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Introduction
The pressing need to improve tailings storage and waste management at BC mines became 
apparent on August 4, 2014. On that day, in one of the greatest environmental disasters 
in Canadian mining history, the Mount Polley Mine tailings pond dam collapsed — abruptly 
draining a massive volume of contaminated mining waste into Hazeltine Creek and Quesnel 
Lake. Seventeen million cubic meters of wastewater and eight million cubic meters of 
tailings blasted the stream below from five metres to 100 metres in width and deposited 
the waste into the salmon-spawning Quesnel Lake.1 The incident forced a temporary 
drinking water ban for area residents and raised concerns about long-term impacts on fish, 
wildlife and Indigenous cultures.2 

The government-appointed panel of independent expert engineers investigating the 
incident predicted that many similar events could be expected in the future. Noting the 123 
active tailings dams across the province, the Expert Panel stated:

If the inventory of active tailings dams in the province remains unchanged, 
and performance in the future reflects that in the past, then on average 
there will be two failures every 10 years and six every 30. In the face of 
these prospects, the Panel firmly rejects any notion that business as usual 
can continue.3 

Those 123 dams pose significant risks. A study that mapped potential paths of 
contaminants from dam failures at just 35 northern tailings ponds estimated that 33 
Indigenous communities and 208 cities and settlements could be affected. In the study 
area, 80% of all chinook and sockeye salmon habitat lies downstream from a tailings 
facility — or requires migration through a potential contamination path.4 This risk to fish 
poses a particularly serious threat to Indigenous rights and the livelihoods of communities 
that depend on healthy fisheries.5

The Mount Polley disaster spotlighted BC’s flawed rules governing mine tailing dams and 
offered an opportunity to make significant improvements. In January 2015, the Expert Panel 
concluded their investigation and issued a number of recommendations for change. While 
the BC government agreed to implement many of these recommendations,6 key Expert 
Panel recommendations have still not been fully implemented. Government has yet to 
adopt state-of-the-art standards for managing tailings and other mine wastes.7

This is not prudent, in light of potential consequences. One year after the Mount Polley 
disaster, a large tailings dam in Brazil collapsed. Brazil’s government did not tighten 
regulations. In January 2019, yet another tailings dam in Brazil collapsed — this time leaving 
110 people dead, 238 missing and an environmental disaster of “epic proportions.”8  
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Reduce the number of existing tailings dams
The government’s Expert Panel criticized construction of tailings water impoundments as 
“century old technology,” and noted that “tailings dams…are unforgiving systems, in terms 
of the number of things that have to go right [for years]… Simply put, dam failures are 
reduced by reducing the number of dams that can fail.”9

Therefore, the Panel called for action on the existing 123 active facilities, and recommended 
that government adopt best available technology to “reduce the number of tailings dams 
subject to failure.”10 The Panel suggested that, “to meet safety goals,” the Province should 
take steps to both reduce the failure frequency of active tailings dams (i.e. through 
best available technology), as well as “halve the active dam inventory from 120 to 60.”11 
Unfortunately, there is no evidence to suggest the provincial government has a strategy  
in place to achieve that goal and eliminate anywhere close to half of the existing dams.12  
This must be remedied.

1.	 RECOMMENDATION: Establish a comprehensive plan to safely retire at 
least 60 active mine tailings dams, as recommended by government’s 
Expert Panel.

Move away from wet tailings impoundments
Currently, many mines in BC use the same type of waste storage facility that Mount Polley 
used. These wet tailings impoundments store water in massive disposal lakes, mixed with 
a cocktail of mine waste materials. In addition to suggesting that the number of active 
facilities be cut in half, the Expert Panel also recommended that government move to 
eliminate the use of this type waste storage facilities altogether. In line with its Best 
Available Technology recommendations, the Panel called on the province to “aggressively 
pursue” alternatives to wet tailings impoundments.13 

Despite these post-Mount Polley recommendations, industry continues to propose — and 
government continues to approve — wet tailings impoundments. British Columbia is not 
currently doing enough to encourage and require dry disposal of mine waste — and these 
safer types of operations are seldom proposed by industry.14 There are a number of new 
and proposed mines throughout BC that plan to rely on wet tailings impoundments.15 For 
example, in northwest BC the new Red Chris mine and the proposed Schaft Creek, KSM, 
and Galore Creek mines all continue to rely on this problematic technology. Each of these 
mines is designed to generate far more waste than Mount Polley — six to 27 times more 
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tailings, by volume. Compounding the threats posed by their sheer size and use of risky 
technology is the fact that much of the wastes at these projects has a greater potential to 
generate acid drainage than at Mount Polley. The potential for higher toxicity in the waste 
means the impacts of a Mount Polley-type collapse could be much more severe.16 

Although government has, since the 2014 Mount Polley disaster, responded with some 
improvements to mining rules (e.g., requiring that mines have an Engineer of Record, a 
tailings storage facility Qualified Person, and an Independent Tailings Review Board),17 the 
changes still fall short of what the Expert Panel recommended.18 Tailings storage facility 
expert Dr. David Chambers has noted that changes to BC’s Mining Code in response to 
Mount Polley have not gone far enough to implement the tailings dam recommendations 
from the Expert Panel.19 Instead of moving to eliminate surface water impoundments, 
government is only requiring that companies “make efforts” to reduce water and “consider” 
progressive alternatives to water impoundments. As Dr. Chambers notes:

This leaves the door wide open for site-specific considerations, which 
inevitably will include cost, to trump real change to present practices...
Other than the Code’s requirement for an ‘effort to reduce and remove 
water’ and to ‘consider’ alternatives to water covers, the discussion in the 
Code is on how to manage saturated tailings, not on how to eliminate 
saturation.20

While drier tailings management may not always be appropriate, it should be required 
whenever practicable and demonstrably safer than the risky wet-storage approach that 
the Expert Panel criticized.

2.	 RECOMMENDATION: Prohibit wet tailings impoundment unless it can 
be demonstrated through a risk assessment process that wet tailings 
impoundment poses less long-term risk (environmental, financial, and 
public safety) than a dry tailings approach.

3.	 RECOMMENDATION: Where wet tailings impoundments are in 
use, require dry closure (e.g. draining) when mining operations 
cease — unless it can be demonstrated through a risk assessment 
process that long-term maintenance of a wet tailings impoundment 
poses less risk (environmental, financial, and public safety).
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Make safety the priority
Government’s post-Mount Polley rule changes do not adequately address the Expert 
Panel’s crucial recommendation that safety — not short-term cost — considerations must 
determine what type of tailings disposal is approved. The Panel noted that the main 
reason industry had not adopted a drystack/filtered tailings approach is because it 
would increase their costs. However, while this approach may be more costly than tailings 
ponds for companies to implement, it can result in lower long-term costs to the public 
by reducing the risk of catastrophic failures like Mount Polley.21 Therefore, the Panel 
recommended that financial feasibility studies for tailings storage approaches include long-
term externalities (including environmental impacts) and full life-cycle costs that take into 
account the increased risks associated with massive tailings ponds and dams.22  

Unfortunately, when Dr. Chambers analyzed one new and three proposed mines in the 
northwest of the province, he concluded that none of them met the recommendations of 
the Expert Panel to reduce the risk of tailings dam failure and prioritize long-term public 
safety. Dr. Chambers concludes that the new BC rules do not make safety — as opposed to 
short term economic considerations — a paramount factor in decisions around what type of 
tailings storage approach will be approved.23 

4.	 RECOMMENDATION: Ensure that public safety, environmental safety, 
and economic safety are the determinative factors in governing what 
tailings disposal system will be implemented.

5.	 RECOMMENDATION: Require that financial feasibility studies 
conducted for proposed mines and waste disposal systems take into 
account the full long-term life cycle costs of facilities — and include 
externalities such as long-term costs/risks to the environment, industry 
and taxpayers, and public safety.

6.	 RECOMMENDATION: Require and apply the strictest and most rigorous 
standards when tailings dams are unavoidable.24
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Meet IRMA (Initiative for Responsible Mining 
Assurance) standards for waste management
Globally, some of the most practical and progressive environmental standards for mining 
are being developed in the IRMA certification process. Similar to the Forest Stewardship 
Council and Marine Stewardship Council, IRMA is working to establish a mine-level 
certification program for responsible mining. Under this initiative, environmental and 
human rights organizations are working with mining companies, labour unions, community 
organizations and downstream users of mining products to produce a set of standards 
that mining companies must meet if they want to be certified by IRMA. The aim is to 
create an independently verified, responsible mining assurance system that improves social 
and environmental performance — and to create value for those mines that take a lead in 
socially and environmentally responsible mining. 

7.	 RECOMMENDATION: Require that all mines in BC comply with the IRMA 
standards, or better, for Waste and Materials Management.25  

Ban disposal of mine wastes into lakes,  
rivers or oceans
British Columbia still permits companies to discharge waste materials directly into lakes, 
rivers and oceans. This dumping of mine tailings, process water and waste rock into water 
bodies can damage aquatic life and ecosystems, and threaten drinking water and  
human health. 

While companies may insist that disposal into a natural water body is necessary for a 
project to proceed, there is often a better approach. For example, when Taseko Mines 
first proposed an open-pit mine project near Williams Lake (Prosperity Mine), its project 
description included plans to drain nearby culturally and ecologically significant Fish 
Lake for use as a dump for waste rock.26 Taseko told the federal environmental review 
panel that, based on its conclusions from “one of the most comprehensive alternatives 
assessments” ever undertaken, the destruction of Fish Lake for waste management “was 
the only viable option.” Other methods were, according to the company, uneconomical 
and cost prohibitive.27 However, after this proposal was rejected by the federal panel in 
2010, Taseko Mines found another option, and came forward with a new proposal in 2011. 
This new proposal would preserve Fish Lake by “relocating the tailings storage facility 
2.5 km upstream of the lake and by introducing a lake recirculation water management 
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scheme” — a new plan that apparently became economically viable after the original 2010 
project rejection.28 

When natural water bodies are used for disposal of mining waste, reclamation may not 
be possible and the impacts can go on for decades. To protect against the significant 
public costs associated with long-term degradation of lakes, rivers and oceans, a number 
of jurisdictions have acted to restrict or prohibit the direct disposal of mine waste into 
these natural water bodies.29 Similarly, the international Initiative for Responsible Mining 
Assurance (IRMA) will not certify mine sites that use river, submarine and lake disposal of 
mine waste materials under its Standard for Responsible Mining.30

8.	 RECOMMENDATION: Prohibit disposal of mining wastes into rivers, 
lakes and oceans. 
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