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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Report on the exhumation and re-burial of human remains inadvertently discovered at Erf 5/648 IQ 

Vlakfontein Ext 1&2, Johannesburg, Gauteng Province  

 

This report is submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of: 

 The South African Heritage Resources Agency Permit No. 1856, issued under Section 36(3) of 

the National Heritage Resources Act, Act no. 25 of 1999 

 

PGS Heritage was appointed by Blue Dot/Lilithalethu JV to undertake the rescue excavation and reburial 

of 2 inadvertently discovered graves at Erf 5/648 IQ Vlakfontein Ext 1&2, Johannesburg, Gauteng 

Province. The graves were accidentally discovered during the construction of an attenuation pond. 

Public participation processes included the placing of site and newspaper notices, social 

consultations and documentary and archival research to identify the directly affected family of the 

deceased individuals. 

The graves were claimed by Mr J Khumalo as that of his brother, Lucas Khumalo, a male 

individual who had died in a motor vehicle accident in 1963 at the age of 18 years and an unknown 

individual who was buried next to the Khumalo grave at a later stage. The Khumalo family gave written 

permission for the action. 

To fully comply with applicable legislation, the permission of the Johannesburg Metro Council, the 

Gauteng Province Department of Health and the Gauteng Province Department of Co-operative 

Governance and Traditional Affairs was obtained. The mandated South African Police Services and 

Public Health authority for the area were notified in advance of the exhumation. A local Funeral 

Undertaker was appointed. 

The exhumation was conducted on 10 September 2014 with representatives of the affected family 

in attendance. Fragments of human bone were recovered and placed in a single coffin, together with soil 

from the disturbed grave, at the request of the family present.  

Re-burial was on the same day at Elandsfontein Municipal Cemetery, grave no: 582 Block B. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The graves which are the subject of this report were inadvertently discovered during construction activities 

and were damaged and exposed in the process. It was recommended that the graves be relocated. The 

development impacting on the graves is an attenuation pond development of large extent on Erf 5/648 IQ 

Vlakfontein Ext 1&2, Johannesburg, Gauteng Province. All other permissions and permits required for the 

development had been granted and the installation of essential services and infrastructure had already 

started when the graves were found. 

 

2. LOCATION OF THE GRAVES 

The graves were found at S26.38251° E27.89113° (GPS) (Figure 2) on the north-western bank of the 

attenuation pond that was under construction (Figure 1). 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The situation of the human remains as found. 
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Figure 2. Vlakfontein graves locality map. 
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3. CONSULTATION WITH AFFECTED PARTIES 

3.1. Public notices 

In order to identify the deceased individuals buried in the graves subject to relocation, the following public 

participation and social consultation activities were conducted: 

 

The following public notices were placed: 

Notice Date Language Response 

allowed 

Site notice at grave
1
 7 March 2014 English, isiZulu 60 days 

National circulation newspaper 

notice: Daily Sun
2
 

26 March 2014 English, isiZulu 14 days 

Local circulation newspaper notice: 

Lenasia Times
3
 

End-March 2014 

issue 

English, isiZulu 14 days 

 

No response was received as a result of the notices that were placed. Some community members, when 

asked, indicated that they had heard about and read the notices, but didn’t respond since they did not 

have graves in that area. 

3.2. Documentary and archival research  

Documentary and archival research, with the aim of identifying the graves and the possible next-of-kin of 

the deceased individuals, was conducted by a professional historian with experience in archival research. 

The farm name or physical address where the graves are located, as well as any names from headstones 

and any available historical maps and photographs were included in the research.  

 

No reference to graves on the property in question was found in any of the sources. According to the 

Alphabetical List of Farms in the Transvaal book the farm was previously named Vlakfontein 19, 

Roodepoort district. Documents and plans relating to this farm were found, but only such as show the 

name of the owner in 1939, etc. None referred to graves on the property.  

3.3. Social consultation 

Based on the results of the above actions an extensive stakeholder based social consultation process, 

aimed at identifying and consulting with individually affected families, was conducted over a period of 

three months by a professional social consultant.  

                                                      

1
 Refer Appendix A for copy of notice. 

2
 Refer Appendix B for copy of notice. 

3
 Refer Appendix C for copy of notice. 
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Social consultations took place at the site of the graves. As a result of this social consultation process, Mr 

JK Khumalo and Mr P Bans identified themselves as brothers of the buried individuals. The grave 

relocation process was explained to them and Mr Khumalo subsequently formally requested that the 

grave of his sibling be exhumed and the remains re-buried. Written permission was obtained from the 

affected family
4
. 

 

4. LEGAL COMPLIANCE 

 In terms of Section 36 of the National Heritage Resources Act (Act 25 of 1999) a rescue 

excavation permit was obtained: South African Heritage Resources Agency permit – ID: 1856
5
. 

 To comply with the Removal of Graves and Dead Bodies Ordinance (Ord 7 of 1925), permission 

was obtained from the delegated Provincial MEC, which is also the authorized sphere of 

government identified in the Regulations Relating to the Management of Human Remains (No R 

363 of 22 May 2013) of the National Health Act (No 61 of 2003): Gauteng Province Co-operative 

Governance and Traditional Affairs permit of 17 July 2014
6
. 

 In terms of the Regulations Relating to the Management of Human Remains (No R 363 of 22 May 

2013) of the National Health Act (No 61 of 2003), the Local and District Municipality which has 

jurisdiction to ensure the supervision of an Environmental Health Practitioner gave permission:  

Gauteng Province Health, Forensic Pathology Services permit of 3 July 2014
7
. 

 In terms of the Regulations Relating to the Management of Human Remains (No R 363 of 22 May 

2013) of the National Health Act (No 61 of 2003), the local SAPS was notified and arrangements 

were made for a member of SAPS to be present during the exhumation. 

 

5. IDENTIFICATION OF THE GRAVES AND REMAINS 

According to the affected family the individuals buried in the graves disturbed by the construction were: 

1. Lucas Khumalo, a male individual who had died in a motor vehicle accident in 1963 at the age of 

18 years 

2. An unknown individual who was buried next to the Khumalo grave some time later. 

 

6. METHODOLOGY 

6.1. Methods of excavation 

The methods employed during exhumation aimed to recover all the remains, to minimise damage to the 

remains, to record the three-dimensional context of the remains and to preserve and respect the dignity of 

the buried individual.  All evidence that might allude to the events leading to the death of the individual 

and circumstances regarding the event were recorded and interpreted.   

                                                      

4
 Refer Appendix D for a copy. 

5
 Refer Appendix E for a copy. 

6
 Refer Appendix F for a copy. 

7
 Refer Appendix G for a copy. 



 

Final Mitigation Report: Erf 5/648 IQ Vlakfontein Ext 1 & 2       9 

 

The excavation methods employed accomplished the in situ exposure of the burial and associated 

artefacts (Nienaber and Steyn, 1999).  The focus was on accurate and complete documentation 

(Nienaber, 1997).  Various methods for the excavation of graves have been proposed by different authors 

(Hester, 1975; Joukowsky, 1980; Krogman and Iscan, 1986; Morse, 1978) and all stress the need for 

adequate workspace around the exposed remains and a systematic approach to the removal of individual 

bones.  The archaeological method, including extensive test trenching to prevent damage to the remains, 

was employed.  This approach was largely similar to that of forensic archaeology where buried body 

cases are concerned.  The approach was adapted for each situation since graves vary in shape, size, 

depth and content (Nienaber, 1999).  The methods used in forensic archaeology are discussed by Steyn, 

et.al. (2000). 

 

In each case, the surface features of the grave were cleaned and documented.  Hereafter the cultural 

material associated with the surface dressing was collected and catalogued, if any occurred. All 

observations regarding construction, materials and characteristics of the surface features were 

documented. 

 

After the removal of the surface features, the extent of the burial pit was ascertained through excavation 

and observation of differences in the matrix.  After the indications of the presence and characteristics of 

the burial pit were documented, the in-fill was excavated to expose the human remains and associated 

cultural materials.  Removal of the matrix of the burial pit was accomplished through the test-trench 

approach whereby a narrow trench (25-30 cm wide) is excavated with a trowel to a depth of between 15 

and 20 cm in the lower third of the burial pit (in this instance the lower third usually constituted the eastern 

side of the grave).  This area is chosen since it is most likely that the femurs of the skeleton occur in this 

part of the grave.  Since the femur is a robust bone, it is usually not easily damaged through excavation.  

If no indications of the presence of human remains were observed in the test trench, the remaining in-fill 

matrix, down to the depth of the test trench, was removed with a shovel.  The matrix surrounding the 

remains was carefully screened to retrieve any possible cultural artefacts associated with the burial.  This 

process was repeated until indications of the presence of human remains were observed.   

 

As soon as human remains were encountered, care was taken to leave as much of the skeleton as 

possible covered in order to protect the remains from damage by excavation and to preserve the integrity 

of the context of the skeletal elements and possible associated cultural remains.  The extent and 

characteristics of the burial pit were now documented and the workspace was assessed and enlarged if 

not sufficient.  This was only done after documentation of the features of the burial pit and without 

sacrificing any vital information. 

 

The excavation then continued with the aim of ascertaining the extent of the skeletal remains and the 

location of the different skeletal elements after which the remains were uncovered, starting from the 

middle and working outwards.  This method again ensures the minimum disturbance of the remains and 

associated cultural materials.  As soon as the skeleton was uncovered, it was documented in situ and 
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removed.  A further test trench of 15 cm deep was dug in the area directly underlying the location of the 

remains to ensure that all possible remains and artefacts were found and recovered. 

 

7. EXHUMATION OF THE REMAINS 

The site where the human remains were found was archaeologically excavated on 10 September 2014 

with the family present. 

 

The location, which had been cordoned off, was cleaned of vegetation and debris and the wall of the pond 

was systematically excavated and all material was screened through a 5 mm screen to recover any bone 

fragments present. 

 

Various animal bones and small fragments of poorly preserved and damaged human bone were 

recovered. The total area where the initial find was made was excavated and all human bone was placed 

in a coffin for reburial. At the request of the family soil from the grave area was added to the coffin ( 

Figure 3). 

 

The excavated area was backfilled and the slope rehabilitated. 

 

8. REBURIAL OF THE REMAINS 

The reburial of the remains was conducted by Twala Ama-Africa Funeral Undertakers of Wynberg, 

Johannesburg on the same day as the exhumation and was attended by the family.  

 

Reburial was in grave no: 582 Block B at Elandsfontein Municipal Cemetery. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Bone fragments and soil placed in the coffin for reburial. 
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APPENDIX E – SAHRA PERMIT 
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APPENDIX F – GAUTENG COGTA PERMIT 
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