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Abstract: South Africa’s border posts are increasingly becoming crucial hubs for organized 

crime posing serious national and regional security implications with far-reaching 

consequences. The country’s national security, economic stability, and community safety are 

significantly jeopardised by organised criminal enterprises at border posts. As a result, the 

porous borders of South Africa have fostered an environment that is conducive to a variety of 

unlawful activities, such as the smuggling of drugs into the country and human trafficking. 

This paper seeks to identify political, economic, and social factors that lead to organised 

crime, corruption, and weak border management systems. The paper employed a secondary 

data analysis of existing scholarly articles, government reports as well as relevant case 

studies. The study found that local communities are most affected by illegal activities at the 

ports of entry. The findings further emphasize the importance of inclusive approaches in 

responding to security challenges that address cross-border flow regulation, fight corruption 

in service delivery, and promote community resilience. The paper concludes with 

recommendations for strengthening border controls towards enhancing cooperation between 

countries and curbing transnational crime networks. 
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1. Introduction 

Organized crime at South Africa’s border posts is crucial, given the country’s 

strategic location in Southern Africa, making its borders vulnerable to various illicit 

activities such as smuggling, drug trafficking, and human trafficking. The 

importance of addressing this issue lies in its impact on national security, economic 

stability, and social cohesion, with organized crime networks exploiting weak law 

enforcement and systemic corruption. This paper brings novelty by focusing 

specifically on the root causes and operational challenges at border posts, offering a 

more localized and targeted examination compared to previous studies, which have 

typically focused on broader, transnational crime trends. It further builds on the 

argument that addressing organized crime requires a nuanced understanding of its 

socio-economic and political drivers. Through a conceptual framework rooted in 

criminology and border management theories, this article positions border posts not 

only as physical entry points but as socio-political spaces where corruption, 

economic desperation, and transnational syndicates intersect. This framework will 

help in articulating the need for a multi-pronged approach to combatting crime, 

incorporating local governance, regional cooperation, and enhanced law 

enforcement. 
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Organized criminal enterprises at border posts pose major risks to South 

Africa’s national security, economic stability, and community safety (Moyo and 

Zanker, 2020). Consequently, South Africa’s porous borders have created a 

conducive environment for various types of illegal acts like smuggling drugs into the 

country or human trafficking (Mahlangu and Obioha, 2015; INTERPOL, 2019). This 

paper seeks to investigate the causes of organized crime and expounds on the hurdles 

law enforcers face when tackling this phenomenon at South Africa’s ports of entry. 

Organized crime at South African border posts is not new but has rather increased 

both in scale and sophistication. For instance, apartheid has left numerous spaces that 

were exploited by criminals when it ended resulting in weak state structures, poorly 

managed boundaries among others (Lehohla, 2015; Okunade and Ogunnubi, 2019). 

At the same time smuggling and human trafficking have been encouraged by huge 

differences in income between South Africa and its neighbouring states as desperate 

people seek better living standards or flee their homes due to turmoil. There are 

multiple challenges associated with fighting organized crime at these border posts. It 

is worth noting that many officials working along borders have been accused of 

corruption while others ignore illegal entry thus promoting unlawful activities 

(Horne, 2011). It is also important to note that inadequate resources such as 

appropriate infrastructure prevent effective law enforcement at entry points. Hence, 

authorities face difficulties observing goods movement through borders because of 

such reasons.  

The history of apartheid as well as continuing socio-economic hardships in 

South Africa’s neighbouring countries such as Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Malawi, 

Lesotho, and Eswatini have shaped criminal dynamics in border areas making it 

difficult to enforce the law (Goodger, 2024). To develop effective strategies against 

organized crime these complexities must be taken into consideration. For many years 

now, South African borders have always posed challenges. They have served both as 

gateways for trade, travel and cultural exchanges but at the same time battlegrounds 

for various forms of organized crimes including human trafficking across many 

types of borderlines (Lehohla, 2015). As such, the interplay between geography, 

historical legacies, and socio-economic disparities has made these borders 

particularly vulnerable to criminal exploitation. The roots of organized crime at 

South Africa’s borders can be traced back to the apartheid era when the emphasis 

was on maintaining tight internal security and little attention was directed towards 

border control (Goodger, 2024). After the end of apartheid in 1994, South Africa 

faced a twofold challenge namely; reintegrating into the world economy while 

dealing with porous and inadequately policed borderline areas that had been 

neglected for decades (Martin, 2013). The transition from an authoritarian regime to 

a democratic state exposed South Africa to numerous internal as well as external 

pressures including increased migration flows both legal and illegal as people sought 

refuge from conflicts in neighboring countries or pursued economic opportunities in 

South Africa. 

South Africa’s porous borders make the problem worse as they allow the free 

movement of illegal drugs and weapons (Laine and Moyo, 2021). These actions not 

only undermine economic stability in the country but also contribute to growing 

levels of violence and insecurity within South Africa and around the region (Obah-
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Akpowoghaha et al., 2020). In recent times, there has been a high emphasis on 

toughening border security and enhancing regional cooperation in fighting organized 

crime (Ashe and Ojong, 2022;). Nevertheless, many times these efforts are frustrated 

by competing national interests, bureaucratic red tape and limited resources. 

Furthermore, organized crime gangs are extremely versatile since their methods keep 

changing so that they can avoid detection or exploit new vulnerabilities (Goitom, 

2013; Gakunga, 2020; Horne, 2011). Therefore, this article ought to dig into the 

mysteries surrounding organized crime networks operating at South Africa’s border 

posts. This will be achieved by highlighting some potentially significant issues 

affecting security and stability at the ports of entry by considering historical origins; 

current challenges, and potential solutions. Therefore, this persistent organized crime 

at these critical ports of entry necessitates an all-round approach that tackles 

underlying socio-economic conditions, improves governance and rule of law as well 

as promoting increased collaboration among states in a sub-region. 

Theoretical framework 

Routine Activity Theory, first formulated by Cohen and Felson (1979) and later 

developed by Felson (1995), is one of the most widely cited and influential 

theoretical constructs in the field of criminology and in crime science more broadly. 

Radar-based Automated Targeting (RAT) provides a fitting lens through which to 

analyse organized crime at South Africa’s border posts by focusing on the 

convergence of three key elements: motivated offenders, suitable targets, and the 

absence of capable guardians. Cohen and Felson (1979) initially posited that 

alterations in the structure of urban daily activities post-World War II could elucidate 

the increase in crime observed, as indicated by leading studies of that period. Their 

hypothesis posited that postmodernity has enabled the spatial and temporal 

convergence of potential criminals with the intent to perpetrate crimes against 

vulnerable targets in the absence of effective guardianship. In the context of border 

posts, economic desperation in neighboring countries and within local communities 

creates a large pool of motivated offenders who are driven to engage in illicit 

activities, such as smuggling and trafficking, to make a living. These offenders target 

lucrative contraband, including drugs, firearms, and illegal goods, which offer high 

profits with relatively low risk. Additionally, the lack of capable guardians, 

manifesting in the form of weak law enforcement, insufficient resources, and 

corruption, provides criminal networks with an opportunity to operate with little 

resistance. The convergence of these factors transforms border posts into hotspots for 

organized crime. Applying RAT to this paper allows for a systematic analysis of how 

the vulnerabilities at South Africa’s border posts are being exploited by criminal 

syndicates. The theory highlights how motivated offenders take advantage of socio-

economic inequalities, engaging in illegal activities to survive or profit from 

borderland economies. 

2. Materials and methods 

The study employed a secondary data analysis in which existing scholarly 

articles, government reports as well as relevant case studies were thoroughly 
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reviewed. The researcher made use of databases such as Web of Science, Embase, 

General Strategies, Scopus, and Google Scholar to explore the major themes and 

findings about organized crime in South Africa’s border posts. This made it possible 

to understand the complex historical, socio-economic, and political roots of criminal 

networks at the ports of entry. The process involved a critical examination of 

secondary data that revealed the systemic issues at stake and evaluated how effective 

present countermeasures are thereby identifying gaps in current research and 

policies. 

3. Results and discussion 

3.1. Organized crime at border posts 

The roots of organized crime at South African border posts are complexly 

interwoven into the country’s historical context; socioeconomic situation; and 

politics (Gastrow, 1998; Lehohla, 2015). Over time, these roots have developed 

extensively, creating a conducive environment where criminal networks can now 

thrive on the borders with various challenges that police face to maintain security 

peacefully therein (Border Management Authority, 2023). One such root cause of 

organized crime at border posts was apartheid which involved an internal 

surveillance system together with strict internal controls but weak border security, 

especially for remote areas (Shaw, 1998). This is because little attention was paid to 

providing resources required for maintaining order and security. Another factor 

contributing to the growth of organized crimes at South African borders is significant 

economic disparities across the region. Higher levels of development relative to 

neighboring countries make South Africa appear attractive both to immigrants 

desiring better lives and to those who desire opportunities for economic growth. 

Organised crime at South Africa’s ports of entry is further exacerbated by the 

porous nature of South African borders. The country’s vast land borders which are 

thousands of kilometers long make it difficult to effectively secure these borders 

because comprehensive monitoring can be very expensive owing to limited resources 

(Koff, 2013). These weaknesses have allowed criminal networks to establish 

sophisticated smuggling operations that exploit these loopholes in border security 

functions (Ewi, 2017). Therefore, South Africa’s border posts are characterized by 

corruption which is another significant root of organized crime. The problem of 

corruption among border officials is so widespread that some people can be ready to 

accept bribes for illegal goods to pass through checkpoints easily (Martin, 2017). 

Smuggling through corrupt persons not only discredits government institutions but 

also undermines the efforts of law enforcement agencies. 

Political and economic instability in neighboring countries are other major 

factors fueling the growth of organized crime at South African borders (Dlamini and 

Maluleke, 2017). Insecurity, poor governance, and economic difficulties in countries 

such as Zimbabwe and Mozambique have led to increased migration both legal and 

illegal (Govender, 2015; Hubschle, 2010). This has created opportunities for human 

trafficking organizations and illicit networks involved in smuggling (Ewi, 2017). In 

most cases, there is no formal business activity taking place in many border towns 

making black market trade an attractive yet hazardous. As such, communities form 
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symbiotic relationships with organised crime syndicates hence further consolidating 

criminal activities across international boundaries (Goga, 2015; Zolberg, 2006). It 

should therefore be noted that there are various roots to this kind of organized crime 

within South Africa’s borders such as poverty and unemployment, political 

instability, lack of cooperation, socio-cultural factors, and inadequate social 

structures (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Organised crime roots at South Africa ports of entry.  

Organised crime roots Explanation 

a. Socio-Economic Factors 

The high-level differences between South Africa 

and its neighboring countries encourage large-

scale illegal cross-border activities. 

b. Poverty and unemployment 

Poverty diminishes the capability of the criminal 

justice system to indict and punish individuals 

involved in organized crime. 

c. Political Instability 

Political instability in South Africa and its 

neighbouring states establish conditions that 

favour organised criminal activities. 

d. Lack of Cooperation 

Lack of cooperation among regional countries is 

hindering efforts aimed at combating transnational 

organized crime. 

e. Socio-Cultural Factors 

Social exclusion and marginalization are some of 

the socio-cultural factors contributing to high 

levels of organized crime at border entry points in 

South Africa. 

f. Inadequate Social Structures 

Weak social institutions situated along border 

communities often become easy targets for 

infiltration by various syndicates involved in 

organized crime. 

Source: Author. 

3.1.1. Socio-Economic factors 

Socio-economic factors play a very important role when it comes to driving 

organized crime within South African border post areas (Goga, 2015; James, 2017). 

The high-level differences between South Africa and its neighboring countries 

encourage large-scale illegal cross-border activities. Migrants from countries 

Zimbabwe, Mozambique, and Lesotho that are facing economic and political 

instability have for a long time dominated the number of people migrating to South 

Africa which is better developed and offers better economic opportunities (Dlamini 

and Maluleke, 2019). Consequently, some of these migrants are involved in 

smuggling of illegal goods such as drugs for them to make ends meet. This makes it 

possible for organized crime networks to exploit such vulnerable individuals thus 

deepening their roots at the borders through which they operate. 

3.1.2. Poverty and unemployment 

Poverty enhances corruptness and diminishes the capability of the criminal 

justice system to indict and punish individuals involved in organized crime 

(Geldenhuys, 2015). Occasionally, officials may directly aid illegal activities or give 

protection to groups of criminals in return for money. This destroys confidence in the 

government and law enforcement agencies, further undermining their authority and 
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effectiveness. Further, Dlamini and Maluleke (2019) emphasised the impact of 

poverty and unemployment on vehicle hijacking asserting that vehicles are hijacked 

for numerous reasons chief among them being poverty and unemployment. 

3.1.3. Political instability 

Political instability in South Africa and its neighbouring states establish 

conditions that favour organised criminal activities (Goga, 2015). Frail governance 

structures, political fights and power wrangles can result in the breakdown of law 

enforcement which presents a fertile ground for exploitation by criminal gangs. 

Security personnel might be engaged in quelling unrest and safeguarding their 

interests during periods marked with political turbulence thus leaving border posts 

porous to infiltration by organized crime syndicates. 

3.1.4. Lack of cooperation 

Lack of cooperation among regional countries is hindering efforts aimed at 

combating transnational organized crime within Southern Africa (Okunade, 2017). 

Scarce resources; conflicting priorities as well as absence of trust between 

governments could hamper sharing intelligence reports or undertaking joint 

operations against cross-border criminal networks (Ani, 2012; Arieli, 2016). 

Moreover, different legal regimes coupled with extradition procedures may create 

technicalities through which offenders can evade justice. 

3.1.5. Socio-Cultural factors 

Social exclusion and marginalization are some of the socio-cultural factors 

contributing to high levels of organized crime at border entry points in South Africa 

(Goodger, 2024). Many individuals living within poverty-stricken communities near 

national borders feel sidelined by society and denied access to mainstream economic 

opportunities available elsewhere within their country (Mahlangu and Obioha, 

2015). Such a state of mind breeds alienation thereby forcing people into illegal acts 

so that they can gain recognition, acquire wealth, or boost status among peers living 

around them. 

3.1.6. Inadequate social structures 

Weak social institutions situated along border communities often become easy 

targets for infiltration by various syndicates involved in organized crime (Govender, 

2015). Lack of education, limited healthcare provision alongside other basic needs 

may leave individuals with no other choice but to rely on gangs for their survival. 

Criminal syndicates take advantage of this dependency by offering welfare benefits 

or shielding such persons from harm thereby solidifying their grip over the affected 

community and weakening resistance against their presence. 

3.2 Challenges in addressing organized crime 

3.2.1. Insufficient resources 

Resource constraints are often faced by border enforcement agencies making it 

impossible for them to detect and prevent illegal activities. A scarcity of personnel, 

equipment and funds hinders their operations (Ryab, 2020). The insufficiency of 

resources is a significant impediment towards effective management of the borders 

in South Africa, thus, the Border Management Authority cannot fight against 
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organized crime effectively. Ewi (2017) asserts that a plethora of border posts are not 

funded adequately; they lack necessary infrastructure for monitoring vast areas that 

need to be secured along the borders. Without modern surveillance technology like 

drones, cameras, or sensors among others it becomes difficult for authorities to 

identify where illegalities such as smuggling or human trafficking occur most 

frequently. Another problem caused by lack of resources is understaffing at border 

posts because law enforcement officers also have other duties elsewhere. The lack of 

resources goes beyond just physical structures and personnel, it also affects 

operational capabilities too (Van der Heijden, 2003). For example, limited funding 

may hinder thorough investigations from being carried out or advanced training 

programs to be implemented so as to deal with various types of crimes perpetuated 

along border posts especially those involving gangs that are well organized 

internationally (Chihuri 2003). This means that without adequate financial support 

given towards them by concerned authorities involved, the Border Management 

Authority may find it difficult to come up with intelligence networks. 

3.2.2. Community engagement 

Establishing trust between police forces and local communities is essential if 

crime prevention efforts are going to succeed. However, there can be historical 

mistrust or fear within communities that hinders cooperation thus making it difficult 

for intelligence gathering or partnership building. Community engagement remains a 

key but often overlooked component in fighting organized crime at South African 

border posts (Govender, 2015). Residents living around the border areas are usually 

the most affected by crime activities hence they may possess vital information 

regarding criminals’ movements as well as their modus operandi (Dlamini and 

Maluleke, 2019; Ryab, 2020). Active involvement of these societies into matters 

relating with security on the border posts will not only provide useful tips needed but 

also foster support towards enforcement authorities thereby bridging gap between 

government agents on one hand vis-a-vis its citizens on another. 

Another aspect of successful community engagement is creating economic 

opportunities and social infrastructure that reduce the attractiveness of criminality 

(Grundling, 2013). In areas along border posts that are disadvantaged economically 

because jobs may be few and far between; these criminal outfits appear as easy 

money-making options for many people (Ashe and Ojong, 2022; Grundling, 2013;). 

Hence, authorities have to invest more in community development programs such as 

education, and training among others so that individuals in these places can find 

alternative sources of income apart from participating in organized crime. Moreover, 

it would help if leaders within these localities could collaborate with other relevant 

stakeholders like non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil societies that 

can come up with initiatives addressing such problems thereby fostering a sense of 

resilient society amongst them. The approach not only strengthens the fight against 

crimes but also creates a shared responsibility between residents living around 

border areas and law enforcement agencies. 

3.3 Smuggling and human trafficking networks 

3.3.1. Limpopo province 
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Many smuggling networks have been identified in Limpopo, where criminals 

use the same old tricks to transport goods illegally by passing through weak points 

around the borders such as the Beitbridge border post. The province is situated in 

northern South Africa and shares boundaries with Zimbabwe, Mozambique and 

Botswana making it one of the most strategic places for smuggling activities to take 

root (Goodger, 2024). With long stretches of porous borders that are sometimes not 

well guarded because they pass through remote areas or those with low population 

density criminals have all the opportunities needed for successful smuggling 

operations. Criminal gangs capitalize on this by using rough terrains that are hard to 

access hence providing ideal conditions under which different types of illegal 

commodities such as drugs, arms among others can be moved from one place into 

another undetected (Ahafa and Ani, 2020; Brenton and Chemutai, 2020). 

Monitoring devices like cameras may not be functional always in such zones 

thereby giving smugglers room to use diverse tactics including but not limited to 

hiding their illicit cargo inside automobiles or employing routes which cross many 

countries on foot to evade arrest while passing through any jurisdiction where they 

might be wanted. The socio-economic setting found within Limpopo Province also 

fosters an environment conducive enough for more establishments involved in 

smuggling activities to thrive mainly because poverty rates are high coupled with 

unemployment levels being equally high thereby creating what experts call “a 

perfect storm” that could see even greater numbers getting involved into such 

activities. Further, it is worth noting that criminal networks usually take advantage of 

economic hardships by enlisting locals into their ranks who then become vital 

mechanisms within various stages involved. Such secret alliances between criminals 

and community members not only perpetuate illegalities but also complicate efforts 

aimed at dismantling them since it becomes difficult for law enforcement officers to 

distinguish between offenders or innocent citizens.  

3.3.2. Human trafficking along the Mozambique border 

The border between Mozambique and South Africa is a human trafficking 

hotspot where over one thousand girls are trafficked to South Africa from 

Mozambique each year (Yesufu, 2020). This example reveals how poverty, 

corruption, and weak law enforcement work together to make it difficult to fight 

such a serious crime. Human trafficking at the Mozambique-South African border is 

a critical issue. Vulnerability caused by socioeconomics combined with porous 

borders enables criminals to engage in this activity easily. Most of these illegal 

transactions take place through the vast expanses of poorly patrolled areas along this 

frontier; thus, criminals use secret routes and methods when crossing victims past 

authorities’ watchful eyes which are quite a few given the remoteness and width of 

the territory involved. Socio-economic factors play a significant role in enhancing 

the prevalence rate of human trafficking within Mozambique. A lot still needs to be 

done as far as reducing poverty levels is concerned since they serve as breeding 

grounds for such crimes. Equally, political instability coupled with high rates of 

unemployment create an environment where people become susceptible to being 

exploited by individuals who promise them greener pastures across boarders 

especially into countries like RSA. Many times, once inside these nations victims 
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find themselves trapped within violent relationships characterized by abuse while 

working under miserable conditions without any hope ever escaping from their 

abductors. 

4. Conclusion 

The persistent issues of organized crime at South Africa’s border posts are 

deeply rooted in a complex interplay of socio-economic challenges, historical 

legacies, and governance deficiencies. This paper highlights the critical need for a 

multifaceted approach that not only bolsters law enforcement capabilities but also 

addresses the underlying conditions that breed criminality. Enhancing inter-agency 

collaboration and establishing robust operational protocols will be essential in 

creating a more unified front against these criminal enterprises. Furthermore, 

engaging local communities through trust-building initiatives and economic 

development programs can foster resilience and deter involvement in illicit activities. 

By recognizing border posts as socio-political spaces shaped by various influences, 

stakeholders can develop targeted strategies that not only enhance national security 

but also promote social cohesion and economic stability in the region. Ultimately, a 

comprehensive response to organized crime at South Africa’s borders is vital for 

securing the nation’s future and ensuring the safety and well-being of its citizens.  

5. Recommendations 

5.1. Involving local communities 

Engaging the community in reporting incidents or preventing illegal activities 

through programs that build trust among them can offer very useful support and 

intelligence. Furthermore, investing in economic development initiatives around 

these border regions helps to reduce socio-economic vulnerability which tends to 

push people into smuggling or trafficking. 

5.2. Boosting border security 

Investments need to be made towards improving infrastructure including 

technology that can enhance monitoring capabilities thereby minimizing chances 

associated with organized criminal activities taking place at various border posts. 

Such measures ought also to incorporate training more personnel to have enough 

numbers capable of manning all sections related to physical security operations 

involved during such undertakings aimed at curbing transnational human smuggling 

across the country’s land boundaries. 

5.3. Modernizing technological systems for border protection 

The use of up-to-date equipment like high-resolution cameras coupled with 

drones equipped with advanced sensors can go a long way in ensuring round-the-

clock surveillance over vast remote border areas that are difficult to monitor due to 

their geographical features. Furthermore, there should be regular maintenance 

carried out on these gadgets besides having back-ups placed ready to serve as 

replacements whenever need arises because criminals tend to change strategies as 
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time goes by thus rendering some obsolete sooner than expected while still usable 

against current tactics employed them. 
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