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The Association of Mineworkers and Construction Union (AMCU) is a trade union 

based in South Africa, which has been central in protecting the lives and livelihoods 

of mineworkers across the various mining sectors operating in South Africa. 

 

In response to rising COVID-19 

infections, the South African 

government declared a ‘Level 5 

Lockdown’ starting on 27 March 

2020. The lockdown came into effect 

under the Disaster Management 

Act, 2002 through which the 

government of South Africa has 

been governing under a National 

State of Disaster since March of 

2020. South Africa was the first country in the region to implement a 21-day total 

lockdown, which became effective on 27 March 2020. This was subsequently 

extended by two more weeks to the end of April. 
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Mines, smelters and other sectors 

across the country were ordered to 

shut down by midnight on 26 March 

2020 until 16 April 2020. This did not 

include those classified as ‘essential 

workers.’ Essential workers in the 

mines were security services, workers 

in related infrastructure maintenance, 

such as water pumping and 

ventilation, as well as all mines 

supplying coal to the national energy producer Eskom. These mining essential 

services continued to operate during South Africa’s initial lockdown. 

 

Effective 1 May 2020, the government relaxed Level 5 lockdown restrictions to Level 

4, which resulted in mines operating at 50% capacity. However, The Mineral Council 

of SA argued that 50% would have devasting effect on the economy and pressured 

the government to allow for 100% activities. 

 

AMCU was concerned about the wellness of workers and wanted the mining 

companies in SA to be transparent and sincere about the state of readiness for 

workers to return to work amid the pandemic. This is because prior to the COVID-

19 pandemic, there were already countless cases of poor safety standards in the 

mining industry. 

 

AMCU challenged the government in court proceedings and won the case on 1 May 

2020, which compelled the government to establish a Code of Practice (COP) in 

terms of section 9 (2) of the Mine Health and Safety Act 29, to regulate screening 

and testing in the mining industry. However, some of the mining companies failed 

to comply with this COP, and the data suggests that the platinum industry has been 

the most affected.  
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Mauke reported that the mining industry is estimated to employ 500 000 people; 

the data on screening suggests that, since the start of the pandemic, all the industry 

has screened 382 000 and managed to test 120 000 workers. Of these, 27 000 were 

tested positive, 26 000 recovered and 

295 workers died. The platinum 

industry accounts for 10 655 infections 

and 114 deaths at the time of the 

webinar, while the gold and coal 

industries follow with the second 

highest positive cases and deaths. The 

remaining industries, including energy, 

reported 6 000 positive cases and 46 

deaths. 

 

This data only refers to the mineworkers, as there is no data which reflects the rate 

of infection in the areas surrounding the mines where there are informal 

settlements that are often densely populated. AMCU has also noted that it is 

important that there is data and protection of vulnerable workers who have been 

exploited by the mines, as some mines don’t provide quarantine facilities, and 

disallow sick leave when workers are tested positive. The pandemic has also 

allowed the industry to engage in mass retrenchments. Mines have also failed to 

protect workers by providing adequate PPE (Personal Protective Equipment).  

 

 


