
T ailings can create many challenges for mine operators 
that impact everything from environmental 
compliance to capital planning. However, mining 

specialists at Nalco Water believe that a tailings dam can 
deliver several benefits with proper management. When 
leveraged as an asset, an optimised tailings programme 
can reduce operational costs and recover more water while 
maximising the existing footprint of a storage facility. 

Tailings challenges 
If there is a universal challenge across all mining 
operations, it is tailings. There are approximately 7000 
tailings dams at mine sites across the globe. Also called 
tailings ponds or tailings storage facilities (TSF), almost 
every mine has one or more to handle the waste from their 
mineral processing operations. When managed properly, 
tailings have an opportunity to be leveraged as a resource 
rather than a cost. But recent failures highlight the risks 
that they can pose if left to operate without a strong, 
water-focused management programme.

The failure of the Córrego do Feijão iron ore tailings dam 
in Brazil – which was one of more than 70 major incidents 
of tailings dam failures since 1970 – has drawn 
international attention to the composition, construction 
and management of tailings storage facilities. The majority 
store a mixture of solids and liquids (in the range of 50% of 

Keith Gibbs, Nalco Water, 
Australia, outlines the economic 
and environmental benefits of an 
optimised tailings programme at 
mines in North America and Australia.
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