


 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Local Responses to Mine Closure 
in South Africa 

This book investigates mine closure and local responses in South Africa, linking 
dependencies and social disruption. 

Mine closure presents a major challenge to the mining industry and government 
policymakers globally, but particularly in the Global South. South Africa is 
experiencing notable numbers of mine closures, and this book explores the notion 
of social disruption, a concept often applied to describe the effects of mine growth 
on communities but often neglecting the impact of mine closures. The book begins 
with three theoretical chapters that discuss theory, closure cost frameworks and 
policy development in South Africa. It uses evolutionary governance theory 
to show how mining creates dependencies and how mining growth often blinds 
communities and governments to the likelihood of closure. Too easily, mining goes 
ahead with no concern for the possibility, or indeed inevitability, of eventual closure 
and how mining communities will cope. These impacts are showcased through 
eight place-based case studies from across South Africa, one focusing on mine 
workers, to demonstrate that mine closure causes significant social disruption. 
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impacts of mining and the extractive industries, social geography and sustainable 
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and social impact assessments. 
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1 Understanding mine closure 
Global and national trends 

Lochner Marais, Sethulego Matebesi 
and Verna Nel 

1.1 A future beyond mining 

In September 2021, the 40-year-old general manager of a mine in South Africa 
spoke to Lochner Marais about his personal plan for a post-mining future. He said 
the mine is going to close in 2026, and, although he is a qualified engineer, he had 
enrolled for an MBA degree. A business qualification could help him find a new 
livelihood. He was unlikely to resign before closure (we suspected bonuses were 
at stake), but he was sensibly preparing for life beyond mine closure. Apart from 
his concern for himself, he was also concerned about the mine’s suppliers, many 
of whom have only one client, the mine. When the mine closes, their businesses 
will close as well. Even though he has repeatedly told them about the impending 
closure, they continue to supply only the mine as they do not want to believe the 
closure date is real. 

This anecdote epitomises the syndrome that this book describes in chapter after 
chapter: an unwillingness to think about closure and its consequences. It illustrates 
a form of cognitive lock-in that is common in mining environments and extends 
well beyond suppliers. In town after town, people employed by the mines and those 
not directly involved in mining yet also at risk from its fickleness stubbornly ignore 
closure signals. It encapsulates other themes running through this book. Mining 
creates dependencies. It supports non-mining livelihoods, but these are vulnerable. 
Mining booms blind people to the inevitability of closure. Unlike the mines, most 
of which are fairly well prepared, communities and governance structures make lit-
tle or no preparation for closure. The result of this failure to plan early in a mine’s 
life cycle for a future beyond mining is social disruption and trauma, to which 
many of the case studies in this book vividly bear witness. 

1.2 The book’s contributions 

Our book fills a specific research gap. We believe that research has overemphasised 
the social consequences when a mine opens and during its working life and failed 
to give sufficient attention to the consequences of closure. 

Over the past 20 years, the mine closure literature has grown, but several con-
cerns remain, particularly that it is fragmented and dominated by environmental 

DOI: 10.324/9781003403326-1 
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2 Lochner Marais, Sethulego Matebesi and Verna Nel 

aspects (Bainton & Holcombe, 2018; Ndaguba & Marais, 2023). Not many books 
have been written on the social aspects of mine closure. To date, those we know 
of are Neil et al. (1992), Chaloping-March (2017), Marais (2023) and Van Ass-
che et al. (2024, in press). Besides being fragmentary, the literature is dominated 
by single case studies. Indeed, we ourselves use case studies in this book, but 
we argue that this collection invites comparison and helps to develop a com-
prehensive view. We suggest more comparative work like this, both within and 
across countries, should be done. Another concern about the literature is that it is 
descriptive and atheoretical. In this book, we use theory to illuminate the material 
the descriptive case studies provide. We selected two theoretical frameworks to 
understand mine closure: the concept of social disruption (often used to explain 
the social impacts of large mining investments) and the theory of dependencies 
as outlined in evolutionary governance theory (see Chapter 2). Yet another con-
cern is that research on environmental and social aspects of mine closure remains 
mainly in the hands of private firms (Bainton & Holcombe, 2018). This book is 
an attempt to broaden the knowledge base, extending the literature. 

A further concern is that research on the social aspects of mining over the past 50 
years has sought to find ways to ensure that mining will have local benefits. Some terms 
that are common in this approach are ‘social licence to operate’, ‘responsible mining’, 
‘corporate social responsibility’ and ‘collaborative planning’. One of the main prob-
lems with this approach has been that it focuses on the value of mining when a mine 
opens. This focus needs to shift to how that value might be negated by closure and what 
value might be garnered from closure. Although maximising local benefit during the 
mine’s life cycle is important, it can create dependencies, as illustrated by the precari-
ous position of the suppliers the general manager was worried about. 

Historically, mining legislation did not pay much attention to closure. Authori-
ties provided mining licences but did not regulate closure. Many mines terminated 
activities and abandoned their operations when they became unprofitable. South 
Africa’s 6,000 abandoned mines are a case in point (Watson & Olalde, 2019). Over 
the past 50 years, global and South African mine closure legislation has become 
more stringent (see Chapter 3). Historically, companies simply abandoned mines, 
and local communities were left to live with this reality. Vivoda et al. (2019) cre-
ated a framework for distinguishing the social aspects of mine closure. The frame-
work, shown in Table 1.1, has 13 social aspects and 27 indicators. 

In the final chapter of the book, we revisit this conceptual framework. We find 
it a useful list of aspects to be considered during a mine’s decline and closure, but 
it has some shortcomings. For example, it does not list individual and community 
trauma as a specific aspect. We feel this needs emphasis. Van Assche et al. (2021) 
have shown how this trauma remains with communities and inhibits the devel-
opment of alternative economic possibilities. Closure often has intergenerational 
consequences, which the framework does not include. As the framework does not 
include causes, it does not show that many of the social problems at closure spring 
from decisions taken during booms. And as the framework was designed for Aus-
tralia, it does not consider aspects specific to Africa. Many African governments 
view mining as a step towards development and modernity. The mine closure 



 

 

 
 

 
 

  

 

Understanding mine closure 3 

Table 1.1 Social aspects of mine closure 

Social aspect Indicative elements 

Economic Local economic activity (diversity and dependence) 
Household income 
Local living standards 

Business Local business development opportunities in the mining 
Business opportunities in other sections 

Employment Local employment opportunities in the mining 
Local employment opportunities in other sectors 
Local employment stability/volatility 

Security, education and Social order and safety (e.g. tensions, crime and violence) 
training infrastructure Local skills development in mining and other sectors 

Access to quality education and training 
Local transport (e.g. public buses, roads and airports) 
Critical infrastructure (food supply, power supply, water 

supply, telecommunications) 
Amenity Local aesthetic and recreational resources (e.g. heritage sites, 

parks, recreation areas, communal areas) 
Local culture, arts and sports (including facilities) 

Livelihoods Local livelihoods (e.g. access to land, food, water and shelter 
that affects livelihoods) 

Land Local land access, ownership and use 
Recognition of traditional, customary ownership 

Housing and health Local housing quality, availability and affordability 
Community health and wellbeing 
Access to quality health and social services 

Environment Environmental aspects that affect social conditions (e.g. quality 
of air, water, land, ecosystem) 

Demography Local population dynamics (e.g. growth/decline, migration, 
ageing, gender balance) 

Participation Stakeholder participation in closure planning and closure and 
post-closure processes (including decision-making) 

Inclusion Inclusive stakeholder engagement, including vulnerable and 
otherwise marginalised groups (e.g. Indigenous peoples, 
women, ethnic minorities, disabled, elderly, young) in closure 
planning and closure and post-closure processes (including 
decision-making) 

Social (general) General socio-economic considerations 
Social considerations in financial assurance mechanisms 

Source: Vivoda et al. (2019, p. 8) 

disrupts this view. In the final chapter, we offer our expanded version of Vivoda 
et al.’s framework, using findings from the case studies, taking into account aspects 
specific to mine closure in South Africa, and broadening the debate by linking the 
aspects to social disruption and dependency. 



 

 

 

 

4 Lochner Marais, Sethulego Matebesi and Verna Nel 

1.3 The mining town and closure 

The mine closure takes place in specific spaces. Although many mines are in 
remote areas with nearby settlements, most of those in South Africa are near urban 
areas (often small towns or secondary cities). Remote mining operations typically 
need help attracting skilled people to their sites. In response, mining companies 
developed company towns to reduce living costs and provide a comfortable liv-
ing environment (Marais et al., 2018). The companies managed these towns to 
ensure that they served as an attraction. In many cases, the employees living in the 
company town did not have to pay rent and received water and electricity services 
at a discount. However, mining companies that did this have been criticised for, 
among other things, usurping public functions and playing a dominant role in pub-
lic affairs (Obeng-Odoom, 2009). ‘Normalisation’, in other words, changing com-
pany towns from private to public management, thus became popular. In Canada, 
it had become the norm by the 1930s, but in Australia and South Africa, it only 
became common in the 1970s. By 2002, the mining industry had accepted open 
towns or normalisation as the main way to house its workforce (IIED, 2002), and 
collaborative planning had become the main way to manage these towns. In Aus-
tralia, this shift to open towns coincided with the rising popularity of fly-in-fly-out 
arrangements (Storey, 2001). Worker camps (instead of company towns or open 
towns) became common in Australia and Africa (though not in South Africa) (Rub-
bers, 2019). Mining economies in this context often bypass local communities. 

The aforementioned shifts in policy for housing miners have implications for 
mine closure. The mining companies’ long-term liabilities have been reduced, and 
the responsibility for dealing with settlements at closure has shifted to democrati-
cally elected governments and households. Local governments have to manage 
both booms and busts, and householders have to cope as best they can. Policies 
promoting normalisation largely ignore these implications, as they ignore the long-
term reality of mine closure. 

Globally, today we see various types of settlements near mines: open towns, 
company towns and worker camps. South African policy promotes normalisation 
and the development of open towns (Van der Watt & Marais, 2019; Marais, 2023). 
This attempts to redress the historical exclusion of black people from mining towns 
through the migrant labour system. The aim is to bring democracy to company 
towns, ensure the long-term development of these towns, and link the mining and 
non-mining populations. Formal governance structures and mining communities 
become responsible for dealing with booms and busts and eventual closure. Nor-
malising and developing open towns may be considered appropriate responses dur-
ing a mining boom. However, managing decline and closure in open towns is far 
more difficult. Although mining companies commonly plan the life cycle of a mine, 
it is difficult for governance structures and mining communities to do the same. 

1.4 Mine closure in Africa 

Twenty years ago, the World Bank estimated that 25 large African mines would 
close (World Bank & IFC, 2002). Planning for closure would be essential to avoid 
the long-term negative consequences of mining. Although the South African 



 

 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Understanding mine closure 5 

mining context is substantially different from elsewhere in Africa, we highlight 
some of the main attributes of mine closure across the continent. Our focus here is 
largely on the commercial mining sector, although artisanal mining also has clo-
sure concerns (Bryceson et al., 2020). 

Since the 1990s, Africa has seen a substantial increase in mining. Many African 
governments opened their countries to international investors. While the continent 
still struggles to respond to these investments, governments overlook the reality 
of eventual mine closure. Consequently, only a small body of literature focuses on 
mine closures in Africa (outside of South Africa). In the following text, we draw 
on the following sources from African literature: Ferguson (1999), Obeng-Odooom 
(2009), Larmer (2010), Kotsadam and Tolonen (2016), Besa et al. (2020), Gough 
et al. (2019), Knierzinger and Sopelle (2019) and Mfune et al. (2020). 

The economic implications of mine closure and decline are usually extensive, with 
many people losing their mining jobs. Job losses also extend to the large numbers of 
people employed in businesses indirectly dependent on mining economies, like res-
taurants and suppliers to the mine. The economic decline has social implications. It 
can disrupt the social order, threaten safety and security, and increase crime. Loss of 
household income can result in school dropouts (an intergenerational consequence), 
as family members find they cannot afford to keep their children in school. In some 
cases, schools have simply closed, with teachers also losing their jobs. Mine closures 
can cause an outflow of people. But this is not always the case, and mine closure can 
lead to the formation of more households, as can be seen, for example, in Ghana. 

Although open towns have become the norm, there are often infrastructure 
dependencies between mines and towns. A common example is the services com-
monly provided by local government infrastructure installed and maintained by 
mining companies. In other examples, mines manage and maintain recreational 
facilities or support local schools by paying the teachers’ salaries. Closure brings 
an end to this, to the detriment of young people. 

Land rehabilitation is an economic necessity. Effective land rehabilitation lays 
the foundation for new economic opportunities. But many mining areas in Africa 
are stuck with unrehabilitated land because their governments cannot enforce reha-
bilitation. Unrehabilitated mines attract small-scale miners, and sometimes this 
contributes to organised crime. 

The effects of the large mining investments of the past 30 years will soon become 
evident when closure sets in. The environmental and social consequences will be 
huge, and African governments will typically struggle to enforce legislation for land 
rehabilitation. Mining localities will have to deal with the social and economic impli-
cations with little support from the mining companies or their national governments. 

1.5 Mine closure in South Africa 

Mining has been the historical backbone of development in South Africa. But 
increasingly, mines are closing. Figure 1.1 shows mines that have closed or are 
in care and maintenance; these do not include the 6,000 abandoned mines or clo-
sures that the government does not fully recognise. Many towns and cities devel-
oped because of mining, with Johannesburg being a prime example. Johannesburg 



 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

6 Lochner Marais, Sethulego Matebesi and Verna Nel 

Figure 1.1 Inactive mines and mines under care and maintenance in South Africa 

grew from gold, but today it has a diverse economic base, dominated by the service 
sector. But successful diversification of South African mining town economies is 
rare. Newcastle has had some success in this endeavour (Marais et al., 2021), but 
most have struggled. Sol Plaatje (formerly Kimberley, a diamond-mining town), 
Matjhabeng (Welkom, gold) and Matlosana (Klerksdorp, gold) are examples of 
towns whose economies have been damaged by mine closure. Other commodities 
besides diamonds and gold may follow this downward spiral. Towns dependent on 
coal and platinum are under threat. South Africa’s global commitment to cleaner 
energy sources will affect coal mining areas. The government has already agreed 
to close most coal-fired stations by 2030 (although they are backtracking on this). 
Platinum prices are high, but the transition to electric vehicles could reduce demand. 

But despite commodity volatility and the looming reality of mine closure, many 
mining communities are trapped in the expectation of wealth. The temporariness of 
mining as an economic activity is poorly understood, and the expectation of wealth 
often continues well after mine closure. 

The closure of mine hostels since the early 1990s, when mine housing policy shifted 
from hostel to family accommodation, has resulted in many people coming to live with 
the miners near the mines. This policy shift transferred the risks from mining com-
panies to local governments and households. A further policy shift, the drive to give 
miners homeownership, could be disastrous for the homeowners when decline sets 
in. Non-homeowning miners’ families are free to migrate. They are not dependent on 
the town prospering. This laudable but perhaps misguided drive is an example of the 
government’s goal dependency, the goal being reparation for apartheid (see Chapter 2). 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Understanding mine closure 7 

1.6 The book’s motivation, aims and methods 

We see mine closure as a global problem that requires context-specific research and 
a holistic understanding. We had six specific motives for writing this book. 

First, we believe the mine community research has focused too exclusively on 
the relationship between mines and communities during the operational stage of 
mining. It needs to pay more attention to this relationship at closure and recognise 
the dependencies that are set up during the operational stage. 

Second, mine closure needs to be understood simply as an extension of mine 
development. Mining companies plan a mine’s whole life cycle. But social impact 
assessments typically focus on mine development, ignoring mining decline. 
Extending the initial impact assessment to closure could help planners and policy-
makers think about closure from the outset. 

Third, and connected to the aforementioned point, planners and policymakers 
must consider mining booms and busts as one process. Treating them as uncon-
nected events means that during a boom, no one considers the possibility of a bust 
or recognises the dependencies a boom creates. Those dependencies are difficult to 
deal with when closure sets in. 

Fourth, the knowledge base about mine closure is often the property of mining 
companies and is sectoral and place-specific. The literature needs to be extended 
beyond the company doors, reflecting on various sectors, places and the responses 
of communities and governance structures. 

Fifth, mine closure research tends to pay more attention to environmental 
than social aspects of closure. Although both are important and should be seen as 
interlinked, many policies and guidelines assume that the environmental aspects 
encompass the social aspects, but often they do not. 

Finally, there is a need to collate urban experiences from the South African 
periphery. We need geographical evidence from remote areas in South Africa to 
support our research on the social consequences of mine closure in these areas. 

The book has four overall aims: 

• To describe the nature and scale of mine closure consequences for towns, cities 
and miners; 

• To describe the responses of communities and their organisations to mine closure; 
• To analyse existing policy frameworks and responses to mine closure by focus-

ing on social aspects; 
• To provide a theoretical framework against which to understand the social 

aspects of mine closure and decline. 

Our methods were both theoretical and practical. The theoretical method is impor-
tant, as to date the mine closure literature has tended to be atheoretical. We drew on 
two areas of theory: social disruption and evolutionary governance theory (see Chap-
ter 2 for a detailed account). The concept of ‘social disruption’ is commonly used to 
describe the effects of mine growth on communities. We used this concept to inves-
tigate the effects of closure. Large mining investments contribute to crime, alcohol 
and drug abuse, and other social ills. O’Connor and Ruddell (2021), in a case study 
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from North America, found no evidence that closure results in social disruption. Our 
case studies found evidence that it does, and the concept of ‘social disruption’ helped 
us to show that such disruption is a common syndrome, not just isolated problems. 

We argue that social problems caused by mine closure are a direct result of 
dependencies created during the life of a mine. The concept of dependencies is 
drawn from evolutionary governance theory. This theory helped us to identify com-
mon syndromes illustrated by the case studies: long, slow change and inability to 
change (path dependency), policies created for mining growth that are unsuitable 
for managing closure (goal dependency), and relationships set up during a boom 
that are disrupted during a bust (interdependency). 

Our practical method was to conduct case studies in a wide spread of mining 
towns in South Africa, particularly in peripheral areas. Except for the West-Rand 
study, all are from remote areas across the country. This includes a few secondary 
cities, small towns, and the rural communities of Tshikondeni and the Richters-
veld. Most of the chapters are based on a single case study. We simply required 
the researchers who contributed the chapters to relate the story of mine closure or 
decline (or expected decline) in their case study area, to record any social disrup-
tion it may have caused, and to consider how the various dependencies have shaped 
the response to decline. For the concluding chapter, we adopted a comparative 
approach to analyse the differences and similarities across the case studies. 

The various chapters provide brief overviews of specific methods the research-
ers used. Not all the case studies are of actual mine closure or substantial decline; 
some are studies of areas with a high likelihood of decline. Figure 1.2 shows the 

Figure 1.2 Location of case study areas 
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location of the case studies. In addition to the place-based case studies, we also 
commissioned a case study of miners’ responses to retrenchment (Chapter 5). 

1.7 Outline of the book 

1.7.1 Section 1: Background and theory 

Chapters 2 to 4 provide a theoretical framework, an account of historical and pre-
sent mine closure legislation in South Africa, and a review of the literature. This 
general section is followed by the case studies. The first case study looks at the situ-
ation of miners retrenched because of closure. The rest are place-specific studies of 
decline and closure, looking at the consequences and the local responses (or lack 
of responses) and relating the findings to the book’s theoretical framework. The 
final chapter combines the lessons learned and presents an expanded framework 
for understanding mine decline and closure. 

Chapter 2: A theoretical framework for understanding the social aspects of mine 
closure 

This chapter explains the theoretical framework and discusses its use for explain-
ing the social aspects of mine closure. It assesses current understandings of the 
social consequences of mine closure against the concept of social disruption and 
the dependencies identified by evolutionary governance theory. Despite little evi-
dence from research in the Global North to link mine closure and social disruption, 
we argue that social disruption does occur when mines close. We argue that social 
disruption occurs because mining creates dependencies that are difficult to over-
come when mines close. 

Chapter 3: Mine closure policies and strategies in South Africa: a critical review 

As elsewhere in the world, mine closure policy in South Africa emphasises envi-
ronmental aspects. Often, the social aspects are embedded in environmental 
policy and legislation. The original government policies regarding mining make 
scant reference to closure. Consequently, South Africa has over 6,000 abandoned 
mines with little likelihood of environmental restoration or repurposed land use. 
The chapter traces the development of mine closure legislation and evaluates 
the 2020 Draft Mine Closure Strategy. Historical legislation broadly referred to 
restoring land to its original state, but this was never enforced. The Minerals 
Act (1991) was the first to require an environmental management programme, a 
rehabilitation plan and financial provision for closure. Since democracy in 1994, 
several environmental and mining laws have followed, emphasising sustainabil-
ity, appropriate closure management and post-mining requirements. The 2020 
Draft Mine Closure Strategy provides guidelines for mine closure. Although this 
strategy has some valuable aspects, it still does not pay enough attention to the 
social aspects. 
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Chapter 4: A scoping review of the literature on mine closure 

This chapter is a literature review that investigates the social implications of mine 
closure. Many mine closure frameworks have been developed only since the 1990s, 
but practical implementation and a thorough understanding of the social aspects are 
lacking. Debates about mine closure often prioritise economic and environmen-
tal rather than social concerns. Industry viewpoints dominate the literature, while 
socio-economic planning tends to be treated as a technical exercise. This chapter 
reviews some literature on the evolution of mine closure concepts and the emer-
gence of social costs as a critical concern. There is reference to climate implica-
tions and their interconnectedness with social dimensions like health implications 
and cultural alienation. 

1.7.2 Section 2: Case studies 

Chapter 5: Miners’ lives after retrenchment 

When a mining company reduces its workforce through collective layoffs or decides 
to close an entire operation, it can bring hardship to many. The consequences may 
be worse in developing countries, where the mining sector is an important con-
tributor to economic stability and employment is less secure than in developed 
countries. The chapter discusses the findings of two studies conducted in South 
African mining communities. It illustrates the effects of mine downscaling and 
closure on the lives of miners and their families. It describes the experiences and 
perceptions of those who lost their jobs and income. It shares their narratives about 
how they dealt with their loss and what helped them cope. The chapter suggests 
what could have been done differently in each case. The participants’ harrowing 
accounts of social disruption at the household level indicate how dependent miners 
are on mine employment. 

Chapter 6: West Rand: decline in South Africa’s economic heartland 

The scale of mine decline on the West Rand over the past three decades has been 
massive. Historically, the area’s economy depended heavily on gold and uranium 
mining. The West Rand attracted large numbers of migrant labourers, mostly 
unskilled and low-skilled, from other parts of South Africa and the SADC coun-
tries. The mine closure caused large-scale job losses and outmigration to other 
areas of Gauteng. Many who remained were left with no alternative livelihood. 
The local economy has been severely affected, and the informal sector has grown 
rapidly. Informal settlements have burgeoned close to the mines. Mine decline has 
damaged the environment and human health and contributed to land invasions, 
social unrest and increased crime levels. Municipal finances have dwindled as the 
tax base has shrunk and investments in the local economy have declined, mak-
ing it difficult for municipalities to deliver services. The West Rand struggles to 
respond adequately to mine decline and to devise appropriate strategies to mitigate 
its difficulties. 
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Chapter 7: Matjhabeng: decline in the urban periphery 

In the mid-1980s, the Free State Goldfields, now known as Matjhabeng Local 
Municipality, produced 25% of the gold in the free world and employed 180,000 
miners. The decline began in the early 1990s, and today the Goldfields employ 
only about 20,000 miners. Research has documented this decline’s social and 
economic consequences and the various attempts to revitalise the local economy. 
In 2019, the municipality released yet another of its many plans to diversify the 
economy. The chapter assesses this latest plan against the international litera-
ture. The new plan prioritises plan-making over implementation, underplays the 
need for local actors to engage in good governance, ignores existing equilibriums 
and fails to consider the area’s regional services function as a form of economic 
diversification. 

Chapter 8: Kleinzee: looking for a new dawn amidst the diamond dust 

Kleinzee is a small coastal town in the Northern Cape Province. Mining of allu-
vial diamonds started here in the mid-1920s. The mining company De Beers 
was instrumental in the town’s founding and the region’s day-to-day opera-
tions. At one point, De Beers owned about 320 km of coastal land south of Port 
Nolloth. Official diamond mining activity declined in the mid-1990s, and De 
Beers stopped operating in 2012. Today, large portions of land are still owned 
by De Beers, while local communities and the region struggle to deal with 
the economic and social consequences of mine closure. The chapter consid-
ers the socioeconomic impact of the official closing of the De Beers diamond 
mine. It looks at how the 400 residents remaining from the original 4,000 are 
experiencing this impact amidst frequent reports of illegal mining. It looks at 
the perspectives, experiences and aspirations of the youth in a town that once 
hosted three primary schools and an Olympic-size swimming pool, now empty. 
The chapter looks for answers in official publications and personal interviews 
with relevant stakeholders. 

Chapter 9: Koffiefontein mine downscaling: socioeconomic and infrastructural 
consequences 

The chapter looks at the livelihood choices and practices of Koffiefontein resi-
dents, ex-miners and business owners and compares their current diverse range of 
livelihood activities with the outcomes of a social impact assessment conducted 
in 2005. It describes the infrastructure of municipal services such as water, sew-
ers, roads, stormwater drainage and electricity, which need ongoing maintenance, 
upgrading and replacement. With the series of mine downscalings over the years, 
the infrastructure has become obsolete or requires increased maintenance expendi-
ture. Mitigating the socioeconomic and infrastructural consequences of mine 
downscaling in Koffiefontein requires creative solutions, community collaboration 
and appropriate technology. 
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Chapter 10: Alexkor and the Richtersveld community: unlikely partners to mine 
diamonds together 

In 2003, the Richtersveld community successfully obtained the restitution of dia-
mond-rich land along the northern tip of South Africa’s West Coast. This resulted 
in a Pooling and Sharing Joint Venture (PSJV) with the state mining company 
Alexkor. The Richtersvelders got a 49% share in an almost bankrupt mine com-
pany. The internal conflict caused the governance system to collapse, leaving the 
Richtersvelders without representation in the PSJV. Alexkor thus practically runs 
the PSJV. Alexkor has been hampered by national agendas, mismanagement, cor-
ruption, loss-making and state capture. By 2020, both partners were under admin-
istration, and the PSJV was bankrupt. Interviews with community members point 
to social disruption, conflict and mistrust. Local contractors lost their investments 
through high-risk contracts with the PSJV. The actors are now locked into inter-
woven forms of dependency: a court order binding them into a PSJV that has been 
dysfunctional since inception, the state’s ideological agendas, and decades of mis-
trust and interdependence between Alexkor and the Richtersvelders. The commu-
nity is trapped in internal conflict, yearning for historical justice and dreaming of 
immense wealth from their diamond-rich land. 

Chapter 11: Tshikondeni: mine closure in a deeply rural area 

The chapter investigates the effects of the 2014 closure of the Tshikondeni coal 
mine in Musina Municipality in the far north of Limpopo province. The authors 
interviewed community members and traditional leaders. The Exxaro mining com-
pany declined to be interviewed, so information was gleaned from its website. 
The findings reveal three different interpretations of the effect of the mine clo-
sure. Exxaro said the closure had followed all the prescribed regulations, including 
reskilling and offering positions at other mines. The traditional leaders took a far 
more negative view of the social and economic consequences of the mine closure 
for their community. The community had mixed views but was concerned about 
the socioeconomic consequences of declining jobs, income and services. While the 
mine rehabilitates the environment, the villagers are damaging it by cutting down 
trees to sell for firewood, as they have no alternative livelihoods. 

Chapter 12: Emalahleni’s just transition: from closure to collaboration? 

Having signed the Paris Agreement, South Africa is under pressure to change from 
fossil fuels to renewable energy sources. Emalahleni, in the Mpumalanga province 
of South Africa, is home to 80% of South Africa’s coal reserves, 15 coal mines, 
and six coal-fired power plants, with about 35,000 people formally employed in 
the sector. The challenge is how to make the change to renewable energy sources a 
success for the people of Emalahleni. Any transition that benefits the environment 
but not the people is doomed to failure. The chapter describes the social impacts of 
closing Emalahleni’s coal-fired plants and a possible decline in some coal mines. 
A post-coal future will have to consider the dependencies that have been caused 
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by the dominance of the coal mining sector. The question is how to aim for local 
stewardship, community care and caring for the environment in such a contested 
context. The chapter considers the difficulties and the realistic possibilities for a 
just transition in Emalahleni. 

Chapter 13: Rustenburg: the struggle to go beyond mining 

The platinum mining industry grew rapidly in South Africa for about three decades 
up to 2011. After the repeated labour strikes of 2012 and 2014, production dropped 
significantly, and the primarily mine-related local economy suffered. As a result, 
the area has been experiencing business closures and high unemployment. Over 
the past five years, the platinum price has buffered some closure problems. Using 
key informant interviews and document analysis, the chapter shows how the Royal 
Bafokeng Nation has profited from mining and used the profits to benefit the com-
munity, particularly by promoting education. It shows how the mining companies 
have left the municipality to deal with the consequences of closure. Despite formu-
lating plans for a ‘Rustenburg beyond mining’, the municipality’s overall approach 
to economic diversification has been merely reactive. The chapter foregrounds the 
notion that dependencies created by mining can be turned into opportunities when 
a multi-stakeholder, participatory approach to mine downscaling is adopted. 

Chapter 14: Rustenburg: coping despite mine decline 

Since 1979, Rustenburg’s economy has been driven by the mining of platinum 
group metals, but since 2007, despite some booms, it has gone into decline. The 
chapter is based on a case study of Freedom Park, a low-income area of Rustenburg 
Local Municipality. The ordinary people of this area have shown resilience and 
resourcefulness despite the challenges of mining volatility and economic restruc-
turing. They have given their children access to higher education. Their efforts 
have intergenerational value: their children’s qualifications will enable them to find 
better jobs than their parents had, thus helping to diversify household livelihoods 
and minimise the long-term social consequences of mine closure. The chapter 
reflects on what further decline will mean for Rustenburg, but the narratives from 
the interviews indicate that ordinary people will cope. 

Chapter 15: A framework for understanding the social aspects of mine closure in 
South Africa 

In this chapter, the editors return to the theoretical concepts used in the book. We 
summarise examples of these concepts we have identified from the case studies, 
assess the scale and nature of social disruption, and link this to the dependen-
cies associated with mining and mine closure. The chapter broadens the discussion 
on the theoretical aspects. We present our extended version of the framework in 
Chapter 1, giving a more comprehensive overview of the social aspects of mine 
closure. We highlight the consequences of mine closure and the responses from 
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communities, miners and local organisations. We suggest alternative ways to 
understand the social cost of mine closure and make policy recommendations. 
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