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The aim of Rapid Response Assessments 
The UN Environment reports are designed to:

1. shine light on an issue

2. gather and visualise information and catalyse research

3. develop recommendations for actions

More RRA´s can be accessed here: http://www.grida.no/publications 



The Rapid Response Assessment
The report was motivated by community 
concerns, and acknowledges the human and 
environmental costs of continued tailings dam 
disasters. 

The report informs a wider audience of the 
consequences of failure and importantly, the 
OPPORTUNITIES to reduce risk and improve 
safety of tailings storage.



This report provides an 
overview of the KEY ISSUES 
surrounding tailings dam 
failures.

It uses case studies to 
illustrate:

• causes of failure and
• direct and long-term 

consequences for the people 
and the environment

This Rapid Response Assessment







Tailings Dams – size 
The Fort Knox gold 
mine in Alaska. The 
tailings are contained in 
a valley behind an earth 
and rock embankment 
that creates a dam
This tailings storage 
facility is eventually 
expected to cover 395 
hectares and store 
approximately 270 
million tonnes of tailings.

Photo credit: Northern Alaska Environmental Centre





Not just waste



Samarco – Brazil 2015 
5 November 2015, the Fundão
dam breached, releasing an 
estimated 33 million m3 of mine 
waste slurry.

19 people were killed - village 
residents and Samarco
employees. 

The slurry reached the Doce
River Valley and travelled for 
665 km until it reached the 
Atlantic coast 14 days later.



Samarco – Brazil 2015



Aznalcóllar, Spain 1998

It released approximately 5.5 million cubic metres
of acidic, metal-rich water and approximately 1.3 
to 1.9 million cubic metres of toxic tailings into 
the Agrio, Guadiamar and Los Frailes Rivers



Stava Italy 1985

In July 1985, the tailings dam 
of the Prestavel fluorite mine 
collapsed, causing the deaths 
of 268 people.

Around 180 000 m3 of semi-
fluid tailings were released, 
burying the downstream 
villages of Stava and Tesero.



Stava – Italy 1985



Cariboo

Canada 2014

• major mining nation



Maramures County

Romania, 2000

• Cumulative
• Baia Mare – gold
• Borsa - Zink

• Transboundary



The challenge
• Tailings dams are increasing in number and size

• Consequences of failure, the disproportionate impact on indigenous and poor 
communities.

• These risks present a challenge for this generation, now. And if not addressed, 
will be a debt we leave to future generations. 

• Opportunities to reduce risk and improve safety. 

• Industry and regulators have been aware of the challenge of safe tailings storage 
for many years. New process, management strategies, industry guidelines and a 
commitment to safety resulted in a reduction of catastrophic failures.

• We need to build on these successes.





Recommendations – the way forward



Actions - knowledge



Actions – failure prevention



Actions –
crisis response





Collective actions – zero failures
• Rethink our approach to tailings dams

• Long-term social assets and liabilities

• Integrative, interdependent approach

• Industry technical and management improvements

• Regulate for success

Recognising the reality of a cyclical global industry, co-operative, international 
action is the key to ensuring that all tailings dams are fit for purpose and the risks 
to local and downstream communities, sensitive environments and economics are 
reduced and managed until we reach our target of zero failures.


	Slide Number 1
	The aim of Rapid Response Assessments 
	The Rapid Response Assessment
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Tailings Dams – size 
	Slide Number 8
	Not just waste
	�Samarco – Brazil 2015 
	Samarco – Brazil 2015
	Aznalcóllar, Spain 1998
	Stava Italy 1985
	Stava – Italy 1985�
	Cariboo��Canada 2014
	�Maramures County��Romania, 2000
	The challenge
	Slide Number 18
	Recommendations – the way forward
	Actions - knowledge
	Actions – failure prevention
	Actions – �crisis response
	Slide Number 23
	Collective actions – zero failures

