
In December 2003, the South African Police Service (SAPS) National
Commissioner issued a Draft National Instruction on sector policing. At first
glance, the changes to grassroots policing envisaged by the Instruction are
organisationally modest. Several sector policing initiatives implemented in
various parts of the world in the last three decades contemplated a wholesale
restructuring of the police organisation; many foundered on the notorious
difficulties that attend to ambitious institutional reform. 

In contrast, the Draft National Instruction envisages only that one or two
personnel be redeployed from patrol and response work to do community
liaison and problem-solving work in geographically demarcated sectors.1 The
organisational expectations implicit in the National Instruction are thus
prudent and cautious.

Yet, if the SAPS is cautious about what it expects to change institutionally,
what, precisely, does it expect to change in regard to the ethos and goals of
policing? 

Here, the Draft National Instruction is abstract and imprecise, leaving much
to the interpretation of those who will implement it. This is hardly surprising.
The concept of sector policing is notoriously slippery; it has, over its short
history, been animated by a host of different goals and ideas, some of which
are mutually contradictory. Even within the SAPS itself, the concept is subject
to a great deal of definitional indecision. Some emphasise its capacity to
reduce crime through the formation of partnerships with civilian bodies;
others say it will assist in the accurate demarcation of hotspots to be saturated
with visible police. These are very different goals. 

This monograph reports the findings of a study of sector policing in three
station jurisdictions on Johannesburg’s West Rand. The study has two primary
aims: 1) To understand what sector policing has come to mean in practice on
the West Rand, and 2) to distil best practice from the West Rand which can
be learnt across the country.

INTRODUCTION



Back to basics – does policing reduce crime?
It appears that the idea of breaking police station jurisdictions into sectors and
having dedicated sector-based teams do policing was first conceived in the
United States in the early 1970s.2 The timing is no coincidence. America was
experiencing the steepest and most prolonged escalation of violent crime in its
history. Between 1963 and 1973, the ratio of homicides to the general
population more than doubled from 4.7 to 10.2 per 100,000.3 Long periods of
escalating crime inevitably get police forces asking whether the way they police
is working and whether new methods ought to be tried. The early 1970s was a
time for soul searching. Sector policing was one among a slew of experiments.

The problem in early 1970s was particularly severe. For the previous two
decades, police forces in large U.S. cities had generally experimented either
with placing more emphasis on random patrols or on rapid response.4 Neither
was working. This was evidenced not only by the fact that violent crime levels
continued to rise, but in a number of research experiments. The most famous
of these was conducted in Kansas City, Missouri in the early 1970s. The
experiment spanned three sectors of the city. In the first, the number of random
patrol cars was doubled. In the second, the number of patrol cars was left
unchanged. In the third, patrols were removed entirely: police only entered the
sector to respond to a call. Several months later, crime levels in all three sectors
were much the same as they were before the control experiment. The numbers
of police made no difference.5

This experiment and similar ones showed fairly conclusively that random
patrols and rapid response do very little either to prevent crimes or to catch
criminals; that what the police had been doing during the previous two decades
was next to useless. Policing theorist Carl Klockars captured the mood of police
scholarship at the time when he said: “It makes about as much sense to have
police patrol routinely in cars to fight crimes as it does to have firemen patrol
routinely in firetrucks to fight fires.”6
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CHAPTER 1

THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT –
EXPERIMENTS IN POLICING SINCE THE 1970s

Before moving to the West Rand study, there are two prior ports of call. The
first is the short but eventful international history of sector policing. The
second is the relevant South African context into which sector policing is
being received.


