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INTRODUCTION  

This statement is developed from relevant sections of 
the National Heritage resources Act, Provincial 
Heritage Legislations, South African Heritage 
Resources Agency (SAHRA) Burial Ground and 
Graves Unit (BGG Unit) Regulations and Guidelines 
supported by International best practice guidelines.  

DISCOVERY AND NOTIFICATION 

If human burial remains are accidentally discovered 
during development at Development area/ site the 
following guidelines apply1: 
a) The finder will immediately cease any further 

activity at the site and report the site to the 
Project ECO. The ECO will notify the heritage 
expert (Archaeologist) and authorities 
(SAHRA/PHRA). 

SITE PROTECTION AND IDENTIFICATION 

a) The ECO and the Archaeologist and the 
permitting authority (SAHRA BGG Unit) shall take 
reasonable measures to protect the site from 
environmental factors and any form of 
unauthorized interference or disturbance2. 

b) Based on the evidence reported at the scene, 
the Archaeologist will investigate the site and 
make a preliminary determination as to the 
nature of the remains3.  

c) Existing site inventories, land use records, and 
community, and authorities, should be consulted 
as soon as possible about possible identification 
of the remains. Some examination of the 

                                            
1 The same applies in cases where custodians notif the 
developer about existance of graves on a site that may 
previously be surveyed and cleared of buril ground or 
grave sites.  
2 Human remains are generally regaded as sacred and 
shall always be treated with uttermost respect and 
protection. Disregarding the sensitivity of how local 
communities treate human remains will always lead to 
confrontation between the developer and the community.  
3 Bearing in mind that not all bone remains will turn out to 
be human and not al sites that custodians point out as 
potential graves would yield a burial or human remains 

site/remains may be required to determine its 
cultural affiliation and age, and whether or not 
the site is modern or historic. 

d) The Archaeologist shall apply and acquire he 
relevant exhumation and rescue Permit from 
SAHRA Graves and Burial Unit.  

 

INVESTIGATION AND REPORTING 

a) The ECO will direct the Archaeologist to carry out 
an investigation under any required permits, in 
consultation with the affected custodians (if 
available) and other affected parties, to make an 
initial report citing, if possible, the cultural affiliation of 
the human remains. 
b) Within a reasonable time to be specified by the 
EO, and the affected parties, the Archaeologist shall 
deliver a written report and any notification not yet 
made, to: 
• the ECO, and the affected custodians if 
appropriate; 
• the SAHRA; 
• the permitting authority of SAHRA Graves and 
Burials Unit 
• any other representative of the interred, if known. 
c) The written report shall attempt to identify: 
• the representative group of the interred; 
• the geographic boundaries of the site; 
• the grave offerings or other heritage resources that 
may be associated with the remains or the site. 
d) The Archaeologist may, with the agreement of the 
proper authority and the representative of the 
interred, if known, remove all or part of the human 
remains for temporary custody where the remains 
may otherwise be at risk prior to their re-burial at a 
safe site. 
 

REPORTING 

a) If the site is determined to be a contemporary 
burial site, the appropriate representative will be 
contacted in writing to provide further direction on 
the disposition of the remains.  
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b) Project contractors carrying out authorized activity 
where a historic or archaeological burial site is 
discovered can continue that activity with the 
consent of the ECO, where appropriate. The activity 
must stay 150 meters away from the grave while 
further arrangements are made by the Archaeologist 
to rescue and relocate the remains to a safe 
cemetery.  
d) The Archaeologist may publish notice of the 
discovery in a newspaper or other public notice 
seeking information on the remains and alerting 
members of the public about the impending 
relocation of the remains to a predetermined formal 
cemetery or burial ground. 
 

SITE DISPOSITION AGREEMENT (MANAGEMENT PLAN) 

4.1 When the site or remains are identified 
a) The site shall not be disturbed and the ECO, if on 
direct path of Project development work, shall initiate 
discussions towards entering into a site disposition 
agreement with the representative of the interred 
where applicable. 
b) If the site is a historic or archaeological burial site, 
there must be joint approval of the site management 
plan on reburial as stated in the scope of services in 
terms of contract between Project Managers and 
heritage Consultant as may be guided or directed in 
the relevant permit. 
c) Decisions regarding reburial, relocation or other 
disposition should be determined on a case by case 
basis in consultation with those concerned and in a 
timely manner. 
 
Site disposition agreements shall determine such 
things as: 
1. the interim care of the human remains; 
2. the scope and extent of analysis to be performed 
on the human remains, if any; 
3. the exact location of the place where the human 
remains are to remain or to be interred; 
4. the style and manner of disinterment, if applicable; 
5. the style and manner of reinterment, if applicable; 
6. the time period in which disinterment and 
reinterment is to take place; 
7. the procedures relating to, and the final disposition 
of any grave offerings discovered with the human 
remains and any additional analysis of them; 
8. the provision for future maintenance of the 
cemetery or site where the human remains are to be 
located; 
9. access to the site and ways to prevent 
disturbance; 
10. any other issue agreed upon. 
 
4.2 When no representative is identified or no 
disposition is specified: 
If disposition is not specified by a representative, or 
the remains are not claimed or no affiliation is 

established within a reasonable time, the 
Archaeologist shall with the necessary SAHRA permits 
and approvals provide for the following disposition: 
a) cover and leave the remains where they were 
found and have the site recorded as a burial 
site/heritage site, if on land suitable for a burial site; or 
b) have the remains disinterred and reinterred in the 
nearest appropriate cemetery; or 
c) remove the remains from the site for analysis and 
may have them reinterred in 
a recognized cemetery or; 
d) may act as the temporary repository of the 
remains until they are re-located for reburial at 
designated cemetery. 
(Where the remains were found development Site 
but are not historic or archaeological remains, the 
Archaeologist may remove the remains in 
consultation with the Project EO and the affected 
parties and clearance from the authorties.) 
 

ARBITRATION 

a) If no disposition or reburial agreement or 
management plan is reached within a reasonable 
time the matter may be referred to arbitration for 
settlement. 
 

RECORDS 

a) A record of the site and a report of the discovery 
and disposition plan shall by kept by the 
Archaeologist, for future reference to protect the site 
or identify the re-burial site. 
b) Access to information about discovered sites will 

be addressed in any site management plan 
developed under these guidelines, and will be 
protected under the Access to Information and 
Protection of Privacy legislations, and the NHRA. 

 

BURIAL RELOCATION & REBURIAL  

• Burial Relocation involves the identification of 
each grave and the manual excavation of the 
interred remains. Human remains, coffin features, 
and grave goods are exposed, their positions in 
the grave are carefully recorded, and maps and 
photographs of each grave are made following 
standard archaeological recovery techniques.  

• Once excavation and examination are 
completed, the interred along with their grave 
goods are inventoried and carefully wrapped in 
acid-free tissue. Human remains are arranged 
anatomically and all materials are placed in 
specially designed containers, specified by the 
laws and regulations governed by the state 
where the re-interment location has been 
determined. The goal of re-interment is to restore 
as much of the original mortuary meaning as 
possible. 
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• Burial relocation is extremely culturally sensitive 
and Project and contractors/service provider 
staff understands that the utmost respect must be 
shown to the interred, as well as the descendant 
communities. We advocate respectful 
involvement of descendent communities in the 
relocation process, whenever possible, and have 
an excellent reputation for communicating with 
descendant groups.  

• Dr M Murimbika has extensive experience 
conducting cemetery relocations for 
government agencies, other cultural resource 
firms, developers and private citizens in South 
Africa. We assure our clients as well as the 
descendent communities that the greatest 
amount of respect and care is taken when 
excavating and relocating these cemeteries. 

 

RISKS 

1. Legal Risks 
Project is exposed to a myriad of legal requirements 
on the local and national level when having to 
relocate burials. Burial relocation can infringe a 
number of human rights enshrined in the Constitution 
and legislations such the NHRA. If not carried out 
properly, grave relocation can impact the right to 
burial and dignity. Community opposition may result 
in protests and delays on development.  
Mitigation 
When human remains are identified during the 
development, all measures must be taken to ensure 
the applicable regulations are enforced including 
mandatory public notifications. The same applies 
even in cases where a previously unknown grave or 
burial site is suspected to exist within the project 
receiving area as may be claimed by custodians of 
members of community. 
 
2. Reputational risk 
Relocation of human burials in particular also brings 
with it high risks for the Project's reputation which is 
exacerbated by the instantaneous spread of news 
across the world via the internet. Lack of proper 
planning and management may lead to negative 
consequences, which in turn may affect the Project's 
reputation. 
 
 
Mitigation 
Human remains identified in development contexts 
should be handled with utter most care to ensure the 
exhumation and relocation takes place in 
accordance with the law. 
 
3. Operational risks 
Legal action arising from the inadequate planning 
and implementation of burial relocation may result in 

Project’s permission to construct the Mine project site 
being revoked via preliminary injunctions.  
Operational risks may also arise from community 
protests directly. Cases of community opposition and 
protests, has previously disrupted work for days and 
weeks, involving, for example, the blockage of 
construction sites and vital roads and infrastructure. 
Construction may be delayed or disrupted.  
Protests may be violent and impact on the health 
and safety of Project staff perpetuating work delays 
in construction and operations. Project facilities, 
machinery, housing and other assets may be 
damaged and rendered unusable. 
 
Mitigation 
All burial related the professional heritage team and 
reburial specialists should hold matters. Human 
remains discovered during development should be 
reported to the ECO urgently and the Archaeologist 
notified in time to avoid any delays with the remains 
exposed on site. All exhumations and reburial 
exercises should be handled or schedule in a manner 
that does not require the remains to be held 
elsewhere temporarily. 
 
4. Financial risks 
Legal, reputational and operational risks may also 
lead other financial costs to the project. Moreover, 
costs may arise from legal action or disruptions in 
operations and work delays. Additional costs may be 
incurred when public protests require work to stop on 
site as a result of human remains discovery on site.  
 
5. Human Remains Handling Risks 
Exhumation, handling, transportation and reburial of 
human remains also pose a threat to public health if 
not handled to strict protocols. This risk is particularly 
highest in contemporary burials. 

GENERAL PRECAUTIONS 

The following precautionary measures can help 
employers and employees remain safe and healthy 
whilst handling human remains. The transportation, 
handling and storage of human remains must also be 
carried out in a manner that preserves public safety 
and maintains the dignity of the deceased person. 
 

PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT 

Hand Protection: 
 When handling potentially infectious materials, (Such 
human remains or suspected human remains) use 
appropriate barrier protection including latex and 
nitrile gloves (powder-free latex gloves with reduced 
latex protein content can help avoid reaction to 
latex allergies). These gloves can be worn under 
heavy-duty gloves which will, in turn, protect the 
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wearer from cuts, puncture wounds, or other injuries 
that break the skin (caused by sharp environmental 
debris or bone fragments). A combination of a cut-
proof inner layer glove and a latex or similar outer 
layer is preferable. 
 
Foot Protection: 
 Footwear should similarly protect against sharp 
debris. 
 
Hygiene: 
• Wash your hands with soap and water or with an 

alcohol-based hand cleaner immediately after 
you remove your gloves. 

• Give prompt care to any wounds sustained 
during work with human remains, including 
immediate cleansing with soap and clean water. 
Workers should also be vaccinated against 
hepatitis B, and get a tetanus booster if 
indicated. 

• Ensure disinfection of vehicles and equipment. 
 

SUMMARY 

• In general, personnel involved in the recovery 
and handling of human remains from a burial site 
can limit risk from potential exposure by following 
the guidelines below.  

• Vinyl or Latex gloves should be worn.  
• Masks and protective eyewear or face shields 

should be worn during procedures that are likely 
to generate fluids to prevent exposure of mucous 
membranes of the mouth, nose, and eyes.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Gowns or aprons should be worn during 

procedures that are likely to generate splashes of 
blood or other body fluids.  

• Hands and other skin surfaces should be washed 
immediately and thoroughly if contaminated 
with blood or other body fluids. Hands should be 
washed immediately after gloves are removed.  

• Ensure universal precautions for blood and body 
fluids.  

• Ensure use of body bags.  
• Ensure disinfection of vehicles and equipment.  
• Bodies do not need to be disinfected before 

disposal (except in case of cholera).  
• Vaccinate workers against hepatitis B. 


