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Managing Business Sustainability  
in the Australian Mining Industry

Tapan Sarker and Virginia Munro

INTRODUCTION
This chapter provides an overview of the Australian mining and minerals industry 
and explains how this industry and its advisory and regulatory body, the Minerals 
Council of Australia (MCA), addresses business sustainability. First, a brief dis-
cussion on the Australian industry’s minerals and resources sector, from early 
beginnings to present day, provides a context to understand current sustainability 
activities. Within this context, the overall regulatory framework and various indus-
try regulatory licenses are discussed. 

To further understand the MCA’s commitment to sustainable development, 
the 10 sustainable principles developed by the International Council on Mining 
and Metals (ICMM) are examined alongside the elements recommended for each 
principle. The MCA has used the ICMM guidelines and principles to develop 
frameworks for its members to adhere to. These frameworks include the Enduring 
Value Framework (EVF) and the Water Accounting Framework (WAF), which are 
individually detailed in this chapter. The guidelines for each element developed by 
the MCA are explained, as are voluntary membership and commitments as well as 
obligations to the EVF and WAF guidelines.

Also discussed are the additional frameworks being developed by the MCA 
for land-use planning and natural resource management, and the MCA’s current 
work toward biodiversity offset reform under the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act.

The chapter concludes with a discussion on MCA stakeholders and stake-
holder involvement and engagement with regard to their influence on reform and 
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motivating voluntary compliance while also enhancing the movement toward 
themes supporting the “social license to operate.”

THE MINING INDUSTRY IN AUSTRALIA
The Australian mining industry’s minerals and resources sector has experienced 
unprecedented growth over the last decade, accounting for 60% of Australia’s mer-
chandise exports and about 8% of national gross domestic product (MCA 2012a). 
It is therefore acknowledged that mining is reasonably prolific in Australia with 
mining projects in every state and a variety of minerals and resources extracted 
from sites across the continent. The nine mining regions cover a large geographic 
area of Australia, stretching from remote interior communities in New South Wales 
(NSW) and central Queensland; to Kalgoorlie-Boulder in Western Australia; to 
the coastal mining, oil, and gas communities of Karratha; to as far north as Port 
Hedland in the Pilbara Region of Western Australia (MCA 2012a)

The last few decades have seen the development of sustainable programs and 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) policies in general, and this has led major 
mining companies to negotiate with Aboriginal traditional owners even in the 
absence of a legal requirement to do so (O’Faircheallaigh and Kelly 2001). A broad 
policy consensus in Australia then led to mineral development with the agreement 
of, rather than the opposition of, Aboriginal traditional owners (ATSISJC 2004; 
Beattie 2003).

The Australian government and the MCA have also agreed on an innovative 
partnership to improve the socioeconomic well-being of Indigenous Australians by 
expanding access to employment and business development opportunities available 
to Indigenous peoples and communities in mining regions. The new agreement 
builds on a partnership first commenced in 2005 and is set out in a memorandum 
of understanding officially launched in 2009 by the deputy prime minister (MCA 
2009).

Mineral development in Australia today is increasingly controlled by a few 
large companies that operate across Australia’s mineral-producing regions. The 
subsidiaries of these companies share information, and develop and implement 
policies and strategies across numerous projects and operations. Recognition of 
native title, legislative changes, and an emphasis on CSR policies creates opportu-
nities for Aboriginal landowners to influence and benefit from mineral development 
(O’Faircheallaigh 2006).

As the impact of mining activity in communities has becomes more visible, 
“social performance” becomes one of the most widely disclosed categories. Other 
topics relating to controversial environmental impacts also began to be present 
and have been discussed in depth, such as the depletion of natural resources, eco-
nomic impact on stakeholders, and comparability in a wider context. Each year 
stakeholders will expect more disclosure in all three dimensions of sustainability, 
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as well as transparent and mature discussions about relevant impacts (Perez and 
Sanchez 2009).

With regard to advancing mining and human rights, on October 28, 2013, 
the MCA and the Global Compact Network Australia released a publication to 
advance mining and human rights in Australia. According to MCA’s chief executive 
officer, Mitch Hooke,

Australian mining companies operate in increasingly complex social and 
political environments in which the imperative and the practical mea-
sures of respecting human rights are integral to contemporary operations. 
Demonstrating respect for the rights of the people living and working 
in mining-affected communities is critical to building and sustaining a 
project’s social license to operate. Respecting human rights is not just the 
right thing to do, it also makes good business sense to earn and maintain 
the confidence of the community, starting with their basic human enti-
tlements (MCA 2013a).

Looking at current situations today, and confirmed by Hooke, the minerals 
resources sector is considered to be one of the most regulated industries in Australia, 
with mining approvals typically requiring consent from local, state, and federal 
governments. There are also extensive periods of public consultation, comprehensive 
environmental and social impact assessments, lodgment of environmental bonds or 
securities with governments, and ongoing reporting and assessment to ensure that 
the operation remains entirely consistent with the heavily conditioned approval 
(Hooke 2012).

Additional policies have also been designed to protect particular regions of 
Australia. As a result, mining approvals in Australia now typically take between 
5 and 7 years to complete and comprise a complex array of licenses and approvals 
from a range of government agencies (Hooke 2012). Increasingly, therefore, the 
mining and minerals industry in Australia and globally is governed by a strong 
regulatory framework.

Command and control regulation occurs through the state directly intervening 
in the market and mandating particular corporate behavior. In contrast, voluntarism 
is based on the belief that the individual firm unilaterally undertakes to do the 
“right” thing, although it may also involve the government playing the role of facili-
tator and coordinator (Gunningham and Sinclair 1998; Fallon 2009; Barkay 2009). 
Self-regulation has emerged whereby an organized group regulates the behavior of 
its members (OECD 1994). This usually takes one of three forms. First, voluntary 
self-regulation involves an industry or profession establishing codes of practice, 
enforcement mechanisms, and other methods for regulating itself entirely inde-
pendent of government involvement. The second form is mandated self-regulation, 
whereby the state requires the business to establish controls over its own behav-
ior but leaves the details and enforcement to the business itself (subject to state 
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approval or oversight). Finally, mandatory partial self-regulation is where the busi-
ness is responsible for some of the rules and their enforcement, with the overriding 
regulatory specifications mandated by the state (Gunningham and Sinclair 1998).

An example of voluntary self-regulatory initiatives in the Australian mining 
and extractive industry is the Enduring Value Framework (EVF) developed by the 
MCA given that the MCA has developed a code of conduct for its members. The 
MCA may be considered to act as a surrogate regulatory organization, although 
its monitoring and enforcement abilities are limited. The adoption of the EVF is a 
condition of MCA membership.

The apparent gap between CSR policies endorsed by some companies and their 
level of compliance with the standards set out in those policies inevitably raises 
questions about the value of this type of regulation. It is important to understand 
that the weakness of much of the international and national indexes, and other 
soft regulation that form the base for most CSR programs, lies not merely in its 
voluntary form.

A significant body of literature, however, finds self-regulation to be more effective 
than command and control regulation, as it allows managers to act more proactively 
rather than reactively (May 2003; Newman and Bach 2004; Sarker 2008).

Notably, the principle of accountability in CSR provides an important concep-
tual linkage between the current risk paradigm and the notion of self-regulation. 
The former reflects a concern for corporate reputation through the well-known 
“audit” process, whereas the latter denotes a decidedly more ideal approach in which 
companies self-direct along agreed values and expectations (Kemp et al. 2012).

REGULATORY FRAMEWORK OF THE MCA  
AND THE AUSTRALIAN MINING INDUSTRY
The Minerals Council of Australia was formerly the Australian Mining Industry 
Council, established in 1960. Founded in 1995, the MCA is now the official advi-
sory and regulatory body of the metallurgy, mineralogy, mining, and resources 
industry in Australia. Fundamental to the MCA’s commitment to sustainable devel-
opment is the concept of the “social license to operate”: an unwritten social contract 
that supports and complements a “regulatory license” issued by government. The 
underlying regulatory framework of the MCA and mining industry discussed in 
this section describes this concept further.

The changing regulatory landscape in mining over the last two decades has seen 
an evolution in regulatory licenses from traditional command and control regulation 
to more flexible, principle-based, voluntary forms of regulation (Parker 2008; Posner 
2007; Steinzor 1998). The MCA is embracing voluntary forms of regulation in the 
development of the EVF and WAF.

Very few studies have looked at the effectiveness of self-regulatory initiatives, 
such as the voluntary codes of conduct, in improving corporate performance on 
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the ground (Puplampu and Dashwood 2011; Barkay 2009). This is particularly 
important for environmentally and socially disruptive sectors such as the mining 
and petroleum industries, which have generally had a track record of poor CSR 
in the past. In addition, the failure to uphold good CSR standards by mining and 
petroleum industries will cause long-term social, environmental, and economic 
harm (Pennington and More 2010). Therefore, a need exists to find a voluntary 
regulatory instrument that can encourage continuous improvement of CSR in the 
mining and petroleum industries, and the adoption of voluntary codes of conduct 
will assist with this endeavor.

EFFORTS TO ADDRESS SUSTAINABILITY
The MCA is the peak national body representing Australia’s exploration, mining, 
and minerals processing industry, nationally and internationally, and contributes 
to sustainable economic and social development across the industry (Port Jackson 
Partners 2012).

Today, the MCA is one of the nation’s most significant industry bodies and has 
a long-standing commitment to sustainable development (MCA 2013b). Mining 
and mining-related companies apply for membership with the MCA and this mem-
bership is approved or not approved by the MCA board.

As of August 2013, member companies produce up to 85% of Australia’s min-
eral output including precious metals, base metals, light metals and iron ore, as 
well as energy materials such as coal (MCA 2013g). MCA member companies also 
account for more than 90% of mineral export earnings. The minerals produced by 
member companies are as follows:

• Base metals—copper, lead, zinc
• Precious metals—gold, silver
• Coal—thermal, metallurgical, lignite
• Iron ore
• Uranium
• Minerals sands—rutile, zircon, ilmenite, titanium
• Light metals—aluminum, nickel, manganese, magnesium (MCA 2013e)

The MCA’s key belief is that the future of the Australian minerals industry 
is inseparable from the global pursuit of sustainable development and states that 
“through the integration of economic progress, responsible social development 
and effective environmental management, the industry is committed to contrib-
uting to the sustained growth and prosperity of current and future generations” 
(MCA 2013b). The recognized definition of sustainable development referred to 
here is from the Brundtland Commission: “development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs” (Brundtland Commission 1987).
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By fostering sustainable development, the MCA hopes to enhance value for 
stakeholders and the broader community through its sustainable practices by cre-
ating industry awareness; maintaining uptake of sustainable development goals; 
providing leadership in environmental practices; providing continual improvement, 
excellence, and socially responsible minerals development; and increasing credibility 
and awareness of the industry’s sustainable development activities. To achieve this, 
the MCA has recently established an Environmental and Social Policy Committee 
to better serve its member companies that are actively engaged in the effective inte-
gration of the environmental, social, and economic elements of minerals resource 
development. The council recognizes this as the key to operationalizing sustainable 
development.

The MCA advocates public policy and operational practice for a globally com-
petitive minerals industry that is safe, profitable, innovative, and environmentally 
and socially responsible.

Key drivers of the MCA are as follows:

• An industry free of fatalities, injuries, and diseases
• A macro-economic framework conducive to sustainable economic growth 

and global competitiveness
• A skilled, productive, and flexible workforce
• Efficient transport infrastructure
• The reconciliation of energy security and climate change management as 

part of a sustainable global solution
• A seamless and efficient federation characterized by consistent regulation
• Access to competitive markets for capital, production inputs, human 

resources, and end products
• Access to natural resources and competitive markets for land, water, and energy
• A fair and stable society where effort is encouraged and rewarded, and sup-

port is extended to those in need
• Mutually beneficial relationships with indigenous and local communities 

through engagement and capacity building
• Improved environmental performance embracing long-term considerations 

for sustainable ecosystems beyond life of mine (MCA 2013e)

The self-assessment protocol of the MCA provides member companies with 
examples of the policies, practices, and standards a company might have in place 
to meet the requirements of the EVF and the WAF. Use of this self-assessment 
protocol is voluntary and is not a requirement for signatories to the EVF or WAF.

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT PRINCIPLES
The release of the sustainable development principles by the ICMM in May 
2003 was integrated soon after into the practices of the MCA. The sustainable 
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development principles are the global industry’s commitment to manage social, 
health, safety, environmental, and economic issues in order to deliver sustainable 
shareholder value as well as to improve its performance in managing these issues 
and to publicly report industry progress in doing so (MCA 2005a).

This section briefly outlines the ICCM principles and examines what is involved 
in each principle. This is necessary to understand how the MCA has integrated 
these principles into its voluntary EVF and WAF. The 10 ICMM principles are 
listed in Table 3.1.

The ICMM continues to be innovative in its development of global guidelines, 
funding projects to assist ICMM members and other stakeholders such as a cur-
rent study with the Centre for Social Responsibility in Mining at the Sustainable 
Minerals Institute (SMI) at the University of Queensland, Australia. This study 
explores a range of social evaluation frameworks that measure the impacts and out-
comes of programs and considers the extent to which they measure the human and 
social development outcomes and contributions of mining projects and associated 
investments (University of Queensland 2013).

The aim of this project is to help ICMM and MCA members understand 
the methods available to measure human and social development impacts and to 
provide guidance on how to measure the effectiveness of their investments. The 
project also hopes to identify and review a range of existing indicators, frame-
works, and methods used by a range of private companies, development assistance 

Table 3.1 The 10 ICCM sustainable development principles

Principle 1 Implement and maintain ethical business practices and sound systems of 
corporate governance.

Principle 2 Integrate sustainable development considerations within the corporate decision-
making process.

Principle 3 Uphold fundamental human rights and respect cultures, customs, and values in 
dealings with employees and others who are affected by our activities.

Principle 4 Implement risk-management strategies based on valid data and sound science.

Principle 5 Seek continual improvement of our health and safety performance.

Principle 6 Seek continual improvement of our environmental performance.

Principle 7 Contribute to conservation of biodiversity and integrated approaches to land-use 
planning.

Principle 8 Facilitate and encourage responsible product design, use, re-use, recycling, and 
disposal of our products.

Principle 9 Contribute to the social, economic, and institutional development of the 
communities in which we operate.

Principle 10 Implement effective and transparent engagement, communication, and 
independently verified reporting arrangements with our stakeholders.

Source: Adapted from ICMM 2003.
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organizations, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). It also examines the 
extent to which such frameworks provide effective measures of impacts or outcomes 
and considers the potential for these to measure effectiveness of mining activities 
and associated investments, and their impact on the quality of life of communities 
(University of Queensland 2013).

ENDURING VALUE FRAMEWORK
The key role of MCA’s EVF is to translate the principles of sustainable develop-
ment given in Table 3.1 into practices and methods of reporting to ensure that the 
industry operates in a manner attuned to the expectations of the community and 
to maximize the long-term benefits to society through effective management of 
Australia’s natural resources.

The EVF builds on the 1996 Australian Minerals Industry Code for 
Environmental Management—the platform for industry’s continual improvement 
in managing environmental issues (MCA 2012b). Designed to assist managers, 
the EVF helps the MCA implement sustainable commitment in a practical and 
operational manner, targeted at site level (MCA 2005a). The EVF requires compa-
nies to seek continual improvement in environmental performance and implement 
effective and transparent engagement, communication, and independently verified 
reporting arrangements with stakeholders (MCA 2012b).

The framework provides practical ways to implement and report on these issues 
through a list of elements designed to address each principle. An element for each 
principle listed in the preceding section is given an implementation guidance factor 
for the EVF. For example, the first and second element listed for Principle 1 gives 
the implementation guidance shown in Tables 3.2 and 3.3, respectively.

The EVF is also complemented by a range of tools, guidelines, and extension 
activities such as training courses to deliver enhanced industry capacity in social 
and environmental competencies, leading to opportunities to improve performance 
“on the ground.” Each element in the EVF also allows for cross-referencing between 
elements and therefore fully covers all aspects of training, implementation, and 
reporting.

The 10 principles and their elements and guidelines (Tables 3.1 through 3.3) 
reflect the potential that the mining and metals sector has in social development 
and poverty alleviation, where governments have implemented supportive policy 
and governance frameworks. In particular, members of the ICMM and MCA have 
committed to contribute to this through Principle 9, with the recent launch of a 
report that illustrates the methods available to measure human and social develop-
ment contribution in the mining and metals industry. The report, titled Approaches 
to Understanding Development Outcomes from Mining (ICMM 2013a), is the first of 
two reports to be launched around the topic of social development in the industry. 
The report illustrates the methods available to measure human and social develop-
ment contributions and consider the applicability of these methods for use in the 
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Table 3.2 Element 1.1

Develop and implement company statements of ethical business principles and practices 
that management is committed to enforcing.

Implementation guidance:

• Develop a company statement of ethical business principles and practices that the board of 
directors endorses and monitors.

• This statement should reflect the 10 ICMM principles and their supporting elements, which 
are intended to deliver sustainable shareholder value through commitment to improving 
social, health, safety, environmental, and economic performance.

• This statement could establish a business code of conduct for employees, consistent with 
sustainable development principles, and mandate mechanisms for reporting on adherence 
to the code. This code might cover expectations of behavior in relation to elements of the 
principles.

• This statement should commit the company at every level to enabling its people to learn 
how to behave in principled ways and account for their performance. For examples of 
learning requirements that may impact on most or many employees and contractors, refer 
to Elements 1.2, 2.5, 3.4, 5.3, and 9.2 (in MCA 2005b).

Source: MCA 2005b.
Note: For a full list of implementation guidelines for each element and principle, please see the 
Guidance for Implementation document on the MCA Website.

Table 3.3 Element 1.2

Implement policies and practices that seek to prevent bribery and corruption.

Implementation guidance:

• Bribery includes making promises as well as actually paying money or providing goods, 
services, or favors to illicitly influence official decisions or acts. Implement a “no-bribery” 
policy based on an informed view of relevant law, regulations, and international 
conventions. Competent legal advice is useful (see Element 1.3 in MCA 2005b).

• Some payments that may be seen as attempts to influence official decisions and acts may 
be legal and regarded as proper within particular jurisdictions and recognized conventions.
Transparency is a key issue, so policy should be developed and systems should be put in 
place to record and report on decisions and transactions related to

 – Political contributions, including direct or indirect contributions to political parties, 
organizations, or individuals involved in politics;

 – “Facilitation payments” to low-ranking officials for processing licenses or other 
functions;

 – Charitable contributions and sponsorships; and
 – Payments made to comply with particular statutes (see Elements 1.1, 1.3, 3.4, 10.1 in 
MCA 2005b).

• Train employees to apply the no-bribery policy and use systems to ensure that relevant 
issues are recognized, recorded, managed, and reported transparently.

 – Implement systems for managing allegations or suspicions of business misconduct in 
confidential, professional ways consistent with due process (see Elements 3.2, 3.4 in 
MCA 2005b).

Source: MCA 2005b.
Note: For a full list of implementation guidelines for each element and principle, please see the 
Guidance for Implementation document on the MCA Website. 
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mining and metals sector. The report provides ICMM member companies with a 
range of options to measure social return on investments in social and economic 
infrastructure and related projects.

The second report, Community Health Programs in the Mining and Metals 
Industry, focuses specifically on community health partnerships (ICMM 2013b). 
As part of this endeavor, the Partnerships for Development Toolkit (ICMM 2011) 
and the Community Development Toolkit (ICMM 2012) have been developed 
to evaluate the positive and negative economic and social effects of mining at 
local, regional, and national levels. The toolkits provide useful methodology for 
evaluating the positive and negative economic and social effects of mining at the 
local, regional, and national levels in mining countries. These methods will be of 
relevance in particular to the increasing numbers of lower- and middle-income 
economies that have high levels of mineral dependence. The application of the tool-
kit allows users to develop an improved understanding of what issues, policies, and 
practices may be helping or preventing host communities, regions, or the country 
from benefiting more fully from mining.

ADHERENCE TO THE EVF
Being a signatory to the EVF is a condition of MCA membership. Companies 
wishing to become signatories to the EVF need to sign a certificate pledging com-
mitment to the EVF Principles and Elements, and its obligations. The principles 
of the EVF, therefore, apply to all activities of signatories and activities of contrac-
tors engaged by the signatories. All exploration, mining, and minerals processing 
companies and contractors are eligible to become signatories to the EVF provided 
they commit to the obligations.

Companies that commit to the EVF obligations are recorded on a register 
maintained by the secretariat, which is provided by the MCA. On occasion, signa-
tories are asked to reaffirm their commitment to EVF, particularly following any 
review of its structure or requirements. In keeping with the voluntary nature of 
the EVF, a signatory may withdraw its commitment at any stage (MCA 2013d). 
To date, no withdrawals have been made from the EVF or MCA in this regard 
(Sarker and Gotzmann 2009).

In summary, commitment to the EVF requires the following obligations:

• Progressive implementation of the ICMM Principles and Elements
• Public reporting of site-level performance, on a minimum annual basis, with 

reporting metrics self-selected from the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), 
the GRI Mining and Metals Sector Supplement, or self-developed

• Assessment of the systems used to manage key operational risks (MCA 2005b)

According to the MCA, the EVF will continue to be refined and developed in 
consultation with stakeholders as issues are identified that have not been addressed 
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in the current framework. In the interim, a number of benefits are already outlined 
with regard to implementing the EVF. Using the framework, for example, provides 
a public demonstration of due diligence to the community, external investors, and 
internal acquisition, and it can drive real change in organizations through social, 
environmental, and economic performance to improve bottom line (MCA 2005a).

A supporting study of the benefits of the EVF is provided by the Institute 
of Business Ethics (Webley 2003), which found that between 1997 and 2000, 
companies with a code of ethics generated significantly more economic value and 
market value than those without codes, irrespective of the sector, and they had 
a significantly more stable price/earnings ratio than those without a code (MCA 
2013d). However, the key benefit of the EVF overall is that it is expected to pro-
vide guidelines on how to look after, maintain, and enhance the environmental, 
social, and community aspects in the surrounding areas where mining companies 
operate, therefore maintaining a company’s social license to operate. As further 
evidence of MCA’s commitment to address the environmental and social impacts 
of mining operations within Australia, an infamously water-stressed country, MCA 
has developed a water accounting tool for its members to use.

THE WATER ACCOUNTING TOOL
The water sector in Australia has also experienced reform. Much of the reform is 
associated with the National Water Initiative (NWI), which was signed on June 25, 
2004, between the Commonwealth of Australia and the governments of New South 
Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia, the Australian Capital Territory, and 
the Northern Territory. This intergovernmental initiative is considered a national 
blueprint for water reform agreed to by the Council of Australian Governments 
and is aimed at increasing the efficiency of Australia’s water use, leading to greater 
certainty for investment and productivity, for rural and urban communities, and 
for the environment. This initiative was one of the NWI goals to improve water 
resource accounting to underpin sustainable water resource management and effi-
cient water markets (Cote and Moran 2009).

When the mining industry adopted a formal approach through the sustainable 
development principles (ICMM) listed in Table 3.1, three core indicators relating to 
water were also included. Despite the GRI Mining and Metals Sector Supplement to 
guide the calculation of the core water indicators across sites—philosophical, tech-
nical, and stakeholder—perspectives indicated that there remained a gap between 
a site’s operational water balance and the GRI report card for water use (Cote and 
Moran 2009). In addition, there was no agreed national standard for water use 
accounting in Australia at the time. There was, therefore, a strong need for a WAF 
to provide information related to the minerals industry water use that could be 
reported to the NWI and other stakeholders in a consistent manner, but also used 
as part of the GRI and other sustainability indicators (Cote and Moran 2009).
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The GRI indicators concerned with water management include

• EN8, total withdrawal by source;
• EN9, a list of water sources significantly affected by the withdrawal of water;
• EN10, the percentage and total volume of water recycled and reused;
• EN21, total water discharged by quality and destination; and
• EN25 size, protected status. and biodiversity of water bodies affected by 

discharge and runoff (MCA 2012b).

To understand how the GRI can be combined with the WAF, it is important 
to note the following source categories provided within the GRI.

• Surface water: Includes water from wetlands, rivers, lakes, and oceans
• Groundwater: (No definition supplied)
• Rainwater: Collected directly and stored by the reporting organization
• Wastewater: Supplied by other organizations
• Municipal/utilities: Includes water supplies from municipal and other water 

utilities

These categories can then be transferred from the input–output statement of 
the WAF model to show the interaction between the GRI and the WAF EN8. 
Table 3.4 illustrates this interface.

WAF development began in 2005 as part of a strategic program led by the 
MCA to gain improved understanding of minerals industry water use and use 
requirements among stakeholders involved in the water reform process and region-
ally with operations. The MCA’s Sustainable Development Committee, which 
reports to the MCA board, has overseen the strategic development of the WAF, with 
the Water Working Group and the MCA secretariat responsible for the “hands-on” 
development.

In mid-2008, the SMI delivered its preliminary framework for consideration 
by the MCA’s Water Working Group and  Sustainable Development Committee. 

Table 3.4 GRI and WAF—source definitions mapping

GRI Category

Water Accounting Framework

WAF Source Category Input

Surface water Surface water 
Surface water 
Seawater

Rivers and creeks 
External water storage

Groundwater Groundwater Groundwater

Rainwater Surface water Precipitation and runoff

Wastewater Wastewater Third-party water

Municipal/utilities Third-party water Contract and municipal

Source: MCA 2012b.
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In 2009, a pilot project in Central NSW was undertaken. This was a joint initia-
tive of the MCA, SMI, and NSW Minerals Council. Building on the feedback 
from industry and governments during the stakeholder engagement in 2008, the 
Minerals Industry Water Accounting Pilot Project, a partnership involving the 
MCA, the NSW Minerals Council, the National Water Accounting Development 
Committee, and the SMI was established in 2009. The pilot project was completed 
in October 2009, and, following its completion, the MCA engaged with industry 
and other stakeholders (MCA 2012b).

Based on the pilot study mentioned previously as well as relevant feedback, the 
WAF was amended to its current form and launched in 2011. This WAF allows 
sites to account for, report on, and compare site water management practices. It 
has also been designed to align to the GRI and the Australian Water Accounting 
Standards. According to the WAF, MCA member companies have endorsed an ini-
tial phase of WAF adoption that includes the alignment of company water metrics 
and definitions consistent with the WAF’s input–output model, as well as using 
these metrics to meet an existing company water reporting requirement (e.g., GRI 
requirements). The boundary of the operational facility is defined by the mining 
company to meet its reporting requirements as necessary. Typically, it will consist 
of the mine site, including mineral processing operations if present.

Previous to the development of the WAF, the water accounting systems were 
often not consistent across companies or operations. Understanding industry water 
use by company, region, or sector was therefore difficult. The WAF allows these 
comparisons and for water use by all users in the landscape to be compared in a 
quantified and transparent manner (MCA 2013c), providing a consistent methodol-
ogy for the communication of how an operational facility interacts with water. This 
methodology is based on the consistent representation of these water interactions 
with inputs (the receipt of water to the operational facility), outputs (the removal 
of water from the operational facility), and diversion (water that is moved around 
or through the operational facility). The task-treat-store cycle represents what an 
operational facility does with its water and how it is stored (MCA 2013f).

In summary, the input–output model mentioned previously represents the 
intersection of the facility with the surrounding environment and community, and 
is a consistent method for reporting a facility’s water balance. It lists all inputs by 
source and all outputs by destination, and interacts with the GRI framework as 
previously mentioned.

The second component of the WAF is the operational model, which is a con-
sistent method for the calculation and reporting of water reuse and recycling. This 
includes store, treat, and task cycles within an operation (MCA 2013f).

MCA member companies have, to date, endorsed framework adoption. This 
includes alignment of company water metrics consistent with the WAF input–
output model, annual public reporting on company aggregated water inputs and 
outputs using the WAF definitions and metrics, and input into MCA surveys on 
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water inputs and outputs for use in broader communication of aggregate mining 
sector water use by region or jurisdiction (MCA 2013f).

Water is not the only significant environmental issue that the MCA is address-
ing. The MCA is leading other efforts to concentrate on the environmental impacts 
of its member operations. This is discussed in the next section.

ALTERNATIVE MCA FRAMEWORKS IN DEVELOPMENT
The MCA is also developing alternative frameworks. These include land-use plan-
ning and natural resource management. The MCA has recently established an 
Environmental and Social Policy Committee to better serve its member companies 
that are actively engaged in the effective integration of the environmental, social, 
and wealth creation elements of minerals resource development and recognize this 
as the key to operationalizing sustainable development. The MCA’s work in the 
sustainable development area is designed to achieve two overarching goals: (1) an 
Australian minerals industry enhancing value for stakeholders and the broader 
community through sustainable practices; and (2) a commitment by the Australian 
minerals industry to sustainable development through wealth creation, environ-
mental leadership, and socially responsible development that is acknowledged by 
key stakeholders and decision makers.

The minerals industry continues to be actively engaged in the practical and 
effective integration of environmental, social, and economic aspects of resource 
development. Earning and maintaining the social license to operate and the prac-
tical implementation of sustainable development principles are defining features 
of modern mining operations.

Key features of the industry’s approach to environmental management focuses 
on sustainable management of land, water, and energy; emissions management; 
materials stewardship; and biodiversity conservation. One of the key initiatives to 
give practical effect to this management approach, including the development of 
alternative frameworks for land-use planning and natural resource management, is 
to deliver transparent, rigorous, and sustainable decision-making processes founded 
in science and to better support the coexistence of mining, agriculture, and con-
servation. MCA acknowledges that there is a need for adopting more strategic 
land-use planning partly because the absence of a strategic planning approach to 
land use has led to increasing conflict regarding the intersection between mining 
and other land uses, particularly agriculture.

Reforms to regulatory approval processes for land-use planning are critical to 
ensuring effective decision making and project approvals. The MCA is currently 
establishing dialogue with the National Farmers’ Federation and conservation 
organizations to develop better integrated land-use planning processes that bal-
ance social, environmental, and economic interests and that adopt the principle 



 Managing Business Sustainability in the Australian Mining Industry  77

of multiple and sequential land use. One significant way in which land use affects 
the local environment is through biodiversity impacts.

WORKING TOWARD A BIODIVERSITY OFFSET REFORM
The Australian mining industry has adopted an increasingly sophisticated approach 
to the assessment and management of biodiversity centered on the prevention and 
management of biodiversity impacts from mining and the identification of oppor-
tunities to enhance biodiversity conservation within the reach of its operations. One 
of the key initiatives to give practical effect to this management approach includes 
reforms to biodiversity offsetting arrangements under the Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).

The EPBC Act is the Australian government’s central piece of environmen-
tal legislation. It provides a legal framework to protect and manage nationally 
and internationally important flora, fauna, ecological communities, and heritage 
places, which are defined in the EPBC Act as matters of national environmental 
significance. These reforms are organized to recognize industry investments in land 
rehabilitation and to enhance biodiversity outcomes through better placement in 
the landscape.

Impacts of minerals operations on biodiversity values can occur within and 
surrounding an operation. Following the application of the “avoid–minimize– 
mitigate” environmental management hierarchy, targeted actions can be imple-
mented to compensate residual losses that are significant in terms of biodiversity 
values. Such actions are more often being advocated as “biodiversity offsets” and 
are becoming an increasingly important consideration of project planning.

The MCA advocates the development and application of biodiversity offset 
measures in accordance with the following principles:

• In support of the social license to operate, many companies may voluntarily 
implement conservation programs. Offset requirements should be comple-
mentary to these initiatives.

• Offsets should not be an automatic requirement by regulatory agencies for 
all impacts.

• Offsets should be developed to ensure no net loss of impacted biodiversity 
values and overall environmental benefit over the long term.

• Offsets required through regulatory mechanisms should be limited to the 
proportion of residual losses that are significant in terms of biodiversity 
values, based on best available scientific evidence.

• Offsets for residual impacts can include a package of “direct” and “indirect” 
measures that must be flexible in their development and application, and 
implemented over an appropriate time frame.
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Consistent with the definitions of the Australian government, direct offsets pro-
vide on-ground protection and improved conservation outcomes for the impacted 
biodiversity values. On the other hand, indirect offsets are a range of other measures 
that improve knowledge, understanding, and management of the environment, 
leading to improved conservation outcomes for the impacted biodiversity values.

Where offset mechanisms are applied they should be

• Transparent in their calculation and development;
• Developed using the best available scientific information and include decla-

rations about assumptions that underpin the science therein;
• Developed in a consistent, transparent, non-duplicative, and contemporane-

ous manner across jurisdictions involved in the regulatory process;
• Clear and certain regarding expectations for implementation and outcomes, 

including long-term management arrangements and liability for financial 
contingencies;

• Fair in sharing risks between the regulator and developer regarding the 
delivery of outcomes;

• Strategically developed to ensure that investments lead to the best value-for-
money biodiversity outcomes across the landscape; and

• Clear in absolving the developer of reasonable responsibility in the delivery 
of outcomes when impacted by forces outside their control, including natural 
variability, acts of God, or willful damage by third parties.

MANAGEMENT AND ENGAGEMENT OF MCA STAKEHOLDERS
Stakeholder interests, needs, and feedback have become instrumental to the many 
changes within the industry and the adoption of voluntary codes and frameworks. 
Mining companies generally have a strong social license to operate. This unwrit-
ten social contract requires operating in a manner attuned to stakeholder and 
community expectations, while also acknowledging that businesses have a shared 
responsibility to government and, more broadly society to help facilitate the devel-
opment of strong and sustainable communities (MCA 2013b).

In the MCA’s Enduring Value guidelines booklet (2005a), the definition of 
stakeholders is taken from the Earth Summit (2002), which defines it as “those who 
have an interest in a particular decision, either as individuals or representatives of 
a group. This includes people who influence a decision, or can influence it, as well 
as those affected by it.” The example that the MCA outlines is local community 
members, NGOs, governments, shareholders, and employees.

MCA stakeholders, therefore, are all those involved within the mining industry, 
including those who have an interest in the mining industry and those who are 
involved in or affected by mining and its processes. This also includes shareholders, 
internal stakeholders such as employees, and external stakeholders such as funding 
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agencies, banks, and socially responsible investment portfolios, industry organiza-
tions, regulatory bodies, community groups, NGOs, and the media.

In general, there is a growing recognition in the stakeholder literature on 
“good” institutions and their impact on human security. Stakeholders—who have 
become cognizant of the ability of multi-national organizations to either positively 
or negatively impact the human security of individuals—have driven this move 
(Quek and Sarker 2011; Munro 2013a).

It is widely accepted that social and environmental performance has been 
on the increase since the 1990s (Schiavi 2005). This has given rise to pressures 
placed by stakeholders on mining and oil and gas sectors (Sarker and Gotzmann 
2009), and is also driven by the increasing momentum of NGOs supporting social 
and environmental issues (Brereton 2002; Rondinelli and Berry 2000; Sarker and 
Burritt 2005a). Recent studies suggest that violations continue to occur, but there 
are a number of important developments toward the full realization of human 
security when institutions operate in conflict states (Voluntary Principles 2011). 
Ensuring that their operations do not contravene fundamental human rights is not 
only good corporate citizenship, but it also helps protect the extractive industry 
from a range of adverse legal, political, social, economic, and reputational risks.

By following principles of the social license to operate, not only do stakeholders 
have an important part to play pressuring the government to impose command 
and control regulation, but they also influence the level of voluntary compliance 
firms take on board. Organizations need community acceptance in order to con-
tinue to operate. Maintaining the social license to operate is therefore important 
because failure to respond to community and stakeholder concerns runs the risk of 
expanding the command and control regulation, since governments and regulators 
are required to be responsive to public concerns (Gunningham et al. 2002).

The self-regulatory initiatives in the Australian minerals and petroleum indus-
tries were developed in response to stakeholder pressures. It is therefore reasonable 
to presume that self-regulatory initiatives will continue to be responsive to the 
changing views of stakeholders in the future, as failure to do so could engender 
a legitimacy crisis. Success in this will be assisted by building employee morale 
and supporting social initiatives and CSR activities with a community perspec-
tive, which are relevant to CSR strategy and driven by a company’s core business 
(Munro 2013b). Therefore, it is of utmost importance that stakeholders are engaged 
in dialogues regarding CSR.

One of the MCA’s key objectives is to engage stakeholders and to report 
back utilizing the GRI and social and environmental reporting. Understanding 
stakeholders and their perspectives is therefore extremely helpful when engaging 
stakeholders (Munro 2013a). Engaging stakeholders is particularly important in 
the mining industry because of the high levels of social and environmental impact.

To further engage stakeholders, the MCA has as a primary goal—the creation 
of an industry that enhances value for stakeholders and the broader community 



80 Responsible Mining

through sustainable practices. It also acknowledges a commitment by the industry 
to sustainable development through wealth creation, environmental leadership, and 
socially responsible development. This in turn is acknowledged by key stakeholders 
and decision makers.

To achieve these goals the MCA promotes

• Industry awareness and effective uptake of sustainable development goals,
• Industry leadership in environmental practices and performance based on 

continual improvement and excellence,
• Continual improvement in socially responsible minerals development, and
• Progressively increased credibility and awareness of the industry’s sustainable 

development activities (MCA 2013h).

In the present case, the MCA’s EVF and WAF for mining, and the Australian 
Petroleum Production and Exploration Association’s Principles of Conduct and 
Code of Environmental Practice were adopted in response to growing pressures 
from stakeholders requesting the industry be more socially and environmentally 
responsible. Numerous additional regulatory frameworks are also in the works.

CONCLUSION
As outlined in this chapter, the establishment of a regulatory framework in the 
Australian mining and extractive industry must be considered in a broader con-
text of social and environmental scrutiny. The MCA has responded to industry 
needs by fostering sustainable development within the industry: establishing an 
Environmental and Social Policy Committee and developing the ICMM’s 10 prin-
ciples; implementing these principles by developing the EVF and WAF while also 
strengthening its own regulatory framework; and developing additional frameworks 
for land-use planning, natural resource management, and biodiversity offset reform.

A diverse range of regulatory mechanisms and frameworks with varying levels 
of enforcement that the government, minerals and mining industry bodies, and 
a range of stakeholders play a part in are necessary for proper regulation of the 
industry. In particular, the voluntary codes of conduct introduced by the mining 
and extractive industry and the oil and gas sector reflect the industries’ need to 
engage in “beyond compliance” CSR activities to regain their legitimacy, or risk the 
imposition of costly command and control regulation as a result of public pressure 
on the state (Gunningham et al. 2002; Nilsen 2010).

Several researchers have noted that the adoption of the MCA’s regulatory 
framework is regulation introduced in direct response to increased public scru-
tiny of the industry (Sarker and Gotzmann 2009). This suggestion is aligned to 
concepts of corporate accountability, whereby corporations have to account to 
their stakeholders, and hence their rights and freedoms should be balanced by 
obligations (Utting 2005). Fundamental to the existing regulatory framework is 
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the social license to operate, which further illustrates the MCA’s commitment to 
ongoing advancements in sustainable development. As part of the social license, 
a stakeholder can “give” or “retract” their acceptance of a company’s license to 
operate, further making knowledge of stakeholder perspectives and stakeholder 
engagement paramount to all organizations (Munro 2013a).

The experience of the Australian mineral and petroleum industries shows that 
companies are responsive to the expectations of their stakeholders. Companies that 
breach their social license to operate by poor social and environmental conduct 
must regain their legitimacy by going beyond compliance of general CSR actions. 
To do so often includes the introduction of voluntary codes of conduct or other self- 
regulatory initiatives that are not only designed to avoid more formal command 
and control regulation, but also restore the legitimacy of the industry in the eyes 
of its stakeholders. For an organization to be legitimate, its actions must be seen as 
normative by its stakeholders. Hence, development of the social license to operate 
helps restore organizational legitimacy, as does adoption of a CSR strategy.

This chapter has highlighted that voluntary codes of conduct are an important 
self-regulatory mechanism for the Australian minerals and petroleum industries 
in response to concerns about their social and environmental conduct. The intro-
duction of voluntary codes of conduct is a signal by the industry that their CSR 
practices have improved. Accordingly, the MCA’s frameworks were introduced in 
response to stakeholder concerns in an effort to maintain their social license to 
operate. Rather than being purely voluntary, these codes of conduct have enabled 
both industries to avoid more formal command and control regulation. Voluntary 
codes of conduct are, therefore, an important part of the regulatory landscape, and 
are part of a new era of regulatory pluralism and method of preventing a legitimacy 
crisis and an operational disaster while also engaging stakeholders in the company’s 
independent CSR strategy.
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