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  Preface and acknowledgements




  This book is the outcome of an attempt to respond to media queries on the annual release of crime statistics in South Africa. In 2015, the Centre of Criminology at the University of Cape Town produced a short descriptive guide to assist journalists and others who wanted to understand the problems with the SAPS crime statistics release in September and to place it in longer perspective. We are grateful to Barry Bateman, with whom we discussed it, and to Chris de Kock, who partnered on that initial product. However, we wanted something that provided not an overview of the data but started to show how the numbers themselves might help determine what must be done to reduce violent crime. This book is the result.




  We are extremely grateful to our colleagues and students at the Centre of Criminology and the Safety and Violence Initiative for ideas, debates and discussions about different parts of the argument. A seminar in late 2015 provided some indication of the importance of the long-term analysis of murder data. Social media comments on an article we published in the Daily Maverick on homicide trends also proved to be a spur to more in-depth thinking about what the data might say about policy options. We must also thank Jeremy Boraine of Jonathan Ball Publishers for his enthusiasm for publishing a work that we believe is in the public interest.




  This work is based on the research supported by the South African Research Chairs Initiative of the Department of Science and Technology and the National Research Foundation of South Africa (Grant No 47303). Any opinion, finding and conclusion or recommendation expressed in this material is that of the authors and the NRF does not accept any liability in this regard. Anine is also supported in her research by the David and Elaine Potter Foundation.




  Mark is grateful for his family’s usual forbearance. Thanks, finally, from Anine to Thomas van Heerden for doing everything that wasn’t this.




  As we were completing this book, in March 2016, Cape Town was rocked by the brutal murders of two teenage girls. Sixteen-year-old Franziska Blöchliger and nineteen-year-old Sinoxolo Mafevuka were killed about a week apart. One was found hours after being separated from her family during a run in Tokai Forest and the other was found at sunrise in a communal toilet in Khayelitsha. More than the similarity, what struck many was the contrast in how the cases were received by the police and the public. What was reignited was a debate – arguably the chronic South African debate – about the distribution and meaning of violence within pervasive systems of privilege, exclusion and fear. Addressing the problem of crime will inevitably require addressing those issues. It will also require that we all take the responsibility to inform ourselves about the nature of what we’re talking about. We are conscious that our work around crime data is about real human beings and their experiences. It is for that reason that this book is dedicated to Franziska and Sinoxolo.




   




  Introduction




  South Africans care a lot about crime. We think and worry about it, plan and insure against it, develop and share theories about it, report on and read about it, and talk about it … a lot. Crime is by no means a middle class and/or white preserve, but cuts across race and class, with black and poor people in fact disproportionately affected by crime (especially violent crime)1 and by fear of it.2 We are not the only country concerned with crime, but our high crime rates combine with other national anxieties – around race, social change, cohesion, history, and so on – to form a cocktail of issues that is potent and uniquely our own. We also find ourselves in the unusual and unenviable position of having both high crime levels and relatively good statistical reach and capacity. There are many who criticise what has been called our obsession with crime, and the ways in which it shapes our priorities, relationships, spaces and collective identity.




  Without downplaying such cautions about the primacy of beliefs about crime in our national conception of self – quite the contrary – this book takes the view that our concern with crime is neither avoidable nor undesirable. The conversations about crime that happen in the press, on social media, in houses of every size throughout the country, in neighbourhood watch meetings, boardrooms, break rooms, bars, streets, queues and every other place we come together are an inevitable result of the place crime occupies in our social and political lives. More important, such conversations are an important arena of connection and contestation. Crime, its measurement and its control are not technocratic issues best left to those with specialised education and experience, and at ease with quantitative methods, people perhaps imagined as above the sometimes petty, sometimes downright ugly emotional fray of grappling with crime in this country. It simply doesn’t (or shouldn’t) take degrees in statistics, criminology or history to get a decent grasp on just what we should make of the figures and graphs that the South African Police Service (SAPS) currently produces on an annual basis for public consumption.




  At the same time, we all share a responsibility to ground ourselves in reality. There is and always will be a lot about crime that remains open to interpretation and discussion, and scope for our personal and political worldviews to play out. But there are a few things that we should all be reasonably able to agree on, so that we don’t talk past each other or waste time trying to understand or solve problems that aren’t the ones that need to be understood or solved. Failing to engage with these issues impoverishes the quality of our discourse on every level, and makes it more difficult to make any progress. Besides the obvious – that crime enacts harm on those it touches – there are at least four major reasons why we should all continue to engage each other and ourselves in thinking about the magnitude and nature of crime, and why we should attempt to do so with some basic understanding of what we’re actually talking about: crime is expensive; knowledge in the form of figures can be especially beguiling; crime is unavoidably political; and finally, as this book aims to show, crime can tell us things about our society that we might otherwise miss or misunderstand.




  Crime is costly




  Driven in part by a growing focus on maximising fiscal ‘bang for buck’, the last three decades have seen the proliferation of attempts to measure and compare the costs of crime and crime control. The direct costs are relatively easy to compute. The 2016/2017 national budget allocated R87.5 billion for police services and R41.7 billion for law courts and prisons, for a combined R129.2 billion.3 That’s about 10 cents in every rand of government expenditure allocated in a tight budget, at a time when global economic pressure is high and local political consensus around appropriate state spending is low. In addition, turnover in the private security industry is said to be in the region of about R60 billion a year.4 So the direct annual costs of attempting to prevent and respond to crime in this country are around R189 billion.




  Those costs buy the services of, and facilities used by, 194 000 SAPS employees,5 487 000 private security officers,6 about 40 000 Correctional Services staff7 and about 22 000 Justice department staff.8 Thus the jobs of about three-quarters of a million people in this country are, at least to some extent, influenced by what the crime statistics tell us and how we interpret and respond to them. This is because the statistics are one of the most basic tools for understanding and quantifying our crime problem – how much of it there is, what shapes it takes in different places, and therefore where and how we should allocate resources to do something about it.




  But the costs of crime go far beyond these direct financial allocations. There are the costs of the property damaged and lost, costs related to insurance, to securing homes and property, to dealing with the medical results of crime both in the short term (for example, treating injuries following assault and providing antiretrovirals for rape survivors) and the long term (for example, treating crime-related disability and trauma), and so on. A study in 2000 estimated that the direct medical costs and loss of income alone cost a survivor of rape R1 605 and a survivor of attempted murder R3 928.9 Other research estimated that each homicide victim in the Western Cape in 1998 involved productivity and opportunity costs of about R88 000.10 One attempt at including direct financial losses, as well as medical, emotional, institutional and private security costs, estimated that the aggregated cost of crime in South Africa amounted to 7.8 per cent of GDP in 2007.11 Cable theft alone has been estimated to cost the country R5 billion a year.12




  Crime diverts human, financial and time resources in the state, business and individual spheres away from more productive investments in development and growth.13 The cumulative lost growth due to crime is hard to estimate, not least because of the challenge of capturing the lost benefits of spending on other things, that is, the opportunity costs. One rand spent on policing is one rand not spent on education or public transport; a productive worker who emigrates out of fear of crime is one who ceases to contribute to the local economy; a month spent on compassionate leave following a serious crime is a month not spent working; equally, a month in prison for a healthy young person represents a lifetime of reduced prospects of earning a salary to help their family; and on and on. Crime also disproportionately affects those to whom it is most devastating: the poor. Those who have very little are the least able to protect themselves from being robbed of it, and lack the insurance or resources to recover from the shock, thereby worsening cycles of poverty and entrenching inequality.




  Methods of estimating the economic impact of crime have improved in nuance and sophistication over the years, for example extending to use self-reported offending rather than just official records, and attempting to account for the cumulative costs that criminal justice action can exert on already marginalised communities. These methods will no doubt continue to improve. But quantitative approaches will always be beset by debates about the appropriate weighting of costs of various kinds and against different groups in society, about whether some crucial factors can be meaningfully translated into monetary terms, and about how to take account of inevitably differing conceptions of fairness and equity. These questions are by no means only of local concern. Quantifying, comparing and setting targets so as to mitigate the impact of crime on people’s livelihoods and lives is no simple task. One of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, adopted in September 2015, is the promotion of just, peaceful and inclusive socities, and debate is ongoing around the issue of how to measure security as a component of human development. Whether neatly quantified or not, crime and how we respond to it manifestly have considerable impact on the livelihoods not just of victims, perpetrators and law enforcement personnel, but also of the entire society. Crime critically obstructs urgent efforts to improve national wellbeing.




  Crime statistics are powerful but beguiling




  Figures of all kinds have weight in how we think about our world. When we wish to know about and describe places, we often turn to the collective numbers associated with them, such as their population, aggregate wealth, unemployment rate and crime rate. But this is a fairly new way of approaching things. It was only really in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in Europe and America that there came to be sufficient capacity for, and perceived value in, neatly categorising and counting various things about the individuals in a society.14 From about the 1830s, ever-larger volumes of numerical information came to be produced and used in the governance of people and places, helping to consolidate these into conceptual and practical bureaucratic units.15 Quantifying rates of deviancy – of illness, madness and criminality – was central to this process from the first, with statistical description increasingly taking the place of causal arguments involving human nature or the supernatural.16 In other words, where once crime may have been primarily understood as the outcome of the universal and individual struggle between good and evil, it came to be thought that there was a certain proportion of society that was dangerous, and that this proportion allowed for and required identification, measurement, ideally prediction and certainly management.17




  This is a simple but important historical point: crime statistics exist because they are thought to be useful. Collecting, compiling and interpreting them uses limited resources of money and time. The expense makes sense only if it is believed that having the resulting information can help give rise to better understanding and better decisions. As the United Nations manual on crime statistics puts it, statistics can be a partial but invaluable tool to ‘help Governments to assess and monitor the conditions, circumstances and trends of well-being and the social impact of public expenditures and policies’.18 Statistics influence decisions about which areas should be allocated more police, what crimes should be targeted for reduction, which police station managers are doing well or badly and whether the police, courts and communities in general are doing the right things to combat and respond to crime. The crime statistics influence decisions about how those who enforce order should conceive of and conduct themselves in relation to the rest of society – for example, whether they should call themselves generals or commissioners – and when they should be allowed or encouraged to use deadly force.19




  The annual peak in popular interest around the release of the South African crime statistics, at least in the press and on social media, suggests that many ordinary people also consider them worthy of some form of attention. Although some people are highly suspicious of the validity of the statistics as they are presented by the SAPS, or by the poverty of the numbers in fully capturing the messy and painful personal realities of crime, few seem to question whether the task is meaningful or worthwhile at all. The outcry around the moratorium on the release of crime statistics in 2000 may well have been in large part expressive just of frustration and suspicion, but it was bolstered by a sense that we were worse off without that knowledge. There appears to be a general popular sense that, whether or not the numbers we have tell the story we want to hear or are of good enough quality, there is some point in having them. On the basis of our understanding of crime, which may well be partly informed by our understanding of crime statistics (although likely less so than by our own experiences, what we hear from peers and the media, and our other beliefs about ourselves and society), we may change our route home, our mode of transportation, our children’s curfew, our insurance profile, our purchases, our hiring practices, our neighbourhood, our vote, and so on.




  This presents two related problems. First, statistics can be selected and manipulated with varying degrees of subtlety, and are often used not to test assumptions or teach new things but instead to give a sense of reality to what people already feel or want to prove. People tend to believe that the information that fits with and confirms the rest of their views is true, and that the information that does not suit them is false.20 So it is common to see people embrace and share those crime figures that suggest that the country’s safety situation is deteriorating, and in the same breath reject a figure that suggests the contrary as being the product of police machination. Because they seem so important and concrete, but are inevitably incomplete and sometimes downright ambiguous, crime statistics here and everywhere are a ‘spinner’s paradise’, easily prodded and shaped to ‘prove’ just about anything.21




  The second problem is that many people are intimidated by anything that looks like mathematics, have limited confidence and skill in telling good quantitative work from bad, and are inclined to consider any argument accompanied by numbers, percentages, probabilities and graphs a better one than an argument without. An infographic can speak a thousand words, regardless of whether those words are accurate or worthwhile. Even statistics created with all the goodwill in the world may be of poor quality, as is arguably the case with many about the developing world.22 Numbers can make complex and ambiguous things seem simple and concrete, even as their production introduces new domains of uncertainty.23 This means that crime statistics are fraught with the potential for both conscious and unconscious deception of ourselves and others, with the result that the decisions they inform may be very poor. This situation is made especially frustrating by the fact that crime statistics are not themselves very complicated at all. They can be used and combined with other information in interesting and skilful ways, and they can serve as subtle social and political tools, but people with even a low level of numeracy should be able to grasp their essential features and begin to use them to make sense of and change their world.




  Even more frustrating is the fact that the people of South Africa are not just the subject matter of this information, but its primary data gatherers. Most of the figures we have about crime are created bit by bit every day, when individuals make the choice to pick up the phone or walk through the doors of one of the country’s about 1 130 police stations and take the time to report on what they’ve experienced, what they know and what they need. For the most part, the role of the police or other researchers in creating the crime statistics is just to take this information as (largely) voluntarily provided by the public, categorise and add it up, and combine it with some other information to make it easier to interpret. The information is for the most part given in order to elicit direct action wherever possible,24 but based on the interest and sometimes incredulity with which the annual release of the statistics is met, it seems reasonable to conclude that there is also a genuine expectation that it will be usefully returned. That mass of information is not given or surrendered for the police or others to dispose of how they please; it is loaned with the understanding that it will be returned in a format that makes it possible for everyone to understand what is happening in terms of crime and what is being done about it.




  Crime statistics do not belong to the South African Police Service, the government, a handful of academics or other specialists, and/or the press. They are public property, and the public have a right to access and understand them. No party has the right to try to package or dole them out so as to avoid causing panic or receiving criticism. Moreover, no party should be able to do so. Every individual should be able to take up the crime statistics and use them to help draw conclusions and make decisions about their lives.




  Crime is political




  It can be tempting, when faced with the undeniable realities of crime, to imagine that crime is a simple fact, an easily identified thing that objectively happens and can be counted in the same way that we may count atoms or cell divisions. But this is seldom the case with social phenomena. Social events are made meaningful by their contexts. Each is embedded in, and followed by, a process of negotiation and interpretation that determines how we think and feel about and react to it. For example, the act of presenting a bouquet of flowers to another person means entirely different things in different contexts – in a romantic relationship, at a funeral, from an employer to an employee, from a child to a parent, from a motorist to the traffic cop planning to write them a speeding fine, and so on – to say nothing of the variations between different cultural contexts and different eras. The meaning of an ostensibly simple act, such as transferring flowers from one person’s hands to another’s, only begins to make sense in that it invokes a whole complex world of norms, assumptions and relationships.




  In the case of crime, the process of making meaning may seem relatively simple; we have a codified system of laws according to which we can evaluate the act in question. However complex the issue may be, it should be possible for sufficiently skilled and experienced people to come to a defensible determination of whether or not a crime has been committed. Therefore, it should be feasible to count up those crimes and use that count to draw meaningful conclusions about crime. In a minimal sense, this is so.




  Even in its letter, however, the law is itself a product of history, more or less democratic processes, inertia and negotiation and conflict between various pressures and interest groups. The case of apartheid laws makes this especially clear in the South African context. It likely strikes most young South Africans as inconceivable and absurd that until 1985 it was deemed appropriate to identify marriage or extramarital sexual relationships between people of different officially classified races as a distinct phenomenon, a problem deserving of government attention, and an appropriate subject of criminal law and punishment. Conversely, it might not that long ago have struck many people as surprising that, as of 2007, it is legally possible for a man in South Africa to be raped by a woman. The list of substances considered illegal or controlled changes from time to time. There are laws now to control items or activities that didn’t even exist two or three decades ago. Legal days and hours for the sale of alcohol have in recent years changed a number of times in some places, and will no doubt continue to do so as political pressures and alliances shift.




  The law undergoes changes large and small on a constant basis. The process of change can be slow or it can happen in sudden bursts. Despite the ideal of public participation, the law can seem technical and remote from ordinary people, a matter of impenetrable jargon being crafted in parliamentary meeting rooms and judges’ chambers. But whether through active legal challenge, lobbying, electoral politics or the expression and development of the amorphous arena of public opinion, the law takes its shape from its society. When we count crimes, even according to careful and explicit legal definitions, the very system of definition and counting we use is a complicated product of our collective historical and present values, priorities and structures.




  When it comes to the reach and application of the law, the role of these pervasive social factors becomes even clearer. Even for what may seem like relatively clear-cut crimes, such as theft or assault, there are a number of incidents that may never register with those involved or who observe them as criminal, never mind reach the attention of law enforcement. We tend not to see the behaviour of those similar to us and close to us through a criminal lens.25 When we’re out having drinks and a friend removes cash from our wallet despite it being their turn to buy a round, and they push and swear at us in the course of the ensuing argument, we may well feel angry or betrayed, but it may never occur to us or anyone else around that we have been victims of and witnesses to theft, assault and crimen injuria. Were the circumstances, characters and relationships involved even slightly different, these actions would be reported, registered as crimes, and might result in a trial and potential conviction and sentence. Even in the courts, where every effort is made to standardise and depersonalise decision-making, research shows that whether someone is deemed a criminal and how it is deemed that the state should respond are influenced by such ostensibly irrelevant factors as the race, gender and age of the parties involved.26 Like its content, the application of law is determined by the shapes of our social structures and patterns of power. These are subject to change.




  Further, the outcomes of these processes feed back into the shape of our society. Crime and fear of crime change our behaviour and our spaces in profound ways. More than two-thirds of South Africans feel unsafe walking alone in their area when it is dark,27 and although the evidence locally is less clear,28 it is generally women, old people and ethnic minorities who are disproportionately affected by this fear, which constrains their behaviour as a result.29 Our experiences and feelings about crime change the shapes of our homes, streets, businesses and cities.30 In turn, the shapes of our spaces and the ways in which we distribute resources over the long, medium and short term determine who experiences what crimes and to some extent what the impact of those crimes will be. The people we label as criminal carry and enact the consequences of that label for the rest of their lives.31 As typified by ongoing debates about the magnitude and salience of the problems of farm killings or crimes committed by foreigners, the prevalence and patterns of crime infuse our political discourse and our beliefs about rights, race, nationhood and the legitimacy of our leaders. Beliefs about levels of lawlessness are made to stand in for the success, value and prospects of the entire post-apartheid democratic project.32




  Not only is crime embedded in our broader ideas about ourselves and each other, but it also shapes these ideas. As such, crime can never be a matter just for legal and law enforcement professionals. It is inextricably linked with how we live our lives, how we think lives should be lived, and who gets to make and enforce those decisions.




  • • •




  These are some of the reasons why it’s important not to leave the question of crime and its measurement to the bureaucrats and technocrats, and instead to involve ourselves consciously in their unavoidable politics. We should do so responsibly, if we care at all about making good decisions for ourselves and our society. This means being honest and informed in our relationship with the evidence. In crime, as in all else, we all have a great many ideas about the world that we think of as ‘facts’, but which are simply not supported by any rigorous investigation of reality.




  In response to the 2015 release of the crime statistics, the key political actors made a range of claims with varying degrees of reasonableness, but almost none with any obvious basis beyond conjecture. During the parliamentary portfolio committee briefing on the crime statistics, both the Police minister and the National Police Commissioner stressed that the figures should be seen as reflecting primarily the social circumstances the police and nation are faced with rather than police performance, and also that the statistics presented were accurate and methodologically sound. The African National Congress (ANC) statement reaffirmed its ‘confidence in the quality and credibility of these statistics’, and noted with concern the ‘slight’ and ‘marginal’ increases in some crime types, as well as the ‘significant and commendable achievements’ evidenced in the trends in other crimes.33 The Police and Prisons Civil Rights Union suggested that it was impossible to draw ‘mathematical conclusions’ or ‘discredit individuals’ on the basis of the crime statistics, and criticised those who failed adequately to take account of the fact that ‘policing in South Africa is relatively new and its approach cannot be ignorant to the current South African realities’.34




  On the other hand, the Inkatha Freedom Party registered its disappointment with the release because the statistics were ‘disconnected from the current crime reality’ in the country, as there had been a ‘spiralling crime rate’ in the six months between the reporting year-end in March 2015 and the release at the end of September.35 The grounds on which this conclusion was reached were not specified. The Freedom Front Plus announced that the statistics indicated that ‘South Africa is increasingly becoming a violent country’, and went on to say that ‘the credibility of the statistics is also suspect’, a claim apparently based on complaints from ‘many people’ as well as the chief spokesperson’s personal experience in reporting a crime.36 The Democratic Alliance (DA) claimed that the murder rate was ‘what one would expect from a country at war’.37 Trade union Solidarity was adamant that the increase in serious crime ‘should be laid at the door of a leaderless police service that failed to combat crime’.38




  In the course of two or three days, the crime statistics were confidently described by the various parties as accurate and as entirely inaccurate, as showing positive signs and as showing disastrous signs, and as saying good things, bad things or nothing at all about police performance. In many cases the same people made apparently contradictory claims within the same statement or even paragraph. Social media, the comments sections of major news websites and informal conversation reflect many of these same positions, perhaps in cruder terms but usually with much the same evidentiary basis. The same thing happens every year, regardless of what the figures look like. We should do better, and we can.




  Sifting through such competing claims about what the crime statistics are, and what they mean, needn’t be a matter of simply trusting the familiar voices and the ideologically aligned. So this book aims foremost to empower ordinary people in South Africa to sift through the noise and have better, more informed and productive conversations about the crime statistics. Having raised these issues and provided some information on how it might be useful to approach them, it does not follow that we will all agree or come to the same conclusions about them. Many questions about crime, its measurement and what should be done about it have been asked for as long as some concept of criminal deviance has existed. They are and should rightly be asked every day by experts and law enforcement officials and activists and politicians and religious leaders and everyone else who cares to. There is also a great deal about crime that the statistics alone can’t answer. Still, it is our view that a broad understanding of how this particular pool of numerical knowledge works and what it looks like can help us to ask the right questions, so that we don’t waste precious resources of time, money and attention trying continually to untangle the wrong knots with one hand tied behind our backs.




  This book also derives from the belief that crime and criminal justice statistics, when combined with other forms and sources of knowledge and solid expert analysis, can be tools not just for better thinking and decision-making, but also for accountability. There is so much more knowledge about crime buried in the figures than just the percentage by which a particular crime type went up or down in the country in the last year. Some of it is contained in the relevant agencies’ annual reports, which, unlike the ‘crime statistics’, tend not to enjoy much public attention and interrogation. But the quality and accessibility of this knowledge determines its power to promote participation, transparency and responsiveness in the collective efforts to address one of the problems that most concerns the people of South Africa. Although the figures are imperfect, meaningful access to such figures may help contribute to the effectiveness and commitment to justice of those to whom we officially entrust it.39
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‘This is a measured, illuminating book that ought to be widely read.
7 - Jonny Steinberg, Associate Professor in African Criminology
f at the University of Oxford






