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IMPACT

Generally located in natural areas, the mining industry is on the 
front lines when it comes to preserving biodiversity, combat-
ting erosion and mitigating global warming. This is an issue that 
concerns the entire gold value chain and calls for the implementa-
tion of ambitious, long-term reforestation programmes.

Gold mining is a singular industry in many ways. Unlike processing 
activities, which can easily be relocated, mining can only take place 
in very speci昀椀c natural areas, often forested, which it occupies for 
varying lengths of time. Because gold is mixed with other rocks and 
often buried underground, extracting it also requires aggressive, in-
trusive processes, including, at times, the installation of major in-
frastructure onsite. As a result, the mining industry automatically 
affects ecosystems. 

For mining industry players, addressing this challenge goes beyond 
sustainable mining (elimination of mercury, involvement of local 
communities, etc.) and aims for complete environmental restoration 
of the sites concerned well after the production period. Why set the 
bar so high? There are several reasons for this imperative.

Gold mining takes  
on the challenge of reforestation

About OCIM

The OCIM group of privately 
held companies has a long and  
successful history as a Tra-
der and Financier of Strategic  
Assets. Established in Paris 
in 1961, OCIM is headed by a 
third-generation member of the 
founding family. Besides its core 
historical business in Real Es-
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such as coinage Precious Metals 
via its Geneva-based subsidiary. 
As a Merchant, OCIM trades phy-
sical metals across the full value 
chain, from producers to end 
users. As a Financier, OCIM in-
vests in a wide variety of instru-
ments and provides 昀椀nancing to 
the value chain with equity, debt, 
and alternative investments.
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• Preservation of biodiversity: forests are home 
to a large number of plant and animal species. 
However, mining can degrade these natural 
habitats, with an adverse impact on biodiver-
sity. By restoring ecosystems, reforestation 
encourages the return of indigenous species. 

• Social responsibility and local acceptance: 
mining activities can be perceived as harmful 
to the environment and to the quality of life for 
local populations. The implementation of refo-
restation programmes, however, goes beyond 
mere window-dressing to demonstrate the com-
pany’s commitment to environmental restoration, 
conservation and community well-being. These 
practices can help to enhance social accep-
tance of mining activities and establish healthy, 
peaceful relations with local stakeholders. 

• Mitigating climate change: forests play a ma-
jor role in regulating the climate by absorbing 
carbon dioxide (CO2) from the atmosphere via 
photosynthesis. While deforestation linked to 
gold mining leads to the release of CO2, refores-
tation enables this same gas to be recaptured, 
thereby helping to mitigate climate change. 

• Soil protection and prevention of erosion: while 
forests help to preserve soil strata, mining in-
creases vulnerability to erosion, leading to land 
degradation and pollution of watercourses. Here 
again, reforestation triggers the opposite dynamic. 

• Regulatory compliance: many countries have 
implemented strict environmental protection re-
gulations requiring that mining companies res-
tore degraded areas after the period of operation. 
Managing reforestation makes it possible mining 
companies to comply with these legal impera-
tives.

While reforestation to offset the negative externalities 
of the mining industry is no longer merely optional, 
appropriate programmes still need to be developed 
and implemented. This is a huge challenge, given that 
the reforestation of gold mining sites is a complex 
process that requires major efforts over a long period 
of time. Above all, the issue depends in practice on a 
large number of factors and calls for a bespoke res-
ponse that takes into account the history of the mine 
(and in some cases, the cumulative extent of past da-
mage), the type of operation (open pit, underground 
or alluvial) and the immediate environment of the site 
(presence or absence of initial forest, richness of bio-
diversity, etc.).

There is no ready-made solution, but the best practices 
in the sector are all based on the same overall sequence:
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Planning and preliminary 
studies

 Long-term monitoring 
and maintenance

Progressive  
rehabilitation

 Selective land clearing 
and soil storage

Evaluation of gold mining’s 
potential impact on vegetation

Establishment of long-term  
monitoring programmes to 
assess health of restored 
ecosystems

Preservation of rare or endemic 
species and nutrient-rich soil

Gradual rehabilitation of 
previous extraction sites as 
mine develops
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Planning and preliminary studies: 
prior to any mining operations, mining companies 
must carry out in-depth environmental studies to as-
sess the potential impact of gold mining on vegeta-
tion and draw up appropriate reforestation plans.

Selective land clearing and soil storage: 
before starting gold extraction, mining companies 
may carry out selective land clearing to preserve va-
luable or endemic plant species. Nutrient-rich soils 
can then be removed and stored for re-use during 
subsequent reforestation.

Progressive rehabilitation: 
mining companies can then progressively rehabilitate 
previously mined areas as mining progresses. This 
strategy may involve reclaiming the site using pre-

viously stored soil, reintroducing native vegetation, 
restoring watercourses or creating habitats favou-
rable to biodiversity.

Long-term monitoring and maintenance: 
once a mine is closed, mining companies must set up a 
long-term monitoring programme to assess the growth 
of trees and the health of restored ecosystems. Re-
gular maintenance of plantations, including irrigation, 
weed control and pest control, may also be carried out. 

During each of these phases, mining companies have 
every interest in collaborating with local communities, 
environmental experts and non-governmental organi-
sations. This is a great way to maximise the impact of 
these initiatives as well as bene昀椀t from existing local 
knowledge of environmental restoration.

Kering: an example of reforestation following 
gold mining in French Guiana

The issue of reforestation concerns the entire gold 
value chain. Highly reliant on gold in its manufactu-
ring processes, notably for jewellery, Kering bears 
as much responsibility for the environmental conse-
quences of gold extraction activities as any mining 
company active on the ground. Recognising this, the 
French luxury goods group has set up a programme 
to revegetate 100% of the alluvial gold mine sites fol-
lowing their exploitation in French Guyana (although 
a rehabilitation of 30% is suf昀椀cient under French 
law).

Kering 昀椀rst joined forces with two partners, Solicaz 
and Forest Finance, who created onsite forestry nur-
series and prepared more than 150,000 seedlings to 

be distributed over more than 116 hectares (for an 
average density of 1,400 seedlings/hectare). A wide 
variety of forest species were selected following 
an ecological assessment, starting with certain ni-
trogen-昀椀xing species designed to restore soil quality 
and reactivate a natural forest cycle.  

This programme, which is now beginning to bear 
fruit, is assiduously monitored by Kering’s partners, 
who regularly analyse the health of the soil (especial-
ly its biological and nutritional activity), the quality 
of tree growth and the appearance of spontaneous 
plant diversity. By aiming for total restoration of the 
ecosystem, this project will not only restore favou-
rable conditions for the return of biodiversity (fau-
na: habitats for animals, insects, 昀氀ora: shade and 
nutritional contribution), but will also reestablish a 
valuable carbon sink destroyed by mining activities.
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