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Funded by the 
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of the European Union 

STRADE is an EU-funded research project focusing on the development of dialogue-based, innovative policy 
recommendations for a European strategy on future raw materials supplies. In a series of policy briefs and 
reports, the project will offer critical analysis and recommendations on EU raw materials policy.  

This policy brief analyses the research results on success factors and challenges in the application of due 
diligence and certification schemes to meet socio-economic demands and establish chains of custody in the 
mining sector.  
 

1. Introduction  

Due diligence and certification schemes are increasingly regarded as a practical means to foster good 
practices in mining. The sector is urged to step out of the blind spot of the industrial chain of custody 
management and meet downstream and consumer demands on social and environmental responsibility. The 
environmental and socio-economic criteria of certification and due diligence schemes have been analysed in 
the policy briefs 07/2016

1
 and 09/2016

2
. It was concluded that the criteria are generally well chosen to 

address the challenges faced when aiming for responsible mining practices. However, not only the criteria 
themselves but also the operational design and implementation influence the impact that certification and 
due diligence can have on the mining sector. In this brief, success factors and limitations in the operational 
design and implementation experience with due diligence and certification schemes are thus analysed. The 
review and aggregation of findings from both the authors experience as well as recent research and political 
consulting projects form the basis of this policy brief. First, a short introduction about the architecture and the 
operational design of due diligence approaches and certification schemes will be given. The brief then 
establishes the key components to determine the effectiveness of due diligence initiatives and certification 
schemes. Finally, conclusions on fundamental requirements are drawn. 

2. Due diligence initiatives 

Identifying and addressing potential risks by introducing a set of management tools is the core element of 
any due diligence approach. Well-established industry-driven initiatives relevant to the mining sector are the 
International Council on Mining and Metals (ICMM) principles, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the 
Conflict-Free Smelter Program (CFSP) and the London Bullion Market Association (LBMA) Gold standard, to 
name a few. Other initiatives have been issued by international organizations or developed in international 
processes, such as the OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Supply Chains of Minerals from 
Conflict-Affected and High-Risk Areas (OECD Due Diligence Guidance), the UN Global Compact and the 
Equator principles or the International Finance Cooperation Environmental, Health, and Safety guidelines 
(IFC guidelines) (cf. policy briefs 07/2016

1 
and 09/2016

2
). All of them encompass routine procedures carried 

out by traders, refiners and supply chain managers. 

The core of any due diligence initiative is a standard. It can be defined as a set of rules “that identify the 
course of action that those who adopt them should follow”

3
. The rules focus on the managerial level and the 

introduction of processes regarded as good practice within management. Thus, a set of technical and non-
technical criteria is followed to ensure that products entering a supply chain meet certain policy and formal 

compliance requirements
4. While all acknowledged due diligence standards share the notion of risk 

identification, assessment and reporting, they differ in the pursuit of prevention, mitigation or response to the 

identified risks
5.  

The notion of due diligence was first introduced as a legal tool to limit the liability of brokers if they were able 
to prove that business transactions had been carried out with the required carefulness. Closely related is the 

http://www.stradeproject.eu/


Operational design and implementation experience with due diligence initiatives and certification schemes March 2017 

 

Strategic Dialogue on Sustainable Raw Materials for Europe www.STRADEproject.eu | Page 2 

 

notion of a gapless chain of custody. The latter refers to the consistent, chronological and verifiable 
documentation of the supply chain. It includes the whole supply chain: from production to processing and 
further channels of trade up to the consumers of products made from mined materials. A gapless chain of 
custody is necessary to establish accountability of mining companies and traders, refineries as well as 
manufacturers of semi-finished and finished goods. Some due diligence initiatives aim directly at a gapless 
chain of custody, others solely address parts of the supply chain. In the latter case, smooth cooperation with 
other approaches along the supply chain is required to achieve the same objectives as a gapless chain of 
custody and, hence, to ensure the social license to operate in producer and consumer countries. 

3. Certification systems 

In mining, certification is a rather new phenomenon. Even with a large number of new initiatives emerging 
from 2000 onwards, the number of actual certifications is still small. The scope of certification systems can 
vary strongly in terms of, e. g., geographic limits, commodities or topics covered. Well-known schemes are 
the Canadian Towards Sustainable Mining (TSM), the Initiative for Responsible Mining Assurance (IRMA), 
the Kimberley Process and Fairmined/ Fairtrade (cf. policy briefs 07/2016

1
 and 09/2016

2 
). Certification 

systems include up to five basic elements: standard, assurance, labels and claims, traceability and capacity 
building

6
 

7
 

8
. The assurance process is the means to verify the compliance with the standard and is most 

commonly carried out by an auditing process. Combined with the subsequent labelling of the products or 
processes, it constitutes the main difference between certification and a due diligence scheme. In mining, a 
certified product can be an excavated ore and a certified process could be the management procedure to 
ensure workers’ health and safety. Increasingly blurred boundaries between the terms “certification” and 
“due diligence” result from growing demands to assess due diligence schemes as well. For example does 
the OECD Due Diligence Guidance include the use of certification in its five-step framework, certification 
forms part of the five-step for risk-based due diligence in the mineral supply chain

9
. In case observations are 

made for due diligence and certification systems, the policy brief will refer to standard systems. 

The basic elements of certification schemes will be discussed in the context of their contribution to the 
schemes´ effectiveness. According to Mori et al., the latter is regarded as the main feature of any certification 
scheme and is constituted by eight key components

10
: 

 Sustainability awareness 

 Market access 

 Management systems and productivity 

 Social, environmental and economic impacts 

 Monitoring outcome 

 Competition, overlapping and interoperability 

 Stakeholder participation 

 Accountability and transparency. 

We will adhere to these eight key components in this policy brief to carve out success factors, challenges 
and limits of due diligence and certification schemes in mining. 

4. Challenges in the implementation of due diligence and certification schemes 

Apart from breaking-down the effectiveness into the above-mentioned components, two levels on which 
effects take place need to be differentiated. First, there is the implementation (or operationalization) that 
comprises the effects any system has on participating enterprises and subsequent impacts on society, 
environment and economics. Second, the management structure of each system and its links to external 
demands. Such demands may arise in the context of international politics or from competition among the 
systems. Few of the certification systems developed have been put into practice long enough for broad 
evaluation of implementation related topics. The findings are, thus, partly drawn from experiences in other 
sectors. 

4.1. Sustainability awareness 

The increase in awareness of sustainable production is regarded as one of the overall aims of standard 
systems. Increasing knowledge about the provenance of goods and terms of production can play a vital role 
in decision making by several stakeholder groups. 

Given the choice, purchasers along the supply chain may take decisions in favour of sustainable producers 
leading to increased consumer-driven demand for responsibly mined and certified products

11
. Thus, 

awareness needs not only increase among end consumers but also among industry partners along the 
whole supply chain. 
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With regard to the consumer-driven demand, the influence of targeted purchasing behaviour by the end 
consumers is frequently referred to. In the mining sector at least such influence seems limited. The end 
consumer often relies on labels as a means to determine if a product originates from responsible sources. In 
the mining sector labelling of certified materials is mostly regarded as impractical because of the complexity 
and diversity of the supply chains involved and the often large number of different mined materials in the end 
product. Thus, effective choice on the part of the end consumer is difficult to realize on a broad scale. 

It should be stated here that the connection between standards and sustainability awareness in mining is 
mutually influential. Not only does increasing standard system implementation impact on sustainability 
awareness along the mineral supply chain but also does increasing awareness lead to demands for higher 
and verifiably implemented standards. Ongoing discussions on an international level and the subsequent 
increased visibility of sustainability and responsible mining have been stimulated by the development of the 
OECD Due Diligence Guidance and the Dodd Frank Act 1502 (DFA). This also entailed similar debates 
within the EU and finally resulted in the recently adopted EU directive on conflict minerals. The initiative will 
be analysed and discussed in a following report within the project. 

A rise in awareness among stakeholders and the broader civil society is moreover not solely based on the 
implementation of standards. Information flow and cross-border networking between NGOs worldwide and 
affected groups in producer countries (cf. Chapter. 4.7) for example is another factor. Social upheavals in 
extraction areas, e.g. in Peru

12
, are discussed by miners as an important reason to develop and adhere to 

standard systems.  

4.2. Market access 

The access of upstream companies (cf. Section 4.7) to international markets is based on each companies’ 
ability to comply with the demands from the buyers. Those demands are related to the conditions and 
measures for import set by processing and consumer countries or based in the discussed sustainability 
awareness of the stakeholders. The ability to be compliant increases with the asset base of a company. 
Hence, market access depends on the availability of financial, technical and human resources, the legal 
framework and the buyers’ demands. Standard systems can come into play at all these levels and increase 
or decrease the access to markets in various ways as detailed below. 

With regard to financial resources, due diligence reports are increasingly used by investors to evaluate the 
opportunities and risks of their investments. This way, the

 
increasing public awareness about shortcomings 

in mining practices shall be met. As investments are key to the realization of mining projects at all scales, 
this link may have strong leveraging effects.

 

Compulsory and voluntary approaches 

Both, due diligence and certification schemes can be set-up as either compulsory or voluntary schemes. 
Compulsory schemes can be legislated by governments – be it the government of a producing country or 
a consuming country – or can pertain to the membership of an industry association. These schemes can 
be enforced by law and can generate high impacts. In case of government-driven compulsory approaches, 
the private sector is sometimes found to react during the planning phase by introducing voluntary standard 
systems in order to forestall governmental regulations. To enforce compulsory systems, resources and 
structures are required. In countries with weak governance, where the introduction of due diligence and 
certification systems may, for various reasons, be regarded as especially desirable, such resources are 
often lacking

13
. 

Moreover, where state-driven compulsory standard systems are adopted, in addition to existing law, 
parallel legal frameworks might be established. These can lead to conflicts within the jurisdiction. In the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the certification system Certified Trade Chain is implemented 
as a tool for the formalization of artisanal and small scale miners, thereby charging it with an additional 
agenda and jeopardizing its original goals

14
. The effectiveness of such systems thus needs to be analysed 

carefully. In the context of advantages and disadvantages of compulsory systems, the many implications 
of the Dodd-Frank Act 1502 constitute an unparalleled, though controversially discussed, example

15
 
16

 
17

. 
The pros and cons for voluntary systems are just as diverse. For instance, voluntary systems are regarded 
by many as more adaptable to, e.g., political changes but at the same time it may be more difficult to 
achieve full coverage since they cannot be enforced by law

10
. 

Voluntary schemes and compulsory industry-driven ones are mostly adopted due to a business or 
reputation driver and tend to meet market needs. To account for reservations about their credibility, these 
systems strongly depend on their effectiveness (cf. Chapter 4). Thus, requirements such as independent 
assessments, functioning sanction mechanisms in case of non-compliance, transparency and 
accountability as well as interoperability are shared by voluntary and compulsory approaches alike

10
 
18

.
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In markets with heightened consumer awareness of sustainability and corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
and more restrictive regulations, standard systems can create business opportunities

19
. In this framework, 

certification systems are regarded to generate higher added value than a risk-based due diligence approach 
as certification is more convincing to consumers and helps create a plausible CSR narrative

4
. 

Market access can be denied if the mineral resources are not verifiably mined under international standards. 
Then, traders might refrain from buying from such sources to avoid conflicts downstream with, e.g., 
regulations such as the DFA. After the adoption of the latter, many companies avoided sourcing from the 
DRC, which led to a temporary but severe slump in the country´s exports. 

The implementation of standard systems requires human, financial and technical resources. The more 
elaborate the system, the larger the investment. As due diligence initiatives aim at the managerial level the 
required investments are largely limited to training of personnel and development of internal structures. 
Certification systems, on the other hand, aim additionally at practical implementation in many cases. 
Depending on the specific aims of the scheme in question, this entails further investments, not only while 
setting up the required capacities and demonstration of compliance but also on an ongoing basis. The lower 
the status quo, especially in production, the more substantial are such investments

4
. Large companies based 

in countries with stringent regulation of occupational health and safety and environmental standards may 
adapt more easily to certification schemes in general. Small-scale producers with a small asset base and 
less experience in compliance with high standards are at a comparative disadvantage. Access to market 
then becomes more difficult and sometimes even impossible for small-scale miners. This can lead to shifting 
effects as has been observed in the wood sector

6
 

20
 

21
: The certification of the Forest Stewardship Council 

was originally intended to support small-scale producers in the global South. Nonetheless, nowadays over 
80% of the forest area certified lies with industrialized forestry in the global North

21
. From a developmental 

point of view, such shifting effects are unwanted. 

Consequently, the efficiency of systems with respect to time, financial and human resources needs to be 
taken into account at all levels. Part of the solution could be that buyers of mined materials screen their 
sources for responsible mining practices using a risk-based due diligence concept. This could increase the 
market access for responsibly mining small enterprises while keeping costs at a low level. A development in 
this direction is confronted, however, by reservations of downstream stakeholders. Those who take this 
position argue that such an approach will gain little acceptance with end consumers because they are not 
easy to comprehend

4
. 

Another way to level the different starting points with regard to the asset base of companies wanting to 
achieve certification is pre-certification support. To this end, various mechanisms can be adopted, including 
dissemination of information material or training of personnel

18
. However, a valid business model that would 

allow for broad and long-term application of such support measures is not in place for any of the certification 
systems in mining to date. This challenge even arises in sectors that have long lasting experience with 
certification and relatively simple supply chains, such as in the agricultural sector.  

It may be deduced that an improvement in market access depends on various factors and is not altogether in 
the sphere of influence of the standard systems themselves. The views and ideas of different stakeholder 
groups, funding possibilities and the composition of the sector – balanced or not with regard to the asset 
base – come into play as well. When analysing these linkages in the context of mining it should be kept in 
mind that, that certification in the mining sector is applied still in only a very limited number of cases 
worldwide. 

4.3. Management systems and productivity 

The improvement of management processes and productivity in participating companies is a positive result 
that the introduction of a standard system can achieve

18
. Economic benefits include supply security, resource 

efficiency, stable and economically viable communities in producer countries as well as enhanced employee 
satisfaction

22
. Positive changes in performance, quality and productivity in the work flow have been reported 

by the two Peruvian mines Sotrami and Yanaquihua, whose economic success coincides in time with their 
certification through the Responsible Jewellery Council (RJC) and Fairmined, respectively. The introduction 
of sustainability standards has been reported to lead to positive impacts on employee work attitude

23
.  

In close relation to this topic stands the comparison of benefits and limits of management / process-based 
and performance-based assessments of the compliance with standards in Section 4.4. 

4.4. Social, environmental and economic impacts 

Evaluation of certification systems in various sectors has shown that the social, environmental and economic 
dimension can be positively affected by both enhanced management and production practice

24
. The social, 

environmental, and economic benefits of operating in a more sustainable manner are increasingly 
recognized by companies

25
. Marketing themselves as premium producers has led to economic advantages 
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for mining companies participating in certification schemes such as the Peruvian company Sotrami. For a 
thorough discussion on how due diligence and certification systems address the impacts of mining on 
environment, human rights and social issues refer to the policy briefs 07/2016

1
 and 09/2016

2
. 

The procedures to evaluate compliance with a standard system have strong implications for the assessment 
of its social, environmental and economic impacts. In this respect, it is distinguished between two 
approaches: management-based and performance-based approaches. Management-based approaches, 
such as many ISO norms, require companies to install common and structured management practices in 
order to be compliant. They build on the expectation that the establishment of routine procedures will lead to 
gradual improvement in performance towards the overall aims of the standard. However, stakeholders’ 
expectations on sustainability improvements and/or a stop to harmful practices by the introduction of a 
standard system are often not met

6 25
.  

Performance-based systems evaluate the impact – improvements with respect to predefined criteria – that 
are achieved by their participants. There are different ways to measure performance, e.g. by establishing 
technical criteria or best practice guidelines

25
.The Aluminium Stewardship Initiative, for instance, is a 

performance-based standard system
26

. Using a performance-based approach, companies are more flexible 
in the way they achieve the desired outcomes. Direct verification of the impacts of a system towards 
achieving the primary goals is possible. Disadvantages of such outcome-driven approaches are increased 
costs for compliance and higher initial hurdles for inexperienced small-scale producers as well as reduced 
interoperability between the management systems of companies along the supply chain. Integrated 
approaches using elements of management- and performance-based systems might be most flexible and 
effective. For instance, the Australian Minerals Code is developing in the direction of such an integrated 
model

25
. 

4.5. Monitoring outcome 

Almost all schemes aim at increasing transparency and accountability within the management processes of 
participants. An important measure to meet this aim is the monitoring of processes and outcomes. The 
monitoring can address the assurance process during certification or the self-assessments that lead to due 
diligence reports. 

Just as important is the monitoring of the schemes themselves. It is a prerequisite for stakeholder 
accountability and further improvement of schemes. New developments, loopholes and shortcomings 
recognized over time can be accounted for this way. Consequently, regular revision and improvement of 
standard systems is necessary. Nonetheless, monitoring and evaluation is not common with due diligence 
initiatives or certification systems. Many schemes have no mechanism for periodic evaluation in place, miss 
out on clearly articulated objectives, or lack well-defined and measurable indicators

18 27 28 29
.  

Moreover, existing certification schemes are mainly financed through the same industry (e.g. iTSCi) that is 
being certified, in some cases aided by governments or the international donor community. This potential 
conflict of interest underlines the importance of credible monitoring. Keeping this in mind – as well as the 
diverging means and interests of the various stakeholder groups – third-party evaluation and precise 
business models become increasingly important

30
. 

4.6. Competition, overlapping and interoperability 

The strongly increasing number of standard systems with different requirements within the last years has 
several implications. A variety of schemes can lead to an increase in innovation and specialization in niche 
markets of standard systems through competition

31 [26]
. At the same time, it may facilitate the development of 

unreliable schemes with loose performance standards. Duplication and overlapping between schemes can 
create inconsistencies and lack of clarity, leading to loss of credibility with stakeholders and contribute to 
“greenwashing”

18
. Long supply chains and limited possibilities of establishing provenance (for instance, 

because material of different origins are mixed in the processes) add to the high complexity. To meet these 
challenges, increased interoperability is called for. Interoperability in this context means the ability of 
independent, heterogeneous systems to work smoothly with or use parts of each other. 

Two types of interoperability for due diligence initiatives and certification schemes can be distinguished. 
Horizontal interoperability includes the linkages to other schemes at the same stage of the supply chain and 
chain of custody, while vertical interoperability facilitates smooth connections to internationally accepted 
standards of industry, such as ISO norms, and to (supra-) regional bodies. The latter includes e. g, the 
OECD Due Diligence Guidance or the new EU regulation on conflict minerals. Horizontal interoperability 
allows for integration of several schemes with various areas of specialization – be it a regional or a thematic 
focus, the preoccupation with specific materials or groups of producers or risk-based approaches. Vertical 
interoperability enables a continuous chain of custody from the up to downstream sector and this way 
increases market access of producers. Also management processes must be designed in an interoperable 
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manner with agreed monitoring and reporting processes in accordance with national and international laws 
to allow for chain of custody.  

Duplications can, for instance, be avoided by mutual recognition of the assurance processes of certification 
systems. An attempt to design interoperability between schemes on the upstream side is the supply chain 
certification of conflict minerals built up by iTSCi (ITRI tin supply chain initiative) and the Regional 
Certification Mechanism (RCM) of the ICGLR (International Conference of the Great Lakes Region) in 
cooperation with refineries pertaining to the conflict-free smelter program (CFSP). However, there are still a 
large number of overlaps reported for this example which decreases the performance significantly

30
. Another 

example constitutes the official recognition of the Fairmined standard for the ASM gold mining sector by the 
ISEAL member RJC. The cross-sectoral organization ISEAL seeks to strengthen sustainability standards 
systems inter alia by supporting increase in interoperability. 

Cost of compliance is increased by divergent monitoring, reporting and assurance requirements of different 
schemes. Increased interoperability between schemes and reduction of overlaps has thus the potential to 
reduce costs and amplify the outcomes achieved by individual schemes through coordination and exchange 
of knowledge and practices. Interactions and support between schemes to date include usage of established 
schemes as templates for new ones, assistance received during the startup phase and standards systems 
that cross-reference each other. However, schemes rarely accept certificates, labels or claims provided by 
other schemes

10
. 

The concomitant introduction of less rigorous schemes leads to a decrease of incentives for those 
participants, who adopt a scheme with higher standards. In that case, even companies with aspirations to 
aim for high standards may turn to the less rigorous schemes to stay competitive. It is argued by some that 
developmental endeavours are then counteracted. Others emphasize that a less rigorous scheme may 
attract more participants and develop broader effects in consequence.  

4.7. Stakeholder participation 

Participation and cooperation of stakeholders can influence the effectiveness of standard systems on various 
levels. Those are namely the development, monitoring and reviewing of the schemes themselves as well as 
possible participation in the assurance process. The integration of specific indepth sector knowledge from 
the various stakeholder groups can enhance the governance of standard systems. Stakeholder engagement 
can, moreover, help to regulate or reduce conflict and improve the legitimacy and credibility of a scheme.  

The degree and the fields of participation of stakeholders vary between the schemes. The engagement of 
stakeholders during the stage of development, say, is described as very common by ISEAL

32
. Nonetheless, 

there are exemptions, especially in the area of conflict minerals
33

. However, it is just as important to take into 
account which stakeholder groups are represented in such a process. Unintended consequences may result 
if directly affected groups in the mining areas, such as artisanal and small scale miners who depend on the 
mined materials for their livelihoods, are not sufficiently included in the decision making

16
. 

During development of a scheme – due diligence or certification – the different perspectives and experience 
of diverse stakeholders can strengthen its design. On the downside, challenging coordination processes can 
arise that lead to delays in the process. In terms of efficiency and cost reduction it is therefore 
recommendable to determine the most appropriate occasion to engage with stakeholders

34
. Apart from 

prolonged processes, there is a risk that stakeholders’ interests are put ahead of decisions related to 
operation and objectives of the scheme. 

Upstream stakeholders are the producers and traders (see Fig. below). For this group the driving forces to 
participate in standard systems are secure market access and achievement of higher prices for their 
products. For small–scale producers, an additional advantage lies in the attraction of services funded by 
donors or the standard-setting organizations to improve technical and business capacities. The next group 
along the supply chain are the processors (smelters, refineries and others). They play an important role in 
the chain of custody as many of the distinguishing mineralogical characteristics of the ores are lost during 
processing. The CFSP is thus an important step towards a consistent chain of custody in mining. 

Stakeholders of the downstream sector include retailers, jewellers, manufacturers and their suppliers as well 
as consumers. The primary interest of downstream businesses in participating in the governance of schemes 
and actively implementing them is to manage their reputational risks and bolster authentic CSR narratives by 
identifying sources of certified material. The mitigation of reputational risks is in line with securing future 
project financing

35
. The social license to operate and human rights issues have, consequently, become part 

of risk assessments in mining.  

National and supranational governments as well as international organisations, such as the OECD, primarily 
aim to support trade and economic as well as social development, while preventing or reducing conflicts. 
Another important group are the managers and custodians of the standard-setting organizations as well as 
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experts working with practitioners and standard-setting initiatives. The goal of these organizations is not only 
to promote social, economic or ecologic values but also n to bring forward their business.  

The communities living in mining areas are by and large interested in local development, social sustainability 
and preservation of the environment. This may include groups and individuals with strong reservations 
towards mining activities in general. Within such groups, the term “affected group” for the communities is 
preferred over the term “stakeholder”. The involvement of affected groups is of utmost importance when 
aiming for the social license to operate a mine or business. 

Figure 1: Stakeholders and their driving forces to participate in due diligence and certification 

systems 

Source: Projekt-Consult GmbH 

 

Not all stakeholders and affected groups possess the same resources or structures to participate in multi-
stakeholder processes. For example, indigenous communities might not have structures and officials in 
place that hold the right to represent the whole community. Moreover, financial resources might be lacking. 
The participation in multi-stakeholder processes is then hindered – even more so on an international basis. 

The implementation of impartial grievance mechanisms and channels for communication is an important 
measure to allow for a continuous participation and an exchange of perceptions, expectations and concerns 
of all stakeholder groups, thereby increasing the performance of standard systems. 

4.8. Accountability and transparency 

Standard systems strive to improve transparency and accountability in the mining sector. The creation of 
multi-regional, national and international networks and stakeholder dialogues leads in this direction. 
Transparency and accountability with regard to the governance of the standard systems themselves, 
including information on decision-makers and the decision-making processes are just as important. 
Certification schemes need predefined processes, guidelines and rules on the composition and selection of 
stakeholders and on the kind of influence that is granted to them. However, transparency in the selection and 
documentation of stakeholders that are participating in decision-making processes during setup or 
improvement of a standard is lacking in a significant number of cases

18
. 

The evaluation process for (non-) compliance of participants is another crucial topic that needs to be 
transparent for standard systems to stay credible and maintain the interest in participation of compliant 
institutions. However, decisions are often neither made public nor evaluated by an impartial unit, and 
penalties for misuse are lacking on a broad scale

10 27
. For example, the Kimberley Process – an international 

system for the prevention of trade with conflict diamonds – was criticised for ignoring situations of non-
compliance

36
 or not being able to enforce sanctions that had been imposed

37
. This entailed a major loss in 

credibility. 
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Further situations, where a substantial number of certification systems lack transparency include the use of 
vague language, which may lead to loopholes and misinterpretation. Moreover, a lack of disclosure and 
reporting processes has been detected. This may lead to greenwashing – or result in allegations of such a 
behaviour

27 38
. Furthermore, many standard systems do not make detailed information publicly available 

about their efforts to foster and improve the level of compliance of participants. This holds true especially for 
new starters and participants with financial or technical constraints

18
. 

5. Conclusions 

To date, the impact of mineral certification in mining has been limited: only a small number of mines and a 
minimal share of global production are certified. The systems have not yet disseminated into the mining 
industry. Due diligence has positively contributed to enhance transparency and the implementation of 
standards, but besides the advances even in and around compliant mines, conflicts still arise and the social 
license to operate is questioned. 

In order to add to the overall aim of enhancing long-term sustainability in the supply of mined materials – and 
subsequently responsible production and sustainability in supply chains – standards systems need to be 
effective. The effectiveness can be determined by evaluating the eight key components: sustainability 
awareness; market access; management systems and productivity; social, environmental and economic 
impacts; monitoring outcome; competition, overlapping and interoperability; stakeholder participation and 
accountability and transparency.  

The two levels on which effects and actions take place are a) the operational level of participating 
enterprises and subsequent impacts on society, environment and economics and b) the management level 
of the system itself including the system’s embedment in international competition and political framework. 
From the analysis of the key components it has become clear that there is still room for improvement for a 
predominant number of standard systems. At the same time, each system needs to be considered in the 
context of its focus, coverage and political setting. 

Credibility has been found to be of crucial importance for the effectiveness throughout the analysis in this 
policy brief. The most pressing prerequisites to maintain credibility are transparency and accountability – for 
the compliant businesses as much as for the standard systems themselves. Following this reasoning, 
development and enforcement of functioning sanction mechanisms in cases of non-compliance, publication 
of decision-making processes and increasing interoperability are key demands. 

To enhance the transparency of their internal processes, standard systems need to aim at using specific 
language and meaningful criteria for evaluation, increase interoperability and develop viable business 
models. The stronger incorporation of civil society organizations into the assessment process is another way 
to work towards credibility, transparency and efficiency. Participation of local organizations in the certification 
process has several advantages: knowledge of language as well as cultural and local conditions can be 
incorporated; training of people enhances the understanding of technical processes leading to more trust; 
audits can be repeated at higher frequencies so that sudden changes in the production processes – common 
in the ASM sector – can be monitored and the employment of expensive international personnel for audits 
can be reduced. 

The costs that result from the use of human, technical and financial resources are one of the major hurdles 
for broad standard implementation. Most of the aforementioned measures, such as interoperability, allow for 
a more economic use of these resources and are thus a prerequisite for the generation of viable business 
models and efficiency. 

To enhance the trinity “credibility, effectiveness and efficiency”, future developments could be directed 
towards conformity of standard systems with internationally accepted standards, such as ISO 17011:2004 for 
accreditation of auditors, ISO 9000 for quality control, ISO 19011 for the auditing of management systems 
and ISO 26000 that comprises guidelines for social responsibility. In this framework, mechanisms should be 
complementing and/or aligning with existing governmental regulations. 

The notion of a meta-standard seems a logical step to guarantee standards’ quality and ensure credibility. 
The NamiRo project

39
 (project duration 2015-2017) has set out to analyse the validity and possibly the 

design of such an approach in mining. Compliance with the widely renowned ISEAL guidelines could be 
envisaged as well. 

6. Outlook 

Thinking outside the box of using standard systems to promote responsible mining and sustainable supply 
chains, another potentially viable concept involves direct cooperation between up- and downstream 
companies and subsequent shortening of the supply chain. This approach has been taken by, e.g., the 
Solutions for Hope initiative (SfH). Strong dependencies between up- and downstream companies for such 
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shortened supply chains
40

 need to be taken care of, as indicate reports of such cases within SfH. 
Nonetheless, this idea should be evaluated further as a complementary approach to standard systems. 

Building on the discussion in this brief, the scope of the analysis will be widened to include deviant concepts 
and approaches that foster responsible mining. Those approaches will then be compared to the notion of 
standard systems. Country case studies to expand on as well as illustrate important issues in the 
implementation will be presented. Furthermore, the current EU regulation on conflict minerals will be 
analysed and contextualized. On this basis recommendations for future EU engagement to foster 
responsible mining practices will be developed. 
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Project Background 

The Strategic Dialogue on Sustainable Raw Materials for Europe (STRADE) addresses the long-term 
security and sustainability of the European raw material supply from European and non-European countries.  

Using a dialogue-based approach in a seven-member consortium, the project brings together governments, 
industry and civil society to deliver policy recommendations for an innovative European strategy on future EU 
mineral raw-material supplies.  

The project holds environmental and social sustainability as its foundation in its approach to augmenting the 
security of the European Union mineral raw-material supply and enhancing competitiveness of the EU mining 
industry.  

Over a three year period (2016-2018), STRADE shall bring together research, practical experience, 
legislation, best practice technologies and know-how in the following areas: 

1. A European cooperation strategy with resource-rich countries 

2. Internationally sustainable raw-material production & supply 

3. Strengthening the European raw-materials sector 
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