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Resuscitating R&D in the mining sector and developing a Localisation Programme1 

 

The South African mineral complex has been the foundation of our economy.  About 50% of 

the world’s gold, finds its origin in the Wits Basin, spreading from Welkom in the west to 

Evander in the east. We have extracted 1.7 billion ounces of gold and have about 0.2 billion 

in reserve. Pre 1990’s South Africa used to deliver approximately 1000 tons of gold to global 

markets every year, since then it has been on a steady decline to 145 tons in 2013.  

 

Until the late 90’s South Africa was still ranked the number one gold producer in the world, we 

are now in the seventh position, because we mined out most of the rich, shallow reefs.  Today 

an average gold mine seeks to extract at least 2g per ton for it to be viable, the Wits Basin use 

to deliver in excess of 10g per ton with dilution, and because it delivered so handsomely for 

decades we find ourselves in this predicament where we have become victims of our own 

success, the so-called “resource curse”. 

 

South Africa’ minerals sector failed to innovate towards seeking greater extractive efficiencies 

because there have always been rich rewards; however this is rapidly coming to an end.  I use 

the term “predicament” because our laisses-faire approach has left us in a position where with 

our current methods of inefficient mining processes, our industry will last another 10-15 years.  

The research by the Minerals Council of South Africa (formerly the Chamber of Mines) 

indicates that if we continue with our conventional mining methods, at 2015 commodity prices 

and costs, then the viability of our gold mines will cease in 2025 and that of platinum in 2030.  

 

The decline of the South African mining sector can be described as a systematic dismantling 

of the key linkages, which was a world leader up to the millennium.  The Chamber of Mines 

                                                           
1 OECD’s Video conference on Policy Dialogue on Natural Resource-based Development – Presentation by Abiel Mohlahlo, 

Department of Trade and Industry, South Africa, amohlahlo@thedti.gov.za 
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Research organisation, COMRO, which once boasted over 500 scientists and recognised as 

a global centre of excellence, were underfunded after being transferred to the CSIR in 1992.  

In addition to the underfunding of COMRO, mining companies downsized, listed offshore, 

unbundled their non-core assets and closed down their in-house R&D to focus solely on 

mining.  In the process, South Africa’s capability to design & develop mining technology and 

lean manufacturing processes has been significantly eroded.  Similarly, within this well 

constructed ecosystem, processing facilities and manufacturing assets were sold off. 

 

SA mining shrank at a rate of 1% a year in the boom years from 2000-8, while the rest of the 

mining world grew at 5% a year.  We dropped from 1st to 7th place in global gold production, 

illustrating how weak and sluggish South African mining had become, affecting the whole 

ecosystem. 

 

The capacity to both design and manufacture in line with competing technological 

requirements had been seriously degraded.  The big question is “does the domestic sector 

has enough willingness and the capacity to re-establish its position as a global leader in 

mining?”  The answer is YES, if proper coordination and buy-in is attained. 

 

This triggered a joint action to halt the devastating decline of the South African mining industry.  

The response from government was the Mining Phakisa2 policy intervention, which aims to 

boost the sector by repositioning it within a cohesive mining cluster that is underscored by 

promoting competitiveness across the entire value chain. 

 

                                                           
2 The Mining Phakisa –this is an initiative based on a “quick, fast results” methodology developed initially in Malaysia that brings 

together all stakeholders in the industry under one roof with the aim of identifying constraints and developing a shared vision and 

growth strategy for the long-term development and transformation of the sector. 
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This consultative process, Mining Phakisa, saw approximately 140 stakeholders from 16 

government departments, mining companies, suppliers, academia, civil society and NGOs, 

spending 5 weeks together to reposition mining as a notable contributor to economic growth 

and job preservation in an extremely challenging environment.  The aim was to ensure growth, 

transformation, investment and employment creation across the entire sector. 

 

The collaboration adopted a bottom-up approach to ensure that real issues were tabled, 

interrogated and solutions were sought in the form of tangible projects backed by institutional 

mechanisms, to nurture and entrench this new collaboration.  About fifteen key projects were 

identified and interrogated through the Phakisa process ranging from reviewing investment 

trends, to socio-economic issues and decent work, from geological survey to environmental 

impact.  

One keey project fell within the mandate of the dti area of responsibility, namely “the 

resuscitation of R&D and stimulating the growth of the domestic mining equipment 

manufacturers”. 

 

Key stakeholders from the mining sector unanimously agreed to re-establish the mining R&D 

capability so as to revitalise and enhance the competitiveness of the South African mining 

industry.  An accepted strategic imperative is that the mining sector’s competitive advantage 

is no longer dependent on easily accessible resources, or low labour and utility costs.  To 

address and reverse the current situation, the mining industry stakeholders agreed to establish 

a “centre of excellence” to enhance the competitive advantage of the sector throughout the 

mining value chain. 

 

A comprehensive mining technology and manufacturing development programme will be 

developed in this centre of excellence, to access the un-minable reserves and to revive the 

industry.  The next generation of mining systems could significantly extend the life of gold 

mines to 2042 and platinum to 2045.  It is the strategic intent of key role-players in the sector 
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to develop these systems and stimulate localised manufacturing.  This will revitalise growth 

within the mining value chain and provide opportunity for supplier development and job 

creation. 

 

The key objective is to create a platform that will:  

o enable collaborative partnerships in research and development (R&D); 

o stimulate skills development; and to  

o establish competitive local manufacturing capability to deliver next generation 

mining systems.  

 

The future of mining in South Africa and its competitiveness is going to be dependent on 

innovative R&D and domestic competitive supply chains.  This will create a favourable 

economic opportunity for all stakeholders. 

 

This vision requires the development of business cases to identify specific industry 

opportunities that will enhance the capability of the mining sector.  Central to this strategy is 

the establishment of the Mining Hub, The Mandela Mining Precinct, at the CSIR facility in 

Auckland Park, in Johannesburg.  The Mandela Mining Precinct, is a public-private partnership 

between the Minerals Council of South Africa (former Chamber of Mines) and the government, 

was formally launched in September 2018.  The partnership is funded by the government of 

South Africa to a value of more than R220 million (until 2021) and mining industry through 

MinCosa.  MinCosa committed R33 million in 2018.  The funding model is based on a ratio of 

R2 from government being matched by R1 from MinCosa. 

 

The Mandela Mining Precinct will be the centre for R&D within the mining sector.  The Precinct 

will enable collaboration amongst the majority of domestic manufacturers, including organised 

clusters like the Mining Equipment Manufacturers of SA (MEMSA), SA Capital Equipment 

Export Council, SA Minerals Processing Export Council (SAMPEC), Hydraulic and Pneumatic 
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Export Cluster (HAPEC) and The Valve and Actuator Manufacturers Cluster of South Africa 

(VAMCOSA).  

 

There was also a creation of a Mining and Manufacturing Equipment Cluster, Mining 

Equipment Manufacturers of South Africa (MEMSA), which is critical to the development of a 

successful and competitive domestic manufacturing capability.  MEMSA is funded and 

supported by the dti.  It has, since its inception, increased its membership from 16 companies 

in 2017 to 30 manufacturers by the end of 2018 illustrating the great success the cluster is 

enjoying. 

 

Cluster management will also be housed within the Mining Hub to facilitate: 

 research collaboration and have member companies play an active role in the 

development of new components/equipment; 

 value chain collaboration amongst key role players within the sector and ensure all 

benefit from strategic initiatives; and 

 the sharing of knowledge to enhance industry skills and capability  

 

the dti has facilitated the integration of equipment manufacturers into the R&D activities at 

the Hub.  Two programmes have been earmarked to specifically benefit and advance the 

capabilities of the domestic manufacturers.  The first is the development of a localisation 

programme, and the second is a focused supplier development initiative aimed at creating 

not only a handful of national champions, but also a number of Tier 1 and 2 suppliers within 

the value chain. 

 

Localisation programme - In order to modernise and then lead in the development and 

manufacture of new mining systems, it is necessary for the mining supply chain as a whole to 

be upgraded as it is deeply embedded in the South African economy.  To achieve this, we 

have studied the detail procurement transactions of mines in the gold and platinum sector.  

The Gold and Platinum industry procure R32 billion per annum worth of equipment, 
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components, supplies and services.  In addition, there is large expenditure in key technology 

areas that can support the development of a dynamic supplier industry.  We are currently 

undertaking the second phase of the study to utilise the analysis of the mines purchasing 

activities from phase 1 with the intent of leveraging mining procurement to initiate 

industrialisation and localisation opportunities for South African manufacturers. 

The 2018 mining charter, as a policy instrument, supports the development of South African 

manufactured goods that are used in the minerals sector.  The Charter will leverage the 

procurement budget of the South African mining industry to create demand for South African 

manufactured mining capital goods, consumables and services. 

 

In conclusion, it is in the interest of all stakeholders to extend the life of mines by developing 

the next generation of mining equipments, through seeking new technologies and methods to 

address 24/7 mining and extract deeper narrow reef - hard rock deposits to 2040.  Not only will 

it create investment potential, greenfield opportunities, and extend the life of existing reserves 

but more importantly allow the industry to move closer towards its target of “zero harm”.  South 

Africa will need to adapt to remain competitive, and in order to change the system, all 

stakeholders will need to be involved.  So we invite you to be a part of this journey. 


