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Subject: The red mud disaster in Hungary

1. Implementation of EU legislation in Hungary
On 4 October 2010, the collapse of a waste reservoir in Hungary released some 700.000m3 of 
highly alkaline red mud. It flooded several settlements, thereby killed at least 9 persons, 
injured around 130 people (some in a critical condition), and polluted more than 1000 
hectares of agricultural land, including four NATURA 2000 sites.

The simple earth construction of the waste pond and its location close to a creek seems clearly 
inappropriate with regard to its stability.  Authorities seem to have approved emergency plans 
that only foresaw the release of a fraction of the red mud from the reservoir, less than half of 
what broke free. Leakages were allegedly reported repeatedly over the years, but no action 
was taken. The permit for the embankment seems to have been given by the local authorities 
that however lack the competence to assess compliance with the IPPC directive and the 
mining waste directive. Inspections of the site shortly before the disaster seemingly did not 
include an inspection of the stability of the dams.

- Does the Commission consider that relevant EU legislation has been breached? If yes, 
what action has it taken or will it take to ensure full application of relevant legislation by 
the Hungarian Authorities?
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- Does the Commission consider that there was any failure by the competent authorities, in 
particular with regard to inspections of the site? 

- Is the Commission prepared to establish an EU task force to properly assess the disaster 
in Hungary and draw lessons from it for what action is needed to avoid such disasters in 
the future across the EU?

2. Situation in other countries
There are red mud ponds or other ponds containing waste from the extractive industries in 
many Member States. Given previous mining waste disasters, it is unlikely that the situation 
in Hungary is an exception. 

- Does the Commission have an inventory of similar sites in Europe? If yes, is it publicly 
available? If not, will it propose the setting-up of such an inventory?

3. Lessons from the disaster
Previous mining disasters (Baia Mare in Roumania in 2000, Aznalcóllar in Spain in 1998) led 
to the adoption of the mining waste directive, the adoption of the directive on environmental 
liability, to an amendment of the Seveso II Directive and to Best Available Technology 
reference documents under the directive on integrated pollution prevention and control 
(IPPC). While full implementation and enforcement of these relevant laws is of crucial 
importance, the Hungarian disaster also points to important gaps that remain in current EU 
legislation.

There is still no legal basis for European environmental inspections. European legislation is 
only as good as its enforcement. National inspectors may well lack the necessary resources, 
competence and independence to ensure appropriate and comprehensive inspections, let alone 
provide a harmonized standard thereof.

The directive on environmental liability does not make financial securities mandatory, hereby 
undermining an effective application of the 'polluter pays' principle.

The classification of red mud pursuant to Commission Decision 2000/532/EC as amended 
("list of wastes") as hazardous solely based on its content of hazardous substances, without 
consideration of its high pH value as a crucial parameter, seems clearly inadequate. This 
points to either a failure in the list of wastes, or in the classification of substances pursuant to 
Regulation (EC) No 1272/2008 on the classification, labelling and packaging of substances 
and mixtures to which the list of wastes refers.

- Will the Commission propose a legal framework for EU inspections of environmental 
legislation to ensure that inspections are independent and conducted under uniform 
conditions?

- When will the Commission propose to strengthen the directive on environmental liability 
so as to make financial guarantees mandatory?

- Will the Commission revise the EU list of hazardous wastes to correct the listing of red 
mud?


