how 

postcolonial states often inherit coercive institutions that reproduce 

patterns of domination and control, even after formal liberation. 

In South Africa, the repressive functions of colonial and 

apartheid policing have left deep institutional imprints—

manifesting in the militarized culture of the SAPS, the use of force 

in crowd control, and the criminalization of protest and poverty 

(Marks, 2005; Bruce, 2011). Postcolonial theory allows this study 

to question not only how reform has been pursued, but also whose 

interests it has served and whose voices have been excluded. 

INTEGRATING THE FRAMEWORK 

By integrating these theoretical perspectives, the study is 

positioned to provide a nuanced analysis that goes beyond 

technical or managerial fixes. It explores the underlying power 

dynamics, historical continuities, and normative frameworks that 
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shape policing in South Africa. This theoretical approach enables a 

deeper understanding of why reform efforts have faltered and how 

future interventions might be made more effective, inclusive, and 

just. 

The literature on policing in South Africa is vast and 

varied, spanning historical analyses, contemporary reform efforts, 

and theoretical debates on the role of the police in a democratic 

society. This review synthesizes key themes from the literature, 

focusing on the historical legacy of apartheid-era policing, the 

challenges of post-apartheid reform, the role of police legitimacy, 

and emerging perspectives on community policing. 

LITERATUURE REVIEW 

THE LEGACY OF APARTHEID POLICING 

Policing in South Africa has been shaped by its colonial 

and apartheid history, where the police functioned primarily as 

instruments of control, repression, and racial segregation. During 

the apartheid era, the South African Police (SAP) were used to 

enforce discriminatory laws and suppress opposition, particularly 

targeting black and coloured communities (Dixon, 2000). The 

militarized nature of the SAP, and its role in political violence and 

suppression of protests, fostered a culture of brutality, 

authoritarianism, and mistrust (Brewer, 1994). 

Brogden and Shearing (1997) argue that the transition to 

democracy did not fully dismantle the authoritarian policing 

structures inherited from apartheid. While the establishment of the 

South African Police Service (SAPS) in 1994 marked a symbolic 

break from the past, it did not immediately result in the 

transformation of police culture or operations (Marks, 2005). 

Instead, many police officers continued to internalize the practices 

and attitudes of the apartheid era, which contributed to ongoing 

challenges in building community trust. 

POST-APARTHEID POLICING REFORMS 

The 1994 democratic transition led to significant legal and 

institutional reforms aimed at reorienting policing in South Africa 

toward democratic ideals. The 1996 Constitution enshrined human 

rights and established the SAPS as a civilian force committed to 

serving and protecting all citizens (South African Government, 

1996). Early reform efforts, including the introduction of 

Community Policing Forums (CPFs), the National Crime 

Prevention Strategy (1996), and the creation of oversight bodies 

like the Independent Police Investigative Directorate (IPID), aimed 

to create a police service that was accountable to the public and 

focused on community engagement (Newham, 2005; Faull & Rose, 

2012). 

However, the effectiveness of these reforms has been 

mixed. While some progress has been made in professionalizing 

the police force, many of the original goals of reform have not 

been fully realized. Bruce (2011) and Faull (2014) both highlight 

the persistent issues of corruption, inefficiency, and violence 

within the SAPS, which continue to undermine public trust. 

Moreover, as Newham (2020) observes, the SAPS has been slow to 

embrace a culture of transparency and accountability, and there has 

been a lack of meaningful engagement with communities in crime 

prevention efforts. 

POLICE LEGITIMACY AND TRUST 

A recurring theme in the literature is the importance of 

police legitimacy in ensuring effective law enforcement and 

community cooperation. According to Tyler (1990), police 

legitimacy is based on the perception of fairness, procedural 

justice, and trust in the institution. In the South African context, 

however, public confidence in the SAPS has remained low, 

particularly among marginalized groups. Studies by the Institute 

for Security Studies (ISS, 2023) and Burger (2022) show that 

widespread perceptions of police bias, corruption, and brutality 

have contributed to the erosion of police legitimacy in many 

communities. 

Faull (2014) argues that police legitimacy is essential for 

effective crime prevention, as communities are less likely to 

cooperate with law enforcement if they view the police as 

illegitimate. This is evident in South Africa’s high crime rates, 

where police often struggle to gather intelligence and prevent 

crime in areas where they are viewed as an occupying force rather 

than a service provider. The challenge, therefore, is to rebuild trust 

by addressing institutional issues, reforming police practices, and 

improving community engagement. 

COMMUNITY POLICING AND REFORM CHALLENGES 

Community policing has been a cornerstone of post-

apartheid reform efforts, aiming to foster cooperation between the 

police and the communities they serve. The CPFs, established in 

the 1990s, were intended to facilitate dialogue between the police 

and local residents, allowing for joint problem-solving and crime 

prevention strategies (Pelser, 1999). While community policing has 

had some successes, the approach has faced significant challenges 

in implementation. 

Pelser (1999) identifies several barriers to effective 

community policing, including inadequate training, limited 

resources, and a lack of political will. Moreover, as Dixon and 

Johns (2001) argue, the emphasis on community policing has often 

been more symbolic than substantive, with police departments 

focusing on compliance with national policies rather than genuine 

community engagement. Additionally, as Faull (2013) points out, 

the re-militarization of the police force, particularly in response to 

rising crime rates, has undermined the principles of community 

policing by shifting the focus back to force-based methods rather 

than partnership-based approaches. 

THE NEED FOR COMPREHENSIVE POLICE REFORM 

Despite numerous attempts at reform, the SAPS continues 

to face systemic challenges that hinder its effectiveness and 

legitimacy. Newham (2005) argues that meaningful reform 

requires addressing both internal organizational issues and external 

factors such as political interference, resource constraints, and the 

broader socio-economic environment. He suggests that reforms 

must go beyond technical solutions to include a shift in police 

culture, a commitment to democratic values, and a focus on human 

rights. 

The literature emphasizes the need for a more 

comprehensive approach to police reform that includes better 

training, enhanced oversight, and the active involvement of civil 

society in shaping policing policies (Bruce, 2011; Burger, 2022). 

Additionally, as Marks (2005) suggests, reforms must be 

accompanied by efforts to address the broader social issues—such 

as inequality, unemployment, and poverty—that contribute to 

crime and tension between the police and communities. 

Summary of Linkages between Objectives and Questions: 
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The study’s objectives are directly linked to the research 

questions, with each objective seeking to address a distinct facet of 

policing in South Africa. The first objective examines historical 

context, the second addresses current challenges, the third 

evaluates existing reform mechanisms, and the fourth proposes 

solutions for future reforms. By answering these research 

questions, the study aims to contribute both to academic discourse 

and practical policy development in the realm of police reform in 

South Africa. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM THE STUDY 

This study contributes valuable insights into the complex 

landscape of policing in South Africa, highlighting critical 

challenges and opportunities for reform. The following key 

takeaways summarize the most significant findings: 

The Enduring Legacy of Apartheid Policing 

A key takeaway from this study is the continued influence 

of apartheid-era policing structures, practices, and ideologies on 

the South African Police Service (SAPS). Despite constitutional 

reforms and the establishment of a democratic policing model, the 

SAPS has struggled to fully sever ties with the militarized, racially 

discriminatory, and repressive practices that defined policing under 

apartheid. This historical baggage contributes to the ongoing 

mistrust between the police and marginalized communities, which 

impedes efforts to establish a police force that truly serves and 

protects all citizens equally. 

Police Corruption and Lack of Accountability Remain Critical 

Issues 

Despite reform efforts, corruption, inefficiency, and abuse 

of power continue to plague the SAPS. These issues remain a 

significant barrier to effective policing and the rebuilding of public 

trust. Findings suggest that institutional inertia, inadequate 

oversight, and the absence of strong accountability mechanisms 

have allowed corruption to thrive, further undermining the 

legitimacy of the police force. Strengthening internal 

accountability, better supervision, and effective use of external 

oversight bodies like the Independent Police Investigative 

Directorate (IPID) are crucial for addressing these issues. 

Police Legitimacy and Public Trust Are Vital for Crime 

Prevention 

The study underscores the importance of police legitimacy 

in promoting public cooperation and ensuring effective law 

enforcement. The findings confirm that South Africans' perceptions 

of police legitimacy are closely tied to their views on fairness, 

respect for human rights, and procedural justice. In communities 

where the police are viewed as an occupying force rather than a 

protector of the people, there is less cooperation, leading to higher 

crime rates and a lack of engagement in crime prevention 

initiatives. Rebuilding legitimacy requires a fundamental shift 

towards a more transparent, accountable, and community-oriented 

policing model. 

Community Policing Has Been Insufficiently Implemented 

While community policing frameworks like Community 

Policing Forums (CPFs) were established with the aim of fostering 

stronger relationships between police and communities, the study 

reveals that these initiatives have often fallen short of their 

potential. Challenges such as poor implementation, lack of 

resources, and minimal political will have hindered the success of 

community policing efforts. For these frameworks to work, they 

must be integrated more meaningfully into policing strategies, with 

greater emphasis on local ownership, collaboration, and mutual 

respect between police officers and community members. 

A Comprehensive Approach to Police Reform Is Needed 

The study emphasizes the need for a comprehensive, 

multifaceted approach to police reform, one that goes beyond 

structural changes or policy shifts. Effective reform must address 

both internal organizational issues and broader socio-political 

factors, such as inequality, unemployment, and community 

disengagement. Furthermore, reforms should focus on shifting 

police culture towards a more service-oriented, democratic, and 

human rights-based approach. Only through long-term cultural 

change, combined with systemic policy adjustments, will the SAPS 

become a police force that communities trust and rely upon. 

Future Reforms Must Be Community-Driven and Context-

Specific 

One of the study’s most important takeaways is that 

successful policing reform in South Africa cannot be one-size-fits-

all. Reforms must be context-specific, responsive to the unique 

challenges of different communities, and rooted in active 

community participation. Empowering communities to take part in 

shaping policing strategies will foster a sense of ownership, 

enhance cooperation, and contribute to safer, more resilient 

communities. 

The Need for Stronger External Oversight Mechanisms 

Finally, the study highlights the importance of robust 

external oversight to ensure police accountability. While the IPID 

and other oversight bodies have made strides in holding the police 

to account, their capacity to act effectively remains limited. 

Expanding the powers and resources of oversight institutions, as 

well as enhancing public participation in these bodies, is critical to 

ensuring that police practices are transparent and aligned with 

democratic principles. 

In Conclusion, this study suggests that while South Africa 

has made important strides toward democratic policing, significant 

challenges remain. To truly "shape the future" of policing, the 

SAPS must undergo fundamental reforms, rooted in a deep 

understanding of history, an ongoing commitment to democratic 

ideals, and a focus on restoring legitimacy and trust with the 

public. Only then can South Africa move toward a police force that 

effectively prevents crime, serves communities, and promotes 

safety for all its citizens. 

IMPACT OF THE STUDY 

This study has significant potential to influence both 

academic discourse and policy-making in the realm of policing in 

South Africa. By critically analyzing the historical and 

contemporary challenges of the South African Police Service 

(SAPS), the study offers both theoretical insights and practical 

solutions that are intended to contribute to the ongoing reform 

efforts and help shape the future of policing in the country. The 

following key impacts can be anticipated: 

CONTRIBUTION TO POLICYMAKING AND POLICE 

REFORM 

The study’s findings will provide evidence-based 

recommendations for policymakers, law enforcement agencies, and 

civil society groups engaged in the reform of the SAPS. By 
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identifying the persistent barriers to effective policing—such as 

corruption, inefficiency, and the legacy of apartheid-era policing—

the study offers practical strategies for addressing these issues. The 

emphasis on community-driven reform and stronger accountability 

mechanisms can influence future police reform policies, ensuring 

they align more closely with democratic values, human rights, and 

public expectations. 

ENHANCING THE UNDERSTANDING OF POLICE 

LEGITIMACY IN SOUTH AFRICA 

A key impact of the study is its contribution to the broader 

understanding of police legitimacy and its importance for effective 

policing. By examining the perceptions of police legitimacy across 

different communities, the research will offer insights into how 

legitimacy is constructed and maintained, as well as the role of 

procedural justice and fairness in fostering public cooperation. 

These findings will be valuable for both scholars and practitioners 

interested in improving police-community relations and 

strengthening trust in law enforcement. 

INFORMING COMMUNITY POLICING STRATEGIES 

This study’s analysis of community policing frameworks 

and their implementation provides an important critique of current 

practices, identifying where and why community policing has 

failed to live up to expectations. By proposing more context-

specific, participatory approaches, the study can inform future 

community policing strategies, ensuring they are more effective in 

building positive relationships between police officers and the 

communities they serve. This could lead to improved community 

safety, greater cooperation in crime prevention, and a more 

inclusive approach to policing. 

SHAPING PUBLIC DISCOURSE ON POLICING AND 

SAFETY 

The study has the potential to shape public discourse 

around policing in South Africa by offering a critical yet 

constructive assessment of current practices. It can help shift the 

conversation from mere condemnation of police misconduct to a 

more nuanced discussion about the systemic issues that hinder 

effective policing and reform. By framing the need for reform 

within a broader social justice context, the study encourages public 

engagement with the complexities of policing, fostering a more 

informed and active citizenry. 

ADVANCING THE FIELD OF POLICING RESEARCH 

From an academic perspective, this study will contribute to 

the growing body of literature on policing in post-apartheid 

societies, particularly within the South African context. It provides 

a comprehensive analysis of how historical legacies, institutional 

culture, and external factors shape contemporary policing practices. 

By integrating theories of police legitimacy, democratic policing, 

and postcolonial critiques, the study offers a multidisciplinary 

approach that can inform future research on police reform in other 

postcolonial or transitioning societies. 

INFLUENCE ON INTERNATIONAL POLICYMAKERS 

AND SCHOLARS 

Given South Africa’s unique transition from apartheid to 

democracy, this study can serve as a valuable case study for other 

countries grappling with similar challenges in policing and state 

authority. Policymakers, scholars, and international organizations 

involved in police reform, peacekeeping, and post-conflict 

recovery can draw lessons from South Africa’s experiences, 

particularly in terms of the importance of balancing security 

concerns with the protection of human rights and democratic 

values. 

POTENTIAL FOR ADVOCACY AND CIVIL SOCIETY 

ENGAGEMENT 

The study’s findings can empower civil society 

organizations, human rights advocates, and community leaders to 

push for greater transparency and accountability within the SAPS. 

By providing evidence that links police legitimacy to community 

cooperation and crime reduction, the research can strengthen the 

advocacy efforts of groups pushing for reforms in policing 

practices. It can also guide strategies for holding the SAPS 

accountable, advocating for policy changes that prioritize human 

rights and community-centered approaches to policing. 

In Conclusion, the impact of this study extends beyond 

academic circles to influence policing practices, public policies, 

and the broader discourse on justice and security in South Africa. 

By offering a critical examination of current policing practices and 

proposing actionable reforms, the study aims to contribute to the 

creation of a safer, more just society—one where policing is 

aligned with democratic values, human rights, and community 

needs. 

LITERATURE ON STUDY OBJECTIVES 

Objective 1: Analyze the historical evolution of policing in South 

Africa 

Relevant Literature: 

 Brogden & Shearing (1997): Discusses the 

transformation from apartheid policing to a more service-

oriented model. 

 Dixon (2000): Explores the structural legacy of colonial 

and apartheid policing. 

 Brewer (1994): Focuses on militarization and the 

political role of policing under apartheid. 

 Marks (2005): Critiques the superficial nature of post-

apartheid reforms and highlights cultural continuity. 

 Newham (2005): Explores resistance to change within 

SAPS and the challenges in breaking away from old 

norms. 

Key Ideas: 

 Post-apartheid reform focused on demilitarization and 

community-oriented policing, but many practices and 

mindsets persisted. 

 Structural reforms were introduced without sufficient 

attention to institutional culture and internal 

accountability. 

Objective 2: Identify challenges facing SAPS (e.g., corruption, 

inefficiency, public mistrust) 

Relevant Literature: 

 Bruce (2011): Documents instances of excessive force, 

inefficiency, and abuse. 
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 Faull & Rose (2012): Discuss the internal culture of 

SAPS, organizational inertia, and failure of internal 

accountability. 

 ISS Reports (2023): Show persistently low levels of 

public trust, particularly in low-income communities. 

 Burger (2022): Explores operational inefficiencies and 

political interference. 

Key Ideas: 

 Corruption and abuse of power persist due to poor 

leadership, politicization, and lack of meaningful 

oversight. 

 Public mistrust is amplified by impunity and the failure 

of complaints mechanisms to deliver justice. 

Objective 3: Evaluate current reform initiatives (e.g., IPID, CPFs) 

Relevant Literature: 

 IPID Annual Report (2023): Highlights under-

resourcing, limited independence, and low conviction 

rates. 

 Faull (2013; 2014): Critiques CPFs as ineffective and 

symbolic without real authority or community voice. 

 Kynoch (2021): Notes that oversight mechanisms are 

often undermined by political will and bureaucratic 

bottlenecks. 

 Pelser (1999); Dixon & Johns (2001): Discuss early 

failures in CPF implementation. 

Key Ideas: 

 While structures for oversight exist, they are 

underutilized or co-opted. 

 CPFs lack funding, representation, and clear mandates, 

limiting their effectiveness. 

Objective 4: Propose evidence-based reforms for democratic, 

community-based policing 

Relevant Literature: 

 Newham (2020): Advocates for democratic policing 

anchored in community trust and legitimacy. 

 Burger (2022): Recommends leadership reform, 

community engagement, and restoring discipline within 

SAPS. 

 Brogden & Nijhar (2005): Offer international 

perspectives on community policing that can inform 

South African practice. 

 Faull (2014): Emphasizes the importance of localized, 

tailored policing strategies based on community needs. 

Key Ideas: 

 Reform must go beyond policy to target organizational 

culture and leadership. 

 Community policing must be participatory, not just 

consultative. 

 

 

IMPACT OF STUDY 

 Policy relevance: The study provides grounded, 

evidence-based insights for reforming SAPS, potentially 

informing national policy development and 

implementation. 

 Societal benefit: Enhances understanding of how 

historical legacies continue to shape police-community 

dynamics, helping rebuild trust and safety in vulnerable 

communities. 

 Scholarly contribution: Bridges gaps between 

historical analysis, institutional critique, and practical 

reform, offering a model for other post-authoritarian 

societies. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

 Legacy of apartheid policing still affects current 

police practices through institutional culture, 

militarization, and community distrust. 

 Corruption, inefficiency, and poor accountability are 

central to the SAPS legitimacy crisis. 

 Reform mechanisms like IPID and CPFs have 

potential but are underperforming due to weak 

political backing and poor implementation. 

 Democratic policing requires deep cultural change, 

local participation, and effective oversight—not just 

procedural reforms. 

PRACTICAL RECOMMENDATIONS WITH SOURCES 

 Demilitarize the Police and Promote a Service Ethos 

 Why: Militarization fosters a "force-first" mentality, 

harming public trust. 

 How: Repeal military-style ranks, shift recruitment and 

training to prioritize community safety and de-

escalation. 

 Source: Faull, A. (2014). Militarisation and Democracy 

in Policing. 

 Strengthen IPID’s Independence and Resourcing 

 Why: Current oversight is weak and often ignored. 

 How: Grant IPID prosecutorial powers, increase budget, 

and insulate leadership from political interference. 

 Source: IPID Annual Report (2023); Bruce, D. (2011). 

 Revitalize Community Policing Forums (CPFs) 

 Why: CPFs are symbolic unless empowered. 

 How: Provide funding, set performance targets, ensure 

civil society representation. 

 Source: Pelser, E. (1999); Faull & Rose (2012). 

 Introduce Leadership Vetting and Accountability 

Measures 

 Why: Corrupt or politicized leadership erodes 

institutional integrity. 

 How: Transparent appointments, performance-based 

evaluations, and public reporting. 
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 Source: Burger, J. (2022); Newham, G. (2020). 

 Implement Community Safety Audits and Co-Produced 

Policing Plans 

 Why: Tailored approaches work better than top-down 

mandates. 

 How: Conduct local safety audits and co-develop crime 

prevention plans with residents. 

 Source: Brogden & Nijhar (2005); Faull, A. (2013). 

FURTHER STUDIES 

While this study provides important insights into the 

challenges and opportunities for policing reform in South Africa, 

several areas remain unexplored or under-explored that could offer 

valuable contributions to the field. The following suggestions for 

further research aim to build on the findings of this study and 

address gaps in the existing literature. 

The Impact of Socio-Economic Factors on Crime and Policing 

This study highlights the challenges of crime prevention 

and police-community relations but does not fully explore the 

socio-economic factors that contribute to crime. Further research 

could examine the relationship between poverty, unemployment, 

inequality, and crime rates, and how these factors shape policing 

strategies. Additionally, it would be valuable to explore how 

community policing and crime prevention initiatives could better 

address the underlying socio-economic issues that fuel crime and 

mistrust of the police. 

Suggested Research Question:  

How do socio-economic factors such as poverty, 

unemployment, and inequality influence crime patterns and police 

effectiveness in South Africa? 

Comparative Studies on Policing in Post-Conflict Societies 

Given South Africa’s unique post-apartheid transition, 

comparative research on policing in other post-conflict or 

transitioning societies could offer valuable insights. Exploring how 

other countries with a history of authoritarian or repressive 

policing systems have navigated similar challenges could inform 

South Africa’s policing reform efforts. This research could focus 

on the experiences of countries like Rwanda, Colombia, or 

Northern Ireland, where policing institutions underwent significant 

transformation following periods of violent conflict or political 

repression. 

Suggested Research Question:  

How have other post-conflict societies reformed their 

policing institutions, and what lessons can be drawn for South 

Africa’s policing reform? 

The Role of Technology and Innovation in Police Reform 

With the rapid advancement of technology, further studies 

could examine how digital tools and innovations can be harnessed 

to enhance police accountability, transparency, and effectiveness. 

Research could explore the use of body cameras, social media for 

community engagement, and data analytics to improve policing 

strategies and crime prevention. Investigating the potential for 

technology to improve the relationship between the police and the 

public could provide a forward-thinking perspective on police 

reform. 

Suggested Research Question: 

 How can technology be utilized to improve transparency, 

accountability, and community engagement in policing in South 

Africa? 

The Relationship Between Police and Political Institutions 

This study touches on issues of political interference in 

policing, but further research could explore the dynamics between 

the SAPS and political institutions in greater depth. Understanding 

how political actors influence policing decisions, such as in the 

allocation of resources, deployment strategies, or responses to 

protests, could shed light on the challenges of maintaining an 

apolitical and impartial police force. Research could also examine 

how political narratives shape public perceptions of the police and 

contribute to the legitimacy crisis. 

Suggested Research Question:  

How does political interference impact the operational 

independence and legitimacy of the South African Police Service? 

Police Culture and Officer Well-being 

Further research is needed to explore the internal culture of 

the SAPS and its impact on police performance and morale. 

Understanding how the organizational culture of the police force 

influences officer well-being, job satisfaction, and attitudes toward 

the public is crucial for reform. Research could focus on the mental 

health challenges faced by police officers, the effects of post-

traumatic stress, and how these factors influence their interactions 

with communities. This area of research could also explore the role 

of police training and leadership in fostering a service-oriented 

culture. 

Suggested Research Question:  

What role does police culture and officer well-being play in 

shaping the behavior and effectiveness of the South African Police 

Service? 

Community Perceptions of Police Legitimacy Over Time 

While this study examines public perceptions of police 

legitimacy, further longitudinal studies could explore how these 

perceptions evolve over time, particularly in response to specific 

policing reforms or publicized incidents of police misconduct. 

Such studies could investigate whether efforts to rebuild 

legitimacy, such as police-community partnerships, lead to 

measurable changes in trust and cooperation. This research could 

help assess the long-term effectiveness of police reform initiatives. 

Suggested Research Question: 

 How do community perceptions of police legitimacy in 

South Africa evolve over time, and what factors contribute to 

changes in these perceptions? 

Gender and Policing in South Africa 

An under-researched area in the context of South African 

policing is the role of gender in shaping both police practices and 

the experiences of women in police encounters. Future studies 

could investigate how gender influences policing policies, the 

treatment of female victims of crime, and the representation of 

women within the police force. Furthermore, exploring how 

gender-based violence is handled by the police could provide 

insights into the intersection of policing and gender issues. 
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Suggested Research Question:  

What role does gender play in shaping the policing 

practices of the SAPS, and how do gender-based issues influence 

police-community interactions? 

Police-Community Conflict Resolution Strategies 

Given the persistence of violent protests, community 

unrest, and confrontational policing, future research could focus on 

exploring effective conflict resolution strategies between the police 

and communities. Investigating alternative dispute resolution 

methods and restorative justice practices could offer new ways of 

managing police-community tensions and reducing violence in 

high-risk areas. This area of study could be particularly relevant in 

light of South Africa’s history of protest movements and ongoing 

struggles for social justice. 

Suggested Research Question: 

 What are the most effective conflict resolution strategies 

for improving police-community relations in South Africa, and 

how can these be integrated into policing practices? 

The Role of Civil Society in Police Reform 

Further studies could explore the role of civil society 

organizations, grassroots movements, and advocacy groups in 

driving police reform. Research could examine how these actors 

influence policing policy, the development of reform initiatives, 

and public opinion. A deeper understanding of how civil society 

engages with the police, particularly in rural or marginalized areas, 

could provide critical insights into strengthening democratic 

policing in South Africa. 

Suggested Research Question: 

 How do civil society organizations and grassroots 

movements influence police reform in South Africa, and what role 

do they play in promoting police accountability and legitimacy? 

By expanding on these areas of inquiry, future studies can 

deepen our understanding of the complexities surrounding policing 

in South Africa and contribute to more nuanced, comprehensive, 

and effective reform strategies. These studies have the potential to 

shape both academic research and practical policy solutions, 

offering valuable lessons for South Africa and other nations facing 

similar challenges. 

CONCLUSION 

This study has critically examined the state of policing in 

South Africa, focusing on the enduring legacies of apartheid-era 

policing, the challenges of police reform, and the complexities of 

restoring police legitimacy and community trust. Through a 

comprehensive analysis, the research has highlighted the gaps that 

remain in the South African Police Service (SAPS), despite 

significant reforms since the end of apartheid. 

The findings underscore the importance of addressing both 

the systemic issues within the police force and the broader social, 

political, and historical factors that continue to shape policing 

practices. Key issues such as corruption, inefficiency, and the 

perception of police as an occupying force rather than a service 

provider have consistently undermined the efforts to build a 

democratic and accountable police force. These challenges not only 

hinder effective law enforcement but also prevent the 

establishment of a police service that is trusted and supported by 

the communities it serves. 

However, this study also offers hope and direction. By 

proposing evidence-based reforms—such as enhanced 

accountability, a stronger focus on community policing, and 

improved internal training and culture—the study lays the 

groundwork for the future transformation of the SAPS into an 

institution that is more transparent, inclusive, and responsive to the 

needs of South Africa’s diverse communities. Rebuilding police 

legitimacy and trust will require a fundamental shift in the way 

policing is conceived, one that prioritizes human rights, procedural 

fairness, and active community engagement. 

Moreover, the research emphasizes the critical role of 

external oversight mechanisms, the importance of socio-economic 

factors in crime prevention, and the need for a comprehensive, 

multifaceted approach to reform. Future studies, as outlined, will 

continue to deepen our understanding of how these reforms can be 

realized and sustained. The need for police reform is not just a 

matter of policy—it is a matter of social justice, community safety, 

and the broader democratic values upon which South Africa is 

built. 

In conclusion, shaping the future of policing in South 

Africa demands an ongoing commitment to justice, equity, and 

community-centered approaches. By addressing historical wrongs, 

strengthening accountability, and building bridges between the 

police and the people, South Africa can create a policing model 

that is truly democratic, effective, and trusted by all its citizens. 

This study has provided the necessary insights, but the real work 

lies in translating these findings into tangible, lasting change—one 

that will make policing in South Africa a force for safety, dignity, 

and justice for all. 
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