Industry Guidelines for Chinese Mining Companies Abroad:
Paper Tigers?
Shaun Gessler
This In Brief discusses two sets of industry guidelines
published by the Chinese government for Chinese companies
investing in overseas mining projects. In the Pacific, these
guidelines apply to seven mining projects: three in Papua New
Guinea, two in Fiji, one in New Caledonia, and one in Solomon
Islands (see Box 1).
The guidelines are China’s first industry codes for mining
companies operating abroad, and seek to align Chinese
companies with other internationally recognised industry
standards. If implemented, they could potentially lift the
environmental, social, and human rights standards at the sites
of these six projects. However, since compliance is voluntary
and the guidelines lack any implementation, enforcement, or
accountability mechanisms, Chinese companies are likely to
ignore the documents, dismissing them as ‘paper tigers’.

Box 1
Mining projects subject to Chinese industry guidelines:
• the Ramu Nickel Cobalt project (PNG), majority owned
and operated by China Metallurgical Corporation
• the Porgera Gold mine (PNG), partly owned by Zijin
Mining Group
• the proposed Frieda River Copper project (PNG),
majority owned by PanAust, a subsidiary of Guandong
Rising Asset Management
• the Nawailevu Bauxite Mining Project (Fiji), owned by
Xinfa Aurum Explorations
• the Vatukoula Gold mine (Fiji), majority owned by Zhongrun Resources Investment Corporation
• the Chinese Caledonian Mining Company (New Caledonia), a joint venture between Société Minière du Sud
Pacifique and the Chinese Jinchuan Group
• the currently suspended Gold Ridge gold mine (Solomon Islands), which the Chinese–Australian company
AXF Resources wishes to recommission, with additional
investment from Wanguo International Mining Group.
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Social Responsibility Guidelines
The Guidelines for Social Responsibility in Outbound Mining
Investments were launched in October 2014 by the China
Chamber of Commerce for Minerals, Metals and Chemicals
Importers and Exporters (CCCMC), an industry group under
the authority of the Chinese Ministry of Commerce. Published
in Chinese, English, Spanish, and French, they were developed
over a two-year consultation period with assistance from the
German Corporation for International Cooperation. A ‘second
revision’, referred to as the GSRM, was released following the
launch of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
launch in September 2015. The GSRM includes the following
‘Social Responsibility Issues’:
1.

Organizational Governance

2. Fair Operating Practices
3. Supply Chain Management
4. Human Rights
5. Labor Issues
6. Occupational Health and Safety
7.

Environment

8. Community Development.
The GSRM broadly applies to all companies engaged in
mineral exploration, extraction, processing and investment
projects, including mining-related infrastructure construction. The
guidelines take into account internationally recognised codes,
including the ten principles of the United Nations Global Compact,
the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, the Global
Reporting Initiative, and the International Council on Mining and
Metals’ Sustainable Development Framework. They also take
into account existing Chinese directives such as the Guidelines
to the State-owned Enterprises Directly under the Central
Government on Fulfilling Corporate Social Responsibilities.
The GSRM provides a detailed list of expectations: Chinese
companies are to ensure compliance with all applicable laws and
regulations, adhere to ethical business practices, respect human
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rights and protect the rights and interests of employees, respect
nature and protect the environment, respect stakeholders, strive
for transparency, and strengthen responsibility throughout the
extractive industries value chain.

Implementation?
Despite these comprehensive principles, the document gives
less information regarding implementation. In just 98 words,
the GSRM provides a brief explanation of how their detailed
standards are meant to be implemented. The CCCMC
will ‘disseminate’ and ‘promote’ the guidelines, and ‘assist
companies by providing trainings, workshops, exchanges,
and pilot projects to strengthen the capacities of companies
in implementing these Guidelines’. This section leaves
unanswered many questions about how Chinese mining
companies, some with limited international experience, are
to implement these guidelines. As noted by international nongovernment organisations (IDI 2017), there are no incentives
for compliance, penalties for non-compliance are non-existent,
and there are no mechanisms to monitor implementation.

Due Diligence Guidelines
The CCCMC’s second set of industry guidelines, much like the
GSRM, provides a comprehensive list of codes and standards
but are voluntary, without any regulatory mechanisms to
enforce compliance. In 2015, the Chinese Due Diligence
Guidelines for Responsible Mineral Supply Chains (DDGs)
were launched with the support of the OECD, which defines
due diligence as an ‘on-going, proactive and reactive process
through which companies can ensure they respect human
rights and do not contribute to conflict’ (CCCMC 2015:12).

the Pacific. For example, the unequal distribution (or lack of) of
benefits among the communities impacted by the Ramu Nickel
project, which I witnessed during fieldwork.

Raising the Bar?
Both sets of guidelines provide detailed, comprehensive, yet
voluntary principles, which seek to align Chinese companies
with other internationally recognised industry guidelines. On
the surface, both guidelines give the impression that Chinese
regulators are ‘getting tough’, at least rhetorically, on wayward
companies operating in developing countries. However, neither
the GSRM nor the DDGs provide any meaningful implementation
efforts, accountability mechanisms, or regulatory incentives
for compliance. Despite this, if a resourceful Chinese mining
company felt compelled enough to implement these guidelines,
they could potentially outperform their Western competitors,
and, in doing so, take an industry leadership role in corporate
social responsibility. China Metallurgical Corporation at Ramu
Nickel is in an ideal position to do this, given that its recent
merger partner assisted CCCMC in drafting the original GSRM
(CCCMC 2014:Annex 3).
Chinese mining companies have an opportunity to raise
industry standards. After all, the bar is not that high. When
compared to the questionable performances of more experienced
Australian, Canadian, or American mining companies, who
have also failed to implement similar policies at their own
mining projects in the region, it may be more realistic to expect
inexperienced Chinese mining companies to behave no better
than their Western predecessors. Until Chinese companies
feel compelled enough to implement their own government’s
guidelines, the documents will remain paper tigers.

These guidelines specifically address issues which arise from
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companies with international standards such as the United
Nations’ Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
and the OECD Due Diligence Guidance on Responsible Supply
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