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Introduction

Specialised Commercial Crime Courts (SCCCs)are intended 
to be the primary courts in which serious commercial crime 
is processed.  As such, they are the primary courts in which 
corruption, money laundering and other serious economic 
offences are intended to be addressed. This report on 
SCCCs follows an earlier report in 2025 by the Dullah Omar 
Institute, which made use of publicly available summary 
data contained in official reports, surveying the role and 
trends relating to the SCCCs.1  The findings in relation 
to trends found in that report can be summarized in the 
graphic below (see Figure 1 below).2 

The figure shows that over the past 25 years the 
resourcing of the Specialised Commercial Unit (SCCU) of 
the NPA, which mainly prosecutes matters in the SCCC, 
and the number of SCCCs, has increased markedly, from 
20 prosecutors in two SCCC, to by 2025, as many as 
300 prosecutors (legal practitioners) in 23 SCCC.  Yet 
despite this apparent increase in investment, the total 
number of cases enrolled and convictions achieved has 
dropped dramatically. The 2024/25 Annual Report of the 
National Prosecuting Authority (NPA) indicated that only 
235 SCCU prosecutions were achieved in that financial 
year. This corresponds to less than one guilty verdict per 
SCCU prosecutor per year.  The decline since 2005/6 (the 
maximum) has been precipitous. In addition, since 2020, 
the total number of cases has shown a further decline. 

1	 Redpath, J The record thus far: The Specialized Commercial Crime Courts Dullah Omar 
Institute Report, October 2025

2	 The graphic illustrates, on a common scale of 0 to 100, the trend in cases, number 
of prosecutors, convictions rate (guilty verdicts / verdicts) and the number of SCCC 
courts established. In other words the largest number of each measure is assigned the 
value of 100, and all other data points scaled accordingly. 
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The NPA offers three reasons for the decline in total 
convictions. First, the recent decrease post 2020 is 
attributed to a management decision taken in November 
2020 to migrate some cases to the general Regional Courts 
to alleviate the workload in SCCC, with cases within SCCC 
becoming more complex and taking longer to finalise. The 
decision led to a review of the intake criteria of cases into 
the SCCU in 2021. This, the NPA argues, partly explains 
the reduction in cases in the SCCC. This, however, is 
unconvincing. Given the large number of cases at hand, 
there is no shortage of offences that could be pursued by 
the SCCU. Consequently migrating cases to regional court 
should, all other things being equal, not result in decreased 
SCCC throughput. Rather an increase in the total number 
of verdicts realised for commercial offences, in all courts, 
both Regional and SCCC, should be evident.  There is a 
need therefore to better understand the burden of cases 
before SCCC, and this report sets out to do this. 

Second, “cases are taking longer”. This begs the question 
as to why they should be taking longer. Furthermore, this 
is not necessarily a reason for reduced convictions now, 
as enrolments from prior years, coming only to fruition 
now, should boost current numbers; only if delay is 
getting progressively worse, should it effect the number 
of verdicts.  Delay is undoubtedly a serious problem in all 
courts including the SCCC. The intention of the SCCCs 
was to provide the necessary specialisation and resourcing 
to avoid delay. In the absence of such specialisation, 
SCCC may instead operate as bottlenecks (through which 
certain cases are channeled).  This report therefore seeks 
to understand the nature and causes of delays in SCCC, 
with a view to recommendations for speedier resolution in 
SCCC. 

Third, the NPA claims that the recent decline in 
prosecutions is a result of the complexity, seriousness and 
high value of the matters before the courts. In particular, 
a sharp drop in the number of enrolments in SCCC 
apparently followed a decision not to enroll Road Accident 
Fund (RAF) fraud cases in the SCCCs. The decline, the NPA 

Over 25 years, 
prosecutors 
grew fifteenfold 
— and 
convictions 
collapsed.
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argues, must then be attributed to increasing complexity of 
the cases which remain in SCCCs. There is a need therefore 
to better understand the burden of cases before SCCC, and 
this report sets out to do this.

Finally, there is frequently denial about the trends, with 
claims that the data systems operated by the Department of 
Justice and Constitutional Development do not adequately 
or properly record the work of the SCCCs, in particular the 
Integrated Case Management System (ICMS).  However, 
in the absence of data sources, this is impossible to test. 
The data collected is therefore compared with comparable 
data sourced from the ICMS, toward improvements in the 
latter system.  

Figure 1: Trends in relation to SCCU and SCCC since 2000
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Figure 1: Trends in relation to SCCU and SCCC since 2000
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The aim of this report is to explore the trends related to the 
SCCU and SCCC cases in more detail than is possible with 
summary data in Annual Reports, in order to diagnose the 
cause of the decline, to recommend solutions, and to enable 
ongoing monitoring.  This was done by creating a novel 
dataset, described below, which describes trends in the 
SCCCs.  The following issues are explored 1) complexity, in 
terms of various measures 2) measures of delay and causes 
of delay and 3) the shortcomings in ICMS data held by the 
DOJCD, in comparison with the novel dataset. 

The novel SCCC dataset

The study systematically recorded data from all court case 
files closed in the calendar years of 2022, 2023 and 2024 
in 9 of the 23 SCCC courts. These case files were physically 
drawn from the courts themselves. 

From the case files, details of dates of various steps in 
the court process, value of offences, case outcomes, main 
charges, legislation used, number of charges etc. were 
collected.  Given that postponements were so numerous, 
it was too onerous to collect every postponement for every 
file. Accordingly, for the purpose of the investigation into 
postponements every third file was selected and detail on 
every postponement (dates, reasons etc.) was recorded.  
The result was a generalisable dataset showing details of 
356 closed cases. 

The total number of cases reviewed in this way exceeds 
the number of cases closed by all 23 SCCCs in a year. These 
details were used, inter alia, to see if SCCU cases appear 
to be complex, what the timeline trends and reasons for 

Methodology 
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postponements. Furthermore, the results were compared 
to those found in ICMS data, to explore ways to improve 
the quality of the data routinely recorded by the DOJCD. 

The Integrated Case Management System  
ICMS data

Two datasets drawn from ICMS were consulted: 
	■ A dataset of all charges closed during 2024, restricted 

to the Regional Courts 
	■ A dataset of open regional court charges as at May 

2025.

These two ICSM datasets have slightly different variable 
lists. Furthermore, it must be borne in mind that each 
observation is a unique case-accused-charge, rather than a 
case.  This results in more entries being in ICMS, than there 
are cases in court. Furthermore, in the ICMS, SCCCs were 
not routinely labelled as such. The only place in which any 
indication was given as to whether or not a court was an 
SCCC, was sometimes, but not always, in the relevant case 
number field, which was sometimes labelled SCCC followed 
by number and year.  However, some courts which may be 
SCCC were given case numbers which did not reflect this 
labelling. There was no separate field flagging a court as 
an SCCC. Accordingly, comparison has to be made with 
either all charges in all regional courts, or particular charge 
types (such as fraud), in all regional courts, which of course 
includes the SCCCs. 
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Number of cases 

Nine courts resolved 356 cases recorded in the novel SCCC 
dataset in the period under review. This amounts, on 
average, to around 40 cases per court over 3 years, or only 
13 cases per year per court. This suggests that the capacity 
of the SCCC to resolve cases is severely limited and only 
slightly more than one per month is resolved.  By way of 
comparison, in 326 Regional Court locations (which may 
include multiple courts) 74  032 charges which related 
to 38  339 cases per location were resolved or 117 per 
location. “Resolved” or “closed” does not mean convicted: 
a significant number are withdrawn. In the SCCC cases 
novel dataset, one-third (34%) of cases were withdrawn. 
The same figure appears in the ICMS data for all Regional 
Courts. Confining the ICMS analysis to fraud, raises this 
withdrawal rate to 39%. This suggests withdrawal of a 
fraud charge is only slightly less likely in an SCCC than in 
Regional Courts generally. The large fraction of withdrawals 
is concerning as matters should not be enrolled in an SCCC 
unless the intention is indeed to proceed with prosecution 
and sufficient evidence should already be amassed. 

Conviction rates 

The “conviction rate” reflects the percentage of verdicts 
resulting in a “guilty” verdict. The conviction rate in the 
SCCC novel dataset is at 88%.  In fraud cases in all Regional 
Courts, the conviction rate is similar (87%). When this 
figure is read without consideration of the number of cases 

Findings 

Only 13 cases 
resolved per 
court per year 
—barely one per 
month.
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enrolled and convicted, it indicates the extent to which 
prosecutors successfully avoid cases where there is some 
chance of an acquittal, either by failing to enroll or by 
later withdrawing the matter. The high rate of withdrawal 
referred to above, speaks to the latter, while the overall 
reduction in number of cases clear in Figure 1 above, 
speaks to the former. In other words, the conviction rate 
seems to measure the extent to which prosecutors avoid 
difficult cases i.e. those with a worse than 88% chance of 
success. This is synonymous with avoiding complex cases. 
This measure thus indicates how well SCCU prosecutors 
avoided the type of case that defines the raison d’etre of the 
SCCU and SCCC. To some extent the use of the conviction 
rate as the primary measure of performance makes the 
observed trend of declining enrolments and convictions 
inevitable. Yet the claim remains of complexity in SCCC. 
The section below will consider measures of complexity. 

Complexity 

Determining whether a case is complex is not 
straightforward. No clear definition of complexity tends to 
be offered other, than the circular definition that it includes 
those cases that require complex investigation. This makes 
it difficult to measure and verify trends in case complexity. 
It is, however, possible to look for obvious correlates of 
complexity. The SCCU is intended to secure convictions in 
commercial cases that are complex, are of public interest, 
are of high value, where superior defence counsel can be 
expected (i.e. wealthy accused) or where international 
actors (or organised syndicates) may be involved. The 
SCCU is thus intended to deal with commercial cases 
where securing a conviction is somewhat more challenging, 
for these reasons. The establishment of SCCU, with close 
cooperation between the NPA and HAWKS (DPCI), SARS 
etc. and (presumably the SCCC) was intended to enhance 
prosecutions where some degree of complexity can be 
assumed. Complex cases may well be those that:
	■ have high value

The conviction 
rate measures 
the extent 
to which 
prosecutors 
avoid difficult 
cases — those 
with worse than 
an 88% chance 
of success.
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	■ are of particular public interest
	■ involve organised crime, international actors
	■ involve a large number of charges
	■ involve a large number of accused
	■ show significant potential for redress/recovery
	■ turn on expert testimony
	■ are based on legislation fashioned specifically to deal 

with commercial and organised crime.

Not all of these can be interrogated with the data. These 
possible correlates are explored by reference to the SCCC 
novel dataset referred to above, to the extent possible. 

Values involved in cases 

SCCC cases are, reputedly, commercial cases dealing 
with high values. The claim that SCCCs deal with cases 
that run into R-billions has been iterated by magistrates, 
prosecutors and DPCI officials alike. The novel dataset 
showed that the cases reviewed by the DGRU collectively 
encompassed offences totaling R2.2-billion. The chart 
below indicates how the values have been spread across 
monetary categories. Although the contribution to total 
value is dominated by values exceeding R10-million, such 
cases represent a very small number of cases.

In the SCCC novel dataset, there are no cases valued in 
excess of R1-billion. There is only one case valued in excess 
of R100-million, which represents more than half of the 
total value collectively. In terms of SCCU workload, high 
value cases represent a tiny fraction of SCCU workload and 
most SCCU cases reflect much lower values. The average 
value of the offences is slightly under R500 000. While this 
sum is not trivial, it is not in line with the claims about the 
SCCU priorities and is not in line with expectations spurred 
by the magnitude of losses in state capture. 

Furthermore, while the total value of all closed cases in 
the novel dataset was R2.2-billion, the value of cases in the 
dataset which resulted in a guilty verdict, was R1.5-billion 
(approximately two-thirds of the total value). This means 

Of R2.2-billion 
in offences 
reviewed, the 
SCCCs imposed 
financial 
penalties of just 
R26.7-million 
—1.7% of the 
total.
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that R0.7-billion in cases did not result in a guilty verdict 
but another outcome.  

Figure 2: Total value involved in all cases included in novel SCCC dataset 
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Figure 2: Distribution of total monetary value involved across cases

The ICMS data unfortunately has no comparable variables 
with which to compare values involved. 

Monetary sanctions applied 

Ostensibly, a primary objective of convictions (and 
of SCCC prosecutions in particular) is to reduce the 
economic dividend of crime.  This can be achieved by, 
in addition to the usual sanctions such as imprisonment 
and fines, the imposition of other financial sanctions such 
as compensation and confiscation orders. In addition to 
incarceration terms, the SCCC novel dataset shows that the 
following totals (of all cases in the dataset) were imposed:
	■ Compensation R6.8-million
	■ Confiscation R8.1-million. 
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Recall that the total value of cases in survey which resulted 
in a guilty verdict, was R1.5-billion. This means that 
the associated confiscation and compensation orders 
amounted to less than 1% of the value involved in the 
offences resulting in a guilty verdict. In addition, the SCCCs 
imposed, in total, the following financial penalties:
	■ Fines R6.0-million
	■ SARS orders R5.7 million. 

Collectively fines, compensation orders, confiscation 
orders and SARS penalties amount to only R26.7-million 
or 1.7% of the value of the associated offences. It would 
thus appear that little use is made of financial penalties in 
the SCCCs and this dimension of complexity does not drive 
SCCU work.

Penalties

The penalties imposed by SCCC seem significantly harsher 
than those imposed by regional courts in general (with 
reference to ICMS data). However, as SCCCs deal with 
a particular subcategory of offence, it is not possible to 
conduct a like-for-like comparison of sentences imposed by 
SCCCs and other courts. Despite this, there seems to be a 
relatively high imprisonment rate.  

Almost two fifths (38%) of convictions in the SCCC 
novel dataset resulted in a sentence of imprisonment, but 
one-quarter of these were fully suspended. The result is that 
less than 3 in in 10 cases resulted in direct imprisonment.  
By way of comparison, fraud cases in the Regional Courts 
in ICMS had 43% resulting in a term of imprisonment, and 
a further 33% with suspended sentences. This does not 
suggest seriousness of the underlying matters in SCCC, 
compared to all Regional Courts; the latter were likely to 
impose sentences involving direct imprisonment. 

The provisions of minimum sentencing legislation3 
require a 15-year sentence for fraud and other commercial 

3	 Criminal Law Amendment Act 105 of 1997.  
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offences involving in excess of R500 0004, unless substantial 
and compelling circumstances exist.5  Case law however 
requires an assessment of fairness of the application of 
minimum sentencing, where the provisions are not explicitly 
evoked on the charge sheet.  Whether or not minimum 
sentencing was explicitly evoked on charge sheets, was not 
recorded in the novel dataset.  However, it seems clear that 
minimum sentencing was not applied in the vast majority 
of cases in the SCCC novel dataset.  

Figure 3: Sentenced outcomes in SCCCs in the novel dataset 
Sentence outcomes
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Figure 3: Counts of sentencing outcomes across cases

Witness and accused numbers

Case complexity may be inferred from a large number of 
accused being involved or by a large number of witnesses 
being called. There were, on average, 2.2 witnesses in 
the novel dataset per case. However, 44% of cases were 
finalised without any witnesses being called. Among those 
cases in which witnesses were indeed called, an average of 
5 witnesses were called.  There is no data on witnesses in 
ICMS. 

4	 Part II of Schedule 2 read with section 51(2)(1) of the Criminal Procedure Act.

5	 Section 51(3)(a). 
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Looking at the number of accused persons, on average 
there were 1.5 individual accused in each case in the 
dataset. In 90% of cases there were 2 or fewer accused. In 
a small fraction of cases (2 percent) there were 5 or more 
accused persons.  Neither of these figures suggest that SCCC 
cases are typified by complexity in terms of the number of 
witnesses or accused; in fact, the opposite is suggested. 

By way of comparison, the ICMS “Open” dataset records 
the number of accused, but not the number of witnesses. 
In ICMS data, in only 27% of fraud cases in all Regional 
Courts was there only 1 accused, in 20% there were 2 
accused. This suggests that in relation to 47% of charges, 
there were 2 or fewer accused, while in 53% there were or 
more.  This suggests that Regional Courts not falling in 
SCCC had greater numbers of accused. 

Main charges

Case complexity may also be indicated by the extensive use 
of legislation that speaks specifically to complex commercial 
offences. Of particular interest is the extent to which the 
main charges are formulated in terms of Prevention and 
Combating of Corrupt Activities Act (PRECCA), Prevention 
of Organised Crime Act (POCA) and the Public and 
Municipal Finance Management Acts (PFMA and MFMA).  
Seventy percent of the charges cited in the SCCC novel 
dataset were for theft, fraud and miscellaneous other 
charges that regularly appear in lower courts. Only one-in-
five charges (19%) were in terms of PRECCA, POCA and 
the MFMA. Some charges were listed as “Corruption” 
without reference to PRECCA. Combining the Corruption 
and PRECCA charges suggests a quarter of cases had their 
main charge, a corruption charge. The data indicates that 
although the SCCU are more likely to invoke legislation 
of direct pertinence to complex commercial offences, 
common law offences such as fraud and theft dominate 
the charges pursued in the SCCCs. The charges faced by 
the accused in th enovel SCCC dataset were:
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Table 1: Main charges faced by accused in SCCC cases in the novel dataset 

Category of charge Number of cases 

Fraud 245

Other 125

Prevention of Organised Crime Act 92

“Corruption” 62

Theft 35

Forgery 31

Prevention and Combating of Corrupt Activities Act 29

Obstructing justice 12

Uttering 7

Municipal Financial Management Act (MFMA) 3

Timelines 

Prima facie there is little to indicate that the cases brought by 
the SCCU are unusually complex, given the above findings. 
However, the SCCU and SCCC also promised the speedy 
resolution of commercial offence charges. This expectation 
is heightened by the close co-operation between the SCCU 
and police, the increased dedication of resources to the 
SCCU and the low number of cases heard. 

ICMS data indicates that the median in all Regional 
Courts for all offence types is 470 days, while   corruption 
cases in all Regional Courts (including SCCC) take 477 
days, and fraud 515 days.  The novel dataset indicates that 
SCCCs take a median of 427 days from first appearance 
to verdict, which means that SCCCs may be slightly faster 
than all Regional Courts (all cases). Nevertheless, half of 
cases in SCCCs take longer than 14 months to conclude 
(and often take substantially longer than that). 

Regional Court Practice Directives provide that cases 
must  be finalised within 6 months from the date of plea 
and within 9 months from the first appearance in the 
Regional Court.6 In the SCCCs less than one-third (30%) of 

6	 Criminal Practice Directives (7th Revision) Paragraph 4.3.7. 

Half of all SCCC 
cases take 
longer than 
14 months. 
Many take 
substantially 
longer.



14

ISIDIMA – MAGISTRATES COURT USER SURVEY REPORT 2023

cases are concluded within 9 months, while in all Regional 
Courts, all charges, only 25% of cases are concluded in 9 
months.  In the Regional Courts generally, murder (550) 
and rape (650 days) cases take longer to resolve.  In the 
SCCC novel dataset, offences involving larger values tend 
to take longer to finalise; this aspect does not appear to 
account for the extended duration of cases. 

To understand case duration, it is necessary to examine 
the frequency with which cases are postponed. The next 
section will consider the data collected on postponements.  
The ICMS data only records the number of postponements 
in the “Open” cases dataset and only records the reason 
for the most recent postponement, not all postponements. 

Number of postponements

The number of postponements for every case in the novel 
dataset was recorded. The density plot below shows how 
the number of postponements per case is distributed. The 
graphic highlights that a significant proportion of cases are 
subject to more than 25 postponements, and some to more 
than 75, although the median is 14.5 postponements.

This is very similar to the distribution in the ICMS 
Open Dataset of number of postponements in all Regional 
Courts, all charges, reflected below: 

However, as these postponements related to cases 
which are still open, once they are finalised, the number 
may be greater still. 

Duration of postponements

Further details of every postponement in a case were derived 
for one-in-three of the case files in the novel SCCC dataset. 
This resulted in the specification of 2025 postponements 
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across 105 court cases.7 On average, each postponement 
delayed proceedings by slightly more than a month – 31 
days. Half of all postponements were between 10 and 50 
days and most (four-in-five postponements) were for more 
than ten days.  This means only one-fifth were for fewer 
than 10 days.

Origin of postponements 

The postponements were classified in terms of their 
origin i.e. who or what caused the postponement. Meeting 
the fair trial requirements of the accused is often seen as 

7	 In the one-third of randomly selected dockets on which more detailed information on 
postponements was collected, a median of 634 days (or 21 months) lapsed between 
first appearance and verdict (or dismissal). Despite this sub-sample being randomly 
drawn from the initial dataset, they appeared to  last significantly longer than those 
in the full dataset study. The larger study showed a median of 427 days between 
first appearance and verdict. While this points to distortions between the study and 
the sub-sample there is no reason to assume that the findings below are biased. For 
example, the duration of postponements can be assumed to be independent of the 
number and duration of previous postponements.

Figure 4:  Number of postponements per case in SCCCs in the novel dataset 
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Table 9: Distribution of number of postponements in Regional Courts, open charges 
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the leading cause of long case duration.  Figure 5 below 
illustrates the data in the novel dataset, which shows that 
although this is the largest category, less than half (40%) 
of postponements were at the request of the accused. The 
next most frequent source of postponements (33%) was 
attributed to the trial process or procedures. This category 
includes postponing cases for trial, or for delivering 
judgement. One-in-six postponements (16%) were at 
the request of the prosecution. The smallest category 
of postponements (11%) related to court logistics such 
as the non-availability of interpreters, power cuts, and 
the like (labelled court management in figure 5 below). 

Relationship between origin and impact of 
postponement 

In general, the length of the postponements did not seem 
to depend on the origin. In other words, the average 
(median) length of each postponement arising from 
‘court procedures’ was, in general, the same as average 
delay arising from a request by the accused. The average 
delay, by origin, is listed below. There is no significant 
difference in the duration of a postponement by its origin. 

Figure 5: Origin of postponement delay in the SCCCS in the novel dataset 
Origin/author of delays
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Figure 4: Origin or author of delays in court cases
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This suggests that the duration of a postponement is not 
determined by its cause and may suggest a routine practice 
of postponement for a month hence. 

Table 2: Average duration of postponement by origin 

Origin of postponement Average duration (Days)

Court management 32.5

Accused 31.0

Prosecution 33.0

Other 29.0

Trial procedures 31.0

Postponement requests from the accused 

Some 40% of all postponements were at the request of 
the accused. The primary reasons for the accused or their 
counsel requesting postponements are indicated below.  
One third of these requests related to the ill health or 
absence of the accused from court. 

Table 3: Reasons for postponement requests from the accused 

Reason Percentage of all requests 
from accused 

accused absent/ill 33

legal representative unavailable 16

consultation with legal representation 15

accused needs legal representation 11

new legal representative 7

representations 6

defence not ready to proceed 4

legal representative needs financial instructions 4

bail application pending 3

accused and/or legal representative absent by state arrangement 1

application in terms of section 174 (discharge application) 1

accused preparing to request withdrawal 1
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However, as much as 49 percent related to the legal 
representative not being available, the accused not yet 
securing legal representation, further consultation with legal 
representative being necessary, or a new legal representative 
being appointed.  Only 6 percent related to representations 
being made (to have the matter withdrawn). 

Postponements relating to legal representation may be 
reduced by presiding officers managing cases more strictly. 
Vigorous case management could significantly reduce the 
number of postponements. Hypothetically if all requests 
other than those prompted by the accused being absent/ill 
were eliminated, then the average duration of SCCC cases 
could be reduced by 21 percent.

Postponement requests from prosecutors 

While stricter case management falls to judicial officers 
the National Prosecution Agency (NPA) has greater control 
over how frequently prosecutors call for postponements. 
Currently prosecutors are the originators of one-in-six (16%) 
of all postponements in SCCC. If these postponements 
were eliminated the average duration of trials would drop 
by 12%. 

Court management- related postponements 

The third domain of importance is court management. 
Court managers are tasked with ensuring that trials flow 
smoothly, but breakdowns occur when:
	■ copies of documents, digital records or transcripts are 

not available
	■ court building is closed
	■ the designated court is busy with another matter or staff 

is absent
	■ court equipment is not working
	■ there is load shedding/ or no electricity
	■ interpreters are not available. 

These ‘court management’ issues could be eliminated with 
proper management and in cooperation with the judiciary. 
Although such breakdowns in court processes resulted in 

Postponements 
relating to legal 
representation 
may be reduced 
by presiding 
officers 
managing cases 
more strictly.
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‘only’ 11% of postponements, they have a disproportionate 
impact in that if such breakdowns were eliminated, then 
the average duration of SCCC cases would drop by 18% i.e. 
by almost one fifth. 

In other words, solving these issues would have more of 
an impact on case duration than eliminating prosecutor-
requested postponements. 

Trial procedures postponements 

Rigorous case management could be implemented by 1) 
prosecutors placing only trial ready cases on the roll and 2) 
by the court adopting a continuous roll. The latter means 
that once trial commences, the case continues daily until 
complete. The first step would eliminate postponements 
for “further investigation”. The second step, the continuous 
roll, would eliminate postponements for ‘further trial’ and 
“part-heard” if done correctly and rigorously.  As discussed 
above, postponements tend to be for one month. 
Postponements related to the (lack of) a continuous roll 
are different – they too average 30 days but show greater 
variation of postponement length. The density plot (figure 
6) below compares the duration profiles or items related to 
the continuous roll with all other postponements. A higher 
proportion of (lack of) continuous roll (“part-heards”, 
“crowded out”) postponements are for more than 75 days. 
This is despite the fact that postponements related to a 
(lack of) continuous roll are most commonly at about ten 
days while other postponements peak at about 25 days. 

To estimate the full impact of the various 
scenarios its necessary to deal with missing responses.  
In one quarter of the postponements the origin of the 
delay was unclear. The missing responses were largely 
the result of not being able to discern the reason from 
the docket as a result of indecipherable handwriting or 
missing commentary. As a result, a significant proportion 
of postponement were classified as ‘other’. In the above 
analysis this category was systematically ignored. 

If we treat this category as random i.e. if the omissions 
are not biased in any way (i.e. they are randomly distributed 
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and not more likely to fall into one category rather than 
another), then values can be imputed from the balance 
of observations. This process distributes the ‘other’ 6.3 
months in proportion to the remaining categories. This 
allows us to calculate what delay would like if: 
	■ postponements from prosecutors are eliminated
	■ court management delays are removed, and 
	■ a continuous roll is established. 

All but 35 percent of postponements would be eliminated 
from the SCCC. This estimate allows only for postponements 
for sentencing and judgement, and postponements for the 
absence of the accused. The average SCCC trial would 
be reduced to under 7 months. Furthermore, the average 
number of postponements would halve from the current 
14 to seven.

Figure 6: Comparison of the ditibution by length of delay types 
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The last of the data to be included in the study were the Palm 
Ridge SCCC courts, for Gauteng South. Generally, the data 
collected from Palm Ridge confirmed the existing trends in 
the ICMS on postponements, value of charges, duration, 
“complexity” etc.  ICMS can therefore be trusted for such 
trends. However, concurrence in terms of total numbers 
was absent for this court, with significant lack of case 
overlap (in both directions). Furthermore, it is not possible 
with the lack of labelling of courts as SCCCs in ICSM, to 
track SCCC performance with ease. The ramifications are 
serious. Palm Ridge makes up a significant proportion 
of all SCCU cases and impacts on estimates of the total 
number of cases closed. Absent certainty in this data, it is 
difficult to allocate resources appropriately. The efficient 
allocation of resources and performance indicators implies 
the availability of reliable, easily interpretable data. The 
absence of data, which officials in the courts trust, is 
significant. As long as authoritative data is not available the 
courts, the SCCC, the SCCU of the NPA, and other officials 
cannot easily be held to account for their performance.

Reliability of data systems 

As long as 
authoritative 
data is not 
available, the 
SCCC, the 
SCCU and the 
courts cannot 
easily be held to 
account for their 
performance.
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The novel SCCC dataset reveals that the reduction bordering 
on collapse in case numbers resulting in convictions in 
SCCC, apparent in official data does not appear to be the 
result of significant case complexity in the SCCCs.  Values, 
penalties, accused and witnesses are not significantly above 
the norm and in some instances lower than the norm. High 
conviction rates come at the expense of difficult matters 
being prosecuted. The SCCCs resolve fraud cases on 
average only slightly faster than Regional Courts generally 
and a significant proportion suffer delays well beyond 
Regional Court directives.  Withdrawal rates are only 
slightly better than Regional Court fraud matters and in 
excess of a third of matters are closed by way of withdrawal, 
suggesting the enrolment of matters which are not fully 
investigated. Postponements due to a lack of a continuous 
roll are responsible for the longest postponements seen 
in the dataset, and postponements due to infrastructure 
challenges also have a disproportionate impact.  

Conclusions 
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Matters enrolled in SCCC should seldom result in 
withdrawal. The matter enrolled should be trial-ready.  While 
there are obvious challenges for implementing a continuous 
roll with single magistrates, this can be achieved by running 
two sessions per day, with one for matters in trial which 
continue until complete, and another for postponements 
and the like. Stricter handling of legal representation 
postponements is necessary. There is a need for the ICMS 
to record SCCCs as such, and for court managers to ensure 
that all SCCC matters are recorded on the ICMS system, to 
enable routine tracking. The ICMS should also be enabled 
to reflect case durations automatically and not require 
manipulation (as is currently the case) to calculate these. 

Recommendations 
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