Cruising without fear  
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Affluent residents in Joburg are investing in armoured cars to protect themselves from hijackers, writes ALEXANDER PARKER

WEALTHY Johannesburg stay-at-home mothers and wives are increasingly driving bullet-proof cars as driveway hijackings soar in the city. An armoured vehicle can withstand shots fired point-blank from firearms as powerful as 9mm pistols and .44 magnums. It will even repel shots from an MP5 submachine gun. 

Recently, socialite Edith Venter and Discovery Health CEO Adrian Gore were victims of armed robbers in their driveways .

Visiting businessmen and tourists to SA are also hiring armoured luxury cars while in SA, often driven by armed drivers trained in close protection and defensive driving. 

Armormax SA, which operates out of Investment Cars in Bryanston, is the local branch of an American firm that’s been bulletproofing cars in the US and South America for 20 years. 

Utah-based MD Mark Burton says SA is an obvious market, and business is also booming in Nigeria, Brazil and Mexico. He says 10 years ago, “Brazil was like SA now. High-powered handguns were the most-used weapons.” 

Burton is not surprised that 40% of Armormax ’s customers are women. “SA is more cosmopolitan, more liberated. South African women get out more.”

Grant Anderson, MD of Armormax SA, says it takes 10 days to armour a car and that the local business, which opened in March, “is in the black”. 

A visit to the factory reveals two cars being armoured and one completed . The cars are expensive 4x4s, a Range Rover, a BMW X5 and a Jeep Grand Cherokee. The armoured Jeep has tinted windows, but nothing gives away the fact that it is bulletproof. 

Each door, window and the front and rear windscreens and panels of the car are impervious to powerful handguns. The armour adds 185kg to the car’s weight, but with a 5,7l V8-powered engine, the difference is negligible.

Stopping at a traffic light in Bryanston while driving an armoured car is a strange experience. It feels safe. You can adjust the radio, stare into space or fiddle with your cellphone. You don’t need to constantly check your mirrors. But it’s not at traffic lights that the car will come into its own. It will probably be tested in the driveway of an expensive property .

Dr Johan Burger, senior researcher at the Institute for Security Studies in Pretoria, says 70% of hijackings occur in driveways of private homes. And that, says Anderson, is where Armormax “buys you time. It puts the ball into the hijacker’s court. If he opens fire he’ll likely end up in hospital himself, as the glass spits back shards at the shooter. In your armoured 4x4 you can ram any other vehicles out of the way and get away.”

Burger says he’s not surprised housewives are driving armoured cars . “It’s the next step for affluent people. They’ve already taken all other steps to ensure their security. They’ve got barriers and armed response and private security.”

Kerwin Lebone, crime analyst at the Institute for Race Relations , says the armour makes sense. “Criminals come with more firepower these days. Not to be too gloomy, but SA has become a war zone. Police say you should cooperate with hijackers, but even if you do you no longer have any guarantee of surviving.” 

In the year to March , there were 7466 hijackings in Gauteng, and 14201 in SA. That’s nearly 39 every day, or almost two every hour. The overwhelming majority were committed with a handgun. 

Burger says that he supposes the “next logical step” is for people to hire armed escorts “like they’re VIPs”, but this has already been happening for years.

Stefan Grippa, director of Stratagem Risk International, says he has about 20 clients who pay a retainer for their security. “They’re bankers and investors and people in the diamond industry,” he says. His company offers various levels of protection, but many clients have armed escorts for both the breadwinner and their partner and children. “It’s expensive, but big institutions want to protect their key personnel.” 

A Stratagem customer says he is motivated by peace of mind and “the way things are right now. I’m a senior figure at my work. I’m a businessman and I want to travel without worrying. The Stratagem guys are very discreet, they’re not in your face. I’ve got a family and we live in Gauteng. It’s good to know they’re safe.” 

He says the bulletproof cars are also used for family holidays. “It’s for whenever we step outside of our comfort zone.” 

Grippa also looks after foreign businesspeople and tourists and he says most of his operatives do more work outside of Johannesburg than in the city. 

“Tourists have spoken to the embassies, who don’t mince their words,” he says. “They decide to take precautions. They’re mainly European and they realise they can still visit SA safely — they want to go to Sabi and to Eastern Cape and White River. It’s very common. We’ve got three or four groups coming in weekly.”

Stratagem Risk International owns armoured vehicles and hires more from Armormax. “Demand for hired armoured vehicles outstrips supply,” says Grippa.

