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Abstract 
 

The issue of resource security has come to the forefront of the debate as Critical Materials (CRM) and Raw Materials (RM) supply 
is fundamental to maintain and develop EU economy.  Considering the increasing scarcity and raising prices of RM, their recycling 
and recovery from anthropogenic deposits is essential. T o  date there is no homogeneous inventory available of SRM and CRM 
present in EU landfills, and best management practices to recover SRM from landfill activities are inefficient. In this context, the 
EU SMART GROUND project intends to foster resource recovery in landfills by improving the availability and the accessibility 
of data and information on SRM in the EU. 
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1. Introduction 

Resource security is now a priority for governments of developed countries. This priority is partly due to 
considerable concern over the security of supply of the so called ‘critical’ raw materials (CRM; Fig. 1), with rare earths 
attracting the greatest attention in the press. Their supply is essential to maintain and develop EU economy as its 
industries rely on a steady supply of Raw Materials (RM). Most of CRM are exploited in countries other than EU 
countries (Table 1 and Fig. 2), causing high economic dependence from non-EU countries. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Economic importance and supplying risk of Raw Materials (EU Commission, 2010) 

 

Table 1: World production of Strategic Raw Materials and Industrial Minerals. 
 

Minerals/Elements 
 

World 

production 2011 
(t) 

Change (%) 

2011-2007 

Main producers -

world (%) 

EU production – World 

(%) 

Main EU 

producers 

Import to 

EU (t) 

Cobalt 113386 76.56 Congo 66.15 140 0.12 Finland 26500d 

To-Nb a 176648 29.74 Brazil 95.93 - - - Ta: 131 

Nb: 19700 

Tungsten 82278 48.31 China 84.96 1862  Portugal 5329 

Gallium 85 14.86 China 50.59 5 5.88 Hungary Not given 

Germanium 66 22.22 China  - - - 31.1 

REEb 100261 -20.05 China 96.65 - - - 17600 

PGMc 428336 -5.1 RSA 58.50 1536 0.36 Finland Not given 

Graphite 1166197 1.50 China 68.60 7000 6.9 Romania 122000 

Fluorspar 7015439 22.50 China 59.87 174903 2.49 Spain 715000 

Feldspar 21200000 -0.05 Turkey 28.30 7353000 34.68 Italy 3947 
a Tantalum and Niobium (or Columbium) concentrates; b Rare Earth concentrates; c Platinum Group Metals, here given as Pt+Pd+Rh, in kg. d gross weight. 

Source of production dat a: World Mining Data 2013, apart from feldspar (USGS 2013). Import data (referred to 2006-2009, depending on the material) are from 

EC 2010 - Report of the Ad-hoc Working Group on defining critical raw materials. Apart from feldspar, all minerals in the Table belong to the  CRM  as defined 

by mentioned EC 2010 Report. 
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Fig. 2. Production of Critical Raw Materials in the world [1] 
 

The European Initiative Partnership (EIP) on Raw Materials focuses on promoting innovation in two main 
areas that are now described. Firstly, it aims to promote innovation on technologies that will improve the recovery 
from waste (e.g. red mud and abandoned or closed mining waste facilities). Secondly, the EIP aims to turn wastes 
into valuable SRM by developing more efficient recycling/recovering processes (e.g. metals recycling from 
municipal waste, thermochemical phosphorous recovery from incinerated sludge, rare metals recovery from waste 
electric and electronic equipment, advanced recycling methods for the construction and demolition waste, multi-
material cartons and paper waste). These are two key areas to promote a circular economy. 

Furthermore, the European Commission in a 2012 communication stated that more ought to be done to help 
reduce the landfilling of materials throughout their life cycle [2]. It is thus clear that existing and future policy 
will support a comprehensive approach to waste management. The Smart Ground (SG) project plays a core role 
in this comprehensive approach. This paper presents the aims, methods and intended outcomes of the SG project. 
The next section explains this project within the European and waste management context. 

2. Extracting SRM from untapped sources: the 5R hierarchy through landfill mining 

There are different estimations for the number of landfills in Europe. Hogland et al. [3] state that in Europe 
there are 350.000-500.000 landfills. Vossen [4] puts the number at around 150.000 landfills covering approximately 
300.000 hectares. EURELCO in 2016 indicates that the total amount of landfills in Europe is most likely even 
bigger than initially thought, estimating more than 500.000 landfills. Ninety percent of those landfills are in reality 
non-sanitary landfills, predating the Council Directive 1999/31/EC of 26 April 1999 on the landfill of waste. 
Moreover, EURELCO states that 80% of Europe’s landfills essentially contain municipal solid waste (MSW), 
while only 20% are landfills containing more specific industrial wastes and residues. 

It is vital to think about “waste” as “future resources” and “landfill” as “new ore bodies”. An approach such 
as this allows considering the waste streams disposed in landfills as having potentially recyclable materials. This 
historical background makes the old waste dumps possible sources of RM. Substituting the word “WASTE” with 
the word “RESERVE” transforms the  4R hierarchy into 5R hierarchy (Fig. 3). This simple replacement makes it 
possible to understand the passage from linear economy to circular economy (Fig.4). A circular economy approach 
is the basis for a re-planning of the industrial processes that minimizes the exploitation of natural resources and 
reuses/recycles/converts potential waste into resources (for the same or other productive cycles). 
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The constant recovery of waste (which can be considered as by-products) from processing activities is the 

tendency for the future. It is already an existing reality in some industries: e.g. some samples from extractive 
industry [5]. At the same time SRM exploitation from landfill mining has to be enhanced. Both approaches are 
in line with Reserve Preservation and Waste recycling EU principles (pillars of the H2020 program). The next 
section presents the SG project and how it aims to contribute to SRM exploitation in Europe. 

 
Fig. 3: Passage from 4R to 5R hierarchy 

 
Fig. 4: Passage from linear economy to circular economy [6] 

3. Potential across Europe: European inventory and database – the Smart Ground project 

To recover SRM and CRM from landfills, it is vital that the knowledge of specific information such as landfill 
(“new ore body”) localization, waste volume, waste characteristics, presence of dressing/treatment plants, impacts, 
SRM’s EU market, be known. This will allow the development of a guideline (best practices) to recover waste from 
landfill and to recycle it into new products. At present, no data inventory on SRM and CRM in landfills is available 
at EU level. Several databases (DB) are present at local and national level. Nevertheless, these DB are not always 
correct as some inaccuracies are found from local to national level. Furthermore, these DB are not collected at EU 
level. There is some information about MSW landfills, but very scarce information about extractive facility 
landfills. Also, best management practices to recover SRM from landfill activities are inefficient. Some reports on 
landfill mining have been published during the last couple of years. Nonetheless, the best possible methods have 
yet to be identified. Moreover, the information that enables the use of SRMs from landfills has not been made 
available. The SG project intends to foster resource recovery in landfills by improving the definition of new and 
integrated data acquisition methods and standards (tested on selected pilot sites). SG is gathering data from existing 
databases and collecting new information from municipal, industrial and mining waste streams across EU landfills. 
With this knowledge base, SG is creating synergies among the different stakeholders involved in the SRM value 
chain. SG faces six main challenges that are now summarized. The first is the creation and maintenance of an online 
database: SMART GROUND DB (Fig. 5). The second main challenge is the characterization of 15 pilot sites – 
three for each country involved in the project. Pilots are representative of MSW landfills, mining landfills and 
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industrial landfills. The final three challenges are respectively to achieve a general assessment of EU SRM; to 
establish communication and dialogue with key stakeholders; to promote coordination and networking between 
researchers, entrepreneurs and public authorities at national and EU level. 

 
Fig. 5: Smart Ground Data Base Conceptual model 

 

In general, a different approach to waste management and recovery has to be forecasted (“mining approach”). 
Several actions are core if we want to exploit a landfill/dump as a new ore body. We need to analyze the 
geopolitical, environmental, economic and social context. This makes it possible to evaluate if exploitation of the 
resources present in landfills/dumps is feasible. 

At this stage it is essential to collect information, at local, national and European scale. The accuracy level of 
the information collected varies from local to EU level, depending on existent DB, research projects and practices. 
Furthermore, maps of RM potential (local, national and EU scale) are central to program for RM supply. 

To exploit landfill/ore-body specific information is needed. In the pilots, that are going to be analyzed in this 
project, the specific information collected is the following: 

a.      Study of the landfill/ore body characteristics and of the exploitable materials: 
•          Localization (where is the landfill/dumping area? Is it easy to access? Etc.) 
•          Landfill/dump volume 
•          Waste/resource characteristics (chemical, physical, mineralogical, mechanical, etc.). This is 
will be carried out through a prospecting activity 
•          In case of facilities from extractive industries, the geological setting is fundamental 

b.      Evaluation of which RM, SRM and/or associated minerals/elements present in the “ore body” 
c.      Evaluation of RM, SRM and/or associated minerals/elements content in the whole exploitable volume 
d.      Evaluation of RM, SRM and/or associated minerals/elements content in specific classes (due to size 

distribution, specific treatment as magnetic separation, hydrogravimetric separation, air classification, floatation, 
etc.); in these cases dressing plant pilots have to be forecasted 

e.      Study of any particular restriction in accessing and exploiting the investigated area (landscape 
restriction, 

environmental restriction, natural park area, etc.) 
f.       Study of local policy and legislation as for RM exploitation and waste management 
g.      I f a planning activity in waste management was forecasted, a study of the distribution of RM, SRM and/or 

associated minerals/elements will be carried out 
h.      Evaluation of the best technologies and methods for “ore body” exploitation 
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The next section presents how the SG project will analyze the SRM recovery potential of extractive industry. 

4. First consideration about SRM recovery from landfill: e.g. extractive industry 

In the mining context, the project will obtain data of former and current mining sites. It will also find out if it 
is possible to recover the waste stored on these sites as SRMs. The member states have to carry out and periodically 
update an inventory of closed waste facilities which cause or have the potential to cause a serious threat to human 
health or the environment. Such inventory at local/national scale, depending on local authorities, provides 
information such as: localization; volume; characteristics (e.g. analysis, mapping); impacts; private company 
enrolled in mining activity; period. At EU level, the information is often not complete or not accessible. Moreover, 
information is focused on environmental impacts and not on the characteristics of the materials present in landfills. 
The recovery of extractive waste, by means of recycling, reusing or reclaiming, is encouraged by the directive. 
Nevertheless, such kind of recovery on old landfills is mostly inefficient because of the lack of data. Moreover, there 
are policy short comes because several services are involved in the extractive industry. These services and 
respective policies are not coordinated at local and national levels. 

In modern mines, technological advances and changes in regulations have resulted in significant changes in waste 
management practices over the last 10 to 20 years. Mine wastes are generally better managed than they have been 
in the past [7]. Waste management plans are frequently developed before a  mine is constructed. Moreover, 
the reclamation of waste rock dumps and tailings ponds are increasingly incorporated into the designs of new 
mines. In addition, in many parts of the world authorities require a proper waste management plan before issuing 
a mining permit [8]. 

Extractive industry, waste recovery and recycling have been investigated by several studies (scientific papers, 
funded projects). These recognize three main waste categories: rock waste, operating residues and tailings. If the 
waste is managed separately, the landfills can be considered as “mono-waste” landfills and properly exploitable 
for SRM production. This will depend on the specific characteristics of the ore bodies and/or the treatment 
(dressing/working) plant. 

As for rock waste and residues (both from mine and from treatment plant), it is essential to separate different 
fractions (from coarser to finer). This separation allows evaluating the potential recovery of each of them. Such 
fractions can be recovered as: 

- aggregate (if poor in valuable minerals) [9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14]; 
- industrial minerals [5, 15]; 
- valuable SRM from operating residues (metals and elements associated to first RM; e.g. PGE to nickel 

deposits, Ga-Ge-In, etc. to Zn-Pb deposits, etc.; and sometimes also the first RM, e.g. Zn, Pb, etc. where the 
selection in the mine yard was not completed or correct). 

As for tailings (and sludge at large), which can be rich in contaminants, they are currently used as backfill in 
underground mines, stored in open pits, dried and stacked, or pumped into tailings ponds on site [16]. They can 
also be used for several purposes, depending on the original materials. Some samples are reported below: 

- Manganese tailings have been used in agro-forestry, buildings and construction materials, coatings, resin, 
glass, and glazes; 

-     Clay-rich tailings have been used for making bricks, floor tiles, and cement; 
- Red mud from bauxite exploitation has been used as a soil amender, in waste water treatment, and as a 

raw material for glass, ceramics, and bricks. 
Other tailings (from stone industry) investigated in the last decades are residual sludge. Such materials, after a 

proper characterization and treatment, can be recovered as industrial mineral for brick, mortar, ceramic production 
[17, 18, 19]. Other studies investigated their employment as soil fertilizer, for the production of artificial soil, as 
waterproof material for landfills among others [20, 21, 22]. 

To simplify the concept of “waste recovery” from mine landfills to obtain SRM (and CRM), some samples are 
reported (Fig. 6-8). 
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Fig. 6: Secondary raw materials from Ni waste rock Fig. 7: Secondary raw materials from Zn-Pb waste rock 
 

Fig. 8: Secondary raw materials from granite waste rock. Recent researches are investigating the potential presence of rare earth elements. 

The specific information about SRM recovery from landfills and waste streams (scientific papers, national and 
EU projects, etc.) is collected and will be accessible from SG DB. Furthermore, on the basis of these info, 15 pilot 
sites (seven from extractive industry – closed and operative mine sites) have been selected to test protocols and 
methodologies useful for SRM assessment (area and materials characterization; environmental, social and economic 
impacts; cost-benefit analysis, LCA, etc.). 

5. Conclusion 

This paper presented the Smart ground (SG) project’s aims and methods. It contextualized the relevance of the 
project in terms of resource security and resource recovery that are fundamental for a circular economy. To do so, 
the project aims to collect and integrate in a single EU databank (SMART GROUND Data Bank) all the data from 
existing databases and new information retrieved during project activities. Such data is being collected from the 
different waste streams including municipal, industrial and mining wastes across EU landfills. SG will improve data 
gathering on secondary raw materials (SRM) from different types of waste, by defining new and integrated data 
acquisition methods and standards; it will open up understanding and the opportunity for markets in SRM, providing 
a clear picture of the value of landfill contents and the barriers to recovery. To achieve this, the project provides 
standard, well tested protocols for landfill data collection/characterization. Furthermore, through life cycle and 
cost benefit analyses the project will identify the most important sustainability issues for waste streams and SRM. 
This project will deliver a database that will provide a map of European landfills and extractive industry waste 
facilities with estimated and actual raw materials available. Furthermore, apart from the knowledge about secondary 
raw materials it will also provide metaknowledge that is linked to the recovery of secondary materials. For example, 
the content of a waste product of a mining activity. These project’s findings and best practices will be transferred 
to the different key stakeholders through workshops, conferences and training activities. Only through these 
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knowledge transfer activities will it be possible to maximize impact and implement new approaches within an 
established market such as the waste sector. 
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