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Introduction
Covid-19 caused mines to close
for the first time in South Africa's
168-year mining history when
President Cyril Ramaphosa
introduced Alert level 5 lockdown
on 27 March 2020. This was a farreaching decision for an economy
that was already in deep crisis.

8.1 per cent to the gross domestic
product, attracted R94.7 billion in
fixed direct investment, and
brought revenue into the state
coffers to the tune of R348.2
billion, accounting for a third of
export earnings.1 The sector
brought in 24 per cent of the
country’s foreign currency.2 This is
a substantial contribution to the
economy, and it is easy to
understand why the government
allowed mines to reopen before
the end of the lockdown despite
criticism and opposition from
labour, civil society and mining
communities.

This paper will provide an
analysis of the South African
Mining sector, the new challenges
presented by the Covid-19
pandemic, and the measures
implemented to curb the spread
of the virus. Covid-19 has altered
the way many industries function
and has disrupted production and
operations in the mining sector.

Despite the subsequent easing of
lockdown regulations, experts
paint a bleak picture of the future
of mining in the South African
economy. The chief economist for
the Minerals Council of South
Africa, Henk Langenhoven,
warned that the industry was set
to lose R1.5 billion a day ($86m).3

Will the South African
mining industry survive
Covid -19?
Mining, despite its decline in
recent years, remains a key
contributor to South Africa’s
economy. In 2019, it contributed
3

It is estimated that the lockdown
will cost the country between 8
and 10 per cent in mining
production.4

retrenchments should not occur at
this time, and are urging the
Department of Mineral Resources
Energy
(DMRE)
to
assist
struggling companies to consider
all available remedies to avoid
retrenchments. Unions are also
rightly not in support of any
consultation
process
about
retrenchments at this time, and
have asked to have them
postponed or cancelled entirely.6

Mining remains a key employer,
with around 454 900 people employed in the sector in 2019.5
According to the Minerals
Council, for every direct mining
job, there are at least two other
jobs created in allied industries;
and behind each employee, there
are between five and ten
dependants. With South Africa
facing an already alarming
unemployment rate, Covid-19
could turn out to be the destroyer
of the South African society and
the sinker of its economy. While
the mines have not yet cut jobs, if
infections
of
number
the
continues to increase and if
international prices do not recover
quickly, job losses are inevitable.
This will be catastrophic with the
rate
unemployment
official
already at 38 percent. The
conversation that has not yet
taken place is how mining
companies and the government
will deal with a wave of
where
and
retrenchments,
The
from.
come
would
financing
that
adamant
are
unions

The mining sector is a significant
source of primary income for the
economy and, based on a GDP
multiplier of some 2.27 times, it
creates significant economic
activity in the rest of the
economy.7 Covid-19 has impacted
on the industry’s ability to export,
as consuming countries have also
closed their economies (with
timid attempts to reopen by
China). This has affected all
aspects of mining linkages. In
February 2020, before the
lockdown, mineral sales had
increased by 18 per cent year-onyear, with the largest growth in
sales reported for platinum group
metals (PGMs), followed by gold
and iron ore. With the exception of
gold, output is expected to decline
significantly. In terms of the
4

overall production performance
of the sector during these times,
economist Geoff Nölting notes the
expectation
that
mining
production output will be
hampered as a result of the
lockdown. “This is because the
majority of mining operations will
only be permitted, in batches, to
scale up to full operation by Alert
Level 3 according to the
government’s
risk-adjusted
8
strategy report.” In a post-Covid19 environment, he also expects
the overall mining sector to
experience
negative
yearly
growth for the remainder of the
year. However, Nölting notes that
there are certain silver linings as
some commodities will likely
benefit from higher prices, such as
gold, the price of which tends to
rally during times of economic
uncertainty as investors flock to
safe-haven assets. In addition, he
says PGMs such as palladium and
rhodium are likely to trend higher,
owing to more stringent vehicle
emissions standards particularly
in Europe and China.9

shortfall of R304.1-billion in the
current financial year.10 In
anticipation, South Africa has
started negotiating for loans with
international finance institutions
such as the IMF and the African
Development Bank.

Mines are Covid -19
high-risk areas
It might not be possible for
mining companies to continue at
full capacity if the infection rate
continues to increase. Considering
that the majority of the mines in
South Africa are underground
mines, they can be considered as
high-risk areas for Covid-19. Most
of the country’s 420 000
mineworkers work underground.
The mining cages carry a lot of
workers at a time to ferry them
underground, and these cages
could
become
spaces
for
transmission of Covid-19. Equally,
the work done in teams
underground exposes workers to
the possibility of infecting each
other. The nature of work in the
mine makes it difficult to observe
social distancing and wash hands
regularly. For this reason many
people consider the mining
environment as a catalyst for the
spread of the Covid-19 virus.11

In the recent Covid-19 Special
Adjustment Budget tabled by the
Minister
of
Finance,
tax
authorities expect a collection
5

Mining companies have invested
in preventive measures. By June
the South African mining
industry, with 385 mines in
operation, had conducted 268 885
screenings and 13 543 tests, with
1 289 employees testing positive
for Covid-19 (this number is
increasing rapidly). Of these
positive cases, 484 people had
recovered, three had died and 802
were still active.12 The gold sector
has reported the highest number
of Covid-19 cases (600), followed
by platinum (539), coal (70), and
the balance reported by other
sectors such as diamonds, chrome
and iron-ore.13 Gauteng Premier
David Makhura declared the
West Rand District Municipality
the fourth Gauteng Covid-19
hotspot due to the rise in cases on
the mines in the area. Mining
companies, however, in an effort
to remain open, refute allegations
that the sector is the epicentre of
the virus.15

safety. However, the National
Union of Mineworkers (NUM),
the Association of Mineworkers
and Construction Union (AMCU),
Solidarity and Uasa, have both
praised and expressed concerns
about the mining industry. Uasa
and Solidarity welcomed the
mandatory code of practice that
miners had to adopt, which was
promulgated by the government.
The unions said it provided more
regulatory
certainty
and
uniformity. However, Uasa,
Solidarity, NUM and AMCU
reiterated their calls for universal
testing (or at least increased
random testing) of mineworkers
to pinpoint and isolate the
asymptomatic cases of Covid-19,
where people who do not show
symptoms of the virus are still
able to spread it.17

The responsibility of
mining companies beyond
the workers
Questions are being raised as to
where a mine’s responsibility
ends. Should a mine support its
workers
outside
of
the
workplace? Mineworkers do not
live in isolation. They are part of
communities, which are also
facing Covid-19. The conditions in

To help mines deal with Covid-19,
the Minerals Council of South
Africa has published a 10-point
action plan to deal with Covid19.16 These points are critical and,
if adhered, to could help mines to
protect employees’ health and
6

which most mineworkers live (in
hostels, informal settlements and
mining
communities
with
inadequate
water
supply,
sanitation, and access to health
services) makes it difficult for
workers to practice preventative
measures. If mine owners do not
want to suffer periodic closures of
their operations because of
infections in their workforce, they
have no option but to extend their
responsibility beyond the mines
to include the hostels and mining
communities where workers live.
Many companies have not
remained indifferent. In response
to the need to continuously
monitor their workforce, the
mining industry has come to the
party with Covid-19 testing,
screening and safeguarding

systems, as well as humanitarian
efforts and putting safe operational systems in place.18
Some mining companies have
confirmed cases of Covid-19 at
their operations, and some
(AngloGold Ashanti and Impala)
have suspended operations.
AngloGold Ashanti voluntarily
suspended
operations
at
Mponeng Mine to enable contact
tracing after 164 workers tested
positive at the mine. Implats also
temporarily
suspended
operations at Marula Mine after
detecting positive Covid-19
cases.19 Other companies have
continued with their operations
even when workers have tested
positive.
Goldfields’
has
continued with its operations

As at 2 July 2020
Total number of employees

425,079

Total number of people screened every day

287,297

Total number of tests

19,655

Total tests pending

931

Total positive cases

2,573

And in terms of the
COVID -19 Mine
workers, the table provides a summary of the
COVID -19 statistic from
the sector, at 2 July 2020,
from the 385 official
mines in South Africa.

The Mineral Council
1,538 maintains the sector is
Deaths
13 doing quite well in manage the spread of the
Recovered
1,022 virus as compared the
Figure 1: COVID -19, Statistics provided the Minerals Council COVID -19 statics of the
country.
of SA, as 2 July 2020.
Active cases
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despite having two confirmed
cases of Covid-19, and SibanyeStillwater
continued
with
operations after confirming that
51 employees had tested positive
for Covid-19 at its Thembelani
shaft in Rustenburg.20

and the Eastern Cape. In addition,
the average age in the industry’s
workforce is over 40, increasing
the risk of contracting the virus
and reducing the chance of
survival. When the mines opened,
mineworkers were asked to
return using public transport. The
Benchmark Foundation’s lead
researcher, David van Wyk, has
criticised this approach as it will
place returning mineworkers at a
high risk of contracting the virus.
However, the Minerals Council
asserts that the mining industry
has helped employees with
transport issues and helped taxis
to mitigate against the spread of
Covid-19. Out of more than 20 000
mining employees located outside
of the country, around 9 500 are
currently scheduled for return to
work. About 3 500 employees are
due to return from Mozambique
and 8 500 from Lesotho over the
month of July.22 The Swaziland
Migrant Mineworkers Association
said it is advocating for the safe
return of migrant workers and for
the necessary logistics to facilitate
this.

Mining unions have accused
mining companies of concealing
information regarding how many
miners have been infected at their
operations. Unions are also
concerned about the rising
number of infections among
mineworkers and have called for
the shutdown of a number of
mines in several provinces.
Unions oppose the blanket
approach by DMRE of allowing
all mines to resume work.21

Migrant mineworkers
find it difficult to return
The South African mining
industry relies on migrant
workers, who come from around
the Southern African region.
When the government introduced
the lockdown, mines sent all their
workers “back home”. The spread
of Covid-19 is exacerbated by the
constant movement between the
goldfields and platinum belt and
Lesotho, Eswatini, Mozambique,

The Minerals Council argues that
mining companies are facilitating
the safe passage of employees
8

from labour-sending areas, and
have created a standard format for
the essential services permit for
members.23 It is crucial that
migrant workers return to South
Africa without the risk of
exposure to the virus and for the
necessary quarantine measures to
be in place.

access to education, and with
contributions to the Solidarity
Fund, despite a 35 per cent yearon-year decline in output for the
sector in April as a result of
lockdown.25 The relationship
between mineworkers, companies
and mining communities once
again highlights that measures
implemented by companies to
limit the spread of Covid-19 will
directly contribute to the level of
risk
that
mining-affected
communities face. The exposure of
mineworkers to Covid-19 will
surely spill over into their
communities. This underscores the
reality that without meaningful
efforts by mining companies and
the government to ensure the
protection of mineworkers while
they are working, the virus could
easily spread and devastate the
lives of thousands of already
vulnerable people.

Mines, Covid -19,
and communities
The coronavirus has not only
affected mineworkers but also the
communities in which they live.
The intrinsic relationship between
mining companies, mineworkers
and mining-affected communities
demands that the latter be treated
as core stakeholders, whose
participation and contribution is
indispensable to the process of
mining.24
Minerals Council representative,
Tebello Chabana, has described
how the mining industry has
helped in communities, especially
since
Covid-19
exacerbated
existing problems, such as food
and water shortages. Chabana said
the mining industry had helped
communities with the supply of
personal protective equipment
(PPE), water tankers, food parcels,

The poverty that residents of
mining communities’ already
experience exacerbates this risk.
Without water, sanitation, and
adequate housing, they are unable
to observe life-saving practices
such as handwashing, regular
disinfection of their living
environments
and
social
9

Recommendations

distancing. Residents are often
plagued by respiratory diseases
such as tuberculosis, silicosis and
black lung disease (coal workers’
pneumoconiosis) caused (or
greatly exacerbated) by pollution
from the mines. This makes them
more susceptible to contracting
Covid-19, and more likely to die
should
they
contract
it.26
According to David Rees,
Emeritus
Professor
of
Occupational Medicine and
Epidemiology at the University of
the Witwatersrand, infections
among mineworkers reflect the
conditions in communities where
they reside. He adds that we must
expect more infections in the
coming months.27

• The mining sector must
continue to assist the government in providing aid and
assistance to mining communities, in providing basic services,
information dissemination and
PPE.
• The government must actively
monitor compliance in line with
all the regulations and guidelines issued, and ensure that
non-compliant operations are
closed and face criminal
prosecution in terms of the
regulations.
• Mining companies must
disseminate accurate and
timeous updates on Covid-19 at
each of their operations.

AMCU has expressed concerns
around non-compliant mines that
have not provided their staff with
PPE or quarantine facilities. The
union believes that the mining
industry is “not Covid-19 ready”.
The Mineral Council, in response,
has stated that the industry was
well prepared in terms of having
operational
and
mitigating
systems in place, and that the few
non-complying companies are not
the norm.28

Conclusion
The importance of the mining
sector makes it integral for the
survival of the South African
economy and people. The
operation and management of the
sector during the Covid-19
pandemic is therefore a key focal
point and the subject of robust
contestation. The government
must continue to exercise its
oversight role and ensure that
10

Energy,30 the guiding principles
on the management of Covid-19
in the South African Mining
Industry (SAMI) and further
guidelines developed by the
World
Health
Organisation
(WHO), the national Department
of Health, and the national
Department of Employment and
Labour.

mines adhere to the guidelines for
a mandatory code of practice
(COP) for the mitigation and
management of Covid-19 in the
mining industry. This includes
adherence to the regulations
issued in terms of the Disaster
Management
Act,
2002,29
directions issued by the Minister
of Mineral Resources and
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