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The debate on militarisation of domestic security around the world is mostly normative and conceptual,
but there are few estimates of the direct impact of the use of military forces in public security tasks. This
paper assesses the impact on local homicides of the 2019 deployment of the South African National
Defence Force in police station areas in Cape Town, a measure taken to stem gang violence. It uses an
interrupted time-series approach to estimate the effect by comparing murder counts in relevant
precincts before and during the deployment, compared to precincts with similar murder rates and
socioeconomic characteristics. Results show that there was an apparent initial reduction in the month
in which the measure was taken, but the presence of the army was not associated with a significant
decrease in homicides over the deployment period.
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Introduction

South Africa has long had one of the highest rates of criminal violence in the world. Its recorded murder
rate is more than six times the global average and has been above 30 per 100,000 since the 1960s.* The
City of Cape Town hosts even higher levels of violence. Its murder rate increased in recent years, from
44 per 100,000 in 2010 to 73 per 100,000 in 2019.% This is largely attributed to its criminal gangs, which
range from powerful drug-selling organisations with links to global organised crime to local coalitions
of belligerent schoolboys® and schoolgirls.*

Gang activity in South Africa is a long-standing phenomenon,’ but triggers periodic surges in violence
especially in the Western Cape province. In 2013, a series of shootings led to the temporary closure of
14 schools in one particularly gang-affected area.® Fuelled by thousands of firearms diverted from the
police,” turf battles in 2018 led parts of the area known as the Cape Flats, only a 20-minute drive from
the city centre, to be classified as “red zones”, meaning that ambulance workers would not enter
without a police escort.?

The premier of the Western Cape made requests for military intervention to the national government
from at least July 2012.° She publicly stressed that the province had constitutionally limited powers to

address the gang situation,® and the issue became increasingly subject to party political contestation,
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still ongoing,'! over federalism and the devolution of policing mandates to the provinces.!> Amid



another apparent surge in gang violence and calls from members of local Community Policing Forums
(CPFs) for the declaration of a state of emergency,*® military personnel from the South African National
Defence Force (SANDF) were ultimately deployed to parts of Cape Town in July 2019 to support the
South African Police Service (SAPS) in operations to restore law and order.’* This was known as
Operation Lockdown (not to be confused with the COVID-19 lockdown implemented country-wide
shortly afterwards). The initial deployment period was to be from 18 July 2019 to 16 September 2019
but was subsequently extended to 31 March 2020.%®

This was not the first use of the military in this kind of supporting role to the SAPS, as for example
attested by Operation Fiela-Reclaim in 2015. However, the partisan context around Operation
Lockdown heightened public interest. While the move appeared to be welcomed by at least some in
gang-affected communities,® there were also concerns about the long-term implications of the use of
the military to perform law and order functions.)” Times of crisis, when the public cries out for
government to “do something”, can have a “ratchet effect” on government powers, which may not
later return to their pre-crisis dimensions.’® Many were also sceptical of the soldiers’ prospects of
success against the decades-old, entrenched network of gangs and their underlying socioeconomic
drivers. Similar previous operations had shown only tentative evidence of only short-lived effects.®

The incident would have presented an ideal opportunity to evaluate a natural experiment in police
militarisation, were it not for the interference of COVID-19 from early 2020. Pandemic-associated
control measures had an independent and major impact on crime levels.?’ Moreover, the SANDF was
redeployed domestically to support the enforcement of the national lockdown regulations, starting on
26 March 2020.% The army stayed in some areas, but with a different purpose, while also spreading to
many others. An estimation of their sustained impact therefore became impossible.

This paper nonetheless provides an empirical estimation of the impact of the 2019 SANDF deployment
to certain high-murder police station areas in Cape Town. It uses an interrupted time-series approach
with a control group to estimate the intervention’s effect by comparing official police murder figures
for the months before and during the deployment. This can inform future policy decisions in this and
similar contexts and also contribute to global debates on the militarisation of public security.

Police militarisation

The deployment of the army to quell gang violence in Cape Town is a particularly clear and direct
instance of the militarisation of policing. A distinction between police responsibility for internal security
and military responsibility for external threats to national security is considered a “hallmark feature of
the modern nation-state”.?? Yet recent years have seen a growing debate on the blurring of these lines
in many countries. The global “war on terror” led many states to rely increasingly on their armed forces
for surveillance and protection inside their own borders.?® Policing militarisation came to greater
popular attention in the United States in the wake of events in Ferguson, Missouri in 2014, where the
fatal shooting of an unarmed African American by police led to a series of protests.

In settings in the global North, the observed militarisation has been largely indirect, encompassing
shifts in the domains of gear/technology, protocols/procedures for community interaction, military
tactics, officer culture/mindset, and training and requirements.?* There is concern about law



enforcement’s shifting identity from guardians to warriors, and a narrative of the “bobby on the beat”

being replaced by “camouflage wearing brutes”.?

This has raised normative debates about the implications of waging “war on crime”, the relationship
between police militarisation and professionalism, and the use and abuse of force.?® Some have argued
that the dichotomy is false, that war and policing should be understood on a continuum of state power,
and that “police power’s intimate links with military power is in no way new or aberrational”.?” There
is also ongoing dispute as to the impact of police militarisation on crime, with some finding that some
measures of militarisation do seem to improve the capabilities of police to deter crime,”® but others
finding no such effect.?® Findings have also been mixed as to the impact of militarisation on police use
of lethal force.>°

In parts of the global South, especially in the most violent and unequal places of the world, the trend
has been towards direct militarisation. Several countries in Latin America have resorted to using
military or paramilitary units in large-scale operations with the aim of retaking domestic territories
controlled de facto by criminal groups.3! There is evidence that this may have produced an increase in
the use of lethal force by state agents and also in overall levels of violence.*?

The dichotomy between police and army was never particularly clear in Latin America and sub-Saharan
Africa. These contexts differ from their Northern counterparts in their political histories as settler
colonial states and in the starkness of their racial, economic and social inequalities.3® Their strategic
paradox is that their most critical security challenges are internal.3* In the communities where military
power has in recent years been used against the population in the name of crime control, the police
have arguably “never been peace officers;...instead, they have used their role as part of the security
apparatus of the state with little regard for the citizenship, human rights and the protections promised

to communities by virtue of their equality before the law”.%

South Africa is a case in point. Against what was considered the “total onslaught” of subversive
elements, the Apartheid state conducted a “total strategy”, meaning the co-ordination of “all aspects
of national life — the military, economic, political, sociological, technological, ideological, psychological
and cultural —in an integrated defence of the nation”.3® Members of the police performed military-type
duties in neighbouring countries, while the army was also used domestically to suppress “unrest” in
black urban townships.’’” The police force, with its armoured vehicles (known as Casspirs), live
ammunition, and formula of skop, skiet en donder (kick, shoot and hammer), were the most visible
representation of the Apartheid state.3®

After the end of Apartheid in 1994, the police force was to transform into a police service. Efforts were
made to form an organisation that was not only racially representative, but also community oriented,
human rights based, and demilitarised.> Yet its traditions, hierarchical structure, and the “war on
crime” discourse of South African political leadership have perpetuated the militarisation of the SAPS.%°
Among other things, this has manifested in a practice of large-scale, “high-density” operations,
involving “a sudden and noticeable increase in the number of police personnel and concentrated police
actions in targeted areas.”*! These operations (with fierce codenames, such as Crackdown, Slasher, or
Iron Fist) use cordon-and-search tactics to “capture ‘wanted’ persons and seize illegal weapons and
other contraband”.*

Not only have these operations been militaristic in character, but many (including Operation Fiela-
Reclaim, launched in 2015 in response to xenophobic violence and crime) have involved the SANDF.



Legally, the soldiers have the same powers and authority as the police, excluding the investigation of
crime,*® but they typically focus on providing the police with protection and logistic and personnel
support toward maintaining operational perimeters and roadblocks.** The Minister of Police described
Operation Lockdown as consisting of “all role players such as the various SAPS units, Metro police,
traffic services, SANDF and in some instances scores of neighbourhood watch members and volunteers
... descending week after week on a number of targeted precincts in an effort to create safety for all
[through] [r]aids, operations, cordon and searches, vehicle checkpoints, roadblocks as well as search
and seizures ... particularly on weekends when most criminal acts occur.”* The SANDF’s contribution
was to be “a) Troops for cordon and search, strong points in hot spots, observation, foot and vehicle
patrols; b) Air support for trooping and identification of substance manufacturing labs; and c) Any other

operations that may be determined from time to time”.

Gangs have often been a target of these large-scale operations, as for example in the 2012 Operation
Combat, which aimed to “dislodge and terminally weaken the capacity of the gangs to operate in the
selected communities”.*” Thus, the 2019 deployment of the SANDF to the Cape Flats is an extension of
this South African policing practice. Still, it is symbolically remarkable. The “gang” in Cape Town, as
elsewhere, is a category of discourse that allows institutions to act in specific ways, which, even before
the army deployment bore striking resemblances to counterinsurgency strategies.”® To deploy the
national defence force against domestic targets marks its targets as beyond the state realm. It must
use its military capacity to “take back” dominion over a territory that was lost or never fully held. The
Minister of Police noted that Operation Lockdown formed part of efforts to “stamp the authority of the
state in the Western Cape”.*® Indeed, gangs in parts of the Cape Flats arguably operate as a form of
organised counter-government, fulfilling certain economic and social functions that the state does not,
even as it perpetuates their communities’ marginalisation.>®

Such normative discussions of police militarisation are important, but the victims of Cape Town’s gang
violence may reasonably be more interested in whether it works. That is what this article proceeds to
estimate.

Methodology

Analytic design

Given that the intervention areas had already been established, an experimental design was not
possible. An interrupted time-series analysis with a control group®! was selected to evaluate the impact
of army deployment on local murders. The interrupted time-series allows us to see how murder levels
changed during the intervention and compare this to control areas with similar characteristics but
where the army was not deployed. They provide a kind of counterfactual of what might have happened
in the intervened areas, had the army not been deployed.

Dependent variable

The dependent variable was the monthly number of murders recorded by the police in each of the
communities. In this article we use the word “murder”, which is the legal term used in criminal records
in South Africa, rather than “(intentional) homicide”, which is more common internationally.>? There is
a slight conceptual, and in some places, legal distinction between the two, but criminological research
typically treats them as synonymous. Homicide or murder rates have been selected as the primary or



only dependent variable in the overwhelming majority of quantitative research on violent crime
causation.”®> Murder is relatively consistent in lay and cross-jurisdictional understanding, and its
“indisputable physical consequences manifested in the form of a dead body also make it the most
categorical and calculable”.>* This is why the United Nations and many others consider it a “robust
indicator of levels of security” and a good proxy for violent crime more broadly.>®

Publicly available precinct-level murder data were collected from the SAPS®® for the period from April
2016 to February 2020. Army deployment against gangs took place from mid-July 2019, to the start
of the COVID-19 lockdown starting on 26 March 2020.°® The pandemic lockdown resulted in the army
being redeployed more widely to support the enforcement of the lockdown.>®

The series comprises 39 months before the deployment and eight months after it began. This is a
reasonably long series before the intervention, but a short one after it. Unfortunately, the arrival of
COVID-19 and its corresponding lockdowns would make it difficult to differentiate the effects of the
presence of the army against gangs, its deployment to enforce COVID-19 regulations, other lockdown
conditions, or an interaction of these elements. Data has shown that several crime types, particularly
murder, were strongly affected by lockdowns, producing a sudden downward trend.®® The analysis here
therefore stops in February 2020 so that COVID-19 does not cloud the impact estimation of the original
army intervention against the gangs.

These kinds of operations might also have delayed effects. However, beyond the usual methodological
challenges involved in estimating such effects, the arrival of COVID-19 and the subsequent limitation
of our series makes it impossible to even attempt to measure them in this case.

Independent variable: deployment areas

When approval for the army’s support to the SAPS in Cape Town was finally announced, numerous
media reports specified the targeted areas as Bishop Lavis, Delft, Elsies River, Khayelitsha, Kraaifontein,
Manenberg, Mfuleni, Mitchells Plain, Nyanga, and Philippi.5? Although the criteria for this selection
were not publicised, these areas are all known for gang activity and high murder levels. The Minister of
Police told Parliament that the army would be deployed inter alia to Bishop Lavis, Delft, Gugulethu,
Harare, Khayelitsha, Kraaifontein, Mfuleni, Mitchells Plain, Nyanga, and Philippi East.®? These lists are
similar but not identical. The words “inter alia” also indicate that this was not an exhaustive list.

Formal requests were submitted to both the SAPS and the Department of Defence for information on
their co-deployment locations. Despite over a year of correspondence under the provisions of the
Promotion of Access to Information Act 2 of 2000, which intends to give effect to the constitutional
right of access to information held by the state, this was not forthcoming. A request was also submitted
to a Member of Parliament and member of the Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on Police, but this,
too, was fruitless. Relevant police stations were also contacted by phone, but they declined to confirm
or deny SANDF deployment in their area. No reliable, official government record with this information
could be located. It was therefore necessary to verify it independently. This was done by contacting the
leaders of Community Policing Forums (CPFs). CPFs are official committees of residents who volunteer
to represent their community and act as civilian oversight for police operations in their area. Police
stations did provide contact details for the CPF chairperson in their area.

The leaders of CPFs of 28 police station areas (including all those that had been mentioned in any of
the sources, plus other likely candidates across the Cape Flats) were contacted by phone and asked



whether the SANDF had been deployed in their precinct during the gang intervention period (June 2019
to February 2020) and also during COVID-19. This made it possible to determine which areas could be
considered for the intervention and control groups, as follows.

Table 1. Presence of SANDF in each police precinct, according to CPFs

Police precinct Gang period COVID period
Athlone Yes Yes
Atlantis No No
Bishop Lavis Yes Yes
Capricorn (Muizenberg) No Yes
Delft Yes Yes
Elsies River Yes Yes
Grassy Park Yes Yes
Guguletu Yes Yes
Harare Yes Yes
Hout Bay No Yes
Kensington Yes Yes
Khayamandi (Stellenbosch) No No
Khayelitsha No Yes
Kraaifontein Yes Yes
Langa No Yes
Lavender Hill Yes Yes
Lentegeur Yes Yes
Lwandle (Strand) No Yes
Macassar No Yes
Manenberg Yes Yes
Mfuleni Yes Yes
Mitchells Plain Yes Yes
Nyanga No Yes
Ocean View Yes Yes
Philippi Yes Yes
Philippi East Yes Yes
Ravensmead No No
Steenberg Yes Yes

We believe that this strategy is reliable, given that CPF leaders are not simply ordinary residents, but
active participants within the local structures of civilian police oversight. They have regular, direct
interaction with the police in their areas and likely would have discussed SANDF presence with the
police and within their structures at the time. None of them showed any doubts or had any difficulty
differentiating between the military deployment against gangs and their later deployment during the
COVID-19 lockdown period.

In addition to an official, authoritative record of deployment locations, it would have been of enormous
analytical value to have access to information on their scale and precise nature. It is likely that the
different areas saw variations in the size of the military presence, i.e. the “dosage” of the intervention,
and in the specific roles that the military carried out. Unfortunately, this information was also
impossible to obtain.



Independent variable: intervention and control groups

Having established as definitively as possible where the army anti-gang intervention took place, this
information was combined with murder and demographic data to select the areas for analysis. Data
from SAPS and a projection of population from the 2011 national Census®® were used to estimate
precinct-level murder rates per 100,000 inhabitants for the 2017/2018 reporting year, just prior to the
intervention. Census data was also used to calculate levels of income, average educational attainment,
and unemployment within each of the 61 police precincts in the City of Cape Town. These variables
were recorded into quintiles to facilitate comparison.

The total of 20 precincts selected for analysis are those with the highest murder rates in the city, all
recording a rate of over 60 per 100,000. The only exception was Philadelphia, which was disregarded
due to its rural nature and very small population. The 13 intervention precincts were Bishop Lavis, Delft,
Elsies River, Gugulethu, Harare, Kraaifontein, Manenberg, Mfuleni, Mitchells Plain, Ocean View,
Philippi, Philippi East, and Steenberg. The seven control precincts not only share these high murder
rates, but also a similar profile in terms of low levels of income, low levels of average schooling, and
high unemployment rates. The control group is composed of the following communities: Nyanga,
Khayelitsha, Ravensmead, Langa, Lwandle, Atlantis and Macassar.

The following table presents a summary of those results, with all precincts within Cape Town ordered
by murder rate. Communities that received army deployment are marked in red and communities
chosen as control groups are marked in blue.

Table 2. Variables used to select control areas, by precinct

A
Murder rate r.rer Population 2017, Average Unemploy- verage
. . 100,000 April . years of
Police precinct based on 2011 income ment rate .
2017 to March Census (quintile) (quintile) schooling
2018 a 9 (quintile)




Lingelethu West 54.2 75,628 2 4 3
Stellen 52.9 104,007 3 3 3
Muizenberg 45.2 68,652 3 4 3
Kleinvlei 44.8 113,772 2 3 2
Kuilsriver 41.6 84,175 4 3 3
Belhar 39.3 66,089 2 4 2
Hout Bay 38.2 39,288 4 3 3
Bellville South 37.7 34,438 2 3 2
Lentegeur 37.6 101,146

Table Bay Harbour 34.8 2,877

Grassy Park 27.5 105,304 3 3 3
Durbanville 26.2 84,090 5 1 5
Somerset West 23.9 62,785 4 2 4
Maitland 23.7 21,126 3 3 3
Bellville 23.1 77,956 4 1 5
Strand 22.9 61,195 3 3 3
Kensington 22.6 30,937 3 3 3
CT Central 19.6 40,867 5 2 5
Goodwood 19.6 51,095 4 2 4
Athlone 19.4 72,246 3 3 3
Wynberg 17.2 29,154 5 2 5
Brackenfell 16.7 54,005 4 1 4
Pinelands 16.7 23,933 5 1 5
Fish Hoek 16.4 24,335 5 1 5
Camps Bay 15.5 6,455 5 1 5
Woodstock 15.4 32,419 3 3 4
Table View 14.7 88,664 5 2 4
Parow 13.7 73,200 4 2 4
Strandfontein 12 33,424 3 2 3
Simon's Town 11.9 16,764 3 2 4
Diepriver 8.9 44,900 4 1 4
Mowbray 8.8 11,399 4 1 5
Lansdowne 8.7 57,444 4 2 4
Claremont 8.3 36,058 5 1 5
Sea Point 6.8 29,428 5 1 5
Gordons Bay 4.7 21,057 4 2 4
Bothasig 33 30,033 4 2 4
Kirstenhof 2.8 35,367 5 2 4
Melkbosstrand 0 13,623

Rondebosch 0 17,996 5 1 5

Also see map 1, which shows the location of the intervention and control precincts within the City of

Cape Town.




Map 1: Army deployment precincts (red) and control precincts (blue)

In short, both intervention and control precincts are characterised by high rates of murder, low income
and educational levels and high unemployment. Furthermore, 10 areas within the target communities
and three within the control group are part of the 25 precincts that the Western Cape Department of
Community Safety considers priority gang police stations in the province,® suggesting that they also
see similarities in terms of gang activity levels.

Results

The monthly number of murders per community, including both intervention and control areas for the
period from April 2016 to February 2020, varies from 0 (in 23 cases) to a maximum of 47 (1 case), with
an average of 9.6. The histogram (graph 1) shows that the distribution of monthly murders by
community is relatively normal, albeit with a longer right tail, as expected, since the left side is
truncated at 0 and the right side is not.



Graph 1: Histogram of monthly murders by community: April 2016 - February 2020
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Although the distribution is not exactly normal, it was deemed close enough to be able to apply
standard linear models. The log transformation did not achieve full normality either.

An initial, visual inspection was conducted. The monthly evolution of the consolidated number of
murders in intervention and control areas over the period is shown in graph 2.

Graph 2: Monthly number of murders in intervention and control precincts
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Visually, it appears that there was a reduction of murders in the intervention precincts exactly at the
month where deployment started, July 2019. There is also a reduction in the control areas in that same
month, but a very small one. After this apparent initial effect, both series appear to evolve in a similar
way over the remaining months. The correlation coefficient between both series over the whole period
is of a medium size and highly significant (0,566, n=47, p<0.01), which confirms that both figures are
subjected to similar time effects, whether due to seasonality or other events or influences.

Graph 3 shows the same data but smoothed through a moving average (each case is the average of
itself, the two preceding and the two following ones) so that there is less monthly variation and noise,
and trends can be better observed. The disadvantage is the loss of the first two and last two cases.

Graph 3: Monthly number of murders in Intervention and Control Precincts Smoothed through a
moving average
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The smoothed series appears to confirm the reduction in the short post-intervention series in the
thirteen communities where the army was deployed, but also in the seven control communities. This
means that in order to show the impact of the army deployment, intervention communities will need
to show a stronger decrease than control ones.

The correlation coefficient between the number of murders and the number of months since the
beginning of the series before the intervention is significant: 0,323 (p<0.05). This means there was an
ascending linear trend whereby murders were increasing before July 2019, when the army was
deployed. In fact, the correlation was significant only for intervention communities (r=0.364), but not
for control ones (r=0.138 and p<0.05).



Hence, the linear model to estimate the impact of the intervention incorporates a linear trend. The
dependent variable of the model is the monthly number of murders in each community. The
independent variables are:

a) Community, as a fixed factor, so that differences in levels of murder between communities,
which may be due to several factors including population size, may be accounted for. As
shown in Table 3, the average number of murders vary considerably between communities.

b) A dummy variable to indicate the presence of the army, which is equal to 1 in the months
between July 2019 and February 2020 in intervention communities, and is equal to 0
otherwise.

c) A serial number that measures the number of months since the beginning of the series, to
incorporate the existence of a linear trend over time.

Table 3. Monthly average of murders by precinct: April 2016 to June 2019

COMMUNITY Mean

Total 9,6




The results of the model are shown in Table 4. As far as the fixed factor for the community is concerned,
only the first and the last coefficients are shown for the sake of simplicity.

Table 4. Parameter estimates for the linear model on monthly number of murders by community: April
2016 to February 2020

Parameter B Std. Error Hypothesis Test
Wald Chi- df Sig.
Square

3.107 0.9163 11.499 1 .001
(Intercept)
[COMMUNITY=ATLANTIS ] 0.650 0.9023 0.520 1 471
[COMMUNITIES: .. Y - o
[COMMUNITY=STEENBERG ] 0
[ARMYPRESENCE=0] 0.804 0.5502 2.133 1 .144
[ARMYPRESENCE=1] 0
MONTHS SINCE BEGINNING OF THE SERIES 0.024 0.0123 3.970 1 .046
(Scale) 18.928 8731

The linear trend is statistically significant, which confirms that there was an upward trend before the
intervention.

The most relevant result for our analysis is that the impact of the army is not significant. In other words,
despite the apparent reduction of murders in the first month that could be seen on the graph, there is
no evidence that the presence of the army reduced murders in the affected communities when
compared with similar ones where the army was absent.

Conclusion

The 2019 deployment of the army to support the police in anti-gang operations in parts of Cape Town
was both long-awaited and controversial. Within its first month, the Police Minister reported that over
1,000 people had been arrested, of whom 806 were already “in the system” and wanted for other
crimes.® The Minister of Defence and Military Veterans claimed it as a success, in that “where the other
state entities had lost access into the areas engulfed with violence, the defence force has made it
possible for them to access such areas as part of their service delivery mandate”.%® Local CPFs were less
sure that it was working.®” Months later, some community activists were saying, “Here comes the army,
there goes the army,” and “Nothing has really changed”.®®

Yet no clarity emerged, in either popular or scholarly view, on whether there had in fact been any
positive impact on levels of violence. The analysis in this paper suggests that there does appear to have
been a reduction in murders in the month when the deployment started but found no evidence that
the army presence significantly reduced murders in the affected communities over the deployment
period, as compared with similar ones where the army was absent. Gang violence in Cape Town and in
similar contexts, such as Latin America and other countries in the global South, will doubtless surge



again. This research should inform ongoing debates on the appropriateness and effectiveness of further
militarisation of public security.
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