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Three strikes and you’re out – Glencore has no case to justify continued mining 

The Environment Centre NT has called on the NT Government to cancel Glencore’s authority to mine at 

McArthur River and immediately increase its rehabilitation security following comments by the company 

that it plans to continue mining at McArthur River for another 20 years ‘if conditions were met.’ 

At the Mining the Territory conference in Darwin last week Glencore’s Zinc Operating Chief Greg Ashe 
stated: ‘McArthur River will continue to operate so long as we are able to extract and process the ore 
safely, so long as we're able to maintain our social licence to operate and so long as we're economic."1 

The Environment Centre has rejected the conditions saying all three have been comprehensively ruled out. 

Community Campaigner Lauren Mellor said “McArthur River mine has been plagued by environmental 

problems since the outset of its open cut operation. Now commodity prices have sunk, Glencore’s debt has 

increased, and its clean up liability costs have escalated to a point where if the NT Government sticks to its 

word and increases the rehabilitation bond it would no longer be economic to mine.”2 

Internal briefings to the NT Mines and Energy Minister obtained by the Environmental Defenders Office NT 

under Freedom of Information laws advised that both the NT Department of Mines and Energy (DME) and 

the NT Environmental Protection Agency have rejected Glencore’s proposed management plan to continue 

mining. The DME concluded a complete backfill of the pit is the only responsible strategy to manage large 

volumes of reactive and acid producing waste rock.3 

This would mean mining would cease and a clean up and closure phase of operations would be initiated, 

although it found the existing Closure Plan to be inadequate. 

“Rather than being upfront with the public about significant environmental problems experienced at the 

mine, Glencore has attempted to downplay and bury information about the scale of contamination from its 

leaking tailings dam and acid mine drainage problems since at least 2012. It has lost its social licence.” 

“There is no environmental or economic case to continue mining at McArthur River. Claims by the company 

that mining can continue safely are not supported by any evidence..  

“Glencore have  three strikes against them. The NT Government needs to step in and declare the company 

out, before the contamination problems and clean up costs escalate.” 

The Environment Centre has also hit back at claims made by Glencore that problems of lead contamination 

and acid metalliferous drainage were being fixed and no longer posed major risks: 

“If Glencore can show they have fixed long-documented and escalating heavy metal and acid mine 

drainage problems then let’s see the proof. Where are the fish toxicology and water quality testing results 

from the waterways surrounding this mine that show these problems are under control?” 

“The public and downstream communities deserve independent data on the mine’s impacts, not more 

stalling and broken promises by Glencore” concluded Ms Mellor. 

Photo and interview opportunity: A petition with over 3000 signatures by Gadrian Hoosan and Nancy 

McDinny calling for the mine to be cleaned up and closed down will be presented to NT Environment 

Minister Gary Higgins by a delegation of McArthur River region Traditional Owners outside NT Parliament 

at 11am Thursday 3rd September. Petition can be viewed here. 

 

Contact: Lauren Mellor, Community Campaigner, Environment Centre NT – 0413 534 125 

Gadrian Hoosan, Garawa Traditional Owner, 0474 976 903 

                                                           
1 http://mininglink.com.au/story/glencore-addresses-criticism-over-mcarthur-river 
2 See appendix 1 for more detail on Glencore’s financial concerns 
3Freedom of Information documents obtained by the Environmental Defenders Office NT, access on request. 

https://www.change.org/p/nt-chief-minister-adam-giles-clean-up-and-close-glencore-s-mcarthur-river-mine


 

APPENDIX 1 – Glencore’s stated conditions for continued mining do not exist. 

 

No economic case for continued mining 

Glencore is a diversified commodity trader and has been one of the hardest hit by the recent major 

downturn in commodity stocks, in large part due to its significant debt holdings. 

Glencore was the worst performer on the FTSE 100 Index this year, plunging 42 percent amid the 
commodities crash. The company had $31 billion of net borrowings and $53 billion of gross debt at the end 
of last year, according to its annual report. Net debt was 2.4 times adjusted earnings.4 

In January respected resource stock analyst JP Morgan warned Glencore “could credibly lose their 
investment grade status should commodity prices fail to recover” and the company would need to cut net 
debt by almost half to $16 billion by the end of next year to retain its credit rating and avoid junk status.5 

Any substantial increase in the rehabilitation bond required by the NT Government would drain active 
capital from the already strained company, and any future mining management plan would require further 
significant investments in long-term clean up strategies including waste water remediation and acid mine 
drainage containment. There is a significant risk that raising the rehabilitation bond as required to address 
these mounting problems would cause Glencore to abandon the mine to ‘care and maintenance’ thus 
risking a significant shift of corporate financial liability to the NT Government and public purse. 

 No approved plan to continue mining 

The primary mine-site regulator, the NT Department of Mines and Energy, the NT Environmental Protection 
Agency and the McArthur River Mine Independent Monitor have all determined that the only responsible 
remediation strategy for managing the large volumes of potentially acid forming (PAF) waste rock currently 
on site is to backfill and clay cap the pit.6 

Glencore’s current strategy of spreading the reactive waste rock into a pit in the floodplain of the McArthur 
River and using a 0.6m thick clay capping to prevent seepage has failed. The Independent Monitor 
confirmed in its 2013-14 report that more than 50% of the clay capping failed on first test.7 

No social licence for continued mining 

Glencore’s conduct in relation to its unlawful and irresponsible mining activity has eroded confidence from 
local and regional communities that mining can continue without risking public health and the environment.  

An Open Letter from over 150 McArthur River region Traditional Owners on 13 October last year called for 
an immediate moratorium on production at the mine, and for contamination and acid mine drainage 
problems to be cleaned up, or the mine closed: 

 ‘Traditional Owner’s attempts to stop McArthur River Mine from proceeding have been blocked time and 
again and our warnings about the risks of contamination have been ignored by successive NT and Federal 
Governments. But now our worst fears are coming true, with lead found in fish and waterways and the 
waste rock dump on fire, leaching acid into the surrounding river.’ ‘There can be no production at the mine 
while the waste rock and water contamination problems continue.’8 

                                                           
4 http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-08-14/glencore-s-31-billion-debt-weighs-on-trader-amid-commodity-rout 
5 http://www.afr.com/markets/debt-markets/glencore-at-risk-of-junk-credit-rating-jpmorgan-says-20150126-12ytab 
6 Freedom of Information documents obtained by the Environmental Defenders Office NT, available on request. 
7 Page 19, MRM Independent Monitor’s Report 2014 http://www.nt.gov.au/d/Minerals_Energy/Content/File/news/MRM-
IMs_annual_report2012-2013.pdf 
8 Open Letter, signed by 150 McArthur River region Traditional Owners released on October 13 2014. Copies 
available on request. 


