The Russian coal industry has been paying particular focus on
social and environmental issues. Dr.rer.sos. Natalia Markova,
University of St. Gallen, Switzerland, analyses the corporate
social responsibility commitments of SUEK during 2013 - 2017.

R

ussia is one of the world’s leading producers and exporters of
coal. In 2017, Russia ranked sixth among the coal producers
after China, the US, India, Australia and Indonesia, and third
in export value after Australia and Indonesia.1 Russian coal is
exported to almost 80 countries, spanning four continents. Our daily
lives, thus, are inseparable from Russian coal, which has been consumed
through power generation, steel production, cement manufacturing and
even used as a liquid fuel. Consumption of coal links us to miners, their
communities and surrounding environments.
Customers’ awareness about sustainability has risen rapidly for the
last 15 years. It creates new demands on coal industries around the
world. Many of these related companies have taken
steps to address many spoken and unspoken social and
environmental issues. Several sustainable initiatives
have been launched over recent years, originating from
bodies such as the World Coal Association, the
Responsible Mining Index and Bettercoal. Like many
others, leading Russian coal companies claim to deal
responsibly with people and the environment too, but is
this really the case? Let’s take a look at the companies’
behaviour using the example of the number one coal
producer and exporter in Russia – the Siberian Coal
Energy Company (SUEK).
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Figure 1. SUEK production and sales, 2013 - 2017. Source:
SUEK, Data Bank, http://www.suek.com.

coal demand in Russia and in the Asia Pacific region,
long-term relationships with customers, own transport and
logistic assets, along with a focus on high quality coal
production, are among the factors that give us a certain
confidence about its secured company operations of the next
decade. The real challenges in the coming years for SUEK,
however, are an improvement of cost-effectiveness through
decreasing prime and transport costs, along with an increase
of labour productivity, which is far below that of Western
counterparts, and the further development of transport
assets, especially in the direction of the Far East.

Social responsibility
Health and safety

Figure 2. Revenue, 2013 - 2017. Source: SUEK, Data Bank,
http://www.suek.com.

Economic responsibility

The main responsibility of every company is to ensure that
its business runs successfully on a long-term basis for the
benefit of its clients, shareholders, employees and society as
a whole. SUEK was the first coal producer and trader in
Russia, and is one of top 10 global producers by output,
international sales and reserves. The company has been able
to maintain its leading position over the last decade.
Analysis of the company’s operations and the financial
results for the period 2013 - 2017 shows that coal mining has
constantly increased, from 96.5 million t to 107.8 million t.
The dynamics of sales are also positive: 92.6 million t (42.4
export sales included) to 109.7 million t (56.4 export sales
included).
Owing to declines in coal prices between 2013 and 2016,
the company’s revenue dropped from US$5.4 billion in 2013
to US$4 billion in 2016, and SUEK started generating losses.
In 2017, the recovery of coal prices, which began in 4Q16,
continued. As a result, the company’s revenue rose to a
record value of US$5.7 billion in 2017. Overall, 2017 was the
best year for SUEK in its history with the highest value of
mining, sales, revenue and other financial indicators.
According to the latest data, in 2018 the company continued
its successful path with the growth of mining and export
sales by 2% in comparison to 2017. The company employs
over 33 000 employees in nine regions in Russia, including
25% females and 75% males. Besides, as a leading taxpayer
in its regions of operations, SUEK contributes to community
development.
Thus, in recent years, the company has demonstrated an
ability to cope with unfavourable market conditions, while
at the same time, its output and sales have risen. The stable
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Coal mining is associated with high risks related to health
and safety. Providing a safe working environment for
people and minimising the risks related to coal production
are key targets for the industry. According to the 2016 - 2017
SUEK Sustainability report, certified health and safety
management systems were in place at three of 10 reporting
locations, covering 46% of employees. To minimise
industrial risks, every year the company updates and
implements a comprehensive range of health and safety
measures. For instance, in 2015, SUEK launched a
programme of risk-based management implementation,
aiming to improve safety management in all sites across the
company. The programme’s software ensures tracking and
analysing of health and safety-related incidents, and
prevents assignment of a shift until those violations are
dealt with.
Overall, during 2013 - 2017, SUEK allocated
US$308 million to health and safety programmes. In this
way, significant progress has been made during this time.
The employee total recordable incidents declined from 77 to
46; fatal workplace incidents from 17 to 3; and lost time
injury frequency rates (LTIFR per 1 million hours worked)
have also been significantly reduced from 1.50 to 0.93. These
incidents may be attributable to a number of factors, but the
human factor due to the low safety culture in Russian
mining enterprises is the main cause. Experts point out that
the workers and the managers in Russia often underestimate
the risks related to task accomplishment and carrying out
hazardous activities, violating the safety and work
performance regulations or undertaking work that has not
been included in a shift. Another painful fact is that
incidents are still being caused by workers’ alcoholic
intoxication.2
It is precisely for these reasons that a key measure to
reduce the number of on-the-job and off-the-job incidents
has been the building of a strong safety culture. It is
well-known that a culture such as this can minimise the
negative impact to the bottom line and increase business
efficiency. The points of further strengthening and
promoting the safety culture of SUEK are risk management,
employee education, involvement and leadership. Another
primary focus is to expand the company’s locations with a
certified occupational health and safety management

system, OHSAS 18001. In addition, SUEK needs to improve
quantification of the incidents by employing other health
and safety key indicators commonly used by industrial
leaders, such as the total recordable injury frequency (TRIF).

Human rights

Respecting human rights is expected to be a core value for
business. In general, human rights are associated with zero
tolerance in relation to child labour, forced or compulsory
labour, freedom of association, living wage,
non‑discrimination and diversity, workplace health and
safety, community interaction and treatment of employees.
As such, SUEK introduced its Code of Ethics outlining its
human rights commitments. However, the Code has not
been ‘translated into effective actions’: a human rights
impact assessment and due diligence programmes have not
been performed, human rights-related risks have not been
identified and those risks, therefore, have not been
mitigated.
Traditionally, Russian mining enterprises have had a zero
score of child labour, forced labour and discrimination
based on gender, nation and religion. The wages in the
industry exceed the living wage in the country. This positive
business behaviour nowadays has shifted from the USSR
era, where those human rights violations were compliantly
eliminated from society. Moreover, associations of mining
workers in Russia have continued to be active in the social
and political life of the regions and the state. According to
the 2016 - 2017 SUEK Sustainability report, the main
concerns of the company in the area of human rights lie
with labour conditions and workplace health and safety.
However, at a glance, SUEK overlooks other potential risks
such as the rights of indigenous peoples and the
communities found near its centres of operations, as well as
the activities of security forces. In addition, the company is
expected to introduce minimum mandatory requirements
for all its suppliers and relevant contractors in the area of
human rights.

Community engagement

One of the areas of sustainability where the Russian mining
enterprises often outscore Western counterparts is
community engagement. The tradition of community
involvement was developed during the USSR time. In the
post-Soviet period, the Russian mining enterprises have
been upholding this practice, and demonstrating broad
financial and social engagement in the towns and the
regions of their operations. The companies have even taken
over some functions of the state, becoming responsible for
all-round improvements of living standards in the towns,
such as sport and cultural centres, hospitals and holiday
homes, kindergartens and utilities.
According to SUEK, the company’s social and charitable
programmes focus on 10 areas, including education, sports
and healthy lifestyle, medical care, urban land and
infrastructure development, among others. SUEK
implements its community development programmes at all
its key facilities. The main beneficiaries of this infrastructure

Figure 3. Recordable incidents, 2013 - 2017. Sources:
Sustainable Development Report 2016 - 2017, SUEK.

Figure 4. Greenhouse gross emission, 2013 - 2017. Source:
Sustainable Development Report 2016 - 2017, SUEK.
are the employees and members of their families, making up
the majority of the residents of mining towns and villages.
Overall, between 2015 and 2017, SUEK spent US$50 million
on community investment, making up 3.2 % of pre-tax
profits for the period. This figure is higher than for other
industrial leaders, for instance, BHP Billiton with 1.0 % of
pre-tax profits for its community investments. At the same
time, there remains scope for further improvement. Setting
quantitative and qualitative targets of the programmes and
using impact assessment methods for their evaluations are
among them. The result will be to contribute to the benefits
that SUEK delivers to local society. Besides, the company
should disclose information about the number and the
reasons behind community complaints related to the
company’s operations.

Environmental responsibility

Environmental responsibility refers to a duty to use natural
resources carefully, to minimise environmental impact and
to ensure these resources will continue to be available for
future generations. In that respect, climate change
mitigation is a global strategic priority and a challenge. The
states and the enterprises recognise that they have the
responsibility and the opportunity to reduce their
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. According the company’s
data, SUEK tracks gross emissions which, for the period
2013 - 2017, have increased consistently from 186 million t to
253 million t, making up a 36% rise. The biggest share of
those emissions is related to methane, which accounts for
over 85% of the SUEK’s total emissions. It has resulted from
the production and the transportation of coal. For the
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moment, the main company’s response to reduce GHG
emissions is capturing the gas, and its use in power
generation and boiler combustion. In 2017, SUEK utilised
7.5 million m3 of methane captured from mined-out areas
that represented less than 1% of the total methane emission.
Unfortunately, the company’s data on energy
consumption is very limited and unsystematic. Based on the
2014 - 2015 SUEK Sustainability report, the total energy
consumption increased for the period from 2011 - 2015 by
18%. However, the data of 2016 and 2017 is not available.
For this reason, there is no way to analyse the dynamics of
these KPIs and to evaluate the effectiveness of energysaving projects. The establishment of the Energy Efficiency
Monitoring Office in 2017 gives a hope that energy
management will be improved in the company. This really
needs to be done, as SUEK’s last materiality assessment has
shown. Above all, as a world coal producer and exporter,
SUEK is being called upon to go beyond the established
Russian environmental legislation and to undertake
additional responsibilities. Such actions include tracking
emissions in Scope 2 and Scope 3, disclosure of energy
consumption data based on the energy types, as well as data
on energy efficiency and emission intensity. This data will
contribute both to the effectiveness of energy-saving projects
and to the decision-making for investors and customers.
Overall, according to the 2016 - 2017 SUEK Sustainability
report, seven of 40 reporting production cities have now
been certified to ISO 14001.

Waste

The main volume of waste generated in the process of coal
mining consists of overburden. SUEK generated
491 million t waste in 2017, marking a 46% rise compared to
2013. Further, 77% of this waste was placed into spent
workings for further use in road building and land
reclamation, while 22% was taken to external tailings
disposal areas. The company’s data on waste management
does not provide information about the amount of waste
that was finally used in road building, land reclamation and
recycling.

Land reclamation

Mining is associated with disrupting the soil layer of the
Earth. Due to the dynamic development of the company’s

Figure 5. Water consumption, 2013 - 2017. Source:
Sustainable Development Report 2016 - 2017, SUEK.
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production capacity, the rate of land stripping during coal
mining activities exceeds the pace of reclamation. The
company has disrupted on average about 900 ha./year of
land for the last five years, while the proportion of
reclaimed land represented 35% of this.

Water

Water is a shared resource that has a high economic,
environmental and social value, and access to it is a basic
human right. The distinctive feature of water management
in the coal industry in Russia is that the volume of water
withdrawals and waste wastewater disposal are much
higher than the volume of water used for production
purposes. Most of the wastewater used by the company
during the production cycle is natural and is pumped out of
mining areas during operations. SUEK’s total water
withdrawals raised from 120 million m3 to 136 million m3
(+13%) for the period of 2013 - 2017. The quantity of
wastewater has also been increased from 110 million m3 to
121 million m3 (+10%). SUEK reports that its production
sites are equipped with facilities for treating industrial
wastewater and sewage. However, the efficiency of those
facilities is of concern. For instance, the company discharged
121 million m3 in 2017, of which 28% was untreated, 58%
was partially purified and just 6% was regulatory purified
or regulatory cleaned. At the same time, the company has
achieved progress in water pollution-control. In 2017, the
levels of suspended and dissolved solids in wastewater
decreased by 69%, as compared to 2013.
The discharge of waste water constitutes a significant
burden on the environment and poses a health risk to the
populations in nearby communities. Experts point out that
industrial enterprises in Russia have had a serious harmful
impact on water resources. More than 70% of wastewater
has been discharged untreated into the water resources in
Russia, of which 76% is the contribution by the coal
industry.3 That makes the industry the most responsible for
this negative impact on the water resources. In light of this,
the key objective of SUEK’s water efficiency projects is the
modernisation of water treatment facilities. That will lead to
increasing the share of regulatory clean water, water reuse
and water recycling.

Conclusion

The analysis shows that SUEK demonstrates a level of
responsible mining across many issues and their practices
are clearly evident. In the areas of economic and social
responsibilities, the company has achieved notable progress
over the last five years, whereas environmental
management has given rise to serious limitations. Another
important achievement, which should be pointed out, is the
disclosure of a wealth of information on the company
website, both in Russian and English. It is impressive and
the company stands out from its the Russian rivals, such as
Mechel, Kuzbassrazrezugol and others. Overall, the
principal shortcoming of the company’s sustainable
strategy, as well as those projects, is a lack of quantified
targets and KPIs. The company, thereby, cannot reconcile its

targets against performance, especially in the area of GHG
emissions, energy consumption and intensity, water
withdrawals and discharge, and human rights. However,
this data is primarily for stakeholders’ and investors’
assessment regarding sustainable strategies and sustainable
projects of the company.
Concerns about climate change and eco-efficiency relate
to the long-term use of coal. These can only be addressed
through the use of environmentally-friendly technologies
that result in a low level of impact to the surroundings. As
we see, stakeholders’ pressure is increasing rapidly: coal is
being phased out in the European Union, and Europe’s and
Japan’s largest insurance companies are ending their
coverage for coal projects, along with the introduction of
stringent requirements from banks and others institutions.
This emerging reality is forcing the coal companies to move
from commitments to real behaviour and to deploy cleaner
coal technologies. Today, the success of a company has
become much more dependent on the environmental
dimension of its operations. That is why, developing and
integrating practices that reduce the environmental impact
of mining operations have to be a priority for SUEK in order
to continue trading in the future.
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