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ABSTRACT

This chapter examines the underlying reasons, repercussions, and issues related to 
organized crime’s influence on electricity theft and power infrastructure damage in 
South Africa in depth. It goes to the incentives that drive organized crime groups as 
well as the flaws in the power distribution structure that allow such illegal activity. 
Furthermore, the chapter investigates the socioeconomic effects of these crimes 
on customers, businesses, and communities, putting light on the broad scope of 
these illegal acts. As crucial strategies, the chapter advocates stronger security 
measures, legislative reforms, community engagement, international cooperation, 
and public-private partnerships. South Africa can alleviate the impact of the ongoing 
electricity crisis, restore stability to the energy sector, and protect key infrastructure 
by taking a comprehensive approach. This chapter aims to give useful insights for 
policymakers, researchers, and practitioners working to prevent organized crime’s 
effect on the nation’s energy sector.
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Organized Crime on Electricity Theft and Power Infrastructure Vandalism 

INTRODUCTION

At this moment in South Africa, narratives and visuals related to organized crime, 
particularly in the electricity sector, are almost inescapable. Although the media 
consistently highlights the gravity of contemporary criminal threats, policymakers 
and law enforcement often fall short in implementing appropriate responses to address 
these challenges effectively. Indeed, as organized crime continues to be a growing 
concern for policy in South Africa, the government’s ability to effectively tackle 
these syndicate groups seems to be increasingly inadequate. Indeed, South Africa 
has been grappling with a persistent electricity crisis, which has posed significant 
challenges for the nation. The frequent occurrence of blackouts and load shedding 
has adversely affected businesses, households, and the overall economy. A major 
factor contributing to this crisis is the state-owned energy provider, Eskom, which 
is facing immense distress. Echoing similar sentiments, Theron (2018) contends 
that Eskom, alongside fellow state-owned entities like Transnet, Telkom, and 
municipalities, grapples with challenges tied to infrastructure theft. The persisting 
issue revolves around the substantial value of pilfered materials, implying organized 
criminal involvement propelled by syndicates within the context of copper theft.

According to Sidebottom, Ashby, and Johnson (2014), metal prices are an example 
of a macroeconomic environmental element that influences criminals’ decision-
making in terms of crime opportunity. Assuming all other conditions remain constant, 
a rise in metal prices is expected to increase the appeal of metal theft, resulting in 
an increase in the frequency of such criminal operations. Electricity theft and power 
infrastructure vandalism have emerged as significant challenges in South Africa. The 
rampant electricity theft exacerbates the issue of unplanned power outages, further 
complicating the already dire situation for Eskom. These problems not only lead to 
revenue losses for the energy provider but also put additional strain on an already 
struggling electricity grid, making it even more challenging to maintain a stable and 
reliable power supply for the country. Addressing these issues is crucial to mitigate 
the impact of the ongoing electricity crisis and restore stability to the energy sector.

It is vital to recognize that organized crime, along with its root causes, 
repercussions, and attempts to curb it, presents a complex and multifaceted reality. 
Clearly, understanding and addressing organized crime requires a comprehensive 
and nuanced approach. The intricate nature of organized crime involves various 
factors contributing to its existence, far-reaching consequences for individuals and 
society, and complex efforts to combat and prevent it. Policymakers, law enforcement 
agencies, and communities need to collaborate and implement effective strategies 
to tackle this multifaceted challenge effectively.

Organized crimes such as electricity theft and power infrastructure vandalism have 
a negative impact on the economy, leading to reduced productivity and investment. 
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