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Peter Rothwell

Responsible Access to Mineral Resources

As you will have gathered from my introduction, Cipriano Gomez has been called away to another meeting and I am sorry to say that we are all missing his wit and repartee which makes him such an interesting and entertaining character.

I have had the good fortune to be part of this industry for some 35 years. In my recent past I was President of the European Asphalt Pavement Association and in that role met many people from all round the world.

I learnt that we in Europe were far ahead of our counterparts in other continents not only in terms of Product Technology but also in the areas of Safety, Health and Environment.  Others may make similar claims but I soon found out that much of their spin was wafer thin when it came to reality on the ground.

Today I hope you will not mind if I speak particularly about the UK.  It is the country where I have worked most of my business life although I am very familiar with other parts of Continental Europe and parts of the United States. I can also say with some conviction that we in the UK have been at the forefront of development of many of the issues being debated at this Conference.

On this slide I have summarised the topics I want to cover this morning and I am indebted to the British Geological Survey for some of the facts and figure I will use later.

The diverse geological history of Britain and its adjacent Continental Shelf has contributed much to our national wealth. We began with the ancient trading of Cornish tin; The Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century could not have been achieved without the close association of coal and iron ore.  More recently we have experienced the development of North Sea oil and gas contributing significantly to our economic well-being. 

That same geological diversity has blessed Britain with a varied and attractive landscape and contributed to the wide range of habitats that are now valued for their nature conservation importance. Moreover, the built environment, the most visible aspect of our cultural heritage, owes much of its character to the diversity of the natural stone and, indeed, bricks and tiles used in its construction.

 That variety has helped create and preserve attractive environments in our villages, towns and cities. In Britain we are a densely populated island. Interestingly we are not the most densely populated country in Europe-that honour falls to Holland whose population density per square kilometre is marginally higher than that of Japan which is often thought to be the most densely populated country of the developed world.

In the United Kingdom as elsewhere competition and conflict between different uses of land is increasing and notably in the minerals field. Achieving the right balance between the protection of the environment and wealth creation through the development of indigenous mineral resources is one of the major issues facing the minerals industry today and is a key component in the quest for responsible access to these resources.  It is apposite, in this context, that the percentage of land used by aggregates extraction, the largest user of land of all the minerals family, is minute in comparison with other uses, as shown here.

Minerals are essential for the development of a modern economy.  To put this into context, demand for primary aggregates in the UK, on which I will now concentrate, has been moderately constant at about 210 million tonnes per year for the last few years.  Indeed, if one were to average the total demand over the last thirty years it would probably come to a similar figure.  There have been periods of much heavier demand particularly in the period from of the 1960’s through to the 1980’s when we were constructing our Motorway and Strategic Road Developments. Sadly these disappeared in the 1990’s thus fuelling our significant congestion problems.

Current predictions are that there will be a slight, but steady annual growth in demand in the future, of about 1% per annum.  The key point here is that, while economic growth is an important factor in demand for aggregates, that demand does not now mirror the GDP growth rate.

As a rule of thumb about 60% of the current primary aggregates demand is for crushed rock and 40% for sand and gravel.  There are about 1300 active quarries and some 200 active quarry companies; but five of them provide well over 75% of the total output, so there is considerable imbalance in the structure of the industry.

The total demand for all types of aggregates, however, is nearer 260 million tonnes and this figure includes an ever growing volume of recycled and secondary materials.  These range from road planings and crushed concrete, derived from construction and demolition wastes, to iron and steel slags and incinerator bottom ash, derived as by-products of other industrial processes.  The contribution of these alternative materials is currently about 20% of the total figure, but the target is 25% within the next five to ten years, which we believe is a realistic figure. Hopefully all of this will be clear from the slide.

The important fact is, however, that there will be a demand well into the future for primary aggregates, but their extraction is subject to a multiplicity of environmental and other constraints. These constraints are continually increasing in type, number and extent. Consequently, despite the presence of extensive resources of many minerals it is increasingly difficult to find environmentally acceptable or accessible sites for mineral working. So let me now turn to the problem of geology.

On the next few slides I have tried to portray the problem in the UK.  First, you can see a geological representation of the different types of rock and other minerals in the country in a rather more simplistic form than the earlier multicoloured image I showed, over which I have overlaid a diagram of the most geographically and environmentally sensitive areas, the National Parks.  I have not tried to include the other areas, such as Areas of Outstanding National Beauty or Sites of Special Scientific Interest, but, as I shall demonstrate in a moment, together they account for some 50% of the total land area of Great Britain.  Then, an indication of another major constraint, urban development.  And, finally, a picture of where the rock aggregates sites are, as a result of all these limitations to accessibility.

Clearly, minerals can only be worked where they occur, but they cannot be worked everywhere they occur. Some locations will be totally unacceptable, even if not covered by environmental or other constraints, but equally some locations within a sensitive designation area may have less impact than outside it. Successful and sustainable management of Britain’s minerals resources and access to them requires the integration of a wide range of spatial information on minerals, environmental designations and other land-use considerations. 

Access to them also needs some other important contributions, this time from those seeking access.  First, the companies must win the support of their local communities, if access is to be granted without a struggle and without acrimony.  Their community relations must be sound, based on good performance and a genuine desire to work together for the common good of the company and the community.  

Company reputations must also be excellent.  The companies owned by public shareholders must convince those shareholders that they are worthy of financial investment, which will be essential if minerals production is to continue.  This can only be achieved, if they have proven track records in environmentally sound operations and subsequent site restoration, if they have good health and safety records, good employment records: in short, that they are responsible companies.  They still have to convince both their local communities and the minerals planning authorities, of course.

The same is true for private companies, too, even if the shareholders are more closely and directly involved in the companies, which is generally the case.  They still have to have a good track record, if they are to win support for their continued existence.

I would add immediately that the quality of both operations and restoration in the UK has increased year on year over the last ten to twenty years and I draw to a close by showing you some examples of how the land previously used to provide the essential materials I referred to at the beginning have been handed back to their communities.

As you can see from these images, excellent quality can be achieved – and is progressively being improved upon in the UK – and such quality helps to build the reputations I mentioned a few moments ago.

In summary, responsible access to minerals resources will depend on a number of factors:

· Understanding the demand for these essential materials.

· Striving to use primary resources responsibly, by satisfying demand through alternative materials where possible.

· Understanding the geological and environmental constraints associated with minerals extraction.

· Building strong community relations.

· And developing good operational and restoration reputations.  In other words, being responsible companies.

Thank you ladies and gentlemen.



