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rcelorMittal is one of

the world's largest steel

companies. Registered in

the European tax haven
of Luxembourg and headed by one
of the world's richest individuals,
the company has operations in more
than 6o countries.' ArcelorMittal’s
Vanderbijlpark steel plant near
Johannesburg, South Africa, is the
largest inland steel mill in sub-
Saharan Africa® and returned an
operating profit in excess of 12 billion
South African rand in 2008 despite
the global economic downturn.

But as groundWork reports in
this case study, the activities of
this European steel conglomerate
have also been the centre of serious
claims of environmental pollution,
displacement and degradation of
labour rights.

AIR & WATER POLLUTION

The history of pollution coming

from ArcelorMittal’s steel plant is
formally acknowledged by South
African public authorities and is a
matter of public record.3 Pollutants
from the plant’s industrial waste
have reportedly seeped through the
ground, contaminated local aquifers
and affected the groundwater of
nearby communities.4 ArcelorMittal
is also one of the top three polluters
of particulate matter, sulphur dioxide
and carbon dioxide in the Vaal
Triangle industrial region, where an
estimated 65 per cent of chronic
illnesses in the area are reported to
be caused by industrial pollution.

WITHHOLDING INFORMATION

Despite these serious public
health concerns, ArcelorMittal and
the South African government are
actively withholding information
that would help the public and
civil society to assessrecent
attempts by the company to clean

@ ArcelorMittal’s Vanderbijlpark steel
plant near Johannesburg, South Africa.

up its pollution, and whether the
company’s plans for reducing
environmental damage in the future
will be effective. Following mounting
public pressure in the late 1990s,
ArcelorMittal was forced to partake
in an environmental management
plan between 2001 and 2003. This
included determining the levels of
pollution at that time touse as a
baseline against which progress in
rehabilitating the polluted areas
could be measured.®

The government, however,
agreed that the environmental
management plan could be kept
secret and will not allow full public
disclosure of the information it
contains, including the level of
pollution caused by ArcelorMittal.?
Without this information the public
is unable to understand the full
extent of ArcelorMittal’s pollution,
whether the environment will
ever be properly rehabilitated



and protected from further
degradation, or whether the
measures undertaken will address
the impacts of past and present
pollution on the lives of people
living in the communities near the
plant.8 The withholding of
this information is also inhibiting
genuine and meaningful
participation in legitimate
government processes, such as
the ‘waste site public monitoring
committee’ that seeks to monitor
the impacts of the ArcelorMittal
waste site on society and the
environment.9

Despite various attempts
at negotiating access to the
environmental management plan with
the South African subsidiary and with
the multinational company’s head
office in Luxembourg, ArcelorMittal
has refused torelease the information
stating it ‘will not be in the best interest
of ArcelorMittal South Africa! ™

RETRENCHMENTS &
RELOCATIONS
ArcelorMittal's operations also have
impacts beyond the environment
with the company’s activities
contributing to popular mobilisation
and legal challenges.

Following a large number of
retrenchments from the company
in the late 1990s," a grassroots
resistance movement, called
the Vaal Working Class Crisis
Committee, was formed and has
challenged the subsidiary on issues
such as unfair labour practices.

For example, the Committee

has reported that ArcelorMittal
retrenched workers but promised
tore-employ them when the job
market improved. When the job
market improved, ArcelorMittal
did begin hiring people again, but
did not re-employ the retrenched
workers. It isreported that
ArcelorMittal has fired those

© The remains of one of the relocated
communities near the steel plant.

© One of the families affected by the
activities of the company.

responsible for not re-employing
the retrenched workers as promised
- an acknowledgement the company
was not properly monitoring and
enforcing its procedures - but the
retrenched workers have still not
beenre-employed, and the company
is facing an ongoing court challenge
from the Vaal Working Class Crisis
Committee on this issue.”

Local communities in the region
of the steel plant have also been
affected by displacement issues.
In addition to the pollution of
their groundwater, a series of
legal challenges and out-of-court
settlements resulting in‘buy-outs’
by ArcelorMittal, has meant that the
local population have effectively been
moved off their land.3 ArcelorMittal
has then enclosed this land with
electric fences to keep the remaining
families from grazing on the land that
was in the past used as common land
despite ownership. This area of small
holdings is now best described as a
‘ghost community’ of abandoned and
demolished homes, with only two
families remaining of the original 5oo.
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society network devoted to corporate
accountability within the European
Union. Founded in 2005, its mission

is to promote an ethical regulatory
framework for European business,
wherever in the world that business
may operate. The ECCJ critiques policy
developments, undertakes research
and proposes solutions to ensure
better regulation of European
companies to protect people and the
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