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Abstract 

The challenge of enhancing the contribution of mining to poverty reduction can be usefully explored 

within the ethical framework of Christian social justice as articulated by pastoral documents of the 

Catholic Church. The most fundamental norm in this ethical framework is the “preferential option for the 

poor”. One reason for using this Church-based perspective to explore the normative dimensions of the 

relationship between mining and poverty is that some of the strongest criticism of mining in developing 

countries of the global south comes from Church leaders, whose perception is that mining is not an agent 

of distributive justice and does not truly benefit the poor. Particular consideration is given to some basic 

prescriptive principles of Catholic social teaching, namely solidarity and subsidiarity.  

Without question, mining generates wealth for host countries and local communities, the more so if 

environmental and social externalities (costs imposed on society) are held to the absolute minimum. 

However, the distribution of wealth generated by mining is skewed in favour of the haves against the 

have-nots. It is an unfortunate fact that mine generated wealth tends towards being concentrated in a few 

hands, those with the greatest ability to capture and capitalize on the mine generated wealth. Not only are 

the poor less able to capture and capitalize on that wealth, but the share of wealth that is captured is 

greatly diluted, there being so many more poor than rich. So, while mining contributes demonstrably to 

economic growth in host countries and local areas of operations, it also tends to widen the income gap. 

The rich get richer faster than the poor get richer. Since poverty has both an absolute and a relative 

dimension, even though incomes per family may increase as a statistical average or as a real experience in 

many households, a widening income gap can create the impression of relatively greater poverty in the 

minds of those in the lower tiers of wealth. The challenge then is: how can mining contribute wealth to 

host countries and communities in a manner that narrows the income gap, thus achieving true poverty 

reduction? More precisely, how closely can mining, operating within the framework of sustainable 

development, converge with the vision of the preferential option for the poor? 
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Understanding the “Preferential Option for the Poor” 

Among the most outspoken critics of mining projects in developing countries are nuns, priests and 

bishops of the Catholic Church in Latin America, the Philippines and various countries of Africa. The 

sphere of reference within which such criticisms originate is Catholic social teaching1, whose core 

concept is the “preferential option for the poor”. This concept is more than a commitment to reduce the 

sufferings and hardships of the impoverished members of society. It is a commitment to transform society 

so as to become truly inclusive, no longer with marginalized groups of people, whose numbers may 

actually represent a majority in some jurisdictions. The vision is of a society where human dignity, human 

rights, human well-being and social justice are respected and promoted by all.2 The preferential option is, 

of course, not a matter of choice for the poor themselves, who have little or no power to achieve the social 

change that is envisioned. The preferential option is proposed for governmental and business decision-

makers who dominate society and the economy. It is a call for them to change their priorities from 

favouring their own interests to pursuing the common good by righting the imbalance between the rich 

and powerful and the poor and powerless. 

“Solidarity” and “Subsidiarity” are the two pre-eminent normative principles in Catholic social teaching 

whereby the preferential option for the poor is to be expressed. Solidarity refers to the unity in vision and 

purpose of those that have embraced the preferential option for the poor with those who are impoverished 

and marginalized. Solidarity is characterized by relationships of mutual respect, trust and support and 

manifested through collective action towards achieving an equitable balance of decision-making power 

and distribution of social goods. From a theological perspective, solidarity is the expression of the 

Christian commandment to love one’s neighbour as oneself (agape) within the social, economic and 

political sphere of action.3 

Subsidiarity prescribes that social, economic and political decisions should be the prerogative of the 

lowest competent authority within the gradation of decision-making institutions. In other words, if a 

community organization is capable of making decisions for the community, it should be empowered to do 

so, and not be subject to decisions by some higher authority, such as a national or sub-national 

government. Empowerment through subsidiarity is a necessary means of achieving individual and 

communal self-actualization. In sociological terms, subsidiarity implies strong families and robust civil 

society organizations, including parishes.4 

To the advocates of the preferential option for the poor, mining companies appear to be allied with the 

dominant political and economic powers in the countries where the companies are active. The 

government grants companies permits to explore for minerals and to build and operate mines. The 

                                                      
1 Catholic social teaching refers to the body of doctrine related to the social, economic and political order that has 

been articulated primarily though papal pronouncements beginning with the 1891 Encyclical of Pope Leo XIII 

entitled “Rerum Novarum”, which dealt primarily with labour issues. An historical examination of this body of 

doctrine can be found in the article by Schuck (1994). The following website is also informative: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_social_teaching 
2 The origin of the term “preferential option for the poor” is generally attributed to Catholic “liberation theologians” 

during the late 1960s, particularly the Peruvian priest Gustavo Gutiérrez Merino O.P. While initially regarded with 

suspicion by the Church hierarchy as a concept that converged too closely with left-wing ideologies, the preferential 

option for the poor has since been incorporated into mainstream Catholic teaching. The concept has been asserted in 

several papal encyclicals on the economy and society, most recently by Pope Francis in “Evangelii Gaudium” 

(2013). The early history of this concept can be found in the articles by Dorr (1994) and by Gutierrez (1994). 
3 A history of the emergence of a theology of solidarity can be found in the article by Lamb (1994). 
4 A detailed discussion of subsidiarity can be found in the article by Allsopp (1994). The following website is also 

informative, though brief: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subsidiarity_(Catholicism) 
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government is the main recipient of in-country revenue flows from mining operations, in the form of 

royalties, taxes and other imposts. The leading domestic companies and financial institutions are the 

principal beneficiaries of in-country commercial transactions with mining companies. Thus, mining 

companies are inextricably linked to the host country’s political and economic elite, whose decisions and 

actions are perceived as oppressing and marginalizing the poor, not necessarily because of evil intent 

(though that may exist) but because of structural flaws in the economic and political system within which 

the leadership group is accustomed to operate.  

Understandably, therefore, advocates of the preferential option for the poor are inclined to criticize the 

mining companies in their midst. From their perspective, though mining may contribute to overall 

economic growth and poverty reduction in local communities and host countries, it does not contribute to 

structural change in the political and economic system. They perceive the preferential option of mining 

companies to be ultimately for their shareholders, not for the poor.  

Current Relationship of Mining Companies to the Poor 

Mining companies are large institutions that are well endowed with financial, technical and managerial 

resources. They have the power to make and implement decisions with immense potential impact on the 

lives of people living in host countries, and particularly in the vicinity of their operations. Mining can 

provide significant economic benefits to local communities, but mining can also have adverse impacts on 

the surrounding natural environment and traditional ways of life.  

The decision-making and operational framework of leading mining companies is sustainable 

development.5 The core concept of this framework is that the economic, environmental and socio-cultural 

dimensions of the industry’s activities and impacts need to receive equal respect.6  Sustainable 

development is an on-going process to harmonize and integrate contending economic, environmental and 

socio-cultural values and perspectives. Mining companies cannot unilaterally implement sustainable 

development. Through the exercise of corporate social responsibility, mining companies can contribute to 

sustainable development, but the overall success of such efforts requires an alignment of the sustainability 

contributions of mining with those of other societal actors. The integration of mining with sustainable 

development, therefore, can only be achieved through continuous dialogue and complementary initiatives 

among mining companies, government agencies, community representatives, civil society leaders, 

environmentalists, social activists, and other groups that feel affected by mining activities, ideally 

including advocates of the preferential option for the poor.  

                                                      
5The concept of sustainable development was first articulated in the 1987 “Brundtland Report” of the U.N. World 

Commission on Environment and Development. At the U.N. Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, many 

governments, international institutions and non-governmental organizations endorsed sustainable development as 

their shared vision. In 1995 the author was the first person in the mining industry to propose sustainable 

development as a strategy for managing the industry’s social, environmental and political risks. While initially 

regarded with suspicion by mining company executives as a concept that converged too closely with left-wing 

ideologies at the expense of a free market orientation, sustainable development was gradually accepted by the 

industry. In 1999 leading mining companies launched the Mining, Minerals and Sustainable Development (MMSD) 

global consultation and research program to explore in detail the operational implications. In 2002 the sponsoring 

mining companies concluded MMSD by formally adopting an industry sustainable development framework and 

establishing the International Council on Mining and Metals to promote and monitor its implementation. (For details 

of the framework, see http://www.icmm.com/our-work/sustainable-development-framework ) 
6 The reasoning is this. If purely economic objectives dominate decision-making, the outcomes over time will prove 

to be very costly in environmental or socio-cultural terms, and ultimately economically unsustainable. Conversely, 

equally costly and unsustainable outcomes will occur if environmental or socio-cultural objectives receive excessive 

emphasis. 

http://www.icmm.com/our-work/sustainable-development-framework
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Mining companies are deeply familiar with the issues of poverty, indeed much more so than other 

industries. Undiscovered or undeveloped mineral deposits more often than not are located in the more 

remote regions of the developing world. Consequently, the people that mining companies encounter in the 

vicinity of many exploration and mine development projects are often very poor. They typically live 

under conditions of inadequate housing, employment, education, health care and security. Their 

governments are generally incapable or disinclined to help improve their living conditions; and 

corruption, oppression and violence are common.  

Under such circumstances, mining companies have a choice: to insulate their projects from the adversities 

of local social and economic conditions and function as enclaves, or to integrate their projects with the 

local economy and endeavour to improve the quality of life for the local population.  Most mining 

companies, motivated by the principles of sustainable development and corporate social responsibility, 

are inclined to do what they can to improve the lives of the local population, within the constraints of 

available corporate expertise and financial resources.7  

This means, first of all, that all adverse environmental or socio-cultural impacts need to be anticipated, 

evaluated and eliminated through programs of mitigation or compensation. All potential benefits need to 

be identified, prioritized and delivered with the strategic objective of ensuring long lasting improvements 

in the economic and social conditions of the local population. Mining companies understand that they 

must earn a social license to operate from local communities, or risk opposition and conflict over time 

sufficient to damage their reputation and profitability. 

Strategies to improve living conditions in local communities typically include: providing employment and 

business opportunities for the local population and training people to qualify for those jobs and contracts; 

investing in improvements in local physical and social infrastructure (such as paved roads and bridges, 

potable water and sanitation, health and education, recreation facilities and other amenities);  

strengthening local governance capacity by sponsoring education and mentoring programs for community 

leaders; reducing violence and oppression by supporting the training of local security forces in policing 

practices that respect human rights; and enhancing social capital by encouraging the formation and 

growth of local civil society organizations. 

The sustainable development strategies of mining companies, particularly their interactions with local 

communities, are generally guided by certain international standards for multinational corporations, 

especially extractive sector companies, which have been carefully refined and broadly endorsed during 

the past fifteen years. The most detailed standards and guidelines for mining companies operating in 

developing countries are: the Performance Standards on Environmental and Social Sustainability of the 

International Finance Corporation (IFC) of the World Bank; the Voluntary Principles on Security and 

Human Rights, articulated and promoted by certain concerned governments, extractive sector companies 

and non-governmental organizations; the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: 

Implementing the United Nations 'Protect, Respect and Remedy' Framework, adopted and promoted by 

the U.N. Human Rights Council; and the Sustainable Development Framework, the Community 

Development Toolkit and other related guidelines promoted by the International Council on Mining and 

Metals (ICMM). 

                                                      
7 An average expenditure of 1% of capital investment and 1% of operational cash flow to address the issues and 

challenges of poverty through investments in local community development is becoming common for mining 

projects in remote locations of developing countries. 
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The mining industry’s vision of its potential contribution to poverty reduction and improved standards of 

living in local communities is captured by this statement of the ICMM: 

Community development is the process of increasing the strength and effectiveness of 

communities, improving people’s quality of life, and enabling people to participate in decision 

making and to achieve greater long term control over their lives. Community development aims 

to empower and help communities to improve their social and political environments, increase 

equity and social justice, overcome social exclusion, build social capital and capacities, and 

involve communities in the strategic assessment and decision-making processes that influence 

their local conditions.8 

The orientation and best practices of mining companies in addressing issues of poverty in developing 

countries would appear, in principle, to be convergent with the vision and imperatives of the preferential 

option for the poor. Obviously, many mining companies fall short of the industry’s best practices in their 

community relations, and some mining companies do not endorse sustainable development as their 

decision-making framework for managing economic and social impacts. So there is an issue of 

consistency in the industry’s performance. However, statements by representatives of the Catholic Church 

continue to view mining projects in developing countries, including mines operated by the industry’s 

leaders in sustainable development, as being part of the problem of systemic poverty and oppression, not 

part of a constructive and productive response.  

It seems that either the Church based criticism of mining is rooted in a misperception or misunderstanding 

of the industry’s collective intention of contributing to sustainable developments and of the best practices 

of the leading mining companies in relating to communities, or that mining companies, in spite of their 

strategic intent and best practices, are not addressing issues of impoverishment and marginalization in a 

manner that reflects the vision and aspiration of the Church. Is there more that the industry could be doing 

in order to achieve a closer convergence between mining and the preferential option for the poor? 

Clarifying the Overlap of Sustainable Development with the Preferential Option for the Poor 

Contributing to long-term economic and social progress in local communities is a core objective of the 

sustainable development framework adopted by the leading mining companies. Without doubt, 

community economic and social progress is best demonstrated by a measurable reduction in poverty, the 

basic indicator of which is a quantifiable improvement in living standards. However, there are two ways 

to measure living standards, in absolute terms or in relative terms. Typically in communities that receive 

economic benefits from a nearby mine, living standards improve in absolute terms, as households 

experience higher family incomes, access to better education and healthcare facilities, improved local 

infrastructure, and so forth. However, living standards cannot be said to improve in relative terms if the 

income gap between the wealthiest quintile in the community and the least wealthy quintile widens. 

Anecdotally, it is frequently noted that while everyone in a community may benefit economically from a 

nearby mine, the “haves” generally benefit much more than the “have-nots.”  

That a widening income gap should occur should not be surprising when economic benefits from mining 

are distributed within local community through reliance on the free market. In contrast to this typical 

distribution of economic benefits within a community, the implementation of the preferential option for 

the poor would call for a channeling of the economic benefits from mining to local communities in a 

manner that would pre-eminently favour the “have-nots”, with a consequent narrowing of the wealth gap.  

                                                      
8 Source: ICMM Community Development Toolkit, p. 203 
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It is questionable to what extent mining companies are willing or able to concentrate the distribution of 

economic benefits on the poorest members of the community, particularly if the richer and more powerful 

members object to the relative diminishment of their share of benefits. After all, the rich and powerful 

members of the community are generally the decision-makers with whom a mining company must engage 

to reach agreement on managing impacts and benefits. However, at the very least, companies should 

make sure that their negotiations with communities about impacts and benefits address the issue of a 

possible widening of the of the income gap. For, while a widening income gap may be of little concern to 

community leaders, it should be a concern to any mining company that is committed to the durability of 

the community economic and social progress that the company intends as its post-minelife legacy.   

If mining companies can show through their practice of sustainable development that they are indeed 

concerned about reducing poverty in local communities in relative terms as well as in absolute terms, they 

will be able to claim with at least some degree of credibility that they are being sensitive and responsive 

to the vision of the preferential option for the poor.  

The preferential option for the poor calls for solidarity among all members of the community, irrespective 

of economic disparity, for the purpose of eliminating conditions of destitution, marginalization and 

oppression. This call for solidarity extends beyond the community to include its external would-be 

benefactors, which in principle could include mining companies. However, mining companies more often 

than not, despite their best intentions, create or deepen divisions within local communities.  

First contact with local communities by explorationists or mine developers is usually with those are most 

willing to talk to them, generally a formal or informal leadership group. Those in the community who 

stand most to benefit from investment and employment in their area are generally supportive of the 

company’s project to one extent or another. However, those who for one reason or another feel left out or 

adversely affected by the project or who are disaffected by their current leaders are often suspicious of the  

conversations with exploration or mining companies, and so distance themselves from the project and its 

supporters.  

This division in the community is further deepened when advocates of social justice and poverty 

reduction (non-governmental organizations and Church groups) align themselves with mining opponents, 

whom they perceive to be marginalized or oppressed by the pressures of a foreign company. Meanwhile, 

mining companies are inclined to ignore internal conflicts in the community and criticism by their 

opponents, as long as the leadership group supports their project. So they press on with development, 

confident that the majority in the community is supportive and the others will come around once the 

benefits begin to flow. It is understandable that this pattern of interaction between mining companies and 

local communities should stimulate criticism of mining by advocates of the preferential option for the 

poor. 

Mining companies are restricted from asserting solidarity with neighbouring impoverished communities 

in the manner espoused by advocates of the preferential option for the poor, as that would imply a 

corporate commitment to a thorough restructuring of the political, economic and social order. Foreign 

companies as guests in host countries, subject to agreements with national governments and laws of 

general application, are not free to be advocates of radical systemic change. However, mining companies 

could conceivably give priority to community solidarity, and abandon the current practice of stimulating 

community division in response to their projects. Mining companies should insist on receiving 

community consent that is broadly based and not based solely on the views of the leadership group and its 
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supporters within the community.9 This would require that a mining company make it clear at the time of 

its first interaction with a community that its project will not go forward unless it is clear to the company 

that the community is solidly supportive. This orientation in favour of community solidarity would enable 

mining companies to converge at least partway towards the imperatives of the preferential option for the 

poor. 

The principle of subsidiarity is already an essential part of the mining industry’s vision of its potential 

contribution to community development. Strengthening the ability of community organizations to defend 

community rights, make collective decisions and implement programs of community improvement is 

described by the industry as helping to “build social capital and capacities”. With respect to subsidiarity, 

therefore, the industry’s best practices in implementing sustainable development would appear to be 

demonstrably convergent with the imperatives of the preferential option for the poor. Nevertheless, it 

would seem useful for the industry to engage with advocates of the preferential option for the poor to 

develop a more extensive mutual understanding of how the principle of subsidiarity can best find 

expression through mining company programs to strengthen social capital.  

Seeking Further Convergence of Mining with the Preferential Option for the Poor 

The foregoing analysis suggests certain steps that leading mining companies operating within the 

framework of sustainable development might take bridge the chasm with their Church-based critics and 

achieve a closer convergence with the imperatives of the preferential option for the poor. 

1. Develop a more comprehensive and in-depth understanding of poverty in all aspects beyond the 

purely economic dimension as measured by quantifiable indicators of living standards. Mining 

companies need to recognize the political, social, cultural, psychological and environmental 

aspects of poverty, as well as its physical dimensions in terms of nutrition, health, housing and 

personal security.  

2. Improve baseline social impact assessments of local communities in a manner that will better 

capture the nature, causes and effects of poverty in all of its dimensions, in both absolute terms 

and relative terms. This improved SIA should include a risk assessment of a possible widening of 

the income gap in local communities based on a distribution of benefits biased to favour the 

“haves” over the “have-nots”. 

3. Incorporate the objective of narrowing the income gap in local communities within the mining 

industry’s sustainable development framework. Recognizing its relative lack of experience and 

competency in achieving this objective, mining companies should collaborate with the IFC10 and 

other sources of expertise on poverty reduction, including Church-based organizations, to develop 

practical approaches for bringing about a more equitable and sustainable distribution of the  

benefits from mining. 

                                                      
9 The principle of “Free, Prior and Informed Consent” that has been formulated with reference to the rights of 

indigenous peoples could be extended to all communities that are potentially impacted by a proposed mine. Rather 

than considering this principle to be a challenge and potential impediment to mine development, mining companies 

should regard FPIC as a useful corporate tool for forcing communities to come to consensus about proposed 

projects, without which long term sustainable development is most likely unachievable. 
10In 2012 the IFC started implementing a multi-year Poverty Action Plan, which includes a review of the role of the 

private sector in poverty reduction. It should be noted that the IFC’s Environmental and Social Performance 

Standards, which are the principal guidelines of reference for leading mining companies operating in developing 

countries, are deficient with respect to guidance directly related to addressing the issues of poverty and wealth 

disparities in local communities. It is to be expected that the Poverty Acton Plan will lead to an updating of the 

Performance Standards in this respect.   
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4. Place poverty reduction, in relative terms as well as absolute terms, on the agenda in negotiations 

with community leaders and government officials concerning the impacts and benefits of 

proposed mining projects. At regular stages during the life of the mine, an assessment should be 

made of changes in the income gaps in local communities, and if a widening is evident corrective 

interventions should be implemented. 

5. Contribute to the empowerment of the poorest segments of local communities and to their 

improved quality of life through the establishment and strengthening of local civil society 

institutions that are able to assert and advance the best interests of communities within the 

communities themselves and with higher governmental authorities.  

From the perspective of the advocates of the preferential option for the poor, these steps will not 

totally align mining with their vision, but such action may be perceived as progress in the right 

direction. As already noted, mining companies cannot detach themselves from the decision-makers in 

government and the heads of large business companies in the host countries of their operations. They 

cannot become instruments of radical structural change in the political, economic and social order of 

the countries where they are guests. Yet for the advocates of the preferential option for the poor, such 

radical change is perceived to be necessary to achieve the elimination of the impoverishment, 

marginalization and oppression that affect large parts of the population, sometimes even the majority, 

in host countries. Consequently, mining companies in developing countries, though they may be 

credited with making positive contributions to poverty reduction, will always be subject to criticism 

as being agents of the ruling elite, as being part of the political and economic system that perpetuates 

all the adversities of poverty, even in the local communities that receive benefits from mining.  

At present, the Church-based critics of mining are generally unwilling to enter into dialogue with 

mining companies, since they perceive the industry’s objectives and priorities, even when expressed 

in terms of sustainable development, to be very distant from and largely incompatible with the 

preferential option for the poor. However, if the mining industry can demonstrate progress in the 

manner suggested towards better understanding and responding to the conditions of poverty in all of 

its aspects, especially in local communities, then dialogue with advocates of the preferential option 

for the poor may become possible.  

A dialogue among sincere and committed participants from the Church and from the mining industry 

could not only increase mutual understanding of the causes and conditions of poverty, but ideally 

would also drive continuous improvement in the industry’s policies, practices and capabilities to 

contribute to reducing income disparity and marginalization and to strengthening community 

inclusiveness and solidarity. Although the mining industry is not able to fully exercise the preferential 

option for the poor as defined in Catholic social teaching, it is apparent that the industry can, and to 

some extent already does, relate to communities and host countries through decisions and actions that 

are demonstrably convergent with that vision and spirit.  
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