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Why it is more dangerous to be a
farmer than a policeman in SA
By Johan Burger
06:53 | 6th November 2013 (GMT)

Crimes against farming communities threaten food security and rural economies.
With people living and working on farms almost four times more likely to be
murdered than the average South African, it is time for government to act, argues Dr
Johan Burger, a senior researcher at South Africa's Institute for Security Studies.
Are farmers more at risk from violent crime than most other South Africans? Are farming communities “uniquely”
targeted by criminals? And is there a sinister political and racial motive behind farm attacks in South Africa?
It is a complex matter and one that continues to provoke controversy and heated debate.
In 1997 – in response to government’s view that farmers were being “uniquely” targeted for violent and murderous
attacks – South Africa’s then minister of safety and security, Sydney Mufamadi, established a joint task team
made up of members of the police, defence force and organised agriculture to develop a plan to improve security
on farms. It became known as the Rural Protection Plan (RPP).
Two years later, a “priority committee on rural safety” was established to ensure that rural crime prevention
strategies were managed as a national security priority. In 2001, at the urging of Mufamadi’s successor, Steve
Tshwete, police established an independent committee of inquiry into farm attacks chaired by a retired provincial
director of public prosecutions.

Nearly 90% of cases motivated by robbery

(http://africacheck.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/000_Par7435220.jpg)One of the spinoffs of the inquiry was
that from the 2001/02 financial year until 2006/07 the police included separate statistics for farm attacks and farm
murders in their annual reports. (It was a practice that was abruptly stopped after the 2006/07 annual report. No
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explanation for this has ever been given)
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The committee of inquiry published its ﬁndings in 2003 (http://africacheck.org/wp-

The committee of inquiry published its ﬁndings in 2003 (http://africacheck.org/wpcontent/uploads/2013/11/Final-Report-Committee-of-Inquiry-Farm-Attacks-July-2003.pdf). Key among them
were that 89,3% of attacks against farms were motivated by robbery.
Later that year, the South African president, Thabo Mbeki, suddenly announced the closure of the commandos,
the South African National Defence Force’s voluntary territorial protection units which were a cornerstone of the
Rural Protection Plan. There were no prior consultations and the closure came without warning.
In his State of the Nation address, Mbeki said police would replace the commandos with a “new system … whose
composition and ethos accord with the requirements of all rural communities”
(http://www.news24.com/xArchive/Archive/President-Thabo-Mbekis-State-of-the-Nation-address-20030214).
The police, however, were caught completely by surprise. They hurriedly announced a “system” that included a
combination of police reservists, crime combating and sector policing units. It would take another eight years
before the police were able to replace the Rural Protection Plan with what has become known as the Rural Safety
Strategy (RSS). The RSS was developed after a lengthy consultative process and, broadly speaking, is a relatively
good strategy aimed at rural crime in general.

Is there a political motive behind farm attacks?

(http://africacheck.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/000_Par2496167.jpg)Allegations and perceptions of a
sinister political motive behind farm attacks have existed since at least the mid1990’s. Within organised agriculture
there appears to be a widely held and growing belief that farm attacks and murders are being orchestrated to
force white farmers off the land.
But is that really the case?
The perception has been fuelled by the frequency of the attacks and the brutality of the murders, rapes and
incidents of torture that often accompany them. Within farming communities and agricultural organisations it is
argued that the only rational explanation for such seemingly senseless crimes is the existence of a sinister,
organised force bent on terrorising farmers.
The committee of inquiry into farm attacks in 2003 looked closely at the motives behind farm attacks. Its
methodology, which is fully explained in the report (http://africacheck.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/FinalReport-Committee-of-Inquiry-Farm-Attacks-July-2003.pdf), included an analysis of more than 3,500 police case
dockets, interviews with incarcerated farm murderers, as well as oral and written submissions. The committee
found no evidence to support claims of the existence of a sinister, third force.
On the basis of the case dockets analysed, it found that there was a political or racial motive in only a fraction of
cases. In most cases (89.3%) the primary motive was robbery. Intimidation featured in 7.1% of cases with a
political or racial motive found in 2% of cases and labourrelated issues featuring in 1.6% of cases.

The evidence does not support claims of a political motive
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(http://africacheck.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/000_Par1847567.jpg)The committee’s findings corroborate
those of the police who for years have maintained that many of the characteristics of farm attacks correspond with
those of house robberies in urban areas.
In both farm attacks and urban home invasions, criminals will not hesitate to use torture to extract information from
their victims. The big difference, given the remoteness of farms, is that attackers on farms have much more time
and are less at risk of being caught in the act by either the police, private security companies or neighbours.
Some of the farm murderers interviewed by the committee did say they had become infuriated by what they
described as the racist and insulting tone of their victims – mostly elderly white farmers and their family members –
and that this was the reason for the excessive violence used.
But the evidence does not support claims that race or racial hatred is the primary motive for farm attacks. In most
cases it is robbery. It is however quite possible that racial interaction during the attack, and possibly also historic
racial tensions, as well as ongoing hate speech (http://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/Fear-anger-atMalema-song-20100311) aimed at the farming community, could play a role during the commission of these
crimes.

>Since the publication of this blog it has emerged that there is uncertainty around the farm murder rate.<

More dangerous to be a farmer than a policeman
Comparing the ratios for the murders of farmers and those living and working on farms with those of police officials
and South Africans in general provides some indication of how serious the problem really is.
According to the official police crime statistics for the 2012/13 financial year, there were 16,259 murders in South
Africa. If we take into account that South Africa has a population of 52,274,945, we get a ratio of 31,1 murders per
100,000 people. In the same period, 84 police officials out of a total of 155,531 were murdered. That is a ratio of
54 per 100,000.
According to data recorded by the Transvaal Agricultural Union of South Africa (TAUSA), 63 people were
murdered on farms during 2012. Of these, 36 were white farmers, three were black farmers, 17 were direct family
members of farmers, 6 were black workers and one was a visitor to a farm.
Statistics South Africa’s 2007 Census of Commercial Agriculture
(http://www.nda.agric.za/docs/statsinfo/Censcoagric2007.pdf) recorded that there were 32,375 commercial
farmers in the country (i.e. people running farming operations either fulltime or parttime). Unfortunately no
figures are available for the total farming community.
If you take the figure of 32,375 farmers, the shocking reality is that the 39 farmers reportedly murdered in 2012
equals a ratio of 120,4 per 100,000. This is 2,2 times higher than that of the police and 3,8 times that of the
general population.
Simply put, it is more than twice as dangerous to be a farmer than a policeman in South Africa, and a farmer or
someone working on a farm is almost four times more likely to be murdered than the average South African.

Numbers of farm attack victims may be higher than we know
According to TAUSA’s figures the number of murders on farms for the first ten months of 2013 is already at 55,
including another 39 farmers, 9 family members and 6 workers. Of course many other serious and violent crimes
are also committed against the farming community as a whole.
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What is also worrying is that the number of persons killed, injured or otherwise victimised during farm attacks, may
be much higher than the figures reported by TAUSA. The union acknowledges that it does not have the capacity or
capability to monitor the situation as extensively as the police have done in the past. This is because TAUSA is not
informed of attacks on smallholdings, where it is estimated that up to 40% of attacks classified as “farm attacks”
occur.
The potential underreporting of incidents by TAUSA is illustrated by a comparison between the figures reported by
them and those of the police in their last report in this regard in 2007. For example, in the 2006/07 financial year,
police reported 794 attacks and 86 murders across the country, while TAUSA reported “only” 94 attacks and 60
murders.
Considering the extent and seriousness of the crimes committed against those working and living on farms, it is
obvious that the farming community as a whole is a particularly vulnerable group. The relative remoteness of
farms, the absence of close neighbours, such as in urban settings, and the consequent slow response times of the
police and private security companies, allows criminals more time and space to commit their crimes than is
normally the case in urban areas. It is primarily for these reasons that the farming community is in need of a
strategy that is focused on their particular security needs.

Crimes against farming communities threaten food security
and rural economies
Crimes against farming communities have wideranging implications beyond threats to personal safety. The high
level of risk to personal safety is forcing many farmers away from farming and acts as a deterrent to potential new
farmers.
There are indications that the numbers of commercial farmers have already declined by more than 50% since
1996. In 2011 the head of agribusiness at South Africa’s ABSA bank, Ernst Janovsky, predicted that numbers of
commercial farmers would decline to about 15,000 over the next fifteen years, causing significant job losses in
rural areas.
Commercial agriculture in South Africa is in a crisis for economic and other reasons, and attacks on farms are only
making it worse. If this situation continues, it will have a very negative impact on South Africa’s rural economy and
our food security. It is crucially important for government to recognise that the criminal activities aimed at the
farming community are not only destroying lives and rural economies, they are also progressively destroying rural
economies and the ability of farms to produce food for the country.
Government needs to urgently acknowledge that crimes against the farming community are a special problem in
need of a special solution.
Additional reading:
Farm murders: A national priority? (http://africacheck.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/FarmmurdersPresentation_JBurgerPPT.ppt) (PowerPoint)
The report of the Committee of Inquiry into farm attacks, published in July 2003 (http://africacheck.org/wpcontent/uploads/2013/11/Final-Report-Committee-of-Inquiry-Farm-Attacks-July-2003.pdf)
Are SA whites really being killed like ﬂies? Why Steve Hofmeyr is wrong (http://africacheck.org/reports/arewhite-afrikaners-really-being-killed-like-ﬂies/)
Where murder happens in South Africa (http://africacheck.org/2013/09/19/where-murder-happens-in-sa/)
Factsheet: South Africa’s ofﬁcial crime statistics for 2012/13 (http://africacheck.org/reports/factsheet-southafricas-ofﬁcial-crime-statistics-for-201213/)
A guide to crime statistics in South Africa (http://africacheck.org/reports/factsheet-crime-statistics-in-southafrica/)
The politics of crime statistics (http://africacheck.org/2013/09/22/the-politics-of-crime-statistics-2/)
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