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Prisons

Ruth Hopkins

T
he Mangaung prison in 
the Free State, run by 
the beleaguered multi-
national private security 
company G4S, is alleg-

edly forcibly injecting inmates with 
antipsychotic medication and using 
electroshocks to subdue and control 
prisoners. 

This is according to at least 35 
sources — prisoners as well as 
security guards, prison and health 
officials — and based on medical 
records seen by reliable sources, 
legal documents and video footage 
shot inside the prison.

A 12-month-long investigation 
into the prison has uncovered video 
footage shot inside the prison hospi-
tal that shows prisoners being given 
medication against their will, as 
well as the use of electroshocks and 
assaults on prisoners. 

The medication causes memory 
loss, muscle rigidity and other seri-
ous, potentially life-threatening side 
effects, and by law is only meant to 
be used under strictly controlled 
circumstances. But these drugs 
have been used at the prison up to 
five times a week, sometimes on 
inmates who show no sign of being 
psychotic.

Letters from prisoners tipped off 
the Wits Justice Project about con-
ditions at Mangaung prison, spark-
ing a year-long investigation that 
has involved talking to warders, 
inmates, department of correctional 
services officials and others at the 
prison.

The department assumed com-
mand of the prison on October 9, 
after it established that the man-
agement had lost “effective control 
over the prison” following a lengthy 
spate of stabbings, riots, strikes and 
a hostage-taking.

The department was obliged to 
step in after G4S dismissed 330 
warders and replaced them with 
uncertified staff, which is unlawful.

‘I feel like a zombie’
Inmate Sello Mogale looks like 
a big, burly baby, curled up in 
the foetal position on a bench in 
the visiting section of Mangaung 

prison earlier this month. A warder 
shakes his arm and he opens his 
eyes. He slowly gets up and walks to 
the interview room with unsteady 
steps. 

Mogale is followed by inmates 
Willem Vis, Joseph Maruping, 
David Kambhule and Aubrey 
Buthelezi. The men, dressed in the 
light-blue prison uniform, crowd 
into the small interview room. 

Vis says: “It feels like my jaw is 
falling off. I feel dizzy, my muscles 
are spastic and my memory has 
gone.” 

The other inmates nod as Vis 
relates the side effects of the anti-
psychotic medicine called Clopixol 
Depot. He says that the prison 
started injecting him halfway 
through 2012 when he complained 
of hearing voices in his head and a 
general feeling of depression.

When he refused the medica-
tion, the prison’s emergency secu-
rity team — known in the jail as 
the “Ninjas” or the “Zulus” — was 
called. They are a 16-man team who 
are called when the warders cannot 
handle the situation. 

Vis alleges that six of them, armed 
with electroshock shields and 
Tasers, held him down on the bed, 
while a nurse injected the antipsy-
chotic drugs into his buttocks.

Mogale, who was sentenced to 
life for rape in 2008, arrived at the 

maximum security prison in 2012. 
He says that the forced monthly 
injections of Clopixol Depot started 
soon after his arrival, when he com-
plained of depression and suicidal 
thoughts. 

“I sleep all the time, I cannot stay 
awake. My mouth is dry and my 
hands are jumpy. I feel like a zombie 
or a robot.” 

A staff member at the hospital, 
who wishes to remain anonymous 
for fear of losing employment, told 
the Wits Justice Project that Mogale 
and Vis are given Clopixol Depot 
once a month. 

According to the hospital worker, 
inmates who are considered aggres-
sive, difficult or suffering from 
mental problems are also given 
Modecate and Risperdal, antipsy-
chotic medication with known side 
effects. 

Fourteen members of the emer-
gency security team, who spoke to 
the Wits Justice Project on condi-
tion of anonymity, said they helped 
restrain inmates who were injected 
involuntarily, up to five times a 
week. They also said that the injec-
tions are authorised through the 
command structures — which all 
lead to the head of the prison, Johan 
Theron. 

A video shot on July 24 by the 
emergency security team, which is 
legally required to film its actions, 

reveals how Bheki Dlamini, who is 
serving a 21-year sentence for armed 
robbery, is forcefully injected. The 
team leader of the emergency secu-
rity team announces that Dlamini is 
disturbing the peace and good order 
of the prison. 

“We are moving him to healthcare 
in order to get his medication.” 

Although Dlamini understands 
and co-operates with all their 
instructions, the team leader claims: 
“You can see the state of mind of the 
inmate. It is very risky.” 

In the hospital a warder says that 
the injection has been approved. 
When they tell Dlamini he will be 
injected, he protests loudly. 

“I am not a donkey, I am not an 
animal.” 

He yells: “No, no, no” while the 
security team grabs him, twist his 

Mangaung prison is a private hell
Forced antipsychotics 
and shock therapy are 
par for the course at the 
correctional facility

Nontsikelelo Jolingana, the 
 acting commissioner of the 
department of correctional 
 services, said the department 
is carrying out an investiga-
tion into the problems at the 
Mangaung prison. The forced 
medicating of inmates is, she 
said, “illegal and unacceptable”. 

“We are also investigating the 
[prison] controller to see why 
these very serious and shocking 
allegations were not reported to 
us,” said Jolingana. She said the 
official appointed to oversee and 
report on the prison’s compli-
ance with the law is supposed to 
report any legal infringement. 

The department has been 
aware of some of the allega-
tions as the 2010 confidential 
department report was seen by 
then- minister Nosiviwe Mapisa-
Nqakula. Jolingana said she 
would have to try to find this 
information. 

Commenting on G4S, she said: 
“I can’t predict any scenario, but 
this is very serious.” 

The department will compile a 
preliminary report by the end of 
October. — Ruth Hopkins

Forced 
medicating 
is  ‘illegal’ and 
unacceptable

Mangaung Correctional  
Centre outside Bloemfontein 
is at the centre of a storm  
of allegations of torture  
and forced medicating 
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In scenes from video footage shot inside Mangaung prison, Bheki Dlamini is taken to be allegedly forcibly injected with antipsychotic drugs

“I sleep all the time, 
I cannot stay awake. 
My mouth is dry and 
my hands are jumpy. 
I feel like a zombie 
or a robot”


