
 

Heavy-handed policing won't work for
lockdown in countries with high inequality
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Many African countries have imposed lockdown measures stricter than
countries in Europe and Asia in a bid to contain the spread of the new
coronavirus. But, due to the significant variation in living conditions on
the continent, implementing these measures is likely to be more difficult
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in some places than others.

This presents a significant challenge for the police. Should they rigidly
enforce social distancing and other measures, or should they be more
cognisant of the local context?

A significant proportion of Africans live in high population density
slums and townships or urban areas. Effective social distancing is
impossible because of overcrowding and poor sanitation.

"Lockdown," as it is meant in wealthy Western nations, is therefore
simply impossible in overcrowded conditions with no sanitation.

Even where a semblance of lockdown is physically possible, many
people in Africa live in poverty, on a hand-to-mouth basis. For them a
lockdown is not an option because it means loss of the means to live.
Over 330 million Africans, out of a population of 1,3 billion, already
live in hunger. Often the need to eat forces people out of their houses.

How should police respond to regulations that are effectively impossible
to enforce strictly, and how should they respond to non-compliance?

Many countries across the continent, for example South Africa, Rwanda,
Kenya and Uganda, have deployed police, and in some cases the army, to
enforce lockdowns, in many instances using heavy-handed tactics.

However, heavy-handed policing will not slow transmission of
COVID-19. What's needed is a harm-reduction approach. Nested in a
concern for human rights and sensitive to the context individuals find
themselves in, harm reduction encapsulates the range of pragmatic and
practical steps to lessen the impact of inherently harmful behaviours or
situations.
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https://phys.org/tags/police/
https://mg.co.za/article/2017-09-08-00-townships-are-still-a-world-apart/
https://mg.co.za/article/2017-09-08-00-townships-are-still-a-world-apart/
https://www.worldhunger.org/africa-hunger-poverty-facts-2018/
https://www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/population/index.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/28/south-africa-police-rubber-bullets-shoppers-COVID-19-lockdown
https://time.com/5811945/coronavirus-prevention-africa/
https://time.com/5811945/coronavirus-prevention-africa/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/02/uganda-respect-rights-COVID-19-response
https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/
https://phys.org/tags/human+rights/


 

In policing, harm reduction approaches have been used successfully in
response to substance use and have wider application to a range of other
contexts, including pandemics.

In an African context, this could relieve security services of the
expectation to achieve the impossible, and would allow citizens to
inform the design of responses that are effective in the context.

Heavy handed

The justification for imposing lockdowns is to protect the population
from a disease that continues to spread in most countries across the
world. That public-health goal must be kept in mind when deciding
policing strategy, especially if leaders are to avoid suspicion of seizing
an opportunity to display strength or extend the reach of the state.

Unfortunately, as noted, police have all too frequently taken a heavy-
handed strict enforcement approach towards lockdown regulations.
Some, such as in South Africa and Uganda, have employed brutal force
to achieve compliance. This has led to a number of deaths.

In South Africa, this is despite clear instructions to the contrary from 
President Cyril Ramaphosa.

Violations of human rights to this extent are not warranted as they fail to
consider the difficulty of compliance for many citizens. They may also
be counterproductive, resulting in more public order problems and even
in violent protests. This has already happened in some parts of the
continent.

The excess use of force also alienates police from the community, 
reduces trust in police, and reduces the legitimacy of authority in the
eyes of ordinary people.
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https://journalcswb.ca/index.php/cswb/article/viewFile/108/216
https://academic.oup.com/policing/article-abstract/doi/10.1093/police/paz033/5513299
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/?utm_campaign=homeAdvegas1?
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25722&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25722&LangID=E
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2020/04/04/some-african-governments-are-enforcing-lockdowns-brutally
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/07/south-africa-set-rights-centered-COVID-19-measures
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-52189144
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-52189144
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/67340/7/Jackson_Justifying%20violence_2016_author%20LSERO.pdf


 

What policing strategies should look like

Policing strategies for pandemics should be highly contextual and
dependent on the capability, capacity, history and local legitimacy of the
police. A strict securitized enforcement model that attempts to enforce,
to the letter, whatever the government suggests, is unlikely to work in
many contexts.

Police should be using more contextual harm-reduction approaches.
Their responses to violations should be proportionate to the
circumstances, which may make compliance untenable.

In "harm-reduction approaches," police would attempt to clearly
communicate social-distancing techniques, but would not use forced
compliance. They would tolerate curfew breaking, instead seeking to
inform and guide those breaking curfews, and achieve compliance that
way.

To achieve active compliance, it is often more effective to pose
problems to a community and ask the community to come up with the
solution than to seek to impose a solution devised elsewhere. From a
procedural justice perspective, this gives the community an active
"voice".

Similarly, authorities need to give communities explanations for
particular decisions.

This harm reduction approach to policing allows for the co-creation of
solutions between citizens and state.

It stands the best chance of effectiveness, given the impossibility of
implementing the kind of lockdown that appears to have been effective
elsewhere.
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https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0%2C5&q=policing+harm+reduction+model&btnG=&httpsredir=1&article=1298&context=nulr
https://www.ft.com/content/6e39e779-b50a-469c-8cb8-38af7ecf6f08
https://www.ft.com/content/6e39e779-b50a-469c-8cb8-38af7ecf6f08
https://www.who.int/risk-communication/training/Module-B5.pdf
https://www.who.int/risk-communication/training/Module-B5.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/263499049_Organisational_and_procedural_justice_A_review_of_the_literature_and_its_implications_for_policing
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/263499049_Organisational_and_procedural_justice_A_review_of_the_literature_and_its_implications_for_policing
https://phys.org/tags/harm+reduction/
https://phys.org/tags/lockdown/


 

A securitized approach is unhelpful where those regulations are either
impossible to implement or ineffective in the context, due to
overcrowding and poor, shared sanitation.

Heavy-handed policing will be recognized as unreasonable and will
damage the credibility and legitimacy of both the police and the state at
a time when trust is of utmost importance. This will likely reduce public
cooperation, leading many to disregard public health messages.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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