
Joint Statement on the Bettercoal Initiative 
 
 
We are a network of European civil society organizations working on mitigating the 
impacts of coal on local, national and global levels. We are focusing particularly on 
coal mining in Colombia, South Africa and the USA, and on how this coal is used in 
the production of energy in Europe. These impacts include severe environmental 
damage, violations of civil and political, economic, social and cultural human rights as 
well as internationally recognised labour standards, as well as the worsening impacts 
of climate change due to burning fossil fuels including coal.  
 
In February 2012, a group of major European utilities1 established the industrial 
organization Bettercoal with the aim of “advancing the continuous improvement of the 
ethical, social and environmental performance of coal mines by improving business 
practices …”.2 We welcome the fact that European energy companies acknowledge 
the problems in the coal mining sector and that they are willing to take steps to tackle 
the negative impacts and rights violations through self regulation. However, the 
signatory European organizations are of the opinion that Bettercoal in its current form 
offers insufficient prospects for effective solutions to the problems surrounding the 
mines in South Africa, Colombia and the USA. In the case of Colombia, for instance, 
Bettercoal cannot address the legacy of the gross human rights violations 
perpetrated in the coal mining areas between 1996 and 2006. Europe is an important 
actor since most Colombian coal is destined for the European market (43% in 2011). 
Great Britain and Germany are heading the list of coal importing countries. 
 
We would like to share the following considerations with all interested parties: 
 
• Bettercoal is no multistakeholder initiative, but designed by and for energy 

companies. It is a technocratic solution to a problem that, as experience has shown, 
can only be solved with the participation of all stakeholders, especially the groups 
whose rights are at risk or are being violated. 

• Bettercoal does not guarantee individual energy companies’ accountability 
because it will not report, internally or externally, on the purchasing decisions of 
its members.  

• Bettercoal does not provide transparency in the coal chain. The information 
released by Bettercoal will not allow the public to determine from which mines 
each energy company is sourcing its coal. Consumers are therefore deprived of 
the information needed on which to base a responsible choice.  

• Bettercoal takes a forward looking approach to social responsibility, sidestepping 
the responsibility of mining companies to remediate victims of past human rights 
violations. 

• The Bettercoal code is extremely weak in matters of biodiversity conservation and 
allows mining in national parks and other types of protected areas. 

                                                      
1 The following utilities are members of Better Coal: Dong, EDF, Vattenfall, E.ON, Enel, Fortum, GDF 
Suez, RWE, GasNatural Fenosa. 
2 Mission statement of Better Coal on: http://bettercoal.org/about-us.aspx, retrieved on 28 March 2014. 

http://bettercoal.org/about-us.aspx


• Bettercoal is working towards an assessment of the mines, but it is a ‘fox guarding 
the chickens initiative’. Bettercoal members, all of whom have commercial 
interests in maintaining good relations with individual mines, select and instruct 
the auditors and determine the timeframe. It is unclear to what extent affected 
groups will be involved in the assessment, and moreover, the assessment 
findings are not made public.  

• The recommendations of the assessments are not obligatory and it is up to the 
individual energy companies as to whether the assessment results will have 
consequences on their purchasing policies.  

• Bettercoal’s reference to a grievance mechanism is vague and undetermined and 
does not seem to meet the criteria for an independent and impartial arbiter. 

• Bettercoal is an initiative that glosses over the full impact coal has on people and 
the planet, whether through the extraction of coal or by worsening climate change 
and its detrimental impacts on the lives, livelihoods and food security of millions of 
people. 

 
Recommendations:  
 

1) Assessments should be transparent, be conducted by independent parties, 
focus on compliance with the OECD guidelines and address the negative 
impacts in the sphere of influence in the mining region.  

2) Multi-stakeholder solutions are essential. Affected communities, civil society 
organizations and independent labour unions, for instance, should be 
extensively involved in the audit process.  

3) The audit findings should be public and binding, as they are only meaningful if 
they have serious and predictable consequences. 

4) Mining companies should be held accountable for human rights violations and 
provide redress to the affected people.  

 
This statement was signed by the following organizations (in alphabetical order): 
May 19, 2014 
 
 
ActionAid, The Netherlands 
Arbeitsgruppe Schweiz Kolumbien, Switzerland  
Arbeitskreis Rohstoffe, Germany 
Both ENDS, The Netherlands 
BI Saubere Luft Ostfriesland e.V., Germany 
BI Unterelbe, Germany 
Climate Action Network (CAN) Europe 
Coal Action Network, U.K. 
Colombia Solidarity Campaign, U.K. 
Eine Welt Netz NRW e.V., Germany 
FDCL, Germany 
FIAN, Germany 
FIAN, The Netherlands 
FIAN, Sweden 
FIAN, Switzerland 
 

FIAN, UK 
FNV, The Netherlands 
Indigenous Peoples Links (PIPLinks), U.K. 
Klima-Allianz Deutschland 
kolko - human rights for Colombia, Germany 
Koordination Südliches Afrika e.V., Germany 
London Mining Network, U.K. 
Misereor, Germany 
Oxfam 
PAX, The Netherlands 
pax christi – Deutsche Sektion e.V., Germany  
Peace Brigades International - Deutscher Zweig e.V. 
PowerShift e.V., Germany 
urgewald, Germany 
World Development Movement, U.K. 


