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Communal responses to burglary at residential 
premises in the Cato Crest informal settlement, 
South Africa: Implications for community policing
Zandile Faith Mpofu1*, Nomathemba Nomakhosi Sibisi1 and Nonhle Tracey Sibisi2

Abstract:  Violence and crime in countries such as South Africa are shaped by deep 
socio-economic inequalities; however, urban areas and housing spatial also play 
a role, but often in differing ways. Housebreaking is unlawfully and intentionally 
breaking into and entering the building or structure with the intention of commit
ting a crime. There is limited qualitative research published on communal responses 
to burglary in informal settlements where the hyper-permeability of housing struc
tures directly shapes residents’ crime experiences. The study adopted a qualitative 
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PUBLIC INTEREST STATEMENT 
Residential burglary is a property crime that has 
the most elevated occurrence rate of all viola
tions in South Africa. It might in this way signifi
cantly affect individuals’ discernments and 
sentiments of well-being. Residential burglary 
has the highest frequency of all crimes in South 
Africa and the current trend in the number of 
residential burglaries indicate that this type of 
property crime will probably remain a serious 
problem in society for the foreseeable future. The 
study reports on impact of residential Burglary 
and interventions to curb residential burglary in 
the area of Cato Crest Informal settlement in 
Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. The study 
focused on community members and commu
nity leaders of the area in order to address the 
exclusive concepts around which the research 
question was centred. The findings of the study 
highlighted that contact crimes such as burglary 
are social or domestic in nature and occur pri
marily within the social environment, such as 
private residence, the victims of such crimes can 
be left in a traumatic state, also that the com
munity needs more than the Neighbourhood 
Watch Programme for burglary to lessen. 
Criminals must be arrested, and cases should be 
investigated, and convictions must be done so 
that the criminals would not take this offence 
lightly. The study recommends a need for police 
and clinic-based counsellors who can be trusted 
by the community, a need for additional pro
grams that will help to curb crime in the area.
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approach within the interpretivism paradigm. Data was collected by conducting 
semi-structured interviews with a total number of (n = 15) participants, consisting of 
(n = 11) members of the Cato Crest informal settlement community and (n = 4) 
community leaders who were selected through snowball and purposive sampling 
strategies respectively. Data was analysed using thematic analysis. This study 
revealed that alarming crime incidences affect the social life of community mem
bers. Community members have resorted to changing their house locks frequently; 
using weapons to defend themselves; and setting up Neighbourhood Watch 
Programmes and/or Community Policing Forums to detect and curb crime. We 
recommend that law enforcement officers be proactive in their approach to dealing 
with crime as they are the first respondents to crime. Community leaders, com
munity members with law enforcement officers should monitor activities to protect 
people/property by patrolling around the area, investigating crimes and appre
hending suspected law violators.

Subjects: Criminology - Law; Crime Control; Criminal Justice; Police; Violent Crime; Crime 
and Crime Prevention; Criminology and Law 

Keywords: burglary; residential burglary/housebreaking; informal settlements; community 
policing

1. Introduction
Residential burglaries are daily occurrences in most societies (Govender, 2016). Burglary at residential 
premises is a huge crime, with 240 000 burglaries each year in South Africa (Zinn, 2017). House robbery 
is the term formulated by the South African Police Service (SAPS) to describe a residential burglary 
where the perpetrators gain unlawful entry into a residence and then overpower, detain and rob the 
occupants of the residential premises while inside the residence (Govender, 2016). There are numer
ous studies exploring crime prevention measures and burglary impact (Breetzke & Cohn, 2013; Huigen,  
2020; Mabasa & Obioha, 2020; Mundlovu et al., 2021). There are also studies investigating key factors 
that contribute to residence vulnerability (Breetzke et al., 2014; Van Zyl et al., 2003). However, at the 
time of writing, the literature regarding community policing and burglaries in informal settlements 
which are areas characterised by poor social cohesion and poverty has not been so thoroughly 
explored. Against this backdrop, this study explores communal responses to burglary at residential 
premises in the Cato Crest informal settlement and its implications for community policing.

1.1. Problem statement
Cato Crest, an informal settlement located approximately 11 km from Durban’s Central Business 
District (CBD), is known for its violence and high rates of burglary cases which often remain 
unpunished. People living in Cato Crest are confronted with a variety of difficulties on a daily 
basis, including poverty and the socio-economic decay of the legacy of apartheid (Ngidi, 2019). In 
this study, a problem of residential burglary was identified; the reason for this is that residential 
burglary is still a significant issue in Cato Crest and is likely to continue to be so for whatever length 
of time individuals are experiencing poverty and relative deprivation (South African Police Service,  
2021). Individuals from Cato Crest and other informal settlements are at risk of becoming a victim 
of residential burglary and yet an adequate communal response to reduce residential burglary is 
lacking. As evidenced in the literature, one of the advantages of community policing is the 
improved positive views of citizens on police and the way in which they view them as legitimate 
authorities in their communities (Crowl, 2017; Mabasa & Obioha, 2020; Mundlovu et al., 2021). Over 
the past years, community policing has gained significant attention from police, professionals, and 
academics. However, there is a general lack of consensus regarding how community policing 
should be conceptualized and implemented to reduce burglary rates (Crowl, 2017).
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1.2. Study aim and objective
Through a synthesis of research evidence and primary data collected through semi-structured 
interviews, this study explores communal responses to burglary at residential premises in the Cato 
Crest informal settlement. The purpose was to explore evidence-based research and implications 
for community policing interventions concerning burglaries at residential premises in the Cato 
Crest informal settlement.

2. Literature review

2.1. The extent of burglary at residential premises in Cato Manor
The figure below presents crime statistics released by SAPS annually. The data was obtained from 
the recent SAPS financial year (covering cases received from 1 April 2020 to 31 March 2021). The 
figure below illustrates a graphical representation of the changes that occurred over the past 10  
years in burglary at residential premises in Cato Manor. The x-axis represents the years and the 
y-axis represents the total number of burglary cases. The changing slope of the line segments 
emphasizes changes, trends, and patterns.

Figure 1 depicts the instability and fluctuation of burglary at residential premises for the past 10  
years (2012–2021). The figure above illustrates that burglary was at its highest between 2011 and 
2012 (n = 395) and decreased thereafter. The year 2015/16 marked the period where burglaries in 
Cato Crest started to increase. They reached their peak in 2018 with 291 cases before decreasing 
again. Recent statistics on burglary cases (2020–2021) indicate a decrease in burglaries in Cato 
Crest (South African Police Service, 2021). Although there has been a decrease, it is essential to 
note that Cato Crest contributes a large number of cases to provincial burglary statistics.

2.2. Impact of burglary
Crime has significant, yet fluctuating effects for victims and communities. The effect of crime on 
victims brings about emotional and mental, physical, financial, social and spiritual consequences. 
Huigen (2020) asserts that residential burglary victims suffer from emotional and mental trauma. 
It is further revealed that although victims may not be physically assaulted, emotional, social and 
financial impacts leave victims with detrimental effects (Huigen, 2020). While there are no con
sistent findings about victims’ difficulties adapting to the aftermath of criminal exploitation, 
a victim’s capacity to adapt to the effect of crime relies upon a variety of factors.

Waller (1984, p. 23) contends that trauma from residential burglaries is one of the most 
common and overlooked issues in criminal justice. He states that approximately 1 in 20 burglary 
cases involve severe trauma. Maguire (1980) noted that residential burglary harms victims’ health 

Figure 1. Burglary at premises 
in Cato Manor, Source: South 
African Police Service (2021).
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and mental well-being. Burglary victims suffer more than victims of other property crimes because 
burglary involves the interruption and invasion of predominantly secure territory. Altman (1975) 
identifies three primary types of areas with which people come into contact. Primary territories, 
such as the home or house, are considered of the utmost importance to an individual. In contrast, 
secondary territories, such as the workplace or neighbourhood streets, are perceived as having less 
mental “centrality” (Altman, 1975). Burglary is an invasion of the primary territory and an assault 
on the victim’s security. Victims react differently based on the individual, the stolen goods, and the 
burglary itself. Studies have found that some victims react differently to the belief that stolen 
items can simply be replaced compared to crimes such as murder or assault where victims may 
suffer adverse effects (Bachem & Maercker, 2016; Wollinger, 2017). However, if the objects are of 
high value, others may be affected emotionally and financially (Bachem & Maercker, 2016).

2.3. Review of interventions to curb burglary
A fairly substantial amount of research has been published over the years on different interventions to 
curb burglary at residential premises (Breetzke & Cohn, 2013; Hedayati-Marzbali, Maghsoodi Tilaki, 
et al., 2017; Huigen, 2020; Mabasa & Obioha, 2020; Mundlovu et al., 2021). Previous studies similarly 
and consistently identified neighbourhood gate as a measure used to prevent and reduce burglary 
(Breetzke & Cohn, 2013; Breetzke et al., 2014; Huigen, 2020; Mabasa & Obioha, 2020; Mundlovu et al.,  
2021). Gated communities restrict access to entry points into the community. This includes locked 
gates, booms barring entrance for vehicles, entry codes and/or entry cards, and security guards who 
work 24 hours to limit access for non-residents to the neighbourhood (Breetzke et al., 2014). In an 
extensive research review (Breetzke & Cohn, 2013), examined the relationship between burglary 
victimisation and gated communities in Tshwane, South Africa. The goal was to determine whether 
neighbourhood gates are a useful strategy for lowering burglary rates. The results showed that 
burglary rates are higher in gated neighbourhoods.

A study by Santos and Santos (2015) evaluated whether evidence-based police strategies reduce 
residential burglaries in micro-time hot spots. The findings indicated that tactical response by police to 
micro-time hot spots led to considerable reductions in residential burglary incidents. Additionally 
(Govender, 2016), explored the role played by physical protection systems in preventing residential 
burglaries. These systems include security guards, armed response services, security lights, dogs and 
closed-circuit television (CCTV) surveillance systems. Govender (2016) found that residential burglaries 
continue despite physical protection systems in place. It was found that burglaries occur when victims 
are away from their homes, during the night and in the early hours of the morning. There are extant 
studies on Neighbourhood Watch Programmes which is a contemporary form of community policing 
where people can look for each other’s houses and report any suspicious activities.

2.3.1. Community policing
Community policing has rapidly emerged as one of the most well-received and widely adopted 
crime prevention measures in the South African Police Service (SAPS). It has transitioned from 
reactive policing to a community-based approach since community policing implementation 
(Dlamini, 2020). This method of policing has been found to be more proactive (Dlamini, 2020). 
Community policing is defined as a framework that advocates for proactive organizational solu
tions to address the proximate circumstances that result in public safety issues such as crime, 
social disorder, and fear of crime (United States Department of Justice, 2009). Furthermore, Crowl 
(2017) asserts that community policing incorporates a wide range of distinct characteristics. These 
characteristics include the decentralization of authority, the use of problem-oriented strategies, 
public involvement in law enforcement decision-making and encouraging residents to take an 
active part in the fight against crime within their own communities through the provision of 
necessary resources (Crowl, 2017). All of these factors, taken together, highlight the importance 
of strong relations between communities and law enforcement in working together to limit crime 
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in neighbourhoods. As evidenced in the literature, communities can help police by engaging in 
operational planning, neighbourhood patrols, providing information on crime investigations, assist
ing police officers in making an arrest and providing testimony during prosecution (Crowl, 2017; 
Mabasa & Obioha, 2020).

Mabasa and Obioha (2020) conducted a study to explore public participation and the challenges 
facing community policing in burglaries in Eldorado, South Africa. Mabasa and Obioha (2020) discov
ered that community members were willing to support the police in the fight against crime by 
participating in safety and security matters. However, other community members exhibited an 
uncooperative attitude toward community policing, such as a lack of willingness to assist the police 
and hiding criminals in the neighbourhood (Mabasa & Obioha, 2020). On the other hand, Mundlovu 
et al. (2021) explored the nature and extent of residential burglaries in the Namakgale policing area. 
The findings indicated that traditional policing methods such as foot patrolling and vehicle patrolling 
by SAPS officers was ineffective. This was because the number of burglaries continued to be on the rise 
despite these measures in place. Mundlovu et al. (2021) recommended that security systems and 
rebuilding trust in police from community members can play an essential role in deterring burglaries.

The above indicates that there is a plethora of literature on burglary at residential premises that 
can be used for redesigning and establishing effective prevention strategies. This study explores 
community policing and neighbourhood initiatives to combat burglary. Neighbourhood watch in 
the current study is conceptualised as a concept that people living in the same neighbourhood can 
work together to curb crime. They can also report suspicious activity. The study explores commu
nities’ efforts to achieve the goal of Neighbourhood Watch Programmes to reduce crime and 
promote safety. This is done through increased community involvement and the dissemination 
of information about potential safety measures.
3. Theoretical framework

3.1. Rational choice theory
Rational Choice (RC) theory was employed as a theoretical backdrop for the study. The RC is rooted 
in the argument that offenders make rational decisions when committing a crime where they 
weigh up the potential benefits, risks and costs (Clarke & Cornish, 1985; Cornish & Clarke, 1987). 
Offenders’ decision-making is also structured by the physical and social environment (Clarke & 
Felson, 2017; Cohen & Felson, 1979; Felson & Cohen, 1980).

Rational choice theorists believe criminal behaviour is motivated by opportunities, and these 
opportunities might take the shape of exploitable capabilities or vulnerabilities, as well as short
comings or shortfalls that can be exploited (). A residential burglary, in accordance with rational 
choice theory, necessitates the perpetrator engaging in a series of continuous decision-making 
processes during the crime (Govender, 2016). The primary decision to commit a burglary may be 
motivated by opportunities presented by personal needs; however, the selection of a suitable 
house is made after proper reconnaissance work has been undertaken on potential targets, and 
is based on experiential knowledge and environmental cues associated with “good” targets 
(Govender, 2016).

Burglars may use multi-level search strategies to identify a target. They may pick a particular 
neighbourhood and then a particular residence within the neighbourhood (Bernasco, 2010; 
Cornish & Clarke, 2014). Residences deemed attractive with valuable items to burglars and less 
secure are often targeted (Govender, 2016). According to Zinn (2017), burglars tend to search for 
a suitable house in the area that they know best. If they have detailed information about 
a certain house and the people who live there, or if they have gained access to confidential 
information as a result of their reconnaissance work, that house will be more susceptible to 
attack than other potential targets for which they have no information (Govender, 2016; Zinn,  
2017).
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Previous studies on burglary consistently indicate that burglars often target residents close to their 
current residence, because of their familiarity with the area. This allows them to easily identify ideal 
targets (Brantingham & Brantingham, 2017; Townsley et al., 2016). Evidence suggests burglaries are 
opportunistic (Govender, 2016; Zinn, 2017). In addition, Zinn (2017) reports that most burglaries 
occur during the day when most people are at work. Similarly, Armitage and Joyce (2019) found that 
burglars go from house to house searching for unlocked doors and windows. The strategy they use 
to determine whether or not anyone is home is ringing the bell at the gate. They also knock on the 
door, or bang on the gate. If no one answers, the criminals break into the home. If someone 
answers, they usually refer to a certain person by name, then pretend to be at the wrong house 
by asking for the wrong person. Furthermore, Davies and Johnson (2015) state that burglars also 
consider the ability to easily escape from the crime scene. They further explain why burglaries are 
higher on more connected streets and informal settlements (Davies & Johnson, 2015). In the present 
study, rational choice theory was used to investigate how offenders interpret and weigh up the costs 
and benefits associated with their offending decisions. It also explored how communities could deter 
burglaries through community policing.

3.2. Routine activities theory
In addition, a Routine Activities Theory (RAT) was adopted to explain why community members resort 
to informal approaches to keep their communities safe. The RAT was coined by Cohen and Felson 
(1979), and it posits that crime occurs as a result of routine activities (Cohen & Felson, 1979). The most 
essential element of the RAT is the “opportunity” to commit a crime. According to Clarke and Felson 
(2017), opportunities to commit crime are driven by the environment, method and vulnerability of the 
victim. RAT includes three primary elements that explain why crime is likely to occur namely the 
motivated offender, the suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian. The theory posits that 
crime is neither random nor accidental, but rather is contingent on the availability of opportunities to 
carry out an offence (Breetzke & Cohn, 2013). In essence, it is the day-to-day activities people engage 
in during the day and night that increase their susceptibility to crime.

In the context of burglary at residential premises, an offender may frequently navigate around 
particular neighbourhoods seeking residences that seem like suitable targets for burglaries 
(Purpura, 2013). Residents who are frequently vacant throughout the day due to work and school 
commitments are good targets for burglaries (Breetzke & Cohn, 2013; Purpura, 2013). Moreover, 
residents lacking access restrictions or other security measures can also be targeted (Breetzke & 
Cohn, 2013). Due to the socioeconomic constraints in the area, Cato Crest is an informal settle
ment without private security or surveillance. Neighbourhood Watch programs are thus primarily 
responsible for street safety (Purpura, 2013). A capable guardian may be law enforcement, security 
officials, or regular citizens who can step in or act as witnesses (Turvey & Freeman, 2014). In this 
study, residents, neighbours, community members, and others on the streets can become capable 
guardians.

4. Methods

4.1. Research approach
This study adopted a qualitative approach further located within the interpretivist paradigm to under
stand subjective world of human experiences (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). This approach is appropriate to 
the study’s aim, which is to describe and comprehend human behaviour instead of clarifying it.

4.2. Selection of participants
Purposive and snowball sampling techniques were utilised in this study. As indicated by Creswell 
and Creswell (2017), purposive sampling is a procedure which is reasonable for specific cases. It is 
used to improve understanding of selected group encounters, and snowball sampling technique 
expects that a “bond” or “connection” exists between the underlying example and others in 
a similar objective populace, enabling a progression of referrals to be made within a circle of 
colleagues (Berg, 1988).
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For this study, the researcher recruited a sample of 15 participants who were either community 
members or community leaders in the Cato Crest informal settlement. In soliciting data using 
purposive sampling, the researcher approached a community councillor and other community 
leaders. In soliciting data using snowball sampling the researcher was referred by the councillor to 
a community member. Data collection continued through referrals from community members.

The qualities of the required sample were: community members who lived in lower socio- 
economic areas of Cato Crest in Durban, community leaders, and a significant number of male 
and female participants. The purpose behind involving both male and female participants in the 
study was that the study was to understand the perspectives and responses of both sexes. These 
perspectives and responses may be different or vary in degree and intensity. Participants included 
were either victims or non-victims of residential burglary. The reason for including the two 
categories (victims and non-victims) was to build up an understanding of the perspectives and 
responses of participants holding distinctive interpretive frames and good reference points created 
on burglary. Some potential participants were not interviewed because of time and resource 
constraints. The effect of this on the credibility of the study was remunerated by reaching satura
tion on information obtained from accessible participants.

4.3. Demographics of study participants

4.4. Data collection and analysis
This study was approved by the University of KwaZulu-Natal’s Humanities and Social Research 
Ethics Committee (Protocol Number: HSS/0803/018 M). All ethical protocols were observed, and 
pseudonyms were used for anonymity purposes and informed consent was obtained from the 
participants prior to each interview session. Semi-structured interviews were used for data collec
tion method. The semi-structured interview was suitable for this study since it allowed for a free 
and open dialogue with the interviewees and gave the researcher an opportunity to acquire in- 
depth information about burglary concerns in the area. The data collection tool was a semi- 
structured interview guide generated after a thorough literature search to establish a gap in the 
body of knowledge.

Pseudonym Position in the community Age

CL (1) Councillor 43

CL (2) Community Leader 35

CL (3) Community Leader 38

CL (4) Community Leader 60

CM (1) Community Member 25

CM (2) Community Member 36

CM (3) Community Member 40

CM (4) Community Member 27

CM (5) Community Member 40

CM (6) Community Member 35

CM (7) Community Member 28

CM (8) Community Member 45

CM (9) Community Member 30

CM (10) Community Member 27

CM (11) Community Member 48
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In this study the data were transcribed in sequence. The next step was to analyse data utilizing 
a system of qualitative analysis known as thematic analysis. King and Brooks (2018) indicated that 
thematic analysis is a procedure of analysing data using themes emerging from the data. In this 
process, the researcher(s) read through the data and categorized key thoughts and words into 
connected themes and views. The responses were categorised into separate themes. Categorising 
the data into themes was done through thorough reading and re-reading of the transcripts and 
grouping similar information together. The study harnessed two major themes namely (i) security 
measures implemented to curb burglary and (ii) community policing programmes to curb burglary. 
Researchers (NTS and NNS) reviewed the coding process and its outcomes and no key diversions 
were noted. According to Nyambuya et al. (2021) when coding is done by different researchers, it is 
important to ensure inter-coder reliability.

5. Findings
The study was guided by one objective and two major themes were generated from the objective. These 
are security measures implemented to avoid burglary, and community policing programs to curb 
burglary in this area. The participants for the study will be referred to by codes: CM represents comments 
by community members of Cato Crest informal settlement and CL represents comments by community 
leaders of Cato Crest.

5.1. Security measures implemented to curb burglary
Participants indicated that after a burglary, victims would feel safe after installing some security 
systems to protect themselves from repeat burglary. In this case, the participants were asked if 
there were any measures taken by the victims or by the community members to protect 
themselves from being burgled again. Most of them believed that there were some measures 
that could be taken by community leaders or individuals to protect themselves from being 
victimised. The participants had the following comments about security measures installed 
after a burglary:

Considering the set-up of the houses in this area, it is impossible for one to install CCTV cameras 
and electric fences because most of the people that live in this area can hardly afford security 
gates what more these expensive measures. So, it is up to an individual to protect their household 
from the criminals. (CL-1)  

5.1.1. Change of house locks
High-density areas such as Cato Crest have a very high crime rate and most of the time the 
community members know or suspect the people behind the crimes. People from this community 
could hardly afford the most effective security measures, so they settled for the ones they could 
afford; something that they thought could work for them. People from these kinds of areas believe 
in mob justice and having a team of people participating in the Neighbourhood Watch Programme 
suggested that if they were to catch a criminal, the community members will punish the criminal 
by beating them up.

Another participant added that:

Most of us cannot afford installing security measures as it is expensive; the only option we 
are left with when a burglary occurs is to change our house locks and sometimes put 
security gates, of which that is also a problem because of affordability. The only thing we do 
is just to make sure that the criminals won’t come to our houses again. (CM-8) 

The trauma experienced by burglary victims in Cato Crest was inevitable. Victims felt unsafe in 
their own houses and became extra careful each time they entered their houses. Some victims had 
multiple locks in their houses, and some ensured they closed doors and windows early evening 
during summer when it is hot.
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Having to change locks in your house and have multiple locks is the only option most of us are 
using right now, you find that a burglar guard gate has three locks at the top, in the middle and at 
the bottom and the door as well, the door lever lock is changed and replaced with a new one for 
extra security. (CM-6)  

5.1.2. Use of weapons
Some of the victims slept with weapons under their beds ready to attack the perpetrators. This 
becomes a big problem because one cannot feel safe in their home.

We have had people entering my home more than three times, l have reported this to the 
police station and nothing is being done about it, so l have resorted to sleeping with knives, 
and any other sharp object l can find under the pillow or under the bed. (CM5) 

Some of the participants raised the point that most burglaries are completed within minutes of 
entry. This means chances are high you might not get help prior to you having to defend yourself.

we sometimes do not have a choice during these encounters with the perpetrators, we keep 
weapons in our houses to protect ourselves. For example, having a pepper spray, you know 
that it keeps you safe from afar, so once you use the pepper spray on the perpetrator, the next 
thing you can use is maybe a bat or a knife to scare them away, but l know some people go to 
the extent of beating the perpetrators up of stabbing them as self-defence. (CM-4)  

5.2. Community policing programs to curb burglary

5.2.1. Community Policing Forums
Implementation of community policing in South Africa is done through the establishment of CPFs 
which is the responsibility of SAPS. It is stated in the SAPS Act (Act 68 of 1995) that the Provincial 
Commissioner, who is the head of the police at a provincial level, shall be responsible for the 
establishment of CPFs or any other structure in the community to involve the community in the 
fight against crime. To some, it was done haphazardly. However, the community is said to have 
been involved through invitations to participate in choosing their community members to serve on 
the CPF and sector forums. Others find it challenging to unite such a diverse community and get 
them to come together with the police to discuss crime-related matters.

It is difficult because you find that mostly there are people who complain most of the time 
and then when it comes to participation and then doing something about their complaints, 
they do not wanna come forward. (CL-3) 

CPFs and sector forums are structures established as partnerships between community members 
and police officials. According to the objectives of CPFs and boards, forum members are supposed 
to sit together, look at the crime challenges and statistics of the policing area. They are supposed 
to analyse them and come up with projects that will help prevent crime. Should the community 
experience challenges, for example, complaints that are attended to late or not attended to at all, 
or misuse of resources, the forums are used as a platform to discuss the challenges. In South 
Africa, the responsibility for establishing these forums lies with the SAPS. The SAPS, in this instance 
the Station Commander, is expected to convene a meeting whereby the whole community is 
represented and get the community to nominate community members who will represent them at 
the forum. From the SAPS, the station commander and members nominated by the station 
commander, will form part of the forum. These are forums established to address crime issues, 
including addressing social ills such as poverty, and abuse among others which may lead to crime.

Yes, we do have a CPF in Cato Crest. (CL-3) 

Yes. We have Cato Crest Community Police Forum. We have other organisations in our area that 
also assist us to fight against crime such as Juluka Tsotsi, Sesifikile, all these forums assist us to 
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fight crime in our community. We also have private security companies that are also involved 
around our area such as Boss Security, Blue Security and ADT all fall under our CPF. (CM-4) 

Yes. The Cato Manor CPF. We have sector commanders that are able to communicate with 
the CPF; this is done before they communicate with the station commander. These struc
tures can communicate with the police and address crime issues in each sector. If the CPF 
can resolve the complaint they are able to provide the police station with a report or the 
police can intervene. (CL-2) 

The community choose these people self to represent them and sometimes some commu
nity members volunteer to be part of these programmes. There is no segregation in this 
instance anyone who wants to be part of the programme is allowed to be. (CM-2)  

5.2.2. Neighbourhood watch program
The intolerable levels of crime continue to impede peace and stability in South Africa and weaken 
economic growth and tarnish the image of the Republic (Meth, 2009). There is a need for measures to 
be taken to curb residential burglary in residential areas. Some felt the measures that have been put in 
place by law enforcement agencies are not enough, and that communities sometimes take their own 
measures to curb burglary. The participants raised concerns that there were not many programmes in 
this area to help reduce burglary in this area as the police were not involved much in this community. The 
programmes were started by community members on their own. The participants voiced the following 
about the programmes:

A participant voiced the following:

As the community, we came up with an initiative that will benefit us because we saw that 
the police usually neglect us. We decided that we should have a Neighbourhood Watch 
programme and, in this way, the community members will feel safe when they are within 
the community. (CL-3) 

CCTV cameras are usually installed in upmarket suburbs and for a high-density area like Cato Crest, 
it emerged that it was unsustainable for residents to install these measures. People living in Cato 
Crest could hardly afford a living for themselves which meant installing CCTV cameras was beyond 
their capacity.

The participant believed:

We came up with the alternative of a Neighbourhood Watch programme because we could 
see that most of the families could not afford expensive security measures, yet burglary rate 
yet escalating. This programme is voluntary, and it is advisable that only males should be 
part of it as they are believed to be stronger than the females. (CM-4) 

Participants indicated that the police took burglary lightly, and every time people reported such 
crimes, they were not taken seriously. Community members then come up with their own initia
tives to benefit themselves.

The next participant was of the view that:

I believe that there are more programmes in this area. For example, I have heard people 
talking about them, but the problem is that they are not implemented because of the lack of 
finances. The one that is successful is the Neighbourhood Watch programme because l am 
also part of it. We usually have meetings before our patrols because of the number of people 
who are committed. Since we know that this a voluntary initiative some people attend when 
they feel like doing so and this becomes a challenge to us as we won’t be able to safeguard 
the whole area. (CM-1) 
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Through the neighbourhood watch initiative, residents willingly participated in night patrols and 
provided crime and criminal information to security personnel, particularly police officers. Night 
patrols and passing of criminal information helped a lot in crime prevention as one participant 
stated that:

Through the neighbourhood watch initiative, the community members willingly accepted to 
participate in night patrols and to provide criminal information on any irregularities arising in 
our area. Community members were ready to do it since it reduces criminal incidences in our 
area. (CM-7) 

Cato Crest is an informal settlement. It emerged that community members wanted to have very 
effective programmes, but they had financial restrictions because most of the people in the area did 
not have jobs. The Neighbourhood Watch programme itself was not as effective as it was supposed 
to be because of being a voluntary programme, hence people attended when it suited them.

The participant was of the view that:

The Neighbourhood Watch programme is the only initiative that we have as a community. 
This initiative involves mostly the male figures in this community as we believe that they are 
the strong ones and they can fight the criminals. The programme was started by a group of 
unemployed men from the community because they believed that they can help the com
munity in a positive way as they are around the area all the time. They know what is 
happening within the community. (CL-1) 

Cato Crest is an informal settlement. It emerged that community members would want to have 
very effective programmes, but they had financial restrictions because most of the people in the 
area did not have jobs. The Neighbourhood Watch programme itself was not as effective as it was 
supposed to be because of being a voluntary programme, hence people attended when it suited 
them.

The participant was of the view that:

The Neighbourhood Watch programme is the only initiative that we have as a community. 
This initiative involves mostly the male figures in this community as we believe that they are 
the strong ones and they can fight the criminals. The programme was started by a group of 
unemployed men from the community because they believed that they can help the com
munity in a positive way as they are around the area all the time. They know what is 
happening within the community. (CL-2) 

Neighbourhood Watch was a male-dominated programme because it required physical strength. 
Community members involved chased the perpetrators, so it required fitness and brave people.

The participant believed:

We have an initiative called the Neighbourhood Watch programme. So far we are 15 and we 
try and divide ourselves amongst the sections of the community. We came up with this 
initiative when we saw that burglary rates were escalating in the community. We usually 
meet every day in the evening at around 6 pm when its summer and around 5 pm when its 
winter because we know that it will be getting darker at those times and the criminals will 
start patrolling and targeting their possible victims. (CM-8) 

Considering Cato Crest informal settlement already has active community policing forums, this 
makes it easier for the community to fight against crime. The organisations that form community 
policing forums are already established and have been working for years, these organisations were 
the most effective in helping fight and curbing against burglary crimes in Cato Crest informal 
settlement. The Neighbourhood Watch programme required consistency to scare away the 
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perpetrators. Participants shared that perpetrators would obviously study their victims’ routines so 
that they could know where they were and how many they were. The programme required 
a number of people in order to cover the entire neighbourhood.

6. Discussion
The nature of residential burglary involves physical contact, usually of a violent or threatening nature 
between criminals and their victims. The most vulnerable people in the area of Cato Crest are those that 
are never home, those that don’t usually lock their houses and those that do not have security in their 
houses for example burglar guards, alarm systems and dogs. Also female victims are most affected as 
they are considered to be more vulnerable and not physically strong to fight the perpetrators. In the area 
of Cato Crest, perpetrators are very aggressive, especially when they come in contact with the victim. 
There is use of weapons during the incidences and victims either get stabbed or beaten up by the 
perpetrators. The perpetrators usually familiarise themselves with houses and the residents’ daily 
routines. Being familiar with an area, a house or the routines of the targeted residents makes it easy 
for them to burgle at any time of the day. Given that burglary is a passive crime, the offender will always 
choose times and places that will limit the probability of an encounter with victims. For the community to 
be functional, it must have strong measures in place to curb any form of crime that puts the community 
members at risk. The findings revealed that there is not much that the government is doing to help curb 
burglary in this area, so the community members take matters into their own hands. Sorenson (2003) & 
Hope (1995) claimed that programs such as neighbourhood watch do not seem to have any proven 
crime-reduction value. The main problem with neighbourhood-watch programs is that they are volun
tary. They are likely to work in neighbourhoods where residents are already well-connected to each other 
but are unlikely to demonstrate much effectiveness in high-crime neighbourhoods already suffering from 
social disorganisation. In this case, the study revealed that community members came up with an idea of 
having a neighbourhood watch programme which consists of community members who participate 
voluntarily. These community members take turns at night to guard or to walk around the community 
looking for suspicious activities. The study revealed that it is a bit of a challenge because this is a voluntary 
programme and people participate when they feel like doing so because they don’t get paid for it, 
according to (Mawby, 2013), keeping neighbourhood watch in working order is a hardship as well, due to 
the dwindling of enthusiasm from the residents or high people turnover in the area, Neighbourhood 
watch programs are mostly ineffectual due to the fact that many people do not want to participate.

The study revealed that the neighbourhood watch programme is becoming effective and needs more 
time because it is new. The study revealed that burglaries are decreasing in this area. This shows that the 
programme is effective, though there are still some cases reported but it is no longer the same as before. 
A neighbourhood watch requires dialogue and collaboration between the occupants and the police, and 
residents must ensure it works properly. The study also found that the community needs more than the 
Neighbourhood Watch Programme for burglary to decrease; instead the criminal justice system (CJS), 
especially the police must treat burglary with the seriousness it deserves. Criminals must be arrested, and 
cases should be investigated, and convictions must be made so that criminals do not take this offence 
lightly. Walker et al. (2006) found that offenders on pre-trial or pre-incarceration bail commit a significant 
number of burglaries, in addition to other crimes. In view of this finding, there seems to be some value in 
debilitating specific offenders. This is if for no other reason than to physically prevent a particular 
individual from involvement in more crimes for a brief time frame. Townsley et al. (2015) stated that 
some police conduct observations and curfew checks on offenders under court supervision. Truancy 
reduction initiatives may be a component of this strategy. Given the high rates of recidivism, burglars are 
likely to reoffend. In one study of primarily semi-detached dwellings, arresting repeat offenders (and 
hardening targets) resulted in a 60 per cent decline in burglaries (Walker et al., 2006). Targeting repeat 
offenders has produced more indictments and convictions, and longer sentences.

Claims are also made that CCTV provides public reassurance and reduces fear of crime, which 
may, in turn, increase the use of public spaces (Bennett & Gelsthorpe, 1996). Tilley et al. (2015) 
suggests that CCTVs may reduce crime as people are deterred from visiting CCTV-covered areas, 
believing them to be too dangerous. The study revealed that most people in the area cannot afford 

Mpofu et al., Cogent Social Sciences (2023), 9: 2246209                                                                                                                                                  
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2023.2246209

Page 12 of 15



security measures like CCTV cameras and electric fences. This is because of their house design and 
general affordability. Cato Crest area is a low socioeconomic area and most people live in shacks, 
which makes it difficult to install these security measures. The study revealed that the only way 
victims can protect themselves is through changing locks. Those that can afford security gates do 
so but there are only a few households that can afford burglar guards. According to a study by 
Tseloni et al. (2014), which examined the effectiveness of burglary security devices, extra locks and 
external lighting are the most effective. Door locks increase the effort and time needed for 
breaking into a property and thus the risk of the potential burglar being interrupted by passers- 
by or neighbours (Chenery & Pease, 2013). Alarms, surprisingly, appears to offer less protection 
than having no security measures at all. When combined, extra door or window locks with either 
security chains or external lights offer the most effective protection.

Conceptually, the findings demonstrate that if the fight against crime is to have any meaning, 
community policing, especially CPFs be thoroughly understood. This is particularly important in the 
South African context because community policing without a clear focus on crime risk factors 
generally has no effect. These risk factors include the “root causes” of crime.

7. Conclusion
This study revealed that alarming incidences of crime affect the social life of community members. 
Therefore, much needs to be done to detect and curb crime incidences within the community. The 
Criminal Justice System (CJS) must strive to be proactive in their approach to dealing with crime. The 
participants voiced that relevant staff must maintain an open dialogue with community members by 
being approachable and helpful. The criminal justice system is designed to deliver “justice for all.” This 
means protecting the innocent, convicting criminals, and providing a fair justice process to keep order 
across the country. In other words, it keeps our citizens safe. Law enforcement officers are considered 
first responders to crime. On a daily basis they respond to emergency calls, patrol assigned areas, 
conduct traffic stops, issue citations, and more. Officers may need to restrain suspects and even chase 
them on-foot. They also need to deter crimes and assure the community through high-visibility policing. 
Monitor and patrol assigned areas to ensure the safety of people and property. Investigating crimes and 
apprehending suspected law violators. They should work collaboratively with community members and 
community leaders to design proactive methods to deter crime. They should also create a safe environ
ment that nurtures professional citizens who shy away from crime, no matter what the circumstances 
are. There is a need for further research to address the issue of burglary within the communities. 
Researchers, community leaders, community members and police officers should work closely together 
to design proactive methods to deter crime and create a safe environment that nurtures professional 
citizens who shy away from crime, no matter what the circumstances are.
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