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L IF E E SI DIM E NI   ·   THE  HUM A N TOLL

The tragedy in numbers
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A 30-year specialised mental-health contract was ended on cost grounds; 1,606 patients were moved to ill-prepared facilities.

30 years

Life Esidimeni had provided 
specialised mental-health 
care for Gauteng.

1,606 

patients transferred — 
1,329 of them within a two-
month window.

27 NGOs

non-profit facilities that 
received the transferred 
patients.

2–3 months

NGOs took this long after 
intake to recruit health 
professionals.

144
patients known to have died 
in the care chain.

44
patients still recorded as 
missing.

1,418
patients known to have 
survived.

R1m
constitutional damages later 
ordered per claimant.



PA TIE NTS M OVE D  P ER  MON TH  ·   OCT  20 15 –  J UN 20 16

A last-minute rush to transfer
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The department moved roughly 90% of the 1,606 patients in the final two months of the contract.
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13 / month
Average transfers, Oct 2015 to Mar 
2016:  a steady, manageable pace.

~37 / day
In May 2016 alone, an average of 
about 37 patients were moved every 
single day.

+3 months
The contract was extended, yet 
transfers were rushed into its final 
weeks (Apr–Jun).



COST P ER  P ATI EN T PE R DA Y   V S  OUTCOM E S

The economics of the move
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Patients were moved from regulated care to the cheapest available facilities — where the great majority of deaths then occurred.

DA ILY  COS T OF CA R E,  PER  PATIENT (R AND)

NGOs  (1,039 patients) R112 / day

Life Esidimeni  (origin) R320 / day

Sterkfontein Hosp.  (134) R1,386 / day

Cullinan Care  (141) R1,486 / day

Weskoppies Hosp.  (83) R1,960 / day

95%
of the 144 known deaths 

occurred in NGO facilities

Those NGOs were paid R112 a 

day — about a third of Life 

Esidimeni's rate and roughly 

one-seventeenth of a public-

hospital bed.
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Collapse and the count  (2015–2017)
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SEP 20 15

Contract terminated
Gauteng ends a 30-year 
specialised-care contract on 
6 months' notice. More than 
1,000 patients are slated to 
move to non-profit care.

MA Y–JUN 201 6

The rush
817 patients are moved in a 
single month. By the 
contract's end, 65% of 
patients are with 27 NGOs 
holding invalid licences.

AUG–SEP 20 16

First alarms
A bereaved family exposes 
deaths at Precious Angels. The 
MEC concedes 36 deaths to 
Parliament; evidence already 
points to 77.

FEB–OCT 201 7

The reckoning begins
The Health Ombud finds 94 
known deaths & inhumane 
treatment. Mahlangu resigns; 
Justice Moseneke opens 
arbitration; death toll 144.
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Accountability and arbitration  (2018–2020)
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MA R 2018

Arbitration award

Moseneke orders R1-million 
in constitutional damages 
per claimant, plus R200,000 
for psychological injury, 
funeral and other costs.

JUN–JUL 20 18

Compensation & controversy

Families are paid. Former MEC 
Mahlangu is briefly appointed to 
the provincial executive, then 
steps down after public outcry.

MA R 2019

Systemic failures
The SA Human Rights 
Commission inquiry into the 
state of mental healthcare 
finds systemic failures across 
the system.

SEP 2019
No charges — yet

The National Prosecuting 
Authority reports it lacks 
sufficient evidence to charge 
officials and NGOs for the 144 
known deaths.
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The inquest and prosecution  (2021–2026)
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JUL 2021
Judicial inquest opens

A formal inquest into the 144 
deaths begins under Judge 
Mmonoa Teffo, to guide the 
NPA's prosecution decisions.

20 23

Testimony & close
Mahlangu testifies 
(May). The inquest 
concludes hearings in 
November after 
extensive evidence.

JUL 20 24

Inquest judgment
Court finds Mahlangu 
and Dr Manamela 
negligently caused the 
deaths of nine named 
mental-health users.

O CT 202 4 –  AUG 202 5

Pressure to prosecute

Families and advocates 
protest. A legal opinion 
recommends prosecuting 
both officials, initially in 
respect of two victims.

APR 20 26

Prosecution to proceed

NPA announces it will 
proceed to prosecute 
individuals implicated in 
the Life Esidimeni 
tragedy.



T H E  C E N T R A L  Q U E S T I O N

So — what is a life worth?
The Life Esidimeni record sets three figures against one another. 

R112
PER PATIENT,  PER DAY

The rate paid for the NGO 
care in which 95% of the 
144 deaths occurred.

144
LIVES LOST

Deaths recognised on the 
record, with 44 patients still 
missing.

R1m
PER CLAIMANT

Constitutional damages 
later ordered for each life 
lost.
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