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I
t was back in 2004 when SepFluor was 
formed and 2011 when the Nokeng proj-
ect’s mining right was issued and its 
Social and Labour Plan approved – but 
it took many years of hard work before 

financing arrangements were finalised in 2017.
“To project-finance a mine in South Africa 

is a difficult task on its own, and for us to have 
done so for a greenfields operation was even 
more of an achievement,” said SepFluor CEO 
Rob Wagner. “Doing this in a relatively obscure 
mineral like fluorspar – which has no defined 
pricing structure – certainly makes it no easier.”

It was no surprise, then, that the US$130 
million capital investment took two-and-a-half 

Patience and perseverance are paying off for South Africa-

based fluorspar explorer and developer SepFluor as its 

R1,7 billion Nokeng opencast mine north of Pretoria nears 

completion. Not only is the current fluorspar price well in 

excess of the company’s initial budgets but the first year of 

production from the mine has already been sold, as Paul 

Crankshaw reports in this article.

Green for go at Nokeng fluorspar
years to raise. Since Modern Mining visited the 
site in late 2017, however, the picture on the 
ground has been transformed – with Group 
Five handing the civils construction and infra-
structure and DRA Global building the plant. 
Some 10 000 m3 of concrete has been cast on 
which to base the mine’s plant, offices and other 
infrastructure – and by December 2018 the 
installation of steelwork and equipment was 
essentially completed in advance of a handover 
around end-February 2019. Hot commission-
ing of the front end of the plant was completed 
by the end of 2018, and the final touches were 
being laid to various parts of the plant.

About 3 MW of diesel-generated power 
was introduced in September 2018, as early 
commissioning of aspects of the plant and 
infrastructure was required; in December, the 
14 km of newly-built, 132 kV overhead line 
from Eskom went live to the site. Over 100 full-
time mine staff now occupy the offices on the 
mine, with many completing their basic and 
induction training.

Pushing a strong local skills development 
agenda, Nokeng is drawing on substantial 
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Above: The secondary 

crushing station equipped 

with a cone crusher.

Above left: The conveyor 

takes material from second-

ary crushing to the covered 

stockpile. On the right, the 

plant area begins.

Left: Scaffolding in place to 

finalise the installation of 

the mill, which will receive 

and process minus 6 mm 

feed.

workforce numbers from the immediate area 
– and building their skills to become integral 
contributors to the project’s success. From the 
beginning of December, about a dozen metal-
lurgical experts from DRA-affiliate Minopex 

began a six-month contract in various aspects 
of the plant; their mandate is to provide hands-
on training to operators, many of whom are 
less experienced employees from local areas – 
engaged to ensure optimal positive impact on 
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Muscling into the market
For a mine financed at the bottom of the market, Nokeng is now looking 

like a winner – with fluorspar prices having increased considerably since 

finance was secured, and even since construction began. The current size of 

the global fluorspar market is about 6 million tonnes a year, and SepFluor’s 

contribution of 180 000 tonnes from Nokeng will be boosted to 280 000 

tonnes when the Wallmannsthall deposit is mined. 

The company’s strategic marketing partnership with Traxys, however, 

makes this figure more interesting; with Traxys’ representation of the Nui 

Phao mine in Vietnam, the combined output of these three operations rises 

to about 500 000 tonnes – nearing the output of the world’s leading producer.

The impact of stricter environmental regulations for mining in China – the 

world’s largest producer of fluorspar – is among the factors driving up the 

commodity’s price. Traditionally a large exporter of fluorspar, it is expected 

that production constraints will make it a net importer in the near future. The 

price trend has been supported by limited new output – mainly from the Nui 

Phao mine, while the planned output from Canada Fluorspar’s operation in 

Newfoundland has been slow to deliver. 

Above: Aerial view of the 

site taken at the height of 

construction.

Right: SepFluor CEO Rob 

Wagner at the tailings 

storage facility; the area 

will eventually hold some 

9 million m3 of waste 

material.

the local economy and broader mining sector.
While key staff in the mine’s management 

team include highly skilled professionals in 
posts such as engineering foreman, instru-
mentation foreman, engineering manager and 
metallurgical manager, certain areas have been 
outsourced, namely mining, boiler operation, 
briquetting (metspar) and security.

Contractor Andru Mining has begun the 
task of drilling, blasting, loading and hauling 
ore from both the Outwash Fan and Plattekop 
deposits, with its trucks bringing material 
down a vertical height of some 100 m from the 
mining areas to tip their loads at the primary 
crusher platform. Run of mine production will 
ramp up to 630 000 tonnes a year. A conveyor 
transports the crushed material under the pro-
vincial road – also upgraded by the project – to 
the secondary crusher, where it is reduced to 
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Spreading benefits through relevant skills
The 2 400 m2 training centre, built and equipped at a cost of R17 million, will 

provide a range of National Qualifications Authority-accredited skills train-

ing for more than 4 500 students from local communities over the next 19 

years.

It targets members of key communities in a 25 km radius of the mine, 

including Moloto, Rapotokwane, Rooikop/Dewagensdrift, Phake, Pankop, 

Mametlhake, Pienaarsrivier, Rust de Winter and Nokaneng. The centre trains 

up to 60 students per semester – 15 in each course. An equal number of men 

and women are targeted for training, and they emerge with skills equipping 

them to work as aides to boilermakers, welders, fitters or electricians; the 

range of training available also includes community house building.

The training costs the company about R36 000 per student and covers 

tuition, study materials, transport, work clothing and personal protective 

equipment. The top students in each course also earn themselves tools of 

the trade, to take with them into their new careers. 

Waiting in the wings
Close to the N1 highway and just north-west of 

Nokeng is the site of SepFluor’s second fluor-

spar mine, Wallmannsthal. Based on a volcanic 

pipe, this project has just seen the completion 

of a revised pre-feasibility study and further 

drilling will be undertaken in 2019. The joy 

of this venture, according to SepFluor Chief 

Executive Officer Rob Wagner, is that it will be 

funded completely by cashflow from Nokeng 

– allowing the company to move at its own 

speed without the kind of financing delays that 

it was used to. 

Above: The mining contrac-

tor’s drill rig at work at 

Outwash Fan, drilling holes 

approximately 5 m deep for 

blasting.

Left: A sample of the blasted 

ore from Nokeng, with the 

light-coloured fluorspar 

crystals clearly visible.

minus 40 mm in size before being 
discharged onto the stockpile by a 
tripper car.

Under the stockpile are three vari-
able-speed belt feeders, allowing the 
operation to blend low, medium and 
high grade material in any ratio, as 
required; it then travels by conveyor 
to the tertiary crushing stages, where 
a high pressure grinding roll will 
reduce the material to minus 6 mm 
in size before it is fed into the mill. 
Concentrate is recovered by flotation 
in a plant that includes 64 tank cells, 
which were delivered in knock-
down form and assembled on site. 

Towards the end of the process 
cycle – before reaching the thickener 
– the final acidspar (the highest-
grade form of fluorspar) reports to a 
wet high-intensity magnetic separa-
tor (WHIMS). Here, the last traces of 
iron are removed and, rather than 
being sent to tailings, is used in the 
production of metspar. The whole 
plant is SCADA-controlled from a central con-
trol room. 

The tailings storage facility, situated in a 
small valley not far from the Outwash Fan min-
ing area, has been constructed and will receive 
material pumped from the plant to a head of 
over 100 m. The dam wall will need two more 
lifts over the 20-year life of the mine, and the 
dam is likely to contain about 9 million m3 
of tailings by closure. Dust suppression units 
comprising fresh water tanks and high pressure 
pumps are located at various points around the 
plant to ensure that dust is kept to a minimum.

With South Africa being host to 17 % of 
the world’s fluorspar reserves, it is likely 
that observers will follow the success of the 
Nokeng project with some interest in the years 
to come. 


