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As climate extremes intensify and reg-
ulatory scrutiny tightens, water has 
emerged as one of the mining in-

dustry’s most pressing operational risks. 
Whether it’s too little or too much, the stakes 
are rising — and so is the need for smarter 
water management strategies. 

Mining.com’s Devan Murugan sat down 
with Brandon Smith, Principal Water Con-
sultant at SRK Consulting, to unpack how 
the firm is helping mining companies 
around the world future-proof their oper-
ations. From benchmarking tools to inte-
grated hydrology and regulatory compli-

ance, Smith explains why water is no longer 
just an environmental issue — but a strate-
gic one. 

DEVAN MURUGAN:  I want to start with the 
big picture here. Water management has re-
ally become a make-or-break factor in min-
ing operations these days. Why is that?  

BRANDON SMITH: There are probably sev-
eral factors, and it starts at the global level. 
There appears to be an increased awareness 
among the general public that freshwater is 
a critical and scarce resource. This increased 
awareness is drawing greater attention to 
large-scale industries that rely on freshwater 
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for their operations. As a result, the public is 
now calling for these industries to optimize 
their systems to reduce their freshwater 
usage so that the remaining reserves can be 
deployed for more critical purposes.  

There’s also a changing trend inside the 
industry, wherein mine operators are realiz-
ing that poor water management is an un-
necessary operational risk that can lead to 
production delays, unplanned shutdowns or 
ballooning operational costs. In a worst-case 
scenario, too much water in inventory can 
risk an unscheduled release, which could 
expose a mine to jurisdictional penalties or 
fines. 

Overall, there is an increased awareness 
and appetite both within and external to the 
industry for there to be ever-advancing im-
provements in water management. 

DM: I want to talk about that because you’ve 
assisted many companies. What are the most 
pressing challenges you see on the ground? 

BS: There are a lot of water-related chal-
lenges, and they tend to be site-specific in 
nature. But if I were to zoom out a little bit, 
I would say that we could broadly character-
ize water-related challenges into two buck-
ets. The first bucket would be operational 
challenges and the second bucket would be 
what I would qualify as water stewardship 
and public relations.  

On the operational side, what we’re seeing 
with a lot of our clients now is a realization 
that existing water management infrastruc-
ture, things like ditching, ponds, reservoirs, 
pumps, pipelines – are undersized relative 
to the risk preference of the operator. We’re 
seeing an increasing preference to upgrade 
infrastructure to build in more resiliency 
and more conservatism, under the expecta-
tion that climatic conditions are likely to be 
greater in their uncertainty in the future.  

Within the water stewardship and pub-
lic relations bucket, the pressures on mining 
operations largely have to do with, again, the 
expectation that mines reduce their water 
footprint. One of the ways that this mani-
fests is an increasing demand for mines to 
reduce or eliminate external withdrawals of 
water to facilitate the ore extraction process.

A lot of mines currently need a perpet-
ual source of fresh water, usually for nomi-
nal purposes like gland seals or reagent mix-
ing. We now see, at least with some of the 
larger operators, there is an interest to ex-
plore whether that use of water can instead 
be sourced internally, so that the mine can 

eliminate that perpetual withdrawal from 
the surrounding environment.  

DM: As I see it, you have an integrated ap-
proach where you combine things like hy-
drology and hydraulics. What does it look 
like in practice on the ground when you em-
ploy this approach? Sounds complicated, 
but presumably it has become second na-
ture for SRK? 

BS: That’s a great way to put it. At SRK, we 
have a really talented group of individuals 
and practitioners that have very different 
but very complementary skill sets for this 
application. You named a couple of disci-
plines there, hydrology and hydraulics. We 
also have hydrogeologists, geochemists, and 
water quality specialists, all of whom allow 
us to offer a holistic approach to water man-
agement strategization.  

Hydrologists, for instance, are those who 
specialize in the interaction of water between 
the atmosphere and the ground surface. Hy-
drogeologists are those who are more focused 
on how water moves underground. Hydro-
technical or hydraulic engineers, like me, de-
sign and implement the infrastructure that 
safely and reliably moves water around the 
mine and eventually off site.  

In concert with our colleagues in the 
water quality space, we’re also able to track 
and forecast the chemistry associated with 
mine water. All of this culminates into a 
water management approach that starts 
with an audit of an existing project and its 
water management system. We can then 
distill this information into various models 
that allow us to project future water man-
agement performance. We then use these 
model results, ultimately, to tease out op-
portunities for optimization, ensuring that 
mine water management is implemented to 
the highest standard.  

DM: Through all of that, you also have to 
help a company deal with its ESG objectives 
because companies are under pressure to re-
duce their environmental footprint. How do 
you assist in that regard? 

BS: The easy way for us consultants is to get 
in at the ground level with a new project, say 
at a pre-economic assessment or pre-feasi-
bility stage, and instill the principles of sus-
tainability and good water management 
practice. This is often easiest at a level where 
the project is still being fleshed out.  

But we also work very closely with a lot 
of long-standing operating mines as well, 
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and so in that case, improving water man-
agement tends to be an exercise in retrofit-
ting. Of course, I mean retrofitting of infra-
structure, protocols, and procedures, but it 
also is an effort in retrofitting mindsets and 
philosophies. We often consult with opera-
tors that have done things a certain way for 
several years, maybe decades. In these cir-
cumstances, “retrofitting” becomes an ef-
fort in the changing of mindsets, advocating 
for doing things with a little bit more pre-
cision, ensuring that we have precisely the 
right amount of water, not too much, not 
too little. 

With some of our more forward-think-
ing clients, we already see a lot of explora-
tion into the possibility of changing certain 
processes to improve water removal and re-
cycling.

DM: The problem with policy and regulation 
sometimes is that it’s ever evolving, right? 
That could be a challenge for clients and the 
work you do. How do you navigate that? 

BS: Yes, policies, regulations, and guidelines 
are integral and instrumental in the work that 
we do. It ensures that the designs, models, 
and analyses that we put forward to our cli-
ents is done to the highest standards. With 
many clients, there’s an expectation that we 
will complete a literature review to determine 
what policies or legislation are in place within 
the jurisdictions that they operate.   

Often, in a very proactive sense, a lot of 
clients will ask for us to proceed with our 
work by following the most stringent of the 
basket of policies and regulations, which is a 
very positive approach.

Of course, it’s also prudent to recognize 
that certain policies and procedures are 
likely to continue to change. I would expect 
there to be an increasing interest at the gov-
ernmental level, but also among industry 
NGOs, that mine sites will build greater re-
siliency into their infrastructure in response 
to evolving uncertainty and variability with 
future climate. I believe the collective min-
ing industry and its stakeholders wish to see 
an ongoing commitment in the direction of 
sustainability and minimizing water foot-
prints, but also building in the capacity for 
future uncertainty.  

DM: I want to wrap up by asking you about 
this water benchmarking tool that SRK is 
excited about. What is it all about? 

BS: It’s a new tool that we’ve recently devel-
oped within the Water Group at SRK. The 
benchmarking tool was a successful collabo-
ration with one of our larger Canadian oper-
ating clients. It’s essentially a water metrics 
database that was compiled using publicly 
available information from voluntary sus-
tainability reporting from approximately 
400 mines around the planet.

The data collected represents a five-year 

period of reporting and includes water met-
rics like withdrawals from the surrounding 
environment, operational water usage, dis-
charge, anything related to water that was 
reported to increase transparency around 
mine water usage. Our team collated all 
available data from these reports and aggre-
gated it into a back-end database that then 
feeds our benchmarking tool. What the tool 
does is allows us to peruse the data at either 
a coarse or fine degree of resolution to com-
pare how our clients’ operations are per-
forming relative to their peers.  

Our benchmarking tool allows this data 
to be analyzed across various performance 
metrics, like the climatic or geographic re-
gion, the specific commodity that’s being 
mined, or the mining method, whether it be 
open pit or underground. We can then look 
at any project relative to similar sites and de-
termine if there are others performing better 
in the water management space, and where 
there may be opportunities for our client to 
improve their systems.  

DM: Brandon Smith from SRK, thanks very 
much indeed for talking to us.  CMJ
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