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Dear Mr. Michelmore, 

  Re: Rio Tinto Plc and its Responsibilities in Relation to Bougainville 

As head of the Autonomous Bougainville Government (ABG), I write on behalf of the people of 

Bougainville, about deep concerns as to the conduct, in relation to Bougainville, of Rio Tinto Plc, a 

company that I understand is a founding member of the ICMM.  

 

BCL operated the large Panguna copper and gold mine in Bougainville from 1972 to 1989. The mine was 

highly profitable for Rio and for the second largest shareholder, the National Government of Papua New 

Guinea (PNG). Indeed, BCL was often described by Conzinc Riotinto Australian (Rio’s predecessor) as the 

‘jewel’ in its crown. 

 

Rio Tinto advised me on Wednesday 29
th

 June of the company’s decision to end its majority 53.8 per cent 

ownership of Bougainville Copper Ltd (BCL). Its main decisions were:  

(1) to transfer its shares in part to the ABG and in part to PNG, which would result in the two governments 

being equal shareholders in BCL, with 36.4 per cent equity each;  

(2) that it has no ongoing responsibilities in relation to the extensive legacy issues arising from the operation 

of the mine, which include: 

 immense and so far un-remediated environmental damage caused by the huge mine pit and riverine 

disposal of tailings;  

 ongoing impacts of relocation of many villages whose people still suffer wide-ranging negative 

consequences; and  

 numerous other social and other impacts.  

 

The Panguna mine closed in 1989 early in a civil war originating in deep dissatisfaction amongst Panguna 

mine-affected landowners about mining’s negative impacts and the very limited share of revenue received 

by Bougainville. In late 1988 BCL property was destroyed by Bougainvilleans frustrated by inability to have 

mine operating conditions renegotiated. Their intent was to force BCL and PNG to renegotiate. But their 

actions were treated as law and order issues. The violent response by, initially, PNG police, and later, the 

PNG Defence Force saw efforts to achieve renegotiation of mining operation conditions transformed into a 

secessionist conflict, with long-term mine closure an unintended consequence. The civil war was eventually 

ended by the Bougainville Peace Agreement of August 2001, and consequential changes to the PNG 

Constitution, under which a high degree of autonomy is available to Bougainville through the ABG. 

 



For the past several years, the ABG has negotiated with BCL about possible re-opening of the Panguna 

mine. But after transfer of powers over mining to the ABG from the PNG government and subsequent ABG 

enactment of a Bougainville Mining Act 2015, Rio Tinto announced a review of its majority shareholding in 

BCL. The Rio decisions communicated to me on 29 June were presented as outcomes of that review. 

 

I am deeply concerned by both key aspects of the Rio Tinto decisions. In relation to the shares transfer, Rio 

provides just one justification in its media release of 30 June 2016 – that equal ownership ‘ensures both 

parties are equally involved in any consideration and decision-making around the future of the Panguna 

mine’. In relation to the second aspect, in meetings with me their representatives have provided two reasons 

for denying any responsibility. One is that BCL operated the mine under the then applicable PNG law. The 

other is that BCL was forced to end mining against its wishes by Bougainvilleans opposed to mining. 

 

My government, and all Bougainvilleans, oppose the transfer of shares to the PNG government. The 

justification advanced by Rio is at best disingenuous, as Rio is well aware that the ABG supports PNG 

retaining its original 19 per cent equity in BCL, which ensures that in any event PNG has an ongoing role in 

any major decision-making about the future of the Panguna mine.  

 

Of much greater concern is the fact that in two meetings with Rio Tinto representatives in July 2015 and 

February 2016, I advised in the strongest terms about the dangers to the Bougainville Peace Agreement 

should PNG get control of BCL through receipt of shares (should the Rio equity review result in 

divestment). Rio has simply ignored that advice, for equal PNG shareholding with the ABG raises the same 

grave dangers for the future of peace in Bougainville. Moreover, its decision on allocating shares was clearly 

made in close consultation with PNG, and without consulting the ABG. 

 

As for the Panguna legacy issues, it is widely acknowledged that the mine was established and operated 

under grossly unfair conditions. Indeed, the current much improved corporate social responsibility and 

sustainable development standards under which Rio now publicly claims to operate were developed largely 

in recognition of the problems caused by the gross unfairness of the conditions under which it operated the 

Panguna mine. It is simply unacceptable for Rio to now refuse any responsibility for the long-term impacts 

of the operations of its subsidiary, BCL, on the basis that it met the appallingly low standards of the day. 

The whole point of ‘corporate social responsibility standards’ that Rio claims subscribe too, and which the 

ICMM advances as binding on its members, is that companies accept that their responsibilities go well 

beyond prevailing legal requirements. Further, it is a grave misrepresentation to claim that the Panguna mine 

was closed by Bougainvillean opponents of mining. 

 

Further, because of low commodity prices and sovereign risk issues, it is increasingly unlikely that the 

Panguna mine will re-open in the short to medium term, and perhaps beyond. Indeed, Rio’s decision to 

divest its equity in BCL is at least in part motivated by such an assessment. In those circumstances, the 

legacy issues are of particular importance. The parent company of the mine operator cannot simply absolve 

itself of responsibility for the impacts of the mining operations which over 17 years generated so much 

revenue that the mine was the ‘jewel in its crown’. Surely in these circumstances the parent company and 

mine operator together have responsibilities akin to those applicable in a mine closure situation? 

 

In relation to the standards that ICMM advances, and which Rio Tinto claims to adhere to as a ICMM 

member, the ICMM website states that: 

‘All ICMM members are required to implement the Sustainable Development Framework. This includes 

integrating a set of 10 principles and six supporting position statements into corporate policy, as well as 

setting up transparent and accountable reporting practices.’ 

 

Under Principle Three, ‘ICCM members commit to practices that ‘minimize involuntary resettlement, and 

compensate fairly for adverse effects on the community where they cannot be avoided.’ Under Principle Six 

members are bound to: ‘rehabilitate land disturbed or occupied by operations in accordance with 

appropriate post-mining land uses.’ Under Principle Ten, members are bound to: ‘provide information that 

is timely, accurate and relevant’, and engage with and respond to stakeholders through open consultation 

processes. 



 

We note other responsibilities of ICMM members also highlighted on the website, including: 

1. In relation to Community Development: ‘Building meaningful relationships with communities and leaving 

a lasting positive impact.’ 

 

2. In relation to Indigenous Peoples: ‘Seeking to build effective and constructive relationships with 

Indigenous Peoples that are based on respect, meaningful engagement and mutual benefit.’ The ICMM 

website states:  

‘ICMM member companies respect the rights, interests and perspectives of Indigenous Peoples where 

mining projects are to be located on lands traditionally owned by or under customary use of Indigenous 

Peoples. In addition, our members commit to adopt and apply engagement and consultation processes that 

ensure the meaningful participation of potentially impacted Indigenous communities in decision-making, 

through a process that is consistent with their traditional decision-making processes and is based on good 

faith negotiation.’ 

 

The decisions by Rio communicated to me on 29 June 2016 ignore these and other responsibilities of an 

ICMM member. Your website states that ICMM membership commits members to ‘implement and measure 

their performance against [the] 10 sustainable development principles’. It further states that ICMM conducts 

‘an annual assessment of member performance against their commitments’.  

 

I call on the ICMM to investigate the conduct of Rio in these regards, and to take action to require adherence 

to the principles. If the principles are to be treated as serious obligations for ICMM members, then Rio 

should be expelled as a member if it fails to adhere to the principles. 

 

I remain ready to provide such further information on the issues involved as may assist. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Hon Chief Dr John L. Momis, GCL, MHR 

President 

Autonomous Region of Bougainville 

https://www.icmm.com/page/84147/our-work/projects/articles/community-development
https://www.icmm.com/page/84147/our-work/projects/articles/community-development
https://www.icmm.com/page/84155/our-work/projects/articles/indigenous-peoples

