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Searching for gold in Latin America
The Latin American mining industry is facing numerous water challenges as it attempts to manage risk in its 
operations. A new report from GWI investigates the opportunities for international water companies.

The water and wastewater market serv-
ing the expanding Latin American 
mining industry is set to grow by 

3.3% to $4.9 billion over the next six years, 
as mining firms look to maintain produc-
tion in the face of mounting environmental 
and demographic challenges.

The apparently modest growth rate con-
ceals the huge scale of opportunities on 
offer. Major mining projects can require 
as much as $800 million to be invested 
in water-related infrastructure and equip-
ment. Spending on process water manage-
ment (including water reuse) is expected to 
see the highest levels of growth in the next 
six years, with a CAGR of 5.4%, followed by 
growth in investment in wastewater treat-
ment.

The market is being driven by both the 
financial situation of the mining industry 
as a whole (influenced by metal prices) and 
the significance of the water constraints 
that a mine faces. Declining ore grades 
require more water to produce the same 
metal output, and minerals are increas-
ingly found in their sulphide form, requir-
ing significantly more water for processing 
than minerals in their oxide form.

At the same time, water available for 
operations is dwindling, either because 
of physical scarcity or because of compet-
ing water demands (growing populations 
and economies). In this context, obtaining 
and maintaining a social licence to operate 
from surrounding communities is a press-
ing need for mining projects, both in order 
to ensure access to water resources, and to 
diminish the risk of having to halt opera-
tions.

The demand for water in the mining 
industry is immense. Globally, the ten larg-
est mining companies alone use more than 
6 million m3 of water a year. Governments 
are also issuing new and stricter environ-
mental quality regulations, which are driv-
ing investment in water reuse and waste-
water treatment for discharge.

Opportunities in Latin America
Historically, the primary water concern for 
miners in the region has been to secure 
water supply, which is reflected in the 
importance of capital expenditure in water 
supply compared to other water manage-
ment areas. However, wastewater treat-
ment is catching up in a big way, because 
of stricter regulations and communities’ 

demands. Process water efficiency is in 
third place, although this is the area of 
opportunity with the clearest increasing 
trend for the 2014-2020 period.

GWI’s report estimates that capital 
spending in the water for mining market 
in Latin America will be around $4.0 bil-
lion in 2014, with expenditure in the water 
supply sector representing around 46% of 
this figure. This percentage is expected 
to decrease to around 41% by 2020, with 
growing investment in the process water 
and wastewater sectors.

Civil engineering infrastructure 
(including pipelines) is the component of 
the water for mining market with the sin-
gle highest expenditure, which in 2014 
is estimated to be just under $2.8 billion. 
This is mainly related to the important 
infrastructure required to supply water to 

mine sites and to tailings management sys-
tems, most traditionally tailings dams.

In the equipment sector, seawater 
desalination systems are expected to expe-
rience the highest growth, with a CAGR 
of 10% in the period 2014-2020. However, 
this compound annual growth rate is dis-
torted by the high cost of large individual 
desalination projects. Treatment meth-
ods and management systems that favour 
water recycling are expected to show the 
highest growth after seawater desalination 
systems in the Latin American market, 
with a CAGR of 5.5% in the period 2014-
2020.

The main countries
The four main markets for mining in Latin 
America are Chile, Peru, Brazil and Mex-
ico. According to companies involved in 
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potential risks to their brand in the country 
and region as a whole. To avoid this, trials 
and pilot projects are carried out.

The main players in the supply chain 
for the water for mining market in Latin 
America are the mining companies, engi-
neering companies, water specialists, and 
mining equipment suppliers. Engineer-
ing companies play a key role in this mar-
ket: they are in a privileged position, closer 
to the mining companies than any of the 
other players, as they traditionally advise 
mining companies on a variety of issues 
throughout the lifecycle of a mine, and not 
only those issues relating to water manage-
ment.

Engineering companies are usually 
the lead contractors in EPCM (engineer-
ing, procurement and construction man-
agement) procurement models. The main 
engineering companies present in the mar-
ket include Bechtel, Fluor, Jacobs, Golder, 
MWH, AMEC, Schlumberger and Worley-
Parsons.

Water specialist companies could ben-
efit from building closer relationships with 
engineering companies as a way of secur-
ing participation in the market – although 
engineering companies do not always 
seem so keen on that option. On the other 
hand, engineering companies are increas-
ingly competing for the engineering ser-
vices that water specialist companies pro-
vide. In order to forge closer links with the 
mining companies, water specialist compa-
nies must overcome a perception of being 
municipally oriented and show that they 
are industry specialists. The main water 
companies in the market are Veolia, Degré-

mont, GE Water, Doosan, Acciona, Aben-
goa, aqualia, Cadagua, Valoriza, Marubeni, 
Sumitomo and Mitsui.

Veolia, the world’s largest private water 
company by revenue, has made Latin 
America a key part of its strategy to expand 
work in the mining sector. Earlier this year 
the company told GWI that it was planning 
to expand its role in the regional sector 
through contracts with an operating ele-
ment. It is aiming to achieve annual min-
ing and metals revenues of €1.5 billion by 
2020. One key part of its strategy for the 
Latin American market was the establish-
ment of an exclusive distribution agree-
ment with dewatering technology firm 
Genesis Water, a move that was completed 
in December 2013.

The main procurement models used in 
the water for mining market in the region 
are EPCM – a widely used contract model 
in the industry overall – and EPC, which is 
increasingly making its way into the water 
for mining market. Traditional EPCM con-
tracting has given way to EPC and BOT 
procurement models (the latter being the 
norm for contracting desalination projects). 
BOT contracts offer an opportunity for 
water companies to build closer and more 
long-term relationships with mining com-
panies, which can allow them to become 
partners throughout the mine water cycle.

l	The GWI Analysts’ report Water for 
Mining in Latin America is available now, 
priced at £1,200/$2,185. For more informa-
tion or for details on how to order, contact 
Ekaterina Edmondson at ee@globalwater-
intel.com.

the supply chain, Chile is seen as the most 
attractive mining market for water-related 
services, due to a stable political and busi-
ness environment which poses the least 
risk to operations in the region. However, 
despite a more challenging business envi-
ronment in the mining industry, there is 
more potential for development in Peru 
and Mexico, creating significant opportuni-
ties for market players. There is also great 
potential in Brazil, although it is the most 
challenging of all due to a more closed 
economy.

Chile’s biggest opportunities are in the 
water supply sector and are driven by the 
need for important infrastructure – includ-
ing large desalination plants – to supply 
water to mine sites in water-scarce areas, 
and the large number of mining projects in 
the pipeline. Peru and Brazil, on the other 
hand, are expected to see major invest-
ments in the wastewater treatment sector, 
partly driven by weather patterns and the 
need to comply with environmental regula-
tions. In Mexico, the largest expenditures 
are predicted to be for process water sys-
tems. This is due to the importance given 
to water recycling by mining companies, 
especially in water-scarce areas.

Market dynamics
The main water treatment method 
deployed in the mining industry involves 
solids-liquids separation devices and sys-
tems. Since the emergence of new social, 
environmental and regulatory challenges, 
however, the mining industry has had to 
enter into more advanced treatment territo-
ry. Nevertheless, many mining companies 
are still clinging on to conventional solids-
liquids separation methods to face the new 
challenges, as that is where their expertise 
lies. Companies that provide this type of 
equipment, such as Outotec and FLSmidth, 
are also recognising the need for more 
sophisticated treatment in the industry, 
and are increasingly moving into that field.

The mining industry in the region is 
relatively unaccustomed to dealing with 
water treatment at the scale currently 
needed – from evaluating water treatment 
options, to figuring out the best model to 
procure and operate them. In this sense, 
there is no groundbreaking development 
in terms of technologies in Latin America.
It is more a case of international compa-
nies responding rapidly to the greater water 
treatment demand faced by the mining 
industry (mainly due to regulatory, social, 
and water scarcity issues), by bringing 
in their existing products and solutions, 
which are not always the most appropriate 
to the local conditions, and thus present 
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