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Elections 2024: Arming you with the facts about 
Guns for self-defence  

 

Introduction  
In the current context of high and rising levels of crime and ineffective policing we can expect more guns to 

be bought for self-defence. Although guns are now the leading weapon used in murder and attempted 

murder,1 most political parties don’t mention gun control in their election manifestos. The few that do note 

their support for citizens’ ‘right’ to own and/or use a firearm for self-defence. Are they on the right track? 

Are guns effective for self-defence?  
While gun lobby groups use hearsay and opinion to claim 

that guns are effective for self-protection; the data from 

South Africa and globally show that a gun increases risk 

for the gun owner, their family and the wider community.   

South African research 
Quantitative research undertaken in two Johannesburg 

police precincts shows that an armed victim of crime is 4 

times more likely to be shot at if they use their gun in 

self-defence.2 While this study dates back to 1999, no 

further SA-based research has been done to refute it and 

its findings are confirmed by global research (see 

International research below). 

In a second study, 30 perpetrators jailed for aggravated robbery were interviewed.3 It found that in 97% of 

cases perpetrators used handguns (as they are easy to conceal) and threatened violence when entering a 

home to overcome resistance. It also found that most serious injuries and deaths occur during the initial 

phase of a robbery and are often linked to attempts by victims to resist attackers, with all perpetrators in the 

study reporting that they would rather shoot a person than expose themselves to risk of injury during a 

robbery. 

The findings of this qualitative study are amplified in a new study undertaken by the University of the 

Witwatersrand, University of Cape Town and Medical Research Council which looks at robbery-related 

murders in South Africa.4 The study analysed almost 69,000 robberies in which force was used that were 

reported to the police between 2003 and 2014 to identify the risk factors that escalate robbery into murder. 

It shows that while robbery-homicide is relatively rare, the increased risk of being killed in a robbery can be 

linked to victims who are older white men and to the likelihood that victims are armed and resist attack.  

In addition to the risk of being shot at, injured or even murdered when trying to use a gun in self-defence, a 

further risk is that a gun bought for self-defence arms a criminal: 

‒ Police reports consistently show that civilians are the biggest source of lost/stolen guns: In 2022-23 
civilians reported the loss/theft of 8,241 guns to the police (which is an under-estimate as some people 
may not report a loss/theft for fear of being charged with negligence) and SAPS reported the loss/theft of 
742 guns; over the last 20 years civilians lost an average of 7 guns for every 1 gun lost/stolen by the police.5 

‒ Using the most recent information available, research undertaken by the Global Initiative Against 
Transnational Organized Crime shows that legal firearms held by civilians and the state are the biggest 
source of illegal firearms in South Africa.6  

 

Is gun ownership a right in SA? 
Gun ownership is not a right in South 

Africa: In 2020 the Supreme Court of 

Appeal ruled that, “the core premise of the 

gun control regime [in South Africa] is that 

gun ownership is not a fundamental right 

under the Bill of Rights, but a privilege 

regulated by the law under the Act.” 

http://www.gfsa.org.za/
https://www.news24.com/news24/southafrica/news/crime-stats-more-than-7-700-people-murdered-in-just-three-months-says-cele-20240216
https://theconversation.com/south-africas-police-are-losing-the-war-on-crime-heres-how-they-need-to-rethink-their-approach-218048
https://www.news24.com/news24/tech-and-trends/news/up-in-arms-applications-for-new-firearm-licences-quadrupled-over-the-past-decade-in-sa-20231120
https://www.news24.com/news24/tech-and-trends/news/up-in-arms-applications-for-new-firearm-licences-quadrupled-over-the-past-decade-in-sa-20231120
https://www.saps.gov.za/about/stratframework/annual_report/2022_2023/Annual-Report-2022-23-final-draft-2023-10-12.pdf
http://www.supremecourtofappeal.org.za/index.php/component/jdownloads/summary/33-judgments-2020/3405-national-commissioner-of-police-and-another-v-gun-owners-of-south-africa-561-2019-2020-zasca-88-23-july-2020
http://www.supremecourtofappeal.org.za/index.php/component/jdownloads/summary/33-judgments-2020/3405-national-commissioner-of-police-and-another-v-gun-owners-of-south-africa-561-2019-2020-zasca-88-23-july-2020
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‒ South African research undertaken in two Johannesburg police precincts shows that a gun owner is 4 times 
more likely to have their gun stolen than to use it in self-defence when being attacked.7 

‒ South African research on robbery-homicides shows that firearms are more frequently stolen in and 
associated with robbery cases where the victim is killed.8 
 

International research 
Research in the USA shows that a victim of crime is 4 to 5 times more likely to be shot (not just shot at as 

South African research has shown) if they have a gun in their possession when attacked, compared to 

someone not carrying a firearm at the time.9 

Gun owners also have a higher risk of being violently victimised than non-gun owners: An analysis of 

research from 26 countries shows that even after risk factors for victimisation (such as age, gender, income 

and educational level) are controlled for, owning a handgun remains a risk factor.10 A possible explanation is 

that carrying a gun results in an ‘illusion of invincibility’, which leads to risk-taking or provocative behaviour 

which in turn increases the risk of victimisation.11 

Summary and conclusion 
Although guns are the leading weapon used in violent crime in South Africa, very few political parties 

recognise the importance of gun control. The few that do mention guns in their election manifestos 

perpetuate the myth that gun ownership is a right and that guns are effective for self-defence. The facts are 

that: 

1. South Africa’s Supreme Court of Appeal has ruled that gun ownership is not a right, but a privilege. 

2. Research, including published peer reviewed research in South Africa and globally has repeatedly shown 

that firearms are not effective for self-defence but increase risk. 
 

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: 
• Where does your party stand on gun control? • 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 • Gun crime and illegal guns 
 

Make your vote count! 
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