Elections 2024: Arming you with the facts about
Gun crime and illegal guns

Introduction

Most political parties don’t mention gun control in their election manifestos, even though guns are the leading
weapon used in murder and attempted murder. The few parties that do mention guns claim the solution to
violent crime is to deal with illegal guns while supporting responsible gun ownership. Are they right?

Gun violence in SA

As shown in Graph 11!, the number of people
murdered with a gun has more than doubled over
the past eight years, from 5,417 murders in
2015/16 (when 29% of the 18,673 murders that
year were from gunshot) to 11,347 murders in
2022/23 (when 41% of 27,494 murders were
gunshot).? As such, a priority for all political parties
must be addressing gun-related crime.

Graph 1: Murder by leading weapon: April 2015 to March
2023 (N) (Data unavailable for 2021/22)
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Are illegal guns the problem?
Yes: By their nature illegal guns are outside of any control, which makes them highly valued by criminals. Most
gun-related crime in SA is committed with illegal guns, thus a key focus of political parties must be the recovery
and destruction of illegal guns already in circulation. This is important because guns don’t expire but keep
moving within the criminal underworld e.g. one of the awaiting destruction guns stolen from a police weapons
store by a corrupt cop has been linked to 15 murders.?

No: Legal guns are also used illegally to commit various crimes. Legal guns are also the biggest source of illegal
guns in SA — see below.

Where do crime guns come from?
There are 2 sources of guns used to commit crime in SA:

Source 1: Legal gun stocks
Legal guns owned by the state and civilians are the biggest source of crime guns in SA. There are 3 ways that
legal guns feed gun-related crime in SA:

1. Loss/theft: Legal guns owned by civilians and the state are the biggest source of illegal guns in SA. As Table
1 shows, in the three years between 2020/21 and 2022/23 (when no data are missing) civilians reported the
loss/theft of 16,486 guns to the

police (though this is an Table 1: Reported gun loss and theft over 5-year period (N)
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2. Fraud/corruption: Individuals or companies that do not qualify for gun ownership are granted firearm
licences or permits fraudulently. High profile cases involving the police, businesses and individuals are
summarised below:

Central Firearms —  CFR head fired for firearm licence fraud and corruption®
Registry (CFR) —  CFR police officers arrested for selling fraudulent firearm licences to gang leaders?°
—  Senior police officer sentenced to 18 years for selling guns ‘destroyed’ by police to gangsters!!
Police officers — 17 police officers, including two brigadiers, arrested for fraudulently issuing firearm licences to
criminal gangs!?
Accredited firearms —  Police close illegal KZN firearms training academy?®3
training institutions —  Journalist buys fake gun proficiency certificate!*
—  Hawks investigate one of SA’s biggest gun dealers for large-scale corruption?®
Accredited firearms —  Durban gun dealer arrested for supplying guns to Terrible Josters gang?®
dealers —  Ggeberha gun dealer arrested for leaking 76 guns to criminals, and failing to account for a further
437 guns?’

Sports-shooters:

—  Gangsters accumulate ammunition using sports shooting firearm licences, which allow them to “buy
as much ammunition as they want”18

Private security companies:

—  Private security company issues firearm permits to known gang leader?®

Special category gun
owners

3. Criminal use: Legal guns are also used to commit crimes e.g. intimate partner murder-suicides are typically
committed with a licensed firearm,?° while private security companies operating within SA’s minibus-taxi
industry have been shown to use legally acquired guns to conduct illegal operations on behalf of taxi mafias.?

Source 2: lllegal gun stocks

While most crime guns in SA are sourced from legal stocks, illegal stocks are also a source of some crime guns:
1. Smuggled: Common under apartheid, the number of guns smuggled into SA has decreased significantly. *?
For instance, police statistics show a decline in the number of illegal firearms seized at ports of entry since
2009/10 (when 179 illegal guns were recovered), with 79 illegal firearms recovered in 2022/23.%2 Moreover,
arms caches of guns smuggled into the country under apartheid would now be relatively old and, unless stored
and maintained, would no longer be effective. While some of these guns may still be in use, there has been a
gradual shift to more modern firearms, which are now playing a more prominent role.?*

2. lllegally manufactured: Including homemade or craft guns these are guns that are manufactured outside
of any controls?® and include firearms that have been adapted e.g. SA is seeing an increase in blank fire guns,
with concerns that they can be converted to fire live ammunition.?

What is the solution?
In addition to ensuring that those who break the law are prosecuted, two interventions are needed to deal
with crime guns in SA:

1. Recover and destroy the existing pool of illegal guns: While police stop and search operations (like
Operation Shanela) recover some guns, intelligence-led operations are far more effective. GFSA has
repeatedly called for specialised firearms units to be established to undertake focused gun-recovery
operations; no-questions-asked amnesties are also an effective strategy to recover illegal guns.

2. Tighten controls of legal stocks to stop leakage and criminal use: Actions include amending the Firearms
Control Act to close loopholes, ensuring that all gun owners are licensed under the Firearms Control Act,
undertaking regular audits of all gun and ammunition stocks and ensuring that obsolete and excess
firearms and ammunition rounds are destroyed.
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Summary and conclusion

Although most gun-related crime in SA is committed with illegal guns, the biggest source of crime guns are
legal guns owned by civilians and the state. While recovering and destroying illegal guns is necessary, the only
way to effectively deal with SA’s gun-crime problem is to tighten controls over legal stocks to stop legal guns
both leaking into criminal hands and being criminally used.

Elections 24: Arm yourself with the facts about gun violence and gun control

This info sheet is part of a series developed by Gun Free South Africa for Elections 24, helping you assess:

e Where does your party stand on gun control? e Does your party have a plan to combat the rising levels of
gun violence in SA? ¢ Does your party believe in arming citizens as a form of self-defence? ¢ What is your
party’s position on illegal guns, and how do they plan to stop the legal guns becoming crime guns?

Also read: ® Gun control to reduce crime ¢ Guns for self-defence

Make your vote count!
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