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The mining industry faces a number of business realities that make it almost unique in its 
capacity to cause social discord. A mine has to be placed where the ore is. A manufacturing 
plant can be positioned ‘over there’ if the community doesn’t want it ‘here’. Not so for a mine, 
it has to go where the ore is, and if a particular group has a strong attachment to that land stay-
ing ‘as is’, then social discord over whether mine development happens is a very real possibility.

Another reality is that frequently the ‘rocks’ that have economically viable concentrations 
of minerals, also come with other minerals that are less attractive. These less attractive miner-
als are the reason that the economic minerals were concentrated to economically viable levels. 
To extract the minerals, a mine by definition has to move rocks to get to the ore. This alters 
the environment in visible ways and can create a risk that the unattractive minerals will be 
mobilized to the natural environment. Fear of potential damage to the environment can be a 
strong source of social discord between those that want the economic benefits from the mine 
and those that prefer to leave the land as it is.

A less concrete ‘reality’ is a perception of many stakeholders that the ‘gold’ is their gold. 
Surface landowners don’t generally own the mineral rights under their land, but that legal 
reality doesn’t tend to stop them from believing that if it is extracted, they should get a ‘fair’ 
cut of the proceeds. The same holds true for nearby communities, and governments of all 
levels. If a car manufacturing plant is built, the government will expect tax revenue, but they 
don’t feel believe that the cars are theirs. If a mine is built, there is a tendency to expect the 
same tax revenue, plus a royalty, which is really payment for taking ‘their’ gold. Everyone 
wanting a ‘cut’ is a recipe for social discord with those representing shareholders who actually 
do own the gold and have paid for the development that allows the gold to be extracted.

Another major source of potential social discord is the economic inequality that is likely 
to follow the development of a mine in an undeveloped area. Most new mines are in under 
developed areas because the ore deposits close to developed areas, were found long ago. In 
these under developed areas income inequality tends to be low. There may be high levels of 
poverty, but most are equally poor. A mine tends to bring many well-paying jobs that can cre-
ate an entirely new set of opportunities for a better future for the families that have employ-
ment income from the mine. However, there are rarely enough jobs for everyone and those 
that don’t see a new future for their families, tend to feel the ‘unfairness’ of their poverty 
much more intensely than they did before their neighbours ‘got ahead’. Resentments over this 
inequality tends to simmer below the surface until there is a trigger event, which is frequently 
followed by significant social discord.

Into this potential social quagmire steps a mining company that seeks to produce a prod-
uct that is absolutely essential to society. (Producing gold might be stretching the absolutely 
essential definition, but base metals certainly qualify.)
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Prior to taking that fateful step, a mining company can make plans that seek to maxi-
mize the positive social consequences of their development project and minimize the negative 
social consequences. Some companies do this better than others. Protection of the environ-
ment tends to be well done with modern developments as it tends to be the result of concrete 
technical decisions. The social issues are more nuanced and not all mining companies have a 
set of ‘social theories’ to complement the depth of their technical understanding. This is par-
ticularly evident when it comes to planning to avoid the negative social consequences.

Torex Gold was formed in late 2009, and we immediately and knowingly stepped into 
such a social quagmire. Our first asset purchase was 29,000 hectares of mineral rights in south-
western Mexico. The mining company that sold the mineral rights had struggled with the 
social environment and the community owners of the surface rights had installed a blockade, 
which had prevented the company from accessing the land for the previous two years. It was 
an excellent opportunity for a new beginning.

The management team that was recruited to lead Torex came from other companies and 
many had long experience with Systems Leadership models. Past experience with the Values 
Continua had led to the observation that many, or most, industrial conflicts are rooted in 
a perceived offense to one or more of the values. This is often not explicit in the passion-
ate positions that such conflicts tend to generate but listening carefully for mythologies can 
lead to the root cause. The previous two years of conflict over the blockade had produced an 
avalanche of mythologies and it didn’t take a particularly well-tuned ear to hear that the pre-
vious mining company was perceived as unfair and untrustworthy, and what had led to that 
perception.

Using the models, we knew that we needed to create dissonance that allowed for a shift 
in mythologies about mining companies. In effect we had to shift the belief from ‘all mining 
companies are unfair and untrustworthy’ to ‘I’m not sure about other mining companies, but 
this one is fair and trustworthy.’ We also knew that we couldn’t just focus on these two values, 
we needed to plan our community interactions, such that we were seen as on the left for the 
entire values continua.

Systems Leadership identifies the tools available to create such dissonance between what 
is believed and what is experienced. With time, the weight of dissonance between what is 
believed and what is experienced can lead to a shift of beliefs to align with more recent experi-
ences. To create such dissonance, we needed to consider our management systems, our man-
agement behaviours, and the symbols that we projected. In the early days we didn’t have 
much in the way of management systems so most of the focus was on symbols and behav-
iours. Even those weren’t particularly complicated. We needed to the landowners to know that 
their positions, interests, and emotions, had been heard and understood. Active listening is a 
very effective management behaviour to meet that objective.

Once we understood the issues we needed to work with the landowners to design a solu-
tion that was perceived by both parties as being on the left side of the values continua. It was 
equally as important to us, that the land owners perceived our team to be on the left side of 
the values continua throughout the process to find the solution. This meant being on the left 
side for all six values, including courage. We knew that this would not be our last negotiation 
with the land owners and in a culture that it accustomed to using power to get their wants 
met, we needed to establish symbols that we would stand our ground on issues that were not 
being negotiated in good faith.

The process of coming to a settlement of the landowner blockade was concluded in just 
four meetings over the space of a few weeks. A particular action by the previous owners has 
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been perceived as very unfair and a solution was available once the conversation was focussed 
on what was fair to both parties.

This was just the beginning of what has been a continuous effort to create positive 
mythologies of the company, its leaders, team members, and contractors. As the company 
grew, systems began to take on a more significant contribution to the formation of the com-
pany’s reputation. Human resource systems were specified with a clear business purpose but 
were designed in such a way as to be received on the left side of the values continua in this 
culture. HR systems such as recruitment were designed with the input of the local communi-
ties to get a sense of what felt fair in terms of the proportions of entry level employees that 
were drawn from each community. Safety rules were defined in terms that were clear, precise, 
and reasonable in the limits they placed on decision making discretion in the effort to prevent 
injuries. Rules were not arbitrary, they were designed with context and purpose that explained 
what they were meant to achieve and why this rule was the best way to do that. If exceptions 
to the rule were required then they too were clear and described with context and purpose. 
This system of safety rules was received as fair, respectful, and loving. While it may not seem 
loving to talk about the disciplinary consequences of making a decision to break a safety rule, 
it is particularly loving if the purpose of that discipline is to dissuade behaviours that have a 
high potential to result in injury. These are just a few of the systems that were developed and 
continue to be developed. Getting on the left of the values continua and staying there has 
become a hallmark of our company and how we continue to design management systems.

The net result for Torex has been a successful achievement of its strategic goals. We built 
a large gold mine in a socially complex environment, ahead of schedule and under budget. 
We have successfully transitioned from explorer, to developer, to producer in record time. In 
the first year of mine operations 280,000 ounces of gold were produced at below plan costs 
and with broad social acceptance. Governments have appreciated our approach to the social 
side of mining and are working with us to expand the opportunity to build more mines in the 
area. Shareholders have been well rewarded and have recognized the management team as 
particularly skilled in managing and solving difficult critical issues, whether they be of a social 
or technical nature.

In summary, building a new company based on Systems Leadership models has been a 
rewarding pursuit for all of the team. Mining has its unique challenges and solving them from 
the left side of the values continua provides an intrinsic satisfaction in knowing that minerals 
essential to society were produced in a manner that improved the lives of those that produced 
them. There is also extrinsic recognition, and a favourite quote from someone we don’t know 
was – ‘If you want to do that, then you have to do it the way that Torex does it.’ At the end 
of the day, Systems Leadership establishes the framework for a modern and very successful 
organization. The pathway is there for those that choose to invest the energy to create success 
based upon a secure foundation.






