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Timeline of minerals development in Ireland

▪ Records of mining date back to the Bronze Age (ca 2000 B.C.) when southwest 

Ireland was an important copper and gold producer.

▪ Although iron was worked from the eastern half of Ireland during the 16th and 

17th centuries, it was not until the late 18th and 19th centuries, that the Irish 

metal mining industry really flourished, triggered by the needs of the Industrial 

Revolution in Britain. 

▪ Copper, lead-silver and other minerals, such as iron were mined along with 

extensive coal mining. Slate quarrying and pyrite mining also took place during this 

period as well as manganese and barite production in the south of the island.



▪ During this period, almost every county had at least one metal mine. Copper mining boomed, as 

did lead-silver extraction from numerous high grade, low-tonnage vein deposits. 

▪ Fortunes were made and lost, not least during the gold rush between 1795 and 1830 at the Gold 

Mines River (Co. Wicklow), where an estimated 7-9,000 oz of gold were extracted from alluvial 

gravels. 

▪ In 1824 the Mining Company of Ireland was formed and the Irish mining industry grew until the 

start of the American Civil War in the 1860s. Mineral prices collapsed and Ireland's mining 

industry subsequently collapsed.

▪ The 19th century in Ireland saw continuous copper, lead and silver output for over 70 years.



Today, Ireland is internationally renowned as a major zinc-lead mining province. 

• Over the last 40 years a string of significant base metal discoveries have been made, including the giant ore deposit at 

Navan (>70Mt). Zinc-lead ores were also exploited from two other underground operations in south-central Ireland: 

Lisheen and Galmoy. The combined output from these mines, made Ireland the largest zinc producer in Europe and the 

second largest producer of lead.

• In addition to metal mining, Ireland has a rich heritage of industrial mineral and coal extraction. Both gypsum and brick 

shale are currently worked from open pit operations in Co. Cavan, whilst dolomite and fireclay are exploited from two sites 

in Co. Kilkenny. 

• Other industrial minerals previously extracted in Ireland include barite, dimension stone, phosphate, silica sand and slate. 

During the early 1980s, the Ballynoe barite deposit was amongst the top 5 producers in the world. Coal was worked in 

Ireland as recently as the early 1990s, although it was most extensively worked in the 19th century.

• The large demand for road and building construction aggregates in Ireland supports a thriving quarrying industry. Today 

crushed rock and sand and gravel are exploited from in excess of 400 sites across Ireland.
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The Minerals Development Act 2017 is a significant piece of legislation in Ireland that 
consolidates six earlier pieces of legislation dating from 1940 to 2006. It provides a 
clear regulatory and fiscal framework for the exploration, mining, and closure of 
mines in Ireland. The Act includes provisions on:

• The vesting of minerals in the Minister

• Prospecting and mining rights and duties

• The granting and renewal of prospecting and retention licenses

• Environmental practices and public interest considerations

• Liability for damage caused by prospecting activities

This Act is considered a key component in maintaining Ireland’s high standing as an 
attractive destination for mineral-related investment. 



Regulation of prospecting and mining: It set out the framework for the 
exploration and development of minerals in Ireland.

Vesting of exclusive rights: The bill proposed the statutory vesting of 
the exclusive right to work minerals in the Minister for 
Communications, Climate Action and Environment, subject to 
compensation.

Compulsory acquisition of rights: It allowed for the compulsory 
acquisition of other rights necessary for the efficient development of 
minerals, again subject to compensation.



Rents and royalties: The bill outlined the payment of 
rents and royalties to the State from the extraction of 
minerals.

Rehabilitation plans: It included provisions for the
preparation and implementation of rehabilitation
plans for abandoned mine sites.



During the proposal and discussion stages of Ireland’s Minerals Development 
Bill, there was some opposition and debate. 

• Concerns typically centered around environmental impacts, land rights, and 
the regulatory framework. 

• For instance, debates in the Oireachtas (the Irish legislature) included 
discussions on the wording of the bill, with suggestions to change certain 
terms to strengthen the obligations of the parties involved. 

• There were also broader discussions about the implications of the bill for 
Ireland’s carbon trajectory and the associated long-term costs.



The bill’s provisions were broad and enabling, with the intention that 

they would be brought into effect by regulations that could evolve and 

adapt as necessary. This approach allows for flexibility but can also lead 

to concerns about the potential for future regulatory changes that might 

not align with the initial intentions of the legislation.

It’s not uncommon for such bills to face scrutiny and opposition, as they 

have to balance economic development with environmental protection 

and social responsibility. 



Stakeholder engagement

Stakeholders played a significant role in shaping Ireland’s Minerals Development Bill. The 
process involved:

• Regulatory impact assessment: This was conducted for the bill to understand its 
implications and gather feedback.

• Public consultation: The government engaged in a consultation process to gather input 
from various stakeholders, including industry representatives, environmental groups, and 
the public.

• Advisory groups: An advisory group on mineral exploration and mining was established to 
provide expert advice and recommendations.

• Policy evaluation: The Department responsible for the bill reviewed and evaluated its 
policy regularly to ensure that it reflected the stakeholders’ concerns and the evolving 
needs of the sector.



These mechanisms ensured that the bill was developed

with a broad range of perspectives in mind, aiming to

create a modern regulatory regime that balanced economic

development with environmental sustainability and social

responsibility.



Based on stakeholder feedback, specific changes were made to the Bill during its legislative 

process. These changes included:

• Regulatory impact assessment: The bill underwent a regulatory impact assessment, which 

likely influenced its development and the inclusion of certain provisions.

• Legal amendments: Amendments were proposed to address legal anomalies, such as those 

related to the Continental Shelf Act 1968. This was to ensure that the bill was consistent with 

existing laws and addressed any issues identified during the drafting process.

• Consultation requirements: The bill included provisions for the Minister for Communications, 

Climate Action and Environment to consult with other relevant ministers, such as the Minister 

for Transport, Tourism and Sport, particularly concerning safety allocations before granting 

consent under the bill.



These changes reflect the government’s response to the inputs from 

various stakeholders, aiming to create a comprehensive and effective 

framework for mineral development in Ireland. The bill’s provisions 

were broad and enabling, with the intention that they would be 

brought into effect by regulations that could evolve and adapt as 

necessary. This approach allowed for flexibility and ensured that the 

legislation could be updated in response to future needs and feedback.





Results from this Act.













Mine Closure

The Lisheen Mine, which was an underground zinc and lead

mine located in County Tipperary, Ireland, closed in 2015

after 17 years of operation. The closure process was a

significant undertaking that involved:



• Re-watering: The mine’s underground workings were
flooded as part of the closure plan to ensure safety and
environmental stability.

• Tailings deposition restoration: The tailings management
facility, which covered a footprint of 70 hectares, was
part of the rehabilitation efforts.



• Equipment removal: All mining equipment was removed from the 
site.

• Sealing access: The mine’s access points were closed and sealed.

All underground equipment was removed along with potentially

hazardous oils and other products. Removal of the underground pumps

was carefully managed so that the majority of pumping equipment was

drawn to the surface before the rise in underground water levels rendered

this impossible. All surface equipment and underground was sold, with a

large proportion being exported to mines abroad.





The closure received a completion certificate from the

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), signifying the

successful execution of the mine closure plan.

This was considered a significant achievement and a model

for sustainability in the mining industry. The mine has now

transitioned into aftercare, which involves monitoring and

maintaining the site post-closure to ensure that it remains

safe and stable.





The closure of the Lisheen Mine is considered to be one of the world’s finest 

examples of environmentally sensitive mine closure and rehabilitation. 

The Lisheen Mine’s closure is often cited as a case study in best practices for the 

industry, showcasing how to operate and close a mine successfully while 

minimizing environmental impact and ensuring safety. It has set a precedent for 

mine closures globally, emphasizing the importance of responsible mining 

practices and aftercare plans that extend for decades post-closure.







The Irish Times

Lough Tay, Co Wicklow: prospecting licences have been issued to two applicants for 
lithium exploration in parts of Wicklow, Carlow and Wexford. Photograph: Nick 
Bradshaw

The Future?
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