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UCT study reveals bodies recovered from Cape Town waters are 

difficult to identify 
 

Cape Town oceans and waterways may be central to the city’s beauty, but a landmark study 
from the University of Cape Town (UCT) showed they can also make forensic investigations 
far more difficult. The findings are published in the journal Forensic Science, Medicine and 
Pathology.   
 
Every year, Cape Town's beaches and waterways yield a grim harvest. Between 

January 2017 and December 2021, 289 people were retrieved from the city's oceans, rivers, 
dams and swimming pools and brought to the Salt River Mortuary, roughly one every week. 
 
The study led by Associate Professor Laura Heathfield analysed 289 cases of deceased 

individuals recovered from aquatic environments. It is the first-of-its-kind study in South 
Africa to systematically examine what happens to those cases once they arrive, and the 
findings revealed a system under strain. 

 

Why the ocean makes everything harder 

The results showed that one in three arrived at the mortuary without an identity, and some 

were never identified. Almost half of all cases (48.4%) were recovered from the ocean, with 
the western coastline from Camps Bay to Bloubergstrand seeing the highest concentration. 
Ocean recoveries were consistently more problematic than freshwater or urban water 

recoveries across every measure the researchers examined. 
 
“Strong currents, marine life and prolonged exposure to water can severely damage 

deceased bodies, making it difficult to recognise individuals or apply conventional forensic 
identification methods. In fact, most of the unidentified cases in the study came from ocean 
recoveries, highlighting the impact of the marine environment,” said Associate Professor 

Heathfield, head of the Biomedical Forensic Science Unit in the Division of Forensic Medicine 
and Toxicology at UCT. 
 

According to the study, one of the key challenges is estimating how long a person has been 
in the water. While about half the cases were submerged for less than two weeks, nearly 
the same number could not be accurately assessed at all. This uncertainty complicates 

investigations and limits the ability to reconstruct events leading to death. 
 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12024-026-01229-2#Sec17
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12024-026-01229-2#Sec17
https://health.uct.ac.za/forensic-medicine/contacts/dr-laura-heathfield
https://health.uct.ac.za/forensic-medicine
https://health.uct.ac.za/forensic-medicine


Who ends up in the water 

Nearly 79% of the deceased were male, and the largest group, over half of the adults, were 

aged between 18 and 35 years. This matches broader patterns of drowning risk globally, 
where young men are consistently overrepresented. But the Cape Town data contained 
some surprises. Children under three years old made up about one in 10 cases, almost all of 

them recovered from urban water sources like swimming pools and bathtubs – a sobering 
reminder of the dangers lurking in residential spaces. 
 

“There is a profound disparity between a recovery in a backyard swimming pool and one on 
an active oceanic rocky shoreline in the bays along the ‘Cape of Storms’. While urban water 
sources like baths and pools saw a near-perfect identification success rate of 98.6%, oceanic 

cases were less at 87.2%,” the study noted.  
 
The limits of DNA – and everything else 

Identification in South Africa relies overwhelmingly on visual recognition, a family member 

confirming a face. It was used in 76% of successfully identified cases. But when a body has 

been in the ocean for days or weeks, there is often no face left to recognise. 

DNA analysis should be standard, said Heathfield. It was attempted in only 28% of cases, 

and even when DNA samples were collected, successful identification was achieved in only 

about one in three cases. “This result reflects the difficulty in obtaining DNA profiles from 

bodies recovered from water environments, as well as a shortage of reference DNA 

samples,” she said.  

Of the 289 cases, 26 people (9%) left the mortuary without a confirmed identity. These 

decedents join a long queue of South Africa's unidentified dead.  

What needs to change 

Heathfield and her team are clear about what the data demands. Visual identification needs 

to be supplemented by routine DNA sampling. Protocols for handling waterlogged cases 

need to be standardised; at present, decisions about sampling are left to individual 

pathologists, creating inconsistency.  

“More broadly, the study highlighted the need for better documentation of aquatic deaths, 

including variables like water temperature, seasonal patterns and socioeconomic context 

that could sharpen prevention strategies.  

“Most accidental drownings in South Africa occur in summer, often involving people who 

cannot swim. With approximately 85% of the population lacking basic swimming ability, and 

most Cape Town residents living within 30 minutes of the coast, the risk is structural, not 

incidental,” the study noted.  

Calling on families of missing persons 
 

Beyond this study, the Molecular Forensics Laboratory at the UCT/Observatory Forensic 
Pathology Institute (OFPI) has embarked on a social responsiveness project to conduct DNA 
profiling of unidentified deceased individuals who were admitted to OFPI in Cape Town.  

 



Heathfield urges families of missing persons to come forward and provide reference DNA 
samples for comparison. They should contact mfl@uct.ac.za.  
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