
creating a unity for the future

We all use and depend on the earth’s mineral 

resources. Minerals extracted from the earth 

underpin every aspect of our daily life including 

the food we eat, the homes we live in, the pow-

er we use, where we work and how we travel 

and communicate with others.

Every year, around the world, we use about 45 

billion tonnes of natural resources. On average, 

each person uses 16 tonnes of all kind of min-

erals, i.e. ores, stones, ceramics, fossil fuels, 

biomass (fuels and other products from plants), 

etc. per year. People in rich countries consume 

up to 10 times more natural resources than 

those in the poorest countries.

Even with an important contribution from re-

cycling, minerals extracted from the earth still 

supply most of our daily needs. These include 

metals, construction materials such as sand 

and gravel that are essential for our infrastruc-

ture, and many other commonly manufactured 

materials such as glass, ceramics and plastics. 

All natural minerals must be found, mined or 

quarried and processed into useable forms in 

order to provide the materials and manufac-

tured products on which our standard of living 

is based.

minerals in our lives
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Agriculture
Phosphate rock, potash and lime are used in 

agricultural fertilisers and other mineral products 

are used to improve soil. The water you drink 

uses minerals to make it clean. 

Food
Although it may not be obvious, minerals ex-

tracted from the earth are actually important to 

what we eat and how we eat. Salt is added to 

food during preparation, and other mineral prod-

ucts may also be included. Calcium carbonate, 

for example, is used in bread, cakes, soups and 

cereal, and some food additives are manufac-

tured using natural minerals. Sand is used to fil-

ter water, as is diatomite, a silica mineral formed 

from fossilised algae. Diatomite and bentonite 

clay are both used to clarify drinks, such as 

beer, fruit juices and wine.

Packaging
Food and drink may be packaged in cans made 

from aluminium or steel, or in glass made from 

silica sand. Plastic packaging is made from 

chemicals obtained from oil, natural gas or coal.

Utensils
Your plates may be ceramic and made from 

clay, glasses are made from silica sand, and 

cutlery from metals – usually aluminium or steel. 

Your cooker is partly made from metals and 

cooking pans are generally made from alumini-

um, steel or copper.

Construction
About 60 tonnes of aggregate are used to build 

an average house. If we include the associated 

infrastructure, such as roads, this can be as 

high as 400 tonnes. Minerals are used in build-

ing houses, schools, libraries, hospitals, offices 

and shops but also in building bridges and tun-

nels. Buildings use a wide range of minerals:

l	iron (as steel) in the framework of large build-

ing,

l	clay in bricks and roofing tiles,

l	slate for roofing tiles,

l	limestone,

l	clay,

l	shale and gypsum in cement,

l	gypsum in plaster,

l	silica sand in window glass,

l	sand and gravel and crushed rock as aggre-

gates for fill and in concrete,

l	copper for plumbing and wiring,

Why do we needs minerals?
We may not always be aware of it, but minerals have an essential role in our everyday exist-
ence and they are vital for continued economic, social and technological development. The 
main uses of minerals are:
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l	clays for bathroom fixtures and fittings and 

tiles,

l	paint may include pigments,

l	extenders and fillers from mineral sources,

and many, many more.

Energy
Energy is used at home and by all industries, 

services and transport, including hospitals, 

schools and workplaces. Energy minerals – 

coal, oil, gas, uranium – are used to give you 

heat, hot water and electricity. Cars, buses and 

trains all use fuel which mainly comes from oil. 

Transport
Every journey you make depends on miner-

als, whether by car, train, plane, boat or foot. 

Aggregates (crushed rock and sand and gravel) 

are used for roads and footpaths, while railway 

tracks made from steel are laid on aggregate 

(known as ballast). Airports, railway stations 

and shipping ports all use large amounts of 

construction minerals to build them. 

Cars, trains, planes, boats and bicycles are all 

made using metals such as steel and alumini-

um. Aircraft engines depend on mixtures of met-

als called alloys which are made from metals 

including nickel, cobalt, chromium, aluminium 

and titanium. In every car there are over 15,000 

components made from minerals.

Technology and communications
Information technology is part of many people’s 

daily lives. Increasingly, people have access to 

a mobile phone and to a computer, and many 

services depend on computers and other forms 

of telecommunication. These technologies 

require a wide range of minerals and metals, 

including copper, gold, platinum, tantalum, tin, 

zinc and nickel. Our flat or plasma TV screens 

at home, the computer screens and all touch 

screens of laptops and smartphones would not 

work without rare earth metals.

Rare, precious metals, such as god and plati-

num, have traditionally been used in jewellery 

and investment products, but also have many 

industrial and technological applications. Plati-

num, for example, is used in the manufacture of 

articles as wide-ranging as computer hard disks, 

autocatalysts, electrical components and heart 

pacemakers, while applications of gold include 

circuit boards, resistors and recordable CDs.

In the US, each person 

uses 40 tonnes per year

In India, each person uses 

4 tonnes per year

The average global 

consumption is 16 

tonnes per year 
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For further info please visit www.eo-miners.eu

We are becoming more and more dependent on a range 

of minerals. In the past, the extraction of minerals has 

allowed the standards of living to continuously improve 

around the world. Earlier societies such as the Stone Age, 

through the Copper, Bronze and Iron Ages are classified 

by their use of minerals. Today we take further develop-

ments in our standard of living for granted. By 2050, the 

world population is predicted to reach almost 10 billion and 

the demand for natural resources will also increase from 

45 billion tonnes to 140 billion tonnes

However, our standard of living has its price and we need 

to be aware of the true costs. We need to extract the 

minerals we need where we find them. We cannot move 

mineral deposits. The production of the minerals we need 

in and for our daily life is associated with negative impacts 

although the related research community is working hard 

to minimise. The extraction and processing of natural 

resources is often very intensive in the use of materials, 

energy, water and land. These activities therefore often 

bring about environmental problems. Social problems are 

also often linked to extraction and mining activities, includ-

ing poor working conditions and low wages. We must be 

prepared to embrace the principles and practices of sus-

tainability in all aspects of minerals extraction, processing 

and use.
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