

  

    [image: ]

  




  

    




    Hitmen for Hire




    Exposing South Africa’s Underworld




    Mark Shaw




    Jonathan Ball Publishers




    Johannesburg & Cape Town


  




  

    




    To B, H and N – people of the upperworld




    In memory of Stephen Ellis, 1953–2015


  




  

    




    ‘If it makes you feel any better, this isn’t murder. It’s not even killing. It’s assassination … Here’s the shopping list. Go and bag some … That’s all it is. Nothing to feel sorry about. Nothing to cry about.’




    – Viet Thanh Nguyen, The Sympathizer, London: Corsair, 2015, p. 257.




    ‘The use of violence is always concealed by lies, and the lies are maintained by violence.’




    – Jana Arsovska, Decoding Albanian Organized Crime, Oakland: University of California Press, 2015, p. xi.


  




  

    




    Prologue: 
Killing Laylah




    ‘It was killing me,’ she said. ‘The fact that I was just a tool – a tool for men. I wanted to make my own way. Hold my own life. So I became a shooter. Not, like, all at one go, but after a while.’




    Perhaps we have become too conditioned by James Bond movies. The assassin par excellence of popular culture, whether working for criminals or the government, has a certain cachet in our imagination. The tuxedo, or at least the smart shirt, well-groomed looks and self-confident personality have come to form a certain image in our minds.




    But the young scowling woman sitting in front of me in the Nando’s certainly did not look the part. She looked damaged, in fact, in the way so many people who pass you in the street do. A look of exhaustion, dark rings under her eyes – and a sense she doubted that I was who I said I was.




    The chicken franchise was in that gritty buffer zone of bustling post-industrial Cape Town between the city and the Cape Flats. It is where parts of the new Cape Town are being born, but where some of its harder bits refuse to die. ‘Edgy,’ as someone once described it to me, although that does not quite capture the place. The sense of twilight menace about the place, often drawn upon in crime novels about the city, was suddenly broken by an old lady carrying a baby on her back past the window of the take-away.




    I am being deliberately vague about the location because the arrangement for the interview with ‘Laylah’ (not her real name) had included, unnecessarily in my view, an agreement that the location was to be a secret, and I want to stay true to that. Suffice to say it is a part of the city recognisable to anyone who has driven along the arterial roads that connect the fragmented geography of apartheid. It is one of the places where a cosmopolitan place like Cape Town comes together geographically, but also quite literally. Outside the windows of the chicken restaurant, taxis drew in and out, offloading their passengers, cars snaked past, and people walked briskly by carrying their bags and bundles.




    The meeting was part of a two-year quest I had begun at the University of Cape Town to explore organised crime in South Africa. It was a tough assignment: what was organised crime in the South African context? That’s what I was researching. Interview after interview, and a parallel research project on measuring violence in the country, had brought some focus. What, I increasingly wanted to know, drove the organised market for violence in South Africa? This market for violence, and its connections with other criminal markets, seemed to be having a series of consequences for all South Africans. And it had not been explored. That meant I needed to find out more about it by searching for the hitmen of the criminal underworld. Or, in this case, a hitwoman.




    Like all such interviews, the introductions had been arranged through a string of intermediaries. Yes, so and so did that sort of thing, but they were hard to reach. I will come back to you, I would be told. Silence for weeks. I – or a go-between – would end up driving to people’s houses, asking, ‘Would they speak?’ Not about incidents – about killing people, as such – more about their lives. ‘But their lives are fucked,’ said one intermediary. ‘What’s of interest there?’ It’s for research, I would explain, in what seemed to be a slightly self-important tone, given the litany of ‘fucked-up’ lives in front of us. ‘Come back again – let me see what we can do,’ I’d be told. Backwards and forwards like this until this Nando’s meeting was set up – and several others. Tales of murder, mixed with chicken and washed down with a Coke.




    The Nando’s was quiet, the smell of grilled chicken hitting you like a wave on entering. She was already there. Some restless-looking gang types were sitting a few tables away. Her minders? Hard to tell. Would she talk? Not quickly, it seemed. The best way in, I thought … talk about growing up. It sounds neutral enough, although in such a context it is far from it. In this city, saying where you grew up may be as good as saying which gang you work with. But there seemed no obvious alternative; she did not look like one for small talk with strangers.




    ‘So … er … where did you grow up?’




    ‘Hanover Park,’ she answers. You could picture those tenement blocks, row after row, outside staircases, washing draped between the buildings. Such buildings always reminded me of my school classrooms, as if apartheid-era architects had a failure of imagination and designed all buildings the same – square, blockish and with brown window frames. The smell of dagga in the air. People crammed in – a contradictory place: a sense of community but one pervaded by fear.




    But, in the end, Laylah didn’t say too much about growing up. What she did say, though, almost immediately, was that she had been raped. More than once, in fact. That was how it was for a girl in the gang, she said. It was as simple as that: when I had asked her about growing up, she had told me where and then added that she had been raped.




    But there was an important link between the rapes and what she had become. ‘It made me angry. Fok, it really peed me off!’ And, as if to emphasise this last point, she indicated the pistol strapped to her ankle. (Now that is a bit more James Bond-like – but it seemed almost incongruous: a piece of heavy, cold metal strapped to her slight, bony female body. Not that the circumstances made the gun any less deadly.) The boys in the corner shifted around, adjusting their leather jackets, stroking their hair. Laylah ignored them.




    ‘You see,’ she said, ‘the thing about girls is that gangs and taxi people sometimes use them because they are not like what you would expect.’




    Too true. Laylah didn’t look like a killer. In fact she said she was not one at the beginning. She said she was a ‘lure’. ‘A what?’ I ask. Well, you know, those fishing things. Shiny, dangly, vulnerable. Makes the prey come. ‘I acted as a lure. That was the first time. I got him to come.’ She smiled grimly. ‘Not to come. Although I would have done that too. I got him to come to an area where my gang could kill him. They did it. That was my job.’




    It was a story that I had heard before. Another woman, in tears, had explained to me a few weeks earlier – on a bench, next to a jungle gym in a dusty Cape Flats park – that her job had been to ring the bell or wait at the gate. A woman standing there: gang members think with their dicks, and if you think with your dick, you are liable to be shot in the head.




    Laylah shifts on the bench. She is dressed in a pair of tight jeans. She is wearing a baseball jacket and a scarf on her head. And an unlikely piece of steel strapped to her ankle. Would it have made her walk lopsidedly? I wondered. In the end, I did not find out. She remained seated until I left – prim, perched on the bench. Perhaps ‘petite’ would be one way she could be described, although it’s not a word that seems to fit her perfectly. But it’s enough to convey that she is not masculine and muscular. Yet she is not exactly feeble and feminine either.




    She got raped by a gang boss too. ‘He was an ugly bastard,’ she said, like she might have if we had been making a movie. ‘He was drunk, pawing at me …’ She stopped. ‘Anyway, that’s what happened.’ Even in its truncated form, the story of the rape was shocking. What is even more shocking is that it is a standard feature of every gang woman’s story. Told in countless interviews.




    Even in just those few words, I could tell it sounded cruel – and it left her angry. There were other cases, too, but she had been drugged up. Then she hitched up with a gang member, ‘a real killer’, as she described him. ‘He shot a lot of people,’ she said chillingly, her lips spelling out the words slowly for emphasis, so that I would understand that he was not your run-of-the-mill criminal. He left his guns with her. That was a sign of trust, I suppose – to leave the hardware with the girlfriend. The trust seemed to be a one-way deal, though: the killer, it turned out, was having an affair with another girl. Laylah’s response: to shoot the other girl. ‘Fok, she deserved it … carrying on like that! Everyone knew.’ Not shot dead, you understand. She was not good enough for that yet. She shot her in the arm. She said this so matter-of-factly that it took my breath away. She did not rage at her lover, the killer. Instead, she shot the killer’s side entertainment. In the arm.




    ‘The arm?’




    ‘Yes, she put her arms up and the gun went off.’ Nothing came of it. At the hospital nobody asked any questions and, after all, who would have gone to the cops for that? Not the killer’s bit on the side – she was too much part of the pack.




    ‘He’s dead now,’ she said.




    ‘Sorry … who is dead?’ The killer. He was shot by another gang. They pumped him full of bullets, shot him in the face. Hard to explain the motive, but it seems he had changed gangs or allegiance within the gang. Difficult to tell, for sure. I had heard about something similar before in Manenberg, a gang-afflicted hellhole notorious for a recent spate of gang turf wars. Shooting gangsters in the face is done as a way of denying those who change allegiance a final identity. You lose your face, the ultimate mark of dishonour. One literally carried to the grave.




    Laylah did not want to say too much more about it. What was clear, though, is that his killing devastated her, perhaps accentuated by the fact that it seemed to have been delivered as a mark of disfavour, the killing of an outcast. That seemed to harden further her already hard exterior. Before dying, the killer had given her life – they had had a child together. She had loved the man. And he had provided for her – provided in the way a mid-level gang boss does: there was food, drugs of course, and fast cars. And there was status. She was held with a certain respect because of who she was with. She had cool clothes. People knew who she was connected to and that she was not to be messed with. But now the killer was gone – and she was on her own. Vulnerable.




    In his absence and without his support, Laylah considered the options and moved from being the lure to acting as the fisher woman. Poor metaphor, this. She struggled to explain: ‘I moved from attracting them, drawing them in to be killed, well, to doing the killing. You won’t believe me, but that is how it is. You know, I got a rush from shooting that girl in the arm. It was fokking easy. Bang! Blood. She went down. I can’t tell you more. It just that that’s where I found myself: I was well looked after and then I looked after myself.’




    I am interpreting here. Putting a gloss on it. I didn’t take notes. I doubt she would have spoken if I was jotting down her words on an exam pad. But that is basically what she said.




    The Nando’s was getting busier now. We got some food. ‘I needed resources,’ she said, a chicken wing between her front teeth. ‘Like nobody really understands. I hate when you people’ – she waved the remnants of the chicken wing in my general direction – ‘say you must break out of the gang. Break out! I was totally trapped from school. I can’t break out. It was the opposite – I needed to break in. Earn respect. I never finished school. They needed me. Not as a lure, something else. My first one was linked to some taxi argument. The gang boss got money from the taxi guys. A troublesome guy had to be handled. I went with another guy. Girl, boy – looks less suspicious that way. We shot the guy. I don’t remember much. Just the thrill afterwards. … Later I went to prison.’


  




  

    




    Preface




    The issue of murder in South Africa had fascinated me since I returned to the country to take up a post at the University of Cape Town. I had left South Africa 15 years previously for a job at the innocuous-sounding United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. There, as a senior advisor, and later as a partner in a consulting firm, I had traversed the world, conducting assessments and dishing out advice on justice reform and countering organised crime – even if the solutions I proffered seemed like technical tinkering given the scale of the challenge. There was no corner of the globe, including some of the most fragile and conflict-ridden states, that I had not visited. It was a dream job: one moment I was in the dusty streets of some godforsaken Somali pirate town, the next reporting back in Vienna or New York.




    But, like all expatriates, my heart had been at home. South Africa’s crime problems were not new to me: I had earlier worked as a researcher and then as a government official in the quaintly titled National Secretariat for Safety and Security. But things had changed. South Africa’s level of violence, while still way too high, had declined during the time I had been away at the UN. Then, a year before I returned in 2012, the homicide rate edged up again. And in Cape Town it skyrocketed to double the national average. I was eager to find out what lay behind this.




    Analysts and academics have long asked some searching questions about why South Africans died so violently and so often. The debate has bounced back and forth between a series of causal factors: inequality, alcohol, guns, a general culture of violence. To make our own contribution to that discussion, a UCT colleague, Anine Kriegler, and I had trolled through the murder data since 1910 to determine long-term homicide trends in the country. At the same time, I scrutinised the news reports with their daily staple of bloody bodies and the standard refrain from the police that ‘the case is under investigation – no arrests have been made’.




    What seemed surprising in these reports is how often, and it seemed to me increasingly so, cases occurred under circumstances that suggested there was a direct instrumentality – a clear purpose – in the killing or attempted killing, murders where people were killed in their driveways or taken away and shot in the back of the head. Police officers at the scenes would intone that these were ‘hits’, although generally the motive remained unclear. I would urge you to do the same: read the local newspaper and see how often murders are reported in this way. As this book was being completed, for example, a prominent criminal defence lawyer, Noorudien Hassan, was shot in Cape Town in what was clearly a hit, followed a few days later by a hotel manager who worked for one of the city’s most notorious underworld figures. In Johannesburg, an individual with known links to cigarette smuggling, Raymond ‘Razor’ Barras, met his end in a suburban driveway in Kensington. A few days later, Sibusiso Sithole, the municipal manager of Richmond in KwaZulu-Natal, known for his opposition to corruption, was executed while walking in the town. The bodies keep stacking up.




    It troubled me greatly. Should we not understand this phenomenon better, I asked myself. And, after over a decade of asking questions of law-enforcement officials in dingy offices, and civil-society people and journalists in places where the presence of mafia-style forms of control oozed from the walls of empty buildings, I found that South Africa bore some striking parallels with countries associated with mafia organisations. These types of targeted killings smacked of mafia-style violence, murders carried out to achieve some purpose in the illicit economy (and sometimes the licit one).




    My first bosses at the UN, Jan van Dijk and Samuel Gonzalez Ruiz (the latter a former deputy attorney-general of Mexico, whose focus was organised crime), had long maintained that such killings were a useful measure of the strength of mafia-type organisations. But surely these incidents of bloodied bodies killed with a single shot to the head happened in places like Italy or Mexico, and not Cape Town, my new home? South Africa’s violence was supposed to be more ‘social’, a product of people’s circumstances. At least that is what the Minister of Police, Nkosinathi Nhleko, in the 2016 release of the crime statistics had claimed. The police, he argued, could do little about this form of killing. Some criminologists agreed. Violence was bad, but at least South Africa was spared the worse forms of organised crime: the underworld at war with itself. But something in the violent ecosystem in which I now lived seemed to suggest otherwise. Were we looking correctly at the problem of violent death in our society?




    As the killings continued to mount up and gang violence in Cape Town soared from 2013 to new peaks, a fellow researcher, Kim Thomas, and I, designed a data-collection project on criminal assassinations with the aim of building a better picture of the phenomenon. Then we began to review the press for cases of targeted killing from as far back as we could.




    At the Centre of Criminology at UCT we built a database of every hit or attempted hit over a 17-year period. We followed the broad methodology adopted in similar studies on contract killings, mainly from the UK, and adapted these to the information sources we had available. Of course, a British study on reported hits has far fewer cases to go through, and there is much more likely to be a media story published there if a drug dealer in a small town cops it outside his nightclub than if a local-government official dies mysteriously in KwaZulu-Natal.




    South Africa does have some interesting research resources, however. We drew on a comprehensive electronic database, SABINET, which hosts print media records of local, regional and national news. And we supplemented that data with searches of electronic news sources. We searched under four categories: ‘contract killing’; ‘political assassination’; ‘hitman’; and ‘taxi killing’.1 These search terms alone generated 14 000 media articles. That is a very large pile of paper. These stories were each reviewed to identify cases where the circumstances and the commentary provided by the police, court proceedings, the community or families involved suggested that the victim had been the subject of a hit, or attempted hit. Cases were then sorted by date.




    The main point of all of this is that we tried hard to make sure our findings were as accurate as they could be. We eliminated cases that were likely to have been hits but where there was insufficient evidence to categorically confirm that. As I will emphasise, it is difficult to draw any trend data from these results – but the fact remains that there are a remarkable number of reported hits in South Africa. And many others, it seems, don’t make it into the newspapers – not even the local press.




    Three criteria needed to be met for a case to be recorded in our database as a hit – in other words, where there was enough information to determine that the murder was an assassination-like killing that had been well planned and where somebody had been paid to do it. The first is that the police, or the criminal-justice agencies or the families of the deceased had declared the murder to be a hit. Secondly, the circumstances must have been such that it was clear from the facts of the case that a hit had taken place – for example, that one person had been clearly targeted. Thirdly, if there was evidence that the circumstances surrounding the murder involved a burglary or robbery we generally excluded it from our database. We also recorded attempted hits that had failed. These were often the saddest of all, because other people, sometimes children, were killed by mistake.




    The results of this research informed this book. The findings were stark: we recorded 1 146 incidents of hits in the UCT database over the 17-year research period from 2000 to 2016. That’s a lot of cases – and clearly enough to determine at least a set of initial conclusions around the linkages between targeted killings and criminal markets. We also found there was a dramatic increase in cases in 2016.




    We sorted all the cases into four broad categories of hits: those associated with the minibus taxi industry; political assassinations; contract killings related to organised crime (or the grey or illicit markets they were present in); and those related to personal or family matters. Of these, 484 could be linked to the taxi industry; 248 were politically related; 261 were linked to organised crime; and 153 arose out of domestic wrangles (e.g. marital or family disputes). However, many of these broad categories overlap. They are analysed in more detail in Chapter 1, and updates of the data can be found at https://assassinationwitness.org.za.




    In the vast majority of cases, we recorded the names of the victims, but this was not always possible, most commonly in the cases of targeted assassination of less prominent people.




    In a surprising number of cases, mainly those related to personal disputes, the contractor approached a hitman who was either an undercover police officer or who reported the matter to the police.




    Given the sheer scale of the problem that the accumulated data pointed to, the phenomenon of targeted killing seemed worth studying more closely. It was certainly not something that had been looked at before in South Africa, largely because there had previously been no relevant data – only the much awaited annual release of the country’s murder rate. And, truth be told, that data irritated the life out of me. The media wanted a neat sound bite about whether things were getting better or worse. However, not all murders are the same. So, disaggregating the numbers and linking them with a phenomenon that I had been working on for almost my whole career – organised crime and its illicit networks – seemed to offer an opportunity for deepening the policy debate. I believed these new research findings would help make sense of things and understand killing for what it often seemed to be: an instrumental tool for achieving influence – either politically or economically. That is more meaningful than just a generalised annual statistic, a number of dead bodies published in a news report, argued over, and forgotten about until the next year.




    Laylah seemed to represent something bigger at work. Speaking to Laylah, it was apparent to me that a set of economic, political and structural conditions had bred a market for killers, and nurtured the killers themselves. People were being paid, just like those who work in the formal economy, to do a job. And there were lots of such people in South Africa – perhaps more than in other countries. The transactions and exchanges made within this economy of violence had been key to shaping a series of criminal markets. The use of commercialised violence, or the threat of it, had become a currency in its own right. It was even beginning to define South Africa’s fragile democratic order. Addressing this violence means defending democracy. That is the motivation for writing this book.




    Understanding this market for violence meant that I needed to reach into the underworld to explore it. But would the underworld be prepared to talk to me? People who work in the criminal world are not normally disposed to opening up about their work with outsiders – the risk can be very high for them. If they are discovered by the law it may mean the end of a profitable career, or angering an associate with indiscretions may cost a life.




    But, like people everywhere, those who populate the underworld also have stories to tell, and some do want to tell them. To make contact with the right people who could give me information, I led a small team of researchers who identified people in the underworld who would explain things to us. Over a period of two years we conducted over 100 interviews. Without those team members and those interviews, this book would not have been possible.




    South Africa has seen a recent flurry of good books by journalists on underworld activities, much of the material spurred by the assassination of Brett Kebble, a well-known businessman with strong political connections.2




    Nevertheless, research on organised crime and the underworld, particularly in South Africa, is underdeveloped. All over the world, though, given the prominent place that organised-crime figures have assumed in many societies, journalists and researchers have been trying to understand the nature of the beast: a number of recent books that provide ethnographic case studies of organised crime in several developing countries must now be regarded as the models for others to follow.3 In each case, the researchers spent considerable time talking with people active in, or close to, the underworld, drawing the links to historical developments. They found that the nature of organised crime is never separate from the context within which it is shaped, and which, in turn, it shapes. The same applies for South Africa.




    Writings on the underworld in South Africa have only covered some parts of the criminal ecosystem, most recently the network that developed around the Czech gangster Radovan Krejcir. Yet the underworld has many parts, and the purpose of this book – to follow its title – is to expose a wider cross section of that ecosystem. As will be shown, if targeted hits are a measure of organised-criminal activity, then the media has focused on a remarkably narrow slice of the underworld.




    Information on the underworld needs to be collected in various ways. But, given that the nature of the underworld is hard to discern from public sources alone, the main way of getting an idea of what is going on is to speak to the people who operate in it. Here, the researcher has an advantage over the police officer or private investigator. Research is less threatening to most people, particularly if they feel it will serve as a conduit for their own story. But gangsters, like ordinary people, are likely to talk up their side of the story and their own role in it. That means an added responsibility for the researcher: stories need to be verified, multiple interviews conducted and their results compared. One needs to continually assess whether the truth is being told.




    While conducting research for this book, it became clear that some in the underworld were ready to share their experiences.4 Which of these were prepared to speak to me, and where and how they agreed to be interviewed often provided as much insight as what they actually said. These interviews serve as a reminder of the degree to which people engaged in the criminal economy are integrated into the upperworld.




    Arranging the interviews was seldom ever just a question of a single phone call. It meant using intermediaries – people who have knowledge of the underworld or connections there. Our intermediaries were police officers, businessmen, lawyers, community leaders, or religious or social figures. The question is not just to find anybody with knowledge of the underworld, but people who are considered well placed to explain it and who would be willing to talk. After the intermediary had sounded out the prospective interviewee, contact was made and a meeting arranged. In many cases, it was only by the second or third meeting that enough confidence had been built to enable a meaningful discussion to ensue. The preferred venues was distinctly ‘upperworldy’ – the shopping mall coffee shop or, as in the case of Laylah, a take-away joint. Few interviews for this book took place in dodgy nightclubs or dark street corners late at night. No one in this business wants to talk in a place where everyone knows them.




    Those most prepared to talk openly were often characters who have distanced themselves from organised crime, although the phrase ‘I am no longer involved’, repeated often enough, suggests that in fact they might still be. As I have already suggested, conducting underworld interviews from an outsider’s perspective relies on the ability to sort bluster from truth, to compare notes across different discussions, and to not necessarily accept every statement at face value. Yet people who work or have worked in the underworld should not always be assumed to be untruthful, and many recounted their stories in an even-handed and remarkably analytical manner. They would not have talked had their identities been revealed, and I have respected that throughout this book.5




    The genesis of this book goes back some time, to the playing fields of my high school on the eastern side of Johannesburg. It was there that I first encountered some of the men whom you will meet in Chapter 4. Those were the hedonistic days of the mid-1980s as South Africa’s night-time economy was beginning to grow and the late-apartheid order fought to retain its power. Those men were boys then, but they were aggressive, sometimes hard for the teachers to control. I kept my distance, but, as it is said, fear breeds fascination – it was from them that I was conscious of the development of what later came to be called the ‘bouncer mafia’. It is a fascination that I have retained throughout a career that has focused on analysing and responding to crime, most particularly its organised variety. So it would be appropriate to thank them from the outset: if I had grown up somewhere else, perhaps my interest in the underworld would not have developed.




    This in many ways then is the book that I always wanted to write but never felt ready to, and in some ways still don’t. As a young security analyst in the post-apartheid government, I found it difficult to understand the development of organised crime in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and, as I suggest later in the book, it was easy to rely on generalities, including what rapidly became the standard one: that transitional societies carried within them a series of factors that gave rise to criminal forms of governance.




    In the euphoria of the first years of South Africa’s democracy and the reconstitution of the police force, the possibility of reducing violence beckoned. To have suggested back then that violence would have become highly commercialised – that there would develop a market for hired assassins – would have been greeted with derision. In retrospect, perhaps we should have been less surprised. The makings of commercialised violence were already present in South Africa at that time – most significantly in the taxi industry and, increasingly, in the country’s illicit-drug markets, but also elsewhere in the emerging post-apartheid criminal economy and its links with the networks that had engaged in the near civil war of the late-1980s and early 1990s.




    Understanding these connections, and tracing the evolution of organised crime in South Africa and its link to commercial assassination is the purpose of the book. Its most basic assumption is that killing people in ways that can be linked to illicit markets, and what is widely called the underworld, is something that may help us to understand our society better. Put differently, if assassination is a kind of indicator of the development of the underworld and the strength of organised crime, what does this say more broadly about South Africa and its violent social and political economy?




    The first two chapters of the book consider the results of our database of over 1 000 assassinations, introducing the reader to the hitmen who made this happen and the hits culture in which they operate. It then examines (Chapters 3 to 5) three criminal markets that have served both as sources of violence and as the breeding ground for assassination: the taxi industry, the extortion or protection economy and the country’s drugs market, with its particularly violent manifestation in the Western Cape. The book then explores (in Chapters 6 to 8) the symbiosis between organised crime and the police, external foreign criminal groups, and politics in South Africa’s evolving democracy – all in the light of the evolving market for killing.




    I conclude by looking at what must be done to weaken the link between the social and political economy of the country and the commercialisation of assassination.


  




  

    




    Introduction: 
Removing obstacles




    ‘Outside of popular culture there are no highly skilled hitmen,’ a prominent analyst of organised crime, Mark Galeotti, was quoted as saying in The New York Times recently.1 He was talking about Russian organised crime, but his assertion seems to fit the case of Laylah and others in South Africa.




    It was, ironically, Laylah’s vulnerability that had made her so dangerous and unpredictable. She caused damage but she was also fundamentally damaged herself. Why was I surprised at this? Had I been expecting something else? Someone more sinister, perhaps: smartly dressed, fit and clear-eyed, like you would imagine one of the female guards, the appropriately named Revolutionary Nuns or Amazons of former Libyan president Gaddafi.




    But Galeotti’s overall point was that stereotypical conceptions of Hollywood-style hitmen were overwrought. And it seems to me in fact that we have bred a level of ‘professional’ killers in South Africa. That professionalism may not suit the requirements of a Hollywood producer, but it works just fine in the environment in which we live. Murder has purpose and a group of people are paid to do it. Killing for hire therefore shapes South Africa’s fragile political economy. Laylah was her own sort of Revolutionary Nun.




    Before proceeding, it is probably worth defining what we are talking about here. There is a fair amount written on the contract-killing business (elsewhere, though not in South Africa), so certain details seem pertinent. I define ‘hits’ in the South African context as the targeting of specific individuals for murder, generally by contracting a third party. These hits are generally undertaken for economic, political or personal gain, or sometimes a combination of all three. ‘Contracting’ in this case usually means the transfer of financial resources in exchange for murder, although in some cases other forms of remuneration (for example a job, sexual favours, high status in a criminal gang) may be provided in exchange.2




    As this definition suggests, and consistent with the literature on assassinations, targeted murder is carried out with the specific objective of changing a particular context or environment to the perpetrator’s advantage, by eliminating an obstacle.3 Payment for killing in this context provides a useful distance between the person who benefits and the killer or killers themselves.4 Hits, then, have a particular utility – an issue that is examined in this book in the various markets or environments where they occur.




    The data we uncovered in these environments (as explained in the Preface) seems to suggest a trend: the mafia-like commercialisation of violence. But, from what I knew from my travels to examine mafia markets elsewhere, mafia-style violence develops within the markets themselves: it is a form of regulation for sale because state systems of ordering are not available – you could call it a market within a market, but a crucial one to determining the shape of illicit activities.




    Recent studies in places with far lower levels of murder than South Africa also suggest that while criminologists had largely assumed that most murders occurred where victims and perpetrators knew each other, the notion of the independent contractor as murderer was not well understood or well studied, and likely to be far more prevalent than had been previously assumed.5 One expert had even used the neat term ‘criminal undertaker’ to describe players in the underworld who assume this role in the context of messy and overlapping criminal markets.6




    A point often mentioned in studies on organised crime is that violence flares up in criminal markets when there is a fight for control and it becomes highly targeted, when one criminal group prevails. In that reading, spurts of violence appear to be a battle for control of the illicit economy (and sometimes parts of the licit one too). When powerful organised-crime groups win, then mafia rules apply. But those markets have suffered from bouts of violence as unstable criminal coalitions fell apart and then reformed. Targeted assassinations, underworld-style hits and associated instrumental violence must, then, to some degree be a feature of evolving characteristics of organised crime in a country.




    But how to test that hypothesis? Does South Africa display the same characteristics, albeit in a different context, as those of, say, Mexico or Central America, with their high levels of criminal-style assassinations? In those places, targeted violence has been driven by specific circumstances linked to the drugs market, and killings were often highly symbolic, encompassing brutal levels of violence and the prominent display of bodies (or parts of them) to send out a powerful message. The approach I thought best for South Africa was to look at certain criminal markets and see which ones generated the most violence. Perhaps the answer lay there.




    And what was the purpose of the violence in these illicit economies? Was it a fight for control? A struggle for market share by competing criminal actors? The South African illicit economy – its underworld – seemed to have changed dramatically since the beginning of democracy. Several colleagues, and some of my own earlier work, had noted these changes, but the linkage between the development of organised crime and violence was underdeveloped. The link was made, but it was more assumed than well understood. And it begged another troubling question: what if South Africa’s ‘upperworld’ of business, politics and society were increasingly drawing on the underworld to use violence in an instrumental way to achieve certain objectives? Hitmen are used by a remarkably wide segment of society. There were certainly parallels elsewhere. It was a chilling thought because it suggested that the table had been turned: the underworld was perhaps driving the daily interactions of the upperworld.




    For example, in one remarkable incident in 2013, the boyfriend of former South African communications minister Dina Pule (she having been recently accused of fraud) was alleged to have tried to contact a potential hitman to eliminate the chairperson of the Parliamentary Ethics Committee and the Registrar of Members’ Interests. Additional security was provided to those threatened. The police subsequently reported that the person tasked to recruit the hitman, and who had gone to the press with the story, proved to be an uncooperative witness.7 What does this incident say about South Africa and its bumpy trajectory as a democracy, and about its evolving underbelly? That assassination – for the purpose of obstacle removal or spreading fear – is discussed around the dinner table more commonly than you might think.




    Contrasting the lower reaches of society with the supposedly licit world above makes us think about what the underworld actually is. It is a term often used in the press – ‘he is regarded as a member of Johannesburg’s underworld’ – with the assumption that we know intuitively what it refers to. And perhaps we do. For those of us who live in the upperworld, the underworld is a cautionary tale of bad guys and bogeymen. It is a zone where laws are broken, where people are brutally hurt and promising futures come to nefarious ends. It is the place into which the dregs of society fall and which we avoid at all costs, insulating ourselves behind barbed fences and institutions of security to the best of our ability.




    But, surely, if we take a closer look, the distance between the upperworld and underworld is not so great. Perhaps this is why we take such care to ensure it remains an abstract concept. And, just as crime novels are often said to pass social commentary on society, the story of the underworld shines a light upwards to reveal important and often unattractive truths about the upperworld.




    And we too often take our cue about the underworld from people who most visibly symbolise it. Lolly Jackson is a good example, with his images in the media and beautiful girls and shiny suits. But that gives an imbalanced picture and does not represent other underworld players. We are too ready to define the underworld by its most glamorous occupants. That’s only part of the story. To take one example of the faceless, invisible side of organised crime, I once met with a former drug trafficker in his office in Johannesburg. The office was in a factory, where he was the supervisor. With the noise of the busy warehouse in the background, and as he twisted a paperclip into different shapes, the interviewee spoke soberly about the challenges of running a criminal business in the late 1980s and early 1990s. He described how the source of his drugs was the police drugs unit, who had seized the contraband, or in some cases, apparently, imported it themselves. His role was to sell the merchandise. He described in detail the two protection networks that he had run, one within the police and the other among a group of city bouncers, real practitioners of violence, who protected the floor space in clubs where he sold the drugs. This was a normal way of doing business, he explained. When his police contact appeared likely to be exposed, he skipped town and went overseas. He made his money, he said, and keeps away from the drug industry now.




    What seems remarkable from many of the interviews I conducted for this book is how key individuals in the underworld are aware of one another and are often in contact. The underworld in South African terms is as it is elsewhere: a network of individuals with some parts that interlock with each other; people are aware of the actions of the other constituent parts, often exchanging services. And, like everything else in South Africa, the organisation of the underworld is defined by race.




    Within these networks, some key figures stand out as bridges between the underworld and the upperworld. The murdered Cyril Beeka, a well-known Cape Town gangster and violent entrepreneur, once performed such a role, as did the flamboyant Radovan Krejcir, the now jailed Czech mobster notorious for leaving a trail of dead bodies in his wake in Johannesburg. People such as Beeka and Krejcir are nodes in the underworld, but this also makes them targets if they threaten the interests of other powerful figures. In that sense, the underworld is a perennially unstable place. Beeka was killed in an assassination, and there have been attempts on Krejcir’s life.




    Powerful figures in the underworld sleep with loaded guns on hand for good reason – and this is not just a glib turn of phrase. Positioning is everything and is often closely linked to the ability to practise violence, not necessarily directly, but through economic transactions with those who have developed the skills for doing so. And violence procured from the underworld has the ability to shape the upperworld.




    Fundamentally, are not the underworld and the upperworld more intimately connected than we might wish to assume? The underworld is a political, economic and social creation that is defined through its formal exclusion from legitimacy – and in that sense it is a by-product of the upperworld, a product of the laws and institutions designed to regulate social, political and economic life, and set standards for behaviour. The underworld is what we choose to exclude from ‘legitimate’ society and the people who operate in it exploit the gaps in those laws for their own purposes and to meet the demand created in the upperworld.




    The most obvious case perhaps is drug trafficking. Some drugs have been declared illegal, but people still need and want them. The underworld ensures that those drugs are delivered to meet that need. Is violence not the same? If there is demand and supply, then there is a market for violence. And, is not the clearest expression of that market the commercialisation of assassination itself?




    Could such a market for violence then be governed by a similar set of economic rules? When acts are criminal but the demand is high, so is the profit margin. To exploit that requires organisation and other crimes like corruption, such as paying off police officers to keep them on one’s side, which facilitates and protects illicit transactions. The market for violence, then, is an important part of maintaining what we might call organised crime, and those who sell and buy violence – we might call them violent entrepreneurs – are essential to maintaining organised crime.




    What can be said about the broader ecosystem of violence in South Africa in which targeted assassination takes place, and what, in such a context, is the utility of hits?




    South African society is characterised by multiple forms of violence, often intersecting with and reinforcing one another. The nature of this violence has evolved historically from conflict primarily related to confrontation with the apartheid state – although this too masked a wider array of political and economic conflicts – to one around accessing resources within the democratic order. In South Africa these broad historical shifts have aligned with a growing emphasis on personal interests over ideological or political ones, symbolised by growing corruption and patrimonial politics.8 As Karl von Holdt has argued, such types of violence are often seen as symptomatic of the failure of democracy, but ‘[r]ather than democracy and violence [being] mutually exclusive, democracy may configure power relations in a way that violent practices are integral to them’. Von Holdt aptly terms this system ‘violent democracy’.9




    The hits culture is an important part of this system, arguably standing at the apex of expressions of criminal governance. Hits represent the commercialisation of targeted violence to achieve political, economic and/or personal gain. They are possible because of a series of ‘nurseries of violence’ that provide resources in the form of people and expertise that can be hired to carry them out, including from within the state’s security institutions. Nurseries are a place where things are shaped and nurtured – for good and bad – so to identify the sources of hitmen in this way has important implications for our understanding of the evolution of the underworld and the place of violence within it.




    The market for targeted violence is part of two main trends. The first is the commercialisation of violence itself. The second is that commissioning hits marks a shift from the more overt use of violence to achieve particular ends to more discreet violence. With the latter, the objectives and perpetrators are concealed. Political, economic and criminal actors appear increasingly less likely to engage in open violence and more likely to resort to hidden violence to achieve their objectives (a theme I return to later). Such targeted violence in a democracy aims to mask its perpetrators and attains symbolic value as a result and, as we have seen, this blurs the boundaries between political, economic and criminal interests, whereby targeted violence comes to resemble accepted behaviour.




    By and large, it would seem that commissioning a hit is not expensive and subcontracting violence is a relatively easy process. The going rate is something in the order of R10 000 to R15 000, although this fee increases at the more sophisticated end of the spectrum, with over R100 000 being recorded as having being paid in several cases. Court records are a good place to confirm these figures. In comparison, for example, with the profits to be made in the taxi business, or the potential gains to be had from winning tenders or through political appointments, hits are highly cost-effective. One reason for the low price tag is that there appears to be an oversupply of hitmen available in the market.10 Hits are also fairly easy to arrange. They are a feature, at least in part, of the availability of violence for hire in a context where the norms of ordinary social and economic interaction have come under considerable stress or change.11




    The critical importance of subcontracting violence is that it generally introduces a high level of uncertainty as to the identity of the perpetrators who order the kill. There is enormous symbolic value in this. Hits and assassinations literally come out of the blue, they can affect anyone and, at least to most outsiders, why the person has been killed remains unclear. The burden of proof is also challenging.




    Subcontracting targeted killing as a way of exerting influence in the absence of systems of effective state governance provides a means to disconnect those who order the murder from the actual act of murder. As one analysis notes, ‘just as there are animals that let other animals do their killing for them – vultures and hyenas’, by employing a ‘trusted proxy when one’s available’ means that if the plot is uncovered there will be someone to sacrifice.12




    But who are the subcontractors? From media coverage of court proceedings, court documents and the interviews we conducted, it seems that hitmen, and more generally the capacity for underworld-sourced violence, are generally drawn from a limited number of distinct environments. We found that they are largely recruited from the enormous violent capacity within the taxi industry; from the bouncer or debt-collection business, which has its origins in the night-time protection economy; from the system of increasingly well-armed gangs in the Western Cape; and, as illustrated by a case involving a police captain allegedly acting as an assassin, from within state-security institutions.




    These nurseries, or pools,13 of violence are perhaps unsurprising in the South African context. They are the core recruiting grounds for killers. Their easy availability, and the connections between these nurseries of violence and certain established economic and political actors, goes some way to explaining the growing use of assassination as an instrument for other ends.




    There is a strong relationship between nurseries of violence and politics, which suggests a mutuality in their services. Criminal networks rely on political protection to maintain their operations, so it is in their direct interests to support candidates for political office who are likely to be supportive. And, as a landmark study of organised crime and politics elsewhere notes, politicians, ‘even the most upright, have a lively sense of the active part played in politics and elections by underworld characters’.14 That role includes the use of violence when politicians and criminal bosses both benefit from its application. We can see quite clearly the debilitating result when that link becomes strong. South Africans often consider the overlap between crime and politics as something exceptional to the country. Unfortunately, it is not.




    In all places where violence has currency, its occurrence can often have deeply symbolic value. That may be the case, for example, where public violence involves lots of people (violent protests, for example). However, assassinations can also be choreographed to make a point. ‘Violence,’ as Diego Gambetta notes, ‘can serve a quintessential communicative purpose.’15 In this sense, hits do not have to be regular, but they must be regular enough for the perpetrators to remind the economic and political system what they are capable of. This is why murder hit lists are used in the underworld: one or two killings have a multiplier effect, generating fear. Killing a particular person for a purpose is often about sending a message. And, even if that was not the intention, it may be the result. It is for this reason that the circulation of hit lists is a chilling development in our politics.




    It should be recognised that resorting to assassination is not a new phenomenon in recent South African history. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission and media accounts have long ago exposed the role of apartheid-era ‘hit squads’, which targeted political activists, the most notorious being led by Eugene de Kock.16 South African intelligence and special-force units also carried out targeted killings in neighbouring states and further afield.17 And, for its part, the ANC engaged in targeted assassinations of ‘problematic’ members of the organisation and others, most notably municipal councillors and other ‘sell-outs’.18 High levels of violence, particularly on the Witwatersrand and in KwaZulu-Natal from the mid-1980s to just after 1994 often involved the targeting of individuals.19 Assassinations have shaped the course of South African history on several occasions, the killing of Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd in September 1966 in Parliament and the gunning down of Chris Hani in April 1993 being just two examples. In that sense, assassination constitutes a form of learned behaviour, translating from one form of governance to the next.20 The future of South African murder has been conditioned by the past.




    But, while assassinations may not be new in South Africa, the degree to which they are now used is indicative of mafia-like violence: namely the use of targeted killing, or the threat thereof, to obtain political or economic gain. As Jan van Dijk has noted in a comparative study of indicators for organised crime, ‘instrumental violence’, such as targeted assassinations, can serve as a proxy for the extent of organised crime.21 The use of targeted violence to influence economic and political outcomes is a core mafia activity.22




    ‘Mafia’ is a term that is not used as often as it should be to describe events in South Africa (we will return to this later in the book). It is a focus that is missing from most discussions of assassination in the country. Yet my interviews with hitmen suggest an awareness of the symbolic, mafia-type nature of assassination, namely that killing does not have to be regular, but only a threatened possibility, reinforced by actual cases that are surrounded by suspicion but impossible to resolve.23 This type of violence, a recent study of violence survivors in KwaZulu-Natal concludes, leads to fear, greater risk aversion and ‘a dampening influence on political participation’.24 These are features of what is generally termed ‘organised crime’.




    But organised crime evolves. The actors change as economic patterns and those who control them shift – sometimes because of violence. These are the kinds of forces that have led to the likes of Laylah. She was a typical product of a market for violence entangled with other illicit markets – being paid to defend and alter it as others saw fit. She was the tool of the illicit trade but also a shaper of it. The likes of Laylah had been studied elsewhere in the world, but the foundations of analytical work on the underworld everywhere are shaky. It requires looking into places that are by their nature hidden from public view. It is hard to get people like Laylah to talk. But doing so provides a window into the underworld, changing our perceptions of the idea that violence is merely an accumulation of random acts that are reported in the form of a murder rate every year. A significant proportion of those murders may be much more instrumental, governed by a set of commercial transactions and shaped by violent entrepreneurs and the needs of criminal markets. If that is the case, we can do something about it.
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    Junior 13: 
A grey ghost brings death




    The well-dressed man in his mid-40s had just drawn up in a Toyota Hilux in front of a popular butchery and restaurant in Mamelodi West, near Pretoria. It was a mild Sunday evening in early November 2015, the heat of summer still a few weeks away. People were out on the streets enjoying the last fading hours of the weekend. In the bakkie were three other men. They were talking – most probably about business deals that needed doing and opportunities for the future. The smartly dressed man had considerable investments in the township, including the profitable butchery/restaurant. His Audi RS7 was parked nearby – a symbol of his success.




    Accounts of his death differ, but they go something like this. It was dark, about nine o’clock. He had entered the butchery but was then called outside and got back into the Hilux. At that point, a sleek, grey Golf 6 drew up. That part of Mamelodi is a bustling place, even on a Sunday night, and the grey Golf would have attracted no attention. ‘It was like a grey ghost,’ a man who had been at the butchery that night told me as I wolfed down the outlet’s delicious boerewors. The more I spoke to people about the murder, the more the word ‘ghost’ resonated: the life of the man who was about to die seemed an enigma, just like the many conflicting details of his death.




    The men in the Toyota watched as customers selected their cuts of meat and took them to the cook, who manned the braai opposite the seating area. They continued talking; there seemed nothing immediately untoward about the new arrivals in the VW. But then, the doors of the grey ghost opened slowly and two men stepped out wearing balaclavas. They were armed. Professional hitmen. At that point the four men in the bakkie must have sensed trouble – balaclava-wearing men with guns at night can mean only one thing to those practised in the art of violence.




    The men from the grey ghost moved swiftly to the parked car, guns clearly visible; one had a pistol, the other a semi-automatic. They looked briefly through the car windows in search of their target. Once they established he was there, they emptied their guns into the car in his general direction. As the shooting diminished, a door opened and two men bailed from the Hilux and ran away as fast as they could down the street. The remaining two occupants of the car were not so lucky. They were slumped forward in their seats.




    The execution complete, the masked gunmen quickly got back into the ghost and the car drove off, its tail lights disappearing around the corner.




    In the bakkie – having just breathed his last – was one of the most celebrated gangsters in South Africa. His name was Monare Ignatius Selokwane, or ‘Junior 13’ to those who knew him. His name was not on the lips of the public as a widely known gangster, like Cyril Beeka or Radovan Krejcir, but it should have been. Junior 13 was one of the most daring and prominent organised-criminal figures South Africa has ever seen. He was responsible for a spate of bank robberies in the first decade of the 2000s, which may have netted him as much as R50 million, half of it from one bank in Nelspruit.




    Junior 13 was, by South African standards, a sophisticated thief, described by one journalist as the South African equivalent of Ocean’s Eleven. The bank heists that he was suspected of pulling off relied on detailed preparation and complex operations. The bank blueprints were obtained or bought from employees, and he entered the facilities through the air-conditioning ducts or by tunnelling into the buildings. A trained technician was recruited to bypass the alarm system. Outside, corrupted police and traffic officers (who had been recruited as members of his gang) would be deployed to block or divert traffic and delay the arrival of genuine officers of the law.
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“Gripping, a must-read. This work is of immense valve.”
- VUSI PIKOLI, FORMER HEAD OF THE NATIONAL PROSECUTING AUTHORITY
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