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1 INTRODUCTION 

This paper was initially sparked by a day of reflection 
on mining convened on Saturday, 7 September 2013 
by the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace. Some 
25 from the mining world and 15 from the church 
and related civil society convened as a result of a 
faith outreach initiated by Mark Cutifani, the CEO of 
Anglo American plc and Professor Eddie Ayensu and 
funnelled through the Kellogg Innovation Network 
(KIN), Northwestern University Evanston, Illinois.

During the eight months that followed, an ongoing 
exchange of ideas occurred between R. Anthony 
Hodge, President of the International Council of 
Mining and Metals (ICMM) and the Integrity of 
Creation Working Group of the Justice Peace and 
Integrity of Creation Commission.1

During all of this interaction, a central issue arose. 
It seemed that as hard as all tried to effectively 
communicate ideas, many examples of “speaking 
past each other” occurred – as if ideas and concepts 
seemed to be simultaneously discordant and 
concordant – even though the common language  
of English was in use.

Part of this phenomenon is because of a divergence 
in culture and values between those of the “church” 
and those of “corporate mining.” Not surprisingly, 
mistrust or suspicion was evident though a high 
degree of diplomacy was exercised as well as a deep 
desire to listen and to hear.

Motivated by John Rawls’ idea of “overlapping 
consensus,” this paper identifies areas of common 
ground between the perspectives and values of the 
Catholic Church and those of the “corporate mining” 
culture. The starting point is provided by five elements 
of language that lie at the heart of the social doctrine 
of the Catholic Church. They are: integrity of creation; 
universal destination of the world’s goods; the common 
good; solidarity; and a preferential option for the poor. 

1  The Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation Commission promotes and supports the integration of justice, peace and the integrity of 
creation (JPIC) in the life and mission of the Union of Superior Generals (USG) and the International Union of Superior Generals (UISG) 
and their member congregations. See http://jpicroma.wix.com/jpicroma# (last visited by R. Anthony Hodge, 12 May 2014)

None of these language elements would be typically 
used in the mining industry. In fact, their use might 
well elicit looks of consternation and confusion on 
the part of some, perhaps even disdain on the part 
of others. And yet the ideas beneath these words are 
very much alive and well in some parts of the mining 
industry, even gathering momentum. 

Following completion of the original draft of this paper, 
a day long workshop was convened in Rome on Satur-
day, 10 May 2014, co-hosted by the Integrity of Creation 
Working Group and the International Council of Mining 
and Metals. Two papers were used as the basis of dis-
cussion at this meeting: the original draft of this paper 
and a second one authored by James Cooney (2014). 
Cooney proposes that the Catholic Church’s concept 
of a “preferential option for the poor” be taken up by 
mining companies through an explicit commitment 
to participate in efforts to reduce poverty. Doing so is 
consistent with the principles that guide membership 
in the ICMM. Cooney’s suggestion has been taken up 
by the Integrity of Creation Working Group as well as 
a number of individuals across the mining industry. 
Further development of this idea may provide the key 
ingredient to expanding the common ground between 
mining interests and the church. Ideas shared at the 
10 May workshop and those contained in Cooney’s 
work have been used to further refine the ideas now 
found incorporated in this paper. On 26 May, a meeting 
was convened at the Pontifical Council for Justice at 
which time additional comments were gathered. This 
draft then synthesizes all of these inputs.

Throughout this discussion, values and ethics play a 
prominent role. Thus, a short comment is offered at 
the end of this discussion on the idea of developing 
and using a kind of “ethical lens” for assessment of 
human activities including mining. This idea draws 
on insights developed during the design of Canada’s 
approach to the long term management of spent 
nuclear fuel – a delicate, controversial, and very  
real-life topic.
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The ideas described in this note are personal and 
deeply held. However, they do not necessarily reflect 
those held by any others involved in the faith outreach 
initiative or indeed, the International Council of Mining 
and Metals. 

2 THE IDEAS OF OVERLAPPING 
CONSENSUS AND RECIPROCITY

Overlapping consensus
The language we use and the spirit which drives it 
either facilitates or limits our capacity to share culture 
and values and find common ground. By sensitizing 
each to what is important to the other, respect is 
strengthened, integrity engendered, and alternative 
courses of action arise that are rooted in common 
understanding and the overlap of values that exists 
between participating interests. This is the idea of 
“overlapping consensus” in action first proposed over 
40 years ago by John Rawls (Rawls, 1971, 1987). 

The following further illustrates this concept:

The Vatican Council declared that the human 

person has a right to religious freedom (1965, art. 

2). Thus, Catholic doctrine supports the liberal 

right to religious freedom for reasons internal to 

Catholicism. A reasonable Islamic doctrine, and 

a reasonable atheistic doctrine, might also affirm 

this same right to religious freedom, each for its 

own reasons. In an overlapping consensus all 

reasonable comprehensive doctrines support not 

just this particular right, but a complete political 

conception of justice, each from within its own 

point of view (Wenar, 2013).

Rawls argues that such an overlapping consensus is 
superior to a mere balance of power among citizens 
who hold contending worldviews and is the most 
desirable and feasible basis of democratic stability.  
He points out that any balance of power might shift, 
and social stability then be lost. 

In an overlapping consensus, citizens affirm a political 
conception wholeheartedly from within their own 
perspectives and so will continue to do so even should 
their group gain or lose political power. Rawls says 
that such an overlapping consensus is stable for the 

right reasons because each citizen affirms a moral 
doctrine for moral reasons. Doing so is in fact each 
citizen’s first-best option given their own beliefs – not 
a citizen’s second-best compromise in the face of the 
power of others.

In reality, an overlapping consensus may not always 
occur or once established, endure. Sometimes there 
may be too little in common between citizens. In other 
cases, extreme doctrines may overwhelm societal 
institutions. However, there are certainly examples 
in history which show both deepening trust and 
convergence in beliefs among citizens demonstrating 
that an overlapping consensus can be possible. And 
when it is possible, policy, decision-making and action 
based on overlapping consensus is the best route to 
social stability that a free society can hope to attain.

Reciprocity

A second important idea is that of “reciprocity.” 
By sharing, we may hope to change another’s 
perspective. For example, the mining or banking 
industries may hope to share a particular perspective 
in the hopes that society becomes less critical and 
more positively inclined. Such a result may occur 
– change in public attitude – but only if the mining 
and banking industries are similarly prepared to be 
changed by what they learn from others. For example 
having heard a community’s perspective, a company’s 
sense of what is “fair” may well shift towards  
greater alignment with the community’s sense  
of what is “fair.” 

However, the opposite is also to be expected – if 
communities and indigenous peoples hope to share 
their perspectives and in so doing, change the 
attitude of those in the mining industry in terms of 
what is “fair” for citizens, they too must be prepared 
to factor into their assessment the realities of the 
mining industry. These attitudinal changes are always 
two-way – it is a kind of natural reciprocity and an 
extension of the Golden Rule: “do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you.”

To achieve this kind of convergence, processes of 
interaction are required that are free, honest, and not 
controlled or manipulated. When this is experienced, 
a deep sense of authenticity emerges and can be felt. 
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3 MINING AND CHANGE

The nature of mining
Mining and the materials that it produces has 
been a part of civilization since humankind moved 
away from a hunter-gatherer mode of existence. 
Stone, bronze, and iron – products of mining – have 
all marked periods of human civilization. Today, 
mined products and their derivatives facilitate 
our contemporary life whether that be through: 
(1) goods producing activities (farming, forestry, 
construction, manufacturing); (2) traditional services 
(transportation, communication, energy, retail and 
wholesale trade, financial services); (3) non-market 
services (government, including the vast array of 
services – education, health, military, etc. – that 
societies require); and (4) the many non-market 
activities that enrich our lives (faith, housework, 

recreation, etc.). In fact, I would argue that the 
products of mining are key for humankind to walk 
more lightly on the earth.

The last half-century has seen a significant evolution 
of the mining and metals industry. The geographic 
“centre of gravity” has moved away from the 
developed world to emerging economies, technical 
innovations have brought efficiency, and social and 
environmental regulations have raised the bar. On 
top of this lie the fluctuating metal and mineral 
prices in response to the supply-demand balance, 
the ever-increasing costs of labour and supplies, and 
a continuously evolving regulatory system. It is this 
complexity that provides the backdrop for planning 
and decision-making.

One major change that has far-reaching implications 
is that the planning time-horizon has dramatically 
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FIGURE 1. Activity levels across the mine project life cycle and the approximate dates when  
the mining industry and related regulatory perspective expanded to include this aspect (Hodge, 2011).



increased over the past few decades (Figure 1). Today, 
a 20–30 year operating mine often translates to a 
multi-generation activity stretching from exploration 
through operation, closure and post-closure. It can 
easily reach towards and well beyond a century in 
some cases. 

The activity level of the project varies significantly 
through the project life cycle which means that 
the flow of revenue in and expenditure out also 
varies greatly. In particular, the revenue from mine 
production only occurs during the operating portion of 
the project (element “3” in Figure 1) while expenditure 
is necessary throughout. As a result, company 
planning and decision-making must consider the long 
term in order to protect the interests of company and 
host community. 

This recognition of the long-term, full project life 
cycle is now entrenched in mining-related decision-
making and regulation. This entrenched long-term 
time frame reflects a significant evolution from even 
a few decades ago. Importantly, it also means that the 
relationship between mining and host community can 
be seen as long-term from the start, something that 
opens up the possibility of longer-term stability for a 
community if effectively managed.

At the same time, there is a tension that emerges 
between this long-term perspective and that of 
shareholders and investors who think in terms  
of annual returns and politicians who think in  
an election cycle of 4–5 years. Communities feel  
this tension and at the same time recognize  
with great justification, recent history in which  
longer-term community concerns were not 
addressed either by company or government. 
Scepticism on their part about the consistency 
between company words and action is therefore  
not surprising.

The long-term nature of mining, while not unique 
to mining, provides a decision-making boundary 
condition that is critical to contemporary concerns 
about mining – and their resolution. However, there 
are other aspects of mining that set it apart from 
other human activities.

Mining in transition

Population growth, urbanization, climate change, 
the rise of emerging economies, continuing growth 

in society’s environmental and social concerns and 
the dramatic change in the world’s communication 
system, are all important aspects of ongoing change 
in society. Similarly, the mining and metals industry 
continues to evolve. 

A key step for the industry occurred during the period 
2000–2002 when an unprecedented project was 
undertaken called “Mining, Minerals, and Sustainable 
Development.” Though funded by the mining and 
metals industry, it was managed and led by an 
independent not-for-profit civil society organization 
– The International Institute for Environment and 
Development. 

During the two-year project life, some 50,000 
individuals participated. They came from all  
corners of the world and represented a broad 
range of interests: communities, large and small 
companies, service providers, governments 
(local, regional, national), international donor 
organizations, civil society organizations, academia, 
unions, indigenous peoples, etc. An action plan 
for change in the mining industry resulted and the 
International Council on Mining and Metals (ICMM) 
was created to facilitate the implementation of  
that action plan.

Now, over a decade later, adjustment in the industry 
continues – and this note is a small reflection of the 
ongoing transition that is underway.

4 THE “INTEGRITY OF CREATION”

In his remarks to the Fourth European Congress 
of JPIC Animators held in 2010, Fr. José Rodríguez 
Carballo, OFM, Order of Friars Minor (OFM) Minister 
General noted: 

The world is the home where we are invited to  

live in profound fraternal communion with the 

men and women of our time, as well as with all  

of creation. However, it must be cared for and 

built up in such a way that it is transformed into  

a home of universal fraternity, where all have  

a place and where fraternal relations, marked  

by deep respect, exist between humanity  

and creation. 

The 2003 General Chapter placed “the preaching 

of reconciliation, peace and justice, and respect 
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for creation” among the essential elements of 

our form of life ... thus (entrenching) ... justice, 

peace and integrity of creation (JPIC) as values 

that form part of what we could well call our 

Franciscan DNA. 

Thus the idea of “integrity of creation” captures the 
perspective that human society is part of a larger 
ecosystem and that it is this whole of creation that 
deserves our deep care and respect. 

The term “integrity of creation” comes from the  
work of the World Council of Churches and emerged 
from the European Ecumenical Assembly held in 
1989 in Basel, Switzerland, and the 1990 World 
Ecumenical Assembly held in Seoul, Korea (Office  
for Justice, Peace, and the Integrity of Creation, 
2009, p. 13).

For those of the Catholic faith, an essential aspect 
of creation is recognition that humans and the 
broader ecosystem are linked in a spiritual tapestry. 
The Catholic Church itself holds a particular 
interpretation of that tapestry. But they recognise 
that other faiths may interpret this spiritual 
dimension differently and yet others may not 
recognise it at all. Together, this reflects the  
diversity of the human family.

5  APPLIED SUSTAINABILITY AND  
THE INTEGRITY OF CREATION

There is much synergy between the concept of 
“integrity of creation” and the linked ideas of 
sustainable development and sustainability.

A systems perspective
Figure 2 below offers a systems perspective 
underlying the idea of sustainability. It shows humans 
as an integral part of the broader ecosystem.

Starting from this systems perspective, a number 
of important conceptual underpinnings provide the 
foundation for applied sustainability – underpinnings 
that are utterly consistent with the perspective 
expressed above by José Rodríguez Carballo, OFM, 
in his comment on the integrity of creation. These 
underpinnings are summarized below. They found 
earlier expression and are summarized from Hodge 
and Taggart, 1992; MMSD North America, 2002; and 
Hodge, 1995, 2006, 2012, and 2014. 

Three key definitions
Three definitions are central to this discussion 
(summarized from Hodge, 2014).
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DEFINITION 1. Sustainability: the persistence of 

certain necessary and desired characteristics of 

both humans and the enveloping ecosystem (of 

which humans are a part) over a very long time – 

indefinitely (modified from Robinson et al., 1990).

The words “necessary and desired” mean that this 
definition is values-based and therefore “open” in the 
sense that what will be identified as “necessary and 
desired” in any given case will depend on the values 
being exercised. For example, what a Tanzanian 
might identify as “necessary and desired” will not 
necessarily be the same as what a Peruvian or 
Korean might identify. Such a values-based, open 
definition is sometimes very difficult for numerate 
businesspeople, economists, engineers and scientists 
to deal with. Their world is dominated by closed 
definitions whose interpretation does not depend on 
the values of the observer.

Because “sustainability” involves the maintenance  
of certain necessary or desired characteristics of 
human society and/or the ecosystem, decisions  
must be made about what is necessary or desired. 
Making such decisions is values-based and depends  
on the values of who is deciding. When more than  
one set of values is implicated, the process  
of resolving values-based differences becomes 
critically important. Therefore, in bringing ideas  
of sustainability from theory to practice, the  
process of application (how decisions are made  
and implemented) is as critical as the substance  
or focus of the decision (the “what”). 

In the mining industry, the above fact underlies the 
critical need for collaboration and dialogue: it is only 
through collaboration and dialogue that alternative 
values can be respected and brought to bear on min-
ing system design, operation and closure. When it 
comes to values, the experts are the people who hold 
them whether they be community members, indige-
nous peoples, members of civil society organisations, 
company employees, or public servants. 

This lesson has cropped up again and again over the 
last several decades. Addressing values differences 
requires a process of collaboration and the 
identification of common ground. Here again emerges 
Rawls’ idea of overlapping consensus. 

DEFINITION 2. Development: to expand or 

realise the potentials of; bring gradually to a 

fuller, greater, or better state (modified from 

Daly, H., 1989). 

Development has both qualitative and quantitative 
characteristics and is to be differentiated from 
growth, which applies to a quantitative increase in 
physical dimensions (National Round Table on the 
Environment and the Economy, 1993). 

A human analogy may be helpful. Each of us 
physically grows in size until sometime in our mid-
30s, at which time we begin to shrink. However, each 
of us continues to develop until the end of our lives. 
Thus, even though quantitative growth may stop, the 
qualitative growth and development continues.

DEFINITION 3. Sustainable Development: an 

ongoing process in which humans take actions 

leading to development (as described above) 

that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations  

to meet their own needs.

This is the classic Brundtland Commission definition 
which has stood the test of time (World Commission 
on Environment and Development,1987). It is the 
human and, most importantly, the action part of the 
sustainable development/sustainability set of ideas. 
It elegantly captures the idea that humankind is on a 
continuous quest for certain necessary and desired 
characteristics of both humans and the enveloping 
ecosystem over a very long time – indefinitely – and 
the test is whether or not we meet current needs 
without compromising future needs. 

It follows, though, that actions which reduce the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs 
should be avoided if possible and minimized if not. 
If deemed essential to proceed, they should only be 
accepted with an explicit recognition of and sensitivity 
to future implications. Tracking and assessment of 
performance should be framed in this context. 

The concept of sustainable development is structured 
around the proposition that every decision has ripple 
effects and, just as when we throw several pebbles 
into a pond, the ripples intersect and produce 
still different ripples. In other words, sustainable 
development deals with interrelationships and 
linkages. In simple terms, everything is connected 

8 Bridging the Language of Mining, Sustainability and the Social Doctrine of the Catholic Church
DRAFT — 30 JUNE 2014



ECOSYSTEM WELL-BEING
(ends)

HUMAN WELL-BEING
(ends)

GOVERNANCE AND SUCCESS  
OF MARKET (THE ECONOMY)  

AND NON-MARKET ACTIVITIES  
TO GENERATE WELL-BEING

(means)

CONSIDERATIONS
Process plus substance
Short- and long-term
Continuous learning

to everything else – a concept well understood by 
ecologists. In practice, it necessitates looking at 
decisions in a holistic way and through a lens of 
parallel care and respect for humans and for the 
enveloping ecosystem (Hodge et al., 1995). 

In the business world, this sets the boundary conditions 
for risk assessment and management, something that 
is well understood by every mining company.

Values base and goal of applied 
sustainability and related assessment 
criteria
Figure 2 above is the starting point of all discussions 
of applied sustainability: at its core lies a value set 
that is best stated as “parallel care and respect for the 
ecosystem and humans within.” Not surprisingly, this 
is no different than the values base entrenched in the 
“integrity of creation.”

From this value set follows the goal of sustainability: 
to achieve human and ecosystem well-being together. 
From the perspective of “results-based management” 
these are the results – human and ecosystem well-
being that are to be sought, designed, implemented, 
and tested for.

In other words, the success of a mine (or any 
human activity) should be judged in terms of both 

its contribution to human and ecosystem well-being 
over the long term. This assessment criterion – 
contribution to human and ecosystem well-being over 
the long term – represents a fundamental shift in 
approach to management of human activities and is 
further discussed below.

Ends and means are not the same
A mistake that is often made is that “ends” are 
often confused with “means.” From a sustainability 
perspective, human and ecosystem well-being are 
“ends.” In contrast, the pursuit of human activities 
– within or outside the market economy – and the 
creation and operation of our governance systems are 
“means.” This is illustrated below in Figure 3.

In his opening message to the 2014 World Economic 
Forum in Davos, Pope Francis called for the world 
economy to serve all people and not for people to be 
slaves to the economy. This is a profound recognition 
that enhanced economic activity, though a significant 
need, should be seen as a means to an end and not an 
end in itself.

The “positive contribution” criteria
The “positive contribution to sustainability” criterion 
noted above is different from, though built upon, 

9

FIGURE 3. Differentiating ends and means from a sustainability perspective.

Bridging the Language of Mining, Sustainability and the Social Doctrine of the Catholic Church
DRAFT — 30 JUNE 2014



the “mitigation of adverse effects” criterion that is 
the focus of traditional environmental, social, and 
economic impact assessments. It is saying that the 
success of a mine (or any human activity) should be 
judged in terms of its net contribution to human and 
ecosystem well-being over the long term – taking 
into account the full picture of benefits, costs, and 
risks. This assessment criterion – contribution to 
human and ecosystem well-being over the long 
term – represents a fundamental shift in approach to 
management of human activities.

There are two important implications to this. First, it 
may be tougher to demonstrate positive contribution 
than to identify and mitigate impacts. Secondly, 
however, by taking this approach, a fairer treatment 
of both positive and negative implications is facilitated 
than has typically been encouraged through traditional 
social, environmental, and economic impact analyses 
and better decision-making results (see Gibson, 2000, 
for a full discussion of this change).

Seen in this way, the concept of sustainability is much 
more than environmental protection in another guise. 
It is a positive concept that has as much to do with 
achieving well-being for humans and ecosystems as 
it has to do with reducing stress or impacts (Hodge 
and Taggart, 1992; NRTEE, 1993; Hodge et al.,1995; 
Hodge, 1995; Prescott-Allen, 2001).

These ideas veer sharply away from thinking in terms 
of a “trade-off” between human and ecosystem 
well-being. There are obviously many small trade-
offs in any practical application: between interests, 
between components of the ecosystem, across time, 
and across space. However, in an overarching sense, 
the idea of sustainability calls for both human and 
ecosystem well-being to be maintained or improved 
over the long term. Maintaining or improving one 
at the expense of the other is not acceptable from a 
sustainability perspective because either way, the 
foundation of life is undermined. 

In the language of engineers, achieving a net contri-
bution over the long term to these two “end results” – 
both human and ecosystem well-being – serves  
as a universal, two-dimensional design criterion that 
should be applied to all human activities. Given this 
design criterion, engineers are fully capable of  
designing accordingly. In the past, it has not been  
applied and not surprisingly, it has not been achieved.

Security for humans and for ecosystems
The approach to implementing sustainability concepts 
reflected in this discussion aims to re-establish a 
sense of confidence that:

•	people	can	and	will	have	an	opportunity	to	partici-
pate in the decisions that affect their future and 
they will be supported with resources to ensure 
that they have the capacity to do so effectively;

•	the	full	mine	project	life-cycle	will	be	considered	
from early exploration through post-closure 
– something that can extend through multiple 
generations; 

•	all	interests	including	companies,	communities,	
governments and others will fulfil the 
commitments that they make regarding human 
(social, cultural, economic) and ecological 
conditions – and they will all be held accountable 
for their responsibilities; and

•	expectations	across	interests	can	and	will	be	more	
effectively aligned throughout the full project life-
cycle from exploration through post-closure. 

Together, the above elements create a sense of 
security and faith in the future – whether it is from 
the perspective of a company, a community, or the 
ecosystem. This is in stark contrast to the condition 
when people lose faith in their ability to influence 
their own future, leading to despondency, loss of 
community resilience, and, in the extreme, to conflict 
and violence.

Little recognised by many people is that The World 
Commission on Environment and Development 
chaired by the Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem 
Brundtland was the third of three commissions. 
One, chaired by West Germany’s Willy Brandt, 
addressed north-south inequities (Brandt, 1980; 
Brandt Commission, 1983) and a second, chaired by 
Sweden’s Olof Palme addressed international security 
(Palme, 1982). Brundtland’s charge was to come up 
with a strategy for addressing north-south inequities 
while enhancing international security. “Sustainable 
Development” was the Brundtland Commission’s 
proposal to do just that.

Seeing and designing mining  
as a “bridging” activity
At any given site, mining (or smelting, refining, and 
primary metals manufacturing) has a beginning and 
an end. In that context, no mine or mineral activity is, 
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in itself, sustainable. However, the implications of that 
activity go on indefinitely – not only as a direct result 
of the activity but also through the mineral and metal 
products. When we choose to make those implications 
positive by design, mining serves as a powerful engine 
for society to achieve the ends it wishes and that are 
consistent with the values at play. 

In that sense, mining and mineral activities serve as 
a bridge to the future. Mines and mining are not ends 
in themselves but a critical part of achieving longer-
term ends. Setting such a context for operation 
planning, design and implementation explicitly 
broadens and lengthens the planning and decision-
making conditions that govern mine implementation. 

Synchrony between “applied sustainability” 
and the “integrity of creation”
 In short, there is full synchrony between practical 
application of sustainability/sustainable development 
ideas and the concept of “the integration of creation.” 
Over time, this synchrony will almost inevitably find 
greater explicit expression in the mining industry.

6 THE “UNIVERSAL DESTINATION  
OF THE WORLD’S GOODS” AND  
THE DISTRIBUTIONAL CHALLENGE

A fundamental tenet of the Christian world-view is  
that God created Earth for everyone. The Compendium  
(Pontifical Council, 2005) draws from the Second Vati-
can Ecumenical Council (1966): “God destined the earth 
and all it contains for ... all peoples so that all created 
things would be shared fairly by all mankind under the 
guidance of justice tempered by charity.” This concept 
touches on the fair distribution of “created things.”

In fact, the distributional issue goes beyond “goods.”2 
Costs, risks, benefits, responsibilities and account-
abilities are all critical parts of the distributional chal-
lenge. Today, the mining and metals industry is being 
challenged by those who believe that the distribution 
of these implications is not fair. 

This concern is deeply seated and not limited to 
mining and metals activities, though the mining 
industry is serving as a lightning rod for many 
peoples’ concerns. In fact, the growing inequity in 

the world between rich and poor – another dominant 
theme of Pope Francis – is a massive contemporary 
challenge.

Ideally, this entire family of distributional elements 
would be considered. Clearly, if one party gets all 
the benefits, another carries all the costs and risks, 
responsibilities are either unclearly or not assigned, 
and no party is being held to account, the situation is 
untenable and utterly unfair.

Herein lies an extremely difficult challenge. Fairness 
too is a values-based concept. There is no recipe that 
applies in all cases. 

When alternative values lead to different interpreta-
tions of what distribution of costs, risks and benefits, 
responsibilities and accountabilities could be consid-
ered “fair,” tensions can arise. Such tension might lead 
to gentle disagreement at one end of the spectrum, 
with physical violence and even death at the other. 
These differences can arise, for example, when dif-
ferent values are held by an indigenous population on 
whose traditional territory a mine is located, govern-
ment, and global interests which, for example, might 
be concerned about environmental, cultural, or social 
issues that they consider of global significance. 

It may be easier to identify something that is “unfair” 
or “unjust” than it is to clearly identify what might be 
“fair” when multiple values are brought to bear. And 
unfortunately, to simply demand that a distributional 
issue be resolved in a way that is “fair” (such as a 
mine operation nested in a community in an emerging 
nation) is all very well and good – but may not be 
helpful all on its own. 

The real insight is not for an external interest to de-
mand fairness and even less so to pronounce on what 
is fair (be it a foreign government, the Church, a civil 
society organisation, a company, or whomever). Rath-
er, it is to bring interests together in a dialogue that 
can collaboratively define: (1) a “fair distribution” and, 
(2) a means to understand, track, assess, and publicly 
report progress over time. It is only through transpar-
ency that all interests can know what is going on.

Here again, a need for dialogue and collaboration 
arises for all the same reasons that have been 
previously described. It is the “process” dimension of 
applied sustainability at work. And this part of applied 
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2 There is an added complication here that leads to considerable confusion. In Church literature, “good” is varyingly used as a “good”  
as in physical object and a “good” as something desirable.
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sustainability is just as complex and subtle as the 
substantive part – because it must come from the 
heart, be deeply based on integrity and respect, and 
give rise to a sense of authenticity.

7 SYNCHRONY BETWEEN “THE COMMON 
GOOD” AND “DEVELOPMENT” 

The Pontifical Council (2005, para 164) describes the 
“common good” as the sum total of social conditions 
which allow people ... to reach their fulfilment more 
fully and more easily (Pontifical Council, 2005, para 164). 

In Section 3, the concept of development was defined as 
“to expand or realise the potentials of; bring gradually 
to a fuller, greater, or better state.” It was argued that 
development has both qualitative and quantitative char-
acteristics and is to be differentiated from growth which 
applies to a quantitative increase in physical dimensions.

Further, the analogy that was used in Section 3 in 
discussing the definition of “development” related 
to the growth and development of every person, is 
helpful to recall here. Each of us starts to physically 
shrink in our mid-30s but our “development” – our 
knowledge, understanding, skill, and, we hope, our 
wisdom – continues to evolve throughout our lives.

A mine follows a similar trajectory – it initially grows 
then shrinks, then stops operating and enters into what 
can be a long period of closure and post-closure. How-
ever, the implications for humans and the ecosystem 
go on indefinitely. The challenge of applied sustainabili-
ty is to find the recipe for ensuring that the contribution 
to humans and the ecosystem is positive over the long 
term. Or, in the language of the church, this is the way 
that mining aligns with the idea of “the common good”: 
by making a contribution to humans and ecosystems 
that facilitates fulfilment more fully and more easily.

8 “SOLIDARITY’S” LINK  
TO APPLIED SUSTAINABILITY

In Section 3, the idea was introduced that sustainable 
development is “an ongoing process in which humans 
take actions leading to development (as described 
above) that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs.” So by this – and any definition 
– sustainable development is a concept that demands 

care for not only today’s population and ecosystem, 
but also tomorrow’s. A temporal dimension is 
entrenched.

For the church, “solidarity” is a word that neatly cap-
tures a commitment to caring for those marginalized 
and less able to address their own needs – the poor 
and disenfranchised – for whatever reason. Or applied 
in a temporal sense, to have solidarity with future 
generations is to similarly care about those not yet 
born. So here too, the temporal dimension is central.

Until very recently, mining has not assumed a stance 
of caring for the marginalized – today or tomorrow. 
However, this situation is rapidly changing.

Through the last several decades an increasing 
number of mining and metals companies have 
turned their attention to addressing the social and 
environmental concerns of society – moving ever 
closer to full implementation of the concepts of 
applied sustainability described in Section 3. Today, 
this is reflected in the push for “corporate social 
responsibility.” At stake is a company’s “social 
licence” to operate. To be sure, within the industry 
there is a spread from leaders to laggards from  
a performance perspective. 

Furthermore, their remains an overall reticence to 
enter in to a “social” domain that is not the expertise 
of mining and for most, very much the responsibility 
of government. Nevertheless, there is significant 
movement on this front.

While this change is ongoing inside the industry, 
outside the mining industry the world is experiencing 
even greater and more rapid change. In particular, 
a dominant aspect of this change is the global 
communications system which now provides an easy 
means for communities (in concert with civil society) 
around the world to interact, to share technical and 
legal knowledge, and to gain confidence. This is 
happening more and more and, in short, communities 
on the periphery are becoming empowered. 

With this confidence, they are no longer prepared 
to accept corporate and/or government approaches 
that are arrogant and prescriptive and that remove 
a community’s ability to influence its own future. 
Communities are asking to be heard, to have their 
vision of the future included in how events unfold, and 
to actively participate in creating that future, receiving 
a fair share of benefits generated. If this does not 
seem possible – if an uncertain and unpalatable 
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future seems to be forcing its way onto them – they 
are more and more resistant. Across the world, the 
number of mining operations is increasing and in step 
with that, there are an increasing number of cases 
of real conflict – where public demonstration occurs, 
and in more extreme cases, which leads to physical 
violence and even death. For everyone, the goal posts 
are moving.

There are an increasing number of examples of very 
successful interactions between mining operations 
and communities. In all of these cases, the key 
success factor is the creation of relationships 
between mining operations and host communities 
and countries that are characterized by authenticity, 
respect, integrity, inclusiveness and transparency. 
Creating such relationships cannot be legislated. 
Rules are not enough though they are likely essential 
to control the weakest performer. Rather, such 
relationships come from the attitude of the parties 
involved. These attitudes are reflected in action 
based on patient dialogue and collaboration. It is 
this kind of attitude and action that drives successful 
mining companies today. And it is this kind of attitude 
and action that is deeply entrenched in the ICMM’s 
principles, commitments, and standards.

At the same time, more and more people are 
recognizing that, if managed effectively – and in a way 
that leads to a net positive contribution to humans 
and ecosystems over the long term – mining activities 
can be a tremendous engine of positive change 
and a significant delivery agent for the follow-up 
to the millennium development goals (MDGs), the 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) or whatever 
label is ultimately applied. Therefore, there is an 
explicit trend for mining activities to enter into the 
space of “solidarity” as defined by the Church.

However, here too there is a major challenge: the 
common lack of definition of the boundaries of 
responsibility – between company, community, and 
government – that apply in any case. In caring for 
the marginalized, when does a mining company’s 
role enter into the responsibilities of government or 
of community? And over time, how and when might 
these boundaries change? These questions, which are 
central to any interest’s assessment of a company’s 
future (they are key risk-related questions with 

significant implications for financial planning), are 
currently not well addressed and certainly not openly 
discussed by company, community and government.

9 THE “PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR 
THE POOR”, MINING, AND CONCRETE 
ACTION TO REDUCE POVERTY

In an insightful paper, James Cooney (2014) explores 
the interface between mining and a “preferential 
option for the poor.”3 This idea springs directly from 
the concepts described above, including: the universal 
destination of the world’s goods (fair distribution); the 
common good (conditions that facilitate more fully 
achieving personal fulfilment); and solidarity (care for 
those marginalized or disadvantaged) – all woven  
together in the “integrity of creation.”

Cooney points out that mining can be justifiably 
criticized from the perspective of its impact on 
poverty. The critique is levelled not only by those 
outside the industry whose primary concern is social 
justice, but also by some inside the industry, including 
himself. All of the critics share a deep concern about 
the long-term sustainability of the industry in terms 
of its impact on host communities and countries. 
Elements of the criticism include: 

•	mining	is	not	an	agent	of	distributive	justice	 
and does not truly benefit the poor; 

•	the	distribution	of	mining-generated	wealth	 
is skewed in favour of the “haves” against the 
“have-nots”;

•	as	it	is,	mining	contributes	to	a	widening	of	the	
wealth/income gap in local communities and host 
countries, as the rich get richer faster than do the 
poor; 

•	mining	companies	are	embedded	in	the	
governmental and economy; and 

•	the	priority	of	mining	companies	is	to	reward	
shareholders, not the poor.

At the same time, adopting a preferential option 
for the poor would reflect a commitment to 
transform society to become truly inclusive, ending 
marginalization, oppression and destitution. It would 
align with a vision of society in which human dignity, 
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3 Cooney (2014, p. 2) notes that the origin of the term “preferential option for the poor” is generally attributed to Catholic “liberation 
theologians” during the late 1960s, particularly the Peruvian priest Gustavo Gutiérrez Merino O.P. While initially regarded with suspicion 
by the Church hierarchy as a concept that converged too closely with left-wing ideologies, the preferential option for the poor has since 
been incorporated into mainstream Catholic teaching. The concept has been asserted in several papal encyclicals on the economy and 
society, most recently by Pope Francis in “Evangelii Gaudium” (2013). The early history of this concept can be found in the articles by 
Dorr (1994) and by Gutierrez (1994).  
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human rights, human well-being and social justice 
are respected and promoted by all. It would be a call 
for governmental and business decision-makers 
to change their priorities from favouring their own 
interests to pursuing the common good by explicitly 
taking steps to right the imbalance between the 
rich and powerful and the poor and powerless – to 
concretely address the widening disparity between 
rich and poor.

Cooney goes on to describe how mining companies in 
fact are familiar with impoverishment, marginalization 
and oppression in remote areas of many less-
developed countries – where many mines are located. 
In spite of this familiarity and in spite of contributing 
enhanced economic opportunities to some, mining 
has often tended to cause or deepen divisions in local 
communities.

At the same time, many in the mining industry (not 
yet all) are committed to sustainable development 
and are now actively seeking ways to ensure that its 
net contribution to both humans and ecosystems 
in positive over the long term. They are doing this 
collaboratively, through dialogue with a range of 
interests, including host communities and countries.

As a concrete and practical approach to bringing 
the mining industry more explicitly into the poverty-
reduction arena – and closing the gap between 
itself and its critics – Cooney suggests the adoption 
of corporate action plans that would include the 
following steps (as modified by the Integrity of 
Creation Working Group, May 2014): 

1 Strengthen understanding. Study in depth the 
complexity and the root causes of poverty, thus 
improving the social baseline.

2 Make poverty reduction an explicit objective.  
Incorporate the objective of narrowing the income 
gap in local communities within an operation’s and 
company’s sustainable-development framework.  
Place poverty reduction, in both relative and abso-
lute terms, on the agenda in negotiations with com-
munity leaders and government officials concerning 
the implications of proposed mining projects and 
the positive contribution to be sought for humans 
and ecosystems in both the short and long term.

3 Embrace a Poverty Action Plan for the marginal-
ized. Work collaboratively with community and 
government interests to establish an explicit “Poverty 
Action Plan.” Contribute to the empowerment 

of the poorest segments of local communities 
and to their improved quality of life through the 
establishment and strengthening of local civil society 
institutions that are able to assert and advance their 
interests within their communities and with higher 
governmental authorities.

4 Track change collaboratively, adjust if need be. 
Periodically and collaboratively assess changes in 
the income gaps in local communities and seek to 
narrow the gap. If a widening is evident, corrective 
interventions should be implemented. Apply 
standard business practices from beginning  
to end and post results in the public domain.  

The above action plans would be designed 
for application by principal companies and all 
subsidiaries, sub-contractors, and affiliates of mining 
companies and their operations.

In conclusion, Cooney points out that:

•	a	mining	company’s	first	obligation	is	to	shareholders,	
to whom management has a fiduciary responsibility;
•	a	mining	company	is	embedded	in	and	dependent	

on the political and economic system of the host 
country, and cannot be an advocate for its radical 
restructuring in favour of the poor;
•	mining	contributes	to	poverty	reduction	in	absolute	

terms, but taking the actions he suggests would 
put more focus on reducing poverty in relative 
terms, by narrowing the income/wealth gap in local 
communities, by strengthening social capital, and 
by encouraging community solidarity; and
•	for	the	mining	industry,	taking	concrete	steps	

towards convergence with the “preferential option 
for the poor” would open the door to enhanced 
dialogue with the faith community and lead to 
enhancing the public’s sense of social performance 
by mining companies. 

Following the 7 September 2013 Day of Reflection, 
the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace prepared 
a discussion note that would take the dialogue 
on mining forward. In that note, four principles 
articulated by Cardinal Turkson are identified as being 
facets of “meaningful existence.” They are: human 
dignity, stewardship or care of creation, solidarity, 
and common good (Pontifical Council for Justice and 
Peace, 2014, pp. 4–5).

Implementation of Cooney’s action plan would bring 
the mining industry towards alignment Cardinal 
Turkson’s concept of meaningful existence.
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10 TOWARDS AN ETHICAL LENS  
FOR MINING 

This last short discussion draws on insights 
generated during the development of Canada’s long-
term management plan for high-level radioactive 
waste – spent fuel from nuclear reactors. The issue 
is highly contentious and has been subject to broad 
public engagement since the 1970s.

This initiative pioneered a leading-edge approach 
to addressing that particular challenge that brings 
together: 

1 A sense of values that are important to Canadians 
– drawn from extensive direct discussions with 
Canadians; 

2 A set of universal principles of ethics – developed 
by a blue-ribbon panel of ethicists; and

3 A set of engineering design objectives – devel-
oped by a multi-interest advisory panel charged 
with applying a comprehensive multi-attribute 
utility analysis to weigh technical alternatives for 

long-term management of the spent nuclear fuel.

Figure 4 below summarizes each of these three 
elements in the form of an analytic “lens” equally 
useful for citizens who wish to reflect on the issue 
as it is for engineers in the design, costing and 
implementation of solutions. Within each element  
of this figure lies a deep well of understanding  
and reflection. It is offered here as a starting  
point for developing such a lens for mining and  
metals projects.
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Citizen Values
Safety from harm

Responsibility
Adaptability
Stewardship
Knowledge
Inclusion

Accountability & Transparency

engineering  
design objeCtiVes

Environmental integrity
Public health & safety
Worker health & safety
Community well-being

Fairness
Security

Economic viability
Adaptability

ethiCal PrinCiPles
Sensitivity to value differences
Respect for future generations
Respect for people & cultures

Respect for life
Justice

Fairness

Figure 5. Towards an ethical lens for considering mining and metals activities 
(adapted from Canada’s Nuclear Waste Management Organization)

FIGURE 4. Towards an ethical lens for considering mining and metals activities.  
(Adapted from Canada’s Nuclear Waste Management Organization)
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