
SUMEX SUSTAINABILITY FRAMEWORK

The Horizon 2020 project SUMEX (Sustainable Management in Extractive industries) supports 
the set-up of a European sustainability framework for the extractive industry. The project started 
in November 2020 and in February 2021 an interim report, “D1.1 - European Sustainable Devel-
opment Framework”, described the key principles of this framework and the process how the 
project team derived them.

In the subsequent report “D1.2 SD Criteria” SUMEX analyses the current debate regarding sus-
tainability and the extractive industry in order to develop a sustainability framework suitable for 
the European extractive industry.

Within the SUMEX project, the sustainability framework will be used as criteria to identify and 
contextualise good practice examples within policies of the European Union (EU) and projects 
along SUMEX’s five focus areas. These will be synthesised and structured for an open access 
toolkit, which will be utilised for capacity building, learning and awareness raising actions in a 
SUMEX Community of Practise (CoP) in later stages of the project. For the European extractive 
industry, the SUMEX Sustainability Framework acts as a roadmap towards sustainability, as it 
brings together and maps current and future priorities of how the extractive sector can trans-
form towards sustainability. In addition, it includes evaluative criteria that stakeholders can use 
to assess the sustainability of projects, extractive operations or mineral raw material products.  

In the report D1.1 “European Sustainable Development Framework”, the team explored defini-
tions and frameworks for sustainability and sustainable development and their implications for 
the extractive industry in Europe in order to develop initial, preliminary priorities and attributes 
for sustainability.

The project team then conducted in-depth interviews with extractive industry stakeholders to 
inform the final framework which will serve as a guide for the SUMEX project to identify good 
practice examples, concentrating on the five focus areas of SUMEX: permitting, environmental 
and social impact assessments, land use, health & safety and reporting.

Launched in 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) are a United Nations-led list of 17 goals setting the 
global development agenda until 2030. While achieving 
the goals is fundamentally the responsibility of national 
governments, there is wide recognition that governments 
will need to work closely with the private sector and civil 
society if the 169 targets underpinning the Goals are going 
to be met in time. These activities reflect the importance of 
Goal 17 on partnerships. 

In 2016, we started mapping our business operations 
against the SDGs in line with the development of our 
Sustainable Mining Plan which we launched in March 2018. 
The two are complementary, as illustrated by the diagram 
below, the stretch goals naturally fit with at least 12 of the 17 
SDGs. This gives us the basis for a common language and 
vision to work with other potential development partners, 
including host governments. 

THE SUSTAINABLE  
DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Our role, as a member of the private sector, is to support our host governments 
in meeting the Sustainable Development Goals. This means doing our work with 
excellence, ensuring our presence in host countries leaves a positive lasting legacy, 
leaving no one behind and protecting our planet.
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OUR APPROACH THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Figure 1: Potential relationships between extraction and the UN SDGs as demonstrated by (a) 
Columbia Centre on Sustainable Investment (2016) and (b) AngloAmerican (2018).
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SUMEX SUSTAINABILITY FRAMEWORK

In addition to the interviews, SUMEX also looked for evaluative criteria to be used for assessing 
and/or decision making in the sustainability context. As a result, the team found three evaluation 
schemes, and started to explore them further, to see which would best fit the later stages of the 
SUMEX project.  

The SUMEX team concludes that a holistic and integrated view on sustainability (i.e. consider-
ing ecological boundaries, interdependencies among dimensions and looking into wider societal 
paradigms beyond the framing of an industry sector) is needed. Given that the scope of the pro-
ject is the European extractive sector, SUMEX does not engage in any sourcing and supply chain 
or resource justice issues concerning non-European extraction. 

SUMEX sees legal compliance with all ap-
plicable legislation as the baseline and as 
a minimum requirement for companies i n 
the extractive sector. But even in the EU, le-
gal compliance does by no means imply 
equal sustainable management of the sec-
tor. SUMEX suggests one common standard t o 
describe what responsible extraction should 
mean in the EU: The team suggests t o 
use the IRMA (Initiative for Responsible Min-
ing Assurance) Standard to describe the cri-
teria that a responsible extractive operation 
should fulfil today. But once again, and as 
IRMA itself admits, responsible management 
does not mean sustainable management. In 
order to meet this criterion, SUMEX suggests 
for the industry to transition, aligned with 
the European Green Deal, from responsible 
extraction towards a future state of sustain- a -
ble management. This is expressed through 
the SUMEX sustainability aspects, over a time 
period up to 2050, via the milestone of contrib-
uting towards achieving the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs) in 2030. 

In addition to describing sustainabili- t y 
aspects, the SUMEX Sustainability Framework 
(see Figure 2) also includes evaluation or de-
cision-making criteria in order to assess a poli-
cy’s, project’s or operation’s, etc. sustainability. 
In SUMEX, three very different schemes are as-
sessed: i) Leverage Points, ii) The Seven Ques-
tions to Sustainability and iii) the Institution- a l 
Resource Regime. 

They all serve different purposes and hence 
the project team decided to include all three o f 
them in the framework.  

Figure 2: SUMEX Sustainability Framework. 
Please click here for a larger version of the 

image.
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SUMEX SUSTAINABILITY FRAMEWORK

To sum it up, the SUMEX Sustainability Framework lays out a roadmap for the extractive industry 
in Europe to move from legal compliance and responsible extraction to sustainable extraction in 
2050, aligned with i) the current scientific debate regarding sustainability except for the intra- and 
intergenerational justice perspective and ii) the current European political debate, i.e. regarding 
the SDGs, the Green Deal and the transition towards an inclusive, green and circular economy.

The sustainability aspects describe the topics and to some extent high level goals that the indus-
try will need to consider most as part of the required transformation. The stakeholder interviews 
and desk research indicate the need for addressing extractive sector approaches from a systems 
perspective (leverage point analysis) in order to conquer root causes of the sustainability crisis, 
and making transparent and tackling tensions & trade-offs among different sustainability dimen-
sions. The SUMEX Sustainability Framework tries to address these shortcomings - the three very 
different assessment schemes can be useful in describing effectiveness of policy measures and 
actions (Leverage Points, Institutional Resource Regime), but also the overall sustainability of an 
extractive project or operation (modified version of the Seven Questions to Sustainability).  

For the SUMEX project internally, the initial testing of the sustainability framework showed that 
its components - aspects and two of the assessment schemes (Leverage Points, Institutional 
Resource Regime) – can be used as a ‘funnel’ for i) delineating and mapping good practices 
from other projects and programs, such as Horizon 2020 or EIT RawMaterials and ii) for ana-
lysing European policies targeting the extractive industry with regards to sustainability, as sum-
marised in Figure 3. These practices will then be presented in a digital toolkit, which will serve 
as the basis for establishing a Community of Practice (CoP) for engagement and peer learning 
amongst extractive industry stakeholders across Europe.

Figure 3: Within SUMEX, the sustainability framework acts as a ‘funnel’ to analyse European projects 
and policies for good practices to be included in a digital toolkit to establish a Community of Practise.
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