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Summary 
The global demand for mineral extraction is increasing, fuelled by energy demand, including the transition to renewable 

energy, consumer electronics, military expansion, and many other factors. Across all continents, mining leads to environmental 

degradation, and in many contexts, it can also contribute to human rights violations, forced displacement, violent conflict, loss 

of livelihoods, and other harms. In many parts of the world, the Catholic Church is at the forefront of accompanying affected 

communities, and involved in linking local and global responses. How can it accompany and respond more effectively, how can 

it be a peace-builder and witness of hope, and how can others learn from that experience?

A Framework for Reflection, Planning, and Action intends to help Church leadership, especially bishops and those in pastoral 

ministry, and Catholic organizations harness their capacity to respond to problems associated with mining and bring hope to 

affected communities. It offers a synthesis of good practices and lessons learned for how Catholic actors and their allies can have 

a positive impact and address the many dimensions of the socio-environmental injustices related to mining. The document is 

organized along the “See, Judge, Act” model. Its focus is on mineral and metal mining but the guidelines provided may also 

apply in the context of oil and gas as the sectors share many similar problems. The document is the result of a year-long 

consultative process with Catholic actors and others defending communities and the environment in mining contexts across all 

continents.

Part I “Mining Industry Outline” provides an overview of some important aspects of the business of mining, including some 

key aspects of the industry as well as common legal and economic terminology. Knowing where the products from a mine 

fall in legal and policy classifications will frame the field of possible actions. Another important aspect is to understand the 

stage of a mine’s lifecycle. Each of three primary phases can be the focal point of action: exploration (including consultation), 

exploitation, and closure. A critical step is insisting on a right to information, which is essential for the free, prior, and informed 

consent  of  local  communities.  Familiarity  with  legal  and  regulatory  frameworks  helps  monitor  compliance by companies 

and inform advocacy. Finally, understanding mining company dynamics, such as distinctions between Major or Minor companies 

and the place of artisanal or illegal mining, is essential to engage effectively with mining actors. 

Part II “See: Some Key Problems of Mining” identifies some of the major problems associated with mining. Mining is 

difficult and hazardous work and workers are often exploited. It also impacts gender and family relations. Mining can have many 

different negative ecological impacts: deforestation, desertification, increased climate vulnerability, biodiversity loss, 

pollution, and contamination. These can have a range of consequences, from loss of livelihoods and increased migration to 

increased violence and social protest which can be unduly criminalized. Many of the ecological impacts constitute permanent 

changes in the landscape, which introduce a new set of risks and vulnerabilities for mine-affected communities who are often 

already confronting more extreme weather events induced by climate change. Mining can have serious impacts on the health of 

local communities, and especially on children and women’s reproductive health. Mining also risks damaging the social fabric of 

local communities, including their cultural identity. Mining can lead to forced displacement, with women particularly at risk of 

trafficking, and youth of joining criminal gangs. Mining activities often generate unjust economic relations and deepen poverty 

dynamics, and mining companies frequently take the place of the state as providers of public services, encouraging short-term 

thinking and acceptance of illusory benefits, disregarding long term negative consequences of mining. The economic, legal, 

and political power of mining firms dwarfs that of impacted communities. Given these large power inequalities, it is critical for 

Church actors to build large coalitions to defend the rights of local communities, promote their integral human development, 

and protect ecosystems. 

Part III “Judge: The Catholic Social Tradition” briefly examines what the Catholic Church has said about mining and its 

consequences. Integral human development has been a cornerstone concept for guiding Church engagement on mining, with 
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many documents denouncing the development models influencing extractive activity and questioning the narrative that mining 

brings development. Pope Francis emphasized mining-related ecological and social issues in Laudato Si’, which singled out min-

ing as a driver of global inequality, with contamination, deforestation, and land dispossession in the Global South resulting from 

the need to satisfy market demands from the industrialized North (§51).1 The Church should do its part to ensure that mining 

does not destroy our common home and undermine human dignity. It must not rupture our relationships with God, neighbor, 

and the earth itself. The “Annotated Bibliography on the Catholic Social Tradition and Mining” provides more in-depth resourc-

es on Church teaching and scholarship in relation to mining. In the context of synodality, there is room for rethinking current 

ecclesial structures to respond to the ecological and human devastation that mining activities leave in their wake.

Part IV “Act: Modes of Engagement” gives some examples of mining engagement to help Church actors and their 

collaborators make an informed decision about the most prudential way forward. All modes of engagement need to start with 

and are rooted in pastoral closeness, or what Catholic organizations call accompaniment. This means living with the affected 

communities, sharing their joys and sorrows, and listening to their grievances with respect and empathy. From deep knowledge 

of the experiences of affected communities, in trustful relation, the Church can walk with people on a path of discernment, 

action, reconciliation, and justice towards a hope-filled future. The main modes of engagement we identify are: documenta-

tion and communications (such as data collection, case studies, and communication campaigns); training and capacity building 

(such as legal literacy, mediation and advocacy skills, scientific understanding, land management, and alternative livelihoods); 

advocacy (such as legal prosecution, legislative reform, and disinvestment campaigns); and nonviolent civil resistance (includ-

ing the use of symbolic and liturgical resources to accompany protest marches and road blocks). For each mode, we include some 

examples, describe the circumstances and assets required for success, and discuss some key challenges and cautions. We also 

identify some cross-cutting modes of action: subsidiarity; coalition building and promoting dialogue and social cohesion among 

affected communities; seeking out expertise; leveraging symbolic and sacramental images and practices; debunking the myth 

of unlimited material progress and developing an alternative economic model based on joyful sobriety and low consumption 

lifestyles; and education and formation in ethical values and the formation of conscience around the respect of human dignity 

and care for our common home. 

1 Francis, Laudato Si’, 24 May 2015, https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-frances-

co_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html

https://lsri.campion.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/Annotated%20Bibliography.pdf
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Introduction 
Across all continents, mining leads to environmen-
tal degradation, and in many contexts, it can also 

contribute to human rights violations, forced dis-

placement, violent conflict, loss of livelihoods, and 

other harms. Mining generates questions about 

economic, political, social, ethical, gender, and ecolog-

ical concerns across localities, nations, regions, and the 

globe. Millions of affected people, thousands of animal 

and plant species, and countless rivers and forests are 

suffering in the face of mineral extraction. To echo Gaud-

ium et Spes, “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the 

anxieties of the women and men of this age, especially 

those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ” (§1). 

Pope Francis talked of the suffering caused by mining as “provoking a cry that rises up to heaven” (Querida Amazonia §8). 

In many places, the Catholic Church is already engaged. It responds to the challenges arising from mining as part of its prefer-

ential option for the poor and vulnerable and its pastoral closeness to those who suffer, and as an expression of solidarity bonds 

which spring from our inherent relationality. As Pope Benedict XVI observed in Spe Salvi, life is fundamentally relational, rooted 

ultimately in relationship with God the Creator (§27). Responding to suffering is a major component of the Church’s mission of 

reconciliation and hope amidst accelerating climate change, and the urgency of the clean energy transition away from fossil 

fuels. The Church is also responding by leveraging its distinct assets, including its vast community-level presence, its global 

reach and influence, and its moral voice and authority, to bring about more socially and environmentally just outcomes. Given 

the scale of the problems that mining can cause, and the entrenched power inequalities that are involved, it is often wise and 

meaningful to establish alliances and partnerships. Coalitions with a large array of organizations and actors who are similarly 

responding to the sufferings of communities, human and non-human, are essential. But the Catholic community, through its so-

cial tradition and organizational structures, has real capacity for impact. How can the Catholic Church accompany mining-affect-

ed communities more effectively and be a peace-builder and witness of hope, and how can areas of the Church not yet engaged 

on the problem learn from the experiences of others?

A Framework for Reflection, Planning, and Action is written for those working at the international, regional, national, and local 

levels. It is intended to help bishops and bishops’ conferences, other Church leaders, and Catholic organizations to harness 

their capacity and build coalitions to respond. In times of rising authoritarian regimes worldwide, the Church can play a crucial 

role in strengthening civil society to uphold human rights, promote peace, and protect ecosystems. The document has been 

developed in consultation with many people and organizations. Consultative online workshops were held in November 2024 (Latin 

America), December 2024 (Africa), January 2025 (Asia), and March 2025 (global), and a conference was held at the Pontificia Jave-

riana University in Bogotá, Colombia from 9-13 June 2025 (a list of contributors is included at the end of the document). The idea 

of drafting such a document originated in part from a seminar on “Conflicts in Africa in the Context of the Exploitation of Natural 

and Mining Resources” convened by the Symposium of the Episcopal Conference of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM) in March 2024 

in Accra, Ghana.

The document aims to offer a synthesis of good practices and lessons learned for how Catholic actors and their allies can have a 

positive impact on the many dimensions of the socio-environmental injustices related to mining. It provides some background 

for discerning what forms of engagement would be relevant for particular situations and circumstances. It is not a how-to 

Photo: Michael Turner/Wirestock

https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20200202_querida-amazonia.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20071130_spe-salvi.html
https://cpn.nd.edu/events/2025/06/10/peacebuilding-mining-and-integral-human-development/
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manual, nor is it a full picture of all possible mining-related problems and Church responses. Individual cases of mining, while 

sharing some overarching patterns, are too different to allow a definitive set of guidelines. What the document does is provide 

a background sketch of the mining industry and key related concepts, analyze negative consequences that mining can create 

from the perspective of the social teachings of the Catholic Church, and provide a range of possible actions, as well as discuss 

the financial, human, and organizational resources they involve. The overarching goal is to provide a tool for applying the “See, 

Judge, Act” method to the problems that mining-affected communities often face, and to help Catholic leaders and organiza-

tions and their allies navigate the unique social, legal, economic, political, cultural, historical, and environmental circumstances 

they face when accompanying those communities and trying to respond to their sufferings in a way that remains distinctly 

Catholic. We hope that the document can be a starting point and a means to inspire action, collaboration, and mutual learning 

in relation to peacebuilding, mining, and integral human development. We encourage groups and organizations working at a 

diocesan or local level to develop companion pieces to this document, such as formation booklets or advocacy guides, for local 

Christian communities according to their own contexts and needs.2

The first part of the document outlines the mining industry and describes its global reach. We have concentrated on large-scale 

mining and invite countries or territories affected more by artisanal and illegal mining to outline their own contexts when they 

design companion pieces to apply this Framework to their situations. The second part, “See”, assesses some of the consequenc-

es of mining. We are aware that some important consequences will be left out, and that some are more marked than others 

depending on contexts. One common consequence that was highlighted by participants across all the consultative workshops 

is the impact that mining often has on ecological and social relations, and especially gender relations. Women suffer dispro-

portionately from mining, but they are also often assuming a strong leadership role in defending human rights at the local 

level. The third part, “Judge”, briefly explains the theological rationale as to why Catholic actors globally need to respond to 

what they see in territories affected by mining. The fourth part, “Act”, categorizes different ways in which the Catholic Church 

has already taken action across the globe, highlighting some successful actions in given areas and from diverse contexts. For 

example, Church actors, working in collaboration with universities and other civil society organizations, have conducted alternative 

social and environmental impact assessments, and demonstrate with solid evidence the biases of the assessments conducted by 

governments and mining companies. Another example is actions taken in the area of education and formation. Many initiatives 

are taking place across a large number of Catholic schools, universities, parishes, and other groups to value our common home. 

The teachings of Laudato Si’, that our social and ecological crisis is a profound moral crisis which requires a renewal of our 

humanity and our relationships with each other and the earth, are underpinning these efforts. Spearheaded by groups like 

the Laudato Si’ Movement, such actions include a global campaign to disinvest from fossil fuels, the invitation to joyful 

sobriety, and the ecumenical initiative of a liturgical Season of Creation to deepen our awareness of our common belonging. Some 

churches, especially those in the Amazon region and in the Philippines, are setting policies to disinvest from mining companies 

and refuse any donation from them. We invite each reader to reflect on what part they can play given their expertise, situation, 

and level of responsibility.

This document is specifically focused on mineral and metal mining and does not address other forms of extraction, such as oil 

and gas, and does not provide guidance tailored to these other contexts. Even if these other forms of material extraction present 

distinct challenges and operate in different global networks, given the many shared social and ecological consequences of all 

extractive activities, the document provides some principles that may translate to different extractive contexts. As highlighted 

above, pastoral closeness to extractive industries-affected communities and walking with them on a path of reconciliation, 

justice, and hope constitutes the modus operandi of the Catholic Church and the foundation of all its actions.

2 One participant suggested a country or diocese specific action guide around the following questions: Why should the Church get involved 
in mining?; How to get involved?; When to act?; With whom to act?; For whom or against whom to act?; What means/resources are needed 
to act (financial, human, material resources, etc.)?; What results are being sought?; What are the risks and how to overcome them?

https://lsri.campion.ox.ac.uk/news/lsri-organises-major-ecumenical-event-assisi
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Taking action can, sadly, cost lives. Environmental and human rights defenders often have their lives put in jeopardy over work 

on mining. According to the civil society organization Global Witness, 196 people were killed in 2023, though this number is 

likely to be vastly under- reported. Most of those killings happened in the Catholic-majority countries of Brazil, Colombia, 

Mexico, the Philippines, and Honduras, and most of the murders occurred in relation to mining. Therefore, the safety of local 

activists, practitioners, researchers, or investigators, many of whom are women and at even greater risk for that reason, should 

always remain a paramount concern in the forms of action that are taken in response to mining issues. 

We would like to dedicate this document to one invitee for our Latin America-focused consultative workshop who was murdered 

before he could share his insights–Juan López, associated with the Centro ERIC (Equipo de Reflexión Investigación y Comuni-

cación) in Honduras, and who led the campaign against an open-pit iron mine in the Carlos Escaleras National Park. May the wit-

ness of his life, and that of many others who are working tirelessly to defend human dignity and our common home, guide us. 

PART I–CONTEXT: MINING INDUSTRY OUTLINE
Mining concessions occur in nearly every country, but there is no global data on the extent of mining activities. There are, howev-

er, some regional and country-level data that give some indication of the scale of mining. In 2020, the World Resource Institute 

estimated mining to cover 18% of the Amazon territory. In 2023, the International Working Group on Indigenous Affairs estimat-

ed that 20% of Peru was under mining concessions. In the Philippines, the civil society organization Alyansa Tigil Mina estimates 

that at least 9 million of the country’s total land area of 30 million hectares contain minerals, with an estimated wealth of $9 

trillion. In July 2021, 764,000 hectares were covered by mining concessions, and this figure is likely to be higher in 2024 with 

the opening of the largest copper and gold mine in Southeast Asia. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, there is no data 

on the coverage of mining concessions, but according to World Bank estimates, 70% of the country’s economic growth in 2023 

could be attributed to the mining sector. In July 2023, the DRC government and the United Arab Emirates signed a $1.9 billion 

mining investment deal. The scale of mining operations also mirrors the scale of mining conflicts. The Environmental Justice 

Atlas, which provides a database of environmental conflicts worldwide, has reported, as of the time of publication, 240 conflicts 

associated with copper extraction, 347 with gold, 144 with uranium, 56 with aluminium/bauxite, 40 with lithium, and 27 with 

rare earth minerals.

A first step in effective engagement on mining issues is to have a good understanding of the scale of mining exploration and 

activity in one’s region, how the mining industry works, how it is placed within national and global economies, the different 

sizes of operations, kinds of ownership (state or privately owned), the types of minerals mined, the different phases of mining, 

and the social and political contexts in which mining occurs. All this will impact the dynamics of what is happening in local terri-

tories. This section provides an overview of some important aspects of the business of mining, including some key aspects of the 

industry as well as common legal and economic terminology. Given the diversity of mining activities across regions, with some 

territories affected more by large-scale industrial mining and others by artisanal mining, or with some regions benefiting from 

protective legal frameworks and others not, we invite readers to deepen knowledge of their own contexts. 

Minerals are used in virtually every material dimension of modern life, including construction, energy production, communica-

tions technologies, medical equipment, and hosts of consumer goods. It is important to know what materials are being mined 

before beginning any engagement, and it is also important to understand how they fit into global supply chains and interna-

tional designations and strategies.

A. Mineral types and uses

https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/environmental-activists/missing-voices/
https://cafod.org.uk/news/international-news/juan-lopez-killing-dangers-environmental-activists-honduras
https://eric-sj.org/quienes-somos/
https://cafod.org.uk/news/international-news/juan-lopez-killing-dangers-environmental-activists-honduras
https://www.wri.org/news/release-new-study-reveals-mining-amazon-threatens-20-indigenous-lands
https://iwgia.org/en/peru/5102-iw-2023-peru.html
https://www.iucn.nl/en/story/the-human-rights-impact-of-mining-transition-minerals-in-the-philippines/#note24318111
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/drc/overview
https://www.africanews.com/2023/07/18/drc-uae-signs-19-billion-deal-with-state-owned-mining-company//
https://www.africanews.com/2023/07/18/drc-uae-signs-19-billion-deal-with-state-owned-mining-company//
https://ejatlas.org/
https://ejatlas.org/
https://ejatlas.org/
https://ejatlas.org/
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Conflict minerals are defined by legal statutes in the United States and the European Union. According to the EU definition, 

they are minerals whose trade “can be used to finance armed groups, fuel forced labor and other human rights abuses, and 

support corruption and money laundering.” These statutes consider tin (cassiterite), tantalum (coltan or columbite), tungsten 

(wolframite), and gold to be conflict minerals. When using this terminology, it is important to remember that it has this legal 

specificity and does not include other important minerals, such as cobalt or copper. However, the OECD Due Diligence Guidance 

for Responsible Supply Chains of Minerals from Conflict-Affected and High-Risk Areas has a broader purview and covers any 

mineral that is used to finance armed groups.

Critical minerals are those designated by individual countries as ones with particular strategic importance for national poli-

cy objectives. For example, according to the International Energy Agency, “The global clean energy transitions will have far- 

reaching consequences for mineral demand over the next 20 years.” These minerals related to renewable energy are also known 

as transition minerals and are major components of critical mineral lists. But transportation, communications, and military and 

defense are also significant factors for minerals being considered critical. These minerals, like nickel, lithium, cobalt, and many 

others are typically not governed by legal statutes in the way that conflict minerals are. But they influence national  policies 

and actions in several ways. For example, in November 2024, the International Energy Agency signed a Memorandum Of  Under-

standing (MOU) with the Ministry of Mines of India to strengthen cooperation on critical minerals. And in 2023, the EU signed 

an MOU with the government of Kazakhstan on raw materials and battery value chains. In China, the 2016-2020 National Plan 

for Mineral Resources identified 24 “strategic minerals”. It is valuable to be familiar with the critical mineral lists and policies 

of specific countries involved in mining in a given area (see, for example, current critical mineral lists from the US, the EU, India, 

Australia, and Canada), as well as the way that the current geopolitical situation includes an outsized share of control over most 

critical minerals by China. 

We have used the term critical minerals to refer specifically to lists formulated by governments to identify 
minerals they consider critical for their policies and priorities. This is in order to help orient readers to this 
technical language and its meaning in global markets. But there is an important ethical critique to be made. 
The benefits for which these minerals are “critical” are rarely ever enjoyed by the people and communities 
where they are mined. Additionally, these minerals are often irrelevant to the forms of life of the rural and 
indigenous communities disrupted by the mines where they are extracted. Which is to say, they are NOT 
critical to the integral human development of those peoples. Often, they are critical for the sake of increas-
ing military strength for already powerful countries at the expense of other development needs and at risk 
of  provoking more conflict. The relationship between critical minerals and alternative energy is particularly 
fraught. The climate impact of fossil fuel-driven economies is planetary, endangering human and ecologi-
cal communities everywhere. This threat is particularly acute for societies whose “means of subsistence are 
largely dependent on natural reserves and ecosystemic services such as agriculture, fishing and forestry” 
(Laudato Si’, 25). Yet some of these communities face new disruption from mining required for transition 
to a sustainable energy system. Each organization will need to navigate these complex questions of justice, 
inequality, and the pressing need to address fossil fuel driven climate change.

In addition to the “critical” minerals required for the energy transition, there are also “critical” minerals driven by the arms 

industry and military conflicts. The wars in Ukraine and the Middle East, and a new race to modernize nuclear and other weap-

ons arsenals, have increased demand for these minerals. In December 2024, NATO published a list of 12 minerals of strategic 

priority for defense. One must therefore keep in mind the close connections between peacebuilding and addressing the 

Critical for Whom?

https://www.responsiblemineralsinitiative.org/about/faq/general-questions/what-are-conflict-minerals/
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/development-and-sustainability/conflict-minerals-regulation/regulation-explained_en
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/2016/04/oecd-due-diligence-guidance-for-responsible-supply-chains-of-minerals-from-conflict-affected-and-high-risk-areas_g1g65996.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/2016/04/oecd-due-diligence-guidance-for-responsible-supply-chains-of-minerals-from-conflict-affected-and-high-risk-areas_g1g65996.html
https://www.iea.org/reports/the-role-of-critical-minerals-in-clean-energy-transitions/mineral-requirements-for-clean-energy-transitions
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/what-are-energy-transition-minerals-and-how-can-they-unlock-clean-energy-age#:~:text=Transition%20minerals%20are%20naturally%20occurring,wind%20turbines%20and%20electric%20motors.
https://www.iea.org/news/iea-and-indias-ministry-of-mines-strengthen-co-operation-on-critical-minerals
https://www.iea.org/news/iea-and-indias-ministry-of-mines-strengthen-co-operation-on-critical-minerals
https://www.iea.org/policies/17664-kazakhstan-eu-strategic-partnership-on-raw-materials
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2024/11/china-critical-mineral-strategy-beyond-geopolitics/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2024/11/china-critical-mineral-strategy-beyond-geopolitics/
https://www.energy.gov/cmm/what-are-critical-materials-and-critical-minerals
https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/sectors/raw-materials/areas-specific-interest/critical-raw-materials_en#fifth-list-2023-of-critical-raw-materials-for-the-eu
https://mines.gov.in/admin/download/649d4212cceb01688027666.pdf
https://www.industry.gov.au/publications/australias-critical-minerals-list-and-strategic-materials-list
https://www.canada.ca/en/campaign/critical-minerals-in-canada/critical-minerals-an-opportunity-for-canada.html
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/chinas-role-in-supplying-critical-minerals-for-the-global-energy-transition-what-could-the-future-hold/
https://www.mining.com/ukraine-war-sparks-surge-in-copper-demand/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_231765.htm
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Different terms, different perspectives for mine lifecycles

challenges that arise from mining, not only at the level of conflicts generated by extraction itself but how conflicts, as much as 

energy consumption and electronic technologies, are driving extractive pressure.

Many mined products that are not included as conflict minerals or are missing from some or all critical mineral lists can still have 

significant social, economic, and environmental impacts, such as potash, coal, salt, and sand – the latter being critical for the 

construction sector and already scarce in some places. 

When engaging with social and ecological challenges arising from a mining site, knowing where the products from that mine 

fall in these legal and policy classifications is a very important piece of context that will frame the field of possible actions.

Specific national laws will yield different particulars for determining a mine’s lifecycle. But in general, there are three primary 

phases to mining projects, all of which can be the focal point of action and advocacy. But at whatever stage of a mine’s lifecycle 

engagement might occur, it is helpful to keep the full long-term process in mind. We have inserted the consultation phase as 

part of the exploration phase as it is mixed with a company’s intention to explore, and a legal requirement in some countries 

before passing from intention to action. 

Mining companies tend to refer to five stages of a mine’s lifecycle: 1) exploration and prospecting, 2) discovery, 3) 

development, 4) production, and 5) decommissioning and rehabilitation. This document is adhering to terms pre-

ferred by many who have engaged on mining issues and who find them more representative of the dynamics and 

impacts that actually take place: 1) exploration (for exploration and prospecting, and discovery, and in which we also 

consider licensing), 2) exploitation (development and production), and 3) closure (decommissioning and rehabilita-

tion). These terms better reflect the realities experienced by many communities, such as the exploitative way in which 

the environment is destroyed or communities are uprooted, or the way that mines often are simply closed without 

anyone taking responsibility for or following through on rehabilitation plans.

Exploration

Minerals are usually considered the property of the state. And in most cases, countries have separate licensing and permitting 

statutes for mine exploration and exploitation. Exploration licensing, including preliminary geological surveying, is, therefore, 

a consideration prior to the exploration process. Licensing can conflict with other land designations, like nature preserves or 

Indigenous lands, with governments finding rationales for mining licenses to outweigh other claims. Knowledge of national 

licensing for mining, and how it compares to other land designations, is an important foundation.

Once companies have licenses for exploration, a large amount of time and resources are put into the search for viable mine sites. 

This includes geological and seismic surveys and assessments of water and transport availability. These exploratory studies 

are costly and take a long time (an exploration phase can take 20-25 years). And combined with the fact that most mines will 

operate for several years before mining companies see a profit after their capital investment, this means that mining companies 

are typically very determined to move from the exploration stage to the next stage of exploitation to avoid sunk costs. As a re-

sult, it is very important for affected communities to be alert and informed about  mine exploration endeavors in their areas so 

that they can substantively engage  before  too  much momentum builds up behind the project, and preferably as soon as the 

intention to explore is made public by a government or company.

B. The lifecycle of a mine
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A critical step in the move from intention to exploration is obtaining 

the free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) of local communities 

for mining activities to take place in their territories. It is crucial that 

FPIC include the right to say “no” to mining activity. FPIC has been  

articulated by several international agencies (e.g., OECD, UN-REDD, 

SIRGE Coalition), and was adopted into international law by ILO Con-

vention 169 in 1989, and reinforced in Latin America in 2018 with the 

“Regional Agreement on Access to Information, Public Participation 

and Justice in Environmental Matters,” known as the Escazú Agree-

ment. The agreement makes access to information a precondition for 

being able to provide consent. Only 23 countries have ratified the ILO 

Convention, mainly in Latin America. Even in countries where it has been ratified, the right to FPIC is routinely violated. FPIC 

requirements may vary depending on the type of community that is most closely connected to a proposed mine location; for 

example, Indigenous Peoples may have stronger consultation protections under the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples. There are also national legal frameworks such as the Forest Rights Act of 2006 in India, which recognizes the rights of 

Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers. Regardless of how strong regulations may be, the legal and political 

power of mining companies is capable of weakening the effect of international regulations at the national level Catholic organi-

zations and their allies can have an important role to play in strengthening the right to information, which in turn strengthens 

other rights. Though they do not solve all problems, stakeholder consultation and FPIC are invaluable foundations on which 

more effective advocacy and action can be built. Maintaining unity and social cohesion among local communities, and debunk-

ing false narratives about “sustainable mining” and local social and economic benefits, will be important aspects of action as 

dividing communities is a common tactic employed by mining companies to diffuse opposition and manufacture consent. 

Another important aspect of the exploration phase is social and environmental impact assessments. Like differences in licensing 

and permitting regulations, impact assessment rules and standards will vary from country to country. Simply put, the more 

robust an impact assessment is, the more useful it will be. Good impact assessments will look at a full range of dimensions, 

including the environment, economic development, social consequences, and conflict history. Good impact assessments will 

also include independent experts and careful research and modeling. Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for impact assessments 

to be boilerplate forms that companies can push through lax, or even complicit, government regulators. But when done correctly 

and independently, impact assessments are vital sources of information and platforms for dialogue. They also need to be acces-

sible and communicated clearly to local communities so that they can become more aware of and understand better the social 

and environmental impacts of mining on their lives. These are key areas of action, as will be discussed in greater detail in part IV.

When adopted by national legislations, FPIC, stakeholder consultations, and social and environmental impact assessments 

can be important tools for leverage at the local level. They can also strengthen action or advocacy where mining companies 

have their headquarters and can be subject to shareholder pressure or legal standards for human rights and environmental 

protection. 

An additional dynamic to be aware of is that frequently smaller mining firms will carry out exploration processes before selling 

the license a major company (see point D). These smaller companies are often less bound by or attached to trade standards for 

ethics that are agreed upon by Major companies or outlined in international guidelines. In cases where international financial 

institutions are involved in financing the exploration phase, these constitute another area of leverage as international financial 

institutions are likely to withdraw funding if violations of international and national legislations are demonstrated.

Photo: Caritas Philippines

https://mneguidelines.oecd.org/OECD-Guidance-Extractive-Sector-Stakeholder-Engagement.pdf
https://www.uncclearn.org/wp-content/uploads/library/un-redd05.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/62cd7860272be4335685de88/t/650b105c830dca28a4ee35ff/1695223916300/FPIC+guide+sm_compressed.pdf
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C169
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C169
https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/69163-regional-agreement-access-information-public-participation-and-justice
https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/69163-regional-agreement-access-information-public-participation-and-justice
https://www.ohchr.org/en/indigenous-peoples/un-declaration-rights-indigenous-peoples
https://www.ohchr.org/en/indigenous-peoples/un-declaration-rights-indigenous-peoples
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Consent vs. Consultation

The language applied to stakeholder engagement before a mining project begins is important. Most standards seeking 

to protect community rights maintain the language of consent for that which is being sought in a “free, prior, and 

informed” process. To state that consent is required implies that communities maintain the extremely important and 

powerful right to say “no” if they decide they do not want a mining project on their lands. As Pope Francis noted in 

Querida Amazonia following the Amazon Synod, local communities “have a right to receive thorough and straight-

forward information about projects, their extent, and their consequences and risks, in order to be able to relate that 

information to their own interests and their own knowledge of the place, and thus to give or withhold their consent, 

or to propose alternatives” (§51). And he calls businesses which fail to respect the right to prior consent “injustice 

and crime” (§14). The Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace has also emphasized the necessity that communities im-

pacted by major projects like mining be engaged in participation and dialogue, based on prior consent, and given fair 

compensation and opportunities to maintain their ways of life and socio-economic structures (Land and Food, Libreria 

Editrice Vaticana, Vatican City 2015, §115). In a similar vein, after his election, Pope Leo XIV saluted “the courage of those 

who defend dignity, justice and the right of people to be informed, because only informed individuals can make free 

choices” (Address to the representatives of the Media, 12 May 2025).

However, industry language has preferred to replace consent with consultation. This term removes the right to say 

“no” and creates a lower standard for companies to follow, implying they need only to consult the community without 

obligation to honor its will. Those attempting to defend community rights should always emphasize the language of 

consent over the language of consultation, but be aware of the different language used within the industry, as well 

as its legal implications, and the ways that national legislation can be utilized to negate the right to say “no.” Given 

the current reality and the complications present for achieving truly informed and free prior consent or consultation, 

FPIC should be viewed as one important and limited tool for change in the mining industry and not be relied on as a 

panacea.

Exploitation

Once a mine begins operation, other concerns become highlighted, like worker protections, militarized security, environmental 

and health hazards, tailings dam integrity, water depletion, human trafficking, gender violence, or revenue sharing, to name a 

few. The mix of specific problems and, therefore, where the most attention needs to be paid, will vary from location to location 

and require careful discernment and analysis. A sudden fall or rise in the price of the mineral being mined will affect mining 

activities – a participant at the Bogotá event noted that in 2000 it was more profitable to cultivate coffee than mine gold in 

Colombia, which is no longer the case, leading to a surge of often illegal gold mining in the country. There are also concerns 

about global commodity chains, as minerals are shipped to and transformed into products on other continents, and are not 

processed in countries where they are sourced.

It is important to note that just because a mine has begun exploitation, continued exploitation is not inevitable. Engagements to 

halt or stop active mining operations have been and can be successful, though remaining watchful of resumption of operations 

by other companies is necessary.

Closure

When a mine is exhausted or operations are ended for any other reason, careful processes for mine closure, damage remediation, 

and site rehabilitation need to occur, especially as mining generates a lot of toxic waste. These steps should be ideally discussed 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20200202_querida-amazonia.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20200202_querida-amazonia.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/speeches/2025/may/documents/20250512-media.html
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and planned clearly from the very beginning of a mine’s operation, even if the exploration phase may be long, and changes in 

operating control may result in companies trying to shift responsibility to one another. Catholic actors and partners can play a 

role in holding companies accountable to fulfill their remediation plans, and they should address these plans as early as possi-

ble in the lifecycle of the mine as companies can often leave quickly without a remediation plan in place. 

The International Council on Mining and Metals (ICMM) has published industry standards for mine closure practices, as they 

do for most all aspects across a mine’s lifecycle, such as engaging Indigenous Peoples and environmental management. These 

industry standards might be imperfect, but it is useful for Church actors and allies to be familiar with them as they can provide 

helpful pressure points for advocacy and stepping stones for dialogue with mining companies about better practices.

Lastly, a mine’s closure may not always be the end of its life. If a mine is closed for legal or business reasons while it is still pro-

ductive, it may be reopened at a later time or informal miners may exploit it. But even if the mine is exhausted, companies may 

attempt to process old dump waste with more sophisticated equipment. For this reason, vigilance with regard to the environ-

ment, worker safety, illicit armed groups, or other problems may need to be maintained even after a mine closes.

Mining companies typically perform to the minimum standards required of them by law in the country where a mine exists, 

though national laws can routinely be violated due to corruption. As companies with shareholder responsibilities, they are not 

incentivized to do more than what national laws require. Those working for greater justice and equity in mining must therefore 

have extensive knowledge of national laws and regulations regarding mining. This helps with ensuring accountability for full 

compliance with existing national protections, and informing advocacy on where improvement needs to be made. Because these 

laws can vary from country to country, some questions need to be answered in order to have a grasp of the legal context of min-

ing in one’s own country. 

1.	 Contracts and permits: When was the mining law adopted?; What are the government bodies that grant 

exploration and exploitation concessions?; Are there limitations on permits for foreign investment or 

ownership?; Does national law differentiate land surface ownership from subsoil ownership?; What impact 

assessment and consultation standards are required? 

2.	 Taxes and royalties: What is the country’s tax law for mining?; What tax incentives are offered to mining 

companies?; Where and how is taxation and royalty information available?; What tax and royalty rates would 

constitute a just rate? Is there a special tax regime that bypasses national rules for the sake of economic 

development, such as in so-called “Special Economic Zones”? 

3.	 Environmental regulation: What national standards exist for environmental regulation, who creates them, 

and who enforces them? From whom do they accept environmental impact assessments?; What are the 

major environmental risks associated with the material(s) and location(s) to be mined?; Will the mine have a 

major impact on climate vulnerability?; Which are the environmental regulatory organizations responsible for 

monitoring, and are they independent or connected to the government and/or mining companies? Do they 

produce regular public and easily accessible monitoring reports?

4.	 Labor laws and human rights: Has the country ratified ILO C176-Safety and Health in Mines Convention? Has 

it ratified any other ILO Conventions, Protocols, or Regional Agreements?; What is the mining company’s 

track record for human rights? Does it follow the Voluntary Principles on Security and Human Rights? The 

OECD Guidelines of Multinational Enterprises on Responsible Business Conduct? The UN Guiding Principles on 

Business and Human Rights? The UN FAO Voluntary Guidelines on Land Tenure?; Is there recourse for action 

1
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C. Law and regulation
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https://www.icmm.com/en-gb/guidance/environmental-stewardship/2019/integrated-mine-closure
https://www.icmm.com/en-gb/guidance/social-performance/2015/indigenous-peoples-mining
https://www.icmm.com/en-gb/our-principles/mining-principles/principle-6
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C176#:~:text=Whenever%20two%20or%20more%20employers,the%20safety%20of%20the%20operations.
https://www.voluntaryprinciples.org/
https://mneguidelines.oecd.org/mneguidelines/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/reference-publications/guiding-principles-business-and-human-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/publications/reference-publications/guiding-principles-business-and-human-rights
https://www.fao.org/tenure/voluntary-guidelines/en/
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against illicit groups operating mines and violating human rights?; Are any Indigenous Peoples’ rights under 

threat? If so, does the country recognize the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, or does it 

have any national laws specific to Indigenous Peoples or Scheduled Tribes? 

5.	 Certification: What international certification processes apply to a mine’s products (i.e., Dodd-Frank, 

Kimberley Process, EU Conflict Mineral Regulation)?; What barriers exist for acquiring required certifications?; 

Are certification requirements having any adverse impacts?

6.	 Home-country laws: Does the home country of the mining company have applicable laws by which the 

company can be held accountable for its conduct? 

In addition to any specific questions, it is also broadly helpful to examine any recent changes in national mining codes and 

ask, “Who has ordered or lobbied for these changes?” and “Who benefits?” Looking at what changes are made and why, and by 

whom they have been initiated, can help diagnose deeper maladies in a country’s system of laws governing mining. One must 

in that regard be vigilant about industry lobbying. 

It is obviously essential to know what mining company is working in a particular area in order to effectively engage with it. But 

the industry can be complex and there are some important structures and dynamics to understand.

Some large multinational mining firms are grouped together as “Majors.” This is not an official designation, but the member 

companies of ICMM is a fair baseline. These companies may frequently make good faith efforts for improved practices and 

claim to follow established ethical principles and environmental standards to which advocates can point to critique activities 

that fall short. These companies also frequently work with and share principles and best practices with national, regional, and 

commodity-specific organizations that try to improve mining practices. These companies will also typically be more sensitive to 

shareholder advocacy and consumer-side pressures that can be leveraged through international networks. 

That being said, while companies may uphold principles and best practices in discourse, there is a gap between discourse and 

reality, between ethical ideals expressed by these companies’ websites and statements and their on-the-ground actions. There 

is significant “greenwashing”, that is, discussion of sustainable mining and environmental practices and small publicized 

environmental actions covering up underlying practices that are very damaging. There are also inconsistencies within 

companies themselves. Site managers and other in-country personnel may not adhere to ethical standards as closely as  in-

ternational executive leadership may wish. They may also contract with private security firms,  national police or militaries,  or 

other subcontractors who are not bound by the same standards of ethics. Companies may willingly accept such circumstances 

in order to shield themselves from responsibility while benefiting from tactics or practices that violate peace, human rights, or 

environmental protection. Additionally, in some countries, armed groups can act as intermediaries between mines and 

companies that bring extracted materials to markets.

The large number of subsidiaries is also a factor adding complexity for holding companies accountable for their actions. For 

example, BHP, one of the biggest mining firms in the world, has 420 separate subsidiaries listed with the US Securities and 

Exchange Commission. Rio Tinto lists on its website more than a hundred subsidiary companies in the countries in which it 

operates. The further down the chain of subsidiaries a company is, the looser its ties to the broad principles of ethics advertised 

by major companies.

5
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D. Majors, Juniors, and company dynamics

https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf
https://www.icmm.com/en-gb/our-story/our-members
https://www.icmm.com/en-gb/our-story/our-members
https://puam.org/noticias/editorial/2025/02/falsas-soluciones-verdes-greenwashing-amazonia/
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/811809/000119312509191302/dex81.htm
https://www.riotinto.com/utility/companies
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Another factor that makes identifying company ownership and holding the sector accountable difficult is the presence of smaller 

firms, or Juniors, which are not connected to the kind of international standards and practices or shareholder pressures that 

Majors are. They will often be much less scrupulous in their activities. A common dynamic is for Juniors to expedite the explora-

tion phase of a mine before selling the rights to a Major that has greater reserves of capital to carry out the exploitation phase. 

Finally, a common tactic for companies to avoid consequences is deliberate change of ownership so that the original 

company which has perpetrated ecological destruction and human rights abuses can absolve itself of responsibility while the new 

company denies accountability for the previous company’s actions.

Advocates, peacebuilders, and rights defenders need to know the nature of the company that they are dealing with and where it 

lies in this complex picture of mining company structure and dynamics.

This document is primarily focused on large-scale industrial mining. However, one cannot ignore artisanal and illegal 

mining, especially given the overlaps they have with industrial mining for some metals, such as gold, coltan, tungsten, and 

others. In the Amazon region, a report published in 2024 has documented how illegal artisanal gold mining is leading to 

deforestation, severe levels of water contamination, health and social consequences for Indigenous Peoples, and other human rights 

violations. In the DRC and Zambia, artisanal mining is closely knit together with industrial mining. There are also some countries 

where criminal groups have resources to buy dredges and necessary technologies to engage in medium-scale mining activities. 

It is impossible to outline the variety of contexts where artisanal and illegal mining occurs – for instance, the garimpeiros of 

Brazil encroaching on Indigenous land are very different from galamsey in Ghana. There are, however, some similar patterns to 

be aware of when facing smaller-scale mining activities:

1.	 Mining companies often blame artisanal miners for being worse perpetrators of environmental damage. This 

can be true in some respects, as artisanal miners usually face less scrutiny, possess less capacity for environ-

mental safeguarding or mitigation, and often have less understanding of the science behind environmental 

protection. However skewed mining companies’ blame narratives may be, environmental protection is a legit-

imate concern with artisanal mining.

2.	 While transparency initiatives and processes for ensuring conflict-free minerals often help reduce human rights 

abuses, as long as the product mined fits that legal category, many minerals are not governed in similar ways. 

In those situations, it is common for artisanal miners to be co-opted by illicit or criminal groups and to be 

treated very harshly. Cobalt mining in the DRC is a paradigmatic example. There are, however, regional initia-

tives such the International Conference of the Great Lakes Region to address illegal exploitation and protect 

human rights in the context of artisanal mining.

3.	 In some cases, it is important to look at whether artisanal mining can offer a viable alternative to industrial 

mining, provide fairer employment, and/or reduce adverse environmental effects through the use of traditional 

or sustainable mining techniques (see part IV ‘Act’ for further discussions on alternative  livelihoods). In such 

situations, artisanal mining can be synonymous with ancestral mining, where communities follow genera-

tions-old practices that have lower environmental impact. The AMATAF cooperative in Peru works with artis-

anal miners to process gold without the use of toxic mercury. But market access and scale present  problems. 

Artisanal miners may have difficulty finding market niches since their mining techniques  will be less efficient than  

industrial mining and result in higher prices. And the smaller scale and capacity of  this type of mining would 

likely be unable to meet current global demands.
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E. Artisanal and informal mining
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https://ugc.production.linktr.ee/830c732c-75da-4b92-b94b-16710cdadf7d_INFORME-COP-16-WEB-compressed.pdf
https://vitalsigns.edf.org/story/turning-tide-against-illegal-gold-mining-amazon
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/ghana-must-stop-galamsey-before-it-sinks-the-country#:~:text=Illegal%20small%2Dscale%20mining%20in,firms%20operating%20against%20the%20law.https://issafrica.org/iss-today/ghana-must-stop-galamsey-before-it-sinks-the-country
https://icglr.org/the-six-tools-of-the-icglrs-regional-initiative-against-illegal-exploitation-as-key-allies-in-boosting-mineral-trust-in-the-great-lakes-region/
https://www.pureearth.org/a-mining-association-in-the-amazon-learns-the-art-of-mercury-free-gold/
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PART II–SEE: SOME KEY PROBLEMS OF MINING
Mining presents an array of problems which vary widely according to what is 

being mined, who is doing the mining, the local ecology, the sociopolitical con-

text, the legal-national framework, the local economic situation, the region’s 

conflict history, and its colonial history. In this section, we summarize some 

key problems that are generated by mining activities. What do we “see” in the 

territories affected by mining? Many workshop participants expressed how 

“mining takes up everything.” It takes up people’s lands, livelihoods, rivers, 

forests, graveyards, sacred sites, their health, their identity, and the social fab-

ric of their lives. The list below is not exhaustive, nor does it imply that these 

problems are discreet. They tend to be interwoven and mutually reinforcing. In 

addition, each mining site and project is unique and capable of spawning new 

and distinct issues. The purpose of this list is to identify and describe some of 

the most common cross-cutting issues faced by mining-affected communities 

in order to help analyze one’s own specific circumstance before developing a 

plan of engagement. 

A. Workers’ rights and safety

Mining is difficult and hazardous work. Workers are often exploited, being forced to work unreasonable hours, for low wages, with 

insufficient protection gear, and in dangerous conditions, such as in close proximity to toxic materials or in unstable mine gal-

leries. In any operating mine, the rights and safety of the workforce must be a paramount concern. Mining projects are often 

sold on the promise of employment and lucrative jobs. When workers are not treated justly and work in unsafe conditions 

without a decent wage, and often with precarious employment contracts, it amounts to a breaking of that promise. There is 

also the question of skills and training. Many of the jobs for local communities created by mining are low-skilled, with the 

more skilled jobs like engineers and managers being filled from overseas. There is often little commitment from mining com-

panies to invest in skill-building for local populations. Available jobs are also often much lower in number in modern mines 

because of automation and increased use of technology.

Mining severely impacts gender and family relations. Mining jobs are mostly male, leaving women and young girls to do the 

care work. When women are employed in mining operations, they suffer from lower pay and more unsafe working conditions 

than men. They can also experience sexual harassment and violence. When accidents happen, there is very rarely insurance 

or compensation, leaving families with no breadwinners, and forcing children to drop out of school to make up for the lost 

family income. 

Mining risks many negative ecological impacts: deforestation, desertification, increased climate vulnerability, biodiversity loss, 

pollution and contamination, and greenhouse gas emissions, which can  have  a range of consequences, from loss of livelihoods 

and increased migration, health damage, loss of agriculture, water depletion, worsened impact from natural disasters, increased 

violence over reduced resources, and contribution to climate change, to name a few. These impacts can spread far from a mine 

site, via rippling ecosystem changes, impacts throughout the lengths of watersheds and damage to preexisting water tables, 

infrastructure projects, like roads or railways, or downwind carriage of air pollutants. 

A. Workers’ rights and safety

B. Ecological impacts

Photo: Javier Arrellano-Yanguas
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Many of these ecological impacts constitute permanent changes in the landscape. Once water aquifers are depleted in one 

region, they are not being replaced. Once a stream is diverted, a community that depends on it will never recover that access. 

Even if a forest is recreated, it has lost the original flora and fauna and does not hold flood waters, habitats for wildlife, nor 

control erosion. And on a large regional scale, once the Amazon forest reaches a tipping point and is no longer a carbon sink, 

there is no way back, with planetary consequences. This introduces a new set of risks and vulnerabilities, not only for mine- 

affected communities who are confronting more extreme weather events induced by climate change but for all life on earth. 

ICMM companies are increasingly aware of the reputational and political importance of mitigating these ecological impacts, 

including responsible closure and cleanup plans. Actual performance on these standards may vary, and smaller firms, or 

Major companies’ subsidiaries, will likely not be as careful, but these standards give an opening for advocacy actions to hold 

companies accountable. 

It is paradoxical that these ecological devastations caused by extractive industries can be the consequence of the search for more 

sustainable modes of living in other parts of the world, which has also been called “green extractivism,” and is part of wider 

structures of power inequalities (see point F).

C. Health and socio-cultural fabric of local communities 

Mining can have serious impacts on the health of local communities, and especially on women’s reproductive health. Young 

women who live near mining sites have difficulty conceiving, or give birth to children with disabilities. Lead and mercury 

poisoning in children have devastating long-term consequences for their development and cognitive abilities. Residents 

can also suffer from skin diseases due to water pollution and other illnesses such as gastric problems and cancers. Given the 

disproportionate effects of mining on women and children, it is not surprising that women are often at the forefront of the 

defense of life and territories when these are threatened by extractive projects, including leading Catholic communities’  

responses at the local level. As research on the role of the Catholic Church in natural resource governance in Brazil, Colombia, and 

Mexico highlighted, women are agents of change rather than mere victims. 

Another frequent consequence of mining is damage to the social fabric of a local community. During the exploration phase, it 

is common for mining companies to lavish gifts or money on local communities to buy consent, leading to divisions between 

those who welcome the mine and its “gifts” and those who oppose it because the “gifts” will be accompanied by social and 

ecological deterioration later. Even before any mining operation and any ecological destruction happens, research has shown 

that the mere announcement of an exploration phase and a company setting an office in a territory weaken the cohesion of local 

communities and pit members against each other. In addition to the social dimension, mining affects the cultural identity of 

local communities, especially when the mining site overlaps with land that they consider sacred. 

D. Displacement

Mining can lead to people being legally and/or forcibly removed from lands, even when those lands are ancestral holdings or 

are environmentally protected. People forcibly displaced from their lands by mining projects migrate to cities where they often 

become slum or street dwellers, and encounter further social and economic exclusion and violence. Women, especially 

Indigenous women, are at risk of suffering racial and gender abuse, including sex trafficking, and youth are particularly 

vulnerable to joining gangs due to a lack of employment alternatives.  

In addition to direct displacement of local communities because their land is being taken by mining operations, there is also a 

slow displacement process. Water and soil contamination lead to local communities being unable to carry on their fishing or 

C. Health and socio-cultural fabric of local communities 

D. Displacement

https://www.icmm.com/en-gb/our-principles/mining-principles/principle-6
https://lsri.campion.ox.ac.uk/publications/faith-based-participation-natural-resource-governance
https://lsri.campion.ox.ac.uk/publications/faith-based-participation-natural-resource-governance
https://www.somos-amazonia.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Conflictos-ecosociales-ENGL-DIG.pdf
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agricultural livelihoods. Residents eventually have no other option but to migrate to cities in search of employment. Women are 

particularly at risk of being lured into domestic jobs and trafficked. These migration dynamics are exacerbated by climate change 

and unpredictable weather patterns.

E. Economic imbalances

Mining activities often generate unjust economic relations and deepen poverty dynamics. This can be as simple and direct as 

skewed or unfair employment contracts, which can be because of corruption, poor governance, weak bargaining power, or ob-

stacles to the unionization of workers. Unjust economic relations can also be created because of a lack of local input in na-

tional economic development plans, such as minimum legal wage legislation. Another major economic imbalance lies in the 

lack of proportionality between the actual profits a mine produces and what workers earn and/or the social projects a compa-

ny performs (via its so-called corporate social responsibility) to gain community consent. Companies generally pay very low 

taxes and operate with little financial transparency. When the amount of minerals extracted is not publicly known, mining 

companies can pay what they please. In Honduras, for example, mining companies only pay two percent tax on their profits, and 

one percent in Guatemala. There are also international legal loopholes which allow mining companies to avoid paying taxes. 

The complexity of mineral trade is another challenge. Both raw and refined minerals are traded on an international scale, 

following market trends which can be very volatile. Minerals are not simply transported from the storage facilities of the 

seller to the facilities of the buyer. In fact, there can be many trading operations without physical movements of ore or refined 

minerals that can introduce extra layers of economic and social problems. Sadly, commodity markets often lack transparency; 

traders are reluctant to disclose where and when they purchase a given stock of minerals and at what price. This has negative 

consequences particularly for countries whose economies are highly dependent on commodities exports. 

Another way that a mine can have adverse economic impacts on local communities is the creation extractive export enclaves. 

These are circumstances where the resources and personnel necessary to operate a mine are brought from overseas, and host 

countries are excluded from participating in the extended value chain and the more lucrative processing of extracted materials. 

Moreover, the increase in foreign workers often leads to increases in alcoholism, substance abuse, and prostitution.

Mining activities can also lead to the surrender of the state as provider of public services. Mining companies dangle the 

offer of building roads, hospitals, schools, sports facilities, and other things. These are services that should be provided by the 

government from the taxes that it collects, including taxes from mining companies. This changes economic relations, reinforced 

by government and company discourses that the exploitation and extraction of minerals, which is destructive in its essence, is 

synonymous with social and infrastructure development. One workshop participant cited an example from Colombia where a 

community was offered electricity in exchange for consenting to mining operations on their territory, which led to their water 

source being contaminated.

F. Power inequalities

The economic, legal, and political power of mining firms dwarfs that of impacted communities. If mining companies oppose 

single groups or communities in isolation, they know that their power and resources will prevail. This does not mean that com-

munities are powerless. It does mean that advocates and supporters of at-risk communities and workers must be mindful of, 

yet undaunted by, this imbalance of power. National and international legal networks, such as pro-bono lawyers, exist to help 

redress these imbalances, although they have capacity limits. More simply, communities networking with one another and with 

larger social institutions like the Catholic Church, other Christian denominations, organizations from other religious traditions, 

or secular groups can also help push against this power discrepancy. 

E. Economic imbalances

F. Power inequalities

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/oa-edit/10.4324/9781003094272-12/catholic-development-ethics-mining-peace-attending-market-limitations-albino-barrera?context=ubx&refId=8c94cb49-e98b-4971-a6a7-457d93feafad
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In addition to the power inequalities between mining companies and local communities, there are also power inequalities at 

the global level. Certain countries, led by their energy and material consumption, are putting pressure on the Global South to 

exploit minerals needed for their energy transition, military equipment, and electronic goods. Foreign ministers can influence 

host governments to give multinational mining companies special tax breaks or other perks. Mining investments are financed 

by pension funds and banks, and citizens who have savings in these banks or whose pensions depend on these funds indirectly 

contribute to the problems generated by mining. This is why disinvestment from mining companies can be an effective action to 

challenge these power inequalities (see Part IV). In the case of “green extractivism”, those who consume far more energy than 

others need to be pressured to reduce their demand. Ultimately, it is the global economy and its consumer and military demands 

that are driving the expansion of mineral extraction. This is a very difficult but very important line of advocacy, but also one that 

global Church networks are well-situated to pursue.

G. Corruption

Corruption can exist at any level of civic life. It can exist among national leaders and ministers who are given benefits, either 

money or in the form of stocks or other perks, for helping mining companies skirt laws or even changing laws. Corruption can 

also occur with local civic leaders, as some Church personnel have reported experiences with royalties being paid by the govern-

ment to local authorities who keep the money rather than using it to benefit the community. It can happen with tribal leaders, 

who often speak for their entire communities, meaning they are convenient targets for mining interests to buy off to obtain con-

sent. Corruption can be especially prevalent in fragile states with low levels of governance, but it is widespread. Politicians often 

have financial or ownership stakes in mining companies. Government officials cannot be expected to pass legislation that will 

regulate the industry or enforce environmental and good governance laws if they have some ownership of mining companies or 

have received donations from them. This also happens at the local level where it is not uncommon for mayors or local governors 

to be either direct owners or sub-contractors for mining companies or are part of the mining value chain.

H. Short-term thinking

As mentioned above, one of the primary ways that mining companies can manipulate communities is by offering upfront ben-

efits that a poor community finds attractive, leading them to ignore or simply accept as trade off the long-term harms of min-

ing on their territories. These upfront benefits might include promises of employment, infrastructure development, or public 

buildings like schools or health clinics. These are worthwhile benefits, but they must be carefully weighed and assessed. Public 

works projects typically represent a disproportionately small amount of the total value a mine can produce. And the good of em-

ployment can be offset by the other problems mentioned in this section (workers’ rights and safety, fewer jobs than anticipated, 

health, breakdown of social fabric of local communities, water contamination, etc.). Moreover, jobs are only guaranteed as the 

mine is in operation. When the mine closes after the mineral deposits have been depleted in 10 or 20 years, the local community 

is abandoned and often left with land unsuited to other economic activities and is also left with long term mining waste such as 

toxic mine tailings and residue, with some forms like waste arising from uranium mining polluting for thousands of years. It is 

therefore vital that communities not be seduced by the allure of short-term benefits that will prevent the realization of integral 

human development in the long run. The consequences of mining for future generations need to be acknowledged. They are the 

ones who will most pay the price of pollution, biodiversity loss, and land degradation today.

G. Corruption

H. Short-term thinking
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I. Criminalized protest and danger for defenders

A common occurrence in many countries is the criminalization of legitimate protest and intimidation or threats against those 

who seek access to information or seek to defend human rights or the environment. This usually occurs when government enti-

ties seek to ease the way for mining companies’ operations and to remove civil society obstacles to the project. Clear knowledge 

of local and national laws for protest, public gathering, and dissent is crucial. Also crucial is ensuring the safety of environmental 

and human rights defenders, who frequently face threats to their safety or even their lives. Many of these defenders are women 

who also face gender-specific threats such as sexual harassment and other forms of gender-based violence. One significant 

initiative in that regard for Latin America is the Escazú Agreement and its article 9 on the right to a safe environment for environ-

mental defenders, with community protection and community accompaniment as key protective strategies.

J. Illicit armed groups and organized crime

In many areas, the specter of paramilitaries, rebel groups, or criminals controlling mines is a growing phenomenon. These 

groups introduce major risks of violence and are not subject to the kinds of legal pressures that can be applied to mining cor-

porations. They are also far more likely to disregard the well-being of workers and of ecosystems. In such contexts, it is worth 

repeating from the introduction that the safety of researchers, activists, community leaders, or anyone working for justice, 

peace, and integral human development in the mining sector must be a paramount concern. Furthermore, the cooperation of 

national authorities and the exercise of peacebuilding strategies are absolute necessities. It is also vital to understand how these 

groups are able to get their mined products to market, and whether companies or individuals based in the EU, North America, or 

Australia are complicit in buying minerals from such sources as that is one important political-legal channel that can be utilized 

by justice and peace advocates.

PART III–JUDGE: THE CATHOLIC SOCIAL TRADITION
The key problems listed above touch on major themes of Catholic social teaching: caring for our common home, protecting 

human dignity, strengthening solidarity and the common good, and promoting integral human development to name a few. 

Catholic social teaching offers strong critiques of economic activities that disrupt ecosystem balance, endanger social cohesion 

and foment conflict, undermine health, worsen inequality, or fail to regard social and intergenerational justice. 

We briefly review in this section what popes and bishops have said about mining in recent years, and highlight some key moral 

principles of the Catholic social tradition in relation to mining that can help frame responses. The “Annotated Bibliography on 

the Catholic Social Tradition and Mining” provides more in-depth resources.  

Integral human development has been a cornerstone concept for guiding Church engagement on mining, with many documents 

denouncing the development models influencing extractive activity and questioning the narrative that mining brings develop-

ment to an impoverished region. The concept of integral human development was coined in Populorum Progressio by Pope St. 
Paul VI in 1967. The core of the encyclical is the insistence on a model of development that is not reduced to economic growth 

and accounts for the development of the whole person in all her dimensions (economic, social, political, cultural, spiritual, 

psychological, ecological, etc.) (§14). And in separate speeches in 1970 and 1972, St. Paul VI emphasized the gravity of pending 

ecological decline, linking the importance of a healthy environment to the fullness aimed for in integral human development. 

I. Criminalized protest and danger for defenders

J. Illicit armed groups and organized crime

https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/69163-regional-agreement-access-information-public-participation-and-justice
https://lsri.campion.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/Annotated%20Bibliography.pdf
https://lsri.campion.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/Annotated%20Bibliography.pdf
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_26031967_populorum.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/speeches/1970/documents/hf_p-vi_spe_19701116_xxv-istituzione-fao.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/messages/pont-messages/documents/hf_p-vi_mess_19720605_conferenza-ambiente.html
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Pope St. John Paul II continued to deepen this teaching by emphasizing the promotion of a culture of life. In his 1990 World Day 

of Peace message he noted the association between environmental and social degradation, the links between ecological harm 

and conflicts, the importance of global solidarity, education for ecological responsibility and conversion, the need for lifestyle 

changes, and the responsibility of the international community of states to lead change, all of which Pope Francis would later 

make central to his teaching. St. John Paul II also emphasized that markets and businesses, and this would include mining 

corporations and markets for minerals and metals, are to be oriented toward the promotion of the common good. He also spoke 

firmly against corruption, for example in Veritatis Splendor, where he connected corruption to cultural problems of moral rela-

tivism which are “linked to particular ways of looking at man, society and the world” (§98) that are separated from deep human 

truth knowable by all peoples (§1).

Pope Benedict XVI pointed indirectly to mining-related issues in the post-synodal apostolic exhortation Africae Munus, in which 

he denounced the “plundering of the goods of the earth by a minority to the detriment of entire peoples” (§24). This exploitative 

activity prevents populations from achieving integral human development, and often comes at the cost of grave ecological 

destruction which further inhibits human well-being (§79-80). In addition, Benedict wrote Caritas in Veritate to promote the 

concept of integral human development and offered several extended reflections which touch on many themes relevant to the 

mining industry. This included the need to accept moral responsibility for supporting the development of technology without 

becoming overly focused on it; the problem of expanding inequality and ecological costs of consumerism; the fact that the 

hoarding of natural resources by some companies and power groups represents a grave obstacle to development and can trigger 

conflicts; and the need for states to regulate resource extraction so that economic and social costs be transparent and borne by 

those incurring them rather than low-income countries or future generations (§49-50). Furthermore, he insisted on the partici-

pation of local communities in the light of the principle of subsidiarity (§47, 57).

With Pope Francis, mining-related ecological and social issues became more explicitly addressed in the Church’s Magisterium, 

with Laudato Si’ and its focus on integral ecology  presenting a paradigmatic change. Humans are part of creation and it is the 

entirety of creation, not humans only, that is redeemed by Christ. Laudato Si’ singled out mining as a driver of global inequal-

ity, with contamination, deforestation, and land dispossession in the Global South resulting from the need to satisfy market 

demands from the industrialized North (§51). Throughout his pontificate, Francis critiqued consumerism and a “throwaway 

culture” which goes against what Pope St. John Paul II called a “culture of life.” In his encyclical Fratelli Tutti, Francis called 

for a “culture of encounter” to counteract a “globalization of indifference”, in which those living high-consumption and high- 

energy lifestyles are indifferent to the consequences for poor communities. There was also a shift during Francis’s papacy 

towards a more pronounced multi-species approach that recognizes the intrinsic value of non-human life and the centrality of 

the rights of nature in addition to human rights.

Photo: clemMTravel/Adobe Stock

https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/messages/peace/documents/hf_jp-ii_mes_19891208_xxiii-world-day-for-peace.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/messages/peace/documents/hf_jp-ii_mes_19891208_xxiii-world-day-for-peace.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_ben-xvi_exh_20111119_africae-munus.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20090629_caritas-in-veritate.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20201003_enciclica-fratelli-tutti.html
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The plight of Indigenous Peoples was another central focus of Francis’ papacy, culminating in the Amazon Synod in October 

2019. In his post-synodal apostolic exhortation Querida Amazonia, he criticized the “extractivist mentality” that views the 

Amazon solely as a source of resources, re-emphasized the need for integral economic and development models, and strongly 

advocated for the protection of Indigenous rights and territories that are often the most affected by mining activities (§9-14). 

Francis pointed the finger at the mining industry driven by “colonizing interests,” and whose consequences “are provoking a cry 

that rises up to heaven” (§9). Under Francis, three conferences addressing mining concerns were held at the Vatican. In the 2013 

conference, Francis urged that decisions cannot be taken from the perspective of economic gains only; in 2015, he enumerated 

the many cries caused by mining; and in 2019, he reiterated a call for an economic paradigm change. It was in 2023, during an 

Apostolic visit to the Democratic Republic of the Congo and South Sudan, that Francis offered a striking prophetic critique of the 

way mining interests have harmed the African continent: “Hands off Africa! Stop choking Africa: it is not a mine to be stripped or 

a terrain to be plundered. May Africa be the protagonist of its own destiny!”

In addition to these papal documents and statements, several national bishops’ conferences and regional bishops’ councils 

have issued pastoral letters and other documents to guide local churches in responding to the social and ecological consequenc-

es of mining. These are discussed in the “Annotated Bibliography on the Catholic Social Tradition and Mining.” 

Ecclesiology plays a central role in enacting these papal teachings. Under Pope Francis, ecclesiology underwent a deepening of 

its missionary orientation. In Evangelii Gaudium, which can be considered a programmatic document of his papacy, he stated 

that he prefers “a Church which is bruised, hurting and dirty because it has been out on the streets, rather than a Church which is 

unhealthy from being confined and from clinging to its own security” (§49). Francis also deepened the Second Vatican Council’s 

understanding of the Church as “People of God” (§111-134), in which all are missionary disciples, with “a real commitment to 

applying the Gospel to the transformation of society” (§102), in all the institutions and organizations which the Catholic Church 

is composed of, or in which its members are working. With its 1.3 billion members, and thousands of schools, hospitals, parish-

es, and social and development organizations across all continents and at different levels, the Catholic Church possesses unique 

institutional assets to leverage for social impact and uphold human rights and protect ecosystems, especially in these times of 

rising authoritarian governments. 

However, and in the context of synodality, there is much room for rethinking current organizational structures to address mining 

issues. In many countries, bishops’ conferences do not have the human or financial resources, nor the expertise, to accompany 

communities affected by mining in their territories or to take actions to protect their lives and promote their integral human 

development. This is an area where we invite readers of this document to examine current ecclesial structures and what can be 

done to improve their ability to respond. Some dioceses in Colombia are, for example, introducing a special social apostolate in 

relation to mining

Pope Leo XIV has already indicated that his pontificate will be characterised by a strong orientation to peace, justice, and truth, 

which, he emphasized, is a need and yearning shared by all individuals and peoples on the Earth. A week after his election, in 

an address at an Audience with the Diplomatic Corps accredited to the Holy See, he noted that peace “engages and challenges 

each of us, regardless of our cultural background or religious affiliation, demanding first of all that we work on ourselves.” 

“Working for peace,” he continues, “requires acting justly,” and this implies overcoming global inequalities, and “striving to 

ensure respect for the dignity of every person,” concluding that “truly peaceful relationships cannot be built, also within the 

international community, apart from truth,” without which it is “difficult to build authentic relationships, since the objective 

and real premises of communication are lacking.” In July 2025, he introduced a new Mass for the Care of Creation. In his homily 

of its first celebration, Leo asked for the conversion of all who do not yet see the urgency of caring for our common home and 

linked peacebuilding, reconciliation, and ecological care as the same mission received by Christ.

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20200202_querida-amazonia.html
http://www.archivioradiovaticana.va/storico/2013/09/09/pope_hopes_day_of_reflection_on_mining_ethics_will_benefit_industry,/en1-726839
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/pont-messages/2015/documents/papa-francesco_20150717_messaggio-attivita-minerarie.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2019/may/documents/papa-francesco_20190503_incontro-industria-mineraria.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2023/january/documents/20230131-autorita-repdem-congo.html
https://lsri.campion.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/inline-files/Annotated%20Bibliography.pdf
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/speeches/2025/may/documents/20250516-corpo-diplomatico.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/homilies/2025/documents/20250709-omelia-custodia-creazione.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiv/en/homilies/2025/documents/20250709-omelia-custodia-creazione.html
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Key Relevant Themes

1. Dignity of the Human Person, with its corresponding Rights and Duties: This implies, among other things, the 

demand that workers in the mining industry be guaranteed labor rights and that mining operations respect the right of 

local communities to a healthy environment. 

2. Preferential Option for the Poor and Vulnerable: Special consideration for those who are disproportionately affect-

ed by mining operations. The Church emphasizes the land rights of Indigenous Peoples as well as the right of local 

communities to free, prior, and informed consent. The earth itself is due special consideration as a vulnerable entity, 

defenseless against destructive and irresponsible human activity. 

3. Solidarity, Justice, and the Common Good: This includes fighting corruption, advocating for the rights of local com-

munities, and putting pressure on states to set and enforce regulatory frameworks for socio-environmental protec-

tion. This also implies exerting consumer and investor pressure on companies for better conduct. The current dynamic 

of hugely disproportionate energy consumption in wealthy countries, including renewable energy consumption with 

mining consequences to enable it, constitutes grave injustice that violates the common good.

 

4. Integral Human Development, Integral Ecology, and a New Economic Model: The Church condemns extractive-based 

development policies which offer short term economic and social benefits, or benefits to a few, and which cause irrep-

arable harm. It not only calls to develop renewable energies, but an entirely new economic model based on care for 

people and the earth, simple lifestyles, and joyful sobriety.

 

5. Subsidiarity, Participation, and Dialogue: Decisions about mining affecting local populations should not be im-

posed by distant authorities without the consent and participation of those directly affected. Subsidiarity can also 

demand that higher social orders collect local experiences to represent and defend local communities at higher levels 

of governance, and sometimes that they coordinate responses so that communities can be empowered by having a 

broad strategy and platform to follow rather than working in isolation. Not only does the Church emphasize the need 

for prior consent for mining operations, but it also encourages that all stakeholders come together in open and honest 

dialogue to discuss concrete mining operations and their consequences. Transparency is vital to legitimate dialogue 

and informed participation.

6. Universal Destination of Goods and the Social Function of Property: Mining companies must prioritize the common 

good over mere profit. The universal destination of goods challenges governments and mining companies to consider 

the long-term effects of their activities. However, one important caveat is to make sure that the universal destination. 
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PART IV–ACT: MODES OF ENGAGEMENT
The following modes of action have been derived from examples of mining engagement from the worldwide Catholic communi-

ty. It is an attempt to provide options and details to help those seeking to address concerns of justice and peace in mining make 

an informed decision about the most prudential and effective way forward. Different problems call for different answers, differ-

ent circumstances allow for different possibilities, and different positions within the Church carry different responsibilities. For 

each mode identified, we include some examples, describe the circumstances and assets required for success, and discuss some 

key challenges and cautions. The different modes of engagement are connected to one another. They are also mutually reinforc-

ing, such as capacity building for better monitoring and documentation which can enable more effective advocacy. The different 

modes reflect the different levels and organizations of the Church and the roles they each play. For example, for local churches, 

the mode of engagement may be more about monitoring human rights violations and alerting; for international organizations, 

it may be more about policy advocacy and global disinvestment campaigns. It is also worth mentioning that “Act” also includes 

monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness of Church actions themselves and critical self-examination.

One mode of engagement is, however, fundamental to all, and that is pastoral closeness to mine-affected communities and 

accompaniment on a journey toward reconciliation and justice. As Pope Francis reminded in Fratelli Tutti, “we do not serve ideas, 

we serve people” (§115). An accompanying Church operates as the “field hospital” Francis envisioned, and prioritizes the experi-

ences of victims, whether those victims be nations being dealt with unjustly, communities or individuals experiencing inequity 

and violence, or the earth being destroyed. He often referred to the image of pastors having the “smell of the sheep,” such as 

in his homily for the Chrism Mass in April 2015. The pastors of the Church and their associates offer long-term commitment to 

problems that require long-term solutions. Accompaniment builds on the proximity and fidelity that Church leaders have to the 

people, and it provides a foundation for hope and a measure of consolation.

But accompaniment also means that the Church does not try to claim roles that are not appropriate to its mission. The Church is 

not a political institution, but it is a very important civil society actor in many contexts. Accompaniment means supporting and 

empowering people in these civic and political realms and not taking them over (see below section F “Cross-cutting strategies”), 

always keeping in mind that people are ultimately artisans of their destiny, of their own integral human development, and of 

their own path towards holiness (Populorum Progressio, §65).

We wish to note up front that for all the different modes of engagement, financial, human and organizational resources are a 

major need. Institutional commitment to have dedicated personnel working on mining issues, and adequate ecclesial structures 

that bridge the local, national, and international levels will be a requirement whatever the type of engagement. For example, 

some countries like the Philippines, Brazil, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo have dedicated structures within their 

national bishops’ conferences that work on integral ecology and issues arising from mining. We recognize that funding will be a 

perennial challenge. In many cases, relationships with funding or granting organizations or institutions in countries with more 

access to funding streams is a major component of successful action. Finding similar arrangements will be a necessary part of 

most all of the modes of engagement identified below.

Some cautionary notes before we analyze different possible modes of engagement by the Catholic Church on mining issues. 

It is paramount to take stock and do a mapping within one’s context of the different entities within the  Church 

which can act in relation to mining, and what other organizations could be  possible allies.  This would reflect 

a synodal approach, beginning by asking, “With whom could  mining-affected communities  journey together 

on their road to justice and peace?”

1

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20201003_enciclica-fratelli-tutti.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2015/documents/papa-francesco_20150402_omelia-crisma.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-vi_enc_26031967_populorum.html
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The modes of engagement described in this section focus on structural change. It is important to bear 

in mind that these structural actions are not mutually exclusive of immediate responses to locally 

affected communities, such as tending to the wounds or health of mine workers and populations who live near 

contaminated sites, giving shelter to those who have lost their houses to mining disasters, giving psycho- 

social support to those involved in nonviolent resistance, or other needs, as well as fostering social cohesion		

and unity to overcome divisions resulting from different views about mining activities.

Before any mining companies start their exploratory activities, a critical aspect of Catholic actors’ 

engagement will be facilitating local communities’ right to say “no”, and raising consciousness of the real 

long term impacts of future mining activities, as well as laying bare manipulation through “gift-giving” and 

tactics used by companies to divide communities and make it easier to obtain consent. 

In addition to engaging on mining issues as such, debunking the myth of unlimited material progress (Lau-

dato Si’ §78) is crucial. This means developing an alternative economic model based on joyful sobriety and 

low consumption lifestyles and changing consumption patterns for the whole worldwide Church. Helping to 

develop alternative livelihoods that are in harmony with local ecosystems is valuable in this regard. Many 

mining-affected communities are spearheading agro-ecology projects, such as the Amazonian Farms 

project of the Vicaria del Sur in the Archdiocese of Florencia in the Colombian Amazon (Finca Amazonica), the 

agro-ecology national initiative of the Pastoral Land Commission of the Brazilian Conference of Bishops, or 

the alternative livelihoods and agro-ecology program for women of the Good Shepherd Sisters in Kolwesi in 

the DRC.

As noted in the introduction, the work to defend human rights and protect the environment is a danger-

ous venture, especially in the area of mining. The Latin American workshop participants highlighted the 

importance of the four rights of the Escazú Agreement in their context: the right of access to environmental 

information, the right of public participation in the environmental decsion-making process, the right of access 

to justice in environmental matters, and the right to effective protection for rights defenders. These rights are 

fundamental and the Church can play a critical role in ensuring them, and in supporting those whose advocacy 

and defense of rights has been criminalized. 

Many workshop participants emphasized that the Church’s work on increasing transparency and 

addressing corruption in the extractive sector is more effective when the Church itself is transparent and not 

colluding with or profiting from the mining industry. One workshop participant mentioned cases where parish 

priests participated in labor hires for mining companies or sat on the boards of their philanthropic foundations. 

Demand for accountability is not a unidirectional privilege. Dioceses in Brazil and the Philippines have declared 

 a ban on parishes and Church organizations receiving donations from mining companies. In addition to a non- 

acceptance policy, these dioceses are also calling for disinvestment of all Church actors from mining companies,  

to mirror the global campaign of disinvestment from fossil fuels, while recognizing that keeping some shares 

can be an important tool to keep a seat at the table to hold mining companies accountable during shareholder  

meetings. Disinvesting from banks and pension funds that finance harmful mining activities and disinvesting

from mining companies that do not respect the right to free prior and informed consent3 were highlighted by

several participants of the Bogotá gathering as a very important and effective action for the Catholic 

Church globally and a good example of exercising solidarity.

3 See “Recharging Community Consent: Mining companies, battery minerals, and the battle to break from the past,” by Oxfam America, on 
the record of 43 mining companies in respecting FPIC in the extraction of selected transition minerals.
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6

https://www.repam.net/es/campesinos-amazonicos-comprometidos-con-la-justicia-socioambiental-y-el-buen-vivir/
https://www.cptnacional.org.br/publicacoes/noticias/cpt/4241-agroecologia-envolve-mais-do-que-apenas-produzir-defende-agricultor
https://congo.gsif.it/chakuishi/
https://www.cepal.org/en/escazuagreement
https://religionnews.com/2022/05/16/brazils-catholic-bishops-raise-their-voices-against-mining-on-indigenous-land/
https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2024-07/philippines-church-environmental-protection-campaign-cbcp.html
https://laudatosimovement.org/divestment/
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A. Documentation and communication

and challenges.

Mining often occurs in out of the way areas, and without intentional efforts 

to document violations and make them known, those violations can easily 

remain cloaked in obscurity. Recording and compiling data about human rights 

violations, ecological damages, criminalization of protest, threats or 

violence against land defenders, or other illegal activities can provide 

vital foundations for advocacy and catalyze policy change. Communications 

efforts can also help publicize important occurrences in legislatures or courts 

that might be hidden beneath benign-seeming complexity or ignored by 

mainstream news outlets. Press statements, social media, radio program-

ming, or reports can help explain issues, interpret actions by governments 

or mining companies, or just raise public awareness about consequential 

events and policies. The examples below reflect three important actions 

that Church organizations and their partners can take: data collection, case 

studies, and communication campaigns.

1.	 Examples

An example of data collection is the Observatory of Mining Conflicts in Latin America (OCMAL), a coalition of secular and religious 

organizations engaged in mining advocacy. Its central function is documenting and disseminating information about violence, 

human rights violations, and environmental  damages related to the mining industry.  Another good example, rooted in the 

Church of England, is the Global Tailings Portal. After the tailings dam collapse in Brumadinho, Brazil, in January 2019, the 

Pensions Board of the Church of England, along with the Swedish Council on Ethics, launched the Investor Mining and Tailings 

Safety Initiative to study the status of tailings dams around the world in order to support strategies for ethical investing. Yet an-

other example is the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) where member countries commit to disclose information 

about extractives. Church organizations can play a role in ensuring countries meet the EITI standards.

Many Church organizations have developed case studies related to mining. One example is from the Natural Resources Com-

mission of the National Episcopal Conference of the Congo (CERN-CENCO), which wrote an in-depth case study of mining in the 

territory of Walikale in the DRC. Another is a joint project of the Jesuit research centers CINEP in Bogotá, Colombia, and ALBOAN 

in Bilbao, Spain. Their report examined gold mining’s impact on communities near the El Alacrán mine in the southern part of 

the Colombian department of Córdoba. In India, the Bagaicha Institute, a Jesuit social center, led a detailed case study of a land 

acquisition process by a coal company in an Indigenous Adivasi area in the state of Jharkhand, and resulting human rights vio-

lations and displacement.

A point especially emphasized at the Bogotá conference is that all forms of action will be enhanced by 

prayer, spiritual practices, and formation that may be clearly connected to planned actions or stand on their 

own as contributions to strengthen the causes of justice and peace. Eco-spirituality, in the sense of nurturing 

relationships with God, nature, and others as an integrated whole, and maintaining connections with rivers 

and forests, can be an important source of strength and hope when undertaking actions despite setbacks 

7
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https://www.ocmal.org/
https://tailing.grida.no/#header
https://www.churchofengland.org/about/leadership-and-governance/national-church-institutions/church-england-pensions-board/pensions
https://www.churchofengland.org/about/leadership-and-governance/national-church-institutions/church-england-pensions-board/pensions
https://www.churchofengland.org/about/leadership-and-governance/national-church-institutions/church-england-pensions-board-3
https://eiti.org/our-mission
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://notredame.app.box.com/s/fcofkjkmqujlrgct4mqxdse7ybz32osj&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1726248757307202&usg=AOvVaw0C4MeS-lYir9hjFJDODcAj
https://cinep.org.co
https://www.alboan.org/en
https://centroderecursos.alboan.org/es/registros/8776-gold-mining-and-local
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00139157.2024.2343328
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In the Philippines, Alyansa Tigil Mina (ATM) is an example of an organization with a sustained, multifaceted 

communication campaign on mining issues. ATM is a large coalition of organizations, several of which are Catholic ones includ-

ing universities, diocesan social action centers, and religious orders. ATM issues frequent press statements, social media posts, 

and newsletters that comment on national and local events that impact mining. 

2.	 Circumstances for success 

In the above examples, especially for documentation of cases, time is a key factor. While the projects deal with 

urgent problems, the products they aimed to produce were not urgent. Documentation requires patience to be done 

effectively, and it also requires commitment over a period of time if the data to be collected is to be robust and 

valuable. 

The examples also demonstrate a clear focus. The goal of what they want to document is specifically defined. Mining is a com-

plicated reality, and documenting every dimension is too dense of a task. Specific goals are needed. They may be geographic, 

focusing on telling the story of one particular location, or topical, with possible issues apart from the ones above including 

things such as soil contamination, employment practices, deforestation, children’s health, women’s reproductive health, or 

violence against women, to name a few.

Collecting data to document in mining areas can be highly dangerous. Safety must be a primary concern. Some risk 

is likely unavoidable, but documentation work should not be carried out if it will put data-collectors, journalists, 

researchers, or others contributing to the effort at unnecessary risk. 

3.	 Assets needed

Documenting requires a communications platform to make information available. A partner institution with a 

highly visible internet presence is one possible way to meet this need. Personnel with skill in data presentation is also 

needed. Two helpful assets are radio stations and social media platforms. One workshop participant noted that in the 

Philippines, all 85 dioceses had Facebook pages and that there were 52 diocesan radio stations. Yet, none of these 

communications channels were used to give voice to the communities affected by mining or to inform the wider pub-

lic about human rights violations and ecological destruction. Another participant mentioned an ecumenical initiative in 

Canada which interspersed a country music program on a local radio channel with information about the dangers of 

uranium mining in the area. 

Adequate human and financial resources are needed, suited to the scale of the intended focus. A single community case study 

may require a skilled individual or small team; documenting a topic across locations would likely require a large team, but may 

not depending on the type of information sought. For example, the Global Tailings Portal was developed largely from a survey 

of the industry, while the OCMAL database requires reporting from multiple on-the-ground data collectors from a coalition of 

agencies.

Persons involved in documentation work need skills in ethnographic research and data science. Depending on the type of proj-

ect, these skills may not need to be expert level, but facility with collecting information from the field and/or presenting and 

analyzing data is important.

https://www.alyansatigilmina.net/


28

B. Training and capacity-building

4.	 Challenges

Data can change quickly and become outdated. Documenting the experiences of vulnerable communities and the various 

problems they face requires sustained efforts to keep information current.

Developing thick information that is substantial enough to warrant use in other settings, like research, advocacy, or education, 

requires skill and proficiency, organizational commitment, and enough resources to do the depth of work required for the length 

of time needed.

Threats, intimidation, and violence are not uncommon for those who work to unmask violations associated with the mining in-

dustry. Accordingly, safety is a perpetual challenge in this type of front-line work, and as stated above, must be a central concern 

and necessary condition for carrying it out.

For a communication strategy, the volume of information that can potentially be reported is very large. Keeping up with it, and 

deciding how to filter and focus it, can be a daunting task.

To engage with the mining industry requires a wide range of specialized knowledge. And effective advocacy and peacebuilding 

work of any kind in any context requires honed skills and understanding of how to navigate policy and legal channels and 

complex community dynamics. This can be a difficult reality calling for things well outside the expertise of those working for 

and leading the Church. Catholic universities can play an important role in that regard by providing the needed expertise, such 

as geologists, hydrologists, public health specialists, biologists, legal experts, etc. There are also individuals and organizations 

that share the Church’s values of justice, peace, and integral ecology, and who possess important skills and assets, with whom 

Church actors can partner to enact effective change. 

The aims of training and capacity-building can vary: legal literacy, mediation and advocacy skills, scientific understanding, land 

management, alternative livelihoods, or business planning, to name a few. The examples below are chosen in part to try to 

represent this range of possibilities.

1.	 Examples 

In 2013, Kenya announced discovery of oil and mineral deposits that would figure prominently in national  conomic develop-

ment plans. Several of these resource discoveries were in regions with high ecological vulnerability and established conflict.

A team of researchers from Hekima University College led a study to identify knowledge gaps among the local population and 

government officials. Hekima responded by creating a program, Chartered Mediation in Extractive Industries, to educate and 

empower community members to form systems of leadership at the local level. This example reflects training in legal literacy 
and mediation and advocacy skills.

 

The Madre de Dios region in the Peruvian Amazon includes the government’s designated corridor for small-scale gold mining. 

But much of the mining occurs illegally, either because of miners not receiving proper permits or not following regulations 

correctly. This has led to serious ecological damages, public health problems, sex trafficking as mining boom towns emerge, 

and loss of traditional livelihoods for many Indigenous groups. With its partner organization Centro de Innovación Científica 

Amazónica (CINCIA), Cáritas Madre de Dios helps Indigenous Peoples and rural communities develop land management plans, 

https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4003331
https://crtp.hekima.ac.ke/2020-chartered-mediators-in-extractive-industries-mediation-and-advocacy-training/
https://cincia.wfu.edu/en/
https://cincia.wfu.edu/en/
https://caritasmadrededios.org.pe/
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informed by scientific understanding from CINCIA’s research work. 

Some communities may choose to move ahead with mining, either granting a corporation exploitation rights or carrying out 

small-scale mining on its own. With corporations, training in negotiation or legal literacy, like the Chartered Mediators program 

above, can be helpful to ensure greater accountability and more equitable distribution of benefits. In cases of small-scale min-

ing, training and planning assistance can help make sure that mining occurs in the most sustainable and viable ways possible. 

Another project supported by Cáritas Madre de Dios and CINCIA is AMATAF, which is a coalition of artisanal miners who work 

together to mine gold without mercury and with responsible land management, and with a business plan to bring it to market. 

It is the first alluvial mining organization certified fair-mined in the Amazon. Another example of assisting artisanal miners is in 

the DRC, where the Natural Resources Commission of the National Episcopal Conference of the Congo, in 2020, led workshops for 

legal literacy that would enable artisanal miners to better understand and navigate transparency regulations, like the United 

States’ Dodd-Frank Act, so that they would not be blocked from market access. 

2.	 Circumstances of success

Training and capacity building presumes an active civil society. There must be a receptive audience–social leaders and engaged 

citizens–to be trained and empowered. 

The community and civil society need to share values with the Church in these areas, especially in line with integral 

ecology, integral human development, and integral peace.

Transparency is needed in order to allow civil society members being empowered to defend their rights and build peace. 

This includes knowing details about how mining operations are being negotiated and carried out. Those details are 

essential for being able to build effective and targeted action campaigns.

Capacity-building and training will be much less impactful as one-off activities. Successful work in this area will in-

volve some degree of institutionalization and replicability so that a critical mass of mediators, advocates, and leaders 

can be created and sustained. Working with universities could be valuable in that regard, such as a human rights course 

for the Amazon region run by the University Program of the Amazon in partnership with Jesuit Worldwide Learning, or the 

University of Deusto running a 3-month Indigenous rights course for Latin American Indigenous environmental 

defenders in Bilbao, Spain. 

3.	 Assets needed

Expertise is a necessity for training and capacity building, but it is expertise that will be frequently available within Catho-

lic spaces. Many Catholic development agencies, like Catholic Relief Services or Caritas, peacebuilding organizations, like 

Sant’Egidio or Pax Christi, or universities include people with expertise in areas like law, mediation, and development. Secu-

lar partners with similar values can also be valuable contributors, such as the organization Pure Earth which has assisted the 

AMATAF coalition in Peru with several technical dimensions of their gold production operation. 

To conduct training courses, safe and accessible spaces are needed. For some communities, travel may be prohibitive  or difficult 

and trainers or capacity-builders will need to go to the communities. If it is possible, it can be very effective to bring those being 

trained together in a central location to focus and work together for a period of time. Schools, universities, diocesan offices, 

churches, or community centers are examples of spaces that may be suitable for these kinds of gatherings.

As with any educational endeavor, materials and resources are required. If circumstances and/or goals are unique, these mate-

rials may need to be produced, but it may also be possible to use or adapt materials from other sources that have done similar 

work. 

https://fairmined.org/community-profiles-4/amataf/
https://globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/conflict-resources/dodd-frank-act-section-1502/
https://puamazonico.org/noticias/programas/2023/06/puam-construccion-curso-ddhh-amazonia/
https://www.deusto.es/es/inicio/estudia/estudios/curso-seminario/experto-ddhh-pueblos-indigenas/programa-indigena
https://www.pureearth.org/
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C. Advocacy

4.	 Challenges

A significant number of community leaders that would be targets for training and capacity-building are employed outside of 

the advocacy space. And many are women with responsibilities for children and other family members. Accordingly, training 

sessions must be flexible and account for work hours and family care that potential trainees will have to work around.

Mining often involves heavy migration. This makes communities around mining sites more transitory, and introduces many 

socio-economic challenges, like separated families, economic benefits being carried away from the local area, and community 

members without a stake in the area’s long-term sustainability. Strategies like training and capacity-building, which often focus 

in different ways on community-building, must carefully navigate these migration dynamics.

Some of the projects that would be outcomes of these interventions may require significant capital costs, such as implementing 

a reforestation plan or setting up alternative livelihood systems. Given funding challenges, the end goal of a training or capaci-

ty-building project and how it can be financially supported should be in view from the beginning.

Advocacy can take many forms, such as legal prosecution, legislative reform, or disinvestment campaigns, and it can be 

targeted at many different social levels, from the local to the international. The law is an area where many Church actions 

have taken place, such as  guaranteeing the legal protection of Indigenous territories, demanding reparations for right 

to health violations, and others. In some cases, Church organizations are one of the plaintiffs in a court case. Facilitat-

ing dialogue roundtables and convening different actors to mediate a way forward amid conflict has also been, in some 

countries such as Peru and Colombia, an important role the Church plays in the policy arena. In whatever form, the 

extensive networks, community presence, moral voice, and broad reach of the Church give it great and distinct potential for 

impact in the advocacy space.

1.	 Examples

Derechos Humanos y Medio Ambiente—Puno, Peru (DHUMA) was founded in 1988 as the Vicariate of Solidarity within the 

Catholic Prelature of Juli. In 2008, DHUMA became an independent civil society organization, but it has maintained its Cath-

olic identity. It works in the area of legal advocacy for Indigenous Peoples in mining-affected areas trying to navigate the law 

and assert and defend their rights. It is able to do this in large part thanks to having trained lawyers leading its organization. 

In 2017, El Salvador became the first country to pass legislation for a total ban on metal mining. The ban was achieved with sup-

port from the leadership of the Catholic Church, which helped consolidate national support, and academics from the Jesuit-run 

Central American University, who drafted proposed legislation and provided data and research to make the potential harms of 

mining in the country known. The ban was sadly overturned by President Bukele in December 2024 and a new bill is being intro-

duced that will grant the government sole authority over mining activities.

In 2018, in Minas Gerais, Brazil, communities organized around a parish in the Belisário district to reject a bauxite mine and com-

missioned their own environmental impact assessment, as the only assessment done was that of the company. In 2016, Vicaria 

del Sur in the Colombian Amazon also led an alternative environmental impact assessment, through which they stopped an oil 

project from going forward. 

https://www.vaticannews.va/es/iglesia/news/2022-06/conflicto-las-bambas-gobierno-pide-colaboracion-a-iglesia.html
https://caracol.com.co/2024/06/17/arquidiocesis-de-santafe-de-antioquia-pide-avanzar-en-una-formalizacion-minera-en-buritica/
https://www.derechoshumanospuno.org.pe/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2706819
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/dec/23/el-salvador-overturns-metals-mining-ban
https://www.brasildefato.com.br/2018/12/12/moradores-de-muriae-mg-barram-mineracao-e-transformam-area-em-patrimonio-hidrico/
https://lsri.campion.ox.ac.uk/publications/faith-based-participation-natural-resource-governance
https://lsri.campion.ox.ac.uk/publications/faith-based-participation-natural-resource-governance
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In the Philippines, ATM contributed to developing and implementing a mine performance audit in 2016, led by the 

government’s environmental department, as a tool to hold mining companies accountable and verify their claims of “responsi-

ble mining.” The audit monitored and assessed a mining company’s compliance with environmental laws and their own contrac-

tual obligations, and enumerated their violations, with evidence, so that they could be easily tracked.

In Madagascar, the bishops’ conference launched, with the support of Catholic Relief Services, the Taratra project which 

aimed at ensuring that mining companies operating in the Toliara province in Southwest Madagascar have a posi-

tive impact on improving the living conditions of local populations. The bishops demanded an increase in taxation and 

redistributive measures.

2.	 Circumstances for success

Advocacy campaigns are more likely to be effective if there is stable 
governance through which advocacy can be directed. This includes a 

functional judiciary. Activities in this area will be less successful in situations 

of weak governance and high corruption, but advocacy can also be a tool to 

work against weak governance and corruption, especially if it can leverage 

international support.

The goal of advocacy should have a reasonable amount of public support. In 

some cases, such as the El Salvador example above, forging public support 

and combating disinformation that might inhibit it can be a part of the ad-

vocacy work. 

Advocacy work should have a clear and targeted goal, such as a specific piece

of legislation being sought, a particular legal dispute being resolved, or a 

distinct regulatory reform. Any of  these kinds of goals, and many others, can be reasonable. But there needs to be a defined aim. 

Such aims may often emerge as responses to given circumstances or actions by governments or mining companies. 

While not strictly a necessary factor for success, some forms of advocacy can be greatly enhanced by complementary or even 

primarily focused efforts in home countries of mining corporations or Global North countries that account for a majority of con-

sumer demand. Such efforts are much more feasible when focusing on minerals that are on conflict or critical mineral lists. An 

example of this is the legal work conducted by CINEP with Swiss multinational Glencore over the Cerrejón coal mine in Colombia, 

or the advocacy of the bishops in the DRC to bring about the United States’ Dodd-Frank Act on conflict minerals.

Advocacy also requires a range of strategies to apply pressure and achieve the desired goal, and a large coalition at 

different levels. This can range from organizations in the Global North to disinvest from mining companies, protests against 

Major companies’ headquarters in Australia, Europe, or North America, protests against Junior and subsidiary companies in the 

company’s national headquarters, lobbying a national assembly, launching a large scale media and information campaign, or 

others. 

3.	 Assets needed

Advocacy works best when it is done with skill and it is well informed. Experts with advocacy skills and the ability to give 

a campaign a robust base of understanding with regard to the technical issues at stake are needed. Training tools for 

advocacy skills can be useful, such as Pax Christi International’s guide on advocacy and peace. When the Church is called 
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https://www.fides.org/en/news/74179-AFRICA_MADAGASCAR_The_Taratra_project_an_initiative_of_the_Episcopal_Conference_to_promote_responsible_mining_exploitation
https://cinep.org.co/publicaciones/producto/glencore-report-en/
https://cpn.nd.edu/assets/586072/pci_policymaker_s_tool_nonviolence_21.pdf
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to mediate conflict, this requires diplomatic skills in conflict-mediation. Secular NGOs and other groups can also be 

strong allies in this regard, such as Publish What You Pay, which can provide transparency data to strengthen the Church’s 

advocacy.

Access to civic leaders, policymakers, and legislators is needed for advocacy work. In some cases, a country’s civil society may be 

structured in ways that ordinary citizens are readily able to voice concerns to leaders. In other situations, such as international 

advocacy, that access may require networks of collaborators or opportunities created out of personal relationships.

Institutional commitment is a vital way for Church organizations to harness their capacity in the advocacy sphere. 

Effective advocacy is a slow, prolonged process that requires sustained attention, resources, and effort. 

Successful advocacy campaigns are strongly organized. A dedicated coordinator, or coordinating team, is very important. Part 

of the institutional commitment to advocacy should include dedicating resources to making sure adequate advocacy leadership 

is in place.

4.	 Challenges

Weak governance or corruption present significant difficulties for advocacy. Advocacy work for good governance may need to 

precede advocacy for specific issues of governance like mining regulation. In the DRC, for example, the bishops’ conference is 

very active on mining, but much of its public advocacy focuses on elections and governance because it is a necessary condition 

for impact in the mining sector.

The fragility of advocacy success can be a major frustration. As El Salvador demonstrates, advocacy successes can be 

dependent on the government which can always overturn legislation or decisions approved by previous regimes.

Advocacy is greatly enhanced when there is unity among stakeholders. Such unity can be very difficult as community ideas on 

mining can vary greatly. Advocacy should focus on practicable goals that reflect justice and sustainability, and that represent 

points of reasonable consensus among stakeholders.

Advocacy work calls for balancing prophetic and policy discourse (see Tobias Winright’s chapter in Catholic Peacebuilding and 

Mining). The experiences of suffering by many mining-affected communities, and distrust of mining companies, can lead prac-

titioners and peacebuilders to adopt a strong prophetic condemnation of the mining industry. Such critiques have their place, 

such as for defending the right to say “no.” In some cases, advocacy was successful because it was not gradualist, such as the 

case of the Dongria Kondh against Vedanta in the state of Odisha in India, or the resistance against Sagittarius Mining and its 

Tampakan copper-gold site in Mindanao in the Philippines. Such nonviolent, uncompromising resistance is a very important 

element of anti-mining struggles. However, in other cases, advocacy will be more effective if it is rooted in policy discourse that 

tries to work within realistic limitations, soberly reconcile conflicting points of view, and accept some degree of accommodation 

and gradualism. 

Relatedly, one of the Church’s roles may be mediating between different stakeholders with competing interests. In such circum-

stances it must be careful to maintain a moral voice, remaining focused on key principles like human dignity, the common good, 

care for creation, and preferential option for the poor and vulnerable. 

Advocacy successes can have unintended consequences. For example, after successful advocacy to get the United States’ Dodd-

Frank legislation passed on conflict minerals, many artisanal miners saw their situations worsen at first because of difficulties 

navigating the new regulations. Trying to forecast these kinds of difficulties is prudent, as is planning ahead to make sure com-

munities and individuals have resources to adjust to new circumstances that successful advocacy might bring about.

https://pwyp.org
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/oa-edit/10.4324/9781003094272-8/mining-framework-ethics-extraction-natural-resources-integral-peace-tobias-winright?context=ubx&refId=56b78286-31e8-4d08-8d80-793e81f8996b
https://www.survivalinternational.org/tribes/dongria
https://www.reuters.com/article/markets/currencies/philippines-tampakan-copper-gold-mine-may-begin-operations-in-2026-idUSKBN2ZF0K9/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/dpr.12372
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Nonviolent civil resistance is a strategy that Church actors can use to oppose a government decision or law or to pro-

test when governments or companies ignore laws without consequence.  This can include approval of a disputed en-

vironmental impact assessment and demand for a new assessment to be carried out by an independent body, opposi-

tion to the government granting a mining company license to explore or operate, revendication for environmental laws, or 

agreed upon social compensation and environmental mitigation plans not being respected. Churches possess a large ar-

ray of creative ways for undertaking nonviolent actions to press governments to revert their decisions or fulfill their legal 

obligations. Often, churches will rely on their liturgical and symbolic resources to convey a message, such as eucharistic liturgies 

celebrated near exploration or exploitation sites, pilgrimages, prayer vigils, and others. In many cases, the Church’s involvement 

will include partnership with other actors, often secular, and their symbolic and liturgical actions will be part of larger nonvio-

lent types of action such as marches or road blocks. 

1.	 Examples 

In the department of Caquetá in the Colombian Amazon, Vicaría del Sur, via its “Commissions for the Life of Water,” participated 

in a bridge block to oppose trucks entering an oil exploration site. The blockade lasted for two months and was successful in 

renegotiating a new environmental impact assessment, which eventually led to the exploration not going ahead. The group 

used spiritual practices, such as baptisms, pilgrimages, and stations of the cross, to make connections between the sacredness 

of water and life and the destruction of life the project would entail. 

In Chiapas, Mexico, Modevite, a movement linked to the Jesuit Misión Bachajón, undertook marches unifying different commu-

nities affected by a highway project, which would open the way for mining companies to start extractive activities in the region. 

These marches took place over several days under the form of a pilgrimage and included human rights training activities when 

the march stopped in villages along the way. 

The Catholic Church in the Philippines has lent support in several instances of local nonviolent resistance against mining. In 

Brooke’s Point, Palawan, a mining company refused to observe a local government order to halt operations due to environmen-

tal risks. Bishops Socrates Mesiona and Broderick Pabill voiced public support for protests that blocked the company’s access 

road. And Fr. Salvador Saturnino, along with 11 other priests, celebrated mass for the protesters. The protest in Brooke’s Point 

was inspired by a similar protest on Sibuyan Island that lasted over a year beginning in February 2023. The protest in Sibuyan 

was coordinated by Living Laudato Si’ Philippines, a lay movement that was begun in 2018 to promote disinvestment from en-

vironmentally harmful activities.

Another good example comes from a case in Panama that was presented in October 2024 at a meeting of Latin American bishops 

whose dioceses were affected by mining. In 2023, a license for copper exploitation was renewed to Minera Panamá, a subsidiary 

of First Quantum Minerals, which operated in biodiversity-rich areas. Several organized demonstrations subsequently broke out. 
Iglesias y Minería, the Archdiocese of Panama, through its Caritas agency and its Justice and Peace Commission, and Panama 

members of REPAM were involved, and encouraged Catholic laypeople to join the demonstrations. These led the Supreme Court 

to declare the mining contract unconstitutional and the president of Panama announced that the copper mine would therefore 

be closed.

When not directly taking part in nonviolent protests, Catholic organizations can support protesters by bringing food for people 

who stay encamped, blocking a road, offering moral and emotional support, or, in extreme circumstances, attending to the 

wounds of protesters who may be injured by police or military violence.

D. Nonviolent civil resistance

https://www.wri.org/research/faith-based-participation-natural-resource-governance-brazil-colombia-mexico
https://www.wri.org/research/faith-based-participation-natural-resource-governance-brazil-colombia-mexico
https://www.philstar.com/headlines/2023/04/17/2259597/green-groups-church-leaders-hit-arrest-brookes-point-residents-opposing-mining-ops
https://interaksyon.philstar.com/politics-issues/2023/03/22/246615/fight-against-mining-in-palawan-is-fight-for-future-says-priest/
https://livinglaudatosi.org.ph/
https://livinglaudatosi.org.ph/
https://livinglaudatosi.org.ph/
https://www.vaticannews.va/es/iglesia/news/2024-10/obispos-latinoamericanos-las-consecuencias-de-la-mineria.html
https://iglesiasymineria.org/
https://www.repam.net/es/
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2.	 Circumstances for success

For nonviolent resistance to be successful, there needs to be a clear goal or demand, e.g., revocation of an approved environ-

mental impact assessment, or legal consequences for a company acting illegally or in bad faith. It is also helpful for those goals 

to be linked to other strategies for legal action or advocacy, and linked to a formation element to educate and organize people 

around the values driving the nonviolent action, such as human rights or ecology. 

Most of all, nonviolent resistance is most successful in democratic environments where governments and businesses do not 

resort to criminalization or violence to curb opposition or dissent and are responsive to people’s demands. With the growing 

trend of criminalization of environmental protests worldwide, the space for nonviolent resistance, and civic space more gener-

ally, may be shrinking. However, the Church may possess here a unique resource, with church buildings offering a space for civil 

society to come together as was the case in the 1970s and 1980s in Latin America to confront authoritarian regimes, or in South 

Africa to confront apartheid. 

3.	 Assets needed

Nonviolent resistance does not require many resources beyond time and organization. It needs a leading person or 

institution to organize the protest and articulate its specific demands and rationale. It needs people to commit time to attend, 

as well as a supportive financial and emotional environment if the protest extends to several days or weeks. 

In contexts of repression and violence, formation in nonviolence is critical. In the case of Chiapas in Mexico, the diocese of San 

Cristobal de las Casas created, under the leadership of Bishop Samuel Ruiz, the organization Servicios y Asesoría para la Paz 

(Serapaz) to mediate between the Zapatista Army of National Liberation and the Mexican government. It now works on nonvio-

lence formation in the region to help local communities oppose government and drug cartel violence. 

4.	 Challenges

The greatest challenge to nonviolent resistance is the violence of state actors, police, and private security hired by mining 
companies, as highlighted by a recent paper by the UN Special Rapporteur on Environmental Defenders under the Aarhus 

Convention. In the face of such violence, international visibility of the local communities’ demands is paramount. This was 

true, for example, in the case of Berta Cáceres in Honduras and the organization she co-founded, the Civic Council of Popular and 

Indigenous Organizations of Honduras (COPINH). Although not directly a Church organization, COPINH has links to the Catholic 

Church and participated in the World Meeting of Popular Movements convened by Pope Francis in 2014. Her murder in March 

2016, shortly after winning the Goldman Environmental Prize, led to the cancellation of a dam project on the Gualcarque river 

following disinvestment from major Western companies, including Siemens. Without such visibility, protests can often end 

without achieving significant change.

The public perception of a protest can be difficult to keep under control. Companies with huge assets can maneuver narratives 

to make protesters look bad. This occurred in El Salvador where a mining company seeking to end the effort to ban metal mining 

carried out a disinformation campaign that required strategic counter-measures from involved Church actors.

Many of the above modes of engagement are interconnected. Documentation, advocacy, training and capacity building, 

communications, and nonviolent resistance often go together, with different emphasis or intensity at different moments. 

https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/environmental-activists/missing-voices/
https://serapaz.org.mx/quienes-somos/
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2024-02/UNSR_EnvDefenders_Aarhus_Position_Paper_Civil_Disobedience_EN.pdf
https://ecomartyrdom.net/remembering-ecomartyrs/berta-caceres
https://www.goldmanprize.org/recipient/berta-caceres/
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Underpinning these different modes of engagement, there are some cross-cutting ways of proceeding, all rooted in the close-

ness of the Church to the members of the People of God. As Pope Francis expressed it in Evangelii Gaudium: “Our commitment 

does not consist exclusively in activities or programmes of promotion and assistance; what the Holy Spirit mobilizes is not an 

unruly activism, but above all an attentiveness which considers the other ‘in a certain sense as one with ourselves.’ [...] Only on 

the basis of this real and sincere closeness can we properly accompany the poor on their path of liberation” (§199).

1.	 Practicing subsidiarity 

Such closeness to the lives of those who are afflicted implies subsidiarity, that is, the principle that problems should be dealt 

with at the lowest level possible, but the highest level necessary. Subsidiarity is rooted in the principle that each individual 

person holds transcendent value that places moral demands on economies and governments. As the United States bishops 

observed in 1986, “The economy should serve people, not the other way around.” It is this principle that drives the Catholic 

approach to problems of poor governance and corruption. As Pope St. John Paul II taught in Veritatis Splendor, it is because of 

the human dignity of each individual that political and public leaders must deal honestly and transparently with the peoples 

they serve (§98-101).4 The principle of subsidiarity grounds engagement with civic, economic, and political entities in the funda-

mental moral truth of human dignity.

In the case of mining, subsidiarity would say that the communities impacted by mining need to be centered and empow-

ered to the greatest extent possible, but that the national, regional, and/or global nature of the issues at stake, like climate 

change, violent conflict, or economic justice, mean that community goals and decisions need to be translated into broader 

frameworks. Action at the mine site needs to be connected to action in the company headquarters and the national and inter-

national legislations under which its activities fall. This involves connecting local levels with higher level resources and oppor-

tunities, like connecting impacted communities with major mining legislation like the European Union Critical Raw Minerals 

Act, or UN platforms such as the UN Forum on Business and Human Rights, or the Intergovernmental Forum on Mining, Min-

erals, Metals and Sustainable Development. One of the Church’s strengths is its ability to engage on multiple levels of society 

through its unique organizational structures that bridge the local and global, and coordinate those engagements. Subsidiarity 

means being deliberate and prudent about calibrating that engagement and coordination. National bishops’ conferences and 

regional councils should work to establish common platforms on mining so that local communities are able to follow clear 

guidance and act from a position of greater strength by being part of a larger support network. Such higher-level coordination 

can also mitigate the possibility of local peoples being seduced by promises of immediate benefits without understanding 

potential harms or tradeoffs, and help integrate responses to mining with other policy priorities, such as a national peace pro-

cess or a campaign for environmental advocacy.  And whatever form it takes, it is vital that subsidiarity follow the model of 

synodality, with all Church actors, lay or ordained, women or men, walking and deciding together. This could include creat-

ing dedicated ecology ministries within diocesan structures, such as the Eco-Convergence initiative in the Philippines which 

links communities and civil society organizations. The Amazon Synod in October 2019 was a pioneering example of synodality 

which led to the sufferings of the peoples in the Amazon region being a central focus of the Church globally. It also led to 

new ecclesial structures to better respond to the socio-ecological challenges of the region in ways reflective of subsidiarity. 

 

4 St. John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, 6 August 1993, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_
enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor.html.

E. Cross-cutting strategies

https://www.usccb.org/upload/economic_justice_for_all.pdf
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrc-subsidiary-bodies/united-nations-forum-business-and-human-rights
https://www.igfmining.org
https://www.igfmining.org
https://www.licas.news/2019/10/18/eco-convergence-promoting-laudato-si-in-the-philippines/
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2.	 Building coalitions 

A second cross-cutting strategy of engagement is coalition building. With few exceptions, the examples referenced above 

owe much of their success to having robust coalitions at the local as well as at the national and global levels, and to part-

nering with secular organizations and ones from other Christian denominations or other faiths. Mining companies 

thrive on the skewed power dynamics that their financial advantages grant them; similarly, corruption is often protect-

ed by the typically greater power that governments have relative to civic organizations and communities. There are many 

organizations that share the Church’s values and vision with regard to development, peace, and ecology. Partnering to 

amplify one another’s power is a vital way of countering those power imbalances. Coalitions are important means of 

resource and workload sharing, finding additional funding streams, widening activities to have more significant impact, and 

sharing wisdom and best practices for new engagements. But fundamentally, coalitions express best what the principle of 
solidarity is, a “firm and persevering commitment to the common good” (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, §38) – or we would say today 

a “firm and persevering commitment to integral ecology,” which includes “every person living on this planet” (Laudato Si’, §3),5 

of whatever creed or none.6 This is exemplified by the work by Churches in Latin America and Brazil to lead advocacy with other 

actors for international institutions and states to recognize the rights of nature. 

3.	 Seeking expertise

All the modes of engagement require seeking out expertise. Documenting what is happening on the ground 

requires professional experts such as scientists who collect and analyze water samples to assess levels of 

contamination, lawyers who can represent local communities whose human rights have been violated, communications and 

media professionals who can amplify the message through videos, radio programs, news articles, or other media, conflict me-

diation professionals who can unblock a deadlock situation, and many others. In many cases, Church involvement in mining 

issues will require partnering with professional organizations, be it a local university that can provide the necessary skills for 

conducting an alternative environmental impact assessment, a professional network of pro-bono human rights lawyers, or 

media agencies and news platforms, among others.

4.	 Leveraging symbols and sacraments 

When it is appropriate, Church actors in the above cases leveraged symbolic and sacramental images and 
practices to enhance moral credibility and prophetic impact, but also to galvanize supporters and strengthen solidarity. 

They also help foster spiritual formation which, when it is not an explicit primary goal, is almost always part of the cluster of 

secondary goals that can help advance positive social impact. Utilizing these quintessential Catholic elements is also an import-

ant way to keep engagement centered on gospel values and Church mission. Several participants of the Bogotá event mentioned 

the importance of cultivating prayer and an eco-spirituality, for communion with the rivers and forests and with God is often 

what is the source of action and what gives strength to act despite challenges and setbacks. 

5.	 Emphasizing education and formation

The Church houses a vast network of educational institutions throughout the globe at all levels: primary schools, 

secondary schools, and universities. In many countries, the Catholic Church is the biggest provider of education 

after the state. It possesses a unique leverage in education and formation in ethical values and the formation of con-

science around respect of human dignity and care for our common home. Educational institutions can include justice and 

5 St. John Paul II, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 30 December 1987, https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_
jp-ii_enc_30121987_sollicitudo-rei-socialis.html.
6 Francis, Laudato Si’, 24 May 2015, https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enci-
clica-laudato-si.html.

https://olma.org.br/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/direitosdanatureza.pdf


37

ecology as compulsory subjects in their curriculum, as some universities are already doing, such as the Pontifical Catholic 

University in Peru introducing a compulsory integral ecology module for all its students. As Pope Francis writes in Laudato Si’, 

“Once we start to think about the kind of world we are leaving to future generations, we look at things differently; we realize 

that the world is a gift which we have freely received and must share with others. Since the world has been given to us, we 

can no longer view reality in a purely utilitarian way, in which efficiency and productivity are entirely geared to our individual 

benefit” (§159).7 Focusing on formation for youth and including them as central participants in advocacy work and other modes 

of engagement is a critical cross-cutting strategy. Another important stakeholder for Church formation is Indigenous and rural 

communities so that they understand their rights better. The University Program of the Amazon is a recent example of an initia-

tive especially focused on empowerment and formation for Indigenous Peoples, and is a direct outcome of the Amazon Synod.

By no means are the modes of action outlined here exhaustive. Our hope with this document is to create a process of reflection 

and planning for Catholic organizations and their partners to respond to the sufferings of women and men of this age, and to 

the sufferings of the earth, that a certain economic model and its consumption patterns are creating by disregarding the effects 

of this consumption for people and planet.

In a message after Juan Antonio López’s murder, Bishop Jenry Ruiz, of the Diocese of Trujillo where the National Park that López 

sought to protect is situated, addressed the following words: “You told me that you were not an environmentalist because, for 

you, the social, ecological and political commitment was not an ideological question, but a question of your being of Christ and 

of the Church.” Addressing mining and its ecological and social consequences is not an optional extra, it is indeed a question of 

being of Christ and of the Church.

7 Francis, Laudato Si’, 24 May 2015, https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enci-
clica-laudato-si.html.

Photo: Caritas Philippines

https://puam.org/
https://www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2024-09/pope-angelus-honduras-enviornmental-activist-juan-antonio-lopez.html
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