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Non-ferrous metal theft has become a serious 

problem and harms many people directly and indirectly. Although the problem with regard 

to the theft of non-ferrous metals, specifically copper and aluminium, has existed for many 

years, it has since 1993 escalated to unprecedented levels and annual losses run into 

billions of rands.  

The theft of non-ferrous metals brings cities to their knees as it causes extensive blackouts and 

power cuts. Organised gangs plunder kilometres of the country’s electricity and telephone lines to 

sell as scrap, and it seems that they are not going to give up their lucrative business any time 

soon.  

Copper and aluminium are stolen from overhead lines, substations, signal cables, underground 

cables, transformers and from railway carriages (basins, bearings, taps, window frames etc). 

Spoornet faces the challenge of securing some 23 000 km of rail track with limited security 

resources.  

The thieves  

Thieves generally work at night, armed with trucks, pulleys, industrial cutting tools and tractors to 

flatten the pylons and poles to get hold of the copper. These criminals fall into two groups: 
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organised crime syndicates, who tend to export   their loot; 

and subsistence thieves who steal a couple of metres at a time. These thieves often use the 

excuse that they "must do this just so that they can feed themselves and their families". 

Syndicates are highly sophisticated and they have state-of-the-art equipment such as trucks with 

pulleys, and they are experts at first cutting off the electricity, so they can steal the cable without 

getting  

electrocuted. For inexperienced thieves, the risks are high as they can easily electrocute 

themselves. But syndicates use individuals who are desperate for an income, to steal copper 

cables and pipes at great personal risk. The cables are then stripped and sold as scrap metal to 

dealers.  

The victims  

The impact of non-ferrous metal theft on Eskom, Spoornet, Telkom and the South African 

economy in general is enormous and it is impossible to determine the real cost to victims. The 

theft of non-ferrous materials harms us in many ways, for example:  

• replacement cost to repair infrastructure (materials and additional man hours);  
• transport costs when people must pay for other forms of transport because trains are 

delayed;  
• cost of equipment and vehicles;  
• cost of electronic equipment, alarms and monitoring;  
• extra costs to safeguard personnel and infrastructure, especially at night;  
• negative publicity for South Africa, which leads to the loss of existing and potential 

clients;  
• the incalculable cost of human lives (for example when a train derails, or accidents due to 

traffic lights not working);  
• private and public business sectors need electricity and telephone lines to do their work, 

and the loss of these services impacts negatively on their productivity, planning and profit 
margins; and  

• price hikes which must be absorbed by law-abiding, tax-paying citizens.  

Costs  

Copper cable theft costs the South African economy an estimated R5 milliard per year, and 



according to Business Against Crime (BAC) these 

numbers must be multiplied by at least ten to determine the overall economic loss. The indirect 

cost of cable theft also includes the loss of income, the disruption of essential services, labour 

costs to repair the affected networks as well as security measures, as cited above.  

The massive increase in cable theft in the past year is mostly due to the fact that the price of 

copper has tripled in recent years. The current high price of second-hand copper ranges between 

R32 000 - R45 000 per tonne.  

The damage done by the thieves amounts to more than the value of the actual material stolen, as 

the full cost of replacement, the damages suffered by consumers and the personnel costs are at 

least three times as much as the cost of the stolen material.  

NFTCC to address non-ferrous metal theft  

The Non-Ferrous Theft Combating Committee (NFTCC) was formed in 1993 in an attempt to 

address and combat this type of crime. All major role-players (such as the Saps, Eskom, Telkom, 

Transnet, BAC etc) are represented on the NFTCC. At the national conference in NFTCC 

adopted the following strategic intent: "The NFTCC is an integrated body of key role-players that 

provides strategic guidance and direction for the process of prevention and eradication of theft of 

non-ferrous metal so that quality of supply of strategic services can be ensured to the benefit of 

all the people in South Africa."  

Contributory factors to non-ferrous metal theft  

A number of factors contribute to the theft of non-ferrous metals, including:  

• Increasing numbers of illegal immigrants desperate for work.  
• Increasing unemployment.  
• The involvement of organised crime syndicates.  
• The huge demand for copper and aluminium locally and internationally.  
• Insufficient control/legislation regarding processing, sale, import and export.  
• Criminals know that they, if caught, will only receive light sentences.  
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The scrap metal market  

There are approximately 1000 registered scrap metal dealers and nearly 3000 bucket shop type 

dealers in the country. Most companies mark their material, which can be identified as the 

property of a specific organisation. Scrap metal   dealers 

have to take notice of this. The SAPS, supported by members of the NFTCC, carry out regular 

pro-active operations on certain identified scrap merchants.  

Cape Town’s plan  

The City of Cape Town has set up a task team to respond to reports of copper cable and other 

metal theft. This team has appointed several investigators and a rapid response unit that is 

chaired by Councillor Pieter van Dalen. During a conference on Combating Non-Ferrous Metals 

Theft that was held in Gauteng during November by IQPC, Councillor Van Dalen said that the 

establishment of this task team came after the City had spent approximately R22 million to 

replace and repair damage caused by cable theft in one year alone.  



The team’s core focus is to arrest copper cable thieves and investigate scrap metal dealers. The 

investigators as well as the rapid response units that form part of the team can arrest 

perpetrators, and hand cases over to the SAPS for criminal prosecution. This task team has 

made significant progress since their establishment in February 2007 and during the past  

12 months they have successfully apprehended 180 thieves and prevented many thefts. The 

areas where operations have taken place, have shown a drastic reduction in cable theft.  

During a summit that was held with business dealers and scrap metal merchants in Cape Town in 

June 2007, Mayor Helen Zille said that the multi-million rand theft of non-ferrous metal threatened 

to bring the city to its knees. She made an appeal to scrap yards to clean up their act and help to 

solve the problem instead of being part of the problem. Councillor Van Dalen said it was clear that 

they had to get involved with scrap yards in future planning. The task team finds it difficult to 

address the problem of scrap yards that buy municipal 

items as many municipal employees and contractors sell surplus material to scrap yards, instead 

of returning it to their workplace when their task has been completed. This creates a loophole for 

the scrap yard owner as the task team cannot distinguish between items that are obtained in the 

abovementioned method and those stolen from networks or storage areas. "Representatives of 

the scrap metal industry at the summit agreed to set up a dedicated task team in conjunction with 

BAC to pinpoint loopholes in the supply chain from the bucket shops to the large industry players. 

This however never happened and we in the City of Cape Town have now decided to rather do it 

on our own," said Councillor Van Dalen.  

Councillor Van Dalen said that they have found that some thieves who steal cables are drug 

addicts working for syndicates, so that they can get money to buy drugs.  

Reasons why non-ferrous metal crimes are not resolved  

There are many reasons why cases of non-ferrous metal theft are not resolved, including:  

• The very high prices paid for non-ferrous metals;  
• easy markets;  
• no proper Scrap Dealers Control Act;  



• no control over exports;  
• easy granting of bail; and  
• light sentences.  

Successes on non-ferrous metal theft  

Although success stories relating to non-ferrous theft are seldom told, there have been successes 

in the past year. In May 2007, the Kroonstad Regional Court sentenced 24 members of various 

cable theft syndicates to a collective sentence of 420 years'  

imprisonment. They were convicted on 76 charges and received individual sentences ranging 

from 3 to 80 years' imprisonment. (More about legislation later in the article.)  

From April - June 2007 City Power (an electricity utility company providing electricity in the 

Johannesburg Area) launched various initiatives to address network thefts after they had 

experienced an increase in cable theft. Together with their investigation partner, a private 

investigating company, they achieved a number of successes including the arrest of 22 scrap 

metal dealers (managers, owners and employees); two City Power electricians; two security 

officers contracted to City Power; two syndicates; the closing down of five scrap metal dealers 

and the issuing of two J534s forms.  

On 28 April 2007 an informant kept surveillance on a syndicate operating at the Braam Fisher 

informal settlement. An 8 tonne truck was seen when it arrived at Kingpin with cables (Telkom  

and other unidentified cable). On 29 April 2007   

three arrests were made. In another case three people were arrested in Midrand on 6 May 2007 

with 1146 kg of Telkom cable and 30 m of City Power underground cable in their possession. The 

estimated value of this cable was R50 000.  

Awareness campaigns  

Communities must be made aware of the nature and importance of non-ferrous metals. Hotlines 



and reward systems must be promoted in communities. Scrap metal dealers, smelters and 

exporters must be educated and made aware of stolen metals that can end up on their premises. 

Business licences must be controlled by the SAPS and by-laws must be enforced by 

municipalities.  

Telkom spends R100 million a year on security measures and has been running a series of TV 

inserts about copper cable theft. The inserts re-enact how the cables are stolen, the most 

common method being the cutting of cable at two manholes and the section being pulled out by a 

truck.  

In 2007 the South African Rail Commuter Corporation (SARCC) spent almost R5  

million on road shows, safety workshops and media campaigns to educate the public and initiate 

dialogue on rail safety.  

Ensuring the criminals end up behind bars  

It is difficult to police the scrap metal market effectively due to the fact that the legislation that 

regulates it is outdated and inadequate (Act 23 of 1955). This Act was not designed to deal with 

scrap trading in the modern day environment. Draft legislation in the form of a revised Second 

Hand Goods Act is in its final stage of promulgation.   

Catching the criminals is one thing, but knowing how to prepare the docket is another. In the 

National Non-Ferrous Metal Theft Combating Committee Newsletter (Second Quarter 2007) a 

State Prosecutor in the Middelburg Magistrate's Court in Mpumalanga, Mr Werner de Lange, said 

a person can be charged with the following in accordance with the current Second Hand Goods 

Act 23 of 1955.  

Section 3 read with Sections 11 and 13:  

Dealing in second_hand goods without a certificate and/or to an extent not 

specified in a certificate issued to him/her in terms of section 4 of the Act.  

Section 7(a) read with Sections 11 and 13:  

Receiving or delivering second-hand goods outside ordinary business hours, 

except in cases of emergency or after notifying the officer in charge at the 

nearest police station.  

Section 7(b) read with Sections 11 and 13:  

Storing second-hand goods elsewhere than on the business premises or on the 

premises of which s/he has in writing advised the police officer in charge of the 



district, of where such premises are situated.  

Section 7(c) read with Sections 11 and 13:  

Delivering any such goods acquired by him/her to any person or changing the 

form or altering the appearance thereof until after the expiration of a period of 7 

days from the day of acquisition thereof, except in instances where the officer in 

charge at the nearest police station has been notified thereof.  

Section 8 read with Sections 11 and 13:  

No dealer shall smelt or melt or cause to be smelted or melted any metal or any 

article or substance containing metal, or have in his/her possession any 

apparatus which can be used for the smelting or melting of metal or any such 

article or substance.  

Section 9(a) read with Sections 11 and 13:  

Whenever any second_hand goods are offered to a dealer by a person who refuses to furnish 

his/her full name and address or furnishes a name and address, which such a dealer has reason 

to believe is not his/her correct name or address, such a dealer shall immediately report the 

circumstances to the nearest police station.  

Sections 9(b) read with Sections 11 and 13:  

Whenever any dealer has reason to believe, whether from information furnished 

to him/her by a police official or otherwise, that second-hand goods offered to 

him/her are stolen goods, such dealer shall immediately report the circumstances 

to the nearest police station.  

Section 11(b):  

Any person who makes any incorrect entry in any register required to be kept under this Act shall 

be guilty of an offence.  

Section 11(c):  

Any person who in connection with any information or explanation which s/he is 

in terms of this Act required to furnish, knowingly makes a false statement shall 

be guilty of an offence.  

Section 11(d):  

Any person who obstructs or interferes with any police official in the exercise of 

his powers or the performance of his/her functions under this Act or refuses or 



fails to afford to any police official any assistance or facilities lawfully required by 

him/her shall be guilty of an offence.  

It is very difficult to identify the origin of cable once it has been stripped of its plastic casing. As a 

result, scrap metal merchants caught with stolen cable are often charged with being in 

possession of "suspected" stolen material, (a lesser offence than theft) for which the current 

penalty is only a maximum of 1 year’s imprisonment.  

As already said, the original Act (Act 23 of 1955) has become outdated. The draft Bill was 

published in the Government Gazette on 28 October 2007 and was open for comment until the 

first week of December 2007.  

Every South African has the Constitutional right to have access to food and water and essential 

services such as electricity and telephone lines. Unfortunately there are too many criminals out 

there crippling our networks, leaving our community and businesses without electricity and 

telephone lines. Why must law_abiding, tax_paying citizens suffer while criminals get away with 

their misdeeds? 

 


