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METALLURGY Between 30 and 90 
percent of the world’s natural deposits 
of rare metals – gold, platinum, iron 
ore, manganese, chromium or copper, 
for example – are found in Africa, 
making the continent an ideal location 
for assets and activities that focus on 
metallurgical technology.

SOUTH 
AFRICA
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Mr. van Niekerk, where does Metix fit into SMS group?
Metix was founded in South Africa in 2003 as a privately-
owned company with a focus on the submerged arc furnace 
(SAF) business. Although the company initially focused on 
SAF technology and equipment, our later worldwide partici-
pation in large Engineering, Procurement and Construction 
(EPC) projects was the key to our success. We joined SMS 
group in 2011 with an initial Sub Saharan African footprint. 
In 2018 we were announced as the worldwide Center of 
Competence (COC) for the SMS group’s SAF business.

How did you experience the initial phase as a member 
of SMS group?
We received both good guidance on the key performance 
figures and the required autonomy in order to achieve these 
targets. Continuous guidance and assistance by SMS group 
board members - up to the present day - ensured us access 
to German technologies and partners, allowing us to grow 
smoothly into the group. We partnered with SMS group divi-
sions such as Paul Wurth and MME on a range of very suc-
cessful projects. 

What challenges did you face in becoming the Center of 
Competence for SAFs?
Progressive actions under the Task Force ‘21 initiative, which 
had the targets to optimize costs, improve competitive pric-
ing and ultimately be the Leading Partner in the World of 
Metals was not an easy nor comfortable task. Our focus was 
to do business on a sustainable basis, ensuring continued  
client support on completed and ongoing projects as well as 
technological queries. The availability of key individuals from 
the previous SAF division, who are now members of the non-
ferrous division, was vital for continuity and support during 
that period. An important aspect is to synchronise our cur-
rent processes and activities with the more than 100 years 
of successful SAF business conducted by the SMS group.

What lies ahead of the new Center of Competence?
Our focus will be to concentrate our core competences in 
one location , while supplying competitive solutions for met-
allurgical furnaces, equipment and complete plants for the 
production of ferro-alloys, silicon metal, special metals and 
slags to customers around the world. We plan to do so by 
interacting with our sister companies and through the un-
derstanding of the competitive needs of our customers.

How do you do that in practice?
We stay close to our customers and support them also 
through difficult times. But even more importantly, we allow 
them to boost during periods of growth by offering them to-
day tomorrow’s groundbreaking technology from within the 
group. The recent METEC 2019 was a perfect showcase of 
how SMS group has evolved over the last decade in terms of 
Industrie 4.0, new business, improved environmental pro-
cessing and manufacturing methods, shared services and 
much more. It enabled us to meet clients from countries such 
as Germany, Finland, Russia, China, Saudi Arabia and Brazil. All 
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The SAF Center of Competence  
supplies competitive solutions  
for submerged arc furnace opera-
tions worldwide.
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these clients were highly impressed by the SMS group booth 
and showed great interest in the group’s activities.

We at Metix are very excited to see our sister companies’ 
capabilities in the fields of digitalization, additive manufac-
turing, ‘Green steel’, non-ferrous processes, UrbanGold and 
hydrometallurgy. These are key technologies that will cata-
pult us into the next era.  

What of these best practices are you applying at Metix?
We have a keen interest in additive manufacturing, and 

we have made good progress in understanding the current 
status of the market and application potential of SAFs. In-
house and external consultations have given us new ideas 
of how to overcome the challenges of extremely hard oper-
ating conditions characterized by high temperature, high 
currents and fluctuating pH regimes.

Our latest furnace offering is digitalization-ready and we 
have made good progress in understanding the ground-
breaking potential of the different products offered. The 
level to which we can monitor, predict and manipulate SAF 
operation is ‘next level’ and very flexible. By applying the 
right basics, we can offer clients a gradual plug-and-play set 
of upgrades that improve productivity, environmental ac-
countability, output and availability.

As an integrated, multidisciplinary EPC company as well 
as an original equipment manufacturer (OEM) of SAF 

“We take ongoing responsibility 
for our clients. Going forward, 
we continuously work on  
supplying technologically,  
environmentally and 
commercially superior products 
as well as providing top-class 
project execution.”
Andrew van Niekerk, Managing Director, Metix
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equipment, we have a unique set of software packages that 
provide us with highly efficient Building Information Man-
agement (BIM) and assist us by Design for Construction 
‘D4C’, which stands for the philosophy of ‘getting it right be-
fore the site’. We are continuously developing systems that 
improve constructability through 4D planning, fault detec-
tion and the workflow. Our focus is to minimize the expo-
sure to health, safety, the environment, costs and time on 
the construction sites.

We are continuously striving to maximize the value 
chain. Therefore, the recovery of valuable elements from 
by-products and wastes plays an essential role here. Our 
latest product, developed with our non-ferrous partners, 
improves the recovery of Cu metal from slag considerably. 
We are applying slag cleaning and matte settling technolo-
gies to other commodities with potentially very profitable 
returns for our customers. This permits not only the recov-
ery of valuable metals, but also the declassification of by-
products that otherwise have to be stored in highly capital-
intensive, environmentally compliant facilities - in some 
cases, even resulting in commercial products as, for exam-
ple, inert slag sold to the construction industry as aggre-
gate material.

What is currently happening in your markets?
Renewable energy is a hot topic and therefore the produc-
tion of solar-grade Si-metal is high on the priority list. The Si 
raw material must be of the purest form as well as have the 
right thermal characteristics, making it a highly specialized 
material. The secret now lies in developing solutions that 
upgrade older technologies in terms of energy efficiency, 
product quality and ultimately production costs. Having 
supplied some of these plants ourselves, we know how to 
best go about their optimization and what concepts have 
proved successful.

Vanadium is on the tip of everyone’s tongue. If it is not in 
connection with Redox batteries, then possibly in connec-
tion with ways of how to increase the structural integrity of 
construction rebar through higher vanadium content. Al-
though our SAF technology deals with the tail end of this 
value chain, it is still an exciting market, especially when you 
also look at the markets for titanium and magnetite.

FeCr, FeMN, SiMn, ilmenite and other materials are in a 
constant state of flux. Supply and demand force us into geo-
graphical competition with players that are willing to take 
higher risks. Here we are readily positioned with cost com-
petitive, robust and trouble-free solutions.

Large-scale projects with furnace technology that makes the world of tomorrow cleaner and recovers value.
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Andrew van Niekerk
andrew@metix.co.za

Further information
www.metix.co.za

Latest development  
in rotating DC furnace 
technology for 
Si-metal.

What projects are you currently working on?
Most of our time, right now, is going into developing be-
spoke projects that assist clients in improving their value 
chain offering by recovering valuable materials at the lowest 
cost and effort. We see this as a much-needed approach to 
optimize the planet’s resources.

We are now pushing the boundaries on furnace sizing 
and optimized processes. We are excited to offer solutions 
to recover the maximum of any element, boost the reduc-
tion of valuable metals and reduce the impact of by-prod-
ucts on the environment. 

We are currently involved in a project for Altech Chemi-
cals Ltd. where SMS group has partnered with a client to 

build a plant for the production of a high-purity alumina 
product (4N = 99.99%) that will revolutionize the sapphire 
crystal industry, LED lights and Li-Ion batteries. Metix has 
started construction and is now in the basic engineering 
phase implementing latest knowledge from our D4C ap-
proach as part of our BIM philosophy. ◆

   More business activi-
ties of SMS group in 
South Africa will be 
presented in the next 
issues.
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