Coeur d'Alene/Post Falls Press - 03/27/2021

Page : N04

4 | Saturday, March 27, 2021

Mining critical to climate solutions

By SHOLEH PATRICK
NWM&T Editor

University of Idaho
professor Dr. Tom
Williams.

H

ow’s this for irony: Mining
nonrenewable resources is
exactly what we need to reduce our
reliance on them.
While fossil fuels continue to
dominate the U.S. energy scene,
according to Pew Research most
Americans (77 percent) say it’s more
important to develop alternative
clean energy sources than to
produce more fossil fuels. Yet
even with rapid growth solar and
wind power account for less than
5 percent of the nation’s energy,
according to the U.S. Energy
Administration’s most recent data.
We would need a lot more
windmills, solar panels, electric
cars and other tools to achieve
a sustainable, Earth-friendly
America — a priority for the
new administration as well as a
growing number of Americans.
To learn about how mining is tied
to that effort, NWM&T asked two
regional experts, mining industry
representative Mark Compton and

What is mining’s role
in climate change
solutions?
Because the tools
Compton
for sustainable energy
production are made
from metals and minerals, we need
more robust extraction industries to
reach the goal.
“There’s a huge focus in the
new administration on addressing
climate change, but there is
this tension between effectively
addressing that, and facing up to
the reality that you need the raw
materials to get there,” said Mark
Compton, Executive Director of the
American Exploration and Mining
Association based in Spokane,
Wash.
Part of that “tension” is a
misperception of the mining
industry as the “bad guys” —
which simply isn’t accurate,
says University of Idaho geology
professor Tom Williams. His courses
often address sustainable uses

BUILDING & OPERATING AMERICA’S UNDERGROUND MINES
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Windmills, which require copper and iron ore, increased 166 percent in the
last decade but represents less than 10 percent of U.S. energy production.
of metals and how
society grapples with
the “upsides” and
“downsides” to mining.
“What the public
may not realize in
this (mining vs.
environment) debate
Williams
is that both sides
have sincere beliefs
and the goodwill of the community
at heart,” said Dr. Williams, a
clinical associate professor and

director of research for UI’s geology
department. “To dismiss the mining
industry as only caring about their
profits and the metal they’re pulling
out of the ground is unfair. Mining
is far different, cleaner and safer
than it’s ever been in history.”
If we’re going to address clean
energy, both Williams and Compton
posit, we’ll need more resources
extracted from the ground.
See CLIMATE, 5

OUR MISSION IS TO BE THE LEADER IN SAFE,
PRODUCTIVE & INNOVATIVE MINING SOLUTIONS.

Photo courtesy of OAK RIDGE NATIONAL LABORATORY

775-635-8356.
NV State Contractor’s License 48016

March 29, 2021 9:10 am (GMT -7:00)

443236

Demand for electric cars, which need mined copper, nickel and lithium to
manufacture, is expected to soon outpace supply.
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How much more do we need?
The World Bank Group report
“Minerals for Climate Action”
found production of key minerals
would need to increase by nearly
500 percent by 2050 to meet clean
energy demand. That translates
to an estimated 3 billion tons of
minerals and metals to deploy the
wind, solar and geothermal power,
and energy storage required to
achieve climate goals.
Another factor elevating mining’s
importance to alternative energy
solutions is that cleaner technologies
tend to require more metals and
minerals in their manufacture.
“An electric vehicle has about
four times as much copper as a
regular vehicle, and 3.5 times as
much silver,” Compton explained.
That goes for wind and solar
power, too. Even a small, threemegawatt windmill turbine
contains more than 9,000 pounds
of copper. Solar panels are
constructed with copper and silver,
both mined in Idaho.
“Do we have enough of those raw
materials? It depends,” said Williams.
“We already have quite a bit of
copper, but without using overseas
sources we probably don’t have
enough being extracted. With other
metals like silver, North Idaho is
the largest producer in the U.S., but
again it all depends on the demand.
“If we switch to clean energy, we
will need to increase the amount of
metals we get out the ground.”
If we need it so much,
why the tension?
“There’s always been a tension
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within the mining industry and
the local and national communities
affected by mining, both from
a point of view of needing the
extracted materials and the cost to
the environment of having mines
around,” Williams said. “That goes
back in history to even before
we knew anything about climate
change.”
That tension has been as
historically consistent as inevitable.
Digging things out of the ground
necessarily includes physical
degradation, however mitigated.
Pitting mining’s history of labor and
safety issues — illustrated by the
devastating 1972 Sunshine Mine fire
— against society’s obvious needs
for raw materials and well-paid jobs,
that tension is predictable.
“Climate change concern is
on that continuum of tension
that always exists in extraction
industries.” — Tom Williams
Modern safety and
environmental protocols along with
smart-mining technologies have
since greatly improved conditions,
but the tension persists.
“Switching to clean energy
means we need more metals from
the ground; how we do that is one
of the big questions we have to
grapple with,” Williams added.
For example, one of the world’s
largest potential copper deposits
is the Pebble Project in Alaska.
A years-long controversy over
its development ensued because
the location was considered
environmentally sensitive for
fishing, salmon, and recreational
interests. Legal and policy
decisions fell against the mine and
permitting was denied.
See CLIMATE, 6
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“That (time) is not necessarily
more environmental protections, so
much as inefficient,” Compton said.
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“Grappling with it, there’s
no 100 percent upside on these
decisions,” Williams said. “If they
had opened that mine, it would’ve
had an effect on the area’s beauty
and fishing industry.”
A resource loss that significant
must be made up somewhere to
meet demand. Will that happen
domestically or abroad? Could
foreign sourcing impact the price
of copper and its products down
the line, not to mention U.S.
strategic interests?
Is access a big a problem?
“Always, the two biggest issues
for the mining industry are being
able to access mineral deposits,
and when you can access them
to permit a project in a timely
manner,” Compton explained.
Hard rock mineral deposits are
extremely rare and difficult to find.
The National Academy of Sciences
stated in a report that less than onehundredth of a percent (.0001) of the
earth’s crust contains economically
viable mineral deposits.
“Approximately half of the
federal mineral estate is already off
limits to mining,” Compton said,
adding the industry is concerned
the current political climate may
not support change.
That’s why AEMA says access
to federal lands in particular is
vital not only to meeting ongoing
consumer demand (every car,
smart phone, computer and
toothpaste is a result of mining),
but also to reaching America’s
alternative energy goals.
Even with access, permitting
is tough. While the National
Environmental Policy Act
permitting process was revised and
streamlined between 2017 and 2020,
the most recent changes have yet
to be implemented on the ground.
U.S. federal permitting timelines
are among the world’s lengthiest.

Strategic and critical minerals:
Where do we stand?
“If you’re not getting companies
investing in exploration in the
United States, then you’re not
finding those hard-to-find deposits,”
Compton said. “We unfortunately
have become dangerously
dependent on foreign sources for
strategic and critical minerals.”
Strategic and critical minerals
are those deemed essential to the
nation’s economic and national
security. The U.S. Geological Survey
lists 46 minerals for which the U.S.
is at least 50 percent dependent on
foreign sources, and a few for which
it is 100 percent dependent.
“Generally speaking, we have
allies we can rely on for mining
products, but you look at that
USGS list, and the majority of
those countries are not our allies,”
Compton said.
Nor are the ethics employed
necessarily up to U.S. standards.
One example is cobalt, a critical
mineral used in electric vehicles,
renewable energy, and defense.
While USGS estimates show the
U.S. has about one million tons
of cobalt reserves, much of what
we consume is mined in the
Democratic Republic of Congo,
where child labor is used.
If manufacturers don’t have the
stable and secure supply of raw
materials they need, Compton said,
they’re going to go wherever they
can get them.
What about worker and
environmental protections?
Dr. Williams points out that
while in some places such as
Mexico and Kazakhstan mine
standards and safety are much
better than commonly perceived,
it’s true the U.S. also imports from
other places found wanting.
Exceptions aside, the U.S. and
other Western countries tend to
have the most robust environmental

and worker protections. The more
key metals and minerals are
outsourced, the less likely they’re
mined with both worker and
environmental safeguards.

industry to the raw materials needed
to do it, says Compton.
“If we’re going to rebuild our
infrastructure, if we’re going to
rebuild manufacturing, if we’re
going to do clean energy conversion
domestically, we need their minerals
to be mined domestically as well.” —
Mark Compton

“We can’t employ the ‘NIMBY’
(not in my backyard) attitude
toward mining and expect good
results. And when it comes to
climate change, the entire world is
one backyard.” — Tom Williams
American integrity is at stake.
Efforts to reduce climate change
impacts are ineffective if not done
across the globe, and the U.S. can’t
make a convincing case to other
nations (and vice versa) without
walking the talk.
“With clean energy production…
we have to make sure all the parts
we’re using to produce that clean
energy are clean,” said Williams.
“The best way we can do that is to
keep production domestic as much
as we practically can.”
That’s something the mining
industry has been saying for decades.
“The bottom line is we have the
strongest environmental protections
and worker protections in the
world,” said Compton. “So mining
domestically is the answer.”
What will it take to change?
In short, a bridge. To bring
supply, demand, and concerns to
the same table, Williams says all
sides would need to recognize they
share the same goal.
“The U.S. is blessed with a rich
mineral endowment; there’s no
reason we can’t be mining these
materials here,” said Compton.
“That has huge downstream effects
as well; the COVID pandemic
really laid bare some dangerous
vulnerabilities in our nation’s
supply chains.”
The supply chain for sustainable
energy and climate solutions starts
with mining — from windmills and
solar panels to rechargeable batteries
and reusable straws. President
Biden’s policy objectives to “build
back better” and “buy American”
require better access by the mining

AEMA’s position is that the
mining industry can be a great
partner with the administration
in meeting those goals. But to get
there, both governments and the
American public have to see the
interconnectedness among mining,
current standard of living, and
environmental objectives.
Williams said it’s also important
to recognize that while there
is always room to improve, the
stewardship of area mining
companies is already among the
industry’s best.
“The Silver Valley’s mines are
now technologically modern and
very safe,” said Williams. “And
they’ve taken a lot of care over the
past decades to make sure they’re
as clean as humanly possible. I
think Idaho can be proud of its
mining industries.”
Williams suggests the public
needs to be more responsible in
how it consumes information.
Choosing where to get “news,”
examining for bias, and considering
alternate viewpoints and facts are
critical to reducing the tension
which frustrates progress.
“People either pay heed to
(sources) very concerned about the
environment, and that’s all they
pay attention to, or they only pay
attention to the industry side,”
Williams said.
“There’s a phrase I use in my
class a lot: No free lunch. No
decision you make, especially in
geology, will be without costing
someone something. And it will
benefit someone else. There’s no
way to get around that. You make
that decision and you move on.
“You just hope you make the
most ethical and thoughtful one.”
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