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E
VA HOOSSEN worked
hard on fostering positive
police-community rela-
tions in Sophiatown. But

when her son was tortured by the
police, she reconsidered her work.

Hoossen saw her world crumble
on January 16, 2012. As the secre-
tary for the Community Policing
Forum (CPF) at the Sophiatown
police station in Joburg, she had
for years tried to foster relations
between the community and the
police. 

She battled to help her son Noor
kick his drug addiction. One day,
Joburg metro police officers
barged into her house, took her son
to the Sophiatown police station
where they, with nine waiting offi-
cers, tortured the 24-year-old father
of two.

Hoossen recognised one of the
officers who muscled his way into
her home. He was her neighbour, a
Joburg traffic officer who lived
below her in the Elizabeth flats. 

“I asked them: ‘why do you
want to arrest my son?’” The traf-
fic officer claimed Noor knew who
had broken into his home, more
than a year ago. When Hoossen
protested, they shoved her to one
side, handcuffed Noor, dragged
him down the stairs and pushed
him into a JMPD car. 

A more likely reason was the
altercation Noor and the traffic
officer had had minutes before the
so-called arrest.

“They assaulted me in the car,”
Noor explained in his mother’s
tiny flat. When they arrived at the
Sophiatown police station, Noor
was taken to a police cell where
another man was already hand-
cuffed. The officers cuffed Noor’s
hands and feet and made both men
lie on their stomach. “The JMPD
officer told the SAPS officers that I
had stolen R29 000 and 10 rounds of
ammunition from his house. Then
they all got very excited.”

Noor said the police took out
their pistols and told them: “Julle
gaan sien, julle tsotsies (you will
see, you thugs). This is the new
Sophiatown.” They pushed the
other to the floor and pulled his
handcuffed arms up behind his
back, then they kicked him in the
lower back. A plastic bag was
pulled over his head, which they
tightened with a seatbelt. 

“They told me to ‘watch this’.
They said we both had to speak the
truth and that I would be next. It
was live theatre for them,” said
Noor. 

“They hit me to the ground and
I lost a tooth. Then they tried to
suffocate me with a plastic bag
around my head. I thought I was
going to die.”

Hoossen, in the meantime, had
rushed to the police station with
her daughter Taslima. As they
arrived, they saw police officers
pushing Noor into a silver car.

“I saw my brother was injured,
there was blood dripping from his
right hand, there were knobs on
his head and his forehead was
swollen,” said Taslima. When she

tried to take pictures, the officers
threatened to break her phone.
Noor screamed: “Mummy, they put
plastic bags over our heads!”

A doctor later confirmed these
and other injuries. In order for
injuries to be accepted as evidence
in court, a J88 form has to be filled
in by a doctor, but Hoossen said the
Sophiatown police station refused
to her one. Instead, they obtained
one from the nearby Brixton police
station. A doctor at the Helen
Joseph Hospital confirmed Noor’s
injuries: a chipped tooth, lacer-
ated and swollen wrists and ankles,
bruises to the neck and a large
bruise on the lower back.

The officers drove with Noor
through Westbury and stopped off
at every known drug lord. “They
were basically revealing me as an
informer to them, endangering my
life,” said Noor.

While her son was being
paraded around, Hoossen went to
see the commander of the Sophia-
town police station, Susan Pitout,
and warned her two men in her
cells had just been tortured and
their injuries were visible. 

“She did not go and see the men
herself. She simply told me: ‘the
officer said he did not do it,”
Hoossen said. 

Noor was returned to the cells
and released the next day. There
was no arrest warrant, no registra-
tion of his detention and the
charges were withdrawn. 

Noor filed a complaint about his
treatment with the JMPD and the
Independent Police Investigative
Directorate (Ipid).

The complaint against the traf-
fic officer at the JMPD fell through
the cracks, Noor discovered when
he recently visited the JMPD
offices in central Joburg to enquire
about the complaint which he filed
on January 19, 2012. The internal
prosecutor tasked with investigat-
ing and prosecuting the complaint
had not followed up and was no
longer working at the JMPD.

Ipid had similarly not updated
Noor on any progress, so when he
recently visited the directorate in
the Joburg CBD, he discovered
Ipid’s predecessor, the Independent
Complaints Directorate, had over-
seen a docket that the Sophiatown
police station had opened against
the metro police officer. 

Conveniently, the police station
only interrogated the JMPD offi-
cer, not the nine Sophiatown police
officers who were involved in the
alleged torture of Noor and his cell
mate. No further action was taken
and late in 2012 the docket was
closed. Ipid has now promised to
re-open the docket and to include
the officers in its investigation.

High levels of crime and a lack
of trust in the police in Westbury
have created a resilient commu-
nity with a longstanding legacy of
civic protection against crime. 

The policing forums, which
have a legal basis in the SAPS Act,
are mandated to facilitate relations
between the community and the
police. The citizen’s watchdog
whose members are elected is not
only supposed to reduce crime and

fear in communities but also to
root out police corruption, brutal-
ity and other police misconduct.

“I put my name up for election
because I felt I couldn’t just com-
plain about crime and the police, I
wanted to actively contribute and
participate,” said Hoossen.

Hoossen used to work to
counter that distrust but after her
son’s traumatic experience, her
perspective is radically changed. 

“I no longer want to help them
position themselves in the commu-
nity. Now it is time to uncover the
way the police operate in this dis-
trict. Some are violent and corrupt;
they take bribes from the drug
lords who terrorise residents. The
community must take a stand
against this police force and
uncover injustices.”

To illustrate her views, Hoossen
takes me to visit Westbury resi-
dents who have had negative expe-
riences with the police. We
approach a block of flats, on the
border of Westbury and New
Clare. The walls of the block are
covered in graffiti, young boys sit
huddled under the staircase. “They
are either selling or doing drugs,”
said Hoossen. Garbage is piled up
next to the staircase. 

It’s Friday afternoon and a
group of boys and young men have
hooked up speakers to a car stereo.
Two women sit outside their flat on
crates; one cradles a baby in her
arms, the other woman looks at the
youngsters with a bored expres-
sion and smokes a cigarette.

Hoossen takes me to a corner
flat on the first floor. Sally* opens
several locks. The woman in her
early fifties invites us into her
lounge, where she has set up a
sewing machine in a corner. A tod-
dler plays around with an empty
juice carton in the other.

“My son Sean* is addicted to
drugs and sometimes he gets very
violent and he steals stuff in my
house and in November last year,
he hit his pregnant sister. I had a
protection order taken out against
him, as it wasn’t the first time, so I
phoned the police to come and get
him. When the police arrived
though, they wrestled my son to
the ground, put one foot on his
neck and with the other they

kicked his legs. Sean was scream-
ing and crying and I begged them
to stop, but they told me to shut up.
I told them I could have hit my own
child, but I asked them to come and
take him away, to protect me and
my daughter – not to beat him up.” 

The police didn’t enforce the
protection order, as they were
legally obliged to do. When they
left they told her not to bother
them with her problems again.

Sally says she will not call the
police again. It seems to be a
broadly shared sentiment. 

Julia Hornberger, a sociologist
at Wits who researched the police’s
handling of domestic violence
cases in Westbury in 2007, noted
some police officers did not think
complainants in domestic violence
cases deserved respectful treat-
ment, because “each complainant
we get here at the police station is
a perpetrator of another case”.

Keith and Annelene*, shop own-
ers in New Clare, also witnessed
the Sophiatown police manhandle
their son Daniel*. 

“The police came looking for
illegal cigarettes in our shop. My
son entered the shop and started
talking to one of the officers. They
grabbed him and threw him into a
police van, with his friend,” said
Keith. The police had no warrant
to search his shop or to arrest the
two. Daniel said they kicked him
and his friend around at the police
station and then let them go.

“We have always had a strong
sense of law and order and were in
favour of the police. But I can’t
trust the Sophiatown police, they
are on the take and only pay you a
visit when they want a bribe.”

Ines Pienaar runs a shebeen in
one of the flats. He mantelpiece is
lined with bottles of alcohol. The
police also took Pienaar’s son away,
but she never saw him again.

“In 2001, my son Saint Yves had
an argument with his girlfriend. It
got out of hand and she phoned the
police, who came to pick him up.” 

When his father and a friend
went to the police station to check
on him, they were told Saint Yves
had been put in a cell for a few
hours to cool down. 

“I was in the charge office when
I heard shots,” Saint Yves’s father

remembers. When he finally
reached the cell, it had been
cleaned up and all evidence had
been removed. 

“They told me that Saint Yves
had tried to shoot a police officer,
who had killed him in response.” 

Men locked up in the adjacent
cell told them they had heard shots
in the corridor and then they were
all moved so the area could be
cleaned up. Officers are not
allowed to bring guns into holding
cell areas. No inquest was held. 

The family filed a complaint
with the then Independent Com-
plaints Division, but in 2008 they
were informed that the case had
been closed as it was older than a
year. “The police never told us our
son was dead. We heard it from our
family friend. We filed a complaint
at Sophiatown police station and
Ipid, we waited for five years and
nothing happened. My son was 25
years old and he had a good job. His
life was wasted and no one cares,”
said Pienaar.

A similar fate could have
befallen Hoossen’s son, who nearly
died at the hands of the officers.
The lack of any recognition, apol-
ogy or other form of redress has
altered her view of the police. 

“I don’t want anything to do
with them anymore and am not
serving another term in the CPF.”

In other ways, Hoossen’s world
is slowly coming together again.
Noor recently checked himself
into rehab and the Wits Law Clinic
has will be assisting his civil dam-
ages claim as a result of the police
torture and unlawful arrest.

“When I started working for
the CPF I was filled with hope:
Hope that we could change the way
the police interacted with the com-
munity. And we have changed a lot.
For example, we made sure there
was a trauma counselling room for
raped women.” But her trust in the
police she tried to serve and help,
has shattered irrevocably and she
has switched allegiances. “I’m
going to do whatever I have to do to
uncover these problems.”

l This story was reprinted by
the Saturday Star courtesy of the
Wits Justice Project. 

For more on their Sophiatown
probe see: sophiatowncritical.co.za
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