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Mining Review
As we continue to manage the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the Group’s 
mining and processing operations in South Africa, the health and safety of all our 
employees and stakeholders and ensuring the efficient continuity of our business 
have remained our key priorities. Although the overall impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic on our operations continues to remain uncertain, we have seen business 
conditions improve in 2021, particularly in our coal markets.   

Covid-19 update
During this difficult period, the Group has 
consulted with the government authorities 
and its stakeholders in South Africa to 
determine and agree the appropriate 
measures to be taken across its South 
African mining and processing 
operations. Such measures have been 
focussed on the health and safety of our 
employees, assisting in the continuing 
provision of coal as an essential raw 
material, the security and integrity of the 
assets, and the ability to maintain 
operations at levels of activity that is 
aligned with government interests and the 
country’s broader economic interests.
The Group continues to monitor and adhere 
to all of the South African government’s 
Covid-19 related guidelines and regulations 
including all updates and advice from the 
National Department of Health, the 
Department of Minerals Resources and 
Energy and the Office of the President. 
These measures include:
••  Regular communications with 

employees on all guidelines, 
government restrictions and best 
practice hygiene and health 
recommendations;

••  Conducting various issue-based hazard 
identification and risk assessments;

••  Temperature screening of those 
entering certain of our offices and sites;

••  Working from home (in both the UK and 
South Africa), where possible or required;

••  Social distancing measures at 
operating sites;

••  Restrictions on non-essential visits 
to operating sites; and 

••  Intensified cleaning and hygiene at 
offices and sites;     

In particular the Group has endeavoured to 
follow the guidelines of the 10-point plan 
developed by the Department of Minerals 
Resources and Energy in line with the 
guidelines of the Department of Health and 
the National Institute of Communicable 
Diseases (NICD) as follows:
••    Educate employees on the virus, 

symptoms and prevention.
••   Follow guidelines from the NICD, 

educate health workers on how to 
manage Covid-19. Consider alternate 
arrangements for supply of chronic 
medication to reduce crowds.

••   Ensure that all health workers have 
access to protective clothing, gloves, 
masks, cleaning materials and 
pharmaceutical agents.

••   Vaccinate employees for seasonal 
influenza.

••   All employees are encouraged to know 
their status, get onto ARVs if positive 
for HIV.

••   Manage suspected cases or contacts of 
cases using guidelines from the NICD.

••   Liaise with the NICD on procedure to 
be followed for suspected and 
confirmed cases.

••   Only essential travel to areas with 
Covid-19 should be undertaken.

••   All suspected and confirmed cases in 
the mining industry should be reported 
to the NICD.

••   Monitor and stay aware of the latest 
information on the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Production and operations 
As mentioned in the Chairman’s statement, 
the Group’s South African coal mining 
and processing operations have been 
designated essential business operations 
as they fall within the supply chains of 
other essential businesses, as defined by 
the South African government. Since late 
March 2020, the Group’s South African 
operations, have continued, although with 
a reduced or socially distanced 
workforce, to safeguard the health and 
safety of our employees. 
For the first half of 2020, Black Wattle 
achieved mining production of 580,000 
metric tonnes (2019: 655,000 metric 
tonnes). During the second half of the 
year, mining production remained fairly 
consistent at 600,000 metric tonnes 
(2019 H2: 616,000 metric tonnes). Overall 
mining production from Black Wattle 
decreased slightly in 2020, with total 
mining production for the year of 1.18million 
metric tonnes compared to 1.27million 
metric tonnes achieved in 2019. 
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Looking forward, although the Group’s 
overall mining production in 2021 is 
expected to remain at similar levels  
to 2020, the Group will look at 
supplementing our own production with 
buy-in coal for our coal processing 
operations, in order to take advantage of 
the improved coal market conditions seen 
in 2021 to date. In addition, we continue 
to work closely with our BEE partner in 
South Africa, to seek further opportunities 
to extend the life of mine of our existing 
mining operations or to develop new 
independent mining operations in  
South Africa. 

Main trends/markets 
During 2020, management continued to 
sell coal into both the export and domestic 
market through our coal processing entity 
Sisonke Coal Processing (Pty) Ltd. The 
Group’s export sales were via Richards 
Bay Coal Terminal and primarily under the 
Quattro programme, which allows junior 
black-economic empowerment coal 
producers direct access to the coal export 
market via Richards Bay Coal Terminal. 
We would like to thank Vunani Limited, our 
black economic empowered shareholders 
at Black Wattle, for managing and 
developing this opportunity. 
As mentioned in the Chairman’s 
Statement, reduced global economic 
activity, as a result of the Covid-19 
pandemic, had a significant impact on 
demand and prices achievable for our 
coal in 2020. 
In the international market the average 
weekly price of Free On Board (FOB) Coal 
from Richard Bay Coal Terminal (API4 
price) peaked in the month of January 
2020 at US$92. By mid-April, as global 
economic activity slowed, the weekly API4 
price had fallen to US$44. Thereafter, 
coal prices remained largely supressed 
until the end of November. 

Thereafter, international coal prices 
significantly improved with the API4 price 
ending the year again above $90. A 
weaker Rand to the US Dollar did not fully 
mitigate the lower overall US Dollar coal 
prices during the year resulting in the 
Group achieving an overall decrease in 
the average Rand price of R547 per 
tonne of export coal sold from the mine in 
2020 compared to R679 in 2019. 
In the domestic market, a similar trend to 
the international market unfolded during 
the year, impacted negatively on prices 
achievable for our coal. The Group 
achieved an average price of R450 per 
tonne of domestic coal sold in 2020 
compared to R615 in 2019. 
Overall, the Group achieved an average 
Rand price per tonne of coal sold of 
R469 compared to R624 in 2019. In 
addition to the lower coal prices, lower 
mining production and sales and a 
decrease in the average exchange rate of 
the Rand compared to UK Sterling also 
contributed to the decrease in Sterling 
Group revenue during the year. 
Looking forward into 2021, although the 
extent of the overall impact of Covid-19 
on our direct markets, and the prices 
achievable for our coal, continues to 
remain uncertain, to date we have seen 
significant improvements in our coal 
markets as global economies continue to 
open up. Your management will look to 
take advantage of the higher prices 
achievable for our coal by selling down 
stocks and maximising the use of our 
coal processing infrastructure at Sisonke.

Sustainable development 
The Group’s South African operations 
continue to strive to conduct business in 
a safe, environmentally and socially 
responsible manner. Some highlights of 
our Health, Safety and Environment 
performance in 2020:

••  The Group’s South African operations 
recorded one Lost time Injury during 
2020 (2019: One). 

••  No cases of Occupational Diseases 
were recorded. 

••  Zero claims for the Compensation for 
Occupational Diseases were submitted.

In South Africa, the new government 
regulated Broad-Based Socio-Economic 
Empowerment Charter for the Mining and 
Minerals Industry, 2019 (New Mining 
Charter) came into force from March 
2019. The New Mining Charter is a 
regulatory instrument that facilitates 
sustainable transformation, growth and 
development of the mining industry. The 
Group is committed to fully complying 
with the New Mining Charter and 
providing adequate resources to this area 
in order to ensure opportunities are 
expanded for historically disadvantaged 
South Africans (HDSAs) to enter the 
mining and minerals industry. In addition, 
we continue to adhere and make 
progress in terms of our Social and 
Labour Plan and our various BEE 
initiatives. A fuller explanation of these 
can be found in our Sustainable 
Development Report on page 7.

Prospects 
Looking forward into 2021, management 
remain committed to working with all our 
stakeholders in helping overcome the 
unprecedented challenges presented by 
the Covid-19 pandemic. We would like to 
thank all our employees and stakeholders 
for their support during this difficult time. 

Andrew Heller  
Managing Director
22 April 2021
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