
Case Study: Rio Tinto 
Rio Tinto is a global Anglo-Australian mining and metals company founded in 1873, with 

headquarters in London and Melbourne. The company operates in over 35 countries and is the 
world's largest producer of iron ore, as well as other important minerals like aluminum, copper, 
diamonds, and coal. 
Overview of Operations 

Rio Tinto's business covers everything from exploration, mining, and processing to the 
marketing and distribution of final products. Its mining sites are spread across the globe, 
including: 

 Iron Ore: Mines in the Pilbara region of Australia. 
 Aluminum: Production plants in Canada and Australia. 
 Copper: The Oyu Tolgoi mine in Mongolia. 
 Diamonds: The Argyle mine in Australia (now closed). 
The company prioritizes the use of advanced mining technology, such as autonomous 

haulage systems (self-driving trucks and trains) to increase efficiency and safety. It's also 
committed to sustainability by reducing carbon emissions and investing in renewable energy. 
Major Past Problem: The Destruction of the Juukan Gorge Cultural Heritage Site 

The most prominent and severely damaging issue to Rio Tinto's reputation was the  
"Juukan Gorge" incident in 2020. The Juukan Gorge in Western Australia was a cave of immense 
archaeological and cultural importance to the Puutu Kunti Kurrama and Pinikura (PKKP) 
indigenous people. Its significance lay in being an archaeological site with evidence of human 
habitation dating back 46,000 years, making it one of Australia's most important historical records. 
Despite warnings and negotiation attempts from the indigenous community, Rio Tinto used 
explosives to destroy the cave to expand its iron ore mine. This act of destruction provoked 
outrage among the indigenous community and the global public, severely damaging the 
company's reputation as an organization lacking responsibility and respect for culture and history. 
In-depth Analysis of the Juukan Gorge Problem 

The destruction of the Juukan Gorge was not a single mistake, but a result of deep-seated 
systemic problems within the Rio Tinto organization: 

 An organizational culture focused on profit above all else: Reports from the company's 
internal investigation and the Australian Parliament revealed that production pressures 



and business targets were clearly prioritized over respecting the rights and culture of the 
indigenous community. 

 Gaps in communication and decision-making: Despite having information from 
archaeologists and the PKKP people warning of the site's importance, this data was not 
seriously considered at the highest levels of management. 

 Failure of the law: At the time, the Western Australian law (the Aboriginal Heritage Act 
1972) still gave the company the power to destroy culturally significant areas if it had 
government permission. This was a critical loophole that Rio Tinto used as justification for 
its actions. 

Broader Impacts 
The Juukan Gorge case had far-reaching consequences beyond just damage to the company's 
reputation: 

 Legal and governance impacts: The event spurred the Australian government to reform 

the indigenous cultural heritage laws to give communities more power to protect their own 
areas. It also impacted the perception of the entire mining industry among investors who 
prioritize ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance). 

 Changes at the leadership level: Pressure from investors and shareholders forced the 
CEO and three senior executives to resign. This was a significant signal that ignoring 
social responsibility is no longer acceptable. 

 Relationship restoration: The company had to spend a great deal of time and effort to 
rebuild trust with the indigenous community through negotiations and investments in 
community projects. This is a long process that requires genuine sincerity. 

Questions for the Student Group 
1. Is Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) just public relations?  
2. Is respecting community rights—gaining a "Social License to Operate" from the local 

community—as important as a legal license?  
3. Regarding Corporate Governance: Do senior executives need a transparent mechanism 

to listen to and respond to concerns from all parties to prevent erroneous decisions and 
widespread damage?  

 


