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Introduction

The South African coal industry initiated a
research initiative in 1998 (COALTECH 2020)
with the vision to promote collaboration
between the industry, researchers, the state
and labour and to promote research initiatives
that would benefit them and other
stakeholders. Another initiative came about
almost at the same time when the Olifants
River Forum formulated the Cleanwater 2020
project. The project aims: ‘To establish a
profitable public-private partnership that will
collect and treat water arising from mining,
industrial and other economic activities in the
Witbank-Highveld coalfield (100 km east of
Johannesburg) and make it available to users
in the area’. Funds were obtained from
COALTECH 2020 in 1999 to finance this study
conceived by the Cleanwater 2020 initiative.

The Witbank-Highveld coalfield is located
100 km east of Johannesburg. The region is a
summer rainfall area and receives 750 mm on
average annually. Day temperatures vary
between 15 and 30°C.

Mine water in the Upper Olifants River
Catchment in Mpumalanga Province (upstream
of Loskop Dam) is at times discharged into
local streams, resulting in local acidification
and regional salination of surface water
resources. The natural groundwater resources
are also impacted by dewatering around
mining operations and migration of polluted
subsurface plumes from mine workings. So,
for instance, 120-160 mg/l sulphate is
routinely measured in the Witbank Dam and
Middelburg Dam mainly as a result of coal
mining and related activities. It is estimated
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Mine water in the Upper Olifants River Catchment in Mpumalanga
(upstream of Loskop Dam) is at times discharged into local streams,
resulting in local acidification and regional salination of surface water
resources. Pollution of surface water can be prevented by collecting
and treating mine water to a quality where it could be re-used without
restriction (Cleanwater 2020 Initiative). Mine water in the Olifants
River Catchment currently amounts to only 4,6% of the total water
usage, but contributes 78,4% of the sulphate load. 

Limestone and lime treatment is the most cost-effective technology
for neutralization and partial sulphate removal of acidic/sulphate-rich
water to sulphate levels of less than 1500 mg/l due to precipitation of
magnesium and removal of the associated sulphate fraction (through
gypsum crystallization). Neutralized mine water of this quality may be
suitable for irrigation. A number of alternative desalination treatment
technologies were investigated (subsequent to gypsum crystallization
pre-treatment) where treated mine water must meet more stringent
quality requirements (e.g. less than 200 mg/l SO4). The capital cost of
these processes varied between R4 million/(Ml/d) and R10
million/(Ml/d) and the running cost between R2/m3 and R5/m3.

Water usage in the Upper Olifants River Catchment currently
amounts to 947 Ml/d (including the power stations), and will increase
to an estimated 1385 Ml/d by 2020. The additional water demand by
2020 (438 Ml/d) will have to be supplied by importation from
neighbouring catchments, and more efficient utilization of the local
water resources, including excess mine water. Various levels of
treatment are required to make mine water suitable for the following
potential applications (acceptable treated water sulphate concentration
shown in brackets): irrigation (2000 mg/l), coal processing plant 
(1000 mg/l), general industrial use (500 mg/l), discharge to public
streams (500 mg/l), potable use (200 mg/l) and cooling water in power
stations (20 to 40 mg/l). The following two options, or a combination
thereof, can be considered for management of excess mine water in the
Upper Olifants River Catchment:

➤ Collection and treatment of excess mine water to a quality
suitable for selected urban and industrial applications 
(Option A)

➤ Collection and treatment of mine water to a quality suitable for
irrigation (Option B).

The estimated capital and running cost for Option A amounts to
R528.5 million and R55.7 million/year, respectively, compared with
R68,2 million and R11,9 million/year for Option B. It is recommended
that Option B be investigated for implementation in the short to
medium-term. Option B was selected due to cost benefits and the initial
favourable results obtained by a joint Water Research Commission and
Coal Industry initiative where mine water is used for irrigation. Option
A may become feasible in the long-term to ensure maximum environ-
mental protection and reduced treatment cost as a result of anticipated
technological improvements over the next 5 to 10 years.
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that, in the absence of any coal mining and related activities,
the sulphate concentration would have been as low as 20-40
mg/l. High salinity in surface water limits the use of water,
and introduces indirect costs in the use of the water further
downstream. Pollution of surface water can be prevented by
collecting and treating excess mine water to a quality where
it could be re-used without restriction (Cleanwater 2020
Initiative). Successful implementation of the Cleanwater 2020
Initiative will offer the following benefits.

➤ Convert a pollution threat to the water resources into
an augmentation of the local water resources.

➤ Preserve the local water resources and increase the
reliable yield.

➤ Reduce the need for importation of fresh water to the
Olifants River Catchment from neighbouring
catchments.

➤ Assist in the creation of job opportunities through the
construction, operation and maintenance of water-
related projects.

➤ Enhance best utilization of local water resources, both
of natural and mining origin.

The aims of this project were to: 
➤ Determine the location, quantity and quality of excess

mine water
➤ Identify a promising regional collection and treatment

scheme
➤ Identify potential users for treated mine water
➤ Recommend promising mine water management

options for the short-term and the long-term
➤ Provide a cost estimate of various management options

to guide future decision making.

The interests of the following stakeholders were valued
as important due to their direct interests:

➤ Coal mining industry, who has to carry the cost of
treating excess mine water

➤ Downstream water users, who have to carry the costs
associated with poor quality raw water

➤ Authorities, who are responsible for the supply of
potable water and control of pollution through
legislation and law enforcement

➤ Technology suppliers, who have made investments in
technology development that could be used for
treatment of excess mine water.

Quantity and quality of mine water

Mine water discharged in the Upper Olifants River Catchment
currently amounts to approximately 44 Ml/d (Table I) during
an average hydrological year and is expected to increase to
an estimated 131 Ml/d by 2020. The quality of mine water is
generally poor with a sulphate concentration between 800
and 3000 mg/l. It is not acceptable to discharge such poor
quality mine water into high quality surface water. The
current background sulphate load of water in the Upper
Olifants River Catchment is estimated at 28,4 t/d (as SO4)
(947 Ml/d @ 30 mg/l SO4), which is small compared to the
estimated 102,9 t/d sulphate load associated with excess
mine water (2337 mg/l SO4 @ 44 Ml/d). The above-
mentioned figures show that a relatively small volume of
excess mine water is responsible for a major contribution of
salinity. Excess mine water in the Olifants River Catchment

currently amounts, volume wise, to only 4,6% of the total
water usage, but contributes 78,4% of the sulphate load
(Table II and Figure 1).
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Table II

Comparison between water volumes and sulphate
load of fresh water usage and excess mine water
discharges in the Upper Olifants River Catchment

Table I

Estimated volumes of mine water in the Upper
Olifants River Catchment (based on an average
hydrological year)

* Note: The sulphate concentration has a confidence level of 95% to be lower than the
given value (i.e. 95 per cent of the periodic samples taken has sulphate concen-
trations lower than the given value).



Cost associated with treatment, collection and 
distribution

Limestone treatment is the most cost-effective technology for
neutralization of acid water and partial sulphate removal to
levels of approximately 2000 mg/l SO4 (Table III). With high
lime treatment to pH >11, sulphate can be further reduced to
1400 mg/l due to precipitation of magnesium and removal of
the sulphate fraction (through gypsum crystallization)
associated with magnesium. Neutralized mine water of this
quality may be suitable for irrigation.

A number of alternative desalination treatment
technologies were considered (subsequent to gypsum crystal-
lization pre-treatment) when treated mine water must meet
more stringent quality requirements for industrial re-use,
discharge to a public stream, drinking or power station
cooling water, including Aqua K, Barium, Biological sulphate
removal, EDR, Electrolytic, GYPCIX, RO or Savmin. The cost
of such technologies is expected to decrease over the next 10
years through further technological progress.

Table III shows the capital and running cost associated
with the treatment of mine water with various treatment
processes. For mine water to be re-used for any application,
except for irrigation (which could be utilized at the source), a
collection system will have to be installed for transportation
of the untreated mine water to a central treatment plant, as
well as a distribution system for transportation of the treated
water to the users. The cost of collection systems for the
catchment is estimated at R192,9 million (Table IV) and that
of a distribution system at R65,1 million (Table V). The
annual running cost for the collection and distribution
systems is estimated at R3,1 million and R2,2 million respec-
tively (Tables IV and V).

Re-use options for treated mine water

Water usage in the Upper Olifants River Catchment currently
amounts to 947 Ml/d (including the power stations), and will
increase to an estimated 1385 Ml/d by 2020 (Table VI). The
additional water demand by 2020 (438 Ml/d) will have to be
supplied by water importation from neighbouring
catchments, and more efficient utilization of the local water
resources, including water stored or discharged by mines.

Different levels of treatment are required to make excess
mine water suitable for the following potential applications
(acceptable sulphate concentration of treated water shown in
brackets):

➤ irrigation (2000 mg/l)
➤ coal processing plant (1000 mg/l)

➤ general industrial use (500 mg/l)
➤ discharge to public streams (500 mg/l)
➤ potable use (200 mg/l)
➤ cooling water in power stations (20 to 40 mg/l).

Irrigation

Mine water which is partially treated for removal of free
acidity, metals, magnesium and sulphate (to less than 2000
mg/l) can be used for irrigation. This option is currently
being investigated and would appear to be attractive. The
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Figure 1—Comparison of water volumes and sulphate load of fresh
water usage and mine water in the Upper Olifants River Catchment

Volume (%) Sulphate load (%)

Table III

Capital and running cost of various treatment
processes (treatment module of 15 Mp/d)

Table IV

Cost of collection systems

Table V

Cost of distribution systems

Table VI

Current and projected water usage in the Upper
Olifants River Catchment
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further investigation addresses the following aspects.

➤ Cost effectiveness. Should irrigation be applied near the
source of partially treated mine water, the costs would
be relatively low as no collection and distribution
system, other than that needed for irrigation, will be
required. Such costs could be carried from income
generated by the irrigation scheme.

➤ Long-term effects on soil and groundwater. It is known
that sodium-rich water is not suitable for long-term
irrigation purposes due to soil degradation effects. The
mine water in the Upper Olifants Catchment is low in
sodium and thus the only question that remains is
whether gypsum-rich water is suitable for irrigation in
the long-term. No negative effects were observed from
irrigation with gypsum-rich water in the following
cases: a three year WRC demonstration project
(Annandale2000), Israeli experience (Tanner1999) and
even from 100 year modelling (Annandale2000).

➤ Water availability. Due to limited water resources, the
current policy of the Department of Water Affairs and
Forestry requires that water can only be allocated for
new applications (e.g. new irrigation schemes) should
sufficient quantities of water be available. Currently,
211 Ml/d of fresh water is used for irrigation of 9097
ha in the Upper Olifants River Catchment. If mine water
(current volume is estimated at 44 Ml/d and it is
estimated to increase to 131 Ml/d in 2020) is used to
replace fresh water in existing irrigation schemes, it
will fall within the current policy. Although existing
irrigation schemes are not situated in the vicinity of
excess mine water, the likelihood of finding suitable

sites are quite high. (Figure 2).

Other uses
Treated mine water to a sulphate level in the range of 50 to
500 mg/l can also be used for other uses such as stock-
watering, urban and industrial and potentially power stations
(Table VI). The following aspects must however be addressed
to allow the concept of regional collection and treatment of
excess mine water for use by selected users.

➤ Legal aspects associated with the collection and re-use
of treated mine water (e.g. water transfer policy, water
price policy, licence system). 

➤ Institutional aspects related to the type and form of
organization needed for the implementation of the
project.

Management options
The following two options, or a combination thereof, can be
considered to assist in the management of mine water in the
Upper Olifants River Catchment.

➤ Collection and treatment of excess mine water to a
quality suitable for selected urban and industrial
applications (Option A). The benefit of this option is
that mine water (4.5% by volume) will be treated to a
quality comparable with that of unpolluted surface
water.

➤ Collection and treatment of mine water to a quality
suitable for irrigation (Option B). The benefit of this
option is that the large volume of good quality surface
water (95.5%) will not be affected through mixing with
a small volume (4.5%) of saline mine water.
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Figure 2—Map of existing irrigation areas and existing mining operations
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The estimated capital and running cost for the total Upper
Olifants River Catchment for Option A amounts to R528.5
million and R55.7 million/year, respectively, compared with
R68,2 million and R11,9 million/year for Option B (Table
VII). These cost figures are based on a cost of R75 million for
a 15 Ml/d sulphate removal plant (including brine/sludge
disposal cost), to a sulphate level of 200 mg/l, and R8.55
million for a 15 Ml/d pre-treatment plant. It is recommended
that Option B (pre-treatment/irrigation combination) be
investigated for implementation in the short to medium-term
for the following reasons.

➤ Prevent pollution of surface water by not discharging
potentially acidic and saline mine water to public
streams.

➤ Treatment cost for irrigation application of the excess
mine water is more affordable, as the capital
expenditure is only 13% compared with Option A, and
the running cost only 21% compared with Option A.

➤ The land required for irrigation of excess mine water
(1891 ha in 2000) amounts to only 21% of what is
already used for irrigation (9097 ha in 2000).
Research indications are that gypsum-rich water can be
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Table VII

Comparison between Option A (complete treatment and Option B (pre-treatment/irrigation combination) for the
Upper Olifants river catchment
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used for irrigation, without affecting the long-term
suitability of soil for irrigation.

➤ The potential exists to more than double the income
generated from irrigation compared to dry land
farming. In addition, two crops instead of one can be
produced annually.

➤ Irrigation could create job opportunities and stimulate
the regional economy.

The long-term environmental impacts of the irrigation use
of sulphate-rich mine water should be investigated and
resolved to the satisfaction of all stakeholders, before
proceeding with the catchment wide implementation of the
scheme.

Option A, however, also holds merit, and should be
reconsidered over the medium to long-term, along with the
following developments.

➤ Reduction in the cost of advanced sulphate removal
technologies. It is foreseen that, due to technological
improvements to some of the technologies, cost could
be reduced to levels near to that of lime treatment
within the next 5–10 years.

➤ Increased cost of imported fresh water. The cost of
fresh water in the Upper Olifants River Catchment will
increase over the next decade. This is due to the fact
that the future increased demand for water in the
catchment will have to be imported from neighbouring
catchments at substantial cost.

➤ The cost of mine water collection may in future be
substantially reduced, by utilization of the natural
underground drainage paths set up in the underground
mine workings.
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