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Gun violence in SA 
 
Guns (not knives) are the leading cause of murder in South Africa 
In 2018/19, firearms overtook stab weapons as the leading cause of murder nationally.1 

In Gauteng more people are shot and killed than die in traffic accidents 
In 2018/19 gunshot injuries overtook road traffic injuries as the leading cause of non-natural death in Gauteng.2 

 
Every day in South Africa: 
‒ 23 people are shot and killed: 3 20 men and 3 women.4 
‒ 2 people complete suicide with a gun.5 
‒ 138 people survive a gunshot, often with severe disabilities.6 Severe disability is closely associated with spinal cord 

injury. While traffic injuries are the leading cause of spinal cord injuries worldwide,7 in 2014 gunshots overtook 

traffic injuries as the leading cause of spinal cord injuries in the City of Cape Town’s government hospitals.8 

 
The face of gun violence is a young black man living in a metro area:9 
‒ 89% of gun murder victims are men. 

‒ Murder rates are highest in the 15–29 years age group. 

‒ Men living in metro areas have a “notably higher” rate of murder. 

‒ Homicide rates are highest among people categorised as black. 

 
11% of gun murder victims are women:10 
‒ Women are most at risk of being shot in their home by their intimate partner.11  
‒ Most victims have been threatened with a firearm before being shot.12  
‒ The four main types of threatening gun-related behaviour by men are: 1) Threatening to shoot their partner; 2) 

Cleaning, holding or loading a gun during an argument; 3) Threatening to shoot a person or pet the partner cares 
about; and 4) Shooting a gun during an argument.13 

‒ Intimate partner murder-suicide is particularly high in families where men use a gun for work, such as in the police, 
army or private security industry.14 

 
Gunshots cost billions to treat 
‒ R6 billion (4% of South Africa’s National Health Budget) was spent treating gunshot injured patients at state 

hospitals nationally in 2014; accounting for inflation this is +/-R8,2 billion as of November 2020.15  

‒ This figure only includes medical treatment costs, but excludes other direct and indirect costs (such as emergency 

transport, fees of surgeons and allied health professionals and rehabilitation).16 

 

Guns and gun owners  
90% of gun owners in SA are civilians and the majority of guns are handguns owned by older men for self-defence: 
‒ There are almost 4.5 million licensed guns in SA (owned by civilians, private security companies and the state).17 

‒ 90% of gun owners are civilians.18 
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‒  There are almost 1,8 million (1,749,034) civilian gun owners who own almost 3 million (2,990,256) guns (1.7 guns 

per owner).19 

‒ 81% of legal gun owners are men.20 

‒ 64% of licensed gun owners are over the age of 50.21  

‒ 49% of legally owned guns are handguns (pistols or revolvers).22 

‒ The majority of legally owned handguns are licensed for self-defence purposes.23  

 

Illegal guns 
We do not know how many unlicensed guns are in SA. 

Most unlicensed guns were once legal before they leaked into the illegal pool. Leakage/diversion occurs through one of 

three ways:  

1. Loss and theft is the most significant mechanism: Civilians – not the police – are the biggest source of illegal guns 

in SA, losing seven times more guns than the police.24 

2. Cross-border trafficking: Contrary to common perceptions that guns are smuggled into SA from our neighbours, 

indications are that handguns in particular are trafficked from SA to neighbouring countries.25 

3. Fraud, corruption and poor enforcement of the law: This means that people who do not meet the legal criteria of 

“fit and proper” are illegally granted gun licences.26 

AK47 assault rifles are seldom used to commit crimes. Instead handguns (pistols and revolvers) are the weapon of choice: 

Between 1999/2000 and 2013/14, handguns were used in 94% of murders, 94% of attempted murders and 97% of 

aggravated robberies in which a gun was used.27 

 
 

SA’s Firearms Control Act (2000) 
SA’s Constitutional Court has ruled that gun ownership is not a right, rather it is a privilege regulated by the Firearms 
Control Act.28  
 
SA’s experience shows that strong gun laws save lives, and poor enforcement kills:29 

 Before the Firearms Control Act (2000) was passed into law, an average of 34 people were shot and killed a 
day.30  

 Over the next 10 years this figure halved – in 2009, 18 people were shot and killed a day.31 Researchers have 
shown that SA’s strong gun law saved lives by reducing the number of guns available in the country.32  

 In 2010/11 SA’s murder, attempted murder and aggravated robbery rates began increasing.33 At the same time 
evidence of the Firearms Control Act not being properly implemented began mounting.34 This included: 
‒ Theft, fraud and corruption by some police officers, gun industry members and gun owners 
‒ Poor enforcement of the law by police and poor compliance by gun owners 
As the number of guns began increasing in SA from 2010/11 so did incidents of gun violence. Currently 23 
people are shot and killed every day in SA. 

 
 

Guns and self-defence 
Note: References SA and international research 
‒ Most handguns in SA are licensed for self-defence.35  

‒ While having a gun may make you feel safer, it doesn’t make you safer: 

1. Guns are highly prized and are targeted by criminals: 

‐ Civilians are the biggest source of lost or stolen guns in SA: Of the 9,609 firearms reported as lost or stolen 

in 2018/19, 94% (9,002, an average of 25 guns a day) were civilian-owned; the police reported the loss/theft 

of 607 guns in this time (an average of 2 a day).36  
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‐ Research in two policing precincts in Johannesburg shows you are four times more likely to have your gun 

stolen from you than to use it in self-defence.37 

2. Guns are rarely used in self-defence against a criminal attack.38 This is because criminals carefully choose the 

time and place of attack, making sure victims are vulnerable and outnumbered to increase the success of a 

crime. 

3. A gun in the home is more likely to be used to commit murder, suicide or to threaten and intimidate someone 

known to the owner e.g. an acquaintance, friend or family member including a spouse, than to successfully 

protect against an intruder.39 

4. If you shoot your gun at armed criminals they will shoot back 100% of the time, putting your life and the lives of 

bystanders at risk.40 

5. Someone with a gun is 4 to 5 times more likely to be shot at, and thus shot, if they have a gun in their possession 
when attacked by armed criminals: 
‒ Research in two Johannesburg police precincts shows you are four times more likely to be shot at if you use 

your gun in self-defence.41 
‒ International research from Philadelphia in the USA not only supports this finding, but shows that you are 

4 to 5 times more likely to be shot (not just shot at) if you have a gun in your possession when attacked, 
compared to someone not carrying a firearm at the time.42  
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