Reflecting on 2024: Overcoming Project Headaches in South Africa's Mining
Industry

A Journey Through the Challenges of Mining Projects

Behind every challenge in South Africa's mining industry, there are individuals who embody
the spirit of resilience and perseverance. Meet the unsung heroes who navigated the
complexities of 2024: Thabo, the project manager who patiently steered his team through
government delays; Sipho, the site supervisor who bravely stood up to the construction
mafia; Lerato, the engineer who innovatively overcome infrastructure hurdles; Mpho, the
process design expert who tirelessly trained and mentored new talent amidst skills
shortages; Nomsa, the procurement officer who resourcefully adapted to fluctuating
materials costs and shortages; Kabelo, the electrician who skilfully mitigated the impact of
load shedding; and Thandi, the human resources manager who diplomatically navigated
labour disputes and unrest. Their stories weave a tapestry of struggle, resilience, and hope,
reminding us that even in the most challenging times, the human spirit can prevail.

1. Government Delays

Thabo, a project manager spent countless nights poring over blueprints and schedules. His
project faced significant delays due to government approvals and permits. Tender
irregularities and inconsistent governance by officials were major hurdles. Additionally, the
contradictory regulatory environment in South Africa further complicated matters. For
instance, the Mining Charter requires companies to meet specific Black Economic
Empowerment (BEE) targets, all good things that are necessary in this country, while the
Department of Mineral Resources and Energy (DMRE) has different interpretations of these
requirements, leading to confusion and delays. Another example is the overlap between
environmental regulations and mining regulations, where companies must navigate both the
National Environmental Management Act (NEMA) and the Mineral and Petroleum Resources
Development Act (MPRDA), often facing conflicting requirements. Thabo's story is a
testament to the patience and determination required to navigate these bureaucratic
challenges.

2. Construction Mafia

Then Sipho, a site supervisor, had to deal with the notorious "construction mafia." These
organized groups extorted and disrupted construction projects, including his, causing delays,
increasing costs, and even leading to project abandonment. The construction mafia appears
in various forms, including business forums, local procurement participation, and demands
for straight protection fees. They often demand parts of the contract or sub supplier status,
claiming to represent local communities or business interests. In the period leading up to
2022 alone, at least 183 infrastructure and construction projects worth more than R63 billion
were affected by the construction mafia. Sipho's courage in standing up to these groups is a
reminder of the resilience needed to protect the integrity of our projects.



3. Infrastructure Challenges

Lerato, an engineer, often found herself grappling with South Africa's crumbling
infrastructure. Inadequate road networks, insufficient water supply, and unreliable electricity
were constant obstacles. According to Statistics South Africa, public-sector capital
expenditure has steadily declined by 29% since 2016, with a decrease of R82 billion. In
2020, 148 of South Africa’s 257 municipalities cut back on capital expenditure, citing issues
such as procurement delays, the COVID-19 pandemic, and protest action. Her innovative
solutions and relentless pursuit of excellence kept the project moving forward, despite these
challenges.

4. Skills Shortages, Emigration, and Unemployment Contradiction

In the mining industry, specialized skills are essential. Mpho, a process designer, faced the
daunting task of finding skilled labour. The shortage of skilled workers led to delays and poor
project execution. This issue was further exacerbated by the emigration of skilled
professionals seeking better opportunities abroad. South Africa also faces a paradox of high
unemployment rates alongside a significant skills shortage. Despite having a large pool of
graduates, many struggle to find employment due to a lack of experience and a mismatch
between their qualifications and industry needs. In the first quarter of 2023, the
unemployment rate among university graduates aged 15-34 stood at a staggering 33.6%.
Additionally, 31% of employers reported a lack of skills among graduates as a critical reason
for not hiring them. Mpho's dedication to training and mentoring new talent helped bridge the
gap and ensure the project's success.

5. Materials Cost and Shortages

Fluctuations in materials costs and shortages were a constant headache for Nomsa, a
procurement officer. Supply chain disruptions and logistical challenges exacerbated the
situation. Suppliers often failed to meet delivery dates, causing further delays and
operational inefficiencies. Transnet's port issues have significantly contributed to these
challenges. In 2023, South African ports were ranked among the worst-performing in the
world, with Cape Town at the lowest, Ngqura at 404, Durban at 398, and Port Elizabeth at
391, positions not necessarily improved in 2024.

These inefficiencies have led to delays in cargo handling and increased costs for
businesses. Additionally, local suppliers have not been reliable, often failing to deliver on
time, further complicating the supply chain. According to the Steel and Engineering
Industries Federation of Southern Africa (SEIFSA), Price and Index Pages (PIPS), the
indices for steel, metal, and transportation have shown significant volatility, impacting
contract price adjustments and project profitability. Nomsa's resourcefulness and ability to
adapt to changing circumstances were crucial in keeping the project on track.

6. Load Shedding and Poor Electricity Infrastructure

Frequent power outages and inadequate electricity infrastructure disrupted construction
activities. Kabelo, an electrician, worked tirelessly to mitigate the impact of load shedding on
the project. Since May 2024, Eskom has made significant improvements, achieving over
nine months without implementing load shedding. However, load shedding has taken on
different forms, such as load reduction, where Eskom cuts off electricity to municipalities to



prevent transformer overloads. Kabelo's efforts ensured that the team could continue
working, even in the face of these challenges.

7. Labour Disputes and Unrest

Labour disputes and unrest were common occurrences in the mining industry. South Africa
has a rich history of trade unionism, dating back to the 1880s. The early unions were
predominantly for white workers, but over time, unions for black workers emerged, playing a
crucial role in the fight against racial discrimination and economic inequality. The Congress
of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), formed in 1985, became a significant force in the
struggle against apartheid and continues to be influential today. In 2024, South Africa lost
approximately 1.6 million workdays due to industrial action, with strikes affecting various
sectors, including mining. Thandi, a human resources manager, navigated the contentious
labour relations with empathy and diplomacy. Her ability to mediate conflicts and foster a
positive work environment was instrumental in maintaining project momentum.

Conclusion

These challenges are not just business issues; they are human stories. They reflect the
struggles and resilience of individuals like Thabo, Sipho, Lerato, Mpho, Nomsa, Kabelo, and
Thandi. Their stories are a testament to the human spirit's ability to overcome adversity.
While 2024 was a year of significant challenges, it also highlighted the potential for
transformation. By addressing these issues collectively, we can turn this sad story into one of
triumph and progress.

PS- the characters while they resemble real life stories are entirely fictional but bring to life real challenges of our time.
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