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Introduction
The World Economic Forum’s Mining 
and Metals Industry Action Group 
(IAG), in collaboration with Accenture, 
explored and identified areas where 
the industry can collaborate to prepare 
for a world reshaped by COVID-19. 

Three priority themes were identified to further industry resilience  
in mining and metals through collective action: A New Paradigm 
of Work, The Connected Value Chain and An Accelerated Purpose. 
This effort fits within the Forum’s “Great Reset” initiative, a call to action 
for businesses to use the unique window of opportunity to rebuild a 
more fair, sustainable and resilient future for all stakeholders (Figure 1). 
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Introduction

Figure 1. The mining and metals industry response to COVID-19This white paper explores how  
the pandemic has highlighted the 
importance of sustainability and 
“purpose”—a company’s commitment  
to having a positive impact on its 
stakeholders and society. It also discusses 
how the crisis is providing an opportunity 
for companies to more thoroughly define 
and enhance their purpose. In doing so, 
mining and metals companies can create an 
“Accelerated Purpose,” which is critical to 
increasing resilience and driving business 
performance in an uncertain world. 

This is not simply a matter of “doing 
the right thing .” For mining and metals 
companies, an accelerated purpose offers 
a powerful value proposition. A clear and 
strong purpose can help build further trust 
among stakeholders, creating stability 
and support as companies pivot to meet 
future challenges. And it can provide a 
valuable North Star that keeps stakeholders 
aligned as the landscape changes .

A New Paradigm of Work

01 02 03

The Great Reset
A World Economic Forum initiative to call on all stakeholders to manage 
the direct effects of the Covid-19 crisis and build a resilient future.

The Connected Value Chain An Accelerated Purpose

Build resilience and 
flexibility in operations 
and the workforce

STAKEHOLDERS STAKEHOLDERS STAKEHOLDERS

• Future and current employees
• Contractors
• Operations

Build resilience and 
flexibility into business 
models and the value chain

• Suppliers
• Customers
• Consumers

Embrace a broader 
responsibility to strengthen 
a global social license 
to operate

• Society
• Communities
• Investors
• Governments

4



“

Building an  
Accelerated Purpose
The Mining and Metals IAG has identified two key areas where 
businesses can focus as they seek to build an Accelerated Purpose: 

· Advancing decarbonization efforts

· Pursuing responsible sourcing
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Building an Accelerated Purpose

The group also explored how companies can finance these efforts by taking advantage of the growing availability  
of capital for sustainability initiatives and the transition to a low-carbon economy. By acting in these three areas, mining  
and metals companies can address the changes taking place in consumer demand, investor pressures and societal needs, 
which have all been re-shaped by the pandemic (Figure 2). 

1.  Set decarbonization ambitions

2.  Develop a low-carbon 
product strategy

3.  Make investments in 
new technologies

DECARBONIZATION

1.  Decrease environmental footprint:
Land, water, energy

2.  Increase social footprint: 
Human rights, labor standards

RESPONSIBLE
SOURCING

1.  Standardize ESG metrics 
and reporting transparency

2.  Leverage untapped investor capital

ACCESS TO 
SUSTAINABLE CAPITAL

Figure 2: Key purpose-related focus areas emerging from COVID-19 for the mining and metals industry
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Decarbonization
The link between climate change and human activity 
became increasingly clear as the COVID-19 crisis 
unfolded. The lockdown measures and the associated 
drop in economic activity resulted in a temporary 
reduction in carbon emissions and as businesses and 
countries reopen emissions are beginning to surge 
back to pre-pandemic levels as economies reopen. 

If emission levels are not addressed and surge back to pre-pandemic 
levels, then climate change has the potential to exacerbate the 
current and future pandemics as economies open.
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To take action on this front and move towards 
meeting the Paris Agreement, mining and 
metals companies can define their ambitions for 
decarbonization, consider low-carbon product 
strategies, and invest in new technologies: 

Set decarbonization ambitions

The mining and metals industry has begun to 
set emissions reduction goals; with eight of the 
top mining and metals companies by market 
capitalization committed to net zero by 2050 
or sooner .1 However, the scale and urgency 
involved in reducing emissions requires the 
industry to come together. A number of 
measures can be taken, ranging from pledging 
action, collaborating on research, developing 
and demonstrating research into demand 
signals, creating net-zero industrial clusters 

and creating a pathway to being fully aligned 
with the Science-Based Targets (SBT) initiative. 
Reaching net zero emissions is attainable 
without putting the business at risk. The World 
Economic Forum’s Mission Possible platform, 
which aims to help heavy asset and transport 
industries reach net zero emissions by 2050, 
found that reaching that goal is economically 
and technologically feasible with a cost 
of less than 0.5 percent of global GDP.2

8 Decarbonization



Develop a low-carbon 
product strategy

Make investments  
in new technologies 

While demand for low-carbon products is 
not yet widespread, it is starting to gain 
traction—and the industry has begun to test 
customer willingness to pay for low-carbon 
products. For example, Henry Sanderson 
at the Financial Times Reported that the 
London Metal Exchange has set up its first 
platform for a green material by introducing 
a low carbon aluminum-trading platform.3 
Furthermore, as manufacturers shift the 
raw material mix to more carbon-friendly 
products, there will be additional pressure 
on upstream commodity producers to 
provide low-carbon products. A collective 
low-carbon brand could make mining and 
metals products the preferred choice against 
competitors such as composites or plastics . 

New technologies—such as carbon capture 
utilization and storage (CCUS), scrap recovery, 
inert non-carbon anodes and advanced 
materials—will be key for the industry 
to decarbonize and meet its emissions 
targets. Some first movers have made big 
investments recently to help hit net zero by 
mid-century. Other industries, like oil and 
gas, are making significant investments in 
research and development and working 
together to contribute funds to accelerate 
development of technology like CCUS.4 

Case Study: Apple’s roadmap to 
carbon neutrality spans the supply 
chain by 2030 
 
Apple has taken its 2030 roadmap 
to carbon neutrality a step further 
by adding suppliers, and the entire 
product life cycle, to its plan. Key areas 
include low-carbon product design, 
redesign of existing products, and 
techniques for recycling and carbon 
neutrality for its supply base.5 Apple’s 
commitment to include its suppliers 
in its carbon neutrality roadmap puts 
pressure on the mining and metals 
companies that supply Apple . 
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Responsible  
sourcing
The mining and metals industry can further strengthen its 
resilience as well as stakeholder relationships via responsible 
sourcing, an increasingly high-profile topic with industrial 
end-users anticipating changes in consumer demands. 
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In the midst of the pandemic, 
customers identified sustainable 
products and services as the top 
priority from mining and metals 
companies in 2020-2022, with 
sustainable supply chain and 
manufacturing as the fourth most 
important.6 And a majority of 
consumers believe COVID-19 has 
increased the need for greater 
business involvement in improving 
social and environmental outcomes.7 

To enhance their responsible sourcing 
capabilities, companies should consider 
both environmental and social factors. 

Decrease environmental footprint: land, water, energy

Investors and end-users are putting increasing 
pressure on businesses to report on their 
supply chain natural resource use, particularly 
in the area of climate disclosures. In the 2019 
Global Risks Report, the World Economic 
Forum ranks the “water crises” as the fourth 
biggest global risk facing society over the 
next decade.8 Last year, a survey of supply 
chain members of the Climate Disclosure 
Project reported that $78 billion were at 
risk from water-related security issues.9 
Water, land and energy consumption are 
an essential part of operational resilience 
for mining and metals, and are used 
heavily throughout the supply chain . 

Beyond environmental reporting and 
reduced consumption initiatives, mining 
and metals companies will ultimately want 
to consider implementing circular business 
models that reduce waste and increase 
recyclability . That will mean developing a better 
understanding of where waste is going, how 
to maximize secondary product input and 
what product innovations could help create 
a more circular loop with their end users . 
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Increase social footprint: Human rights, labor standards

Social factors are becoming more important 
among responsible sourcing proponents. 
COVID-19 has put a spotlight on issues such as 
the living wage, labor standards and improved 
health and safety. A key element of that and a 
minimum standard of responsible sourcing—
is ensuring that human rights are not violated 
anywhere in a company’s operations. Although 
most large global companies have human rights 
principles in their codes of conduct, these 
companies are increasingly threatened by risks 
in their supply chains and on their production 
sites. It is often difficult for companies to 
get the accurate, unbiased information they 
need to monitor risk and take action, because 
these risks can be highly specific to the 
country, location, or counterparty in question, 
and can also be difficult to monitor due to 
a lack of transparency into contractors.10 

The disruptions of COVID-19 have 
only increased that difficulty.

Blockchain technology can help companies 
improve their ability track compliance 
with social standards because it enables 
partners to easily share accurate, trusted 
and secure information across the supply 
chain. Blockchain-focused efforts, such as 
the World Economic Forum’s Mining and 
Metals Blockchain Initiative (MMBI), the Cobalt 
Supply Transparency Consortium, and Apple 
suppliers’ Circulor, are examples of initiatives 
that are attempting to bring visibility to 
conflict minerals and sustainability issues.
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Access to sustainable capital: 
Financing the transition
Making the changes needed to support  
decarbonization and responsible sourcing requires  
investment. Customers, employees and investors/ 
financial institutions have been pushing for mining  
and metals businesses to focus more on environment,  
social and governance (ESG) issues—and that has  
only been reinforced during the pandemic.11
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Deutsche Bank estimates that by the end 
of 2020, nearly 50 percent of global assets 
under management (AUM) will incorporate ESG 
factors, and potentially 95 percent of global 
AUM will fall under this umbrella by 2030.12 
As those figures show, the capital is there for 
the mining and metals industry to leverage in 
their efforts to build an Accelerated Purpose.

To improve their access to such 
capital, the mining and metals 
industry can standardize and take 
advantage of changing attitudes to 
reach untapped investor funds. 

 

Standardize ESG metrics and reporting transparency

For financial institutions and investors, 
the standardization of metrics and reporting 
is essential to comparing companies’ ESG 
performance. But that consistency is often 
not in place . According to the Institute 
of International Finance (IIF), a lack of 
standardization in ESG disclosures is one 
of the key reasons why some companies 
choose not to make emissions disclosures.13 

With clear and standardized reporting, mining 
and metals businesses can position themselves 
to unlock different sources of capital.

There are several frameworks that the 
mining and metals industry can leverage 
to improve disclosures and reporting, such 
as the International Council on Mining & 
Metals (ICMM Mining Principles) Performance 

Expectations, the Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) or the Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board (SASB). 

The World Economic Forum’s International 
Business Council initiative aims to harmonize 
these various approaches, drawing on the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) as an initial framework to define four 
reporting categories: Governance, People, 
Planet and Prosperity .14 These categories have 
an initial 22 core industry-agnostic metrics for 
the standardization of financial reporting that 
the mining and metals industry can consider in 
order to increase access to capital .
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From Rescue to Recovery:  
Government stimulus tied to ESG 

Governments and international organizations are emphasizing 
the importance of a sustainable and responsible recovery. 
For example, a third of Germany’s $145 billion second proposed 
stimulus plan is allocated to measures that have the potential 
to reduce carbon emissions through green levy surcharges, 
betting on “green hydrogen”, or “tomorrow’s petroleum” as 
an industrial and vehicle fuel, electric vehicle (EV) subsidies 
and major commitments in public transport, most notably the 
rail system .15 In addition, the European Union has earmarked 
25 percent of its recovery plan for green initiatives, including 
€10 billion for the circular economy and €20 billion for sustainable 
infrastructure, such as renewable energy and storage, clean 
hydrogen, batteries and carbon-capture technologies.16
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Leverage untapped investor capital

Many observers view the current crisis as a 
major turning point for sustainable finance and 
ESG investing. 71 percent of recently polled 
investors representing 50 global institutions 
agreed that the COVID-19 pandemic was 
likely to increase awareness and actions 
to tackle high-impact risks such as climate 
change and biodiversity losses .17 Even before 
the pandemic, BlackRock announced that 
its discretionary active investment portfolios 
would sell out of all companies where more 
than 25 percent of sales was from thermal 
coal .18 Similarly, the Norwegian sovereign 
wealth fund excluded in May 2020 companies 
based on their coal-related emissions.19 
Such investor pressure and actions involving 
mining and metals organizations are expected 
to increase if companies fail to address 
ESG performance and climate action. 

On the positive side, the amount of money 
invested into funds that focus on ESG 
performance in the first four months of 
2020 is double the amount such funds 
attracted during the same period in 2019.20 
In addition, companies can tap into other 
financial mechanisms that support the low 
carbon transition, such as climate bonds or 
green bonds, which are usually issued by 
multilateral development banks. In Q2 2020, 
ESG-focused bonds outperformed their non-
ESG counterparts by more than 75 percent .21 
And as governments release their future 
stimulus efforts, mining and metals companies 
will have a unique opportunity to draw on 
those funds to implement an integrated 
and strategic approach to sustainability .

Mining and metals companies that successfully 
invest in decarbonization and responsible 
sourcing are likely to see significant 
results. An analysis by Arabesque found 
that companies that focused on the triple 
bottom line enjoyed operating margins 
4.7 times higher than low ESG performers 
(Figure 3).22 Top ESG performers were seeing 
such results before COVID-19, and the global 
pandemic has not had a negative impact 
on that performance. From January to July 
2020, the top 20 percent ESG performers in 
the mining and metals industry consistently 
outperformed the bottom ESG performers 
on a market cap-weighted basis (Figure 2). 
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Percentage-points premium over companies 
with low ESG performance22

Annual Average  |  2013-2019

Marked Cap Weighted: Relative Performance within 
the M&M industry
Index, 31 Dec 19 = 100*  |  2020

Operating margin Total return to shareholders

Companies with medium ESG performance

Companies with high ESG performance

Companies with consistently high ESG performance

120

110

100

4.7x

1.2%

3.2%

5.6%

2.3x

3.7%

5.9%

8.7%

90

80

70

60
Jan-20 Feb-20 Mar-20 Apr-20 May-20 Jun-20 Jul-20

Top 20% ESG Performers

Bottom ESG Performers

Figure 2: Arabesque analysis of top versus bottom ESG performers 
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Managing the shift
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Managing the shift

The Mining and Metals IAG identified several actions that 
mining and metals companies can pursue collectively to 
help foster an Accelerated Purpose, discussed below:

Build a collective 
“North Star”

Enable data sharing 
and transparency 

Move ahead of 
the curve

01 02 03
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Build a collective “North Star”
Using momentum developed in 
the IAG’s work, mining and metals 
companies can work together to  
define a vision for the industry. Social 
license to operate has always been 
important for the industry, but there 
is now a need to create a more holistic 
sense of direction that brings together 
all stakeholders along on the journey. 

Mining and metals companies can 
work together to envision where they 
want their industry to be in the next year 
in terms of responding to COVID-19, and 
in the next 10-20 years to meet the SDGs 
and net zero targets . 

Some of the questions asked include: 
What does the industry look like today, in 
light of its responses to COVID-19? Is the 
industry’s purpose realistic? How can 
companies strategically re-imagine the 
industry and its purpose? And how can they 
ensure that employees, communities and 
shareholders buy into this new future?

In building a collective “North Star,” 
companies should look for ways to reduce 
risk by increasing flexibility in times of 
crises while enhancing the industry’s sense 
of purpose. And they should remember 
that various stakeholders are likely to 
“vote with their feet” and walk away if there 
is no purpose or they do not feel aligned with 
the industry’s and the company’s purpose. 01
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Enable data sharing and transparency 
Sustainability progress and 
reporting will be key to stakeholder 
decision-making. Greater transparency 
will help enable participation in 
large-scale policies, such as a carbon 
pricing. By increasing action and 
transparency, companies can enhance 
brand value and access additional 
investor financing. 

As companies such as Apple create  
net-zero supply chains, trust in sourcing 
is critical . The World Economic Forum 
estimates that there is $100 billion 
dollars of value in data sharing for 
manufacturing process optimization,23 
investor funding, and consumer choice.
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03
Move ahead of the curve
COVID-19 has demonstrated that 
crises can move at exponential rates, 
and companies need to respond 
accordingly. They need to build 
purpose—along with resilience, 
flexibility and sustainability—into 
industry and company operations. 
And they need to continue to 
incorporate new technologies to 
target resource use, waste, energy 
consumption, and social impact. 

The industry has the opportunity to move 
ahead of the curve, and as the COVID-19 crisis 
has made clear, it is important for mining and 
metals companies to begin that journey now . 
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The COVID-19 crisis has underscored the importance of purpose in 
business and provided a clear driver for building an Accelerated Purpose. 
An Accelerated Purpose encompasses and benefits all stakeholders, 
and can enable other themes for building resilience by strengthening 
the Connected Value Chain and providing a better value proposition 
as companies and their people embrace a New Paradigm of Work. 
The industry will therefore be able to respond to a world reshaped by 
COVID-19, and build a powerful case for acting now to reset for the future.

Conclusion
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