
Teghout CJSC
Summary
The ‘Save Teghut’ civic initiative is the most well-known and long-
lasting activist campaign against a mining project in Armenia. 
Concerns raised by the initiative, local communities and NGOs include:  

 Ĺ Impending Crisis: Tailings Dam at Risk of Collapse:  
Multiple expert assessments have found the tailings dam highly 
dangerous, with one engineer saying, ‘I don’t believe the dam 
will last six months’. The engineer compared the potential 
collapse to the infamous Brumadinho disaster in Brazil.  

 Ĺ Community Opposition: The ‘Save Teghut’ civic initiative has 
opposed the mine’s development since 2007. Residents said 
that it became impossible to use river water for irrigation, and 
they are unable to access public lands they have previously used 
for subsistence. Activists, academics and journalists also raised 
alarms that the project posed a threat to about twenty cultural 
and historical heritage sites, including ruins dating back to the 
Bronze Age. Company security guards beat a group of village 
residents during 2012, leading to several hospitalizations. 
Additionally, the Aarhus Convention Compliance Committee 
found violations around both public participation and access to 
justice related to the mine. All of these events have sparked an 
ongoing series of protests. 

 Ĺ Environmental Degradation, Access to Water and Health 
Impacts: During 2014, the Nature Protection Ministry classified 
the Shnogh River as being in a ‘disastrous situation’, the worst 
category possible. Upstream from the mine, the water is clear 
and clean, while downstream it is allegedly brown and dirty, 
with a bad odour. Heavy metals poisoning is also of significant 
concern for the local community. Residents have complained 
about pollution from the tailings dam and subsequent impacts 
for health and agriculture.

Country: Armenia

No website

BHRRC company page

Human Rights 
Commitments

 Teghout CJSC does not have a 
website; we were unable to find 
any publicly available human 
rights policies  

 The company did not respond 
to our questionnaire of its human 
rights policies and commitments 

Human Rights  
Impacts

 Health and safety 

 Environmental and water rights 

 Right to livelihood and adequate 
standard of living

 Access to information 

 Community, cultural and property 
rights 

 Deaths and/or violence

 Resettlement
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 Ĺ European Court of Human Rights Cases: Right to Property and Livelihood: Prior to the mine’s development, 
residents relied on agriculture as their main source of livelihood. However, residents became more reliant on the 
mine, due to problems around loss of property and pollution of water sources. During 2019, the European Court 
of Human Rights ruled against Armenia in six cases linked to Teghout.  Displaced residents campaigned against 
the seizure of their property, and they said that they were not adequately compensated for loss of livelihood. 

 Ĺ Access to Information: During 2014, Save Teghut notified the UN that the Armenian government did not 
have a comprehensive system for gathering information about negative impacts about health and wellbeing 
at communities located near mining sites. This was despite several national studies showing the deterioration 
of health in Armenian towns due to heavy metals poisoning. Save Teghut also said that, prior to the mine’s 
development, to-be-affected communities were not adequately informed about potential impacts of the 
environment and livelihoods. 

Teghout CJSC does not have publicly available information about its human rights policies or environmental and 
social standards. The company did not respond to our questionnaire of its human rights policies and commitments. 

Company Information
Teghout CJSC (also known as Teghut) operates the eponymous Teghout mine, the second-largest copper and 
molybdenum mine of Armenia. The company, formerly known as Armenian Copper Programme, was owned by 
Vallex Group until 2018, when it was transferred to VTB Bank in exchange for a $380 million loan. VTB Bank also has 
business dealings with GeoProMining Gold, Agarak Copper Molybdenum Combine as well as Meghradzor Gold. 
VTB Bank has ties to Russian politicians, and the Russian government owns the majority of shares at the bank.

According to the World Bank, the ‘Save Teghut’ civic initiative is the most well-known and long-lasting activist 
campaign against a mining project in Armenia. Local communities recently won several cases at the European 
Court of Human Rights related to the mine (see below). 

During 2017, Denmark’s Export Credit Agency (EKF) and pension fund 
withdrew their investment in Teghout over environmental and social 
problems. EKF said it had issued numerous warnings to Vallex over 
failing to meet investor requirements, but that the issues had not 
been addressed.

Concerningly, multiple reviews have found that the tailings dam to 
be ‘extremely dangerous’ and at risk of collapse; this could potentially 
cause a disaster similar to the Brumadinho catastrophe in Brazil 
(see below).

Human Rights Allegations
Impending Crisis: Tailings Dam at Risk of Collapse
For years, locals have been raising alarms about the tailings dam and the potential for disaster should it collapse. 
The problem escalated so drastically that Teghout suspended its operations in early 2018. Mining did not begin 
again until July 2019. That same year, David Hallman, a U.S. geologist-engineer who oversaw a site inspection of the 
tailings facility two years prior, warned, ‘I don’t believe the dam will last six months’.

VTB Bank (RU)

Teghout CJSC
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‘In 30 years of tailings dam engineering I have never encountered a more dangerous condition’, Hallman stated. 
He claimed that the 2017 inspections revealed that the dam is ‘clearly unsafe’ and that there are seismic hazards 
throughout the mine site. The dam failed to meet international standards and the original criteria approved for the 
design. Hallman also said that a second evaluation by different consultants reached the same conclusion. Although 
conditions at the dam had likely improved while the mine was not in operation, Hallman cautioned that the 
situation was likely to deteriorate again once mining resumed.

Hallman compared the potential collapse to the infamous Brumadinho disaster in Brazil. A catastrophic failure of 
the Teghout tailings dam would cause a massive flood; in Brazil, a similar disaster killed 206 people, and it led to 
widespread destruction.

In a 2016 report, the World Bank noted: ‘There has been no risk assessment with regards to dam failure (whether 
this occurs from seismic activity, excessive rate of rise or poor pond water control that initiates overtopping and 
subsequent dam failure). […] Potential environmental impacts could be broadly estimated, but the population 
at risk (PAR) and potential for loss of life (LoL) should have been addressed, particularly in relation to the town 
of Shnogh which lies in the downstream zone of a failure scenario.’  The report continued by calling the dam 
design ‘inadequate’ and ‘unacceptable […] compared with international standards’. The World Bank also explained 
that the tailings dam had the potential to result in medium-to-long-term environmental impacts. The technical 
safety certificate does not take into account the probability of man-made accidents or the impacts of a disaster on 
workers, the environment and neighbouring populations.

Hallman also said that water was coming out of the face of the dam, confirming NGO allegations that the dam had 
been leaking pollution into local waterways (see below).

The Armenian Environment Ministry and Ministry of Economic Development were notified of the inspection’s 
findings. Hallman said he had not been in contact with VTB Bank; however, a UK-based consulting firm had 
reviewed his report on behalf of VTB Bank, and it agreed with his findings. The report was not made public. Other 
independent reviews have found the dump ‘extremely dangerous’ and also warned about the risk of collapse.

Vallex spokesperson, David Tadevosyan, denied allegations related to the tailings dam, citing the involvement 
of a U.S. engineering firm for the monitoring the of dam’s stability. (The chief engineer in this inspection was 
David Hallman, who made the above statements.) During 2019, Teghout Executive, Director Karen Ghazaryan, told 
journalists and community members that specialists at Geotechmin had found no environmental risks when they 
inspected the dam; Geotechmin replied that, in reality, they had not yet inspected the dam. The company also 
cited a positive technical safety examination from the National Center for Technical Safety. 

In a 2019 statement, Vallex stated: ‘Vallex Group currently has no control and/or influence over the Teghout Mining 
Complex and cannot be held responsible for the possible collapse of the tailings dam or its consequences’. It is 
worth noting that, in 2016, when Teghout was still owned by Vallex, the World Bank stated, ‘The only two major 
[mining] projects [in Armenia] where the environmental liability lies completely with the current owner is the Teghut 
mine, and the Amulsar project. The above facts regarding apportioning of liability are important to remember when 
one considers needs and responsibilities for environmental rehabilitation, and mine closure’.

During 2019, a worker died while rehabilitating the pipelines of the tailings dump. 

Community Opposition
The ‘Save Teghut’ civic initiative has opposed the mine’s development since 2007. Initially, the initiative opposed the 
destruction of 1,500 hectares of forest to make space for the mine’s development. Civic action has since grown to 
address new issues related to the mine, including dangers related to the tailings dam (see above). 
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Local community members have repeatedly raised concerns about the project’s impacts. Residents said that it 
became impossible to use river water for irrigation, due to pollution from the mine (see below). They also said they 
were unable to move freely, due to company activity; for instance, the company had installed barricades on the road 
leading to a holy shrine. Locals also were prevented from accessing public lands that they had previously used for 
subsistence and livelihood. The company-installed barricades prevented locals from visiting the forest where they 
picked wild mushrooms and berries. The villagers also said that they needed permission from the company to cut 
wild grasses that had been used for livestock feed. After a community protest that blocked traffic to the mine, the 
mayor and a Teghout company official promised that the villagers would have access to the forest and the shrine. 
However, villagers said that the company’s security staff still prevented them from moving freely. The problem 
continued to persist three years later.

Activists, academics and journalists also raised alarms that the project posed a threat to about twenty cultural and 
historical heritage sites, including ruins dating back to the Bronze Age. A historic Medieval church was located in an 
area that was eventually submerged by the tailings dam.  A cemetery with burials dating back 300 - 500 years 
was destroyed by the company; a representative from Vallex, the previous owner of the company, said the graves did 
not have archaeological value.

During 2010, protests were held outside of VTB Bank, which had funded Vallex group even before taking ownership 
of the Teghout company. The protestors wanted the bank to stop investing in Teghout, citing devastating 
environmental impacts and lack of public participation. The protestors also requested that the bank respond 
to their letters about human rights protections. The police arrived and violently broke up the protests, injuring 
several activists. 

Company security guards beat a group of village residents during 2012, leading to several hospitalizations. 
Outraged community members protested and blocked roads. The Vallex chairman traveled to Teghout village to 
apologise and said that the workers involved were dismissed.

During 2015, local activists filed a complaint to OSCE about damages to health, property, water and the 
environment. Two years later, residents wrote a letter to the environmental ministry opposing the expansion of 
the mine, citing negative impacts for the environment and economy. The residents also demanded compensation 
for existing damages. NGOs and activists tried to oppose the project at court, several times, to little success.

Save Teghut says that the mine has violated the Aarhus Convention, which states that impacted communities must 
have access to information, be able to publicly participate in decision-making as well as have the ability to pursue 
justice related to environmental matters. The Save Teghut initiative claimed that affected communities were not 
adequately informed about how environmental impacts would affect their livelihoods. Additionally, major decisions 
were made before public participation took place. Domestic legal proceedings did not have success; according to 
Save Teghut, Armenia’s court system did not allow civil society and NGOs to make claims against the decisions of 
administrative bodies. As a result, during 2011, the Aarhus Convention Compliance Committee found violations 
around both public participation and access to justice. The Compliance Committee found Armenia in violation of 
the Convention yet again in 2013, and it set forth recommendations to the government. As of 2014, none of the 
recommendations from either decision had been implemented.

‘The transfer of the enterprise to VTB only complicated the situation, and reduced to zero the minimal 
arrangements that Vallex accepted under pressure from residents and the public (meaning the safety of the tailing 
dump)’, Ecolur told us. 

Protests and opposition movements continue to the present day. In August 2020, one hundred village residents 
blocked the road to the mine, demanding that the company pay retirees through compensation for the pollution 
caused by the mine (see below). The protestors also demanded either employment from the company or the return 
of their seized lands (see below).

NGOs say public participation in decision-making became even worse during the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Environmental Degradation, Access to Water, and Health Impacts 
According to the Armenian branch of Transparency International, the Teghout mine operates illegally and violates 
multiple environmental and social standards. The company has violated environmental regulations in the past; in 
one case, it was operating more than three months without a valid water use permit.

Save Teghut has pointed to environmental degradation since the very start of the mine’s development. The old-
growth Teghout forest was destroyed to build the mine, and the local mayor says the company has not followed its 
reforestation agreement. A company spokesperson claimed that sixty-seven hectares had been replanted, and that 
saplings had taken root; however, a local forest warden disputed the company’s claims. The environmental permits 
had obliged the company to reforest 411 acres by January 2014, as opposed to the sixty-seven the company said it 
had completed by May that same year.

One of the most serious environmental problems related to Teghout is water pollution. Prior to the mine’s 
development, locals used the rivers as a free water supply. Residents say that the Shnogh River used to be one of the 
cleanest in Armenia; it is now one of the most polluted, and villagers can no longer use it to irrigate their fields and 
orchards. A water pipeline was built, but residents now have to pay for access to clean water, when they did not 
have to do so before mining operations began.

Residents have complained several times about severe water pollution caused by the mine and tailings dump. 
Villagers said that the mine did not have any water cleaning facility, and, on some days, the river becomes blue 
and foamy.  Upstream from the mine, the water is clear and clean, while downstream it is brown and dirty, with 
a bad odour. During 2014, the Nature Protection Ministry classified the Shnogh River as being in a ‘disastrous 
situation’, the worst category possible. Less than four years later, the Environment Minister claimed there was no 
river pollution from the Teghout mine, even though a site inspector had found water leaking from the front of the 
tailings dam just a few months prior. 

Heavy metals poisoning is also of significant concern for the local community. Residents have complained about 
pollution from the tailings dam and subsequent impacts for health and agriculture. After one resident’s orchard 
failed, Teghout took a soil sample. The company said that there was arsenic present, but that it didn’t cause any 
harm. Other samples from agricultural areas found above-standard levels of copper, cadmium, arsenic and zinc. 
This poses significant health problems; heavy metals poisoning has been associated with conditions such as organ 
damage and failure, cancer and lung disease. Despite the risks associated with heavy metals, a resident of Shnogh 
village said that no monitoring had been conducted to evaluate the impacts on the community’s health. 

Residents have also complained about dust pollution, which has allegedly led to difficulties with breathing.

NGOs like Ecolur have questioned whether Teghout’s environmental impact assessments are valid. The government 
issued a ‘positive opinion’ of the mine in 2006, but the approval expired in 2014. Allegedly, the mine was put into 
operation without conducting a new impact assessment. The ombudsman’s office questioned the Environment 
Ministry on whether the opinion had expired, and it said the ombudsman did not receive full information about the 
environmental permit.

‘Official answers on the legitimacy of the EIA conclusion are manipulation and do not comply with the norms 
provided for by the EIA law’, Ecolur told us. 

During 2012, Vallex said mining operations at Teghout were in full compliance with the environmental laws of 
Armenia. The company also claimed that the project was the most environmentally responsible mine to be 
implemented since the country’s independence. According to Ecolur, at a 2017 public hearing, Teghout’s Deputy 
Director General, Sahak Karapetyan, did not deny environmental pollution, and, instead, he promised to find 
solutions in the frame of the mine expansion.
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European Court of Human Rights Cases: 
Right to Property and Livelihood
Prior to the mine’s development, residents relied on agriculture as their main source of livelihood. However, 
residents became more reliant on the mine due to problems around loss of property and pollution of water sources. 
From 2007 - 2008, the government of Armenia issued an expropriation degree to seize land within the Teghout and 
Shnogh rural communities, for the purposes of developing the Teghout mine. Local residents, many of whom relied 
on their land for agriculture and income, were forced to sell their property and relocate. 

Villagers who attempted to continue working in agriculture faced significant difficulties, due to significant pollution 
from the tailings dump. Residents say that they have not received compensation for the loss of their livelihood.

Residents say the company promised to replace employment in agriculture with employment in the mine. However, 
residents complained that this promise never materialised. One explained: ‘Our community residents have been 
expropriated, we have been deprived of our land areas, plow land areas, orchards, pastures, forests, where we used 
to gather berries, mushrooms and could earn money for our families. They have applied different methods to 
deprive us of our land areas, they made us refuse from our land areas threatening us not to hire the family members 
of those people, who don’t obey them. For example, my family didn’t give them the land areas and they took us 
through the court. We have been expropriated relying on the operation of this establishment and have taken out 
loans. Why should people not from Shnogh community work on the land areas taken from us? Our demand is to 
prioritize the residents of Shnogh and Teghout communities in terms of employment’.

During 2019, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR), ruled against Armenia in six cases linked to Teghout. 
Displaced residents campaigned against the seizure of their property for a variety of reasons, including inadequate 
compensation and impacts for their livelihoods. 

In one of the cases, Parsadanyan v. Armenia, the impacted family testified that they had made a living from 
agriculture and relied on their land for survival. Teghout offered just €578 for the land, but the family said it could 
not find anyone willing to independently evaluate their property’s value. The family also said the company’s offer 
did not take into account the presence of fruit trees, and that the valuation report erroneously said there was not 
a water supply on the property. The company lodged a claim against the family, seeking to oblige them to sign an 
agreement for the taking of their property for state needs. 

The family appealed at court, but they were not notified about the date and time of the hearings. Therefore, the 
company won by default. A second hearing ruled the family must sell to Teghout, although, for a higher price. Again, 
the family appealed, and again they say they were not notified about the court date. Further appeals were dismissed. 

The ECtHR ruled in the applicants’ favor, saying that the family had economically depended on the land in question, 
and that the forced acquisition led the family to lose its only source of income. The Armenian courts did not address 
that the family would lose its only means of generating income and subsistence, and it did not evaluate whether 
the amount the family was offered would be sufficient for them to acquire equivalent land in the area in which they 
lived. The courts also found the family had to bear an excessive burden during the proceedings.

In all six cases, the ECtHR ruled in the displaced residents’ favour and ordered Armenia to pay €69,400. Critics of 
the decision have noted that the amount owed to the families was relatively small compared to Teghout’s financial 
opportunities arising from the mine. 

When the mine shut down due to problems with the tailings dump (see above), 1,034 employees lost their jobs, 
many of whom were local. In the aforementioned 2020 protests (see above), protestors demanded that the 
company either provide them with jobs at the mine or return their seized lands.

According to NGOs, the unemployment situation became more dire during the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Access to Information 
Since the start of the mine’s development, NGOs and civil society have complained about the lack of information 
provided to impacted communities. During 2014, Save Teghut notified the UN that the Armenian government did 
not have a comprehensive system for gathering information about negative impacts on health and wellbeing in 
communities located near mining sites. This was despite several national studies showing the deterioration of 
health in Armenian towns due to heavy metals poisoning. 

Save Teghut also said that, prior to the mine’s development, to-be-affected communities were not adequately 
informed about potential impacts for the environment and livelihoods.  

NGOs and activists have also been unable to access information about the company’s contractual obligations with 
the Armenian government. After the mine temporarily shut down, Ecolur asked the Armenian government to 
provide information of the company’s contractual obligations and legal liability in case of failure to uphold such 
obligations. The NGO also requested a copy of the contract. 

Additionally, Ecolur has asked the Nature Protection Ministry to assist in providing monitoring data of 
environmental indicators in the impacted area.

Human Rights Commitments
Teghout CJSC does not have a website; we were unable to find any publicly available human rights policies. 
The company did not respond to our questionnaire of its human rights policies and commitments. 
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