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My previous article on cable theft, ‘Cable theft solution – techni-
cal or socio-economic’- published in the June 2013 issue of 
Electricity and Control [1], indicated that:

• Cable theft was estimated to have cost the City of Tshwane (CoT) 
R 30 M in 2012

• An integrated ‘People, Process and Technology’ approach is 
required to combat cable theft – which is seen to be a socio-
economic - and not a technical - problem

• Technology is effective as an enabler for prevention or detection 
of cable theft

• There are different types of cable thieves (E-thieves, N-thieves 
and G-thieves) and each type requires a different response in 
combating cable theft

• More than 500 cable thieves were arrested in the CoT in 2012
• G-thieves contribute the most to cable theft in the CoT

Response to G-thieves on cable theft in the CoT

G-thieves are organised and steal large amounts of cable per inci-
dent. Cable theft has increased in the CoT since 2013 - this is mainly 
attributed to G-thieves. The CoT spent more than R 30 M between 
July 2013 and June 2014 (2013/14 financial year). However, in 2014 
an amount of R 20 M was spent in three months (from April to July 
2014) due to sustained cable theft. 

Dealing with G-thieves requires an organised and collaborative 
effort among concerned stakeholders. Cooperation among the various 
stakeholders (municipalities, telecom companies, logistics or trans-
port companies, community members, etc) affected by cable theft is 
necessary and effective in combating cable theft. The CoT is working 
with various stakeholders such as businesses in the Rosslyn Industrial 
area to combat cable theft. An example of this is the Rosslyn Cable 
Theft Combating Committee (RCTCC) where resources are pooled 
together for a common cause.

After two substations were attacked and thieves stole cables in Centu-
rion, the CoT executive mayor, Kgosientso Ramokgopa, said that the 
thieves (G-thieves) had planned their activities, stealing equipment 
over three days. The executive mayor stated that the perpetrators have 
the skill, the technical know-how and they know where to hit the city.

Response to G-thieves activities requires intelligence gathering 
because they are the strategising ‘king-pins’ and do not usually get 
directly involved in the theft. The ‘king-pins’ are sophisticated and 
sometimes respected ‘suits and ties’ people in the community. The 
CoT has requested collaboration with various intelligence agencies 
(e.g. the State Security Agency) in order to arrest those responsible 
for cable theft. The CoT executive mayor stated that there is a strong 
suspicion that syndicates are working with city employees to sabotage 
the power supply.

People are requested to report any suspicious activities or con-
firmed activities related to cable theft. Information about cable theft is 
distributed in various community publications with a toll-free number 
to which events can be recorded. Technology is also used for reporting 
in the form of social media (twitter, facebook, whatsapp, etc). Various 
other technologies such as Pepper Sprays as deterrents, closed-circuit 
television for surveillance, vibration sensors for interruption detection, 
cable marking for easy identification of cables and alarms with other 
access control measures are used.

Response to N-thieves on cable theft in the CoT

N-thieves are not always informed about electricity and sometimes 
get electrocuted while attempting to steal cables. They usually want 
to steal enough to sustain their dependence or immediate needs. In 
March 2014 a substation in Soshanguve caught fire because of cable 
theft. The impact was felt in parts of Soshanguve and Pretoria North. 
An attempted cable theft in Pretoria West left a man dead owing to 
electrocution in July 2014.
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Attempted cable theft and vandalism incidents have caused power 
failure in various areas (e.g. Silverton, Valhalla and Silvertondale). 
N-thieves require an effective detection and quick response system 
as they are usually from the local area. The CoT has deployed security 
guards in substations and known cable theft areas. All substations in 
the CoT are guarded with rapid response teams on standby.

The CoT has initiated a process of assisting drug-dependent people 
within its jurisdiction. The majority of these are youth addicted to 
the drug, ‘Nyaope’. Substance abuse has been identified as a con-
tributor to cable theft among N-thieves. The National Drug Master 
Plan is used as guidance to create Local Drug Action Committees at 
local level in an effort to reduce the levels of alcohol and other drug 
problems within communities. Through various summits the CoT’s 
Department of Health and Social Development managed to gather 
the crucial information on specific people who are affected by the 
scourge of drugs and substance abuse. 

The Social Development division in highly affected areas (e.g. 
Soshanguve and Winterveldt) facilitated the assessments' process of 
the affected families, preparation process for referral and rehabilita-
tion. Drug-dependent people are admitted and undergo treatment 
and an aftercare programme that is facilitated by South African Na-
tional Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence in Winterveldt. 
CoT organises send-off events upon completion of the treatment 
programme, as a way to encourage a drug free society. One of the 
send-off functions for the city’s rehabilitated substance abusers was 
held under the theme: ‘Operation Reclaim Life, Reclaim Youth’ on 24 
June 2014 at the Winterveldt Multi-purpose Centre. The process of 
rehabilitating drug users reduces the number of potential N-thieves in 

There is more to cable theft than 
one can imagine!

Abbreviations 

CoT  – City of Tshwane
RCTCC  – Rosslyn Cable Theft Combating Committee

‘E’ thieves
‘Ease’ thieves – - steal cables if it’s an easy steal. They do not plan to 
steal. They steal opportunistically.

‘G’ Thieves
‘Greed’ thieves steal cables to enrich themselves. Stealing is a profes-
sion to them – they are sophisticated and organised.

‘N’ Thieves
‘Need’ thieves steal cables out of need. Many are addicted to sub-
stances (drugs, nyaope, dagga, alcohol) and need money to feed their 
habits. They know nothing about electricity and many in this category 
being electrocuted in the process of cable theft.

Silverton and Silvertondale are north-east of Pretoria. Valhalla falls under 
Pretoria south. Soshanguve is a township situated about 25 km north of 

Pretoria. Winterveld is a small town located north west of Pretoria.

the city and also reduces other crimes related to drugs. It is a proac-
tive preventive approach that addresses the challenge of cable theft 
(crime) from its root-cause at a socio-economic level.

One of the streets (Brown Street), identified as a drug hot-spot, 
has been closed to reduce drug activities and enable close monitor-
ing of events in the area by CoT Metro police. Members of the South 
African Police Service (SAPS) have established a mobile police station 
in the area to increase police visibility and monitor drug activities.

Response to E-thieves on cable theft in the CoT

E-thieves are the hardest to deal with because they never plan to steal. 
They steal opportunistically when the chances of getting caught are 
very low and they can gain easily from the theft. The decision to steal 
is made at the moment the opportunity arises. 

The best way to deal with E-thieves is to preach good morals 
and behaviours in all communities. They can also be discouraged 
by reducing opportunities of stealing and increasing the possibility 
of getting caught and punished. 

Conclusion

The risk of cable theft must not be approached from a generic point 
of view. The various types of thieves (E-thieves, N-thieves and G-
thieves) pose different risks and must be handled differently. E-thieves 
are hard to detect as they do not plan to steal. They are better dealt 
with from a values/moral and spiritual point of view so that they are 
discouraged from taking stealing opportunities. N-thieves are often 
caught by community members. They repeat their actions and are 
easy to trap and catch. G-thieves are sophisticated and very danger-
ous. They are not easy for community members to catch. However, 
some of them sometimes brag about their theft successes to com-
munity members. This enables community members to report them 
to relevant authorities for investigation. G-thieves are better dealt 
with through intelligence (state intelligence agencies) gathering and 
intense monitoring of suspects. G-thieves require dedicated surveil-
lance specialists and not ordinary security guards. There is a need 
to focus more money on cutting down reaction times, because more 
technical security on the wires is not adequate on its own. The impact 
of cable theft by G-thieves in CoT was high at some point (April to 
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July 2014) but has since declined. The response to N-thieves is also 
bearing fruit because most Nyaope addicts are quitting the drug with 
CoT help and encouraging their peers to do the same. E-thieves are 
hard to measure because they are opportunistic and situational. The 
best way of dealing with them is to reduce opportunities to steal and 
also encourage good morals in society. Understanding and address-
ing the root causes to (cable) theft holistically will assist in prevention 
and reaction strategies. 
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