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Cops and comrades sample 

ALL TOGETHER NOW... the visitors with some of their hosts lined up in front of the Danish Police School. 

It was with some apprehension that a mixed a bag of 20 South Africans 
left on an Idasa visit to Denmark on November 8 to learn about the 
Danish policing system and to see the workings of a police force 
within a democracy. ETIENNE MARAIS was among them. 

IT WAS a group of strangers with past 
antagonisms still uppermost in their minds 
who fell into two camps - each with a 

degree of scepticism and mistrust about the 
other. 

The group included "cops and comrades" 
- community leaders from the ANC, 1FP and 
SACP, human rights activists and police offi
cers from the Internal Stability Unit, regional 
dispute resolution committees, police train
ing centres and "homeland" police forces* 
Also represented were Popcru and the Idasa 
police research project. 

Here was a microcosm of the suspicion 
and mistrust which prevents sound police-
community relations in so many parts of 
South Africa. Al the same time there was a 
positive atmosphere - a sense of common 
purpose and a shared commitment among 
all towards better and more credible policing 
in South Africa, a common commitment to 
peace and, for most of the group, the shared 
experience of involvement in the structures 
of the National Peace Accord. 

For many there was the added apprehen
sion of leaving African soil for the first time. 
The tour was a culmination of many months 
of preparation and bargaining, 

Idasa's Pretoria office, assisted by Idasa's 
police research project, had spent nearly a 
year consulting, selecting participants and 

negotiating with the Ministry of Law and 
Order and the 5A Police* Karsten Petersen, 
deputy commissioner of the Danish Police 
had come to South Africa to get a sense of 
our problems. 

The make-up of the group and the aim of 
the tour made it quite unique - indeed his
toric. It signalled a change in the once pro-
sanctions stance of Denmark towards a pro
active policy which will no doubt set the 
pace for other foreign donors in the field of 
peace and security. 

'The make-up of the group 

and the aim of the tour 

made it quite unique -

indeed historic' 

Our arrival on Danish soil immediately 
confirmed one of the benefits of such tours* 
South Africans, who at home see only their 
differences, in strange lands better appreci
ate their common nationality 

The programme, arranged by the Danish 
Law Society and Danish Police School, was 
designed to exploit the unifying influence of 
isolation to the full - by sending small 
groups to the four corners of Denmark! This 

followed three days of intensive lectures on 
the nature and functioning of Danish society, 
foreign policy, the police system and police 
training* 

The visits to the four districts focused on 
practicalities and, according to Colonel Koos 
du Plessis, there were quite a lot of things wc 
could use back in South Africa* Some groups 
went on patrols, others saw the five-star 
Danish prisons, met judges in leather jeans 
and were lavishly entertained by the local 
people. 

Although learning a tremendous amount 
about the technical and practical aspects of 
policing in Denmark, most of the group also 
saw the enormous differences in the levels o( 
crime and social disorder Human rights 
activist Laura Pollecut was involved in a 
dramatic car chase - to catch someone with 
stolen bottles who had been arrested the 
night before! 

Besides the consumption of huge quanti
ties of Danish pastries, the district tours also 
forced the South African participants to get 
to know and trust each other* 

The manic excitement and high spirits 
when everyone was re-united in 
Copenhagen (human rights activists hug
ging police, police hugging ANC activists 
etc) was something to behold and showed 
just how far the group had come since leav
ing South African soil* These bonds of 
greater understanding and trust were forged 
despite deep differences, particularly over 
the situation back home. 

Perhaps the major differences were 
around the comparisons between Danish 
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Danish police...and pastries 
policing and that in South Africa* As Captain 
Nic Pretorius said early on in the tour "Most 
of the things we've seen in Danish policing 
are the same as our system in the South 
African police/' But Jackson Mthembu of the 
ANC was expressing the view of many of 
the group when he responded that "policing 
in Denmark is very different to the form of 
policing which we, as the people who have 
been policed, have experienced in our coun
try". 

By the end of the tour there seemed to be 
broad agreement that while the principles 
underlying many of the systems and proce
dures were indeed similar, the actual imple
mentation and end results were different in 
many instances. 

The police felt that the references to inci
dents and experiences of the past were 
unfair and unnecessary, while the human 
rights people felt that these should be openly 
admitted- But the differences between police 
and community were not the major factor on 
the tour, because of the growing agreement 
among everybody about certain issues, and 
because of the fact that differences in 
approach and opinion quite clearly cut 
across all those present 

The briefing for the national commissioner 
of the Danish police and his staff was an 
event to remember. Almost all the speakers 
presented views which were markedly 
antagonistic (and which must have given 
our hosts a real sense of the complexity of 
our country). Yet min
utes later the group 
was mixing informally 
in the most jovial of 
moods! The differences 
had become secondary 
to the common South 
Africanness of us all. 
Tolerance of views had 
allowed everyone to 
relax and share in an 
enriching experience 
with honesty and 
frankness. 

The lessons of the 
tour were many and 
varied. Throughout the 
tour, the enormous 
respect for human dig
nity on which the 
policing system in 
Denmark is based was 
highlighted. C are for 
Ihe members of society 

seems to be the main function of government 
and when order breaks down, care takes pri
ority over punishment as a solution. The 
police are thus encouraged to act in concert 
with a network of other social agencies-

Training of the police is very highly priori
tised with the emphasis being on a three-
year probation period rather than the first 
period of basic training. Training places a big 
emphasis on self-awareness and awareness 
of the dangers of corruption and poor inter
personal skills. 

'Perhaps most foreign to our 

police was the central role of 

police unions' 

The approach to the police should not be 
that different from the society they serve, 
thus military drill and formal protocol in 
relation to rank appears to be absent. Then 
there is the complete independence of foren
sic scientists - they are attached to universi
ties and have an equal relationship with 
prosecutors and defence lawyers. 

Perhaps most foreign to our police was the 
central role of police unions, both in repre
senting police and as key participants in 
many management structures. Most of the 
police we met were open about the party to 
which they belonged, although when guess
ing that someone was a socialist - he would 

TOYI-TOYINC TO A NEW TUNE...under the gaze of the mermaid in Copenhagen. 

invariably turn out to be a conservative! 
Of course members of the delegation had 

their doubts. The police questioned the feasi
bility of the standard issue firearm for South 
African circumstances - "only a .38!" Brig 
Jaap Venter expressed a concern of many of 
the group when he said: "All the information 
and the power that the police have here in 
Denmark - in my view it's like a police 
state!". 

There was also considerable scepticism 
about the close relationship between prose
cutors and police. 

What is quite clear is that these features 
work because of the nature of the democracy 
and the legitimacy of the criminal justice sys
tem in Denmark. Policing does not simply 
reflect society, but as the Danish system 
showed, it can be one of the most central 
agencies for the proactive promotion of 
democracy and social co-operation. 

By the end of the tour all the participants 
had not only learnt a lot about policing in a 
democracy, but had also learnt a great deal 
about South Africa, and the commitment of 
some of their fellow South Africans to a sys
tem of policing which has credibility and is 
effective. 

All of those on the tour committed them
selves to do what they could to use the expe
rience and the lessons learnt to work 
towards the day when police-community 
relations are what they should be. 

Of course the approaches are still some 

way apart and this 
tour, while it achieved 
a great deal, is only 
the beginning of a 
debate and dialogue. 
A process of learning 
and the development 
of a common vision of 
policing must still con
tinue on a far wider 
basis. 

EHenne Marais is a 
researcher based at 

Wits University's 
Project for the Study of 
Violence. He has been 

working on Idasa's 
police research project 
for the past two years. 
• A full report on the 

Danish study tour is 
available from Idasa's 
Pretoria office at R5,00 

a copy. 
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