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“While we are pleased to 
be installing a brand 
new drum reclaimer 
at an iron ore mine 

in the Northern Cape, we are also very 
proud that it will be operating alongside 
a thyssenkrupp drum reclaimer originally 
installed 43-years ago. This is a wonder-
ful success story for the robustness, reli-
ability and longevity of our machines and 
for our partnerships with clients. After 
43 years, not only is one of the original 
machines still operating at full capacity, 
but also the mine still sees thyssenkrupp 
as the ‘go to’ company for replacement 
machines,” begins Steyn.

Of note with respect to the company’s 
drum reclaimer technology, “the material 
being handled at this mine is among 
the most abrasive ores on the planet”, 
proving the robustness of thyssenkrupp 
drum reclaimers. “If well looked after 
with regular servicing and wear liner 
replacements, the life expected from 
these machines is exceptional – and it 
is obvious that the mine is looking after 
its assets well,” Steyn adds. 

Over the years, thyssenkrupp has sup-
plied 10 drum reclaimers to the iron ore 
mine in the Northern Cape. These ma-
chines have become renowned for their 
excellent blending capability, general 
machine stability, reliable performance, 
ease of operation and maintenance – in 
summary, they are simple, safe and reli-
able at a competitive price.

The company has also recently 
supplied five drum reclaimer systems, 

which rank among the largest ever built, 
for two new coal-fired power plants in 
South Africa. In total, some 20 systems 
have been installed in South Africa 
over the years: in the steel industry; for 
coal-to-gas-to-liquid operations; in the 
petrochemical industry; and at coal and 
iron ore mines.

“We operate in a very competitive 
market and we do so with considerable 
success. We can still say that the vast 
majority of the drum reclaimers installed 
in South Africa are ours,” Steyn contin-
ues. “From an operation perspective, we 
regard our clients as the experts, so we 
develop and evolve our machines with 
clients so as to meet the immediate and 
future needs they identify.

“We have learned to keep things 
simple from an operational and mainte-
nance point of view. Machines operating 
in stockyard environments must not be 
complicated to look after,” he adds. 

thyssenkrupp has also adapted its 
designs over the years. One of the sig-
nificant developments, for example, has 
been a single shell to replace the older 
double shell designs. These are less com-
plicated and less expensive to fabricate, 
while finite element analysis techniques 
enable optimisation of the shell thickness 
to best suit the application. 

Another key innovation has been the 
development of the thyssenkrupp-pat-
ented cascade bucket for bi-directional 
reclaimers. Material is first scooped into 
the top half of the bucket and, as the 
bucket rises, it is transferred into the 

The Materials Handling business line of thyssenkrupp in South Africa is 
commissioning a new drum reclaimer on an iron ore mine in the Northern 
Cape, which will operate alongside a refurbished 43-year old sister. MechTech 
talks to general manager for Materials Handling, Jacques Steyn (right).

Drum reclaimers: the value of longevity

lower half before being discharged. The 
symmetrical shape with no moving parts 
enables bi-directional operation while 
obviating the maintenance issues as-
sociated with flaps and/or hinge systems.

“There is a big drive in the bulk 
materials handling industry towards 
standardisation, which makes it difficult 
for us to compete in all sectors of the 
market. Our advantage, however, is that 
we make client-specific machines. We 
have excellent engineering capabilities, 
which means we can adapt and change 
machines to suit the specific require-
ments of each customer. 

“More importantly, we stand by 
our customers. From the very start of 
projects, there is a lot of negotiation 
involved in designing and developing 
final solutions. Following that, we are 
also very proud of the extensive support 
we can offer on the service side,” he tells 
MechTech.

In the current tough economic cli-
mate, Steyn believes that servicing 
existing assets is a priority. “Capex expen-
diture is under pressure so clients need 
to get the most out of existing assets. As 
demonstrated at the iron ore mine, opex 
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Currently being commissioned, a new thyssenkrupp drum reclaimer for an iron ore mine in the Northern 
Cape mine. The single shell design makes these new machines less complicated and less expensive to 
fabricate, while finite element analysis techniques enable optimisation of the shell thickness to best suit 
the application.

The same philosophy and principles apply to thyssenkrupp stackers 
operating on the site, as reflected in the company’s new brand claim: 
‘engineering. tomorrow. together’.

used to good effect can keep machines 
going well beyond their expected design 
life,” he points out. A key component to 
thyssenkrupp southern Africa’s value of-
fering is its Service Centre in Chloorkop, 
“which has developed a full servicing 
capability for all the thyssenkrupp brands 
that we manufacture”. Originally set up to 
refurbish and manufacture components 
for the company’s Polysius HPGR grind-
ers, the Service Centre has “blossomed”. 
“We have just manufactured a new 
bucket wheel for a reclaimer, for example, 
a 6.0 m replacement wheel that was 
fabricated and machined in Chloorkop,” 
Steyn adds.

Several of the mine’s fleet of drum 
reclaimers have been modernised and 
refurbished over the years, with new 
single shell drums fitted to replace the 
original double shell ones, for example. 
“We recently refurbished the 43-year old 
machine, which meant that the mine did 
not have to invest in two new reclaimers 
at the same time,” Steyn says.

From a reliability perspective, Steyn 
notes that “we have a very good under-
standing of the cost of having this equip-
ment stand for whatever reason”. “If a 
train or ship has to wait for a machine to 
be fixed or get to capacity before it can be 
loaded, then it can result in substantial 
losses to our clients. It is vital to make 
sure that materials handling equipment 
runs at capacity when the button is 
pressed,” he says. “Hence the need for 
robust and simple designs that offer high 
availability, along with ongoing service 
support and optimised maintenance. 

“While customers all talk about lower-
ing operational costs, improving uptime 
and reducing total costs of ownership, 
these criteria are not always valued highly 
enough when it comes to evaluating ten-
ders for new equipment,” he continues. 
“Operating costs are sometimes seen as 
someone else’s problem by the people 
charged with evaluating technical solu-
tions during project stage – and once the 
initial decision is made, these people 
are long gone, so no lessons are being 
learned,” he suggests, adding, “what we 
consider value is not necessarily gener-
ally agreed.”

His outlook? “I have a somewhat 
cynical view of the commodity cycle,” 
he reveals. “While most people interpret 
the current coal price data as having 
‘slumped’ from the 2007/2008 levels, 
if one looks back to 2000/2001, one 
sees a sharp spike at 2007/2008. If this 

spike is interpreted as the 
anomaly, the current price 
is not far off steady growth 
expectations over the 15-
year period.

“So the current coal 
price is actually back 
where it should be and 
we cannot expect prices 
to return to 2007/2008 
levels,” Steyn argues.

He adds that this is also 
true of other key commodi-
ties such as iron ore and copper, “which 
perhaps spiked to a lesser extent”. 
“This is the best example of Supply 
and Demand Economics 101 I have 
certainly experienced. The increase in 
prices between 2007 and 2008 due to 
high demand, we can argue the origin, 
led to more and more entrants into the 
market. At the high price levels many 
projects also became financially viable. 
With the increased production, supply 
outstripped demand and prices started to 
fall. We are still experiencing repressed 
prices due to this oversupply and the 
commodity prices will recover somewhat 
as stockpiles disappear and the supply/
demand balance recovers, but I do not 
think we will see 2007/2008 levels again 
soon. Although I would love to be proven 
wrong.” he explains.

“We all need to get used to the cur-
rent market and make our businesses 
sustainable in these conditions. Now is 
the time to tighten our belts and smarten 
our operating practices in order to over-
come the challenges we currently face,” 
he suggests.

He believes that the Rand value 
does offer export opportunities. “On the 
manufacturing side, we have proved 
that we can manufacture in Africa to the 
highest quality standards and compete 

with anyone from anywhere in the world, 
including the exporters from the East. 
New projects tend to be on hold at the 
moment, but in the longer term, we are 
positioning to take advantage of African 
export opportunities and we are always 
exploring efficient ways of doing that.

“We have also reorganised our op-
erations to enable better cooperation 
between our business lines. Additionally, 
we have expanded our local offering to 
include our global Power and Energy 
business,” he says.

thyssenkrupp Industrial Solutions in 
South Africa is now able to offer solutions 
in a variety of inter-related specialisms, 
e.g. in the fields of Materials Handling; 
Mineral Processing; Cement; Power and 
Energy or the Process Industries with its 
chemical and petrochemical segments. 

“Today, the same philosophy and prin-
ciples apply to all thyssenkrupp equip-
ment: for Materials Handling’s stacker 
reclaimers, wagon tipplers, ship loaders 
and conveyors; Mineral Processing’s and 
Cement’s crushers, grinders and com-
minution solutions; Power and Energy’s 
industrial power plants; and Process 
Industries’ chemical and petrochemical 
solutions. This philosophy is reflected in 
our new brand claim ‘engineering. tomor-
row. together.’,” concludes Steyn. q
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