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VICTIM SUPPORT BY THE SOUTH AFRICAN POLICE SERVICE 

TO THE PARENTS/GUARDIANS OF MISSING CHILDREN 

 

Introduction 

 

South Africa is a country with high levels of violent crime, which have a 

significant effect on people’s lives. One issue that is of particular concern to 

citizens of South Africa is the safety of their children. According to the South 

African Police Bureau for Missing Persons on average, between 1400 and 1700 

children under the age of 18 go missing every year in South Africa. Although the 

success rate in finding these children has a high average of about 88%, the 

physical and emotional impact on parents and families who have to deal with 

the issue of a missing child is devastating. 

 

This is not only a South African problem. According to the FBI’s National Crime 

Information Center (NCIC) 85% to 90% of the 876 213 persons reported 

missing to ‘America’s law enforcement agencies in 2000 were juveniles 

(persons under the age of 18 years of age) (http://www.klaaskids.org 2003-05-

28). 

 

That parents never give up hope that their missing child will return was clearly 

illustrated when the story of the South African boy, Happy Sindane, hit the local 

and international newspapers. Happy Sindane was kidnapped as a small boy 

and raised by the woman who kidnapped him. More than four mothers claimed 

that Happy was their lost child (Mahlangu, Schmidt & Donaldson, 2003: 6). 

 

Although crime is not always involved in cases of missing children, the police 

service is usually the first institution to deal with the parents and relatives of a 

missing child. As the first point of contact with the criminal justice system, the 

police play an important role in shaping the victim’s experience (Maguire, 

Morgan & Reiner, 1997: 599). 

 

http://www.klaaskids.org/
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The police are often criticised by the media, public and relatives for not dealing 

effectively with issues regarding missing children. A quote from Rapport 

newspaper, dated 25 May 2003, states “We reported our son as missing, but 

after two days we never heard from the police again”(Meyer, 2003: 7). 

 

The South African Police Service had a National Victim Empowerment 

Programme in place since 1996. The aim of this programme is to integrate 

victim empowerment into everyday police practices and procedures. The role of 

the South African Police Service in victim support has been published in 

Monograph No. 7 on the web site of the Institute for Security Studies, 

(http://www.iss.co.za). 

 

The objective of this study is to reveal the victim support that the South African 

Police Service is rendering to the parents/guardians of missing children. 

The aims are to make certain recommendations about the victim support that  

police officials should be delivering and to determine best practices in 

victimology. 

 

A qualitative research study was conducted in the Gauteng region, South Africa. 

A non-probability sample method was used to choose a sample of parents who 

have reported their children as missing from 1990 to 2002. 

 

Unstructured individual interviews were held with five parents of missing 

children under the age of 18. The interviews were complemented by a literature 

study on victim support. 

 

When we talk about victim support we need to look at the following concepts: 

 

http://www.iss.co.za/
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Victim 

 

The United Nations Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for Victims of 

Crime and Abuse of Power defines victims as persons who, individually or 

collectively, have suffered harm, including physical or mental injury, emotional 

suffering, economic loss or substantial impairment of their fundamental rights, 

through acts or omissions that are in violation of national criminal laws, 

including those laws describing criminal abuse of power. 

 

The term victim also includes where appropriate, e.g. in cases of missing 

children the immediate family of the direct victim (Snyman, 1997: 160). 

 

Victim support 

 

This refers to the process whereby victims are given the necessary assistance 

to overcome the trauma resulting from any experience they might have had in 

which their rights in terms of national criminal laws or internationally recognised 

norms regarding human rights had been violated (Binta & Selemela, 2003: 10). 

 

Issues addressed in the interviews with parents 

 

The following issues were addressed in the interviews: 

• Circumstances of the case 

• The police’s response when the matter was first reported to them 

• Whether the police informed the respondents of the procedures that they 

would follow with their investigations 

• Whether the police provided information on the case reference number and 

the police official who would deal with their case 

• How the respondents define victim support 

• What support was offered by the police 

• Whether the police referred them to other support services 

• Whether the police kept them informed of the progress of their case 

• The effectiveness of the police in dealing with missing children 

• Expectations of the respondents with regard to victim support by the police 

• Suggestions to improve the victim support offered by the police 
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Findings of the interviews with parents of missing children 

The following information is based on the findings from the interviews with the 

parents of missing children. 

 

Circumstances of the case 

 

Sixty percent of the respondents indicated that their children had been 

kidnapped from their homes. In all the cases the kidnapping was carried out by 

an unknown female suspect. One child was nine years old at the time, while the 

other two were still babies: one of 19 months while the other one was an 11- 

month- old baby girl, one of two twins. 

 

The two babies who were kidnapped, one 13 years ago and the other nine 

years ago, are still missing. The nine year-old girl was returned after three 

months by an unknown woman who left the child at a welfare office. 

 

The other 40% indicated that their children, a 15- year-old girl and a 17- year-

old boy, went missing for only two days. Both of them were experiencing 

personal problems, broken homes, destructive friendships and an involvement 

in drugs at the time. The boy returned home on his own while the girl was found 

by the police and the parents who worked together in tracing the child. 

 

In 60% of these cases, there was a clear indication that crime was involved, 

while the other 40% were cases of running away from home. 

 

The police’s response when the matter was first reported to them 

 

Forty percent of the respondents were told by the police that they must wait for 

a period of 48 hours before a case could be registered, although there was 

information at hand that the children had been kidnapped from their respective 

homes. The respondents made the following comments: 
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I was shocked because of the police’s behaviour. I went to two other police 

stations in an effort to register a case, but I was referred back to the first one 

who at last registered a case of kidnapping. (Interview No. 1) 

 

I was shocked and further traumatized because the police did not want to 

register my case. (Interview No. 2) 

 

Twenty percent of the respondents indicated that the police did take their 

particulars although they were very unsympathetic. 

 

They seemed to be cold about the matter. (Interview No. 3) 

 

Forty percent of the respondents were satisfied with the police who had 

responded immediately. 

 

The police were friendly, they visit us at home and together we were looking for 

our child. (Interview No. 5) 

 

The police were sympathetic. (Interview No. 4)  

 

Information about police procedures 

 

Sixty percent of the respondents were not informed by the police of the 

procedures that they are going to follow. 

 

I did not know what they were doing. (Interview No. 1) 

While the other 40% of the respondents were well informed of the procedures. 

 

The police informed us also about possible places where our child could be. 

(Interview No. 4) 

 

The police involved us in the search for our child. (Interview No. 5) 
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Information about the case reference number and contact person 

 

Twenty percent of the respondents were not given any case reference number 

or the contact details of the police official dealing with their case, while 40% 

received a case reference number but no details about the police official dealing 

with their case. 

The remaining 40% were informed about the case number and police official 

dealing with their case. 

 

Respondents’ definition of victim support 

 

The respondents were all asked to define victim support. They responded as 

follows: 

 

The police can get all the parents of missing children together in groups and 

offer support to them, support can also come from within the group. (Interview 

No.1) 

 

Physiological support, family counseling, empathy. (Interview No. 2)  

 

Understanding, empathy, psychological support. (Interview No. 3) 

 

Human treatment, the child and parent regarded as human beings. To comfort 

the parents. Information about the police investigation, a specific police contact 

person. Support group for parents. (Interview No. 4) 

Social and emotional support. Immediate response by police who are friendly 

and understanding. ( Interview No. 5) 

 

Support offered by the police 

 

According to all the respondents no support was offered by the police to them 

as parents of the missing children. They were also not referred to any other 

support services. All of the respondents indicated that they were not aware of 

any support services available to them as parents.  
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Information on the progress of the case 

 

Forty percent of the respondents indicated that they were informed about the 

progress of their cases and 20% of them were also involved by the police in the 

investigations.  

 

The other 40% were not satisfied because while the police did inform them 

about the progress, this was not on a regular basis, twenty percent of the 

respondents were not informed at all.  

 

I had to do all the inquiries myself, until today. (Interview No. 2) 

 

The effectiveness of the police in dealing with missing children 

 

Sixty percent of the respondents were of the opinion that the police are not 

effective. 

 

I was shocked by their behaviour, their approach is wrong, the scene was only 

visited three days after the event, shows that they not interested. No support, 

very unprofessional, sent me from one police station to another. 

(Interview No. 1) 

 

They are not trained, incapable. (Interview No.2)  

 

The police are not serious with missing children. (Interview No. 3) 

 

The remaining 40% of the respondents regarded the police as being effective in 

dealing with missing children, although they all indicated that victim support can 

improve. 
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Expectations and suggestions of respondents with regard to victim 

support by the police 

 

The respondents’ expectations and suggestions with regard to victim support by 

the police were grouped together as follows; 

• Immediate response from the police 

• Effective investigations 

• Friendliness, understanding and empathy from the police 

• Psychological and social support for parents 

• Ongoing feedback about the progress on the case 

• A computer facility where the parent can access information on the progress 

of their case and provide the police with any new information 

• Referral to victim support services 

• Police can assist in establishing support groups for parents 

• Provide information about other parents with same problems 

• Victim support facilities must make provision for parents of missing children 

• Guidance, advice from the police on practical aspects, for example where to 

look for a missing child 

• Special police units to deal with cases of missing children 

• Police officials should be trained to handle cases of missing persons 

• Victim support facilities at police stations must be advertised as places 

where missing children can report and find support and assistance 

 

Problems and needs of victims 

 

The research revealed various problems in the police dealing with cases of 

missing children. It became evident that the police in some incidents do not 

regard a missing child as serious. This was clearly illustrated by the fact that 

40% of the respondents had difficulty convincing the police to register their 

cases, although in each case the crime of kidnapping was involved. The 

approach of the police towards missing children incidents raises concerns. 
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These same concerns are also addressed by the South African Police Bureau 

for Missing Children in their guidelines for police officials. They appeal to police 

officials to investigate cases of missing children as if their own loved ones are 

involved. Police officials are also warned to immediately stop their antagonistic 

attitude with regard to the tracing of missing persons. They are requested 

instead to render a service to those staying behind. This document does not 

make provision for specific guidelines on victim support by police officials (Van 

Deventer, 2002:1). 

 

To a great extent the police seriously neglect to provide basic information to the 

respondents such as information about the case reference number, detailsof a 

contact person, information about the procedures that they are going to follow 

and information about the progress of the case. Parents of missing children are 

very much in need of information about their cases and if it is withheld form 

them it can lead to secondary victimisation.  

 

The right to information is one of the basic rights of any victim and is clearly 

stated in The United Nations Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for 

Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power (Maguire, Morgan & Reiner, 1997: 599). 

 

All the respondents indicated that no support was offered to them by the South 

African Police Service; they were also not referred to any other support services 

and were not aware of any support services that might be available. 

 

This is an indication that the needs of these victims are not recognised at all. 

 

Recommendations 

 

• The South African Police Service must acknowledge the fact that in cases of 

missing children it is an ongoing victimisation process for the 

parents/guardians and families of the missing child and that specific 

guidelines are needed on the support and treatment of victims. 

• Police officials must be trained to deal with cases of missing children. It is 

suggested that only trained police officials should deal with these types of 

cases. 
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• Parents/guardians need advice from the police on what steps they should 

take after they have reported the matter to the police; and what their role as 

parents is. 

• Parents should be involved with the investigations. 

• Victim support facilities at police stations can make provision for parents and 

families of missing children. They can assist with the following; 

- A victim empowerment programme for parents of missing children 

- Emotional support and counselling 

- Assistance in the formulation of support groups for parents.  

• A computer facility at police stations should be installed where parents and 

relatives of missing children can access information on their case, look at 

the progress and provide the investigator with any new information about the 

case. 

• The police can provide the parents with practical advice, e.g. on tracing 

techniques in the searching for their child. Most parents are not familiar with 

the methods that can be used to trace their missing child. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The research has revealed that victim support for parents of missing children is 

very limited or does not exist at all. The focus of the South African Police 

Service is currently on victims of sexual offences and violent crimes while the 

needs of other victims are often overlooked. More research is needed with 

regard to specific categories of victims because the needs of victims can differ 

depending on the type of crime committed. The way forward will be to 

implement the policies and strategies that the South African Police Service has 

already in place with regard to victim support. 
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