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Water – a key driver
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Acid Mine Drainage (AMD) as the most important 
threat to water quality in South Africa

AMD from coal mining areas has had devastating 
impacts on water resources, with acidification of 
rivers and streams, elevated metal levels and 
consequent fish die-offs. 

The high-risk period for water contamination from 
coal mines occurs in the post-mining phase, 
when water pumping and treatment ceases and 
the closed or abandoned mines are left to flood 
and decant

Critical to any future economic development in 
Mpumalanga is to determine location, quality and 
quantity of water for collaborative regional 
sustainable projects that can drive economic 
development that support a just transition.
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Just transition challenge 
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The reality

Overall unemployment in Mpumalanga 2nd highest in South Africa 
46% (2019)

Employment across the coal value chain stands in excess of 
120,000 workers of varying age

80% of upstream activities associated with coal mining are 
concentrated in two districts, eMalahleni and Gert Sibande

Decommissioning of coal power plants and lower demand for coal 
overall will have a domino effect

Loss of immediate jobs in the coal value chain, loss of livelihoods 
in surrounding communities, and  impacting on delivery  of 
essential service

Role of job rich mine rehabilitation to stimulate 
local economic development?
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• How do you sweat the resources that are available? 

• Existing skills – both workers and communities  

• Water that is fit for purpose – irrigation, industrial use, augmenting municipal water delivery, etc.

• Land, both contaminated and virgin 

• Buildings, electricity, roads and rail, equipment

• New technologies and applications 

• Require regional planning that builds on existing spatial mapping that identifies 

• Hydrology, agriculture potential, susceptibility to climate change, existing economic activity, and 

relevant pilot projects

A post mining economy  - some pointers  
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The Green Engine 
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Should there be a national process that incorporate post-mining economic planning into the national development 
planning framework and thereby integrated with the NDP, Provincial Growth and Development Strategies and 
municipal IDPs? 

Can social-labour plans support such economic succession planning?

• The current focus of Social Labour Plans and mine downscaling, means that mining companies are not compelled 
to consider life beyond mining. 

Should future mine rehabilitation planning be focussed explicitly on likely post-mining use?

• Challenging given the relatively long life span of most mines and the possible changes in future post-mining 
economic opportunity over the period between the commissioning and closure of mines. 

(Acknowledging inputs made by Mike Solomon at a Colloquium hosted by WWF SA/Mining Dialogue 360, January 
2020)

Role of Mining companies



8

Best practice - eMalahleni Water Reclamation 
Plant 
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• Public-private-partnership between Anglo Coal and BHP Billiton 
and  eMalahleni Municipality

• Process of reverse osmosis tutm 25 000 m³ of mining effluent 
into potable drinking water each day. 

• Municipality covers its chronic water shortage by using over 70% 
of the reclaimed water to supply its consumers.

• The environment is also spared further effluent release because 
the plant operates at 99% recovery from four coal mines in the 
area119. 

• But costly – almost E300 million 

• Planned to partly address the post-closure liability of the mines in 
question. 

• The production of sealable commodities is an important asset 
supporting the long-term plant operation

• But long-term economic sustainability of this operation is still 
uncertain, because the treated water that is sold to eMalahleni is 
heavily subsidised

• Unclear what will happen once the operating mines reach 
closure. 

• Further complication is Anglo Coals withdrawal from South Africa 
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Communities 

as Partners

© Three Piece Media Production 

AB



10

• Community engagement/consultation processes are still deeply inadequate despite wide 
recognition that this is a critical element for any project success and sustainability

• Communities must be Partners NOT beneficiaries

• Invest in building up community participation PRIOR to design i.e. communities are co-
designers of projects that impact their future creating resilience and self-sufficiency

• Requires consistent and continuous engagement to build trust

• Skills mapping, identifying aptitudes for various kinds of work, finding the gaps for those with limited 
capabilities is critical

• Focus on gender inclusivity from the outset 

Principles of engagement 
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Current 

Situation
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Way Forward
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