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Background: 
South Africa faces high levels of drug-related crime, including drug dealing, theft, and possession, 
alongside widespread substance use and violent police interventions. Corrupt policing and police 
involvement in crime syndicates, particularly in low-income areas, exacerbate socio-economic and 
health disparities. The complex relationship between law enforcement, substance users, and 
community leaders remains poorly understood, fueling distrust and conflict. This study explores the 
dynamics between substance users and police in affected communities to inform strategies for 
improving health and well-being. 
 
Methods: 
Participants were recruited from a disadvantaged peri-urban suburb in Cape Town with high 
unemployment and substance use rates. The qualitative study included three groups: people who 
use drugs (PWUD) (n=27), community leaders (n=6), and South African Police Service (SAPS) 
members (n=8). Purposive sampling was used. Data collection involved focus groups (PWUD) and in-
depth interviews (community leaders and SAPS). Thematic analysis using NVivo12 software was 
conducted within the Social Determinants of Health Framework and the Socio-ecological model. 
 
Results: 
PWUD expressed fears and frustrations about police violence, corruption, and distrust, likening officers 
to gang members. They emphasized the need for reliable policing as they are also victims of crime, 
while face poverty and inadequate housing. 

Community leaders saw themselves as underutilized, calling for resources and youth support. They 
highlighted police corruption and the need for community engagement to foster trust and improve 
health outcomes. 

Police officers cited links between gangs and substance use and felt powerless due to the shift from a 
'police force' to a 'police service.' They reported frustration over lack of respect, corruption within 
SAPS, and inadequate resources, which hinder effective policing.  

Conclusion: 
This study explored risk factors which contribute to substance use, criminal involvement and lack of 
trust, ultimately perpetuating cycles of poor health. Addressing internal corruption is essential for 
restoring trust. A comprehensive, integrated approach addressing social, economic, and 
environmental factors is needed to tackle health inequities, build trust, and improve policing 
effectiveness. 
 
Disclosure of Interest Statement:  
The authors declare that this research was funded by the South African Medical Research Council 
(SAMRC) and the University of Cape Town (UCT). 


