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M
AY 2014: Journalists, liberals and 
college students in India stood 
with their faces in their hands as 

Narendra Modi became prime minister. 
November 8, 2016: Journalists, liberals 

and college students in the US stared 
in shock as Donald Trump became the 
president-elect. 

For many Indian immigrants, watch-
ing Trump giving his victory speech must 
have felt like déjà vu. Myself  included. 

I watched Modi as he manipulated 
supporters. 

He watched silently as the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) wreaked 
havoc in the country, vandalising res-
taurants offering couples dinner and 
getting couples seen together married 
on Valentine’s Day. Now, Trump watches 
as his racist, almost-fanatical supporters 
leer at people of  colour, at Muslims and 
at people who are not white, screaming at 
them to leave the country. 

“Today, my mom literally texted me: 
‘Don’t wear the hijab please’ and she is 
the most religious person in our family,” 
tweeted Jannatin, a day after Trump was 
declared winner. 

Another immigrant tweeted: “As I’m 

stopped at a gas station this morning, a 
group of  guys yell over: ‘Time to get out 
of  this country, Apu!’ Day 1 in Trump’s 
America.” 

That pit-like feeling in the stomach I 
had when Modi became prime minister 
came back even stronger when Trump 
became the president-elect. A hundred 
times stronger. 

Modi was directly linked to the 2012 
Gujarat riots, which killed 1 000 Muslims 
and injured thousands more. He was the 
chief  minister of  Gujarat then. 

The courts did not give him a clean 
chit, neither were the allegations proved 
wrong. He did not show remorse for what 
happened and never addressed the issue. 

He was not permitted in the US for a 
decade because he was believed to incite 
extremism in India, but he went on to 
become India’s most powerful man. His 
US visa was approved. All was forgotten. 

Trump called for a nationwide ban on 
Muslims throughout his campaign. On 
the day he became president-elect, that 
statement was removed from his website. 

We are not sure what he plans on 
doing, but the trigger has been pulled. 
His supporters have been given the fuel 

needed to incite racism against Mus-
lims. Has he done anything about it? No. 
Instead he took to social media to criti-
cise anti-Trump protesters. 

It comes as no surprise that Trump’s 
supporters are fanatics. He knew which 
buttons to press and he pressed them. 
This again was a scary reminder of  how 
Modi supporters are in India. With RSS 
flags in their hands, they stop anybody 
on the roads, question anybody and beat 
up anybody who rebels against the “reli-

gious Hindu principles”. 
The greatest “Oh my god. This is 

exactly what Trump would do” moment 
came when Modi banned NDTV for a 
day on November 9 this year because the 
national TV news channel did not abide 
by the rules of  the government during 
the coverage of  the Pathankot surgical 
strikes against Pakistan. 

Modi’s view is that NDTV released 
sensitive national security information. 
NDTV has since filed a case against the 

government and isn’t going to take the 
ban lightly. 

This is exactly what Trump could do: 
if  the media doesn’t advance his agenda 
or comply with what he thinks is fair, 
he might either sue or ban. He’s already 
sued the Daily Mail in London and is 
threatening to sue the New York Times 
and the NBC TV network over reportage 
on accusations of  rape, sexual assault 
and the “Access Hollywood” tape. 

Press freedom and freedom of  expres-

sion? Oh, who cares. 
Let’s just listen to Trump and do what 

he says. 
Because there is no truth any more. 
Except this: both Modi and Trump 

know how to reach out to the masses. 
They know how to make working citizens 
hope again. 
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It was like reliving the nightmare all over again 
when Donald Trump became the president-elect 
of the US: the nightmare that shook India when 

Narendra Modi became its prime minister  
in 2014, writes Aishwarya Kumar

How similar are Trump and Modi really?

J
UST south of  Krugersdorp, the Lan-
caster Dam collects polluted run-
off  from the surrounding Mintails 
Mining South Africa operations. A 

recent visit by The Star found the dam wall 
broken, allowing dangerous seepage into 
the Wonderfonteinspruit. Downstream, 
Kagiso residents use the water to irrigate 
neatly tilled gardens.

Johan Moolman, the chief  executive 
of  the tailings pile remining company, 
said it planned to pump the dam dry 
within the next three months to check for 
cracks. However, the company is in busi-
ness rescue and lacks sufficient funding 
for extensive rehabilitation. Mintails is 
working with the Department of  Mineral 
Resources (DMR) to find a way out. 

In a country with more than 6 000 iden-
tified derelict and abandoned mines, Min-
tails is but one example of  South Africa’s 
failed system of  mine closure caused by 
insufficient rehabilitation funds and a lack 
of  enforcement.

Visits to the combined 1 715 hectares 
of  the Mintails and associated companies’ 
mining rights in the West Rand found a 
pollution control pond among the reeds 
marking the Wonderfonteinspruit, pipes 
leaking waste, minimal access control to 
dangerous mine sites and open pits with 
little or no backfilling. 

The Australian Stock Exchange list-
ed-Mintails’s closure plan and spread-
sheets of  related costs – provided by the 
Federation for a Sustainable Environment 
(FSE) – reveal that the estimated cost to 
prematurely close and rehabilitate the 
company’s three rights is nearly R260 mil-
lion. Moolman would not divulge the exact 
amount of  existing funds but admitted it 
was inadequate.

He said a plan was accepted on Nov-
ember 4 to move Mintails out of  business 
rescue by agreeing to use the profits from 
future tailings pile remining for rehabili-
tation. 

The company will recommission a 
mothballed processing plant with the 
hopes of  beginning the production and 
rehabilitation by October next year.

A former Mintails employee helped 
blow the whistle on the company, speak-
ing on the condition of  anonymity. “I’ve 
never seen any evidence of  that,” the 
former employee said. “In my opinion, 
Mintails doesn’t have the financials to do 
any rehabilitation.”

An August 2014 inspection of  the oper-
ations by the Department of  Water and 
Sanitation found numerous issues includ-
ing unlined trenches carrying slurry, spill-
ages along pipelines and an unauthorised 
pipe crossing a waterway.

“There was a systemic non-enforce-
ment, and there is gross non-compliance 
with (Mintails’s) legally binding environ-
mental management programme and its 
legally binding water use licence,” FSE 
chief  executive Mariette Liefferink said.

Mintails has one full-time employee 
working on environmental issues, 
although the company contracts for 
physical remediation. “It’s basically just 
to keep the DMR away,” a source said.

Residents living near the operations are 
exposed to dust and polluted water con-
taining uranium and other heavy metals. 

Community members in the Tudor 
Shaft informal settlement said mine waste 
flowed through the area when it rained. 
(The Star has previously published a story 
on this by sister paper Saturday Star’s 
multi-award-winning environmental 
writer Sheree Bega.) 

Residents of  other communities also 
complained of  health issues, which they 
linked to the mine waste, although a lack 
of  epidemiological studies hampers both 
sides of  the argument.

The former Mintails employee said the 
company made an effort at dust suppres-
sion when mining, but the area was too 
large to manage.

“Mintails is an excellent example of  

what happens when smaller mining com-
panies purchase the assets of  bigger min-
ing companies and then often just apply 
for business rescue or winding up when 
they cannot comply with their obligations 
to remediate,” Liefferink said.

Through the Promotion of  Access to 
Information Act requests and with assist-
ance from the FSE, The Star obtained 
exclusive access to DMR documentation. 
The information, related to mine closure 
and rehabilitation, depicts the unwilling-
ness of  companies and the DMR to close 
mines and accept liability.

According to the documents, mining 
rights are rarely, if  ever, granted clos-
ure certificates, which are the documents 
needed to legally declare a mine rehabili-
tated and no longer the responsibility of  
the company. Between July 2012 and July 
last year, 33 mines in Gauteng applied for 
closure certificates. Since then, 15 of  those 
requests have been granted, with zero 
going to mining rights.

In order to obtain permits or rights, 

companies must give financial guaran-
tees to fund rehabilitation if  a company 
becomes insolvent or walks away from 
the mine.

No experts were able to identify an 
instance in which a mining house or the 
DMR opened a mine closure trust fund or 
financial provision meant for rehabilita-
tion and spent it on rehabilitation. Even 
if  they did, experts say the money would 
probably be insufficient.

According to the 2015/16 DMR annual 
report, the department remains liable 
for at least R1.7 billion due to abandoned 
mines it plans to rehabilitate. But the pro-
cess of  properly closing old, abandoned 
mines is slow and costly, especially as 
money from current financial provisions 
cannot be used for historical mines.

Last year, Mintek awarded five tenders 
worth more than R47m for rehabilitation 
of  abandoned asbestos mines. Between 
July 2012 and July last year, the Council for 
Geoscience (CGS) granted tenders worth 
more than R8m to three companies to sim-

ply close open shafts.
“The objective is to make (rehabilita-

tion) a one-off  effort,” Mintek sustainable 
development head Herman Cornelissen 
said. “But we cannot spend oodles of  
money on a given site just to ensure it will 
be absolutely perfect.”

Of  the roughly 6 000 abandoned 
mine sites across the country, Mintek 
has rehabilitated 19 asbestos mines, and 
the CGS closed about 190 shafts through 
sub-contractors, although zama zamas 
often break through these seals.

According to a 2009 Auditor-General 
report, the CGS estimated the cost to 
rehabilitate the remaining mines at R30bn 
before taking into account the billions 
more needed for long-term treatment of  
drainage. Additionally, Mintek and the 
CGS deal almost exclusively with older 
mines, and have legal trouble taking on 
recently abandoned sites. 

Smaller mining houses occasionally 
walk away from an operation when min-
erals prices are low and reappear when 

prices increase.
“As you go through cycles (of  mineral 

prices), you have people taking old prop-
erties and reviving them,” Henk Coetzee, 
a scientist who spent a decade working 
on the CGS Derelict & Ownerless Mines 
Project, said.

There is some progress, though, as 
the National Nuclear Regulator and the 
South African Human Rights Commission 
are investigating the impact of  mines on 
communities. On November 3, the SAHRC 
finished five days of  hearings on commun-
ities affected by mining. 

The commission heard testimony from 
mining houses, the government and activ-
ists, and a report should be published in 
March.

The DMR didn’t respond to repeated 
requests for comment.
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Labour issues are 
enormous, but 

getting companies 
to honour other 
promises made 

before mine closures, 
is also dispiriting, 

writes Mark Olalde

Leaving the poor 
to cope alone

NORTHWESTERN University sent me a 
third email, reminding me that I can talk 
to psychologists and therapists if I am 
scared, angry or depressed about the recent 
presidential elections. 

That, more than anything, scared me. 
Sure, people were worried when George 

Bush became the president eight years ago. 
But that was because he didn’t agree with 
the policies believed by the Democrats. 

This time, it is more than just worry. So 
much more. It is fear. Fear that rights will be 
taken away; that freedom will be a thing of 
the past. 

African-Americans, Hispanics, Asian 
Americans and LGBTI people have become 
targets of attacks by Trump supporters. 

The Guardian reporter Zach Stafford 
has reported that eight trans people have 
committed suicide owing to Trump’s victory. 

A week after the election, it feels like 
an accepting and forthcoming nation has 
become a nation for white people. Anybody 
else is not welcome, not American. 

Amid this upheaval, people scared 
to live in a country where the president 
could overturn the gay marriage ruling 
and abortion rights for women have been 
taking to the streets of Los Angeles, Chicago 
and New York. People feel ready to fight the 
system.

Aaron Sorkin, American screenwriter, 
wrote a powerful letter to his daughter. 
Calling for her to not give up hope, he 
said: “We do what we can to fight injustice 
anywhere we see it whether it’s writing a 
cheque or rolling up our sleeves. 

“The battle isn’t over, it has just begun.” 
Denial, hurt, anger and acceptance – this 

is the path to dealing with any crisis. And 
the American people are ready to fight. 

Journalists are reaching out to people 
to subscribe to good journalism, to be 
consumers of legit news, because the work 
of a journalist in the next four years will be 
everything to the country that is trying to 
stand up after being kicked in the knees. – 
Aishwarya KumarTHINGS THEY HAVE IN COMMON: Both Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and 

American President-elect Donald Trump knew how to appeal to the masses, to  
persuade voters to give them a chance.   PICTURE: MICHAEL REYNOLDS

AMERICANS READY TO FIGHT

ROCK BOTTOM: A miner blasts rock at a gold mine that is soon to close near Joburg. Mines across the country are 
nearing closure due to depleted resources, and the West Rand is especially hard hit by gold mining companies 
failing to rehabilitate their operations.  PICTURES: MARK OLALDE

HARD HIT: Sipho Molofe of Tudor Shaft 
suffered from painful rashes his family 
blamed on mine waste. 

HIGH RISK: A warning sign hangs from a 
broken wooden fence at a mine on the 
West Rand.


