
 

 

 

Report on the 

 Jagersfontein Tailings Disaster 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Team   

BENCH MARKS FOUNDATION 

Updated Report - September 2023  

PO Box 62538 

Marshalltown  

2107 

 

NPO 048-041 



 ii 

Executive Summary 

In the early hours of 11 September 2022, the tailing dam at the Jagersfontein mine burst its wall, 

sending a torrent of toxic mine waste down the slope to the settlements of Charlesville and Itumeleng. 

Two people died, two are still missing, 164 houses were partially or totally destroyed, farmland was 

rendered toxic and unusable, and livestock was killed.  

Both the mining company and the government had repeatedly been warned of the danger, by the 

local municipality, by employees and by residents. But the company continued to pour waste into the 

dam as they processed it for diamonds. They built the dam wall using the tailings themselves as 

material for the wall, a practice known to be unstable. The government, in the form of the Department 

of Minerals and Energy and the Department of Water and Sanitation, did nothing effective to relieve 

the danger. 

The impact of this disaster has been to render the local population homeless and send them to a 

holding shelter 120kms away, conveniently also far away from the media. A year later they are living 

in rented accommodation in Jagersfontein, Fauresmith and in the two townships, but still not in 

reconstructed houses.  

Bench Marks Foundation first visited Jagersfontein the day after the disaster and has visited many 

times since. The research team has conducted many interviews with key role players and informants. 

They have also conducted thorough desktop research into the history of the mine and the genesis of 

the dam wall failure that caused the disaster. Regrettably, the company has refused to communicate 

with the researchers, consistent with its general strategy of silence. 

Meanwhile, every day, the company is removing tailings from the dam and disposing of them down 

the hole, which is the site of the original mine. In the process, the dam wall becomes thinner and more 

vulnerable, and when it fills again with the summer rains, there is a serious risk of another rupture.  

Thabo, a former employee of the mine and current resident of Charlesville, was woken by the sound 

of the dam wall bursting. He himself was carried away by the torrent but managed, almost 

miraculously, to survive. Just before the torrent hit them, he was helping a family to escape. The 

mother was one of those who died. 

The impact of the disaster was devastating. Kopanong municipality was already an impoverished and 

neglected community before the disaster, with an unemployment rate of more than 70% and virtually 

zero municipal revenue. The community tells of the psychological suffering they continue to endure, 

and the cloud of fear under which they exist. This is on top of the material loss ς of homes, of farming 

livelihoods and of health. The deposits which now poison the earth and the air in all probability contain 

arsenic and asbestos, commonly found in diamond mine tailings. The sewage system is dysfunctional 

and the water is contaminated.  

In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, Jagersfontein was visited by politicians from the President 

to various parliamentary committees. But the visits were more plentiful than the action. The 

Department of Mineral Resources Ƙŀǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ΨŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎΩ ǿƘȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜ 

the mine ς because, technically, the diamond re-processing activities are not classified as mining. 

Strangely, it is the same DMRE that issued a mining licence to the Jagersfontein Community Trust in 

2009. The Department of Water and Sanitation initiated an official investigation to inform possible 

legal options. There has still been no report from this. 
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The company has said it takes full responsibility for the disaster and made R20 million available for 

restitution. Minerals Council South Africa added a further R50 million. In May this year, only R100,000 

has actually been disbursed. Bench Marks estimates that R150 million will be required for full 

restitution.  

The company has consistently failed to communicate with the local community ς to this day there is 

no clear information available about how the remainder of the tailings, which look precarious, are 

being made safe. Instead the company has held meetings with individual families, who have been told 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎƛƎƴ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŜ against court action, the mine will not rebuild their 

houses. 

There are many promises of assistance, from the Deputy President and from the provincial 

government, but little action. 

South Africa has a clear legislative framework regulating the construction and management of tailings 

dams. In addition, there is a wealth of material readily available on international best practice. Despite 

all this, the research team found that the Jagersfontein dam had violated many of these. It was built 

on top of an aquifer and at the confluence of a number of water sources, preventing the tailings from 

drying adequately. The gradient of the dam and the growing height of the dam wall, as more and more 

waste were pumped into the dam, rendered it unsafe. Its location above township communities, but 

below the white community, was typical of apartheid planning. And its location near to critical 

infrastructure and uphill from unpolluted water sources compounded the effects of the disaster.   

The report has recommendations for the company, for the government and for the National 

Prosecuting Authority (NPA).  

For the company it recommends, amongst other things, the complete removal of the tailings from 

their current location and a halt to all mining and processing activity until that has been done. The 

company must provide the community with information and documentation, dismiss those who are 

responsible, and fully compensate and give full restitution to the victims, as well as contributing to the 

development of a local economic development strategy for the community of Jagersfontein and 

Kopanong. The company should commit to implementing the Global Industry Standard on Tailings 

Management (GISTM). 

For the government, it recommends a number of legislative and regulatory measures for tailings dams, 

as well as a hotline to allow members of the public to raise concerns about the condition of any dam. 

Government officials responsible for the errors and negligence behind the disaster must be dismissed, 

and vacant posts in the mining inspectorate must be filled. The company must be forced to respect 

ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƭƭǳǘŜǊ ǇŀȅΩ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ and implement full restitution. Mining companies must be prohibited from 

selling non-profitable mines, and they must be required to close and properly rehabilitate them. 

The National Prosecuting Authority must institute criminal proceedings against all parties responsible 

for the disaster (NPA). 
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1. Introduction 

On Sunday morning, 11 September 2022, between 02:00 and 06:00 in the morning, the residents of 

Charlesville and Itumeleng villages in Jagersfontein woke up to a rumbling sound. The sound was soon 

ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǿŀǾŜ ƻŦ ΨƎǊŜȅ ƳǳŘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǊƻƭƭŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜǎ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨƎǊŜȅ ƳǳŘΩ 

(tailing sludge from a nearby mine) swept over the R704 regional road in three places.  

The torrent swept through the township communities of Charlesville and Itumeleng, killing two 

people, leaving two missing and injuring dozens more, and severely damaging 164 houses. Many cars 

were swept away. Furniture, electrical appliances, clothes and personal belongings were destroyed. 

The waste covered farmland and grazing fields. It ended in the Proses River about 8.5 kilometres 

away1.  

 
Figure 1 Photo of the aftermath. Many of the low-income residents of Charlesville lost cars, furniture, 

homes, loved ones (Photo Brown Motsau and David van Wyk) 

Most health and safety officials would agree that most mine disasters are caused by human 

negligence, error, greed, or a combination of the three.  

                                                      
1 http://www.wise-uranium.org/mdaf.html, accessed 21st August 2023. 

http://www.wise-uranium.org/mdaf.html
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Figure 2 Location of Jagersfontein in South Africa (Sapora, 2010) 

1.1 Structure of the report 

After explaining how we conducted this research, we outline the history of land ownership and 

diamond mining in Jagersfontein. We then examine the 12-year period leading up to the disaster 

before ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ ²Ŝ ǘƘŜƴ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƛǘǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ 

of government and the company, followed by identifying the promises made for restitution and 

compensation. We then outline the legal and best practice situation for tailings dams, before making 

our findings, drawing conclusions and finally making a series of recommendations for the mining 

company, national government and the National Prosecuting Authority.  

1.2 Tailings dams 

IndustriALL Global Union, the global umbrella labour organisation, describes tailings and tailings dams 

as follows: 

Tailings are the waste products from mining. Mechanical and chemical processes are used to 

grind up rock into a fine sand, to extract the valuable mineral or metal from the rock ore. All 

the unrecoverable and uneconomic remnants from this process are waste. They include finely 

ground rock particles, chemicals, minerals, and water. Depending on the type of mining, 

tailings can be liquid, solid or a slurry of fine particles. Many substances found in tailings are 

toxic, even radioactive, and itΩǎ not uncommon to find large amounts of cyanide, mercury and 

arsenic in tailings.  

Tailings dams are used to store water and waste that come as by products from the mining 

process. It is estimated there are at least 3,500 tailings dams around the world. But as there 

are around 30,000 industrial mines, the number of tailings dams is likely to be much higher. 

https://www.industriall-union.org/
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Tailings dams can be huge in size, as big as lakes, and reach 300 metres high. As the slurry of 

waste is piped into the dam, the solids settle to the bottom and the water is recycled to be 

used in the separation process again. 

Rather than reinforced concrete, tailings dams use earth or rock to create a barrage. However, 

most tailings dams use the cheaper but more dangerous upstream method of construction, 

using the tailings themselves to create a barrier.  The dam is then continually raised to 

accommodate more waste. These dams are more unstable and more prone to leakage. 

Tailings dams need regular maintenance and monitoring to ensure that there is sufficient 

drainage and the dam is strong enough to contain the mining waste. 

Tailings dams can pose a threat to local wildlife as birds and animals bathe in and drink from 

the contaminated waters. Leakage of toxic substances from tailings dams can also cause 

damage to the immediate environment. (IndustriALL Global Union, 2019). 

Becker, G (2020) explains the uncertainties about tailings dams, which is why they generally ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ 

insured: 

The insurance industry has to set the bar high, even where standards exist. This is especially so 

in the case of tailings facilities, given that the risks involved are sizable and extremely 

challenging to assess. Many tailings dams are thirty or more years old, making it almost 

impossible to accurately establish their current condition, much less how they will continue to 

perform over time. This is a major reason why tailings dams are generally not insured. 

The possible effects of climate change on tailings facilities are adding to the challenges faced 

by the industry and creating an additional level of uncertainty for insurers. Unlike water 

retention dams, tailings dams ŀǊŜ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ΨǊŀƛǎŜǎΩ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƳƛƴŜ 

(Dugdale & Isleib, 2019). Given the potential for the frequency and intensity of rainfall to 

increase in certain regions, this can increase the aggregate risk of dam failure ς as tailings may 

liquify or break down over time when exposed to heavier rainfall if not managed appropriately. 

(Becker, G. 2020:207). 

The Institute of Mine Seismology describes how hard it is to monitor the dams: 

Tailings storage facilities are some of the most challenging structures to operate in the mining 

industry. These structures fail far more regularly than normal water-storage dams. Many of 

these structures are susceptible to liquefaction and piping failure. [Liquefaction is when the 

tailings become too wet, the balance between liquids and solids tilts in favour of the liquids, 

which causes the tailings to become unstable and dangerous.] Therefore, they need to be 

monitored carefully...  

[Most current tailings monitoring techniques] can easily miss the early signs of failure, where 

the zone of degradation may be small and localised.  

In some cases, radars and/or high-resolution cameras are used to monitor small deformations 

on the dam walls. Unfortunately, these methods measure surface perturbations and are 

incapable of detecting internal changes within the walls. 

Of further concern with current monitoring technologies is the poor performance during 

periods of heavy rainfall. (Institute of Mine Seismology [IMS], 2022) 
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Water and tailings do not go together. Tailings exist to evaporate and train water out of mine sludge 

as quickly as possible. Where tailings are overfull and start to overflow (seepage flow), it should be 

recognised as a clear sign of imminent disaster.  

Small deformations on the dam wall become very difficult to detect due to the fluid on the 

wallΩs surface. Similarly, seepage flow rates are difficult to interpret during heavy rainfall due 

to rainwater flowing down the embankment, making seepage flow measuring challenging. 

Limitations in measuring seepage flow are unfortunate, as heavy rain has been known to be a 

significant contributing factor to tailings dam wall failures. (IMS, 2022). 

In summary, tailings dams contain huge quantities of toxic material. They are often constructed in an 

incremental manner, saving cost by using the waste material itself to build the dam wall, whose height 

is raised as the quantity of waste material grows. This requires regulation and constant monitoring. 

Such dams are vulnerable to heavy rainfall, which can become more frequent in some areas as a 

resault of climate change. Deterioration in the structural integrity of the dam walls can be hard to 

detect. 

2. Methodology 

On 12 September 2022, the day after the disaster, .ŜƴŎƘ aŀǊƪǎΩ ƭŜŀŘ researcher, David van Wyk, 

together with Dr Anita Venter of the University of the Free State, visited Jagersfontein. Apart from 

familiarising themselves with the extent of the disaster and the layout of the town and the mine, they 

meet with private business owners, individuals affected by the disaster and the Kopanong Mayor and 

his personal assistant. In the process, they identified key informants. 

David van Wyk visited Jagersfontein again on 16 September 2022, accompanied by Bench Marks staff 

member Brown Motsau and Bench Marks Community Facilitator for the Free State, Makhotla Sefuli. 

On this visit, they observed the visit by the Chairperson of the Portfolio Committee on Mineral 

Resources and Energy. Mine officials were not available to be interviewed either telephonically or in 

person.  

On 21 September 2022, David van Wyk returned to Jagersfontein with a crew from the TV current 

affairs production, Checkpoint. During this visit, the TV crew managed to corner the mine manager on 

the flooded road below the tailings, but he refused to speak and took evasive action. David 

interviewed key informants and observed local government interactions with the community. He also 

visited the disaster victims at the holding centre just outside Bloemfontein. He observed the response 

ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ WƻƘŀƴ wǳǇŜǊǘΩǎ wŜƛƴŜǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊΦ  

On 22 September, the Bench Marks staff observed the visit of the Chairperson of the National Council 

of Provinces Select Committee on Land Reform, Environment, Mineral Resources & Energy, Tebogo 

Constance Modise, who met with the Mayor of Kopanong, Xolani Stalin-Koba Tseletsele, and was 

taken on a site visit.   

On 17 November 2022, David returned to Jagersfontein with Richard Spoor, attorney. They visited the 

first Human Settlements Department show house in Charlesville, and met with the Mayor of Kopanong 

and his team. They also met with and interviewed key community informants. 

On 19 January 2023, David met with key community informants in Bloemfontein, a location designed 

to minimise the possibility of information being affected by intimidation in the Jagersfontein area. 

https://pmg.org.za/tabled-committee-report/5128/
https://www.enca.com/shows/checkpoint-jagersfontein-12-october-2022
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On 5 April 2023, David accompanied a team from Workers World Media to Jagersfontein to film a 

documentary. Again, there were interviews with key informations and, in addition, river water was 

tested for Total Dissolved Solids (TDS). 

David returned to Jagersfontein for three further visits in June, July and August, accompanied by a 

new Bench Marks researcher, Dr Nteboheng Phakisi-Portas. On these visits, they monitored progress 

on rehabilitation and restoration, interviewed contractors working on house repairs, met with the 

Mayor and his team (securing permission for future workshops with the community and a community 

skills audit) and interviewed key informants.  

We made concerted efforts to engage with the management of the mine. We obtained the cellphone 

and office numbers of the mining company. All our calls were diverted to a secretary who promised 

to relay our requests for meetings with management to the managers. There was no response. The 

media teams who accompanied the research team also got no response from management. 

In addition, the Bench Marks team conducted desktop to establish: 

¶ The history of the mine and its current status. 

¶ The environmental impact assessments that had been conducted, the environmental 

management plans that existed and the existence and nature of other official documentation 

and correspondence related to the mining operation. 

¶ Global best practice in the construction, management, and maintenance of tailings. National 

legislation and regulations for Australia, Canada and Brazil were studied, and international 

expert opinion was accessed and compared. 
 

3. Historical context of Jagersfontein 

3.1 1867 to 1931 (the pre-DeBeers era) 

The history of Jagersfontein has been well documented (Philip, 2014). Jagersfontein originally 

belonged to Gert Jagers, a Griqua farmer. Those who farmed in the south-western Free State often 

settled in close proximity to fountains (natural springs). It was the stream that came from the fountain 

that ended up under the tailings that broke on 11 September 2022.  

Cornelius Johannes Visser bought Jagersfontein from Gert Jagers in 1856. When a diamond was found 

on the farm, a few diggers from Kimberley and the Vaal River were attracted and a portion of the farm 

was set aside as a public-digging site, charging a monthly fee of £2 per digger.  

By 1875, ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴŎŀǎǘ ŘƛƎƎƛƴƎǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ ƳƛƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƳonds 

were concentrated within a narrowing area of ever-increasing ȅƛŜƭŘǎ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƎŜƳ ǎǘƻƴŜǎέ 

(McNish, 1968:160-161). 

After 1880, the big diamond mining companies began to show an interest in Jagersfontein. It was 

bought by the Jagersfontein Mining & Estate Company in 1887. At first, it was worked as an opencast 

system, resulting in a huge pit, or hole, like that in Kimberley. By 1910, however, a shaft had been 

sunk, with a second shaft added later (McNish, 1968). It employed 400 white and 4,000 black workers.  

https://wwmp.org.za/2023/05/01/jagersfontein-seven-months-after-mine-dam-collapse-23/
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3.2 1931 to 2010 (the De Beers era) 

De Beers took over the mine in 1931 and operated it until 1975, when it was placed under their care 

and maintenance, until they sold it in 2010.  

 
Figure 3 Layout of the town of Jagersfontein όDƻƻƎƭŜ aŀǇǎ ŀƴŘ aŀȅƻǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜύ 

As was documented (Philip, 2014): 

Although the De Beers period can be considered the second major period of prosperity for the 

town, it did not leave such a visible footprint on the town itself, as during the first period, with 

the Jagersfontein Mining and Exploration Company already establishing the town. 

Unsuccessful negotiations with the town in obtaining municipal grounds for the erection of 

housing for mining employees resulted in the establishment of a new mining town, Charlesville, 

south-east of Jagersfontein and topographically below the mining operation. The 

establishment of Charlesville meant that the town Jagersfontein mainly served as an economic 

business centre for the mine, the mining village, and nearby smaller towns.  

Three years prior to the closing, the University of the Free State conducted a socio-economic 

assessment to assess the impact the closure of the mine would have on the town. The research 

pointed out that three small towns, Charlesville, Jagersfontein and Fauresmith, had little 

chance of survival in a rural area mainly reliant on agricultural activities for income. De Beers 

donated Charlesville to the Department of Welfare to house pensioners and people with 

disabilities unable to work. (Philip, 2014)  

During this period, the tailings were small and insignificant.  

4. Leading up to the disaster: 2010 to 2022  

4.1 Ownership 

De Beers sold the asset to a broad-based BEE entity, the Superkolong Consortium, in 2010. Part of the 

deal was a commitment by Superkolong to set up a Community Trust (the Itumeleng Community Trust) 

which would own 10% equity in the holding company, receive R20 million cash for investment, and 

https://itumeleng-trust.org/
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ƘŀǾŜ άŀ ŘŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǊƛƎƘǘέ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ wол ƳƛƭƭƛƻƴΦ Superkolong was committed to skills transfer to 

the local community, so that future employees could come from that community.  

De Beers Acting CEO, Barend Petersen, is quoted as saying: 

I am very pleased to say that De Beers, with some determination to do ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘƛƴƎΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

taking the time necessary to engage with stakeholders affected by our business, has concluded 

another transaction to introduce miners with empowerment credentials to opportunities 

which have the potential to deliver significant returns for many. The impact, particularly at 

local government level, and in the Provinces where economic development is so important to 

communities near mining resources, cannot be over-stated, as development in the rural areas 

of South Africa can exponentially benefit the economy and therefore society... We hope that 

this deal will make a meaningful contribution to the community. (Diamond World News 

Service, 2010) 

Jagersfontein Developments (Pty) Ltd came into being in 2011 when Johann Rupert, through 

Luxembourg-registered Reinert Investments, and Chris Potgieter of Sonop, the largest alluvial 

diamond mining operation in the southern hemisphere, took shares in Superkolong (Ryan, 2011). The 

new owners who took over from De Beers ramped up the tailings reclamation process, extracting 

diamonds from the other tailings sites around the operation and depositing the tailings from that 

process on the central dump that eventually broke. 

In 2022, Rupert sold his shares to the Stargems Group in Dubai, just months before the current tailings 

disaster. 

 

Figure 4 Photos of Jagersfontein tailings in 2005 and  

 

 2022 (Google Earth) 

4.2 Growing concern about the dam 

4.2.1 Community concern 

In interviews with Bench Marks after the disaster, residents of Itumeleng Township and Charlesville 

claimed that they became concerned when Jagersfontein Developments (Pty) Ltd started piling layer 

upon steep layer of fresh tailings on the steep northern embankment/wall of the dam. The tailings 

began to tower over both communities. Both Charlesville and Itumeleng Township are located 

downhill, below the dam, which is on a slope slanting down towards these two communities. The 

height and gradient of the tailings are also risky, and there were signs of stress and overload which 

became obvious to the general public, and even the mayor, who a year earlier warned that the tailings 

dam was unstable and posed a threat to the public (Pijoos, 2022).  
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Mine employees and Charlesville residents claimed that, in the two days leading up to the disaster, 

employees and community members warned the mine that the tailings dam was dangerously 

overloaded and about to break. The employees were told to keep quiet and go back to work. 

Witness B, employee in the pump station that oversaw the pumping of slurry into the tailings, said: 

We were pumping too much slurry into the tailings dam, every hour and every day. On the 

Saturday night before the tailings broke (10 September 2022), we warned our supervisors 

ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƛƭƛƴƎǎ ŘŀƳ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨŘƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅΣ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ 

ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΣ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΦΩ 

According to a community member interviewed, the police in Jagersfontein lacked impartiality; they 

suppressed community protests that attempted to bring the dangers posed by the tailings to the 

attention of management and the authorities. 

At 02:00 am on Sunday, 11 September 2022, members of the two communities claimed that when 

they heard rumbling sounds from the tailings dams, they phoned mine security, but security told them 

they had nothing to fear from the tailings. The tailings burst between 02:00 and 06:00 on that morning. 

4.2.2 Government concern 

The Department of Water and Sanitation also expressed its concerns and issued directives.  

In the days following the tailings failure, News24 reported how the DWS had raised red flags over the 

Jagersfontein mine's tailings άǎǘƻǊŀƎŜέ έ for years, highlighting excessive volumes disposed of in the 

facilities as well as the need for an "emergency preparedness plan" (Steyn, Jagersfontein: Dept of 

Water warned about facilities, need for 'emergency' plan, 2022).   

In December 2020, the department issued a directive ordering Jagersfontein Developments to cease 

operations for disposing volumes above authorised limits. The directive was lifted in January 2021. 

The directive noted how, on 29 September 2020, the department said the firm had exceeded the 

volumes authorised for the disposal on the fine tailings storage facility in contravention of the water-

ǳǎŜ ƭƛŎŜƴŎŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ άōƭŀǘŀƴǘ ƴƻƴ-ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜέ 

Ƙŀǎ άǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊŜŎŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴέ (Bega, 2022).  

It cited a repoǊǘ ōȅ {wY /ƻƴǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ нлнлΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀ άǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ Ǌƛǎƪέ ƛƴ 

ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŜ ǘŀƛƭƛƴƎǎ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƻƻΣ ƴƻǘŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƛǎǎǳŜŘ άǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǾƻƭǳƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǿŀǎǘŜ Χ ȅƻǳǊ 

ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŜŘ ƻŦ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǾƻƭǳƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǿŀǎǘŜέΦ 

The Mail and Guardian cited Carin Bosman, a water expert, saying that tƘŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ƘŀŘ:  

done a great job. They issued a directive, they followed up, ōǳǘΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ 

ǇƻƭƭǳǘƛƻƴΩ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ ²ƘŜƴ L ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

department, the battle with the politicians to keep directives issued in place was always harder 

than the battle to get the mines to do the right thing. (Bega, 2022). 

The Department of Mineral Resources and Energy claim that they ordered the mine to stop operating 

two years ago, but that the company ignored this instruction (Bega, 2022). 

The Mayor, in a Bench Marks interview, responded ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ά²ŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǿŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƛƭƛƴƎǎ 

ǇƻǎŜŘ ŀ ŘŀƴƎŜǊΚέ 
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Yes, I was. I warned the mine bosses many times and even the Department of Mineral Resources 

and Energy, but they refused to listen. Mining is a national competency, so I could do nothing 

about what happened in the mine. But the environment is a local competency; now I am 

expected to clear up the environmental mess. 

 

Figure 5 Facebook post of Mayor of Kopanong identifying the danger of a dam break, more than a 
year before the disaster 

5. ! ǎǳǊǾƛǾƻǊΩǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ 

Thabo, a former employee of the mine and current resident of Charlesville recounts the events of the 

early morning of 11 September 2022: 

I was working at the mine from 2009 to 2011. In 2009, I started as general worker; we built the 

diamond sorting plant. In 2011, I became an x-ray operator in the sorting plant.  

On the Saturday we were not aware of the trouble to come. But the people who know these 

things say it started around two in the morning. For me it started at 5 in the morning when my 

wife woke me up to say I must go and check the kettle in the kitchen, it is boiling. She heard a 

noise. I went to the kitchen and checked the kettle, but it was off. Then I thought it was a 

manganese truck passing; they drive through here from the Northern Cape. But I was wondering 

what kind of truck was that which is not passing, staying in one place.  

So, I went outside. My fears told me that the sound came from the mines. When I check it, I saw 

ŀ ǿŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭΦ ²Ŝ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƻǳǊ ǇƭŀŎŜ Χ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ώǘƘŜ ǘŀƛƭƛƴƎǎ 

dam] was broken. Then I went outside the yard to make sure. Then I saw it, it was coming out, I 

ǎŀǿ ōƭŀŎƪΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ōƻƛƭƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜƴ L ǿŜƴǘ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǎƛŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ L ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψaȅ ǿƛŦŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜ 

thought all the years, it happened! Wake up, wake up the kids and be aware. I am coming, I just 

want to go and make sure ǿƘŀǘ L ǎŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŜȅŜǎΦΩ  

My brother came from top when I was waking the other people up shouting! My brother heard 

ƳŜ ǎƘƻǳǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƻǇǎƛŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘΣ 

it is the truth, it is happening! It has brokeƴΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ Ǝƻ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜΦΩ ¢ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǊŀƴΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ 

ŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛŘŜΣ ǿŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎǊƻǎǎΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΦ  
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Then we heard an explosion [as the tailings wall gave way]. I saw something huge in the sky, like 

a storm, dust with water ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ L ŀƳ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ǘƛƭƭ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ 

can see what we saw that day! It was very horrible. Then in seconds after I ran home and shouted 

ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǿƛŦŜΣ ΨaŀƳŀ, ǘŀƪŜ ȅƻǳǊ L5 ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ Ǌǳƴ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅΗΩ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƳŀ 

listened.  

Ten minutes after we stepped away from the house, then we saw it first take the shanty. There 

were two houses there. It leaves the first one, but it takes the second one. It breaks the Mukuku 

[shack] that was standing at the side; then we saw that house exploding; then the roof came 

down. That was when we realised, all of us, that this was serious!  

I looked back and started to run away. It was where I saw a father and his son struggling with 

the mother on the fence; then I was on that scene helping. We just took the mother to the other 

side of the fence, and we also go to the other side. When I looked, in seconds the son was not 

there. It took me, lying on my stomach, a very long distance. It tossed me again on my back, it 

is where I saw light, I sŀǿ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜƴ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ Ψ¢ƘŀōƻΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ²ƻƭǿŀǎΣ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǊƛǾŜǊΦΩ  

¢ƘŜƴΣ ƭǳŎƪƛƭȅΣ L Ƙƛǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ Ψ¢ƘŀōƻΣ ŎŀǘŎƘ ƛǘΗΩΦ 

Then I used this hand to catch hold of it [the interviewee shows his badly swollen hand]. I 

grabbed the fence which touched my shoulder. Then I caught it. But I feel that this thing is taking 

me. I tried to come out of it, but now it is too high, I am under it. Then I came out. When I came 

out, I looked back and saw the father also came out, and we asked each other where is the 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦ L ŀƳ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŦŦ ώǘŀƛƭƛƴƎǎ ƳǳŘϐΣ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ ²ƘŜƴ 

we go at the back of the gate and look at the house, we saw his son hanging from the roof, using 

the window ledge for support. Imagine now, that short guy, how did he manage to catch the 

roof? Then I realised that God was with us.  

¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƳōǳƭŀƴŎŜ ŎŀƳŜΦ L ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ Ƴȅ ƛƴƧǳǊŜŘ ƘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨbƻΣ ¢Ƙŀōƻ Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻ 

ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŜŀƴ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǳǇΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŦƛƴŜΦΩ ¢Ƙen I came back, to go and look, and the fence 

that saved me it was also not there anymore, it was gone. That is when I realised that God is 

alive. The father, the brother, escaped but the mother was gone ... 

We spoke about these tailings breaking for years and years before it happened. We even made 

toyi-toyis, because we were afraid of that dam. But the police were involved, shooting us; they 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƛƴŜ ōƻǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǳǎΣ 

between us and the mine boss, protecting him. So, we realised that there is much money given 

to the police so that they can interrupt and stop the right things from happening. It is very bad; 

ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ 

Benchmarks: Since the 11th when this happened, has anyone from the mine come to speak 

to you? 

Thabo: bƻ ƻƴŜΣ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ Χ 

Benchmarks: ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ŎŀƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ŎŀƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊ ŎŀƳŜ Χ 

Thabo: Χ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǳǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜΦ 

Benchmarks: Χ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǘƻ you? The mine boss never came. 

Thabo: ¢ƘŜȅ ώǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎϐ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘƛƳΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ Ƴŀƴ ƛǎ ŦǊŜŜΦ IŜ ƛǎ 

walking free, but he made such a murder. 
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Benchmarks: So, no one from the mine came, only the politicians? 

Thabo: They are hiding this guy [the mine boss]. 

6. The impact of the disaster 

In addition to the two deaths and two missing people, and the 164 severely damaged houses, the spill 

that flooded down the valley had a devastating effect on livestock ς one farmer in Vlakfontein lost 

90% of his sheep. 

And on top of the immediate effect, lawyers representing the victims believe that the tailings 

contained arsenic, silica and possibly asbestos, and that when the soil dries out the dust may be 

harmful to human health. 

6.1 Context 

1. The municipality, like many municipalities, is in effect bankrupt, with no revenue income 

stream. The municipality cannot even pay staff as a result.  

2. The municipality has been unable to levy rates and taxes from Jagersfontein Development 

(Pty) Ltd back to 2009. 

3. The provincial roads between Jagersfontein and neighboring towns are rapidly deteriorating. 

This this will impact negatively on reconstruction and development. 

4. The local community is impoverished, with extremely high levels of unemployment. As can be 

deduced from the table below, real unemployment in Kopanong is 71,16% 

Table 1 Kopanong unemployment statistics 2011 (Stats SA) 

 

6.2 Social and psychological effects 

Those dislocated by the disaster still have not been returned to their houses or received replacement 

houses. The black communities of Itumeleng and Charlesville have always been on the margins of 

society. To be relegated to the margins according to Hugo Ka Canham (2023) leads to: 

Feelings coursing near the surface. Catching feelings. Shackled to emotions. In a defensive 

posture. Touchy. Surly. Chips on our shoulders. Charged in ways that those who are fully human 

do not have to be. Charged in ways that surprise others. Seeing into the past and future and 

connecting invisible but sedimented histories of trauma. 

As key informant, ¢ƘŀōƻΣ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ άhǳǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ƻǳǊ ŦŀǘŜΦ .ǳǘ 

since the accident, we live in constant fear. It Ƙŀǎ Ǝƻǘ ǿƻǊǎŜΦέ  
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Apart from the fear of the tailings dam, the two communities have to deal with loss. A 21-year-old 

young man who lost his mother is haunted by the image of her being swept away by the sludge. The 

young man informs the Bench Marks research team that his family structure has been interrupted and 

that his life will never be the same without his mother:  

I tried to hold on to my mother as the sludge was taking her away, but I failed. I still remember 

her eyes as she was being carried away by thŜ ǎƭǳŘƎŜΦ !ǘ ƴƛƎƘǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎƭŜŜǇΦ L ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊ ŦŀŎŜΤ L 

see her scared eyes. I will never be the same again. 

Another male resident, who lost 27 cows during the accident, recalls how he is now άless of a manέ. 

After the accident, he has lost confidence and his wife now undermines him. He still tries his best to 

άǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎǘǊƻƴƎέ ōȅ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǘŀƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

poisonous sludge (see picture below). 

 
Figure 6 Garden soil contaminated with poisonous sludge 

After a disaster, whether man-made or natural, communities experience tangible and intangible 

losses. Hawkins and Maurer (2011) conducted a study in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina and 

discovered that the communities affected experienced different losses that were not taken into 

consideration in Jagersfontein ς a sense of community loss (break down of social fabric), loss of trust 

in a stable environment, loss of things that provided security (e.g a home).  

6.3 Houses 

¢ƘŜƛǊ ƻƭŘ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǿŜǇǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƭǳŘƎŜΣ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǿ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ άƴƻ-go-ȊƻƴŜέΦ ! ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƻ 

asked the Bench Marks research team not to reveal her name, revealed that the mine is building a 

new house for her because the sludge swept away her old house. However, in comparison with her 

old house, the new one will be small.  
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Figure 7 The only thing left of these Charlesville houses in the front of the photo are their foundations 
(Photo Brown Motsau and David van Wyk) 

The Bench Marks team visited the site where the mine is building new houses. The residents whose 

houses were swept away will have to settle for much smaller houses. This will be a difficult transition, 

ōǳǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǳǎΥ άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŘƻΦ ²Ŝ have to adapt, even if adapting 

ƳŜŀƴǎ ǎŜǘǘƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƭŜǎǎΦέ  

This means the residents of both Itumeleng and Charlesville are once again banished to even worse 

conditions than before. There is unfamiliarity that will come with adapting to the new living conditions 

ς both their internal and external worlds have been shattered (Alcock, 2003).  

 
Figure 8 A new house being built close to the ones that were damaged by the sludge 

The smaller size of the replacement houses shows that there is no effort on the part of the mine to 

improve the lives of these communities. Furthermore, the tailings dam is still there, a reminder that 

there could be another accident in the future. The residents of these communities still live with the 

trauma that there could be another tailings dam accident.  

When the Bench Marks Research team visited the area on 31 July 2023, more than 10 months after 

the disaster, only three show houses had been constructed, while a number of disaster damaged 
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houses in JagersfontŜƛƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ aŀȅƻǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŘƛǎƳŀȅ 

at the slow pace of housing construction, arguing that the temporary accommodation of displaced 

people must be costing millions. 

 
Figure 9 A disaster-damaged house in the process of being repaired 

Community members are also concerned about not being subcontracted or given jobs in the 

reconstruction process. 

 
Figure 10 One of 3 new houses constructed since the disaster a year ago 

6.4 Health and the environment 

6.4.1 Medical Research Council tests 

Angela Mathee, chief specialist scientist at the environment and health research unit at the South 

African Medical Research Council and her team were requested by government to assist with testing 

ƻƴ ŀƴ ǳǊƎŜƴǘ ōŀǎƛǎΣ άƎƛǾŜƴ ƻǳǊ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƛƭ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǎŀƳǇƭƛƴƎΦέ 

They collected soil samples from the Charlesville area and water and sludge samples from the banks 

of the stream. 

On the day of our site visit, we observed that the sludge had travelled downstream in the 

Kromellenboog River [and well beyond] to a point at least 20km away from Jagersfontein. 

Sludge covered the entire expanse of the riverbed and extended well beyond the stream banks. 

We saw dead or dying crabs, and no other evidence of aquatic life, which may be indicators of 

an ecological disaster.  (NEWS24, 2022) 

Mathee said anecdotal accounts of the sludge having reached the Kalkfontein Dam were shared with 

her team. The analytical chemistry laboratory at the University of Johannesburg is undertaking the 

analyses of the samples, but the results have not been published. On the potentially hazardous nature 

of the sludge, she explained:  


