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The Bench Marks Foundation has 
launched an Independent Problem 
Solving Service to support communities 
to better engage mining companies and 
government on grievances relating to the 
negative impacts of mining. 

This independent problem solving 
approach is based on dialogue. However, 
since dialogue is only possible among 
equals, the first challenge is to build 
community capacity to dialogue as 
equals with mines and government. 

In order to take on this challenge, the 
Bench Marks team saw as necessary 
that we learnt from the field, rather than 
assume what capacities communities 
needed. We saw as necessary that we 
explore the questions: “What is capacity?” 
and “How can capacity be built?” 
through the real lived experiences of 
communities. 

Over the years Bench Marks has worked 
with communities in the platinum and 
coal mining areas and we have ongoing 
contact with activists who are part of the 
community monitors network. We asked 
ourselves “What can we learn from the 
experiences of these activists about the 
capacities needed by communities”.

In order to learn from their experiences 
we supported seven activists to reflect 
and write on their engagements with 

communities, mining companies and 
government. The reflective writings of 
these seven activists presented in this 
report are “hot off the press”. They 
constitute the raw material we will 
draw on in our ongoing design and 
implementation of a community capacity 
building programme. 

The activists are Buda Lentswe and 
Collen Raphata from North West 
Province; Moshabi Selowa, Mmathapelo 
Thobejane and Elton Nkwane Thobejane 
from Limpopo; Susan Moraba and 
Lorraine Kakaza from Mpumalanga. 
Bench Marks staff person Eric Mokoua 
coordinated the process.  

The activists met approximately once 
every six to eight weeks between April 
and September 2017. Each activist 
selected a problem the community 
was concerned about. With assistance 
from Bench Marks coordinators the 
activists defined the problem, developed 
a strategy and a plan to guide their 
investigation. The idea was that greater 
clarity on the part of activists would 
enable them to work more meaningfully 
with the communities, and that each 
community would engage the mining 
companies and or government. We will 
discuss and process the key learnings 
from these writings at our next session 
in November 2017.

INTRODUCTION 
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The Bench Marks Community Activists Team:

Mmathapelo Thobejane, Olebogeng Motene, Eric Mokuoa, Collen Raphata, Moshabi Selowa, Lorraine 
Kakaza, Joseph Magobe, Buda Lentswe, Susan Moraba with Thapelo Moraba
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The issue I chose to investigate is non 
provision of water by the Pilanesburg 
Platinum Mine to Motlhabe village, where 
I live. Motlhabe is located in the north 
western part of South Africa, 85km 
from Rustenburg. Since 2008 Motlhabe 
hosts the Pilanesburg Platinum Mine. 
Our community has been sending 
grievances to the mine on several 
issues, water being one of the issues. 
The mine provided us with only ten Jojo 
tanks, and these are rarely refilled and 
cleaned. Meanwhile the mine provided 
two neighbouring villages, Ngweding and 
Magalane, with tap water. 

The mine has now built a pipeline 
through Mothlabe village to provide 

clean drinking water to far out villages 
in Mabieskraal. However, this pipeline 
will not provide water to the Motlhabe 
community. 

I chose this issue because this is unfair 
to our community, and it is important 
that the community of Motlhabe should 
fight for what we deserve. We also need 
to test the water that we consume in my 
area so we could know if it is healthy for 
human consuming or not.  

To guide my research on this problem 
I drafted an action plan. I gathered 
information by conducting interviews 
with community members on how they 
are struggling with access to water.

WATER INJUSTICE AND THE 
COMMUNITY OF MOTLHABE

Buda Lentswe
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I walked around the village taking 
pictures and visited the pipe line project 
site to see how far the project is. One 
day I found that the area was fenced with 
a sign saying “no entry men at work”. 
They had no shame, they do projects in 
our area without our consent and they 
are brave enough to fence us out.

After gathering information, I made a 
short presentation to both tribal councils 
- the Kgotla of Chief Muthi Pilane and 
Tlhabane Pilane - to gain their support 
and back up in approaching the mine 
with the demand that they extend the 
provision of water to our village. The 
Kgotla of Chief Muthi Pilane supported 
my idea but the Kgotla of Tlhabane 
Pilane did not support my idea because I 
was alone when approaching them. 

Many months later, in September I 
managed to win the support of the 
Kgotla of Tlhabane Pilane. This was after 
I had started working with a gentleman 
named Gabaiphiwe Zeubulon Moadi. He 
is a community member who tried to 
fight the mine last year focusing on this 
issue but failed. Myself and Mr Moadi 
managed to get an appointment with 
the mining industry with the help of 
the tribal council, but the tribal council 
requested to also attend this meeting.

My perception is that they wanted to 
make sure that we would not get bribed 
and end up dropping the research. 

We set a meeting with the mine. The 
agreed to meet in our village. With the 
Kgotla we waited but they did not come. 
The Kgotla tried calling them but they 
did not pick up.

We have decided that our next step 
would be to go the the mine without 
making an appointment.

CHALLENGES AND LESSONS 

An activist must be brave and be always 
ready for everything. An activist’s main 
resource is his or her own mind. An 
activist should always communicate with 
community members. Lastly an activist 
never gives up. We learn. We do not fail.

My targets for the interviews were 
community members who were most 
affected by the lack of access to water. 
It was easy to get information from 
these community members. They were 
open to me and the majority allowed 
me to take pictures. The challenge I 
had was that community members had 
high expectations expecting results in a 
short period of time. Also not all people 
in the community support what I do 
as an activist. Some criticise what I do. 
They distrust my motivates and say I am 
making money.

It was a challenge to work with both 
the tribal councils as they are divided, 
secretive and do not give out information 
to an individual. This issue of a divided 
council has caused problems in the 
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community of Motlhabe. Youth protested 
against this in 2016 but that still did not 
help.

When you work alone it is not easy. The 
Kgotla of Pilane did not support my idea 
for dealing with the problem of water 
when I approached them on my own. It 
was only when I started to work with Mr 
Moadi that they supported our idea of 
taking up the water problem with the 
mine. Approaching the municipal council 
on my own was also a challenge.

I also had a challenge to access the 
Social and Labour Plan (SLP) of the 
Pilanesburg Platinum Mine. I requested 
the SLP earlier this year but only got it in 
September. It also was not easy to make 
an appointment with the mine. I needed 
information to strengthen our case and 
I needed the help of the tribal council to 
get the appointment with the mine.

I have learned that working on my own 
won’t take me any further and the whole 
process will be slower. I need to have a 
structure or a group. Together we can 
be strong, individually I’m weak. Also as 
an individual this work can be risky. At 
some times activists are seen as threats 
and we get haters and can even become 
haters and some end up withdrawing 
from activism. Having a structure 
or group to work with is better than 
working alone. 

I have been assisted by the network in 
the North West Province, the BUA Mining 
Community. They help me in organising 
and forming a structure. More visits from 
BUA could teach the community and 
show them the real face of mining.
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Black people are marginalized and 
mining companies lie to them about 
their graves yards for the sake of 
making profit. This is so disturbing. And 
this happen most of the time to black 
communities when they are relocated by 
mining companies.

At the Sikhululiwe village in Mpumalanga, 
the Mafube colliery relocated the graves 
of community members. There was no 
proper consultation with the community, 
and the community was not given time 
to rebury their relatives in a proper 
way. The original graves had names and 
surnames but after the mine relocated 
the graves, most of them are unknown. 

This is so disturbing to the community 
and contributes to their loss of identity. 

The graves of ancestors are a sacred 
site. They are the soul of people. They 
bring spiritual healing and comfort to 
people in times of distress. People need 
to visit their ancestors’ graves when they 
do rituals. It is so painful to hear that 
the community was forced to lose this 
irreplaceable part of tradition and all 
they got were the costs of relocation. 

I decided to investigate this grievance 
in order to help the community 
of Sikhululiwe village and other 
communities to fight for their human 
rights around mining and extractives. 
In October 2016 I had attended a 
community meeting. Community 
members were furious. It was as if 
they could talk face to face with the 
mine. What I wanted to achieve with my 

THE GRAVES OF SIKHULULIWE

Lorraine Kakaza 
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investigation, was that in future black 
communities should be able to take 
decisions, and should be consulted. 
Mining companies should recognise 
people’s dignity and tradition. 

On 28 June 2017 I started the field work. 
Since I am not from this community 
it was not easy. I did not know where 
to start. When I began the interviews I 
regretted starting with this as people 
were crying. It was too painful, especially 
when they explained the treatment from 
the person who was doing the reburial. 
Someone who died at the age of 50 was 
put in a small coffin supposed to be for a 
10-year-old. 

Sophy Mtshweni a community 
representative told me: “We used to 
work at the farm. When the farmer left 
we were supposed to leave with him. We 
refused and we stayed behind. When the 
mine came they saw raw materials and 
they decided to move us. We refused 
but they started mining and we were 
forced to move because the machines 
were moving day in and out. On my 
side I tried the best to make sure all 
the graves are removed but it was hard 
when some of the relatives didn’t show 
up. But I stood firm. Others would call 
me and tell me that they won’t come 
because they fear the pain when they 
bury their loved ones. The most difficult 
time in my life was when I was about 
to bury people who I don’t even know 
but I give thanks to other community 
members who were there with me. It 
was difficult to differentiate the bodies 
but the mine used machines to identify 
the bones. There were no numbers or 
maps. They used their own numbers 

because our graves did not have names 
or tombstones. In our culture we use 
our own knowledge. There were 15 new 
born graves, 50 unknown and 18 known 
graves according to my figures. The 
number from the mine and what I saw is  
not the same so that means they need to 
explain. I was there physically and I was  
counting the graves.”

Sekhululiwe people are not happy at 
all about the relocation of graves and 
about having to travel a long distance 
to bury their relatives. While I was doing 
the interviews a family was going to 
bury their relative on a farm that is 
closer to Carolina. They had raised their 
complaints to the mine and the mine told 
them to go to the municipality. When 
they went to the municipality they sent 
them back to the mine. 
 
On 10 July 2017 while I was doing 
my online research I found that the 
Mafube Mine has been operating in this 
area since 2005 and is a 50/50 joint 
operation between Anglo American 
Coal and Exxaro. The mine is aware 
of the community’s concerns and the 
community has been taking up the issue 
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of burying their ancestors with dignity. 
The Centre of Applied Legal Studies had 
done interviews and the mining company 
was approached. I found that in 2009 the 
mine had stated an intention to build an 
alternative graveyard but to date it has 
not been built. 

On the 27 of August 2017 there was a 
mayoral meeting where the mayor said 
they are in the process of resolving 
the grave issue. The mayor said that 9 
million rand has been included in the 
2018 budget to build new graveyards 
between Hendrina and Arnot.

I was planning to write a letter to the 
mine but after the mayor spoke about 
the 9 million rand the community felt 
that the matter was resolved. I am 
thankful to Bench Marks for supporting 
my investigation and giving me the 
opportunity to go under training. While 
doing this investigation I have learnt 
from my follow activists.

CHALLENGES AND LEARNINGS

There were many challenges and 
learnings from this investigation. 
As an activist it is important to get 
a community mandate and have a 
supportive team. As an activist I am 
committed and willing to change many 
things for the next generation to learn 
from all the obstacles I came across and 
not to give up.

Since I am not from the Sekhululiwe 
community it was not easy, and I did 
not know where to start. In our culture 
a young woman cannot just talk with 
elders. I had to approach elders to get 

the information I needed, and I found 
community members willing to speak 
to me. At times the community is 
suspicious of activists. They ask how 
much does the mine pay you because 
they believe you have been sent by 
the mine. People whose interest are 
challenged by activists can be a threat 
and support from the community is key. 

I feared for my life. It was hard for me 
to walk alone. I was scared of rape and 
being attacked by men. At some stage 
I had to walk a long distance as there 
was no transport during the day in this 
community. It is a sort of village with 
the only transport belonging to the mine 
but they would not take me as I was not 
working at the mine. I was scared that 
snakes might bite me, and I was scared 
of wild animals. There was also a limit 
on the times I could work – I could only 
work in daylight.

I planned to interview the councillor 
but I was not able to get hold of the 
councillor. The person who works 
with the councillor refused to hear the 
community. 

Companies are powerful in poor areas. 
They have a team of lawyers. They can 
write a press statement to influence the 
public and they have access to the media 
anytime they want. They have resources 
to build and maintain relationships with 
government decision makers, while 
communities can’t afford to pay legal 
representatives and along the way they 
lose some of the community members, 
while others just give up. There is a 
need for the community exchanges and 
education on rights.
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The road which separates the two 
villages of Monametse and Malengine 
is very dangerous to both villages. The 
road is used by children who cross it 
daily to school. From the outset there 
were no road signs or speed bumps and 
two children were killed on this road 
by a mine truck in 2012. The road is 
very dusty and is watered with chemical 
water, forcing community members to 
inhale dust and chemicals. 

The community has taken up the 
problem of the mine trucks but at 
present the company is not operating – 
it has been placed on maintenance and 
care. However the road is used a public 
road. 

THE ROAD SEPARATING THE VILLAGES 
OF MONAMETSE AND MALENGINE 

Moshabi Selowa

My plan was to investigate this issue 
and to initiate traffic control in order to 
make it safe for children. While taking 
up this issue we discovered that the 
company waters the road with chemical 
water, which is dangerous to community 



12

members.
In addition to the deaths of children, 
community members lost their sheep 
and goats as there is grazing land at 
the other side of the road. We sent 
letters and emails to company about the 
problem of safety.  

The company replied to our last letter 
but their reply did not satisfy us. They 
said that the road belongs to district, 
not to the mine. On further pushing 
the company promised to fix the road 
but we are not sure they will implement 
this because they always give empty 
promises. We achieved to meet the Anglo 
and Bokoni platinum on 31/08/2017. 

Soon after this the company was placed 
on maintenance and care and was not 
operating. All the progress we were 
making towards providing traffic control 
came to a halt.

We engaged the General Manager of the 
Municipality but she failed to resolve our 
problem.

We are currently looking for ways the 
road can be improved, either by humps, 
road signs, pavements or an access 
bridge.

CHALLENGES AND LEARNINGS 

I was helping the parents of the deceased 
and it was hard as the parents were 
working at the mine while I was fighting 
the mine. People dependent on the 
mine find it difficult to fight the mine. It 
was hard to collect information as this 
happened long ago and the case number 
was lost.

Communities are easily divided because 
some community members believe the 
empty promises from the mine They 
don’t understand this issue of activism 
because they think we are getting 
paid. This is difficult for the activist. It 
is not easy to work with unorganized 
communities.
Some community members assist the 
company by opposing the work I do. 
Some do not understand the role of an 
activist and believe that we get paid. At 
times activists can be threatened and 
need to be protected. Activists need to 
be provided with opportunities which will 
lead to incomes because we will end up 
losing people/activists who are good or 
have experience.

An activist must be committed, 
disciplined and strategic. We must 
never say never and we need to have 
the commitment and capacity to face 
personal challenges with strength.

Personally I need training in letter 
writing. We need internet access to get 
more information. We need more storage 
for our filing and we need a storage 
facility such as Google Drive.
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A burning issue and ongoing problem 
for both Maotsi and Modimolle is that 
livestock are dying as a result of drinking 
water polluted by the Twickenham mine. 
This affects the community as keeping 
livestock is the main source of making 
a living and they depend on livestock in 
traditional ceremonies. 

Both Maotsi and Modimille are in the 
Greater Tubatse Municipality in Limpopo 
Province. I live in Maotsi where the 
communities affected are from five 
villages - Ditwebeleng, Morapaneng, 
Makgaake, Dithabaneng and Mantsekane. 

My overall plan was to mobilise the 
community and bring the different stake 
holders together. I wanted to open 
lines of communication between the 
communities and the mine. My strategy 
was to use community experiences as 
evidence.

In April 2017 I started gathering 
information from livestock owners 
in the area. I wanted to find out how 
many people had lost livestock, how 
many livestock had been lost and the 
cause of the loss of livestock. I met with 
livestock owners/ farmers to gather this 

LIVESTOCK ARE DYING AS A RESULT 
OF DRINKING WATER FROM THE MINE 

Mmathapelo Thobejane
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information and to involve them in taking 
up the issue. 

My first meeting with the community 
was on 04/05/2017. Also attending this 
meeting were Bobby, and Eric from Bench 
Marks. The farmers came in number 
and some understood what I was trying 
to do. Some did not understand. The 
resolution taken at this meeting was that 
they will work with me and Bench Marks 
on the problem they are facing. The 
farmers made it clear that they are tired 
of people taking their issues and never 
coming back with reports or outcomes. 
They agreed to work with me to share 
their experiences about how they are 
losing their livestock.

I personally felt honoured to be trusted 
and to work with the older people on 
this matter. At the same time I kept 
remembering how traditional men 
operate. But during the meeting they 
showed interest. Maybe they accepted 
me (a young woman) because my 
colleague was a man.

During interviews with the farmers I 
became aware of their frustration and 

stress. I was heartbroken because all 
the farmers are old people and the 
stories they shared were really touching. 
Thobejane Morwamakoti who is 90+ 
started by saying “We as farmers we 
don’t care about the mine taking the 
minerals. What we want them to do 
is to treat us as human beings”. He 
mentioned that the mines don’t care 
about people and that the farmers will 
be happy if the mine consulted them 
and tried to show them the impacts of 
mining operations on their livestock and 
gave them alternatives. They wanted safe 
camps with access to clean water and 
enough grazing so that their livestock 
would not die. The mine had taken all 
their belongings, including their grazing 
land and clean water and they felt 
helpless. It was hard for them to watch 
their livestock die like this. The farmers 
are in lot of pain to see their livestock 
disappearing in front of them and they 
have nowhere to report the problem.

In all I had about ten meetings with 
the farmers/livestock owners. Our 
relationship is stronger than before. 
And it is more important because now I 
know their strength, understand better 
the issue and I know more about the 
farmers.

We sent a letter to the Department 
of Minerals about the situation. The 
farmers drew up a list of grievances 
and signed a petition. We sent this to 
the mining company giving them 15 
days to respond. As an added pressure 
John Capel, Bench Marks Executive 
Director, communicated with Anglo 
American Head office to urge the mine 
to meet the community. The Centre for 
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Environmental Rights wrote a letter of 
complaint to the mine. 

In September a meeting was held with 
representatives from the mine. The 
farmers attended, I attended and in 
addition there were two representatives 
each from Bench Marks Foundation 
and Sekhukune Environmental Justice 
Network, and two representative from 
each of three government departments 
-  Water and Sanitation, Agriculture, and 
Environmental Affairs. We managed to 
come up with a line of communication 
between the mine, government and the 
community by forming a task team that 
will regularly meet to try and resolve 
the issues. We continue to engage with 
the mine through this task team and we 
are monitoring the promises that the 
mine made during our meeting. We are 
monitoring the pollution and keeping 
records on everything that is happening 
there.

Over a six month period I wrote up the 
interviews, took photographs, wrote 
short reports and shared these with 
other community monitors on the 
WhatsAp group. I also presented these in 
the review sessions of the investigators 
and got feedback and guidance. The 

Department of Minerals and Energy got 
to know of our work and a story on our 
work was published in the African Times. 
I was very happy when the university 
student from Venda University called 
me after seeing the story in the African 
Times. We had an opportunity to meet 
the students and we agreed to work 
together with students doing their PHD 
in Environmental Studies. We did our first 
water sampling on 18/08/2017. Another 
sample was collected on 14/09/2017 
and we are waiting for the results. The 
student also helped us to take a dead 
animal to the lab in Mokopane to test for 
the causes of death. 

It was amazing to work with the 
team from Department of Water and 
Sanitation in our district municipality of 
Sekhukhune. They made sure that each 
time the mine engaged them they told 
the mine management that they are not 
the right people to communicate with 
and referred the mine to the community. 
They made sure we are always updated 
with any communication and brought 
the line of communication between the 
community and the mine. The whole 
team was very supportive and during 
the sampling we took on 11/09/2017 
with the mine they took their time 
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and delivered the sample to the lab in 
Pretoria at their own cost. Working with 
the Department of Agriculture was hard 
at first time but we believe the line of 
communication will be smooth for both 
organisations and the Farmers.

We continually meet with the community 
to update them on the situation. We are 
compiling a report on the issue

CHALLENGES AND LEARNINGS

It was a challenge to work alone with 
people from five different villages far 
apart from each other, and uniting them 
was more challenging. As a young female 
it was challenging to work with elderly 
traditional men who believe a woman 
cannot lead. They don’t believe in women 
taking a lead. Travelling long distances in 
the bushes, as I walked from one village 
to another was at times a challenge as I 
did not always feel safe.

Communities always need quick 
responses as they don’t believe in people 
who take time to communicate. Even 
when I had nothing to report they insist 
on meeting and constant communication. 
They challenge you if things are slow.

The mine has no respect towards the 
community and their strategy is to divide 
the community. They prefer to talk to 
individuals. 

I learned one should never give up. 
It does not matter how long it takes, 
with persistence you will get it in the 
end. Never lose focus on your target. In 
meetings the farmers bring new issues. 
Always keep focus. I have learnt that an 

activist must be persistent and press on 
even when it looks like you are losing. 
You should seek out information that 
can help you, be flexible, be selfless, 
disciplined and honest

I encountered problems with time and 
with storing information. I also had 
problems with meeting travel, internet 
and communication costs. Personally I 
need skills in writing letters. 

Our families often think we are wasting 
our time because at the end of the day 
we can’t provide for our family. We end 
up having nothing to show them because 
we can’t even put bread on the table and 
they end up discouraging us to look for 
jobs instead of being Activist.

Women activists get treated as lesser 
beings than men. There is the mentality 
in our community of saying women 
cannot lead. This is happening even 
in our community organisations 
were women are not given power or 
positions of leadership and some of our 
fellow male comrades encourage the 
community not to take seriously anything 
we as women are doing, just because 
you are WOMEN.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Mine must start engaging directly 
with the people who are directly 
affected, that is the communities 
and not with government on behalf 
of communities. 

• Government must ensure they take 
up community mandate and not 
take decisions on behalf of the 
community 
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Before beginning our work in Vosman, 
Lorraine Kakaza and I attempted to 
work in the community of Clewer, 
in Emalahleni. We had previously 
researched water and livestock issues in 
Clewer, and since the Umzobani mine, 
is only about 500m from community 
members’ houses we decided to 
investigate if the lack of a fence between 
the community and the mine was a 
problem for the Clewer community.

Our investigation showed that the 
mine was fenced, but that the dam 
was unfenced. We did a site visit and 
investigated who the dam belongs 
to, who made it, as well as to who is 
using it and for what.  After speaking 

to community members we identified 
that the community was experiencing 
problems with air pollution which 
resulted in respiratory problems. We 
decided to investigate this problem. 
However, since we are not from this 
area, we needed to find a contact person 
from the area whom we could train 
and rely on. Community members we 
identified were not happy to become 
part of an investigation. They said 
many NGO’s came and did research in 
the area but never gave feedback.  We 
therefore stopped our investigation. We 
realise that we need to win the trust of 
the community, and build a community 
group before we can continue work in 
this area.

THE FENCING OF MINE SITES AND 
DAMAGE FROM BLASTING IN VOSMAN

Susan Moraba
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We then decided to investigate problems 
experienced by the Vosman community, 
relating to six mines, some only about 
100m away from the community. These 
are the Transvaal and Delagoa Bay 
abandoned mine in Ferro-Bank, Vosman 
Kwa-Guqa in Emalahleni. These are Berg 
coal mining, Schoenland Colliery, Isivinini 
Mining, Moshoeka Colliery, Motau Mining 
and the Mosera (Sinose) Coal Mining. 

All these mines are not fenced. Only 
their site offices are fenced. The rest of 
the mine sites are demarcated by big 
ditches and big piles of soil. The roads 
used by the mine trucks and vehicles is 
a gravel road which is dusty. The mines 
are divided by a wetland / stream which 
is surrounded by acid mine drainage 
from the underground water from the 
abandoned mine site.

Before discussion with the community 
I visited the site to observe what was 
happening. I took photographs, and 
noted problems I observed on the site 
and in the community. I visited two sites 
three times a month to spot if there were 
any new things or any changes. After 
recording these observations I visited the 

community to find out the issues they 
saw as important. I also talked to a few 
women and a few men that I met on the 
road. People complained about dust from 
the mine after blasting, cracks in their 
houses and that the mines did not inform 
them when they were going to blast.

I wrote a letter of complaint to the 
Department of Mineral Resources (DMR) 
about the unfenced operational sites of 
the mines, the issues in the community 
such as the blasting, dust, cracked 
houses and the lack of notification 
before blasting. The letter also asked 
DMR to give more information about the 
mines as I had no contacts for the mines 
or any other information. The letter was 
written and submitted on the 17th of 
June 2017 (first letter) and the second 
letter was submitted on the 25th of July 
2017. 

Whilst waiting for the response to the 
letter I made contact in the community 
and with a community group called 
Sinqobile Environmental Group. We 
invited two members of this group to a 
community monitors alerts workshop 
held in August 2017 whereby a new 
working relationship with the community 
of Vosman started. I informed them 
about the DMR letter I wrote and the 
support I needed from them.

DMR submitted my letter to the mines 
and two of the six mines, Isivinini 
and Mosera Mines responded with an 
appointment to see me with regard to 
the issues. 

On the 2nd of August I received a call 
from Mosera mining, from a community 
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liaison officer who wanted to set an 
appointment for the 10th of August 
2017. At the Mosera mining company 
I met with the Mine Manager, Contract 
Manager, Site manager, Community 
Liaison Officer and three community 
members who had been invited to 
the meeting by the mine manager. 
The meeting went well with the mine 
manager agreeing on the need for 
the safety measures mentioned in the 
letter. He also mentioned the challenges 
they face in terms of not fencing the 
whole premises. The meeting gave me 
an understanding about small mining 
companies and how they operate as well 
as the way they do things/ business.

My first meeting with the Isivinini mine 
was on 7 August 2017, and on the 11 
August we met at their mine site offices. 
I invited community members from 
Vosman to attend this meeting with the 
mine manager and the safety officer. 
The process of how a company gets 
mining rights and the issues to do with 
community participation were unpacked. 
The mine manager showed us the paper 
work with regard to their mining rights 
and he and the safety officer explained 
the reasons why they didn’t fence their 
mine premises. 

Whilst waiting for the other four mines to 
respond to our letter, we started to build 
a group in the Vosman area with the help 
of Bench Marks Foundation. We had a 
workshop on the 13 September 2017 and 
a meeting on the 26 September 2017. 
We moved around the community taking 
photos of the issues and talking to some 
community members who are affected by 
the mines. On the 29 and 30 September 

we met with the local community group 
and had another video shoot at Vosman 
to finalize the video that we had started 
work on in August to highlight the 
community problems in Vosman.

The community had written a letter to 
DMR in October 2016 on the very same 
issues we were taking up in 2017. They 
had never got a reply to that letter. 
They are now tackling the issues with 
the mines and are planning to involve 
the ward councillor in attending the 
environmental meetings. The challenge 
is that some in the group are taking 
information to the mines. They need to 
trust each other in order to build a good 
community awareness campaign in their 
community and make the community 
aware that they don’t want to close 
the mines. What the group wants is to 
make sure that the mines develop their 
community and comply with their Social 
and Labour Plans. They want to make 
sure that the mines leave benefits for 
the community when they leave the area, 
and that the community benefits from 
the mines while they are operating in the 
area

We will be writing a follow up letter to 
DMR about the mines and we will keep 
on building the community group for 
further actions to happen.

As an activist I have learned to be 
patient, to understand the issues and 
challenges people face day to day, and 
how they feel about these things. 

CHALLENGES AND LEARNINGS

I was at risk as a pregnant woman of 



20

inhaling the dust, and of travelling long 
distances. My safety is at risk as I have to 
travel from one area to another. Now that 
my baby is born, I have to leave my new 
born baby at home. 

It is not easy to gain the trust of 
community members when you are a 
stranger to the community. When you 
do not reside in the community where 
you are working you should be patient 
and persevere. It is important to gain 
the trust of community members. People 
have to begin to help themselves.
Groups in a community do not trust 
each other. There are people who take 
information and pass on to the local 
councillor or the mine manager and 
create stumbling blocks 
I experienced financial constraints when 
travelling with community members to 

the mines. There were transport and 
food costs which were difficult to meet. 
Large numbers of community members 
survive on grants. There is high 
unemployment in our communities. In 
such conditions you need activists who 
will take up issues but they themselves 
are unemployed. We activists are 
volunteers. We are not paid, but we 
are given small stipends. We often lose 
good people because activists go away 
in search of money. We need to look at 
ways to raise money for activist work 
through crowd funding for example, so 
that we can draw in and keep activists.

We should have backup support from 
NGO’s who can provide mentoring and 
visit our communities at least once a 
month to motivate the communities and 
give them more confidence.
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Chaneng clinic has been operating 
with a shortage of professional nurses 
since the Royal Bafokeng Platinum Mine 
(RBPlat) withdraw their financial support 
in 2016. This resulted in communities 
from Chaneng, Robega, Mafenya and 
Rasimone who use the clinic spending a 
long time in queues at the clinic. Besides 
the slow service there is unsatisfying 
medical attention.

My plan was to find out why the RBPlat 
withdrew their financial support. I talked 
with the clinic manager, clinic committee, 
nurses, some key community leaders 
and Bojanala Health Department. Even 
though she said it was not an interview, 

the clinic manager gave us some 
information. I interviewed nurses and the 
clinic committee. I met traditional leaders 
and the ward councillor. 

On the 24 April I met with the Chaneng 
Clinic Manager, Sister Ntsime. She told 
me that to interview her I must have a 
letter from Tlhabane Health Center. We 
talked, but she told me that this is not 
an interview, it is just a talk. She told me 
that they have a shortage of professional 
staff, since the nurses provided by the 
mine have left. The nurses at the clinic 
are now doing a double job, but the 
community are all over them and can’t 
see this.

CHANENG CLINIC

Collen Lesego Raphata
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On 3 May I tried to meet with traditional 
leaders, but that they were busy and told 
me to come on the Friday. When I went 
as asked they were not there.
 
I spoke to the Tlhabane Health Centre 
manager who did not want to tell me 
her name. She told me to go to Bojanala 
Health District because they can provide 
me with a letter that would allow her to 
be interviewed. When I got to the Health 
Department I found that the person I had 
to see, Mr Musi is in a workshop. I was 
told to come the next day. I met him the 
next day and he told me that they are no 
longer giving out these letters. He said 
that Miss Thupae and her assistant Miss J 
Mataboge are the ones who can help me. 
He told me that a nurse at the clinic has 
to attend to 35 to 40 patient a day and 
that for the community to have Health 
Center there have to be 60 000 people in 
the community.

On 8 May I called at the office of Miss 
Thupae but got no answer. I made a 
follow up on the 9 May and found Miss 
J Mataboge who told me that they will 
meet with me on 11 May, but they 
will call me first. Ole and I prepared a 
letter on the 10 May asking the Health 
Department for permission to interview 
the Clinic Manager. We hoped to give 
the letter to Miss Thupae at the Health 
Department on the 11 May. But since 
they did not confirm the appointment I 
sent the letter via email on 12 May. On 
19 May I called the Department and they 
told me that their task team is busy with 
that letter and would call me.

I had a great interview with one of the 
nurses at the clinic even if she told me 
not to mention her name. She told me 
that she likes to work as a nurse but 
since those professional nurses left 
they are now working double job. She 
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said that she attends to between 40 to 
200 patients a day in a 12-hour shift 
and that there are only two professional 
nurses and one assistant nurse. On the 
night shift there is one professional and 
one assistant nurse, with the assistant 
nurse working at reception because the 
receptionist does not work on the night 
shift or on weekends. She said that it 
will be better if the mine can bring back 
those two professional nurses since they 
are working with a community that has 
grown in number because of the mine. 
She said the clinic even attends to mine 
workers. She said sometime she thinks 
of leaving her job and going back home 
where she knows she can attend to only 
10 to 20 patients a day.

In our community we have monthly 
meetings every 3rd Sunday.  I introduced 
the clinic issue to my clan because 
the formal traditional leaders engage 
with the community. I am now working 
with new traditional leaders and the 
ward councillor. The traditional leaders 
told the ward councillor to schedule a 
meeting with the mine. The councillor 
agreed to call me when they have set a 
meeting with mine so that I can present 
my findings. 

CHALLENGES AND LEARNINGS

The Department of Health at a district 
level was not helpful as I needed a letter 
permitting interviews with the clinic 
manager and staff. There is always 
resistance from authorities. Information 
access from government departments 
needs consistency and proper follow up 
and takes time. 

Having a plan helps to direct one to set 
goals. When things don’t work out you 
need to develop an alternative. I learned 
the importance of asking for assistance. 
I learned throughout the process that 
one has to have creative ways to gather 
information. One can gather information 
even in informal conversations. 

Consistency and follow up is key. 
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Potholes riddle the access road linking 
the Hackney and Twickenham shafts in 
the Greater Tubatse Local Municipality 
in Sekhukhune region of the Limpopo 
Province. I live in the area where this 
problem exists and I witnessed the 
challenges and danger this road posed 
to community members and other road 
users. The community had marched to 
the mine in 2015 demanding that the 
road be repaired. Promises were made 
by the general manager to identify and 
appoint a local contractor to repair 
the potholes but the problem was not 
resolved. Instead the road condition 
worsened and it now poses an even more 

serious life threats to the community and 
other road users.

I wanted through my investigation, to 
expose the dire consequences of this 
problem and trigger community action.

STRATEGIES, PLAN AND 
IMPLEMENTATION CHRONOLOGY  

The strategy was to get the mine or 
local municipality responsible for road 
maintenance to patch the potholes, 
maintain the road and create local 
income generation. The plan was to 
investigate the root cause of the issue, 

THE ROAD LINKING TWO MINE SHAFTS IS A 
DANGER TO THE COMMUNITY

Elton Thobejane
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gather information and sell the outcome 
to the affected community so as to build 
power.

In April 2017 I conducted an 
investigation. I interacted with road users 
including the Local taxi association and 
local taxi drivers. They expressed dismay 
about the state of the road. I interviewed 
a local and small business owner to hear 
his views on the matter. I went to the site 
to take photos and I mapped the area. 

I collected previous memoranda handed 
to the mine during community protests 
about the road. I used the Promotion of 
Access to Information Act to request a 
copy of the current Social and Labour 
Plans and the annual reports of the 
mining company, as they would not give 
me access when I first approached them. 

I attended the IDP consultation meeting 
to get the copy of the Integrated 
Development Plan for the current 
financial year. I secured an appointment 
with the Director of the Local Economic 
Development Department to discuss 

the problem in an attempt to find out 
whether the municipality is responsible 
for the upkeep of the road. I conducted 
a mini investigation about the state of 
roads in communities where mining 
takes place.

In July I arranged a feedback meeting 
to report on the outcome of the review 
meeting of the 21st June 2017 to the 
committee working with me on this 
investigation. I established community 
links with leaders of various villages 
or communities affected by the same 
problem to build capacity and community 
power. I drafted the grievance to the 
mine outlining the problem, proposing 
a date for a meeting to discuss the 
issue,  recommendations for solving the 
problem permanently, and giving them 
14 days to respond. 

In August I had a caucus meeting 
with members of our delegation to 
prepare for the first meeting with the 
mine representatives regarding the 
complaint we had lodged. However 
when we arrived at the meeting we 
were met with the mining company’s 
Community Coordinator who told us 
that the office administrator and the 
Senior Social Plans Manager could not 
avail themselves because they had 
to attend a workshop urgently. After 
lengthy deliberations, it was agreed that 
it was pointless to present our case to 
the Community Coordinator as he did 
not have decision making powers. We 
reported the outcome of this meeting 
to the Morapaneng Development 
Initiative Committee members who 
are responsible for calling community 
meetings for report back.
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 We met with the Senior Social Plans 
Manager a few days later and we tabled 
our complaint and our proposals on how 
best the mine can solve the problem. He 
indicated that the mine was not aware of 
the challenges faced by the communities. 
He promised to call a broader meeting 
between ourselves and senior mine 
managers to find a solution to the 
problem. We requested that a community 
member be given the opportunity to 
repair the potholes.

In September I wrote a follow up email 
to the mine on what was agreed upon 
during our two meetings and to find out 
about the promised meeting with senior 
mine managers .

Also in September a meeting was called 
with the help of the committee to provide 
feedback to the community on the two 

meetings we had with the two separate 
mine representatives. 

Over the five months period from April 
to September 2017 I was able to mobilise 
the affected community to rally behind 
the issue and support me in the process. 
I wrote a summary report about the 
work we had done to guide us during 
negotiations. I lodged a complaint and 
secured an appointment to discuss 
the matter. I convinced a senior social 
performance manager that this is indeed 
the problem and it should be dealt 
with urgently in accordance with our 
proposal.

In the beginning it was just my project 
but more people became interested to 
a point that a committee was formed to 
back me up and help in organising and 
arranging meetings. Every time I had 
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been to a review meeting with Bench 
Marks Foundation or needed a platform 
to report on the progress, I made sure I 
reported back to the committee and the 
community. Thus far we have met nine 
times.

We are still waiting for the next meeting 
with top mine management. We have 
been following up with them without 
getting confirmation of a meeting. If the 
meeting does not take place this year, 
then we believe the matter must be 
escalated to the head office.

CHALLENGES AND LEARNINGS

It was a challenge to mobilise members 
of the community because they had lost 
hope in local government and the mine. 

It was a challenge to get hold of the 
mining company’s Social and Labour 
Plans and annual report to determine 
whether there are measures in place to 
address the problem. 

The local municipality did not honour 
their appointment to discuss the matter.

It was difficult to count and measure 
the size and the number of the potholes 
because they kept on increasing in size 
and in number.

It was difficult to get solid and 
convincing answers from the Community 
Engagement Forum and the Local 
Business Forum on local economic 
upliftment and job creation.

The group I worked with and I myself 
had difficulties with meeting the costs of 

unaffordable and very expensive data, 
travel costs, and paying for documents 
such as the SLPs. We shared resources 
provided to us by our families because 
we had no other means to sustain 
ourselves as fulltime activists.

We also lacked good communication 
skills such as writing skills. We needed 
expert advice on very complex and 
technical matters like the extent of the 
danger of the rock mined. 

As activists we should not despair 
because we lack resources. We are 
activists because of the challenges 
we experience on a daily basis and 
we became activists because we had 
the courage to seek justice for our 
communities. The cornerstone of 
activism is the ability to fight for what 
you believe. The attitude therefore 
should be to keep on fighting and always 
be ready.



Follow the Work of the The 
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