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1. THE NATURE OF THE PROBLEM
Mining is under pressure in South Africa with many 
thousands of jobs having been lost in the sector in 
recent years, and no sign of this trend ending soon. 
The pressures are both local and global and arise from 
a number of factors including shifting demand, declines 
in certain commodity prices, and increasingly expensive 
operations in South Africa, including the prevalence of 
older technologies and systems for extracting resources. 
Policy uncertainty has also played a role, and limited new 
investments in mining.

The role of coal in South Africa’s economy is a particular 
challenge. Coal – and cheap energy derived from it – 
allowed South Africa to become the most industrialised 
economy in Africa. Coal was a cheap energy source 
and cheap energy was critical to the mining sector and 
other energy-intensive industries such as steel-making, 
smelting, development of the railways, construction and 
other ancillary industries such as heavy manufacturing 
and the chemicals. 

In the process, it created an economic path dependency 
in which mining and heavy industry remain at the heart 
of our industrial trajectory and exports. Coal constitutes a 
significant supplier of electricity and a sizeable portion of 
the liquid fuels needs of the country, thereby producing 
the bulk of South Africa’s greenhouse gas emissions 
(‘carbon emissions’) which cause climate change.

Coal is under pressure in ways that over time will impact 

negatively on South Africa’s coal mining value chain and 
coal exports, as well as our carbon-intensive products 
produced using electricity derived from coal-fired power 
plants. With climate change becoming a significant factor 
in global and domestic policy and business decisions, 
South Africa’s coal exports are exposed to the risk of 
shrinking markets, and exports of our carbon-intensive 
products (including locally produced iron and steel, and 
combustion engines) will increasingly face trade barriers 
such as border tax adjustments.1 

Already the European Union has said a binding reference 
to the Paris Agreement on climate change will be required 
in all European Union trade agreements from now on, and 
it has halted trade talks with the USA which threatened 
to pull out of the Paris Agreement2. It is becoming harder 
to receive financing for coal-fired power plants from 
development finance institutions, and investors are 
shifting away from fossil fuels albeit at a snail’s pace.

At the same time as we need the mining jobs and outputs, 
mining comes at a social price: mining is dangerous work 
and mineworkers suffer health impacts and lose their 
lives, while local communities experience negative health 
and water impacts, land for agriculture and biodiversity 
is lost, water is poisoned, and the state and individuals 
pay to redress these effects. In addition, coal mining and 
use is highly water intensive, placing further strains on 
our water scarce country. Climate change impacts are the 
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most significant social cost of coal, disproportionately 
falling upon the poor.

Given all these drivers to shift away from coal mining 
in time, South Africa would be best served by thinking 
strategically about mining jobs, ensuring workers can 
enter other jobs and have a social protection safety net, 
addressing impacts on mining affected communities, how 
to replace lost national income and taxes, as well as how 
to shift the mining sector towards a low-carbon, climate-
resilient future. Not to do so is to make our economy and 
residents – particularly the poor – increasingly vulnerable 
and to lock us further into a perverse economic pathway. 

2. PREVIOUS AGREEMENTS BY SOCIAL 
PARTNERS TO ADDRESS THE ISSUE
In 2002, the Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development 
Act was enacted. In 2013, a Draft Amendment Bill was 
published and was later passed by the National Assembly 
and the National Council of Provinces but then referred 
back to Parliament by the President, where it remains, 
due to concerns over its constitutionality. It has relevance 
to the new Mining Charter under discussion in South 
Africa as it declares that mining companies intending to 
export minerals from South Africa would first have to 
apply for a license from the Mineral Resources Minister, 
who might apply certain conditions, such as quotas on 
export volumes or a preferential domestic supply quota 
for ‘strategic’ minerals such as iron ore and coal. During 
the course of 2017, additional amendments included that 
mining permits would only be granted to majority black-
owned South African companies3.

A new Mining Charter has been under discussion for 
some years with the latest version published in June 2018. 
It seeks to address transformation of the mining sector 
and upliftment of mining communities, and has been the 
subject of major contestation between the parties.

The Act and its amendments and the Charter do not 
address climate change considerations.

3. THE PROPOSED APPROACH AND 
PROPOSALS
Three approaches are required simultaneously:

1. Increase investment into metals and minerals needed 
in a low-carbon economy

• The transition to a low-carbon economy is 
contingent on the availability of the metals and 
minerals necessary for the manufacturing of ‘clean’ 
technologies4. These include technologies in the 
energy and other sectors that decrease dependence 

on polluting fossil fuels, that reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, and that increase energy efficiency. All 
these technologies cannot be built without metals 
such as steel and aluminium, as well as rare earth 
elements5. South Africa has the highest deposits in the 
world in platinum group metals (PGMs), chromium, 
and manganese. The market is both for beneficiation 
within South Africa and for export.

Examples of mineral and metals for low-carbon 
technologies include:

• Steel is key for building foundations, towers, 
gear boxes, hydraulic systems for wind energy 
technologies, and barrages and turbines for tidal 
energy. 

• Aluminium is required for rotor blades and 
pumped storage hydropower. 

• Platinum-based fuel cells are being explored 
to supply heat (and decentralised power) to 
buildings and industries (in cold climates). 

• Hybrids and plug-in hybrids, full electric vehicles 
and fuel cell vehicles require metals in high-
tech parts like batteries, electro-motors and 
fuel cells; PGMs for exhaust system catalysts, 
catalysed particulate filters and emission 
absorbers; chromium, manganese, aluminium, 
iron ore and coal for the body of the car; copper, 
gold platinum and tungsten for the wiring and 
circuitry; and cobalt, lead, lithium and rare earth 
oxides for batteries.

• The Public Investment Corporation (PIC) has joined 
forces with Anglo American Platinum to promote 
the development of innovative and competitive 
technological uses of PGMs and support an ailing 
platinum industry. Each party has committed 
R1.3 billion to the first venture capital fund of its 
kind focused on the use of PGMs6. More initiatives 
of this nature are required to explore and invest in 
the potential of minerals and metals for low-carbon 
technologies and their linkages into manufacturing, 
particularly where operations are to be based in 
South Africa.

2. Redeploy mineworkers from closing mines to local 
municipal infrastructure programmes

This is a more realistic and helpful approach than imagining 
that retrenched miners and their families should uproot to 
find jobs elsewhere requiring skills that don’t necessarily 
match theirs. It also keeps local economies afloat and 
provides service delivery infrastructure.

• Redeploy retrenched miners, to develop, rebuild and 
maintain infrastructure within municipalities where 
the mines have operated. There exists an opportunity 
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to link this programme to the recent announcement 
that the Department of Cooperative Governance 
and Traditional Affairs (COGTA) will deploy teams 
of engineers and experts to tackle infrastructure 
and governance issues at 87 distressed municipalities 
across the country7. This requires coordination 
between COGTA, Treasury, unions and owners of 
distressed mines, as well as involving the affected 
mineworkers and local communities.

• Some of the skills that mineworkers already have 
are transferable to such infrastructure work. Further 
reskill mineworkers using the Skills Levy and working 
with the SETAs. Engage SETAs now already to prepare 
programmes (which more generally applies for skills 
for a low-carbon, climate-resilient economy).

3. Establish a national programme on the rehabilitation 
of mines and other economic activities linked to and 
around mines

• The Department of Mineral Resources (DMR) has 
determined that there are more than 6 000 derelict 
and ownerless mines that require rehabilitation. 
If 50 jobs were created at each of these mines this 
would amount to some 300 000 jobs. Partnerships are 
required between the mines, COGTA, and others to 
realise this.

• There also exists an opportunity to create local jobs 
and benefit local communities through eco-system 
rehabilitation and other economic activities around 
mines. In one example, 100 jobs will be created to 
rehabilitate the Tweelopiespruit, the receptor dams 
and wetlands over a period of a year8.

A number of research papers and programmes already 
exist on complementary opportunities related to mines:

• The Mining Phakisa suggests the establishment 
of a Mining-Agri Fund to realise new job creation 
projects in agriculture and processing using 
mining land and water to the value of around 
R10 million per annum over 5 years9.

• The University of Cape Town’s Resilient Futures 
group is investigating whether fibre-rich biomass 
can be used to rehabilitate degraded land.

• A 2015 Green Fund policy brief explores the 
potential for dormant urban mines as sites for 
solar PV, pumped storage and a combination of 
the two.

• Unions and mining-affected communities (of which 
miners are also part), should play a central role in 
shaping any of the programmes above. There are 
organisations of these communities, who have 
firsthand knowledge of the local situation and 
impacts of mining.

4. POLICY OPTIONS
• Finalise the Mineral and Petroleum Resources 

Development Bill and Mining Charter to create 
policy certainty and incorporate climate change 
considerations.

• Protect important environmental and strategic water 
source areas from prospecting and mining through 
the promulgation of ‘no go zones’.

• Put in place a Just Transition Taskforce, with a 
workstream on mining to chart and manage low-
carbon transitions in the sector.

• Since the adoption of the National Climate Change 
Response Policy White Paper in 2011, the Department 
of Environmental Affairs (DEA) has been pursuing a 
suite of policy measures and instruments to foster 
climate change mitigation and adaptation, subject 
to much contestation from heavy emitters against 
the public interest to address climate change sooner 
rather than later. In particular, the system of carbon 
emissions allowances for companies and a draft 
Climate Change Bill needs to be put in place in 2018 
still.10 This will create policy certainty, not least for the 
low-carbon economy waiting in the wings.

• Since 2010, Treasury has sponsored a carbon tax. The 
purpose is to reorientate the economy in a low-carbon 
direction by making lower carbon investments and 
products relatively more attractive than high-carbon 
ones, thus ultimately buffering the economy against 
trade and geopolitical impacts of global low-carbon 
moves, and to shift the social costs of carbon onto 
those causing them – the polluter pays principle. A 
draft Carbon Tax Bill is being discussed in a NEDLAC 
task team.

5. FINANCING
• The Auditor General estimates the costs of 

rehabilitation of more than 6 000 derelict and 
ownerless mines at R32 billion of state funds. 
Rehabilitation of mine sites must be paid for by the 
responsible mining companies, another case of the 
polluter pays principle. Legislation stipulates that all 
mining operations within South Africa are required 
to make provision for environmental rehabilitation 
during the life of the mine and at closure.

• R&D for new technologies (bio-ores and the like) and 
new economic activities at mines can be supported 
by universities, CSIR and other expert institutions, 
and should also be invested in by mining companies. 
There could be an addition for R&D to the mining 
rehabilitation funds companies must set aside. The 
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pilots for such research themselves will employ 
people.

• Mining companies should commission research and 
invest in the metals and minerals which provide 
growing opportunities (as in the case of the recent 
partnership announced between AngloPlats and the 
PIC).

• The Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) should 
support the low-carbon manufacturing opportunities 
associated with these metals and minerals and low-
carbon and climate-resilient technologies.

6. THE ROLE OF STATE INSTITUTIONS 
AND SOCIAL PARTNERS
• COGTA, Treasury, municipalities, unions and 

communities around mines can work together to 
identify opportunities for forthcoming retrenched 
mineworkers in infrastructure plans at municipalities.

• In conjunction with the SETAs, mining companies 
must look at reskilling miners using the Skills Levy.

• The Chamber of Mines, together with DMR, the DTI 
and banks needs to prioritise a work programme 
to unlock funding for more efficient processes and 
technologies, and R&D within new minerals for 
low-carbon manufacturing as well as investment in 
mining and processing operations.

7. SEQUENCING AND TIMEFRAMES
The next steps are:

1. Establish a Just Transition Taskforce driven by the 
Presidency and housed in NEDLAC, involving all the 
social partners, with a clear agenda on critical sectors 
and interventions to shift towards a low-carbon and 
climate-resilient economy.

2. In the context of a ‘just transition’, unions and 
mining companies, together with the Department of 
Labour, and the SETAs – and COGTA in the case of 
the teams being sent to 87 municipalities – to embark 
on pre-emptive initiatives to redeploy and reskill 
mineworkers in resource sectors set to shrink (like 
coal).

3. DMR and DEA to establish a national programme 
to rehabilitate derelict and abandoned mines and 
look at alternatives and complementary economic 
activities at mines.

4. In preparation for the coming Presidential Investment 
Summit, mines and banks, particularly Development 
Finance Institutions, to prepare proposals to increase 

R&D and investments into mining of minerals needed 
for low-carbon technologies. The proposals could 
look into support by DTI in respect of beneficiation of 
metals and minerals.
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MINING FOR A LOW-CARBON ECONOMY POLICY BRIEF: APPENDICES

Just transition processes

• As a result of labour organisations’ and their allies’ 
efforts, the United Nations’ Paris Agreement on 
climate change notes the imperative of a just transition 
of the workforce and the creation of decent work as 
essential elements in global and national responses 
to climate change.

• A South African Just Transition Taskforce should be 
established, driven by the Presidency and housed in 
NEDLAC, involving all the social partners.

• The National Planning Commission is running a 
programme ‘Developing models and pathways for 
a low-carbon economy and climate-resilient society’ 
with all social partners. The desired outcome is 
progress toward a social compact about the kind of 
economy we want and how to get there.11 Labour 
could get more actively involved.

• In 2016 ITUC established a Just Transition Centre 
with partners. The Centre brings together workers 
and their unions, communities, businesses and 
governments in social dialogue to ‘ensure that labour 
has a seat at the table when planning for a Just 
Transition to a low-carbon world’.12

A labour and civil society Just Transition Charter could be 
developed. There are existing polices and guidelines that 
could provide a framework from labour’s perspective:

• For example, in 2011, the COSATU Central 
Executive Committee adopted a Policy 
Framework on Climate Change, which comprises 
15 principles. The principles were included in a 
2012 COSATU booklet ‘A just transition to a low-
carbon and climate resilient economy: A call to 
action’.13

• In 2015, the International Labour Organisation 
constituents adopted ‘Guidelines for a just 
transition towards environmentally sustainable 
economies and societies for all.’ The Guidelines 
offer a framework and a tool to ‘ensure that 
national and global efforts to tackle climate 
change advance employment creation goals, 
social justice and promote just transitions for 
workers, enterprises and communities.’14

The role of unions in a transition:

• On the next page are ideas from South African 
unionists about union actions in a transition. The 
ideas arose in transport union workshops run in 
five provinces in 2013, noting that these were 
not decision-making forums. The workshops 

involved identifying the sources of carbon 
emissions in the transport sector, and what can 
be done about those. Participating unonists 
developed ideas to reduce emissions while at the 
same time protecting the interests of workers; 
and discussed what the union could do to take 
the issues forward. 

• There are examples from elsewhere, for example 
Germany’s mine union, IG Bergbau, participated 
in promoting early retirement and shift-time 
reduction as a means of slowly winding down 
that country’s coal industry.
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Union at national level

• Need to develop a national union policy and strategy 
for a transition. This would involve consolidating 
union mandates and researching international trends.

• National office bearers can co-ordinate calling joint 
or umbrella meetings of the relevant Bargaining 
Councils. Then it is easier for sector co-ordinators to 
take it up.

• There may be inter-union issues to work on collectively.

• Engage NEDLAC to amend any relevant legislation.

• Create job loss fund for retrenched and older workers. 

• Take to the federation the proposal that it co-ordinate 
a national process for passing members from one 
union to another when there are sector changes, so 
that members are not lost.

At workplace/local level 

• Climate change updates and information and 
awareness raising must be put on the agenda of 
monthly meetings with employers. 

• Engage management of all companies about what 
their carbon reducing plans are. This might also 
involve negotiating with management about making 
changes in the workplace and in the work process to 
cut emissions.

• Encourage energy saving measures in the workplace. 
Present cost-benefit analysis to management to show 
them how they will save on electricity and fuel costs 
if changes are implemented.

• Negotiate that any savings made by the company 
because of carbon emission reducing measures are 
shared with workers.

• Use workplace and bargaining forums to ensure 
management keeps workers informed about changes 
to technologies.

• Negotiate with management about driver training so 
that drivers can drive more efficiently.

• Recruitment of new members is important – the 
bigger the union membership, the more the demands 
and plans of the union carry weight.

• Engage and sensitize members on possibilities of job 
losses and gains from carbon reduction measures.

• At a provincial level, work with media, schools, 
members of public, NGOs and civil society to raise 
awareness.

At sector level

• Urge larger companies to develop a ‘mobility plan’ to 
make travel to and from work more energy efficient 
and time friendly to workers.

• At provincial level identify sector contributing most 
to emissions and run campaigns at provincial level 
educating this sector.

• Union to form teams within the high-emission 
contributing sectors and be at the forefront of 
advocating issue of climate change.

Collective bargaining

• A strategy for national, provincial and local 
bargaining.

• Shopstewards to engage management to begin 
to budget for emissions reductions and training of 
workers for the transition.

• Companies don’t have green policies – this must be 
included in all negotiations.

• Defend working conditions as companies make low-
carbon changes.

• Incorporate climate protection arguments into 
bargaining around issues of commuting and flexible 
hours.

• Encourage employers to incentivise use of public 
transport. Promote bicycling and walking.

• Prepare for possible retrenchments by compiling 
demands now already.

• One of these demands must be that any workers that 
lose their jobs must be reskilled for other work.

• If there are retrenchments the companies should help 
workers to set up cooperatives, and then actively 
support the cooperatives by buying from them.

• Demand that new jobs be decent, not casualised. 
Many can be in communities e.g. walking children to 
school.

Research to inform union strategy

• Research what companies where we organise are 
doing that causes emissions, and any plans they have 
to reduce emissions. These plans may affect working 
conditions, may change processes and technologies, 
or involve restructuring.

• Do research at workplace and provincial level to 
get information about workers; what categories 
companies might start retrenching; what are new 
jobs emerging? 

• Analyse what jobs will be lost or gained, and by who.

Education and training 

• Induction process for bus drivers to know that they 
are delivering a public service and therefore need to 
work hard to make sure buses run on time and are 
reliable.

• Engage TETA (Transport SETA) about providing skills 
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to workers that are required in a low-carbon economy.

• Negotiate education and training for workers in new 
technologies and skills that will be needed.

• Skills levies to be used for retraining.
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