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Abstract

This study investigates livestock theft as a critical form of rural crime in South Africa,
situated within the country’s enduring structural inequalities shaped by apartheid-era policies.
Focusing on high-livestock theft precincts primarily in the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, and
other former homeland regions, the research highlights how socio-economic vulnerabilities,
weak infrastructure, and fragmented governance contribute to rural insecurity. Using a
mixed-methods approach — combining quantitative crime data analysis, spatial mapping, and
qualitative policy review — this paper reveals distinct crime clusters in densely populated,
economically marginalised rural areas. It critiques current police classifications that blur
urban-rural distinctions, complicating targeted interventions. The analysis draws on four
criminological theories—Routine Activities, Social Disorganisation, Civic Community, and
Rational Choice—to explain how motivated offenders exploit limited guardianship and
fragmented social structures. The findings underscore the necessity of place-based, context-
sensitive strategies addressing crime and underlying socio-economic challenges, thereby
contributing to rural criminology and informing institutional reforms in South Africa’s rural
communities.

Keywords: livestock theft; violent crimes; rural crime; rural communities; criminological
theories
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Introduction

South Africa holds the unfortunate position of having the fifth-highest crime rate
globally, but also the most unequal society, particularly evident in rural communities, with
widespread violent offences such as assault, rape, and homicide (Crime Rate by Country
2024, n.d.; Nyathi et al., 2024). These high levels of violence are closely linked to broader
structural issues identified by the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG10),
including poverty, inequality, unemployment, social exclusion, and the normalisation of
violence across both urban and rural settings (United Nations (UN), 2015). However, while
urban crime continues to dominate public discourse and academic inquiry, rural crime
remains comparatively under investigated, although it is equally complex and destructive
(Donnermeyer et al., 2013; Pereira, 2024; Swanson, 1981).

Recent research indicates that rural and urban areas exhibit distinct crime patterns,
shaped by differing social and structural factors (Abraham & Ceccato, 2022; Ward et al.,
2018). While urban areas often report higher overall crime rates, rural communities
increasingly face theft and violence driven by changing family structures, greater alcohol
access, and economic strain (Ceccato & Dolmen, 2011; Scorzafave et al., 2015). In South
Africa, rural crime often mirrors urban offences but is worsened by isolation, limited
policing, and deep-rooted socio-economic issues (Clack & Minnaar, 2018).

Among these, livestock theft is one of the most pervasive and economically
significant crimes in rural South Africa (Clack, 2024a; Tustin & van Aardt, 2018). It
represents a direct economic threat and a symptom of deeper structural issues such as weak
institutional presence, marginalisation, and rural disorganisation. This paper investigates
livestock theft as a lens for understanding rural crime in South Africa, using a place-based
approach grounded in four criminological frameworks—Routine Activities Theory, Rational
Choice Theory, Social Disorganisation Theory, and Civic Community Theory—to analyse
how structural and spatial inequalities, including poverty, geographic isolation, and weak
governance, generate opportunities for crime in rural areas. Drawing on secondary crime
statistics, spatial mapping, and quantitative spatial analysis, the study identifies livestock theft
hotspots across rural police precincts. It contrasts these with rural-urban crime patterns,
demonstrating that effective crime prevention must be informed by localised socio-spatial
dynamics rather than generalised crime theories. In doing so, the research advances the field
of rural criminology by offering a context-sensitive interpretation of criminal behaviour
shaped by the unique conditions of South Africa’s rural environments.

Background to Rurality in South Africa

Rural criminology scholars, such as Rennison and Mondragon (2022), stress the
importance of understanding rural contexts when developing conceptual frameworks,
although definitions of “rural” remain contested. In South Africa, rurality is particularly
complex due to historical, spatial, and socio-economic factors. Laldaparsad (2013) notes that
government departments adopt varying definitions of “rural” to suit policy objectives, leading
to inconsistent approaches in addressing rural challenges (Smith, 2024).
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This paper summarises the definition of rural from the Rural Safety Strategy (SAPS,
2018), which classifies rural areas as non-urban regions often dependent on commercial or
subsistence farming, with populations typically under 150,000. These areas commonly lack
infrastructure and services such as roads, sanitation, electricity, and communication networks,
and often rely on migratory labour and remittances for economic survival.

Literature Review

Rural criminology has evolved from a fragmented, under-theorised field into a
dynamic, globally informed discipline that supports research on the social sustainability of
rural communities (Ceccato, 2025). Understanding rural crime requires recognising local
context, as rural areas vary widely. However, criminology often oversimplifies them, treating
rural spaces as uniform and homogeneous (Donnermeyer, 2025). Therefore, rural crime
research necessitates a multidimensional theoretical approach to help explain the spatial and
social dynamics of rural crime, such as livestock theft, by examining community
contributions and predictors of crime (Ceccato, 2025). Applying Rational Choice, Social
Disorganisation, Routine Activity and Civic Community theories helps explain how
individual motivations, environmental factors, and community structures interact to shape
crime patterns.

Livestock theft in rural South Africa is a complex phenomenon shaped by individual
motivations, socio-economic marginalisation, institutional weaknesses, and spatial
opportunity structures. To understand this multifaceted problem, this study adopts an
integrated theoretical framework that draws from Social Disorganisation Theory, Civic
Community Theory, Routine Activity Theory, and Rational Choice Theory. These
complementary perspectives explain how structural conditions, community-level factors, and
offender decision-making processes intersect to produce rural crime patterns.

Social Disorganisation Theory

Originating from the Chicago School of Sociology, Social Disorganisation Theory
(Shaw & McKay, 1942) posits that crime is more prevalent in communities characterised by
poverty, unemployment, residential instability, and weakened social ties. These factors
undermine the ability of residents to exercise informal social control and regulate deviant
behaviour. While initially developed in urban contexts, the theory has been effectively
adapted to rural settings (Kaylen & Pridemore, 2013), particularly where economic hardship
and weak institutional presence mirror the conditions of urban disorganisation. Osborne
(2015) conducted a study on farm equipment theft in the U.S. using data from the National
Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) and demographic and agricultural data from the
2007 Census of Agriculture and the 2010 Census of the Population. Using Routine Activities
and Social Disorganisation theories, he analysed theft at the county level. The findings
showed that counties with higher agricultural activity had greater theft opportunities, and
counties with higher poverty, unemployment, and residential mobility experienced more
theft. Despite critiques of Social Disorganisation Theory, Osborne’s work is notable for
focusing on county-level factors rather than individual farm characteristics.
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In rural South Africa, social disorganisation is intensified by the historical legacy of
colonialism and apartheid. The forced relocations under the Group Areas Act (1950) and the
creation of “homelands”(areas designated for specific Black ethnic groups during apartheid,
often in poor and remote regions) disrupted traditional social networks, eroded community
trust, and institutionalised economic disadvantage (Chirau, 2022). Many of these areas
continue to suffer from poverty, high unemployment (sometimes exceeding 70%), limited
access to healthcare and education, and family instability, including the prevalence of female-
headed households and absent male labour migrants (National Planning Commission, 2012;
Chirau, 2022; Obalade, 2022).

These conditions weaken the informal social mechanisms to deter criminal activity,
such as livestock theft.

Civic Community Theory

Civic Community Theory (Doucet & Lee, 2016) expands on Social Disorganisation
Theory by emphasising the role of civic engagement and local institutions in enhancing social
cohesion. Communities with strong civic infrastructures—such as faith-based organisations,
agricultural cooperatives, community associations, and active local leadership—are better
positioned to foster mutual trust, maintain informal social control, and organise collective
action against crime.

In the South African rural context, many communities lack the institutional
foundations for civic engagement due to historical underdevelopment, ongoing neglect, and
weak state presence. These institutional voids reduce the community’s ability to coordinate
responses to crime or engage with law enforcement. As Kirsten et al. (2023) argue, extreme
inequality and the erosion of trust in institutions further diminish the effectiveness of
community-based guardianship.

Routine Activity Theory

Routine Activity Theory (Cohen & Felson, 1979) shifts focus from offender
motivations to the situational conditions under which crime occurs. According to this theory,
crime is most likely when three elements converge in time and space: a motivated offender, a
suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian.

Rural South Africa presents conditions that routinely bring these three elements
together. Livestock, especially cattle, are often kept on communal land with minimal fencing
or surveillance, making them vulnerable to theft. The geographical spread of farms, limited
infrastructure, and long distances between households make consistent guardianship difficult.
Law enforcement is often understaffed or absent, while community-based surveillance
systems are informal and inconsistently enforced (Clack, 2015a; Department of Agriculture,
Land Reform and Rural Development, 2022; Doorewaard, 2020; Lombard, 2016).
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Rational Choice Theory

Rational Choice Theory (Becker, 1968; Cornish & Clarke, 1987) conceptualises
offenders as rational agents who weigh the potential benefits of a crime against its perceived
costs. In this view, crime occurs when individuals perceive the rewards to outweigh the risks
associated with it. In rural South Africa, where unemployment and poverty are widespread

and legal economic opportunities are scarce, livestock theft may present a rational economic
choice (Clack, 2015a; Kirsten et al., 2023).

Empirical research supports this view. Interviews with offenders in provinces such as
the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, and Limpopo reveal methodical planning, knowledge of
the terrain, and deliberate targeting of herds with minimal surveillance (Doorewaard, 2020;
Lombard, 2016). Offenders often exploit the lack of capable law enforcement and weak
judicial deterrents, such as low arrest and conviction rates (Leggett, 2016). Moreover,
historical structural factors such as the decline of subsistence agriculture, the persistence of
the migrant labour system, and land tenure uncertainty further reduce the opportunity cost of
offending (Rwelamira, 2009).

In line with the study’s focus on rural realities and the hidden dynamics shaping crime
in South Africa’s countryside, the following research questions are designed to guide the
empirical investigation.

Research questions

R1 Do Rural communities with higher levels of social disorganisation experience
higher rates of livestock theft?

R2 Are weak or absent civic institutions in rural communities associated with
higher incidences of livestock theft?

R3 What conditions increase the likelihood of livestock theft according to the
Routine Activities Theory?

R4 Why are offenders more likely to commit livestock theft when the perceived
economic rewards outweigh the risks?

This integrated framework captures the root causes of livestock theft in rural South
Africa and allows for a layered analysis that includes structural, community, environmental,
and individual-level factors. It sets the stage for a research design that incorporates both
qualitative and quantitative approaches to explore these complex interactions.

Research Design

This article, guided by the research questions, adopts an exploratory, mixed-methods
research design to understand the spatial and structural dynamics of livestock theft across the
30 police precincts with the highest prevalence in rural South Africa. Livestock theft is
chosen as a unit of analysis because it is the most prevalent crime in rural areas of South
Africa (Clack, 2024a; Tustin & van Aardt, 2018). The article is spatially anchored and
theoretically driven, grounded in the premise that crimes in rural settings cannot be divorced
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from broader socio-economic and historical processes. The design prioritises spatial analysis,
theoretical interpretation, and institutional critique.

The research draws on a comparative framework to examine variation across rural and
mixed rural-urban spaces, while interrogating the limitations of official police precinct
classification systems. As 94% of the livestock theft hotspots are in previous homelands
(incorporated into South Africa in 1994), attention is paid to regions shaped by the legacy of
apartheid-era homeland policies, where underdevelopment, labour migration, and weakened
governance have created structurally conducive conditions for livestock theft and other
crimes. By combining historical-geographic context with crime data, the paper aims to
expose the systemic vulnerabilities inherent in South Africa’s rural fabric.

The research integrates four criminological perspectives: Routine Activities Theory,
Social Disorganisation Theory, Civic Community Theory, and Rational Choice Theory,
focusing on criminal and conventional people in communities. Together, these frameworks
facilitate a multi-dimensional understanding of offender motivation, institutional capacity,
community breakdown, and the rational choice underpinning rural criminal activity. This
approach enables a comprehensive analysis of how spatial, economic, cultural, and
institutional variables converge to shape patterns of livestock theft.

Methodology

This study adopts an integrated methodological approach, combining quantitative,
spatial mapping, and qualitative elements to address the research questions on the incidence,
distribution, and structural drivers of livestock theft in rural South Africa.

To address R1 and R2, which explore the relationship between social disorganisation,
civic institutions, and livestock theft, quantitative crime data were obtained from the South
African Police Service (SAPS) covering the period from 2013 to 2023 (SAPS, 2024). The
analysis identified the 30 police precincts recording the highest instances of livestock theft.
These precincts are defined as spatial-temporal clusters of criminal activity, known as crime
hotspots (Eck et al., 2005; Farrell & Pease, 2014). To contextualise the broader rural crime
environment, additional crime categories—murder, robbery, assault, and sexual offences—were
included (SAPS, 2024). Socio-economic indicators were sourced from the Department of
Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs (COGTA) District Development Plans
(COGTA, 2020), and spatial population data were derived from the National Spatial
Development Framework and departmental reports (Department of Agriculture, Land Reform
and Rural Development, 2022).

Spatial mapping techniques were used to visualise the distribution of livestock theft
and related socio-economic indicators. Microsoft Excel’s Bing Maps feature was used to map
livestock theft in relation to population density, poverty levels, and infrastructural
development. This mapping approach helps illustrate spatial variation in development,
highlighting areas shaped by the legacies of apartheid-era policies, ongoing labour migration
patterns, and uneven service provision (Todes & Turok, 2018). Spatial mapping was further
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informed by methods for visualising demographic and economic phenomena (Marx, 2023)
and allowed for assessing social vulnerability and rural infrastructure across provinces (NPC,
2012). These data support the analysis of R1 by identifying correlations between social
disorganisation indicators, such as grant dependency, household composition, rural
population density, and livestock theft rates. They also provide insight into R2 by revealing
areas where weak or fragmented civic institutions may coincide with high levels of livestock
theft.

Qualitative content analysis was conducted to explore R3, which considers conditions
under which livestock theft occurs in line with Routine Activities Theory, and R4, which
examines offenders' motivations in relation to perceived rewards and risks. Academic
literature, crime reports, and relevant policy documents were reviewed to gain an
understanding of the institutional and socioeconomic context of livestock theft. Particular
attention was given to the role of traditional leadership, the National Rural Safety Strategy,
the existence or absence of stock theft units, and the fragmentation of civic structures. A
thematic lens was applied to examine structural variables, including female-headed
households, high labour migration rates, grant dependency, and low trust in police services.
These themes were analysed for their relevance and explanatory value in relation to the four
theoretical frameworks guiding this study.

The following ethical considerations guided every stage of this research. All data used
in the study are publicly available and anonymised to ensure confidentiality and data
integrity. Furthermore, given the socio-economic vulnerabilities faced by many rural
communities, the study was conducted with sensitivity to avoid any form of harm,
exploitation, or misrepresentation.

Results

This section outlines the police precinct classification and then utilises a series of maps and
statistical data to examine how spatial factors contribute to crime clusters of livestock theft
and other crimes, as well as their convergence with rural density, poverty levels, and
infrastructural absence.

Police precinct classification in South Africa

The SAPS classifies its 1,159 police precincts as urban (253), rural-urban/mixed
(484), and rural (422) (SAPS, 2023). However, only rural precincts are clearly defined in the
Rural Safety Strategy (RSS), while urban and rural-urban/mixed lack formal definitions. This
ambiguity, combined with the absence of disaggregated crime data, obscures crime trends in
mixed areas and hinders targeted interventions.

For example, Plessislaer (KZN) and Lusikisiki (Eastern Cape)—both rural-
urban/mixed precincts—rank 13th and 27th nationally for murders, with 173 and 133 cases,
respectively; however, it is unclear how many of these cases occurred in rural versus urban
zones (SAPS, 2024). Similarly, rural precincts like Tsolo and Qumbu rank 57th and 88th for
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murders, with 95 and 77 cases, and are also in the top 30 for livestock theft, reporting 286
and 303 cases, respectively (SAPS, 2024).

The difficulty is compounded by inconsistent alignment between district and precinct
boundaries. A single district may contain multiple precincts, or one precinct may span several
municipal districts, depending on how "rural" is defined by various government departments
(Cramer, 2013).

Spatial dimensions in rural crime

Table 1 presents the 30 police precincts with the highest instances of livestock theft, as
identified using South African Police crime data (SAPS, 2024). These 30 precincts represent
the spatial-temporal clusters of criminal activity, also known as crime hotspots. To
contextualise the broader rural crime environment, additional crime categories—murder,
robbery, assault, sexual offences and other thefts —are also included.
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Table 1:
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Top 30 Livestock theft hotspots precincts according to the ten-year average number of cases and other reported crimes
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1 1* Sulenkama OR Tambo District 15 Eastern Cape 1 19 40 5 64 18 4 44 18 32 L 2 248
2 1 Qumbu OR Tambo District 15 Eastern Cape 1 39 75 25 202 50 17 112 | 81 99 15 43 232
3 2 Mthatha OR Tambo District 15 Eastern Cape 1 137 | 227 | 60 | 453 | 306 | 50 | 374 | 92 | 428 127 | 195 | 206
4 2 Bityi OR Tambo District 15 Eastern Cape 1 67 79 34 135 30 7 92 63 45 4 7 185
5 2 Kwabachu Alfred Nzo District 44 Eastern Cape 1 61 135 | 24 447 168 | 34 158 | 96 304 12 72 179
6 1 Maluti Joe Gqabi District 14 Eastern Cape 1 47 105 | 16 | 227 |38 |14 |61 | 30 | 207 4 13 | 194
7 1 Tsolo OR Tambo District 15 Eastern Cape 1 54 102 (25 | 191 |65 |12 |99 |70 | 104 7 21 | 158
8 2 Utrechtl Amajuba District 25 Kwazulu-Natal 2 6 15 6 65 82 12 15 36 58 3 15 171
9 1 Taylors Halt Umgungundlovu District 22 Kwazulu-Natal 2 44 68 17 237 141 | 36 68 33 290 11 20 156
10 1 Amangwe Uthukela District 23 Kwazulu-Natal 2 37 47 35 81 27 7 37 28 67 4 6 153
Thabo Mofutsanyana
2 o . 23 61 12 267 206 | 30 117 | 204 | 395 25 157 | 153
11 Harrismith District 19 Free State 3
12 1 Impendle Umgungundlovu District 22 Kwazulu-Natal 2 9 27 | 6 80 31 |8 17 | 23 | 69 1 8 146
13 2 Bergville Uthukela District 23 Kwazulu-Natal 2 25 55 | 16 | 118 |54 |12 |35 |50 |62 10 | 14 | 143
Dr Ruth Segomotsi
2 Taung o 39 North West 23 119 | 16 435 132 | 60 118 | 169 | 233 12 62 141
14 Mompati District 4
15 2 Estcourt Uthukela District 23 Kwazulu-Natal 2 30 56 37 150 117 | 62 93 85 151 16 109 | 136
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16 2 Dannhauser Amajuba District 25 Kwazulu-Natal 2 20 59 19 160 165 | 26 61 81 171 12 21 134
17 2 Bulwer Umgungundlovu District 22 Kwazulu-Natal 2 21 32 |10 | 102 |21 |7 20 |35 |76 2 12 | 134
18 1 Ntabamhlophe Uthukela District 23 Kwazulu-Natal 2 16 42 11 138 20 20 21 19 80 3 7 132
Thabo Mofutsanyana
2 o 21 82 14 300 218 | 25 77 63 190 5 29 131
19 Selosesha District 19 Free State 3
20 1 Dirkiesdorp Nkangala District 31 Mpumalanga 5 9 30 8 94 41 14 35 25 71 2 14 131
21 2 Ladysmith Uthukela District 23 Kwazulu-Natal 2 51 124 1 71 403 587 | 117 | 281 | 198 | 473 39 218 | 127
22 2 Middelburg (MP) Nkangala District 31 Mpumalanga 5 18 52 42 257 327 | 172 | 294 | 349 | 753 133 | 272 | 105
23 2 Ventersdorp Dr Kenneth Kaunda District | 40 North West 4 10 75 6 334 178 | 43 86 79 226 21 34 120
24 1 Ngagayi Chris Hani District 13 Eastern Cape 1 16 25 7 51 6 2 33 15 21 1 2 113
25 1 Upper Tugela Uthukela District 23 Kwazulu-Natal 2 7 21 6 58 19 4 9 5 26 1 2 113
26 2 Kwamhlanga Nkangala District 31 Mpumalanga 5 48 104 | 39 | 476 | 270 | 85 | 269 | 172 | 449 48 | 84 | 110
27 2 Siyabuswa Nkangala District 31 Mpumalanga 5 18 77 26 286 196 | 53 160 | 124 | 298 27 57 110
28 1 Dalasile/Ntaka Chris Hani District 13 Eastern Cape 1 40 49 13 72 17 5 28 20 32 3 5 107
Ngaka Modiri Molema
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29 Mmabatho District 4
30 2 Osizweni Amajuba District 25 Kwazulu-Natal 2 65 150 | 43 494 359 | 89 283 | 122 | 575 49 87 106

Source: Compiled by author from SAPS statistics (SAPS, 2024)
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Table 1 lists the top 30 livestock theft hotspot police precincts in South Africa based
on a ten-year average of reported cases. Table 1 includes each precinct's classification as
either rural (12) or rural-urban/mixed (18), along with its corresponding districts and
provinces. The majority of hotspots are concentrated in the Eastern Cape (9 precincts) and
KwaZulu-Natal (11 precincts), with additional precincts in the Free State (2 precincts), North
West (3 precincts), and Mpumalanga (4 precincts). For a comprehensive analysis of livestock
theft in South Africa, see An Analysis of Livestock Theft in South Africa (2013-2023):
Towards a Deeper Understanding of Livestock Dynamics for Enhanced Countermeasures
(Clack, 2024a). Table 2 presents Pearson correlation coefficients between the various types of
crimes and the rural/urban classification.

Table 2

Pearson correlation coefficients between various types of crimes and the rural/urban
classification. Significant correlations are marked at the 0.05 (*) and 0.01 (**) levels.

Correlations between rural and rural-urban- Pearson Sig.
mixed precincts and crimes Correlation (2-tailed)
Murder 0.174 0.357
Sexual offences 4127 0.024
Attempted murder 372" 0.043
Assault with the intent to inflict grievous bodily .578" 0.001
harm
Common assault 601" 0.000
Common robbery 5277 0.003
528" 0.003
Robbery with aggravating circumstances
Burglary at non-residential premises 590™ 0.001
Burglary at residential premises 535™ 0.002
Theft of motor vehicle and motorcycle 420" 0.021
Theft out of or from motor vehicle S117 0.004
Stock-theft -0.242 0.198

The crime data in Table 1 serve as a representative cross-section of broader rural and
rural-urban crime dynamics within the country. By concentrating on these specific areas, the
paper provides critical insights into the incidence of livestock theft and the broader spectrum
of criminal activity affecting communities in densely populated rural settings, often far from
major urban centres. These hotspot precincts classified as rural-urban/mixed are distinct from
typical peri-urban zones adjacent to cities, underscoring the unique spatial and socio-
economic contexts in which these crimes occur.

The data reveal a striking contrast in crime volumes between rural and rural-
urban/mixed (coded as 2) precincts, as shown in Table 1. As defined in the RSS definition,
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rural areas contribute 5,943 reported crimes across various categories. In contrast, the rural-
urban/mixed precincts located in the high-density rural population areas reported nearly
double the figure, with 11,784 crimes recorded. It is essential to mention that the number of
precincts in rural areas (12) is a third 18 of the rural-urban mixed two-thirds split. This
disparity underscores how transitioning zones between rural and urban environments often
bear a heavier crime burden, likely influenced by socio-economic tensions, greater movement
of goods and people, and strained local policing resources.

Livestock theft is a focal point of this analysis, given that all 30 precincts were
identified as hotspots for this crime. In total, these precincts recorded 3,001 incidents of
livestock theft, with rural-urban/mixed areas slightly surpassing rural ones (1,582 vs. 1,419
cases). In rural regions, livestock theft emerged as the most reported crime, reflecting the
economic reliance on livestock and the vulnerability of dispersed communal agricultural
operations to criminal activity, be it organised or not. In communal agriculture, animals graze
on unfenced, common grazing areas with limited or no herdsmen (Ainslie, 2002).

While livestock theft was also prevalent in rural-urban zones, it was one of many
high-volume crimes. It is worth noting that in South Africa, encountering animals in urban
areas is not uncommon. The rural urban/mixed areas also reported significantly higher rates
of assault with intent to cause grievous bodily harm (2,332 incidents), r = 0,601, robbery with
aggravating circumstances (1,083), and burglary at residential premises (2,452), r = 0,535.
This broader crime profile suggests that rural-urban/mixed zones contend with layered
challenges, including violent crime and property-related offences, in addition to livestock
theft.

Among the rural areas analysed, precincts such as Taylors Halt in KwaZulu-Natal
(1,121 total crimes), Qumbu (990), Maluti (956), and Tsolo (908) in the Eastern Cape
recorded the highest crime volumes. These regions practice communal agricultural, which
likely contributes to the high incidence of livestock theft.

In rural-urban/mixed areas, Mthatha in the Eastern Cape stood out dramatically, with
2,655 reported crimes, the highest in the dataset. Other high-crime rural-urban precincts
included Mount Frere/Kwabhachu (1,690), Harrismith (1,650), and Taung (1,520),
illustrating that livestock theft in these areas occurs alongside a broader array of criminal
threats. Of these rural-urban/mixed, only Harrismith, Ladysmith and Ventersdorp are not
located in the former homeland of South Africa. See the district development models of
Cooperative governance of traditional affairs (COGTA, n.d).

Livestock, although not highly correlated, is high in all the areas, but the violent
crimes listed in Table 1 have become so widespread in South Africa that they are often seen
as normal (GOCI, 2022). The country is frequently described as having a "culture of
violence," where violent means are viewed as acceptable for resolving conflicts or achieving
goals (Hamber & Lewis, 1997), a perception reinforced by persistently high violent crime
rates (SAPS, 2024). Rural areas are similarly affected by assaults, robbery, sexual offences,
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and notably high levels of gender-based and domestic violence, often worsened by limited
law enforcement (Zenzile, 2023).

Examples include heinous mass shootings that occurred in the South African
provinces of the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. In the rural village of Nyathi, Eastern
Cape, 17 people were left dead, and three were critically injured. The victims, mainly
women, were family members and neighbours preparing for a traditional ritual to end a
period of mourning (Feni, 2024). On 6 October, six people, believed to be community
policing forum members, were killed and four were injured in Godini village near Qumbu,
Eastern Cape (Nkosi, 2024). On 29 October 2024, Near Estcourt in Kwa-Zulu-Natal, five
suspects were arrested following a mass shooting that left five people dead and one injured.
This Estcourt incident is linked to the area's ongoing violence and stock theft issues (Mkhize,
2024).

Presenting the results in a table alone does not fully convey the human and
community impact of livestock theft and other crimes in the affected areas. Figure 1 visually
represents the livestock theft data from Table 1.

Figure 1

Visual presentation of livestock theft hotspots
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Source: Information in Table 1 is visualised by the author using Bing Maps in Excel

Figure 1 highlights livestock theft hotspots across South Africa. This spatial
representation facilitates a clearer understanding of how areas affected by livestock theft
intersect with the socio-economic and demographic patterns depicted in Figures 2 to 3. By
integrating these layers, the maps illustrate how livestock theft is concentrated in specific
provinces and areas (Clack, 2024a), often aligning with densely populated rural areas,
economic development zones, and regions with limited policing resources. This overlay helps
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to contextualise livestock theft within broader rural dynamics, offering valuable insights for
targeted intervention and policy planning.

Discussion

This article focuses on rural South African communities, shaped by deep spatial,
economic, and social inequalities rooted in apartheid-era homeland policies, poor
infrastructure, and labour migration. Spatial mapping is crucial for understanding how these
structural disparities manifest geographically and socially (Marx, 2023). One manifestation of
rural insecurity is livestock theft, a widespread and economically devastating crime
disproportionately affecting communal farming rural communities (Khoabane & Black,
2012). Spatial analysis in Figure 1 reveals the concentration of livestock theft in specific
provinces such as the Eastern Cape, OR Tambo District, and KwaZulu-Natal, all along the
Drakensberg Mountain Range, areas characterised by high rural population density, socio-
economic vulnerability, and weakened institutional presence (Maluleke & Clack, 2024). The
districts within the Eastern Cape are predominantly Xhosa-speaking, while the Zulu-speaking
regions of KwaZulu-Natal reflect a strong cultural identity which influences livestock theft
(Peires, 1994). The mountainous terrain near the Drakensberg mountains may also contribute
to crime opportunities in these areas (Barclay & Donnermeyer, 2011; Miiller, 2016).

Understanding the dynamics behind this trend requires more than descriptive
statistics; it necessitates theoretical grounding. This paper draws on four criminological
frameworks, Social Disorganisation Theory, Civic Community Theory, Routine Activities
Theory and Rational Choice Theory, to comprehensively analyse livestock theft and other
crimes in rural South Africa. These theories provide lenses through which spatial patterns,
offender behaviour, community behaviours, community structures, and decision-making
processes can be critically examined.

Social Disorganisation Theory

This section examines whether rural communities with higher levels of social
disorganisation experience higher rates of livestock theft. Social Disorganisation Theory,
developed by Shaw and McKay (1942), posits that crime is more likely to occur in
communities with weak social structures, low collective efficacy, and high levels of
economic and residential instability. Applied to rural South Africa, this theory helps explain
why certain areas suffer disproportionately from crimes, with livestock theft as a major
crime. Social disorganisation is discussed with a focus on socioeconomic vulnerability and
agricultural diversity in rural South Africa. It relates to the themes of people and place, as
well as economic development.
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People and Places

Figure 2 presents a spatial overview of South Africa’s population distribution by
province, highlighting areas of dense rural settlement. These high-density rural zones,

particularly in the eastern regions, are critical for understanding the location of densely

populated areas, migration patterns, social grant dependency, vulnerability, and rural

development challenges.
Figure 2

People and Places, Population and Settlement Dynamics

MID-YEAR POPULATION ESTIMATES FOR SOUTH AFRICA BY PROVINCE, 2018
0 2000000 4000000 6000000 ©000OO0 10000000 12000000 14000000

Gauteng

KwaZulu-Natal |

11384700

Western Cape 6621100

Eastern Cape 6522700
Limpopo
Mpumalanga

North West

Free State 295 300 |

Northern Cape 1225600 I

I city Regions

Regional Service Centres

Sarvice Towns

Small Towns
Dense Rural Settlements
- Sparsely Populated Area

| sapc

-+ Main Netflow Migration

Source (Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development, 2022)

jurcus: Esr, Deltrme, USGH

I cities and Large Regional Gentres

Small Service Towns & Settlements

Figure 3 presents the economic development in South Africa, which converges with
the information in Figure 2. These two figures should be interpreted as complementary and

therefore analysed in conjunction with one another.

Figure 2 shows densely populated rural settlements in South Africa’s 2022 mid-year
population estimates (in grey), concentrated in historically disadvantaged provinces such as
the Eastern Cape (former Transkei), KwaZulu-Natal (former Zululand), Limpopo (former
Venda), North West (former Bophuthatswana), and Mpumalanga (former KwaNdebele). In
Figure 3, these areas are all marked in orange as service and people economy, referring to
social grant and remittance dependency. These areas, shaped by apartheid-era homeland

policies, continue to face limited service access, inadequate infrastructure, and high

dependence on social grants due to poverty (Anda et al., 2018; Cowling, 2023; Obalade,
2022; Stats SA, 2023). Located far from major urban centres, they experience persistent
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socio-economic marginalisation and vulnerability (Mpundu & Bopape, 2022). Furthermore,
these areas are associated with communal farming systems and low levels of formal
employment (Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development, 2022;
Mubangizi, 2023).

Figure 3
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Agricultural Diversity

South Africa’s agricultural landscape is characterised by two primary systems:
commercial and communal agriculture (Sihlobo, 2023), an indicator of social disorganisation.
Despite structural differences, rural areas across both systems often face similar challenges,
including limited economic diversification, heavy reliance on natural resources, dependency
on social grants, and government assistance for livelihoods (Department of Agriculture, Land
Reform and Rural Development, 2022). The commercial agricultural areas are depicted in
yellow and white in Figure 3, while the primary communal farming zones are shown in
orange. However, this distinction is not absolute, as small areas exist where commercial and
communal agricultural practices overlap. Livestock theft is particularly prevalent in
communal farming regions — many of which are located within the former apartheid-era
homelands, as illustrated in Figures 1 to 3. These areas are typically high-density rural zones
characterised by communal land ownership and a predominance of subsistence or small-scale
farming, which increases their vulnerability to crime and economic instability.

According to the Agricultural Census by Stats SA (2020, p. 94), 4,071 cases of
livestock theft were reported on VAT-registered farming units in 2017. In the same year, the
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South African Police Service (SAPS) recorded a total of 28,849 livestock theft cases
nationwide. Based on these figures, approximately 17% of reported cases occurred on VAT-
registered farms and 83% in other areas. However, this distribution should be interpreted with
caution. Stats SA classifies commercial farms according to VAT registration, which may
include some producers operating on communal land, as VAT registration can be either
compulsory or voluntary depending on turnover. Moreover, the data sources differ
methodologically: Census data are collected directly from producers, while SAPS statistics
reflect official police reports, potentially contributing to discrepancies or misalignment in
reporting. In contrast, communal farming areas experience significantly higher exposure to
livestock theft, attributed to limited infrastructural investment, fragmented local governance,
and broader socio-economic marginalisation (Baqwa et al., 2022).

Migration

Migration flows, indicated by blue arrows in Figure 2, illustrate rural-to-urban
migration shaped by the historic migrant labour system. Nyathi et al. (2024) and Chilenski et
al. (2015) found that this practice disrupts societal unity in low-resource communities due to
complex family dynamics, pervasive violence, substance abuse, and significant barriers to
education. Dysfunctional family structures, historical factors like apartheid, and modern
challenges such as urban migration and high unemployment contribute to social
disintegration. The labour migration system and seasonal work patterns also led many men to
leave rural households for employment in distant areas, resulting in the rise of female-headed
households (capable guardians) and a reliance on remittances and social grants, as per
orange-marked areas in Figure 3 (Chirau, 2022; Kariuki & Musyoka, 2022; Vosloo, 2020).
Currently, 42% of South African households are female-headed, with higher rates in the
Eastern Cape (49.6%) and Limpopo (47.1%), adding to social disorganisation (Cowling,
2023). Additionally, grant dependency varies by province: KwaZulu-Natal (32.07%), Eastern
Cape (38.09%), Limpopo (33.88%), North West (40.69%), and others, all of which have high
rural populations and social vulnerability, shaped in part by apartheid-era homeland policies
(Obalade, 2022).

The data presented in Figures 2 and 3 offer valuable insights into social
disorganisation theory, highlighting a convergence and spatial overlap between the
government service sector and regions identified as densely populated rural areas with high
crime rates, underscoring the prevalence of social disorganisation. This corresponded with
Osborne's (2015) findings that counties with higher poverty, unemployment, and residential
mobility experienced more theft. Despite critiques of Social Disorganisation Theory,
Osborne’s work is notable for focusing on county-level factors rather than individual
characteristics (Donnermeyer, 2025). Jobes et al. (2001) demonstrate that Social
Disorganisation Theory offers a valuable framework for analysing rural crime patterns. Their
findings suggest that social factors, including population heterogeneity, residential mobility,
and family instability, account for a significantly larger portion of rural crime than economic
indicators. Although Jobes et al. (2001) suggest that economic factors may not have a direct
correlation with crime rates, this study finds that they may indeed act as a "dark figure,"
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subtly shaping community characteristics that, in turn, contribute indirectly to criminal
activity.

Civic Community Theory

Exploring R2, the section addresses whether weak or absent civic institutions in rural
communities contribute to higher incidences of livestock theft, using Civic Community
Theory as a framework to examine how institutional erosion undermines social cohesion and
crime prevention efforts.

An extension of social disorganisation theory, Civic Community Theory—advanced by
Doucet and Lee (2016) emphasises the importance of civic institutions and community
engagement in maintaining social cohesion and order. High levels of organisational
participation, intergenerational stability, and local investment characterise strong civic
communities. However, in South Africa’s rural provinces, the erosion of civic institutions —
ranging from organised agriculture to traditional leadership structures — has created
significant voids in communal life (Clack, 2024b; Ragolane & Malatji, 2023). While
institutions are a crucial component of Civic Community Theory, Doucet and Lee (2016) also
stress the need to recognise and measure the levels of civic engagement as an equally vital
dimension.

Agricultural structures

Organised agriculture is predominantly represented in the commercial sector through
formal associations and advocacy bodies. At the same time, in communal areas, agricultural
unions do exist but tend to be highly fragmented and under-resourced (Sihlobo & Kirsten,
2025). The National Rural Safety Priority Committee is a SAPS strategy responsible for all
crime prevention in rural communities, with a high presence of organised agriculture (Clack,
2024b). Another forum established to combat crime is the National Stock Theft Prevention
Forum (NSTPF), which was founded in 1995 with the specific aim of preventing stock theft
(SAPS, 2020). The NSTPF became dominated by the Red Meat Producers Organisation
without being recognised in the National Instructions 3 of 2002. This organisation operates in
all provinces of South Africa, focusing solely on the commercial agriculture sector (Clack,
2015b). As a result, the forum’s focus shifted away from inclusive, community-based
strategies. Communal farmers, who are often the most affected by livestock theft, have been
increasingly marginalised. Although the NSTPF and the National Strategic Rural Safety Plan
(NSRPC) share similar objectives, they suffer from poor coordination. This lack of cohesive
representation and institutional support in high-density communal farming regions hampers
coordinated efforts to prevent livestock theft and address broader rural insecurity (Maluleke
etal., 2016).

Efforts to evaluate the effectiveness of the National Stock Theft Prevention Forum
(NSTPF) structures were significantly constrained by restricted access to key information.
Ethical clearance was received to assess the forum's functioning. However, this request was
denied on the grounds of confidentiality (L. Wessels, personal communication, October 1,
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2024). From the perspective of civic community theory, this lack of transparency is deeply
problematic, as it undermines trust, accountability, and community participation. Civic
community theory stresses open communication between institutions and the public. By
withholding information under the guise of confidentiality, the NSTPF weakens public trust
and limits meaningful civic engagement.

Traditional and tribal leaders

Traditional and tribal leaders play a pivotal yet complex role in preventing rural
crime. Zenzile (2023) found that traditional leaders in the Eastern Cape’s OR Tambo District
actively participate in crime prevention through community patrols, youth-focused awareness
campaigns, and strategy monitoring. However, they often feel marginalised by the formal
justice system, citing a lack of policy support and recognition (Tshehla, 2005). SAPS
acknowledges its importance but fails to integrate it systematically, leading to duplication and
inefficiencies, particularly in areas with overlapping traditional and municipal roles
(Mabunda, 2017; Zenzile, 2023).

The erosion of traditional governance and the weakening of local authority structures
significantly undermine civic community cohesion, creating an environment conducive to
crime. Community policing forums established under the National Strategic Rural Safety
Plan (NSRPC) often suffer from a lack of legitimacy, resources, and operational capacity,
further reducing the effectiveness of collective community responses to crimes such as
livestock theft. This social disorganisation disrupts both formal and informal crime control
mechanisms, leaving communities vulnerable. In regions particularly prone to livestock theft,
such as communal agricultural areas in northern KwaZulu-Natal, these challenges are
intensified by poor service delivery, high rural population density, and limited institutional
presence, as illustrated in Figure 3. The resulting mistrust in state institutions leads
communities to rely on informal or extra-legal conflict resolution methods, which are
typically inconsistent and lack accountability (Peires, 1994; SAPA, 1996; Africa, 2021).

The lack of civic infrastructure, such as organised agriculture and traditional leaders
in these hotspots, creates a vacuum that organised crime readily exploits (Africa, 2021;
Peires, 1994). Effective prevention requires a civic-led approach that empowers agricultural
associations, communal farmers, and civil society to co-own safety structures, as mandated
by SAPS National Instruction 3 of 2022 (SAPS, 2020). Without proper implementation, rural
safety strategies remain ineffective, particularly in under-resourced communal farming areas
where crime is often more acute.
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Routine activities theory

This section examines the conditions that increase the likelihood of livestock theft
through the lens of Routine Activities Theory, focusing on the convergence of motivated
offenders, suitable targets, and the absence of capable guardians in rural settings. (Cohen &
Felson, 1979). This framework is particularly relevant in explaining the high rates of
livestock theft in rural areas, such as the OR Tambo District (Eastern Cape), Umgungundlovu
(KwaZulu-Natal), Nkangala (Mpumalanga), and Taung (North West), among others, as
shown in Figure 1.

Motivated offenders are prevalent in rural areas, primarily due to high unemployment,
economic deprivation, and a lack of legitimate income-generating opportunities (Clack &
Maluleke, 2024). This level of economic vulnerability creates fertile ground for criminal
activity, including livestock theft (Khoabane & Black, 2012; Olowa, 2010). Limited research
exists on the motivation, but a 2020 Master of Arts degree study at the University of South
Africa, by Cecili Doorewaard, offers valuable insights into offender profiles and motivations
(Doorewaard, 2020). The socio-economic drivers of crime in these hotspot stations intersect
with the dynamics described by Peires (1994) as the "unsocial bandit", a figure who operates
outside traditional moral frameworks and acts in direct opposition to community interests. In
contrast to the social bandit, who may be celebrated as a folk hero, the unsocial bandit is
feared and resented for perpetuating violence and instability. In OR Tambo, the persistence of
livestock theft and the rise in brutal killings and intimidation reflect this pattern, often linked
to organised criminal syndicates (Africa, 2021; Minnaar, 2001).

The violent conflicts linked to stock theft due to unsocial bandits in the OR Tambo
region resulted in numerous fatalities. They transformed these areas into what could be
described as war zones. Despite various efforts to document and analyse the unrest, the
underlying dimensions of these conflicts often remained unclear. While several human rights
organisations and researchers have provided important insights into these events, the full
complexity of the situation continues to elude definitive explanation (Kohnert, 2003). Since
early 2003, no research on these killings has been conducted, but the activities are constantly
reported in the print and social media, see as an example SABC News (2024).

Secondly, livestock represents a suitable target for criminals, is highly valued, is often
unprotected, and is typically located in remote rural areas with limited surveillance (Clack,
2020). These high-density rural settings often lack modern security infrastructure, and
animals are frequently kept in unfenced communal grazing areas, making them especially
vulnerable (Pasiwe et al., 2021).

Thirdly, the absence of capable guardians is evident in various factors, such as
female-headed households 49%, the absence of males in these areas due to temporal
migration and child-headed households (Chirau, 2022; Cowling, 2023; Maluleke & Clack,
2024). In South Africa, 96 specialised stock theft units are dedicated exclusively to
investigating livestock theft (Clack, 2016). Maluleke and Clack (2024) further reported that
while these units serve all livestock theft hotspots in the Eastern Cape, other provinces, such
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as KwaZulu-Natal, Mpumalanga, Free State, and North West, lack similar coverage in many
hotspot areas. Out of the country’s 1,159 police precincts, only 422 are officially designated
as rural, with 484 classified as "rural-urban mixed" (SAPS, 2023). These mixed
classifications obscure the distinction between urban and rural areas, making it difficult to
allocate resources and monitor crime effectively. Deep rural regions often suffer from
inconsistent law enforcement presence due to slow response times, limited patrols, and weak
investigative capacity, all of which undermine deterrence. Compounding these challenges are
widespread public distrust in the police and persistent corruption within the organisation
(Clack, 2025; Schwartz et al., 2024).

Thus, livestock theft in rural South Africa fits the classic triangle of Routine Activity
Theory, where spatial isolation, socio-economic strain, and institutional weaknesses coalesce
to facilitate crime.

Rational Choice Theory

The section addresses why offenders are more likely to commit livestock theft when
the perceived economic rewards outweigh the risks, R1. Rational Choice Theory views crime
as a product of rational decision-making, where individuals weigh the costs and benefits
before engaging in illegal activities (Cornish & Clarke, 1986). In the case of livestock theft,
offenders often make calculated decisions based on local opportunity structures and the low
risk of apprehension.

Table 1 reveals that most livestock theft hotspots are located in remote or peri-urban
areas with weak law enforcement presence and poor road conditions, resulting in both
delayed and ineffective police responses. In these areas, offenders face minimal risk of
detection or punishment, while the potential gains from selling cattle or sheep on illegal
markets are substantial. Livestock can fetch thousands of rands, making it a lucrative target
with low overhead and minimal technological barriers (Clack, 2020; Enact, 2023; Peires,
1994).

As indicated in previous sections, the offenders are also likely to be knowledgeable
about their communities, understanding local routines, terrain, and escape routes, which
increases their success rate and reduces the cost of offending. Some criminal events are
organised, involving cross-border smuggling networks, highlighting the strategic and
entrepreneurial nature of livestock theft in certain districts (Miiller, 2016; Steinberg, 2005).

Thus, Rational Choice Theory underscores the pragmatic logic that governs criminal
behaviour in rural South Africa, particularly when legitimate economic alternatives are few
and state deterrents are weak.
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Limitations

This study acknowledges several methodological constraints. Firstly, crime statistics
reflect only reported cases, which underrepresent the full scale of livestock theft, particularly
in areas with low trust in police (Clack, 2018, 2025; Mbewu et al., 2021). Secondly, the
SAPS’ police precinct rural-urban classification system creates inconsistency, limiting
precision in comparative spatial analysis.

Despite these limitations, the integration of spatial, statistical, and theoretical tools
enables a nuanced understanding of rural crime and its complex relationship with broader
structural and socio-political realities.

Recommendations

Effectively tackling rural crime, especially livestock theft, requires key actions. First,
SAPS should revise its vague "urban/rural/mixed" classifications, which distort crime data
and hinder resource allocation. A clearer, more consistent system would support better
research and targeted policing in truly rural areas, where crime patterns differ significantly
from those in urban settings. Second, the SAPS should prioritise the expansion of specialised
stock theft units in all major livestock theft hotspots.

There is a need to integrate traditional leadership structures more formally into rural
crime prevention strategies. Traditional leaders hold legitimacy and influence in communal
areas, but are often sidelined by official frameworks.

Investing in rural infrastructure is crucial. Poor fencing, roads, and a lack of
surveillance make it easier for criminals to operate. Provinces with better infrastructure see
improved security. Introducing mobile surveillance, such as drones, and upgrading roads
would boost police response and deterrence.

Strengthening civic institutions, such as agricultural unions and safety forums, is equally
important, as many are underfunded and weak, thereby limiting community—led crime
prevention. Supporting them can help restore informal social controls that once protected
livestock.

Streamline rural safety structures. Overlaps between the NSTPF and NRSPC create
duplication and dilute focus. Clearer roles or consolidation would improve efficiency and
accountability.

Addressing the root economic drivers of crime is vital, as many offenders act out of
desperation. Expanding rural jobs, youth enterprises, and agricultural support can offer
alternatives.

Rebuilding trust between rural communities and police is vital and requires a
consistent presence, timely follow-ups, and cultural sensitivity. Trust encourages crime
reporting and cooperation. Rural crime strategies must also consider seasonal and migratory
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patterns, aligning policing with periods when livestock is most vulnerable, such as during
harvests or labour movements.

Greater data transparency is essential. Bodies like the NSTPF should share non-
sensitive data to support evidence-based strategies and independent evaluations. These
measures form a holistic approach to tackling rural crime and livestock theft in South Africa.

Conclusion

This study unmasks the hidden dynamics of crime in South Africa's countryside and
often overlooked realities of rural crime, with a specific focus on livestock theft as one of the
most prevalent and economically damaging forms of rural criminality. The study found that
there is more crime in rural-urban/mixed communities than in rural communities.

Despite the dominance of urban-centric narratives in criminology, the evidence
presented reaffirms that rural areas are not immune to serious crime and, in fact, face unique
and escalating criminal threats. As demonstrated, rural crime in South Africa is shaped by a
distinct set of socio-economic and geographic conditions, including isolation, inadequate
policing, shifting family dynamics, and broader structural inequalities such as poverty and
unemployment (Ceccato & Dolmen, 2011; Strydom & Schutte, 2005; Clack, 2025).

Drawing on Routine Activity Theory, Rational Choice Theory, Social Disorganisation
Theory, and Civic Community Theory, the research has shown how the convergence of
motivated offenders, suitable targets, and the absence of capable guardianship manifests
differently in rural contexts. The spatial analysis of livestock theft hotspots provides further
evidence of how opportunity structures, local governance capacity, and socio-demographic
factors intersect to produce varied crime patterns across rural precincts.

The findings reaffirm the urgent need for a more context-sensitive and place-based
approach to crime prevention and policy-making. Rural communities are not simply
peripheral extensions of urban centres; they are distinct environments with their own
vulnerabilities and criminogenic conditions. Recognising this, criminology must continue to
expand its analytical scope and incorporate rural realities into mainstream theoretical and
policy discourse (Barclay & Donnermeyer, 2011; Pereira, 2024).

Ultimately, addressing rural crime in South Africa requires more than just reactive
law enforcement—it demands investment in rural infrastructure, social cohesion, and equitable
economic development. Only through such integrated and localised responses can the
structural drivers of rural criminality be effectively mitigated, and safer, more resilient rural
communities be achieved.
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