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TSF failures in recent years have highlighted the importance of improving how Tailings 
Storage Facilities (TSFs) are managed. The new Global Tailings Standard is an 
important step in this direction. 

In light of the Global Tailings Standard, Steyn Reddy Associates (SRA) has published 
this 2 Part Tailings Storage Facility and Resettlement Insight Series to look further into 
the role of resettlement in relation to TSF management.

Introduction:

Purpose of the Tailings Storage Facility and Resettlement Insight Series
To help project proponents, mine owners, land access and resettlement practitioners, communities 
and other interested parties to understand how displacement impacts and resettlement can be 
properly considered and handled within the broader context of effectively assessing and managing 
tailing storage facility (TSF) risks and consequences to communities, be these in relation to existing 
or planned TSFs.

Past Dam Failures
The disastrous failure of the Fundão tailings storage facility in Mariana, Brazil on 5th November 
2015, and the later failure of the TSF at the Corrego do Feijão mine in Brumadinho, Brazil on 25th 
January 2019 helped to focus further attention on the environmental and social risks related to 
mining. Sadly, these incidents are not unique. They follow in the path of a number of other incidents. 
In this century, a few of the other major tailings related incidents include at Pichi Lake, Canada on 
30th November 2004; Rio Pomba Cataguases, Brazil on 10th January 2007; Taoshi, China on 8th 
September 2008; Ajika, Hungary on 4th October 2010; Padcal No 3, Philippines on 3rd August 
2012; Mount Polley, Canada on 4th August 2014; and Hpakant, Myanmar on 25th October 2015.

TSF Risks and Consequences
As evidenced by the incidents referred to above, from a social perspective an inherent risk 
associated with a TSF is the potential of structural failure and the consequences of this on 
communities in the vicinity and further afield. Failure and its consequences may take a number of 
forms e.g. seepage from out of the TSF causing ground water pollution, or a breach of the dam wall 
causing outflow of materials and inundation of buildings, crops and other assets, with consequent 
loss of livelihoods and / or injury and loss of life.

From a project proponent / mine owner perspective, additional risks relate to a disruption to 
operations and consequent cost and profit implications, as well as impacts on reputation and 
potential lost opportunity costs as a result. In today’s connected world, where many companies and 
financial institutions have committed to compliance with various standards and principles e.g. the 
IFC Performance Standards on Environmental and Social Sustainability and the Equator Principles, 
leading mining companies typically want to demonstrate to countries, investors, lenders, insurers, 
local communities, civil society and other stakeholders that they are committed to managing TSFs 
according to best practice, including striving towards zero harm to people and the environment.



Regulation of TSFs
Many countries lack comprehensive legislation dealing with the management of TSFs. However, a 
number of organisations have in the past developed guidance on the management of dams in 
general, and TSFs in particular. These include the following:

International:
         - International Commission on Large Dams (ICOLD);
         - United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE);
Australia:
         - Australian National Committee on Large Dams (ANCOLD);
         - Government of Western Australia, Department of Mines;
         - Queensland Government;
Canada:
         - Canadian Dam Association (CDA);
         - Mining Association of Canada (MAC);
European Commission:
         - Best Available Techniques (BAT) Reference Document for the Management of Waste 
            from Extractive Industries;
USA:
         - United States Federal Emergency Management Administration (FEMA);
         - United States Society on Dams (USS).

In 2019, the International Council on Mining and Metals (ICMM), the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) and the Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) decided to co-convene a 
global tailings review to establish an international standard. This process has culminated in the 
Global Tailings Standard (issued in August 2020) (the Standard). In sum, the Standard enjoins TSF 
operators to:

Have zero tolerance for human fatalities and to strive for zero harm to people and the 
environment from the earliest phases of project conception and throughout the lifecycle of a 
TSF.

Use specified measures to prevent the catastrophic failure of TSFs and to implement best 
practices in the assessment, planning, design, construction, operation, maintenance, review, 
monitoring and closure of TSFs, as well as in addressing their risks and consequences to people.

The Standard is not intended to prevail over the requirements of any country legislation. TSF 
operators are expected to conform with the requirements of the Standard that are not in conflict 
with country legislation. While the Standard is generally voluntary, ICMM members will be required 
to implement the Standard.

The Standard sets out principles, guidance and requirements for how project proponents and mine 
operators put in place and use resources, processes, systems, tools and mechanisms for the 
assessment, planning, design, construction, operation, maintenance, review, monitoring and closure 
of TSFs, and related risk and impact prevention and remediation, stakeholder engagement, and 
emergency response and long-term recovery issues.



Resettlement in the Mining Sector
In the past, mining sector related resettlement of communities has typically taken place primarily in 
relation to accessing land required for projects to be developed or expanded (including the 
construction and expansion of TSFs). 

What the new Global Tailings Standard highlights is the need to more closely consider displacement 
impacts and resettlement not just in the context of land access to enable projects to be developed or 
expanded, but also in situations where projects do not need land on which to construct and operate 
their facilities (including TSFs) but where communities reside or will reside adjacent to, near or 
downstream of TSFs (or other mine facilities) and are therefore exposed to the risks and 
consequences arising from TSF failure e.g. pollution and inundation. Given the large number of 
existing TSFs related to mines across the world, this issue is not just relevant for future mining 
projects. 

For the purposes of this Insight Series we define displacement impacts on people affected by mining 
as taking two broad forms:

Physical Displacement: Loss of dwelling or shelter

         - as a result of land being directly required for the construction and development of a mine;      
            or 

         - due to pre-emptively moving people to avoid TSF risks and consequences before they  
            occur, even if the land is not directly required for the mine; or 
    
         - due to the consequences of the failure of a TSF, which requires the affected persons to 
            move to another location.

Economic Displacement: Loss of assets (including land) or access to assets that leads to loss of 
income sources or means of livelihood as a result of project related land access or restriction of 
access to natural resources (land, water or forest), including due to taking pre-emptive 
measures to avoid or minimize TSF risks and their consequences, or due to the consequences of 

We define Resettlement as referring to physical displacement and / or economic displacement:

As a result of land access required for project development i.e. land on which mining will occur 
and related infrastructure and facilities will be constructed;

Due to the consequences of the failure of a project TSF;

As a result of the pre-emptive moving of people to avoid these consequences;

Due to the imposition of restrictions on land use around and near to a TSF, for example a 
prohibition on housing and economic activities, in order to create buffer zones and avoid 
encroachment,

and the process by which these displacement impacts are mitigated and addressed.



Steyn Reddy Associates Resettlement Insight Series
This Tailings Storage Facility and Resettlement Insight Series has been independently prepared by 
Steyn Reddy Associates (SRA), a niche consulting firm focused on land access and resettlement.

The Insight Series is designed to consider key displacement and resettlement issues in light of the 
requirements of the Global Tailings Standard. It is not designed as an academic discourse, but is 
focused primarily on providing practical guidance in situations where a project does not require land 
for the physical development or expansion of its project / mine, but where an existing or planned TSF 
has people living in its potential inundation zone. 

The series aims to help project planners in such a situation answer the following critical questions:

1. When is pre-emptive resettlement of people the appropriate risk and consequence mitigation 
option, as opposed to leaving communities in-situ and addressing risks and consequences in other 
ways?

2. Taking into account reputational and other risks and considerations, is the project proponent / 
mine owner willing to have a ‘High, Very High or Extreme’ classification TSF (in terms of the dam 
failure consequence classification of the Global Tailings Standard) in its portfolio, when there are 
nearby communities that would be within the potential inundation zone if a TSF failure occurred?

3. What happens when a project proponent / mine operator informs communities in the vicinity of an 
existing or planned TSF that it does not need to resettle them, but the communities make it 
adamantly clear that they do not want to remain in the vicinity of the TSF due to their concerns / 
perceptions about risks to their lives, health, property and / or livelihoods?

4. What steps should be taken to be able to consider and answer the above questions?

This new insight series builds on SRA’s previous 19 part Land Access and Resettlement Insight Series 
(2016; which is now available in Spanish and French), which discusses the key steps in a land access 
and resettlement process, from project assessment and planning through to negotiations and into 
implementation (physical resettlement, livelihoods restoration and moves) and monitoring & 
evaluation, and related topics. 

Both of the insight series were prepared based on SRA’s extensive global experience in dealing with 
land access and resettlement in the natural resources and other sectors. Interested parties can 
access both series at www.steynreddy.com. Parties that require a more in-depth understanding and 
treatment of all aspects of the land access and resettlement process can find more detail in the 
publication Land Access and Resettlement: A Guide to Best Practice (Reddy, Smyth, Steyn) 
(Greenleaf, 2015) (Available at www.greenleaf-publishing.com/land-access-and-resettlement and 
www.amazon.com).



Coming Up Next:

In the second part of this TSF and Resettlement Insight Series we will discuss ‘What 
to Do – A Framework’, including:

- The Global Tailings Standard and resettlement
- How to adopt a systematic approach.

Things to Bear in Mind:

Management of the risks and consequences related to existing and planned TSFs needs to 
improve.

TSF risks and consequences need to be handled through a multi-faceted approach i.e. they 
cannot necessarily be addressed solely by technical design, construction, monitoring and 
emergency evacuation measures.

Pre-emptive resettlement of people to avoid TSF risks and consequences will sometimes be 
appropriate and necessary.

Resettlement assessment, planning, stakeholder engagement and implementation activities 
need to be fully imbedded into broader efforts and processes to manage existing and planned 
TSFs and their risks and consequences.

The need to carefully and fully engage with communities, particularly those in a potential TSF 
inundation zone, and other external stakeholders, and take account of their concerns and 
perceptions, is going to be even more critical in future given the ever increasing focus on the 
environmental and social risks related to mining and the performance and reputation of the 
mining sector. 

Resettlement is a multi-faceted and challenging process that needs to be carefully considered, 
planned and undertaken.


