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     Youth violence  

Situation/Background 
 
Young people under the age of 25 – the majority 

(51.2 %) of the population in South Africa – are 

affected disproportionately by all types of 

violence. Youth have thus become a central focus 

of contemporary debates on crime and violence 

in South Africa. International and local literature 

identifies young people between the ages of 12 

and 21 years as the age cohort most at risk of 

both criminal victimisation and offending. South 

Africa has in place promising legislation, policies 

and programmes to develop and support young 

people and protect their rights. These policy 

instruments provide a sound framework within 

which to address crime and violence in South 

Africa, but there remain gaps. The most obvious 

of these is the paucity of policy and legislation 

dealing with ‘adult youth’ over the age of 18, 

particularly in the crime and justice sector. The 

National Youth Development Agency (NYDA) is 

mandated to guide and facilitate youth 

development programmes. It has well 

developed programmes to enhance 

young people’s employability. It is also 

expanding its focus to encompass 

social cohesion and could potentially 

play a key role in facilitating 

engagement on this issue. 

 

Facts and figures  

 

The country’s levels of violence are among the 

highest in the world, with a murder rate of 30.9 

per 100,000 people. The data shows that the 

primary cause of non-natural death for 

individuals in the 15–45 year age bracket was 

violence. Figure 1 clearly demonstrates that 

significant proportions of individuals in this age 

cohort die as a result of violence. Even more 

telling is the percentage of youths (52.4%) 

between the ages of 15 and 24 years that had 

died violently. 

 

 
Figure 1: Violence as the cause of non-natural deaths, by age 

 

The National Youth Victimisation Study (NYVS) 

conducted by the CJCP in 2005, shows that one 

out of every four (26%) youngsters between the 

age of 12 and 22 has become a victim of violent 

crime in the 12 months preceding the survey. 

This was five times the adult rate. Much of this 

violence takes place in schools. The CJCP’s 2008 
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National Schools Violence Study (NSVS) found 

that young people experienced a range of 

psychological and physical victimisation at 

school. Assault, sexual assault or sexual 

harassment and robberies affected learners of all 

ages, both boys and girls. Other studies have 

produced similar findings. The MRC’s 2008 Youth 

Risk Behaviour Survey, for instance, found that 

27% of learners felt unsafe at school, 16% had 

been threatened or injured at school by someone 

with a weapon, while 21% had been involved in 

physical fights.  

 

Challenges 
 
Currently 36% of the total prison population 

consists of young people under the age of 25 

years.  51% of youngsters reported in a recent 

survey that they have been exposed to violence in 

their community or family which evidently 

increases the chances that they show some sort 

of violent behaviour at a later stage in their life as 

well. Young people’s involvement in crime and 

violence impacts on society as a whole. The 

consequences can be felt throughout different 

sectors, such as education or health.  

Since youth violence is a complex phenomenon 

that cannot be addressed and sustainably 

prevented by one actor alone, effective strategies 

have to follow a systemic approach. This entails 

collaborative action and bringing together 

stakeholders from diverse sectors and 

administrative/political levels with the aim to 

address the context-specific causes of youth 

violence. 

 

VCP- Alignment  

 

As young people are recognised not only as the 

primary victims and perpetrators of social vio-

lence, but also as a vital force in realising sus-

tainable solutions, VCP adopts a so-called ‘youth 

lens’ in all its strategies and activities. The project 

provides young people with opportunities to 

become active citizens by engaging with their 

natural environment and getting involved in 

sports for social change or in creative and cul-

tural activities. This increases youth engagement 

and employability and, in turn, impacts on social 

cohesion in communities. 

 

VCP is engaging with different stakeholders on 

national, provincial and local level. VCP is 

supporting programs like the Youth Crime 

Prevention Desks in Gauteng, which are part of 

the Safety Strategy of the Department of 

Community Safety Gauteng and aim at engaging 

young people in community safety interventions. 

This programme specifically seeks to address the 

problems of youth who are at risk of committing 

crimes. Furthermore, a youth activation project 

has been initiated in cooperation with a local 

NGO (Masifunde) in Nelson Mandela Bay 

Municipality. In the course of the project 

(duration: 1.5 years) young people will engage 

their peers in a city-wide initiative on how 

especially young people can make a contribution 

to safer communities. In 20-25 schools, 

approximately 

1200 youth will be 

reached directly 

and a core group 

of young people 

will be engaged 

more intensively to becoming a sounding board 

for the municipal government. The engagement 

culminates in a public event showcasing young 

people’s project ideas. 
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