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A trio of LinkedIn postings recently caught my attention.

The first was an article in the Business Maverick that appeared to be, as one critic 
wrote, a “fluff piece” on how Kumba Iron Ore successfully navigated its way through 
a lengthy relocation process of the Dingleton community at its Sishen mine in the 
Northern Cape. (The delicate art of moving an entire town. Everything. Everyone. 
Plus the churches. Ruan Jooste. 17 April 2019) 

The second was an almost immediate attack by someone referring to herself as a 
“Community Development and Social Performance Specialist”. It was this author 
who suggested that the article about Kumba was a “puff piece”, or what others 
would perhaps refer to as the journalistic equivalent of blowing sunshine up Kumba’s 
backside. This was a brief statement, ending with a promise to elucidate on why 
Kumba hasn’t really been effective in its resettlement process, but long enough for 
me to recommend that the author be “fair” and “reasonable” in her forthcoming 
opinion piece. I even went so far as to suggest that should the author wish to attract 
appropriate and useful attention from Kumba regarding what she believes might be 
one or more shortcomings in the resettlement process, she ought to be mindful 
of the need to back up criticisms with realistic alternatives and/or forward-looking 
solutions to whatever problems might still exist.

The third, unfortunately, was the author’s – for lack of better words – full rant against 
Kumba, in the article she’d promised only a day or two earlier on LinkedIn.

Within her article, the author attacked Kumba on the basis that 28 families appear to 
remain dissatisfied by the resettlement agreement settled upon by not only Kumba, 
but also by all other relevant stakeholders. These are the oft-called “hold-outs” 
who almost always emerge from a resettlement process, and who, despite their 
frequently self-defeating arguments and negotiating tactics, continue to deserve fair 
treatment within a resettlement process. 

The author further cited several cases of dissatisfied “renters” who were not 
deemed due the same, or similar, compensation of the “households”, and she 
specifically raised concerns about expensive rental accommodation. She furtherer her 
objections citing incidents of security personnel defending mine and/or community 
property with rubber bullets in what was cited when it occurred as a “violent standoff 
with dissatisfied community members”, and then further criticized Kumba for lack of 
shade over a playground built for children in the community (in what is essentially a 
desert environment).

In my own LinkedIn response to the author, I pointed out the following:

1. The voices of between 10 and 28 households, depending on whose 
counting one relies on and/or when the counting was done, does not 
necessarily indicate that the remainder of the 500+ households shared 
their understanding of the resettlement agreement. As I chose to state 
it, the tyranny of the masses can suck for those wanting to hold out for 
more compensation. 
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2. R3 500 for a 2-bedroom apartment in South Africa should by no means be 
deemed “unjust”. I personally recall paying the current equivalent of more 
than R5 000 to live in a 20 m2 section of a boat – albeit a péniche moored 
alongside a quay on the Seine, in Paris – more than 20 years ago, with only a 
single table top electric burner to cook on, and a bucket beneath a handheld 
shower in which I had to do my dishes when not showering (only because 
this was deemed a multitasking impossibility). I pointed out that rents in 
other mining towns going through past booms – Rustenburg, Lephalale, 
Witbank, etc. – all experienced insanely high rental housing crises, and that 
in my own neighbourhood (Parkhurst, Johannesburg), one can’t find a two-
bedroom residence for less than R12 000. 

3. While it’s not the role of any security, police and/or military force within 
the country to act in a violent and/or aggressive manner to anyone, 
including community members, the rule of law does clearly state that – 
and our fellow citizens ought to expect that – violence must be duly met 
with a reasonable level of responsive violence. The goal should never be 
to attack, but an appropriate measure of harm simply must be deployed 
against those who chose to act in a manner that threatens the safety and 
security, inclusive of mine personnel and property, of those who choose 
not to be party to a mob insurrection. Tyre burning, stone throwing, 
knife and panga waving and, far too often, gun firing behaviours are not 
acceptable in any society, and threats of harm simply must be met with 
equal force when reason and communication is refused.

4. While it would be fantastic if companies possessed the ability to 
reverse climate change, increasing desertification and/or an absence of 
shade trees, one should not assume that these things are reasonable 
expectations. Moreover, one must fairly consider that in the vast majority 
of tree planting initiatives invested in by South African companies, the 
trees die. They’re either neglected by community members and/or their 
municipalities, or their ripped apart and ultimately cut down by individuals 
who choose to be among the unwise. Let’s not forget the African proverb 
which states, 

 Wise is he who plants a tree never knowing if he’ll live long enough to 
appreciate its shade. 

In fairness, I believe the author could possess reasonable arguments against Kumba, 
but her article was little more than an “anti-puff piece”. It was all attack, with limited 
substance in the absence of a reasonable attempt to demonstrate where Kumba 
could have done better during its resettlement process. What should have been 
offered, at least in my opinion, is an attempt to question whether Kumba met local, 
national and/or international reasonable expectations, of which I believe international 
conventions ought to be the minimum standard against which issues such as 
resettlement ought to be considered, such as IFC Performance Standard 5 (but I’ll get 
back to that).

Firstly, let’s summarise what those of us not in the “real know” (i.e., insiders to the 
process) ought to know about relocation and resettlement of Dingleton.
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My trusty navigational advisor, Google Maps, informs me that Dingleton is located 
some 595 kilometres southwest of where I live in my vibrant slice of Johannesburg, 
and about half way between Joburg and the west coast. It’s what I, as someone 
who’s been there a few times during my 20-year history in South Africa, refer to as 
“the middle of nowhere”. It’s not far from the aptly named Hotazel, and is every bit as 
scorching, particularly in, but not limited to, mid-summer. 

It’s a mining town, end of story. Following the 1947 start of mining at Sishen, the 
community was started by the Apartheid era state-owned mining and metals company 
called Iscor, and Dingleton is the name given to the township area that was initially 
called Sishen. Dingleton forms part of the greater Kathu community, and was almost 
from its inception known to be built upon a viable deposit of iron ore. Where Sishen, 
and then Dingleton, once stood, a massive reserve of iron ore rested beneath the feet 
of community members who were increasingly subjected to the seismic effects of 
blasting in what has become one of the world’s largest continuous open pit mines. 

With an English as a first language population of fewer than 500 people among the 
roughly 11 500 inhabitants, Kathu is a place where getting rugby tackled not knowing the 
difference between a koeksister and koekie remains among my greatest cultural faux 
pas fears. (Trust me. In my early days in South Africa I made the mistake of referring to 
a colleague…for over a year…as a “koekie monster”. Her surname was Koekemoer. She 
wasn’t impressed!)

Over the years, I’ve personally watched as Kathu grew from a quaint little intimate 
community where a local bakery could still make a survivable living, to one fully 
serviced by the trappings of modern day consumerism. There was no national brand 
hotel…or two or three…in Kathu 15 years ago, and there certainly wasn’t a mall. It 
was what single industry towns used to look like throughout North America long 
before academics poured into them to study the fall of mining towns, forestry towns 
and fishery towns starting as early as the 1970’s. 

Kathu had its beautifully manicured Sunshine Tour rated golf course, awash with an 
overabundance of mine-abstracted decant water. There was no multi-screen cinema 
to visit, and all of the restaurants were named after one boere meisie or another, 
because Oom so-and-so always seemed to name his dining hall after at least one 
of his daughters. There was no Wimpy, or KFC, or even a Spur when I started going 
there. For that level of fine dining, you need to drive all the way back to Kuruman.

In more recent years, I’ve read about how mine output from Sishen has declined 
so much that as many as 4 000 workers have been retrenched, shrinking the local 
workforce – including supplier and contractor employees – by as much as 40%. 
Businesses with the bright and shiny mall have shut down, and even the overly 
optimistic set of three KFC outlets have either risked closure, or downscaled to the 
point of survival tactics. While some may argue that Kumba must shoulder the full 
blame for the number of people who have lost their jobs, and how as many as 12 
dependents per employee rely on far above national average incomes to support 
them, this is not a company-only problem: far from it.

The global economic slowdown, particularly that of China, has attacked the iron ore 
community hard. Commodity prices fell to as low as a quarter of pre-2011 highs, 
while Kumba’s own share price plummeted from a 2013 high of R500 per share, to 
below R100 in 2016 (source, Mail & Guardian, https://mg.co.za/article/2016-04-28-iron-
ore-takes-kathu-from-boom-to-bust-in-five-years).  
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At the same time, a cost-effective lode needed to be developed to sustain whatever 
remaining jobs Kumba could continue to afford, noting the dire socioeconomic 
implosion threatening the very community that provides the company an ongoing 
license to operate. That lode just happened to be beneath Dingleton, and (to my 
knowledge) the transition to mining that area began as far back as the early 2000’s. 

By all accounts, Kumba did not race into the relocation of Dingleton, nor did they 
in any way attempt to shirk their social, environmental, financial and/or regulatory 
responsibilities. From the outset, Kumba cited World Bank guidance on relocation, 
later referring specifically to the International Finance Corporation (IFC) Performance 
Standard for Land Acquisition and Involuntary Resettlement, or simply “PS5” (one of 
eight environmental and social risk guidelines).

There are 11 specific requirements set out within PS5:

1. Extent of public information and consultation prior to resettlement 

2. Adequacy of ongoing consultation

3. Types of compensation provided and adequacy of that compensation

4. Level of participation of affected people 

5. Adequacy of replacement housing 

6. Effectiveness of livelihood restoration measures 

7. Integration into host communities 

8. Impact on cultural property, including graves and places of worship 

9. Measures taken to protect (affected) vulnerable persons and groups 

10. Adequacy of the grievance redress process and outcomes 

11. Monitoring and evaluation process and outcomes 

In order for a company to place its hand on its heart and boldly state that they have 
appropriately managed a process of mine community resettlement, each of the 11 listed 
criteria must duly considered not only by the mine, but also by the company’s most 
materially affected stakeholders. A company cannot assert “we believe” unless the “we” 
is inclusive of key stakeholders and/or their representatives. However, this should not 
be assumed to suggest that “all stakeholders must agree”, but rather that while life is 
wonderful – if not magical at times – it’s not devoid of naysayers and ne’er do wells. 
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At bare minimum, companies ought to be expected to avoid making blanket 
statements about resettlement success in press releases and/or integrated annual 
reports, particularly those that have a profound impact on communities. These sorts 
of companies have a responsibility to publicly state their assertions of adherence to 
at least one international guideline, such as the IFC’s PS5, and it’s not particularly 
difficult to do so, as per the following image extracted from Shanduka Coal’s 2015 
Resettlement Report.
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Extent of public information and consultation prior to resettlement 

Adequacy of ongoing consultation

Types of compensation provided and adequacy of that compensation (e.g., suffi cient 
to cover replacement costs of lost assets, housing conditions, compensation/
entitlements, income restoration and livelihood sustainability measures)
Level of participation of affected people in decisions regarding compensation rates, 
location of new resettlement sites and options for livelihood restoration
Adequacy of replacement housing in terms of physical structure, location, and 
access to resources and services (such as health, education, water and sanitation, 
transportation, social and medical security, agricultural and pastoral land, employment 
opportunities and training and community development initiatives)

Effectiveness of livelihood restoration measures

Integration into host communities

Impact on cultural property, including graves and places of worship 

Measures taken to protect (affected) vulnerable persons and groups, including women, 
children, persons with disabilities and the aged

Adequacy of the grievance redress process and outcomes

Monitoring and evaluation process and outcomes

Fully applied the criterion with no outstanding concerns

Fully applied criterion with minimal ongoing concern

Attempted to apply the criterion but were unable to achieve consensus/satisfaction with all affected parties

Unable to apply the criterion, or uncertainty over the effectiveness of outcomes, or deemed not applicable

Self-Assessment of IFC Performance Standard 5

Although there are local guidelines for resettlement in South Africa, it is Shanduka’s belief that the IFC’s Performance 
Standard 5 – for Land Acquisition and Involuntary Resettlement – offers the best mechanism for structuring corporate 
policies and procedures for resettlement projects. As such, the following table provides a self-assessment of Shanduka’s 
ability to meet the 11 principles of the IFC’s standard.

41
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While I’m not so bold as to suggest that Shanduka’s PS5 self-assessment is 100% 
accurate, simply because I was the one who wrote their report for them, but 
because I was the person who spent nearly four months engaging with stakeholders 
around the four mines assessed I can fairly assert that what Shanduka placed into 
the hands of their stakeholders at the end of the process was not only fair, but 
exceptional. The mere fact that Shanduka, which at the time was owned by none 
other than Citizen 1 (President Ramaphosa), produced the report in a quantity that 
could be shared with several hundred stakeholders suggested that the company was 
confident in the story they were telling.

Within the report there is no attempt to appear angelic, or infallible. There are 
several instances within which Shanduka clearly highlights prior shortcomings, while 
demonstrating how most of those shortcomings were duly addressed in subsequent 
resettlement processes. Moreover, their summary self-assessment table indicates 
that there were only four of the 11 elements where the company believed it was 
meeting all reasonable expectations. In short, they were coming clean on what their 
stakeholders had indicated they still need to improve upon. 

But is this enough?

As someone who has worked on PS5 assessments, the answer is almost 
categorically and emphatically “No!”

The problem I see with the entire suite of IFC Performance Standards is that they 
don’t include a clear expectation of transparency. Simply Google “Mine Community 
Resettlement” and the meagre list of leading companies – Anglo American Platinum, 
AngoGold Ashanti, Aureus Mining, Newmont Mining and Syrah Resources – will be 
almost immediately outnumbered by the critical research reports produced by the 
likes of the Benchmarks Foundation, Corruption Watch, Human Rights Watch, Oxfam 
and a wide array of several other NGOs and activist groups. What I’d really like to see 
are more public domain IFC Performance Standard Self-Assessment reports.

Even Shanduka’s report, although known to be within the public domain, was 
not found when I asked Mr Google to find it for me, suggesting that even within 
Shanduka there may have been limits to their transparency. However, can one really 
fault a Shanduka in a world where their efforts to report back to their stakeholders 
on IFC PS5 adherence is by far the exception rather than the norm? I think not, and I 
truly believe that the lady who opted to attack Kumba’s Dingleton resettlement ought 
to have taken sufficient time to offer a fair and balanced opinion of what Kumba has 
actually achieved throughout a lengthy and often complex process.

Just as Kumba was dealing with the lives of all those living within the more than 
500 households relocated, and therefore needed to proceed with caution, journalists 
and self-styled LinkedIn influencers ought to be careful with how they man, or 
woman, handle the reputations of companies who are knee deep in a battle for the 
sustainability of ALL of their interested and affected stakeholders. 

Michael H Rea is a 20-year veteran of integrated reporting, sustainability assurance, 
corporate social responsibility, socioeconomic development (including his own community 
development projects) and Environmental, Social & Governance (ESG) data analytics. 

Michael is the Managing Partner of Integrated Reporting & Assurance Services (IRAS), 
and can be contacted by email at michael@iras.co.za. 




