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On the 16th of January 2025, the acting police commissioner of South Africa’s North 
West province, Major General Patrick Asaneng, stated that the mission to rescue ‘illegal’ 
miners trapped at the Buffelsfontein gold mine near Stilfontein was over. According to 
Asaneng, 246 ‘illegal’ miners were rescued during the operation, while 78 bodies were 
recovered.2 Police have confirmed that since their operation began at the mine in late 
September 2024, 87 miners have died, while Lawyers for Human Rights, which has been 
representing the trapped miners and their families, estimates at least 109 deaths.3  To 
date, 1 437 miners have also been arrested by the police at the mine.4 

The total numbers of trapped miners who died during the police’s Operation ‘Vala 
Mgodi’ (Close the Holes) will probably never be known because of the extremely 
dangerous conditions at Buffelsfontein. However, while much remains uncertain in 
terms of the roles of the various stakeholders and authorities involved, it is nonetheless 
possible to analyse the context within which the events at Buffelsfontein unfolded. This 
context goes a long way in explaining how this horrendous and avoidable incident was 
able to occur in a constitutional democracy.

A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

There is a general misunderstanding, especially in the media, concerning what words 
to use to describe miners who do not work formally for large-scale traditional mining 
houses. Various terms are regularly used to describe these miners as: ‘artisanal’, 
‘informal’, ‘community’, ‘illegal’, or as ‘zama zamas’ (which roughly translates from 
isiZulu into ‘those who try their luck’). These terms are often used in the media 
interchangeably, which is problematic as they do not necessarily refer to the same 
type of conditions or contexts within which miners work. 

For the sake of clarity, it is thus necessary to provide some basic definitions. In 
general, artisanal, informal and community miners engage in similar mining practices 
which, are ‘informal, traditional, or customary mining operations conducted by 
individuals, families, or community groups using low-technology or semi-mechanised 
methods, primarily for livelihood or subsistence purposes.’5 

INTRODUCTION
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In contrast, ‘zama-zamas’ are miners who work for, or are forced to work for, large 
criminal syndicates. They do, however, use the same low-technology methods as 
artisanal, informal and community miners, which leads to the terms being uncritically 
used interchangeably. Because of the criminal connotations of ‘zama zamas’, 
artisanal, informal and community miners reject being referred to as ‘zama zamas’. 

The situation is further complicated by the term ‘illegal’ miners. Because there is 
currently no way for artisanal, informal and community miners to mine legally in 
South Africa, they are all technically mining illegally, even though the vast majority 
of them want to mine legally.6 This technical illegality has led the South African 
government to categorise artisanal, informal and community miners and ‘zama zamas’ 
working for criminal mining syndicates under the same umbrella as ‘illegal miners’. 

In this brief we use the term artisanal as a shorthand for artisanal, informal and 
community miners. The term ‘zama zama’, is only used to refer to those working 
within criminal syndicates. No adjustments have been made to quotes which use the 
term ‘zama zama’. 

It should also be noted that there is nothing new about artisanal mining in South Africa, 
as it has been part of the mining landscape in South Africa for hundreds of years.7 What 
has changed in recent years is the emergence of criminal syndicates in the sector. Lastly, 
artisanal mining should not be confused with small-scale mining, which refers to small-
scale mining operations (when compared to large fully mechanised and capitalised 
mines) which can be mechanised or semi-mechanised and tend to have access to limited 
capital.
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South Africa’s economy has been historically dominated by a ‘minerals-energy 
complex’.8 Since the ‘discovery’ of diamonds in 1867 and gold in 1886, mining 
has been the driving force of the South African economy, absorbing vast amounts 
of capital and labour throughout the colonial and apartheid eras. Despite the 
significance of other resources such as diamonds and coal, mining in South Africa 
has been dominated by gold. Such was the scale of gold mining in South Africa 
throughout the twentieth century that it is estimated that approximately one-
third of all gold that exists in the world comes from South Africa.9

Extracting this gold has been a monumental task because the vast majority 
of South Africa’s gold is located kilometres below the surface in long down-
ward spiralling reefs which contain very low-quality ore. The ore is of such 
poor quality that, on average over the last 140 years, only 8 grammes of gold 
have been extracted for every tonne of ore mined.10 During the colonial and 
apartheid eras the only way to profitably mine this gold was through the brutal 
exploitation of black African mine workers. 

Since the earliest days of gold mining, black Africans have made up the vast 
majority of gold miners. Within 20 years of the ‘discovery’ of gold, some 
175 000 black Africans worked in South African gold mines, reaching a 
peak of around 500 000 in the late 1980s.11 A very high percentage of these 
workers were migrants drawn from neighbouring countries or rural parts of 
South Africa. For example, in 1911, 60% of gold miners were ‘foreign’, a 
figure which peaked in 1973 at 79% before falling to approximately 45% by 
the mid-1980s (largely due to the independence of Angola and Mozambique). 
Migrant labourers were preferred by mine owners because they did not have 
to pay for the social reproduction costs (housing, families, healthcare, etc.) 
of migrant labourers. This enabled mine companies to supress wages, which 
stagnated for black miners (who were forbidden from unionising) throughout 
the twentieth century, while miners themselves lived in terrible conditions in 
mine compounds and were plagued by illnesses caused by mining.12  

1.	� A BRIEF HISTORY OF GOLD 
MINING IN SOUTH AFRICA
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This appalling labour system was, of course, facilitated by segregation and apartheid 
laws which forced black Africans into the labour market by denying them access to land, 
and opportunities in other sectors of the economy.

The coming of democracy in South Africa in 1994 promised an end to this brutal 
system of labour exploitation. While a host of substantial reforms has occurred, 
resulting in improved wages, better mine safety, and more equity in mine ownership, 
many serious systemic problems from the apartheid era remain in the mining sector. 
Housing, living conditions and the overall health of miners remain serious problems and 
were at the heart of the miners’ grievances at Marikana.13 Communities living near 
mines also continue to suffer from a host of illnesses caused by mining, while overall 
mine safety needs to be improved.14 In fact, some analysts have argued that despite 
post-1994 reforms, there has been ‘remarkably little difference to working conditions’ 
for most miners.15

The reforms introduced by the South African government after 1994 coincided with the 
gradual reduction in the importance of mining to the South African economy, led by sig-
nificant falls in gold production. In 1993, 620 000kg of gold was mined in South Africa, 
compared to a record low of 89 000kg in 2022. Over this period South Africa went from 
being the world’s largest gold producer to its sixth largest.16 Between 2008 and 2019, 
employment in the gold mining sector fell from 190 000 to just over 90 000.17

The reason for the gold industry’s precipitous fall is not because there is a shortage of 
gold - it is estimated that only 50% of South Africa’s gold deposits have been extracted - 
but rather because it is no longer economically viable to access most of these deposits.18 
This means that there are hundreds of gold mines in South Africa which are not being 
formally worked, despite having significant gold deposits in them. In many instances,  
formally operating gold mines, that is mines where there is a legal licence to mine 
issued by the Department of Mineral and Petroleum Resources (DMPR) sit alongside 
gold mines, or sometimes even shafts on the same mine complex, which are no-longer 
formally operational. This is precisely the situation that pertains at Buffelsfontein, which 
has 12 gold mining shafts, six are being formally mined, three are empty, while the re-
maining three are being mined by ‘zama zamas’.19 
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The first reports of artisanal/illegal miners working underground in gold 
mines appeared in 1999, and since then, many thousands of artisanal/illegal 
miners have entered hundreds of unrehabilitated gold mines.20 It is estimated 
that there are currently 30 000 artisanal miners (including ‘zama zamas’) in 
South Africa, many of whom operate ‘illegally’ only because of the difficulties 
associated with permitting. Many of these miners are ruthlessly exploited 
by criminal gangs who control access to the mines, the provision of food and 
equipment to those working underground, and the sale of gold. 

That these forms of mining are happening in South Africa is not unusual. 
Some 20% of the world’s new gold is being mined by small-scale and 
artisanal miners who make up 80% of the global gold-mining workforce. 
Many of these workers ‘work in the shadow of the law under extremely 
coercive circumstances’, just as they do in South Africa.21

2.1 Mining Regulation in South Africa

Gold mines have become a particularly accessible opportunity for those crim-
inal syndicates controlling ‘zama zamas’ because of several, issues which 
range from the way mining is regulated in South Africa, to the parlous state of 
bordering Southern African economies.22 

The government’s regulation of mining in South Africa has always been, 
and continues to be, extremely weak and ineffective.23 This weakness 
stems from the economic and political power that the mining industry has 
historically exerted over the government. While that power has diminished 
in recent decades, the mining sector still exerts significant influence over the 
government via its industry grouping called the Minerals Council of South 
Africa, formally the South African Chamber of Mines.24 This influence is also 
the result of many government officials, and their families and associates, 
having significant economic interests in the mining sector, a pattern which 
has not been broken by the advent of democracy in South Africa.25 

2. 	� ENTER ARTISANAL 
MINERS
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The influence that the sector has historically been able to exert over the state means 
that government has tended to take a very light touch in terms of regulation, including 
how mines are closed and rehabilitated. While this is partly due to a shortage of skills 
(the DMPR stated in 2018 that it had only 13 inspectors to ‘police mines’26), it is largely 
the result of a lack of political will to hold the mining industry in South Africa accounta-
ble for its actions.27 How else do we explain the existence of 6100 derelict or ownerless 
mines in South Africa, of which 1040 exist in the North West Province alone?28

Mining regulation was further weakened in 2014 with the introduction of the so-called 
‘One Environment System’, which looked to streamline the environmental permitting 
processes for mines. It did so by allowing the DMPR to approve all mining environ-
mental authorisations, with the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 
being reduced to the appeal authority. This has proven to be deeply problematic, because 
not only does the DMPR lack the specialist skills needed to review and regulate environ-
mental authorisations, but the change also introduced a direct conflict of interest as the 
DMPR is expected to both promote and regulate mining. 

The failure to properly regulate mining has contributed significantly to the ongoing crisis 
in artisanal mining in South Africa in two areas in particular - mine closure and arti-
sanal regulations and policies. 

Mine Closures
In terms of relevant South African mining legislation, the Mineral and Petroleum  
Resources Development Act (MPRDA) and the National Environmental Management 
Act (NEMA), if a mine is no longer being worked it must be officially closed in an  
environmentally sustainable manner. To give effect to this policy, financial resources 
must be set aside by mine owners to confirm that this happens. This closure process is 
designed to ensure that any environmental damage caused by the mine, or any environ-
mental damage likely to be caused by the mine in the future (e.g. acid mine drainage), 
remains the responsibility of the mine owner.29 

While this legislation exists to compel the ‘polluter to pay’, it is systematically ignored 
by many mining companies in South Africa who, rather choose to place mines and 
shafts into ‘care and maintenance’ (also known as ‘warehousing’).30 A mine is said to be 
in ‘care and maintenance’ when ‘it has stopped production for various technical, envi-
ronmental, financial or labour related reasons, but the holder has not declared their 
intent to finally close the mine’.31 By placing mines into ‘care and maintenance’, mining 
companies can delay, sometimes indefinitely, the obligations placed on them to formally 
close and rehabilitate mines. This has resulted in a situation whereby numerous gold 
mines exist in a limbo state where they have been abandoned or have not been rehabil-
itated (properly closed) thus making them vulnerable to artisanal miners and criminal 
syndicates.32 Ten years ago, the South African Human Rights Commission warned that 
this practice ‘creates an open situation where ‘zama zamas’ will be free to come and go 
as they please’.33 In 2018, the Minister for Mineral Resources stated that his depart-



� 7/ 21

ment was going to institute a ‘use it or lose it’ policy to prevent such actions, but this 
was clearly an empty threat because the practice continues unabated.34

Another means by which mine closure is avoided by mining companies, which has in 
fact become a strategy for doing so, is via the selling of largely exhausted mines to 
local subsidiaries or to smaller mining companies, which then legally assume the finan-
cial obligations to properly close mines. However, many of these companies lack the 
resources to do so and generally extract what remains of any profit from mines before 
declaring bankruptcy. By declaring bankruptcy, the financial burden for mine closure 
then falls on the state.35 

A report by the Auditor-General in 2022 found that there are 6100 derelict and own-
erless mines in South Africa, of which 2322 are ‘high-risk commodity mines’, like the 
Buffelsfontein mine. Despite this, the report found that the DMPR is, on average, only 
closing approximately two mines per year.36 

One expert blames this ongoing and systemic failure to properly close mines on a ‘lack 
of state responsiveness, political interference and weak state institutional capacity’.37 As 
another notes, ‘[t]he legislation and law enforcers surrounding mine closure and reha-
bilitation have failed in the mission placed on them in section 24 of the Constitution: to 
protect the environment and ensure a safe environment’.38 The Buffelsfontein mine does 
not have a closure certificate.

Failure to Formally Recognise Artisanal Mining
Attempts to formalise the industry by the government have, to date, been largely ineffec-
tive because the government has criminalised rather than formalised artisanal miners in 
the mining sector. Because artisanal mining is not recognised in the MRPDA, all arti-
sanal miners are by definition ‘mining illegally’ because they cannot possibility meet the 
technical and financial requirements of getting a formal mining licence.39 The govern-
ment’s position seems to be that rather than formalise artisanal mining, it should rather 
be criminalised, suggesting that it is more focussed on the interests of large mining 
companies. The Minister for Mineral Resources stated in January 2025 that some R60 
billion had been lost to ‘illegal mining’ in 2024, declaring that artisanal miners were 
waging a ‘war on the economy’.40

Three years earlier, the very same Minister had published the Artisanal and Small-Scale 
Mining Policy, which set out to formally regulate artisanal mining in South Africa. While 
the policy is not without its critics, it promotes many of the actions that are desperately 
needed to legalise artisanal mining in South Africa. However, to date very little progress 
has been made in implementing this policy. As Shawn Lethoko, the chairperson of the 
National Association of Artisanal Miners, noted in November 2024, ‘the policy has been 
collecting dust on his table because there is no political will to act’.41
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A bill to amend the Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development Act, which is cur-
rently before parliament, begins the process of formalising the right of artisanal miners 
to mine in South Africa. It enables the Minister for Mineral and Petroleum Resources to 
‘designate appropriate areas’ where artisanal and small-scale mining can occur.42 While 
this is a welcome development, it falls far short of the assistance that artisanal miners 
need. There is no obligation on the Minister to designate areas; there is no criteria for 
how areas will be selected; there is no financial or legal support offered to help arti-
sanal miners with environmental permitting and wider licensing requirements, nor is any 
planned technical or safety training for artisanal miners. As Mining Affected Communi-
ties United in Action observe, the Bill ensures that access to legal mining for most arti-
sanal miners will remain ‘inaccessible’ due to ‘restrictive’ conditions which act to prevent 
the wider formalisation and growth of artisanal mining in South Africa.43 

2.2 Wider Economic and Political Drivers

Unemployment and Poverty in South Africa
The gradual collapse of the gold mining industry in South Africa has resulted in mass 
layoffs of miners who are compelled to enter an incredibly difficult labour market. 
The official unemployment rate in South Africa is 32%, while the expanded definition 
is 42%.44 This catastrophic unemployment rate explains the extremely high rates 
of poverty in South Africa. In 2024, 13.2 million South Africans were considered to 
be in ‘extreme poverty’, existing on €2 a day.45 This situation is unlikely to improve 
given the parlous performance of the South African economy which has averaged 
only 0.8% GDP growth since 2012, which the National Treasury acknowledges is 
‘insufficient to address high levels of unemployment and poverty’.46 Given the difficulty 
of this labour market, it is hardly surprising that ex-miners look to take advantage of 
their skills in the artisanal mining sector.  As one expert notes, ‘[t]he broader context in 
which ‘zama zama’ mining is occurring is one of rife unemployment and poverty’.47

Unemployment and Poverty in Neighbouring Countries
Unemployment and poverty in neighbouring countries have also contributed to the 
growth of artisanal mining in South Africa.48 Many of these miners are driven by a 
lack of opportunities in their home countries, where opportunities are scarce due 
to unemployment, corruption, political crisis, and the damaging impacts of climate 
change.49 Many are driven from politically corrupt regimes like those in Zimbabwe 
and Mozambique which have been consistently supported in recent years by the 
South African government. In fact, while miners were finally being rescued from the 
Buffelsfontein mine, the President of South Africa was attending the inauguration of 
new Mozambican President, despite the election result being in serious dispute among 
Mozambicans and observers.50 
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Research indicates that criminal gangs recruit would-be ‘zama zamas’ in countries 
like Mozambique and Zimbabwe with promises of jobs in South Africa, only to then 
force them into a form of bonded labour, with recruits sometimes being forced to stay 
underground against their will. They, as well as migrant artisanal miners without visas, 
are made even more vulnerable because they lack any legal status in South Africa. In 
effect, many ‘zama zamas’ in South Africa are the victims of human trafficking and 
exploitation.51 

It should be noted that weak border management on both sides of the borders, often due 
to corruption, has facilitated the entry of many thousands of would-be miners into South 
Africa over the last decade.  
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The relative collapse of the gold mining sector, the concomitant abandonment 
of gold mines, the failure to enforce regulations, together with grotesque levels 
of unemployment, have created the perfect storm for the rapid growth of arti-
sanal gold mining in South Africa. Instead of recognising this storm for what it 
is – a perhaps inevitable product of poverty- the South African government has 
chosen to criminalise artisanal miners, whom it continues to this day to refer 
to as ‘illegal miners’, often using the most derogatory language to describe 
them. For example, the President stated in late November that, ‘[w]e need to 
be clear that the activities of these miners are illegal. They pose a risk to our 
economy, communities and personal safety’.52 In December 2024, the Minister 
for Mineral Resources told Parliament that ‘Illegal mining is a criminal activ-
ity, and the department is collaborating with the law enforcement agencies at 
various levels to eradicate the scourge’.53 

There is no doubt that the government’s reluctance to formalise artisanal 
mining comes, in part, from pressure exerted on it not to do so from the 
established mining sector, although this position does seem to be softening as 
the inevitability of the existence of informal mining in South Africa is accepted 
by the Minerals Council.54

There is, however, another reason for this ongoing criminalisation, and that is 
the xenophobia exhibited by powerful individuals within the present African 
National Congress government towards these foreign workers. This xenophobia 
is not hard to find. In November 2024, the Minister in the Presidency stated 
that ‘[y]ou want us to send help to criminals ... they didn’t go down there with 
good intentions for the republic, so we can’t help them’.55 On the 15th of Jan-
uary 2025, the Minister for Mineral and Petroleum Resources responding to 
media questions about Buffelsfontein, stated that, ‘illegal miners’ … ‘are in it 
for their own selfish gains and have no regard for the country’.56 

3.	� THE PERFECT STORM 
OR HISTORY REPEATING 
ITSELF? 
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Family members of miners trapped at Buffelsfontein also reported that the national 
Minister of Police made xenophobic comments during his visit to the site in late No-
vember.57

This demonisation of ‘zama zamas’ as foreign criminals has been endorsed by the 
Minerals Council, which states that ‘they are often heavily armed, have explosives and, 
when trespassing on operating mines, set ambushes and booby traps for employees, 
security personnel’.58  What the Minerals Council are describing here are the leaders 
of the criminal gangs (or their foot soldiers), which have taken over artisanal mining 
because of the policy vacuum left by the South African government. If the South African 
government had been proactive about formalising the artisanal mining sector when it 
began to emerge in the late 1990s, these criminal gangs would have been prevented 
from flourishing. 

The vast majority of ‘zama zamas’ in South Africa are not criminals, but victims. As one 
expert notes, ‘[p]opular mythology in South Africa attributes much violent crime to the 
zama zamas … but there is no evidence of this’. Rather, ‘zama zamas’ are victims of 
criminal gangs who ‘coerce zama zamas in their underground labours, extracting from 
them the gold they manage to take from underground, charging security fees to enter 
shafts and to exit them’. This is because ‘zama zamas’ are ‘very poor’ and, because they 
lack any formal protections from the state, are ‘easily preyed upon’.59 As another expert 
notes, ‘zama zamas are at the very bottom rungs of a thriving illicit economy centred on 
Johannesburg that primarily benefits South African scrap metal and gold dealers, jewel-
lers, gold refineries and exporters’.60

‘Zama zamas’ are also easily preyed upon by criminal gangs partly because of corrupt 
officers within the South African police force who ‘profit handsomely for not interven-
ing’.61  It was reported in 2022 that entire police stations in the North West province, 
where Buffelsfontein is located, have been corrupted by crime syndicates involved in 
gold mining.62 How else do we explain the mysterious disappearance of the alleged crim-
inal gang ‘kingpin’ who was arrested at the Buffelsfontein mine in mid-January 2025?63 
Experts have also drawn attention to how ‘zama zamas’ are exploited financially by local 
government officials. Evidence suggests that this harassment of ‘zama zamas’ by the 
police and government officials falls most heavily on women ‘zama zamas’ who are often 
forced to offer sexual favours to avoid arrest.64 

It is this toxic environment and associated discourses about ‘zama zamas’ that effectively 
blurs the distinctions between them, criminal gang leaders, and artisanal miners, paint-
ing them all as ‘criminal foreigners’. It is perhaps this systematic dehumanisation that 
is the overriding explanation for what happened at Buffelsfontein. As Abahlali baseM-
jondolo, a grassroots social movement of poor people with 150 000 members, stated 
after the last miners’ bodies were recovered, ‘killing us or leaving us to die is justified 
by calling us “criminals” and “foreigners” … all attempts at dehumanisation must be 
opposed.’65 Simultaneously, the seeming failure to pursue and prosecute the syndicates 
responsible for violence and smuggling allows criminal practices to continue. 
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It should not be forgotten that evidence leaders for the murdered miners at The Farlam 
Commission, which was appointed after the Marikana massacre, claimed that one of 
the factors that led to the massacre was the painting of miners as criminals, rather than 
striking workers.66

This dehumanisation and exploitation of ‘zama zamas’ mirrors exactly how the colonial 
and apartheid states viewed black miners – as expendable commodities. That miners are 
still being treated in this way 30 years after the end of apartheid is an indictment on us 
all because the reality is, of course, that the vast majority of miners, be they artisanal or 
‘zama zamas’, are simply workers trying to support themselves, their families, and their 
respective communities. It is estimated that 250 000 people in South Africa survive on 
the proceeds of artisanal mining.67 Therefore, artisanal mining is, in fact, a form of sub-
sistence and should be formally recognised as such, with elements of criminal syndicates 
being removed to allow for artisanal miners to practice under humane and safe working 
conditions.

It is quite clear that a fundamental shift needs to take place in the government and the 
mining industries’ attitude towards artisanal mining in South Africa so that tragedies 
like Buffelsfontein are not repeated. As one union leader states, ‘this crisis is a chance 
for a reset. It needs to be exploited’.68
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1.	 �The South African government needs to urgently establish a Judicial Commission 
of Inquiry into the events at Buffelsfontein. This inquiry should be properly 
capacitated to provide an account of exactly what happened at Buffelsfontein 
and why. This inquiry should explain why it took a court order to compel the 
government to rescue the trapped miners to realise their Constitutional right to 
life. This inquiry should lead to criminal prosecutions if evidence is uncovered that 
crimes were committed by state representatives (including the police), criminal 
gang leaders, or by ‘zama zamas’.69 

2.	 �This inquiry should also look beyond the immediate causes of the Buffelsfontein 
disaster to include a systematic review of the entire artisanal mining sector 
in South Africa. In addition, this inquiry should review the entire regulatory 
environment relating to closing mines or placing mines in ‘care and maintenance’.  

3.	 �The government needs to undertake a systemic review of the police’s ‘Operation 
Vala Mgodi’. As an immediate step, the South African government needs to 
instruct the Minister of Police to immediately cease the kind of ‘takedown’ 
operation that was conducted at Buffelsfontein gold mine. 

4.	 �The South African government and media need to stop generalising about 
the alleged criminality of ‘zama zamas’ and focus its energies on finding and 
prosecuting the criminal gang leaders who dominate the sector at present and are 
responsible for the majority of violence in the sector.70

5.	 �As evidence from South Africa and elsewhere in the world demonstrates, focussing 
on enforcement via the police will not resolve the problems arising from artisanal 
mining.71 Therefore, the South African government should expedite with urgency 
the wholesale implementation of the Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining Policy 
to formalise the sector as quickly as possible. It is quite clear that the artisanal 
mining sector can create jobs, alleviate poverty and deliver revenues to the 
government, all of which should be welcomed by government. Government should 
accordingly view the sector as a legitimate source of livelihoods.72 Formalising the 
sector in an inclusive and sustainable manner should therefore be a key aim of the 
MPRDA Bill which needs to be comprehensively amended (in consultation with 
artisanal miners and other stakeholders) to meet this objective. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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6.	 �The South African government should provide legitimate and meaningful forums 
whereby artisanal miners and wider community members can voice their opinions 
on the formalisation of the sector and sustainable development. The creation of 
such forums should be included in the MPRDA Amendment Bill. 

7.	 �To properly and successfully formalise the sector, both the government and 
the Minerals Council of South Africa need to assist artisanal miners with 
developmental funding and training via multi-stakeholder partnerships which 
‘should include mining company representatives, government officials, civil society 
members, artisanal miners and international development agencies’.73 In addition, 
viable and sustainable markets for the produce from artisanal miners need to 
be created outside of criminal syndicates. As a starting point, mining companies 
should provide financial support to artisanal miners to enable them to gain 
environmental authorisations and to improve the working conditions of artisanal 
miners. 

8.	 �Both government and mining companies should recognise and support, the 
important role that artisanal miners could play in the rehabilitation of mining 
sites, especially as they relate to mine tailings. Accordingly, financial and technical 
support should be given to artisanal miners to enable them to assist with mine 
rehabilitation and closure. 

9.	 �Special efforts should be made to protect women artisanal miners from sexual 
predators, be they from the police, criminal gangs, or government officials. 
Special considerations should also be made of the subordinated position that 
women artisanal miners occupy, and efforts should be focussed on reversing this 
subordination. 

10.	 �Over ten years ago, the South African Human Rights Commission, in a report 
exploring the issue of artisanal mining in South Africa stated that there was 
a ‘need for a stronger government stance’ when it came to enforcing mining 
regulations.74 Little appears to have changed over the last decade. The DMPR 
must, therefore, ensure that regulations governing the closure of mines and mine 
shafts are properly adhered to and loopholes, such as putting mines into ‘care and 
maintenance’ or selling to small mining houses which declare bankruptcy, are 
closed. 

11.	 �Mining companies need to take their responsibilities in terms of mine closures 
much more seriously. To this end, the Minerals Council of South Africa should 
exert as much pressure as it can on its members mines to strictly adhere to all 
relevant legislation. 
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12.	 �Social and Labour Plans should be properly implemented so that the issue of 
managing downscaling and retrenchments at mine closure is taken seriously to 
ensure that the impacts of mine closures on miners and mine communities are 
mitigated.75

13.	 �The South African government clearly needs to effectively root out corruption in 
the police service. 

14.	 �The African National Congress needs to make sure that all its members, including 
those in government, adhere to the government’s own National Action Plan to 
combat Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance. 
Those who do not should be appropriately censured.
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