
 

 

Rio Tinto’s project Jadar – a sacrifice for green industry ? 

 

For the last 200 years, our industry and everyday lives have required more and more 

energy. As a result of using unclean resources to produce the needed amount of oil and gas, today 

we are living an ecological disaster. Greenhouse effect, holes in the ozone layer, pollution and 

deforestation cause climate change, threatening lives of millions of people and endangering 

biodiversity. As a possible solution the EU has declared its intention to reduce the usage of fossil 

fuels by introducing mass produced electric vehicles to the market. When the Anglo-Australian 

company Rio Tinto found lithium, needed for batteries electric vehicles require, in the valley of 

river Jadar  in western Serbia, Europe openly supported their intention to open a lithium mine 

there. Now the company, globally known for causing irreversible ecological damage, cooperating 

with corrupted governments and ruthlessly destroying culturally significant sites, plans to forcibly 

move 30 000 locals, largely farmers, and cause long-term damage to their land, all in sake of green 

energy.  

Rio Tinto’s lithium mine in the Jadar valley is supposed to cover the territory of 10 villages 

in western Serbia. One of the targeted villages, Dobrinja, is the home village of the creator of the 

modern Serbian nation, and some of his endowments, dating back to the 19th century, are in the 

village, as well as tombs of his family members. Land in the valley and around it is considered to 

be one of the most fertile soils in the region. One fifth of the food produced in the country is 

cultivated there by small landowners. The village Dobrinja alone, with its population of 3000 

people, produces 150 tonnes of potatoes and 100 tonnes of milk annually, aside from dozens of 

tonnes of honey, meat, raspberries, etc. This food is of very high quality – the fields are away from 

urban zones and surrounded by forests, making the air and the waters completely uncontaminated. 

When the explorers came to their villages, they were determined not to let them excavate their 

lands, claiming that it is the fatherland their ancestors fought for, on which they grew up and which 

they wish to pass on to the next generations. They are afraid that the company will take their fertile 

lands and clean air away from them, and cause irreversible damage to the area. In a documentary 

filmed by Radio-television of Serbia in December 2021, Dragan Simonović, a local farmer, said 

that You cannot eat money. In the 21st century, when the entire nation, the entire humanity is 

fighting for healthy food and water, they want lithium. Only if they made humans-robots, so they 

need batteries for them. Vojkan Đukić, also a local, added that The only thing we want from the 

government is to let us do our work, not to disturb our air and waters so we can produce food and 

stay here. We are not demanding subventions, we are not demanding anything. The fuel can cost 

as much as they want, we will manage. Just do not pollute our air and make us leave these lands 

(Kvadratura kruga: Zeleni rudnik Dobrinja, 2021). 

Officially, Rio Tinto’s project Jadar will be a 2.4 billion dollars worth investment, 

employing 1000 full-time workers. For approximately 40 years, the mine will produce 2.3 million 

tonnes of battery-grade lithium-carbonate and 160 thousand tonnes of boric acid annually, two 

main components for producing and storing renewable energy. The company claims that they 

could provide enough material for more than 1 million electric cars per year, which would then be 

sold on the market for the EU’s citizens. They state that, by massively replacing vehicles that 



 

 

require fossil fuels, we will decrease air pollution in these areas (Boffey, 2021). But then again, it 

is known that in Germany there are lithium reserves several times larger than the ones in the Jadar 

valley, so how come European companies, especially German car industry, only wish to import 

the raw material and not produce it themselves (EWB, 2021)? It would seem that this green energy 

is not as green as they present it to be.  

In order to extract mineral jadarite, all the trees in the area would have to be cut down. The 

mine would cover surfaces that are currently agricultural fields, so everything on these lands, from 

historical sites and houses to agricultural land, would be destroyed. Furthermore, since the 

explorers from Rio Tinto first came to the Jadar valley, they have taken examples of land and water 

– drinking water. To produce 1 kilogram of lithium from the mineral jadarite present in the valley, 

one needs 1.3 litres of water and Rio Tinto plans on using water from rivers Jadar and Korenita 

(Jadar’s tributary). According to the Centre for Biological Diversity and the London Mining 

Network, the lithium mine will not only cause overuse of these waters, but their contamination too 

(Center for Biological Diversity, n.d.). Needless to say, 2.5 million people from Serbia, which is 

almost a third of the entire population, drink that water at this moment (Boffey, 2021). 

Furthermore, while processing lithium, aggressive gasses are emitted in the atmosphere, increasing 

the number of people who suffer health problems, at times with fatal consequences, due to extreme 

air pollution. Finally, if the mine does get built, the most of the locals will be left unemployed, 

since they make a living exclusively by producing food (Kvadratura kruga: Zeleni rudnik Dobrinja, 

2021). 

Several ecological organisations, led by and supported by some of Serbia’s most educated 

and internationally recognised experts, athletes, scientists and artists, including a couple of bishops 

from the Serbian Orthodox Church, have spoken up publicly regarding this problem. Together 

with the locals living in the Jadar Valley, as well as the citizens who are against the lithium 

extraction, they are resisting by organising online petitions, protests and traffic blockades on major 

highways and bridges. Due to this, the government has decided to temporarily put these plans on 

hold, but the final decision has not yet been made (The Guardian, 2021). 

Now, with our need for energy getting bigger than ever, the EU’s eco-friendly 

establishment is planning on solving this crisis by permanently contaminating the land that feeds 

one people to provide raw material required for an another people’s green industry. In a time of 

such decisions, it is crucial that we ask ourselves – is green energy that justifies sacrificing people’s 

lives truly an ethical and reasonable choice, or is it mere hypocrisy?  

Bibliography 

Boffey, D., 2021. Rio Tinto’s past casts a shadow over Serbia’s hopes of a lithium 

revolution. The Guardian, [online] Available at: <https://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2021/nov/19/rio-tintos-past-casts-a-shadow-over-serbias-hopes-of-a-lithium-

revolution> [Accessed 8 January 2022]. 

Center for Biological Diversity, n.d. Rio Tinto: A Legacy of Destruction. [image] Available at: 

<https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/resourcespace/pages/view.php?ref=13730&k=2526b3aacb

> [Accessed 9 January 2022]. 



 

 

European Western Balkans, 2021. Rio Tinto controversy: Has the EU designated Serbia as a 

“sacrificial zone” for lithium extraction?. [online] Available at: 

<https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2021/12/22/rio-tinto-controversy-has-the-eu-designated-

serbia-as-a-sacrificial-zone-for-lithium-extraction/> [Accessed 9 January 2022]. 

Kvadratura kruga: Zeleni rudnik Dobrinja. 2021. [film] Directed by B. Stanković. Serbia: RTS. 

The Guardian, 2021. Rio Tinto lithium mine: thousands of protesters block roads across Serbia. 

[online] Available at: <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/dec/05/rio-tinto-lithium-mine-

thousands-of-protesters-block-roads-across-serbia> [Accessed 28 December 2021]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


