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Conflict Minerals: Scaling Your Program for 2015
By Howard Heppelmann

By May 31, 2014, some 6,000 public com-
panies will have to examine their products, 
parts, and supply chains—by collecting the 
required information from tens of thou-
sands of suppliers—in order to file their 
first report under the Conflict Minerals 
Rule, required by the Securities and Ex-
change Commission (SEC) as mandated 
by the Dodd-Frank Act.

Specifically, these companies must de-
termine whether any of their products con-
tain tin, tantalum, tungsten, or gold.  If 
present, they must then investigate wheth-
er those materials were sourced from 
mines associated with armed groups in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) or 
neighboring countries.  Finally, the man-
ufacturer must report to the SEC its con-
flict minerals status—conflict free, unde-
terminable, or not conflict free—and pub-
lish the results of the report on its corporate 
website.  

The challenge posed by this new regula-
tion is important for three key reasons:

1. There is a substantial brand risk for 
manufacturers whose products contain 
conflict minerals.

2. Suppliers (both SEC and non-SEC 
alike) face the threat of lost customer reve-
nue resulting from the need for OEMs to 
comply with the law and the standards for 
implementation.

3. The conflict minerals law is just the 
latest instance of an increasing materials 
compliance burden on manufacturers and 
their supply chains.

The reality is that the near-term filing 
status for most organizations will be “unde-
terminable.”  This general reporting option 
will expire in 2015 for all but the smallest 

of SEC-registered companies. In 2015 and 
beyond, companies will be required to ob-
tain evidence at a far greater level of de-
tail in order to avoid a blanket “Not Con-
flict Free” disclosure.  In addition to filing 
a form SD that describes their program, 
policies, and processes, and a Conflict 
Minerals Report describing the impact 
on their products, affected companies will 
also be required to submit the results of an 
independent third-party audit.

What does this mean for the leadership 
at manufacturing organizations?  

It will take time—and planning—for 
companies to adequately prepare for the 
2015 requirements, which will include 
putting in place the technology infrastruc-
ture necessary to support the processes, 
data, and supply chain involvement that 
will enable future reporting. 

Now is the time for companies to start 
building their strategy by following these 
critical steps:

■■ Establish a holistic materials compli-
ance program to minimize the rising cost 
of compliance by leveraging a common 
set of processes and systems to address 
all areas of supplier and material com-
pliance. The same product data set and 
process requirements needed for conflict 
minerals compliance can be utilized 
for hundreds of existing regulations and 
should support any foreseeable future 
compliance requirements.

■■ Automate processes to support data 
collection, validation, and reporting for 
multiple audiences (internal, customer, 
and regulatory) across the portfolio of 
compliance obligations.

■■ Enable compliance as an output of 
the product development and supplier 
management processes, including ma-

terial selection, supplier qualification, 
new-part introduction, and engineering 
change management. With process in-
tegration beginning early in the product 
specification and design phase, issues can 
be identified and resolved before they be-
come exponentially more costly to resolve 
in production or in the field.

■■ Increase the return on your compli-
ance investment. The benefits available 
from a robust compliance strategy and ac-
quisition of detailed information pertain-
ing to materials used in products and the 
supply chain go well beyond increased 
efficiency and brand/revenue protection. 
As examples, the same information can 
be leveraged to identify exposure to rare 
earth minerals, highly volatile material 
costs, forward-looking supply chain risks, 
and future design requirements.

Manufacturers that heed these guide-
lines will be well-positioned to achieve 
conflict minerals compliance, better pro-
tect their brand, eliminate needless risks to 
customer revenue streams, achieve higher 
levels of quality, and readily address future 
materials compliance requirements.  

By adopting a holistic compliance strat-
egy that will scale from this year to 2015 
and beyond, manufacturers will free up re-
sources and capital that can then be used 
to improve their corporate performance, 
product portfolio, and market position.
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