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The 2024 Joburg Indaba (Indaba) can be
aptly summarised in the words of Rafiki from
The Lion King: “Oh yes, the past can hurt.

But the way | see it, you can either run from it,
or learn from it.”

The Indaba provided a critical platform for mining industry
leaders, policymakers and stakeholders to reflect on

South Africa’s mining journey over the past 20 years, while
also casting a vision for the next 20 years. Key themes

that emerged from the discussions centred around
attracting investors to South Africa’s mining sector through
diversification to key minerals, addressing infrastructure
challenges through collaboration between the Government
and private sector, and ensuring that economic growth is
inclusive. These three intertwined topics dominated panel
discussions and presentations, highlighting the complex yet
critical nature of South Africa’s mining landscape.

Attracting investors to South Africa

One of the most pressing challenges faced by the South
African mining sector is the need to restore investor
confidence and trust. Roger Baxter, CEO of the Minerals
Council South Africa, and others reiterated that the
country’s mining industry continues to offer significant
potential, despite a range of well-documented challenges.
However, South Africa’s ability to unlock this potential
hinges on addressing key investor concerns: regulatory
certainty, political stability, and logistical efficiency.
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The last 20 years saw the introduction of the Mineral
and Petroleum Resources Development Act 28 of 2002
(MPRDA), which sought to regulate the post-apartheid
mining landscape. While this legislation succeeded

in transforming the sector to some degree, enabling
increased participation by historically disadvantaged
South Africans (HDIs), the implementation of the law has
been marred by inefficiencies. Delays in the granting of
mining licenses, coupled with perceptions of corruption
within the requlatory framework, have hampered
investment. For instance, the growing trust deficit between
Government and industry was highlighted and it was
stressed that, while the MPRDA was initially well-received
by the industry, its success in attracting investment has
been compromised by governance failures.

However, the outlook is not entirely bleak. There was
cautious optimism that the forthcoming online cadastral
system, set to be fully operational by June 2025, will
address some of the long-standing inefficiencies in mineral
rights management. This system is expected to reduce

the time taken to grant exploration licenses, which in turn
will make South Africa more attractive to investors looking
to enter the critical minerals space. Minerals such as
copper, vital for the global green energy transition, present
immense opportunities for the country.
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Additionally, participants stressed the need to more
effectively market South Africa as an investment
destination. The global demand for critical minerals is
increasing, and South Africa has a unique opportunity to
position itself as a key supplier of these resources. If South
Africa can provide a stable, predictable policy environment,
it can unlock exploration potential and make the country an
attractive destination for venture capital investment.

Clean minerals: A critical path for South Africa’s
mining future

One of the most significant points raised at the Indaba
was the urgent need for South Africa to diversify its mining
portfolio and focus on clean minerals, which are pivotal to
the global energy transition. As the world moves towards
decarbonisation, the demand for minerals such as copper,
lithium, cobalt and rare earth elements — essential for
renewable energy technologies like electric vehicles, wind
turbines and solar panels — is rapidly increasing. These
minerals, often referred to as “critical minerals”, represent a
new frontier in global mining, and South Africa must position
itself to capitalise on this trend.

For decades, South Africa’s mining industry has been heavily
reliant on deep-level mining of gold and platinum, alongside
other commodities such as coal and diamonds. However,
global shifts towards reducing carbon emissions and the
decline in traditional fossil fuel demand present both a
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challenge and an opportunity. As the world turns away from
coal and other high-emission resources, mining regions
that have historically depended on these commodities face
the risk of economic decline unless they pivot towards new,
cleaner industries.

At the Indaba, it was noted that South Africa is already
experiencing a decline in sectors such as gold mining, with
overall employment figures in the industry decreasing.

The key to reversing this trend, according to several
panellists, lies in the country’s ability to tap into the growing
demand for clean energy minerals. South Africa has vast
potential in critical minerals, including copper, which is
essential for electric wiring and green energy infrastructure,
and manganese, which is used in battery technology.

Focusing on these minerals offers South Africa a pathway
to not only sustain its mining industry but also grow it in
line with global trends. Embracing critical minerals could
reestablish South Africa as a leader in the global mining
space, drawing significant foreign direct investment into
exploration and mining projects.
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South Africa also needs to focus on beneficiation;

adding value to the minerals locally, rather than simply
exporting raw materials. This would not only create more
jobs but also help the country build a more resilient and
diversified economy, less dependent on the fluctuations
of commodity prices. The clean energy transition presents
a once-in-a-generation opportunity, and for South Africa,
shifting towards critical minerals is no longer just an
option but a necessity for the survival and growth of its
mining industry.

By repositioning itself as a key supplier of critical minerals,
South Africa can ensure it remains relevant in a rapidly
evolving global market, safeguarding jobs, driving inclusive
economic growth, and contributing to the broader goals of
sustainable development and decarbonisation. The world’s
push for green energy could very well be South Africa’s
gateway to rejuvenating its mining sector, provided the
country moves swiftly to address the structural challenges
that have hampered the industry’'s growth in recent years.

Fixing infrastructure: A prerequisite for growth

A recurrent theme at the Indaba was the impact of
infrastructure bottlenecks on the mining sector’s ability to
grow. South Africa’s mining industry, once a global leader,
has been constrained by inadequate electricity supply,
inefficient transport networks, and aging infrastructure.
These challenges have not only stunted growth but have

also caused the country to miss out on commodity booms.
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The country’s energy crisis, most notably marked by
ongoing load-shedding, has been a severe impediment to
the mining sector. However, there was cautious optimism
at the Indaba, as 2024 marked the first time in nearly

six months that load-shedding had been suspended.
Industry players attributed this to improved collaboration
between the Government and the private sector in
supporting Eskom'’s turnaround efforts. While the situation
is improving, it remains fragile, and long-term solutions -
including private sector participation in energy generation
— are essential to ensure energy security.

Transportation infrastructure was another key focus.

The inability to efficiently transport bulk commodities
such as chrome and manganese has significantly
impacted South Africa’s ability to participate in the global
commodities market. At the Indaba, it was acknowledged
that transport inefficiencies have cost the country during
global commodity price booms, limiting the sector’s
overall growth. There was consensus that the Government
must partner with the private sector to address these
logistical challenges. Only through improved rail and port
infrastructure can South Africa regain its competitiveness in
exporting minerals to international markets.
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Inclusive economic participation:
Transformation and the role of the mining industry

Transformation within the mining sector remains a key
driver for inclusive economic growth in South Africa. Over
the last two decades, significant strides have been made to
include HDIs, particularly women, in the industry.

The mining industry’s transformation journey was framed
as both a success and a disappointment. On one hand, the
industry has made remarkable progress, with approximately
83% of mining employees now being HDIs, and
approximately 57% of senior or managerial positions held
by HDIs. This is a significant achievement in an industry
that, prior to 1994, was dominated by white men. On the
other hand, the sector has not been able to “think big”
when it comes to transformation — especially in terms of
creating sustainable and inclusive growth across the board.

Participants stressed that inclusive growth requires more
than just the empowerment of HDIs within the mining
workforce. It also involves ensuring that the economic
benefits of mining are shared equitably across society.
This includes a focus on local communities affected by
mining operations, who often see little benefit from the
wealth generated by the sector. There was a call for the
Government and industry to work together to address
these imbalances, with a particular emphasis on improving
governance at the municipal level, where much of the
responsibility for delivering social services lies.
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Conclusion

The 2024 Joburg Indaba highlighted both the challenges
and opportunities facing South Africa’s mining industry.
While the sector remains critical to the country’s economy,
it is clear that significant reform is needed to attract
investors, address infrastructure issues, and ensure
inclusive economic participation. By focusing on these
areas, South Africa can reposition itself as a global leader
in the mining industry, unlocking new opportunities

for growth and development. The next 20 years will be
crucial in determining whether the country can overcome
its current challenges and realise the full potential of its
mineral wealth.

Jaco Meyer
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