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The “new scramble”: Australian mining companies in Africa

The benefits and costs of mining are all but universally recognized, at the level of rhetoric at least.  The extractive industries provide the world with vital assets that have had, on the historical record to date, social and environmental impacts of an extremely negative character, especially in the countries of the South. In Africa the equation is difficult and well documented: both artisanal mining and large-scale, commercial mining have great consequences for the economy and environment and the costs at a human level can endure for generations
. The ability of African communities to sustain themselves, not least with viable methods of food production, is threatened when societies find their natural resources of soils and water and their livelihoods reduced. Even in a world of lowered consumption the balance sheet between profit and risk will continue to be challenged.  At the same time, the increased engagement in Africa of the mining companies of the North has brought a new level of commitment, or so it might seem, to the remediation of the consequences of mining.  The World Bank, which played a large part in supporting the market approach that sustained high levels of extractive activity in recent times, now argues for a more balanced approach that gives prominence to issues of ‘good governance’.  The governments of many nations, including Australia, support this development. 
This paper examines the activities of one set of players, the mining companies of Australia, because they may be important in the scale of their operations – extensive and fast growing in the recent period  – and because the Australian government has seemed to extol their operational standards as a model for the world.  One critic in contrast claims that “Australia, a significant mining pit itself, is now looking to exploit Africa” and that companies should not be “promoting the cycle of corruption that has led to so much decay”
. 

We first consider briefly the scope of mining activity in Africa in the extractive hard industry (that is, largely excepting oil and gas exploration for analytical convenience in the reporting of data) within the context of a renewed, universal interest in Africa’s commercial potential, and then summarise the scale and approach of Australian listed companies in the recent period. The scale of Australian-financed operations is perhaps surprisingly large, with consequent significance for affected populations in the many mining sites in operation or under exploration.  There is little to suggest that nationally-based companies differ much one from another in their profit seeking, however, and from this viewpoint Australian-based companies are much like their Canadian and other competitors, though with some differences in terms of governmental support ‘at home’.  
We then consider contemporary debate about the place of mining in Africa, drawing especially on Paul Collier’s recent work; he has plausibly linked the financial and governance aspects of mining to the approach of African governments to other pressing public policy issues, most notably food security.    Collier’s approach has strengths but also weaknesses, and we suggest a modified approach to the regulation of mining companies that would indeed highlight issues of food security - but not in the context of conventional agriculture, with high inputs of energy, especially in the form of chemicals and patented crops.  What humans take from the soil, either as minerals or as food, is the link, this paper suggests, that Africa must make in public policies and private practices. The issues are globally apparent but Africa provides their most intense test.
Mining in Africa

A focus on Australian mining companies in Africa needs some scrutiny at the outset. On the African side of the equation of cost and benefit, there can be little doubt that a ‘national frame of reference’ is of the utmost importance: Africa is a continent and not a country and the varying capacity of individuals states and their governments to deal with the powerful mining companies of the first world is of primary concern to activists, scholars and multinational agencies alike.  The prescriptions of ‘good governance’ emanating from the African Union (AU), the World Bank (WB) and other bodies frame a reformist discourse around mining issues that dominates the literature but it is typically one that sees all the companies of the North as presenting much the same set of issues – conformity to standards of transparency in financial reporting, adherence to honest practice in dealing with host governments and so on. 

If the rapid expansion of Australian mining in Africa specifically is possibly a subject of legitimate interest to the metropolitan public or more certainly to commercial rivals, it is not necessarily of scholarly interest if policy issues around mining are the real targets. Then Australian companies might seem like another set of first world companies and a mere description of national expansion just a chauvinistic reflex.   The identity of companies as “Australian” is not necessarily very informative: the largest companies are essentially multinational, Australian only in the sense of stock exchange listing and to some extent the identities of their staff and shareholders. The largest, BHP-Billiton, has four Australian nationals on its main board of twelve
; the second largest, Rio Tinto, has three of fourteen
.  All companies, large and small, may be touched by the prescriptions of the World Bank and host governments but their national identity, even if firmly located (and most of the smaller miners do have such a definite national identity), is not in itself an indicator of their policies on mining remediation - using that term broadly to refer to attempts to repair both the physical and social impacts of mining activities.  No doubt the domestic relations of mining companies and their metropolitan government may help or inhibit the ability of any government to apply such policies.  In Australia the tense relations that have existed between industry and government around the super profits tax is a factor to be considered below, though, again, taxation issues in the ‘home’ country are not unique to Australia.

Chauvinism aside, it seems obvious that Australian companies have partaken fully of the opening up of the continent to the latest wave of mining activity, unleashed in most accounts by the World Bank report of 1991 that saw the extractive industries as the main engine of growth for many countries of the South, including Africa. 
 In recent years, the Bank has engaged in a process of critical self-reflection when the benefits once extolled are seen to have met the barriers of environmental despoliation, rent-seeking, predation, the outmaneuvering of governments, the resource curse, disappointing figures of employment uptake, apparent social dislocation and so on.  The landmark report was the Extractive Industries Review (EIR) report of 2003 that tackled a task that seems large enough, no doubt – to put in place at the policy level a set of standards that could be operationalised, adopted by individual companies and enforced by host governments in order to deal with poverty reduction, human and indigenous rights, the environment, disclosure and transparency, and institutional and procedural change (to list just the main concerns of the EIR)
. Notably missing from this extensive report, it should be noted, was any connection with food security. 

The evidence that Australian companies have noticed this debate or taken an active part in it is equivocal to say the least.  Generalisations across a complex industry are hard to make, and larger and smaller players seems significantly different in their approaches to the environment and social issues. 

Australia in Africa

Australian involvement with Africa, whether at governmental or commercial levels, was muted until recent decades.  Concern about Australia’s communication and transport links with Europe during the period of the Cold War sustained some early political relations and the establishment of a small number of diplomatic missions
. Trade and investment remained focused heavily on South Africa until very recent times, however, to the almost total exclusion of the rest of the continent.  After 9/11, a broader concern with security issues and a perception of Australia’s growing role in the world as a middle power led to a re-evaluation of the importance of key African states and, very recently, to a formal engagement with the African Union through the appointment of a resident defence attaché.  

The significance of African states as future markets for trade and investment has likely been a more important driver of a heightened Australian interest. Such interest follows a growing international perception that there exists an emerging middle class in those African nations enjoying relatively high rates of economic growth, in comparison with other regions of the world, following the global financial crisis of 2008
. Africa, it is said, is a large market, with average GNI per head higher than in India, and could be considered the ‘tenth largest economy in the world’
.  To some extent the sense of new markets opening up (“Lions on the Move”, in the title of the consultancy report cited) offers a corrective to the earlier, tired formulations of Africa as “the hopeless continent” and similar expressions, but may equally prove to be generalisations that are overstated. 

The Australian government gave some early indication that it recognised these signs of conventional economic growth (essentially the growth of GDP and orientation to export markets in liberalised economies) in two papers issued in 2002 and 2004 by the department with the main carriage of the relationship, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT). The first was an "Issues Paper" from the development agency AusAID. 
 Essentially it called for a "focus" (rather, "reduction") of Australian official aid to a few core countries, notably excluding Zimbabwe but promoting Mozambique (where aluminum and electricity exports flourished). This hint of a perspective on trade and investment was much developed two years later in a well-researched publication by the Economic Analytical Unit of the department. It argued that "poor economic outcomes throughout much of Sub-Saharan Africa can deflect Australian business attention from achievements and commercial opportunities in several better performing Southern and East African countries", mentioning Botswana, Mozambique and Uganda as "the standout growth performers"
.  Here was a precursor to the sudden expansion of mining interests in the continent, long established in South Africa with BHP, later BHP-Billiton, but extending after about 2004 throughout the continent, as described below, and taking many observers by surprise. The re-opening of the Ghanaian embassy in 2004 (after an earlier period of operation in 1960-1985) was a sign that the Howard government was open to the argument that a changing situation of possible commercial advantage called for diplomatic support. As DFAT then noted, the re-opening of that mission reflected ‘the increased involvement of Australian companies in the mining sector and in oil and gas exploration across the region’
, though it was not until July 2008 that the first Australian business mission visited Ghana to investigate further commercial opportunities between Ghana and Australia, including in non-mining manufactures and services.

The reorientation of Australian interest in Africa was underlined by numerous statements from the incoming government of Kevin Rudd in 2007, taking shape in part in 2008-09 in the extension of diplomatic representation to those sub-Saharan African nations not previously covered. All were afforded recognition by the end of 2009.  The new government also supported a parliamentary inquiry into “Australia’s relations with the countries of Africa”
. The inquiry was appointed in November 2009, discontinued with the dissolution of the parliament at the election of 2010 but re-appointed following the election in October 2010, and at the time of writing was expected to make its report in mid 2011.  Whilst many of the submissions covered the traditional concerns of NGOs, government departments and activists with human rights, governance and aid, it was clear that the emerging Australian interest in commerce and trade with Africa was reflected in submissions from companies and associations with actual or potential interests across Africa. In evidence before the committee a strong line of interest emerged, involving the emerging Australian mining interests in particular and the conditions under which companies operated.  Evidence before the committee suggested that some 40% of Australian mining by value was now found in Africa and that investment from Australian based mining companies would exceed $US20 billion in fiscal year 2011
. 

The rapid expansion of Australian mining is obvious enough, though the scale of Australian mining in relation to other nationally identified mining companies in Africa is difficult to gauge when data are not available on a comparable basis across national systems and companies have different reporting standards. It seems, however, that Australian companies in aggregate are now one of the larger national formations on the continent; in 2007 it was reported that 83 mining companies with a capitalization exceeding $US1billion operated in Africa, and thirteen of these were Australian based, second in number only to the thirty-three Canadian and above the ten South African
; the largest company of all was undoubtedly the Australian-listed BHP-Billiton.  Since then the smaller players from Australia have entered the market in some force, and a further four exceed the $US1billion capitalisation mark, though smaller companies from other First World companies like Canada have become active too. Probably Australian companies rank in aggregate a little below the South African and Canadian companies that have long been dominant.    The question then, as noted above, is whether the Australian companies are in any way distinctive, either negatively or positively, in their policies and operational activities.

Growth of the Miners

Some 28 companies have mines or processing plants operating or at an advanced stage of construction, mainly in the southern and western regions of the continent (sixty distinct sites) and to a lesser degree (23 sites) in central and east Africa.   South Africa has the largest part, almost 57% of the whole. The minerals being mined or processed are predominantly gold and coal, together accounting for almost two-thirds of the active sites.  The greater number of sites that are at the scoping or feasibility study stage – approaching 600 additional sites, involving more than a hundred other listed companies  – suggests that the ‘boom’ is just beginning. The spread of activity is moving deeper into the continent, as the following table shows in identifying the distribution of company activity by regions and countries country
.

	Table 1: Regions, Countries and Sites

				
		Operating
	Planned
	Total

	North Africa
			
	Algeria
		2
	2

	Egypt
		13
	13

	Morocco
		3
	3

	West Africa
			
	Ghana
	7
	49
	56

	Guinea
	5
	9
	14

	Mali
	4
	14
	18

	B Faso
	1
	15
	16

	Senegal
	1
	14
	15

	Cote D'I
	1
	8
	9

	Mauritania
		15
	15

	Nigeria
		7
	7

	Niger
		5
	5

	S. Leone
		4
	4

	Central
			
	Cameroon
	2
	7
	9

	DR Congo
	1
	26
	27

	Angola
		11
	11

	Gabon
		3
	3

	East
			
	Zambia
	3
	34
	37

	Zimbabwe
	3
	4
	7

	Tanzania
	2
	52
	54

	Mozambique
	2
	20
	22

	Madagascar
	1
	13
	14

	Malawi
	1
	12
	13

	Uganda
	1
	4
	5

	Ethiopia
		7
	7

	Eritrea
		4
	4

	Kenya
		4
	4

	Somalia
		3
	3

	Burundi
		1
	1

	Southern Africa
		
	South Africa
	47
	126
	173

	Namibia
	1
	39
	40

	Botswana
		45
	45

				
		83
	573
	656


	


An expanded range of minerals is being mined, as shown in the following table, including a notable concentration on uranium, not accessible in Australia.  Gold is not diminished in appeal, it would seem, in a time of global financial uncertainty. 

	Table 2 Minerals mined and proposed

	by number of sites
	

	
	Existing
	Proposed

	
	
	

	Alumina/al. smelt
	5
	3

	Base metals 
	
	7

	Bauxite
	2
	

	Beryl
	
	1

	Chromite
	1
	1

	Coal/colliery
	17
	69

	Copper
	3
	58

	Diamonds
	1
	41

	Fluorite
	 
	1

	Gold
	36
	194

	Heavy sands
	1
	1

	Ilemite
	
	1

	Iron
	
	13

	Lead
	
	1

	Manganese
	
	6

	Magnesium
	5
	1

	Magnetite
	
	6

	Mineral sands
	
	10

	Molybdenum
	
	1

	Nickel
	2
	23

	Phosphate
	
	8

	Platinum, PGE
	3
	17

	Potash
	
	2

	Rare earths
	
	2

	Silver
	
	1

	Tantalum
	
	1

	Tin
	
	2

	Titanium
	1
	

	Uranium
	2
	80

	Vanadium
	
	2

	Verm
	1
	

	Zinc
	
	4

	Unspec
	3
	16

	
	
	

	Totals
	83
	573


The companies now entering the African market seem to be at the smaller end of the scale, as the following table shows.  There is no doubt that many projects now planned and listed here will not come to fruition; commodity prices in the mining industry are notoriously volatile, and the global financial crisis reduced ambition for a period.  The optimism of the smaller miners was captured by the chief economist of the Export Finance and Insurance Corporation, however, when he explained barely a year later that “if you have a robust project, of modest size, in a reasonable political risk jurisdiction, say a gold mine in Ghana, you will be bankrolled”
.  

	Table 3 Existing and planned mines by company capitalization ($Am)

	(Large: >600m; Medium 100-599m; Small <100m)
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Existing
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	n companies
	n sites
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Large 
	
	12
	
	62
	

	Medium 
	
	5
	
	9
	

	Small
	
	8
	
	12
	

	
	
	25
	
	83
	

	Proposed
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Large 
	
	19
	
	57
	

	Medium 
	
	20
	
	107
	

	Small
	
	92
	
	409
	

	
	
	131
	
	573
	


Remediation?

We will see that difference is size matters when it comes to clear statements about the social impacts of mining, but that is not a distinction commonly made in Australia, where companies are considered generically, as “mining companies” regardless of their size or minerals mined.  Government ministers have expressed pride that Australian companies demonstrate “good practice”.  According to the then Parliamentary Secretary for International Development Assistance in 2009, Australia “can help [Africans] .. regulate [mining]. We are good at governing the mining industry, so we can do things that virtually no other developed country can do and we ought to be there doing it”
.   Such a claim seems established in one important regard:  apparently without exception, Australian companies conform to practices of financial reporting and disclosure at a high level by world standards.  But this is really only to say that Australian companies do what they must do by law, a law takes shape in the financial standards expressed in the Rule 4.10.3 of the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX), requiring in effect that companies implement the Principles of Good Corporate Governance  and Recommendations, set out most recently by the ASX in 2007
.  The Principles require companies listed in Australia to act with propriety, probity and transparency in the financial transactions but do not deal at all with the broader issues of the impact of a company’s operations “on the ground”. All the companies surveyed through their literature for this paper implied or specifically stated that they were bound by this code.  

Beyond that, the standards adopted by companies in regard to wider matters of possible corporate responsibility, including environmental and social issues relating to development, vary greatly.  In previous surveys, Oxfam Australia found only five references to human rights issues on company websites
 and Bice only five references to issues of gender
.  A survey of thirty-two companies reported here, as shown in the following table, confirms and extends those findings across a broader range of possible issues, covering financial reporting, human rights, the physical environmental and its remediation, human and indigenous rights, health and safety, gender issues, HIV/AIDS, informed and prior consent to mining activities, policies on the EITI, and whether companies have a mechanism for appeal against their activities. These are broad and summary tags that overlap to some extent, and markers of the physical environment in particular could be extended greatly
.  Still, the descriptors seem to capture important differences between companies.

Two sets of companies were surveyed through their web-based literature, one set of sixteen companies each with a market capitalisation of  AUD 1 billion and more (as at February 20, 2010) and sixteen with a capitalisation under AUD 6 million – the largest and smallest Australian based companies operating in Africa in short
.  The “substantive mention” referred to in the table is defined as the mention of an issue in a substantive sentence or more, beyond passing reference in a word or two in passing. 

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Table 4     Substantive mentions of issues in company documentation
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Large companies
	Small companies

	
	
	n=16
	
	n=16
	

	Financial probity
	
	                 16
	
	                 16
	

	Physical environment
	 
	14
	
	4
	 

	OHS
	
	11
	
	2
	

	Human rights
	
	6
	
	0
	

	Gender issues
	
	5
	
	1
	

	Indigenous issues
	
	4
	
	1
	

	Appeals
	
	3
	
	0
	

	EITI
	
	3
	
	0
	

	Prior consent
	
	2
	
	0
	

	HIV/AIDS
	
	1
	
	0
	

	Conflict zones
	
	1
	
	0
	


Source: Company reports from Web-pages and ASX listings.
It is apparent that the large and small companies vary considerably in their standards of reporting across this extended field of variables.  Whilst the subtleties of language make complete definition difficult to achieve, the overwhelming impression undoubtedly, and unsurprisingly, is that the larger companies have adopted a more ambitious approach to what might be seen as their extended corporate responsibilities
. They have made considerable efforts to present their activities in an attractive light that may disarm critics.  The largest company, BHP-Billiton, is easily the most spectacular example. Its main web page is figured prominently with references to issues of the environment and community: “Sustainable Development” is one of the six leading tags at the top of the page, and closely below, following only the “company overview” and “resourcing Asian growth”, appear links to “positive community impact” and “rewarding outstanding health, safety, environment and community” initiatives, the latter with an attractive video in support. The more detailed financial and annual reports, also accessible from the main page, give prominence to the company’s efforts to meet the standards espoused by the World Bank and the EITI. A casual or careless observer might be forgiven for thinking that she had stumbled across an environmental protection or community development agency rather than the world’s largest miner.  Another large miner, Equinox, claims that it “sets its own benchmarks” for its uranium mining activities in Zambia but that these are “fully consistent with Atomic Energy Agency .. guidelines”.

Almost without exception the smaller companies present a strong contrast, with most giving emphasis to their financial reporting mechanisms but with only a few giving attention to the broader issues, and then in a way that needs to discovered through the pursuit of subsidiary links. 

Posed then is the issue of outcomes on the ground on mining sites, and here the evidence is slight and must on the whole come from non-company sources.  The activity of Australian companies, the largest excepted, is so recent that brief media reports form most of the substantive comment so far. Anvil’s implication in the deaths or perhaps massacre of villagers in the DRC in 2005 remains in the memory of many. Scholarly studies as are found in British or Canadian sources are very few
 and Australian universities do not support an equivalent of the mining research group at the University of Montreal
 or the more specialized Centre for Chinese Studies at Stellenbosch University in South Africa, which covers Chinese mining activities in Africa
.  Australia does not as yet have NGOS along British or Canadian lines, such as Minewatch (Canada), devoted largely or wholly to the monitoring of mining industries, though local bodies such as Oxfam Australia are clearly devoting greater resources to the issues. 

Governmental Attitudes

It might be expected that greater attention will be focused on Australian activities in Africa in the future given the heightened level of company involvement noted in this paper, and in this regard the early self-examination by the companies themselves is of interest, especially as expressed through the nascent industry association, the Australia-Africa Mining Industry Group (AAMIG).  This body is as yet in its formative stages but at the time of writing is undertaking a survey of Australian companies active in African in part to establish their outlook on issues of the social and environmental impact of mining.   AAMIG has suggested that mining projects in Africa could provide “an immediate commercial focus for the delivery and management of social development programmes that could be branded as ‘AusAid or ‘Australian’ projects’. Government agencies and/or their consultants could ensure that the programmes are appropriately implemented and managed, and are consistent with UN regional objectives”
.

One way that this could be achieved is for the environmental issues of remediation to be examined through panels of assessors who are government accredited.  It would be possible for government to broker such a panel of private consultants to be made available to mining companies on a case-by-case basis.  Panels might include NGOs, universities, and certain of the think tanks and other private sector organisations.  The consulting arms of some governments departments, including state governments, could also find a place.  

Whether an Australian government would accept such responsibilities for company behaviour may be doubted.    The space between setting financial standards and moving to guidelines, let alone legal instruments, that mandate environmental and social behaviour is very considerable in the present political climate in Australia.  Accepted implicitly is the ongoing relevance of contractual relations between individual companies and individual host governments in Africa, however much those relations may be clothed by reference to the standards of good practice emerging from institutions like the WB and processes like the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI)
.  This is not a formulation that is in any way challenged by the Australian government, and successive Liberal-National and Labor governments have adopted virtually identical attitudes.  In view of the social-democratic orientation of the Labor party, it might be thought that a Labor government would be more inclined towards the regulation of mining activity towards social goals, but there is in fact little evidence in recent domestic history to suggest any clear differentiation of the political parties along these lines.  At both state and federal levels, the Labor party has eschewed policies that might restrict mining activity, and the recent imbroglio over the so-called “super profits tax” does not negate this generalization. The tax was in fact modified after protests from the industry, and the policy that replaced it was seen to be acceptable to the largest mining companies.  

In the context of this paper, the relevance of the issue is only that the ability of the current government to seek reform of the industry along broader lines is likely to have been inhibited; one life-threatening experience was enough.  To extol the profitability of Australian mining companies in Africa, and to insist that their ‘best practice” (albeit largely limited to financial good practice as argued above) is setting an example to the world, seems a counterpoint to the super profits tax and indicates that the government wishes to do no more.  It might seem more likely that the mining industry will press for financial concessions from Australian governments, along lines that already operate in Canada, including taxation relief for expenditures, debt and interest payments accrued abroad
.

To be sure, the current government does support Australia’s continued membership of the EITI and the financial cost involved in that, but it has not agreed that mining operations in Australia should be subject to the EITI regime: again, Australian practices in the domestic context are seen to be sufficient to meet those standards and the issue is thus seen to be one of exporting those standards to the nations of the South
. It is true also that the government offers support to the reformist side of World Bank policies and thus argues, for example, that mining can be a provider of employment and a crucial source of poverty reduction.  The support of a national government is not trivial in promoting such policies when the Bank and its related organisations need such support in multilateral forums.   To the extent that the reformist policies of the WB have an important role to play in the development of mining in Africa, then an Australian government has considerable voice and influence.

Reform of the Extractive Industries

At the same time, what we have termed the ‘reformist’ policies of the World Bank, or at least a section of it, fall well short of the more radical policies that have been suggested by many critics of mining activities throughout the third world.  One of the most influential critics has been Paul Collier, a scholarly author but one whose influence is the greater because he has long been a contributor to policy analysis to the World Bank itself and other institutions in his role as consultant and adviser.  Collier’s policy prescriptions are certainly radical in comparison with the multinational would-be regulators, let alone the settled policies of the companies.  He raises important questions for national governments to consider, whether those governments are the metropolitan hosts of the companies or the African nations that bear the burdens and the benefits of mining activities. 

Collier has presented his scholarly work in a number of volumes aimed at a popular audience and his The Bottom Billion had considerable influence if judged by its large sales
. In it he argued that the liberalised markets of recent decades had by no means raised all of the world’s population to prosperity, and that instead poor governance, armed conflict, the resource curse and the condition of landlocked states dragged many down to poverty. His more recent work, The Plundered Planet, turns specifically to the mining industry, with most of his examples taken from African experience
. He argues a set of propositions for reform, couched always within the overweening context of the need to promote a world of reduced carbon emissions; and within that, of reforms that are based consistently on the principles and practice of ‘good governance’, requiring especially a transparency of financial transactions and an absence of corruption in governments and societies. Of course these are familiar themes and in a sense merely re-state critical issues as problems or goals rather than as answers. It is however appropriate that the extractive industries should be seem firmly and consistently within those frameworks, which together provide a touchstone against which to measure particular reforms.  The need for a universal reduction of carbon emissions is widely understood, though not of course universally agreed - but is rarely seen as a pre-condition for the governance of the extractive industries across many distinct issues. And the notion of good governance itself is so commonly referred to as to have become something of a mantra without specific meaning - but it is often seen as an element of reform rather than the context within which all reform must exist. 

Collier’s prescriptions may then be reduced, in very simplified form, to a set of propositions calling for: geological surveys by national governments to establish the parameters of likely mining activity (rather than individually negotiated surveys by companies that famously take place close to existing transport routes, to take one specific instance of the limitations of competitive activity); nationally supervised auctions (perhaps with multi-national assistance) of mining rights to prevent under-bidding and private deals; public reporting and accountability of revenue flows; and the development of infrastructure from mining royalties and taxes, funded partly through the investment of such incomes into a variety of “future funds”, allowing also investment into taxation or trading systems for carbon control.    Such a truncated summary hardly does justice to the complexity and detail of Collier’s argument, but may suffice to allow emphasis on the intertwined roles of national governments and multilateral agencies, both governmental and NGO-based. This is a perspective that substantially devalues the individual autonomy of mining companies and can hardly be expected to win their applause, though it is notable that at no stage does Collier suggest any trimming of the private ownership of companies or imply any necessary reduction in their overall profitability.  Indeed, subject to a regime of good governance in a carbon-sensitive world, he seems to suggest that the owners of such companies would benefit from the stability that (he argues) his regime would bring.

Collier’s argument does not end there, but it is important for the argument of this paper before proceeding to underline his support for a capitalist mode of production in the mining industry, albeit within a framework of drastically altered governmental regulation.   For Collier then proceeds to link mining revenue to the issue of food production and security in Africa, a link that is seldom made.  It is common for mining revenue to be seen as a source social expenditure and thus of the general improvement of living conditions in Africa but neither scholarly writings nor official policies make the link explicit in any but rare cases. The streams of discourse emanating from the African Union, for example, treat the two matters quite separately; the various mining declarations of the AU scarcely mention food security, and neither the Maputo agreement of 2003 that called for 10% of national revenues to be devoted to agricultural infrastructure nor the “Summit on Food Security in Africa” in 2006 mentioned mining revenues
.  The hypothecation of mining revenues to methods of food production might be one possible link, and indeed Collier’s support for infrastructure (for example, improved access to railways and ports for farming communities) is one instance of that.   Beyond that, however, Collier explicitly links mining revenue to the thereby increased ability of government to support large-scale commercial farming, which he sees as essential both for food security in African nations and for their ability to earn the export income that will in time replace the revenue foregone from an inevitably depleted mining industry. In that context, he is able to give almost unreserved support to the widespread use of genetically modified (GM) crops as a method of improving productivity, again against the backdrop of eventually declining mining revenues.  Collier’s argument about food security is certainly consistent with his argument about mining, in the sense that both preserve existing relations of production; his challenge is truly a reformist program within an ongoing framework of private ownership, government regulation and commercial for-profit agriculture.  

Alternative Views

There are, however, alternatives to his arguments about food security, even if his arguments about mining are accepted as feasible reforms within any likely political formation in a globalised world of multinational companies of overweening influence on the polity.  Collier’s tendency is to dismiss certain alternative ways of ensuring food security as “feudal” (personified by Prince Charles as a “leading apostle…[of] organic self-sufficiency [as] as a luxury lifestyle”
).  These alternatives emphasise local food production for the market, often outside the market economy, and require a productive enterprise eschewing large-scale commercial (and especially chemical-based and thus energy-greedy) farming in favour of holistic, organic and essentially traditional methods of food production. (Modern farming methods, it might be noted, are termed “conventional” is this context, but of course the “traditional” was “conventional” until very recently.)  Africa has many proponents and practitioners of such methods, and support for medium-sized enterprises abounds in the literature.  Fifteen years ago Ake wrote eloquently of an African democracy that was self-sufficient in food and brought “the farmer to the center” of the picture
. Collier admits some of the force of these alternatives, noting especially the work of Hans Binswanger in support of “family farms, albeit consolidated into larger units than at present”
.  It might be added (though Collier does not) that the WB itself has given cautious support to such an approach, conceding that “the fruits of agriculture-led growth are more widely shared when small holders participate”
.  Indeed, the Bank argues, “there is little evidence that the large-scale farming model is either necessary or even particularly promising for Africa”

We have suggested that Collier’s prescriptions about mining might be seen as radical reforms, yet also as “realistic” within a world that continues to be occupied by privately owned for-profit companies. There is, to be sure, a stream of still more radical prescription that calls for the socialisation of mining activity by national governments or by transnational cooperatives, but a paper dealing with Australian companies in the present conjuncture would stray if such themes were pursued here.  To deal with food security through traditional, organic methods does however raise questions of private and social ownership also.   Though Collier links mining revenues to food production, principally through the provision of relevant infrastructure as outlined, it is nevertheless true that he fails to make one of the (negative) links that join mining with food production, or rather with the difficulties of food production: the fact that mining activities frequently reduce the capacity of African farmers to produce food where once they could. Deforestation, land subsidence and the drying up or poisoning of waterways are amongst the ways in which mining has had adverse consequences for farming.  The large scale commercial farming that he supports is no remedy for these ills: rather it exacerbates them with further land clearing and the continued diversion of waterways, the reduction of ground water and so on; and it also requires large inputs of energy, which in present circumstances are carbon-intensive.  Collier’s emphasis here contradicts his overall theme of carbon reduction. More, his stance in favour of GM crops worsens matters, not for the reason primarily advanced, that GM crops pose genetic risks (though they may), but because the single licences demanded by manufacturers also have negative implications for energy use, demanding long-distance transport and delivery and cropping methods that are chemical (that is, energy) dependent.   

Organic farming, in contrast, offer direct methods of remediating the adverse consequences of mining. Alternative methods of food production at the village and community level, and on broad acre production as well, are found under a variety of names – “regenerative agriculture
, “natural sequence farming”
 and most broadly “permaculture” 
 (or “permanent agriculture”).  Not all organic farmers accept the last term as describing their activities, but the practices of mimicking nature through the use of ‘food forests’ that incorporate a density of food types and animal systems are well established.  One notably successful exponent argues that he has “planted trees, built huge compost piles, dug ponds, moved cows daily with portable electric fencing, and invented portable sheltering systems to produce all [his] animals on perennial prairie polycultures.”  Today his farm “arguably represents America’s premier non-industrial food production oasis”
.  Africa has unique problems, but it can benefit from this knowledge or technology transfer – returning it in fact to Africa. 

This is no matter of ‘mere theory’. It is fitting to note that the permaculture movement had its origins in Australia and the earliest applications were in Zimbabwe; the move into the remediation of mining sites, which aims to build social cohesion and long term food security, is now being trialed by Australian agriculturalists in a number of mine sites in Ghana with the support of mining companies
.   Though small in scale to date, secure sites of food production of a permanent nature may show that permaculture and its associated approaches can be “a valuable … tool” of “corporate social responsibility” if it leads to “improved social outcomes and to functional stable 

human environments and healthy ecosystems, leaving a positive functional legacy that will remain after the life of the mine”
. 

Conclusion

We have seen that it is the large mining companies that display the greater awareness of extended corporate responsibility, attempting no doubt a degree of self-protection in light of changing attitudes in significant sectors of the world community, above all the WB.  At the same time, remediation in its broadest sense cannot rely on ‘business as usual’ but must test new methods that offer security in broader senses relating to food, livelihood and social cohesion.  The Australian government, like other governments of the North, has a critical role to play in supporting such methods in its aid program, consultancy work, and negotiations with mining companies that seek financial and other support from government.  There is as yet little engagement between Australian government and the companies but there are openings for a degree of cooperative action that can benefit the peoples of Africa by making good at least some of the rhetoric that that each side espouses.
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