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Feature

Mapping mining to the SDGs: 
a preliminary atlas 
Although mining can affect all the United Nations (UN)  
sustainable development goals (SDGs) either positively or 
negatively, it has an extraordinary potential to contribute to their 
achievement. UCT has participated in a global project: an atlas 
that outlines key focus areas for the mining industry within 
each of the 17 SDGS.

Mining can mobilise vast physical, technological 
and financial resources. It also serves as a catalyst 
to promote investment and innovation, and to 
stimulate the creation of jobs that will contribute 
towards the achievement of the SDGs and the 
broader 2030 agenda.

In order to help all stakeholders in the international 
mining sector navigate how to contribute towards 
these SDGs, Mapping Mining to the  sustainable 
development goals: a preliminary atlas was 
conceived as a joint project and developed by 
the Columbia Centre on Sustainable Investment 
(CCSI), the UN Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network (SDSN), the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) and the World Economic 
Forum (WEF). A draft was issued for public 
consultation in January 2016.

Having identified the opportunity, UCT has 
launched an initiative to assess the extent to which 
mining companies already contribute towards the 
SDG objectives, in both quantitative and qualitative 
terms. It will also identify ways in which the sector 
should adapt and improve, by implementing new 
operating procedures or methods, and embed the 
SDGs more effectively in governance, management 
systems, organisational culture and disclosure. 

“The programme aims to inculcate this culture into 
the future leaders in the industry, by building the 
principles into every aspect of their engineering 
and business education, in both undergraduate and 
postgraduate course work and assignments,” says 
Adjunct Professor Mike Solomon. 

Professor Dee Bradshaw, DST/NRF SARChl Chair in 
Mineral Beneficiation, initiated workshops hosted 
at UCT to discuss the mining atlas, and submitted 
their contribution and additions to the atlas. “Our 
major contribution to the document,” she says, 

“was the inclusion of 
the recognition of the role 
that universities and learning 
institutions have as a source 
of ideas and opportunities, and to 
convene and coordinate education, research 
and professional development that address mining 
and the SDGs.”

Solomon and Bradshaw met the partners in New 
York City in September 2015, and presented their 
work on operationalising the SDGs for further 
engagement and discussion of next steps.   
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The role of space technology 
in meeting SDG targets
The link between space technologies and the sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) may not be obvious, but space tech may provide the key to achieving 
a number of these goals, writes Peter Martinez.

Space technologies today touch the daily lives of 
ordinary citizens around the globe – in fact, they 
are so embedded in our information society that 
most people are unaware of how reliant we have 
become on them. It goes far beyond the satellite 
pictures shown on the daily TV weather forecast. 
Cell-phone networks, the internet, financial 
institutions, electrical power utilities, street- and 
traffic-light networks, aviation and maritime 
navigation are just some of the utilities and 
services that rely on data from space 
systems.

Remote sensing satellites provide 
global coverage of the Earth, and 
allow us to detect and study changes 
in the Earth’s climate, atmosphere 
and oceans. Earth-observation 
satellites support the development 
and negotiation of treaties for 
environmental protection, and can be 
used to monitor compliance with and 
document violations of environmental 
and security-related treaties. 

Global-navigation satellite systems support 
synchronisation of terrestrial networked 
infrastructures, improve aviation and maritime 
navigation and safety, enable more precise cartography, 
and support search-and-rescue operations.

No longer a luxury

Satellite technology is also extensively used in early-
warning, monitoring, assessment, response and 
recovery operations for natural and humanitarian 
disasters, and has been used to save many 
thousands of lives.

Because of high entry barriers, space technology 
has been seen as a luxury in the past, and the 
development-aid sector has tended to shy away 
from it as being too ‘high-tech’ for developing 
countries. However, these technologies can now 
be seamlessly integrated with familiar terrestrial 
technologies, such as GPS on smartphones.

Far from being a luxury for developing nations, 
therefore, space technology is, in fact, an essential 
contributor to meeting the SDGs. It provides the 
modern infrastructure of the information society, and 
today’s satellites, ground stations and data centres 
provide the basic infrastructure to acquire, receive 
and process space-derived data that is turned into 
useful information for citizens – be it a weather 

forecast for a fisher, or a market forecast 
for a farmer. 

This is as important in the 21st 
century as the development of 

roads, bridges and harbours 
were to the development of 
industrialised economies in 
the 20th century. 

In January 2016, the African 
heads of state adopted the 
new African Space Policy 

and Strategy, which provides 
a vision for harnessing space 

science and technology for the 
development of Africa. Against this 

backdrop, a group of postgraduates 
at the UCT SpaceLab has been examining 

ways in which space technologies can be harnessed to 
meet the SDGs in Africa. 

They identified food security as a theme that could 
be used to support the achievement of several SDGs, 
and have proposed the development of a Space-
based Agricultural Information and Monitoring System 
for Africa (SAIMSA). This envisages an open-source 
cell-phone/tablet application that will empower 
farmers with critical information on climate and farm 
conditions, allowing them to make informed decisions 
that will increase their yield, and develop contingency 
plans for extreme weather events. There will also be a 
link in the application to financial markets, which will 
allow farmers to access financial information to help 
them with commodities trading.   

Professor Peter Martinez is founder and head of the UCT 
SpaceLab, in the Department of Electrical Engineering.

Thought leader
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