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Reframing mine housing from allowance to asset
Exploring how human-centred design and land management are reshaping housing outcomes in the mining sector, unlocking long-term value for employees, communities, and companies alike
By Rowan Albertyn, Technical Director: Land Management (Resources Unit), Zutari

11 May 2026

South Africa’s mining sector has long been shaped by systems of migrant labour, where employees travelled vast distances from rural homes to industrial centres. For decades, this reality was underpinned by hostel accommodation that may have been functional for the most part, but ultimately undesirable and unsustainable to our social fabric.
The dismantling of that system marked an important shift, yet it also introduced new and often unintended challenges. Today, many mine employees operate within what can best be described as a dual economic reality. They support households in rural areas while simultaneously sustaining a life near the mine, often in informal or underdeveloped settlements.
This has created complex social, economic, and spatial dynamics that cannot be addressed through conventional housing approaches alone. What is required is not simply the provision of shelter, but a more fundamental rethinking of how housing contributes to dignity, stability, and long-term prosperity.
Why traditional housing allowances fall short
Historically, mining companies have provided housing allowances as part of employee remuneration. In theory, this offers flexibility. In practice, however, it rarely translates into homeownership. When housing allowances are paid as a cash component of renumeration and incorporated into disposable income, they are inevitably redirected towards immediate needs such as school fees, transport, household goods and sustaining a lifestyle.
This is entirely rational behaviour, but it undermines the intended purpose of the benefit. The result is a persistent gap between policy intent and lived reality: employees remain without secure tenure, while companies struggle to meet regulatory expectations around housing and living conditions.
A shift towards ownership and accountability
To address this disconnect, a different model is required, one that moves from income supplementation to asset creation. At Zutari, our approach has been to work with mining clients to restructure housing benefits in a way that directly supports homeownership.
Central to this is the concept of ring-fencing housing allowances, ensuring that they are used specifically for housing-related purposes rather than general expenditure. Equally important is the introduction of a defined time horizon.
By concentrating benefits over a fixed period of typically ten years, it becomes possible to create a meaningful window during which employees can access and sustain homeownership. This is not about subsidising lifestyles. It is about removing the structural barriers that prevent employees from entering the property market and secure tenure.
Designing with people, not for them
A critical enabler of this shift has been the adoption of human-centred design methodologies. Too often, housing solutions are developed in isolation from the people they are intended to serve. By contrast, our process begins with deep engagement, understanding how employees live, what they value, and the constraints they face.
This includes working closely with organised labour, who play a vital role in representing worker interests. It is as an approach that allows us to co-create a housing benefit scheme with unions and employees.
Initial resistance tends to give way to collaboration, as stakeholders recognises that the solution is not being imposed on them, but developed with them. The outcome is not only a more effective employee housing benefit scheme and policy, but a shared sense of ownership and trust.
The compounding value of housing
The impact of these interventions extends far beyond individual households. Homeownership introduces a level of financial discipline and long-term planning that has positive ripple effects across communities. For employees, a home is not merely a place of residence. It is an asset that can be passed on to future generations, contributing to intergenerational wealth and stability, and financial resilience.
For mining companies, the benefits are equally significant. Structured housing schemes can reduce long-term labour costs, improve workforce stability, and enhance compliance with regulatory frameworks.
A well-structured employee housing benefit scheme also contributes to the stabilisation of All-In Sustaining Costs (AISC) because the housing subsidy, as opposed to an allowance, can be fixed for a defined period and is not linked to annual wage negotiations or inflationary escalations. This creates a predictable and capped cost structure, reducing long-term exposure to escalating labour-related housing expenses.
A stable AISC improves operational planning, protects profit margins, and strengthens investor confidence by demonstrating disciplined cost control, improved financial resilience, and greater certainty in long-term shareholder returns.  This is what makes housing such a powerful lever: it simultaneously addresses social and commercial objectives.
Integrating land, infrastructure, and policy
Housing does not exist in isolation. It is intrinsically linked to land rights, infrastructure provision, and broader urban systems. In practice, this allows mining companies to move away from the traditional model of providing housing through bespoke mining towns, where accommodation is treated as a permanent sunk cost and long-term liability on the balance sheet.
Instead, there is an opportunity to unlock value by enabling employees to access housing finance and purchase properties that may initially be developed or facilitated by the mine. In this model, housing shifts from being a perpetual operational burden to becoming a catalyst for local economic growth, private ownership, and market participation.
There is also an important market consideration. Housing allowances in the form of company sponsored rentals often have the unintended consequence of artificially inflating property prices and rental rates in nearby towns.
Monitoring local housing demand
This distorts the local housing market, making accommodation increasingly unaffordable for non-mining residents such as teachers, nurses, municipal employees, and small business owners. In effect, the mine’s housing intervention can unintentionally crowd out the broader community, while the cost of accommodating mine employees in rental housing keeps rising.
This is why employee housing benefit schemes must go hand in hand with monitoring local housing demand and playing an active role in supporting housing supply in affected towns. Successful schemes are not only about financing employee access to homes, but also about enabling sufficient land release, infrastructure provision, and private-sector participation to ensure the wider housing market remains balanced, inclusive, and sustainable.
Effective solutions therefore require an integrated approach, one that brings together planning, engineering, environmental considerations, and financial structuring. Within Zutari, this integration is a key strength, enabling us to move seamlessly from policy development to on-the-ground implementation
Adapting to a changing industry
The mining sector itself is undergoing significant transformation. Commodity price pressures, evolving regulatory requirements and heightened expectations around environmental, social and governance performance are all reshaping how companies operate. In this context, housing is no longer a peripheral concern. It is a strategic imperative.
Far from diminishing demand for housing solutions, these pressures are driving greater interest in approaches that optimise cost while delivering tangible social impact. Companies are increasingly recognising that investing in sustainable housing is not only the right thing to do, but also a sound business decision.
While these models have been developed within the mining sector, their relevance extends further. Industries such as energy, oil and gas, which share similar workforce dynamics, present clear opportunities for adaptation.
Context-specific solutions
At the same time, there are sectors such as agriculture where lower wage structures and limited capital make implementation more challenging. This highlights the importance of context-specific solutions rather than one-size-fits-all models. Ultimately, the question is not whether housing should form part of a company’s social responsibility agenda.
It is how that housing can be structured to deliver lasting value. By shifting the focus from allowances to assets, from policy to practice, and from top-down solutions to co-created outcomes, it is possible to redefine what housing means within the mining sector. In doing so, we move closer to a model where housing is not just a cost centre, but a catalyst for dignity, for stability, and for sustainable growth.
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About Zutari

Zutari is a multinational buildings, infrastructure engineering and advisory firm with a proud legacy of over 90 years across Africa and the Middle East. We partner with clients throughout the infrastructure lifecycle, delivering innovative, digitally enabled solutions from schools to stadiums, dams to bridges. 

Our multidisciplinary expertise enables us to co-create infrastructure that is technically excellent, socially meaningful, and environmentally responsible, maximising value through advanced engineering principles and a commitment to sustainability.

Purpose-led work. From renewable energy to resilient infrastructure, our projects solve real-world challenges. Every day is an opportunity to design with purpose and innovate with intent.

People-first culture. We bring together diverse thinkers, creators, and problem-solvers; all driven by a shared commitment to impact. Here, your voice is heard, your growth is supported, and your well-being matters.

Connected by design. We connect differently; across disciplines, geographies, and perspectives, to unlock better outcomes. Our collaborative model breaks silos, integrates global expertise, and brings creativity and digital innovation into every stage of the project lifecycle. It's how we deliver real impact, together.

We are Zutari. We are engineering impact. 
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