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Critical Habitat Assessment for the
Rincon Project
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Environmental Resources Management Argentina S.A. (ERM) was contracted by Rio Tinto

Project consists of brine extraction from the Salar del Rincon, using Direct Lithium
Extraction (DLE) technology, to produce lithium carbonate (Li2CO3).

The CHA was developed to determine whether any species or habitats within the Salar de
Rincon Basin meet the Critical Habitat criteria outlined in International Finance Corporation
(IFC) Performance Standard 6 (PS6) Guidance Note (2019). These criteria include the
presence of: (i) threatened species (Critically Endangered or Endangered); (ii) endemic or
restricted-range species; (iii) migratory or congregatory species; (iv) highly threatened
and/or unique ecosystems; and/or (v) areas associated with key evolutionary processes.
The assessment was conducted within an Ecologically Appropriate Area of Analysis
(EAAA), which defines the spatial scope for evaluating the presence of Critical Habitat.

Species classified as Critically Endangered (CR), Endangered (EN), potential restricted-
range species, and migratory or congregatory species, or regional priority species
classified as VU (i.e., such as flamingos) were assessed using data from the Global
Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF), the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) Red List, and relevant literature; of these, 19 species were identified as being
potential Critical Habitat species. These species were further assessed via expert
consultation and implementation of additional field surveys undertaken in November 2024
through April 2025 evaluated using the Critical Habitat criteria outlined in the IFC Guidance
Note 6: Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Management of Living Natural
Resources (June 2019).

The additional studies identified two to three potentially new Liolaemus species; Liolaemus
sp. AC, composed of two subpopulations: Liolaemus sp. A and Liolaemus sp. C. These
two subpopulations may represent two separate species, currently referred to as
Liolaemus sp. A and Liolaemus sp. C, respectively. Another possible new species,
Liolaemus sp. B was also recorded during the field survey; however, this species occurs
outside the basin and was excluded from further CH assessment.

Because these are unconfirmed newly described species, the final taxonomic status,
geographic distribution, and abundance for these species will be updated through further
studies. Therefore, CH status is assessed using data collected through August 2025 and is
not considered final at this time.

Rincon Mining Pty Ltd
Necochea 867
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The CHA finds three known species of Liolaemus (Liolaemus multicolour, Liolaemus
porosus, Liolaemus scrocchi) and one to two newly described Liolaemus species;
Liolaemus sp. AC (or Liolaemus sp. A and Liolaemus sp. C) qualify as Critical Biodiversity
Values according to Criterion 2 (restricted-range species) thresholds.

In addition, Extremophile Microbial Ecosystems (EMEs) occurring within the EAAA meet
thresholds for Criterion 2 (range-restricted species), Criterion 4 (Endangered and
threatened ecosystems), and Criterion 5 (Unique evolutionary processes).
The CH biodiversity values are described below:

Liolaemus sp. AC is newly described endemic and restricted-range lizard whose
taxonomic status is currently under study. It was recorded in the Salar de Rincon Basin
and EAAA during field studies conducted by experts Dr. Cristian Abdala and Dr.
Marcos Paz in November 2024 and February-March 2025. Liolaemus sp. AC reaches
Critical Habitat Criterion 2 thresholds. Liolaemus sp. AC, may be two distinct species:
Liolaemus sp. A and Liolaemus sp. C (see bullets below). It is possible that this species
could further be divided into two subspecies or species:

 Liolaemus sp. A is an endemic and restricted-range lizard and a new species for
science. This species (if confirmed as being taxonomically distinct) meets Critical
Habitat Criterion 2 thresholds.

 Liolaemus sp. C is an endemic and restricted-range lizard, new species for science
If confirmed as a being taxonomically distinct, it meets Critical Habitat Criterion 2
thresholds.

Liolaemus multicolour is an endemic and restricted-range lizard. Recorded in the EAAA
in November 2024 and February-March 2025, this species meets Critical Habitat
Criterion 2 thresholds.

Liolaemus porosus is an endemic and restricted-range lizard. Recorded in the EAAA
during November 2024 and February-March 2025, this species meets Critical Habitat
Criterion 2 thresholds.

Liolaemus scrocchi is an endemic and restricted-range lizard. Recorded in the EAAA
during November 2024 and February-March 2025, this species meets Critical Habitat
Criterion 2 thresholds.

 Extremophile Microbial Ecosystems (EMEs) contain microorganisms that tolerate
extreme conditions such as hypersaline habitats. EMEs meet Critical Habitat Criterion
21, Criterion 4, and Criterion 5.

The Project Footprint overlaps with the distribution and habitat of the following Critical
species:

1 Although EME communities and species have not fully been identified, it is possible that micro-endemism occurs. Therefore, based on
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 Liolaemus sp. AC.

 Liolaemus multicolour.

 Liolaemus scrocchi.

The Project Area of Direct Influence (ADI) overlaps with these as a Critical Biodiversity
value:

 Habitats containing EMEs.

Additionally, 12 species that do not qualify as Critical Habitat triggering species are
categorized as priority species and are of conservation concern for the Project. These
include:

 The vicu¶a (Vicugna vicugna), Guanaco (Lama guanicoe), Chilean flamingo
(Phoenicopterus chilensis), Horned Coot (Fulica cornuta), Puna Flamingo
(Phoenicoparrus jamesi), and the Andean Flamingo (Phoenicoparrus andinus), which
are also considered a priority for the Los Andes National Reserve.

 The Lesser Rhea (Rhea pennata), Condor (Vultur gryphus), Andean cat (Leopardus
jacobita), the Short-tailed Chinchilla (Chinchilla chinchilla), Shipton's Mountain Cavy
(Microcavia shiptoni), and Atacama Water Frog (Telmatobius atacamensis).

The Salar de Rincon Basin overlaps with the National Protected Area (NPA) 'Los Andes
Natural Wildlife Reserve', whose objective is to restore and/or maintain the viability of

-altitude wetlands,
salt flats, and EMEs.

To comply with IFC PS6 the Project is implementing:

 A Biodiversity Management Plan (BMP) with specific measures for Liolaemus spp.
mitigation (designed in collaboration with species experts).

 A Research and Management Plan for EMEs.

 A Biodiversity Action Plan that outlines a Net Gain strategy for Critical Biodiversity
Values.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Background
ERM Argentina S.A. was contracted by Rio Tinto to develop a Critical Habitat Assessment (CHA) for the
lithium extraction project in Salar del Rincon, known as the Rincon Project (the Project). The Project is in the
Salar del Rincon Basin, Los Andes Department, Salta Province, Argentina, at an altitude of 3,725 meters
above sea level (masl) and covers a total of 829 square kilometres (km2) (Figure 1). Rincon Mining PTY
Limited (RMPL) is the holder of the mining concession for lithium extraction. RMPL was acquired by Rio
Tinto in March 2022.

The Salar del Rincon Basin is within the biogeographic region known as the Argentinean Puna, which is
characterized by extreme aridity, low rainfall, low temperatures in winter, and large thermal amplitudes at any
time of the year (ADY Resources Limited, 2007). The Salar del Rincon is divided into two distinct
vegetational sectors; azonal vegetation, which includes highland wetlands (vegas), and zonal vegetation,
which includes flora adapted to nutrient-poor soils and arid conditions.

The high salinity, aridity, cold, and altitude have generated a diversity of ecological niches, resulting in the
presence of endemic species of flora and fauna. Among these, lizard species belonging to the genus
Liolaemus are noteworthy. The basin is also characterized by the presence of aquatic habitats that are the
temporary home of migratory species, including flamingos (Phoenicoparrus andinus, Phoenicoparrus jamesi,
Phoenicopterus chilensis), and the Horned Coot (Fulica cornuta). Extremophile Microbial Ecosystems
(EMEs) may occur in salt flats, high altitude lakes and waterbodies.

In addition, species typical of the high Andean Puna such as Vicu¶a (Vicugna vicugna), the Highland tuco
tuco (Ctenomys opimus), Culpeo fox (Lycalopex culpaeus), Vizcacha (Lagidium viscacia), and Lesser Rhea
(Rhea pennata) also occur in the Salar del Rincon Basin.

As part of this assessment, Natural, Modified, or Critical Habitat (CH) classification was undertaken following
IFC PS6 guidance. Natural Habitats were identified based on the presence of native vegetation, minimal
human disturbance, and intact ecological processes. Modified Habitats were characterized by identifying
areas that have undergone significant human alteration, such as agricultural development, urbanization, or
infrastructure, which have led to changes in species composition and ecosystem function. Critical Habitats
were delineated by evaluating the presence of endangered or endemic species, key biodiversity areas, and
habitats essential for species survival, or areas associated with key evolutionary processes.

Potential CH biodiversity values were identified and evaluated through expert assessment and additional
field studies within the Salar de Rincon to determine whether they met CH criteria and thresholds.

This document is divided into seven chapters as follows:

 Chapter 1 contains the Introduction and Project background, main objectives, information sources, and a
summary of national and lender requirements.

 Chapter 2 describes the Project, its facilities, and Area of Influence.

 Chapter 3 includes the Critical Habitat Assessment, and a summary of results.

 Chapter 4 describes Critical Habitats and losses.

 Chapter 5 indicates the PS6 requirements for Natural and Critical Habitat.

 Chapter 6 summarizes the current Project alignment status according to PS6 requirements for Natural
and Critical Habitat and details the next steps and recommendations on the additional measures to be
taken to ensure compliance with the standard.

 Chapter 7 proposes the next steps for further alignment with PS6.

 Chapter 8 includes the references.
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1.2 Objectives
The objectives of this Critical Habitat Assessment are to:

 Evaluate the Project area (i.e., Salar de Rincon Basin) for presence of Critical Habitat-triggering
biodiversity values using criteria defined in IFC PS6, Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable
Utilization of Living Natural Resources, and its associated Guidance Note.

 Review project alignment with IFC PS6 concerning identified Natural and Critical Habitat biodiversity
values.

 Outline the next steps needed for the Project to further align with IFC PS6 requirements and attain No
Net Loss (NNL) for loss of Natural Habitat, or Net Gain (NG) for Critical Habitat values.

1.3 Documents and Databases Reviewed
For the development of this CHA, the following documents and databases and databases were reviewed:

Proyecto Rincon  Fase de
Exploraci·n

 AUSENCO. 2018. Environmental Technical Report Actualizaci·n Proyecto Salar de Rincon

 EC & Asociados. 2022. Environmental Technical Report Construcci·n de nuevo campamento

Planta Rincon R§pido 3000 tpa.
Proyecto Rincon

Construcci·n de Pista de Aterrizaje

Rincon Litio 33kV Power Supply

Proyecto Rincon 50Ktpa

Etapa de Explotaci·n Cantera Rococo

Etapa de Explotaci·n Cantera Sapito

 Integrated Biodiversity Assessment Tool (IBAT) Report (generated in September 2024).

 The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List (IUCN 2025. The IUCN Red List of
Threatened Species. Version 2025-1. <https://www.iucnredlist.org>).

 Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF https://www.gbif.org/, accessed May 2025).

 Integral Management and Development Plan Los Andes Wildlife Natural Reserve, Laguna Socompa
Wildlife Refuge and Tolar Grande Wildlife Refuge (Resoluci·n No. 428/18).

Management of Living Natural Resources.
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1.4 Legal Framework

1.4.1 National Framework and Lender Requirements
The Project is required to comply with all relevant national and local environmental laws and regulations
described in Table 1.

Table 1. National Compliance

Law/Regulation Topic Description
National Law NÜ 25.675
Environmental General Law

General Sets the basis for the Argentinian National State to
manage environmental matters and to enforce the

National Law NÜ 20.284
Atmospheric Contamination
Law

Air Sets the guidelines that should be applied to all
emission sources located in the federal jurisdiction.

National Law NÁ 25.688
Water Environmental
Management Regime

Water Establishes the basis for water preservation and
rational use. It also declares basins to be of
environmental importance.

Provincial Law NÜ 7.070
Environmental Protection

General Establishes the rules governing the relationship
between people and environment, including
ecosystems, biodiversity, natural resources,
species genetics, natural monuments and
landscapes.

Provincial Decree NÜ 3.133
Soil Conservation and
Sustainable Recovery

Soil Declares of public interest the use, conservation
and recovery of the soil.

Provincial Law NÜ 7.101
Provincial Protected Area
System

Protected areas Constitutes a legal framework for conservation,
development, planification and management of
natural areas of the province.

Provincial Law NÜ 6.709
Vicu¶a Conservation

Fauna Prohibits hunting and possession of individuals of
the species Vicugna vicugna and declares several
departments as Reserve Area.

Provincial Law NÜ 5.513
Wildlife Protection

Fauna Declares of public interest the propagation,
conservation, repopulation and utilization of wild
fauna. Also, it adds controls to hunting and fishing.

National Decree NÜ
666/1997  National
Executive Power

Fauna Defines the national conservation categories for
native fauna.

National Resolution E
795/2017  Ministry of
Environment and
Sustainable Development

Fauna Defines the national conservation categories for
native birdlife species.

National Resolution E
316/2021  Ministry of
Environment and
Sustainable Development

Fauna Defines the national conservation categories for
native mammal species.

National Resolution
1055/2013  Ministry of
Environment and
Sustainable Development

Fauna Defines the national conservation categories for
native reptiles and amphibian species.

Provincial Decree NÜ 308
Los Andes Natural Wildlife
Reserve

Protected areas Creates the Los Andes Natural Wildlife Reserve in
Los Andes Department.

Provincial Law NÜ 7.017 Water
or industrial.

Municipal Ordinance NÜ 05
Environment Code

General Creates a municipal/departmental (San Antonio de
los Cobres) code that establishes the regulations
and norms for the environment conservation,
protection and development in the jurisdiction.
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1.4.2 Lender Requirements
The lenders require the Project to be aligned with the following standards:

 International Finance Corporation (IFC) Performance Standards on Environmental and Social
Sustainability (2012).

 IFC Performance Standard 6 (PS6) and its associated Guidance Note: Biodiversity Conservation and
Sustainable Management of Living Natural Resources (2019).

 IFC General EHS Guidelines (2007).

As a primary requirement, IFC PS6 indicates the application of the mitigation hierarchy to avoid impacts, to
the extent possible, on Natural Habitat or Critical Habitat by sitting Projects in Modified (non-Critical) Habitats
or Natural Habitats of lesser value by conducting an analysis of alternatives or avoiding activities during
sensitive periods of the life cycle of species of concern. In addition to avoiding Natural and Critical Habitat to
the extent possible, a Project must minimize impacts, restore habitats, and apply equivalent offset measures,
which should only be considered after appropriate prevention, minimisation, and restoration measures have
been implemented.

In non-Critical Natural Habitats, NNL of biodiversity should be attained for biodiversity values, while in Critical
Habitat, a NG of biodiversity is required.

1.5 Definitions
Critical Habitat: Areas of high biodiversity value, such as: (i) habitats of significant importance for the
survival of threatened or Critically endangered species; (ii) habitats of significant importance for the survival
of endemic species or species restricted to certain areas; (iii) habitats that support the survival of globally
significant concentrations of migratory or congregating species; (iv) unique or highly threatened ecosystems;
or (v) areas associated with key evolutionary processes.

Endemic or geographically restricted species: For the purposes of IFC Guidance Note 6, the term
"endemic" is defined as "geographically restricted". This means that the species has a limited extent of
occurrence (EOO).

 In the case of terrestrial vertebrates and plants, geographically restricted species are defined as those
species with an EOO of less than 50,000km2. In the case of marine systems, geographically restricted
species are provisionally considered those with an EOO of less than 100,000km2.

 In the case of coastal, riverine and other aquatic species in habitats that do not exceed  200 kilometres
(km) in width at any point (e.g., rivers), geographically restricted species are defined as those with a
global distribution equal to or less than a linear geographic extent of 500km (i.e., the maximum distance
between two occupied locations).

Migratory species: Migratory species are all those species in which a significant proportion of their
members move cyclically and predictably from one geographic area to another (even within the same
ecosystem).

Modified Habitats: are areas that may contain a large proportion of plant and/or animal species of non-

and species composition. Modified Habitats may include areas managed for agriculture, forest plantations,
reclaimed coastal zones, and reclaimed wetlands.

Natural Habitats: are areas composed of viable assemblages of plant and/or animal species of largely

and species composition.

IUCN Red List: This list represents a checklist of taxa that has been subject to an extinction risk assessment
using the categories and criteria of the IUCN. Categorisation criteria include: A) population decline (past,
current or projected); B) geographic range size (including fragmentation and fluctuations); C) small
population size (decline and fluctuations); D) very small population or restricted distribution; and E)
quantitative analysis of extinction risk. The protection categories are broken down from these indicators:
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Data Deficient (DD): A taxon is DD when there is inadequate information to make a direct or indirect
assessment of its extinction risk, based on its distribution or population status. A taxon in this category
could be better studied, and its biology well known, but appropriate information on abundance and/or
distribution is lacking.

Least Concern (LC): a taxon is LC when it has been assessed against the IUCN Red List criteria and
does not qualify as CR, EN, VU or NT.

Near Threatened (NT): a taxon that does not meet the criteria for EN or VU but is close to meeting them
or may qualify for one of the risk categories in the near future.

Vulnerable (VU): a taxon that meets any of the criteria A - E for VU and is therefore considered to face
a high risk of extinction in the wild.

Endangered (EN, Endangered): a taxon that meets any of the criteria A - E for EN, and is therefore
considered to face a very high risk of extinction in the wild.

Critically Endangered (EN): a taxon that meets any of the criteria A - E for CR and is therefore
considered to face an extremely high risk of extinction in the wild.

Extinct in the Wild (EW): A taxon is considered EW when it is known to survive only in cultivation,
captivity, or as a naturalized population outside the historical distribution. A taxon is considered
presumed extinct in the wild when exhaustive surveys in known or expected habitat, at appropriate times
(hourly, seasonal, annual), throughout its historical distribution, have failed to record an individual.
Sampling should occur at a period appropriate to the taxon's life cycle and life form.

Extinct (EX): a taxon is considered extinct when there is no reasonable doubt that the last individual has
died. A taxon is considered presumed extinct when exhaustive surveys in known or expected habitat, at
appropriate times (hourly, seasonal, annual), throughout its historical distribution, have failed to record
an individual. Sampling should occur at a period appropriate to the taxon's life cycle and life form.

Decree 666/97  Conservation of Wildlife: the Argentinian Government established its own classification in
addition to the IUCN categorization on the Red List of Threatened Species. The categories are described
below:

Not Evaluated (NE): a taxon that has not been assessed for a category assignment.

Insufficiently known (IC):
about its threat level.

Not Threatened (NA):

Vulnerable (VU):
decreasing population number, its geographic distribution or other factors.

Threatened (AM): a taxon that is susceptible to becoming endangered because of hunting, habitat
loss/fragmentation or other factors.

Endangered (EP): a taxon that is immediately at risk of extinction and its survival would be unlikely if its
regression factors were still acting.

These categories were cross referenced to those established by the IUCN in 2021 by the Argentinean
Table 2 shows the equivalence.
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Table 2. Conservation Categories for IUCN and Argentina

IUCN Argentina
Extinct EX  - -
Extinct in the Wild EW  - -
Critically Endangered CR  - -
Endangered EN En Peligro de Extinci·n (Endangered) EP
Vulnerable VU Amenazada (Threatened) AM
Near Threatened NT Vulnerable (Vulnerable) VU
Least Concern LC No Amenazada (Not Threatened) NA
Data Deficient DD Insuficientemente conocido (Insufficiently known) IC
Not Evaluated NE No Evaluado (Not Assessed) DE
ÉŸƨƖĦĲаШ ċƣŔŸŰċũШ?ĲĦƖĲĲШ ǳШΣΣΣоΝΦΦΤбШfÖ9 

1.6 Limitations and Assumptions
The following section outlines the key assumptions and limitations of this study. These considerations are
essential for interpreting the scope, applicability, and potential constraints of the findings presented herein.

 The species categorisation is based on the current classifications provided by the IUCN and national
legislation.

 The Project and the description of the facilities (including the footprint areas) are updated as of the
submission of this report. This information has been updated according to the reviewed Environmental
and Social Impact Assessments (ESIAs) with the shapefiles shared by Rio Tinto in 2025 (Section 2.1.9).
As the Project progresses, further updates may be required.

 Groundwater and other hydrogeological models and Area of Influence correspond to the most recent
available data and analyses, and further updates may be required.

 EMEs are the subject of ongoing research by Rio Tinto, and the current CHA includes information
collected as of June 2025.

Liolaemus spp. exhibit taxonomic uncertainties that may affect species-level assessments and CH
status. During expert consultations and field surveys conducted in 2025, two to three potential and
previously undescribed species were identified. As taxonomic and additional field studies progress,
taxonomy and CH status will be updated. The current report is taking a conservative and precautionary
approach to CH identification and considers data collected through August 2025.

 In addition to taxonomic uncertainties, data on preferred habitats and full geographic distribution for
Liolaemus species is scarce, so that it is likely that current geographic distributions may increase with
further data. This may result in adjustment of CH designations for some species.

 This assessment does not include any fieldwork or data collection in Chile, which could influence
species distribution estimates.
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2 Project Description
The Project consists of brine extraction from the Salar del Rincon, using Direct Lithium Extraction (DLE)
technology, to produce lithium carbonate (Li2CO3). The DLE process supports water conservation, reduces
waste, and produces lithium carbonate more consistently than other methods (2024 ESIA).

2.1 Project Facilities
The Project facilities or Project footprint cover an area of 3,324.3 hectares (ha), as described in the following
sections.

2.1.1 Process Plants
The Project will have two lithium carbonate (Li2CO3) production plants, which are described below.

3 thousand tonnes per annum (Ktpa) Lithium Carbonate (R3000) Plant (3Ktpa Plant): This is a
small commercial demonstration plant to produce 3Ktpa battery-grade lithium carbonate (Li2CO3) from
the brine of the Salar de Rincon. R3000 (approved through Resolution No. 009/2023) it will have a useful
life of 4 years and is the preliminary step to the construction and operation of the larger scale 50Ktpa
Plant.

50Ktpa Lithium Carbonate Plant (50Ktpa Plant): This plant has a production capacity of 50Ktpa of
battery-grade lithium carbonate, organised into two production trains of 25Ktpa each. It is expected to
operate for 40 years. The plant includes several processing areas, each dedicated to a specific stage of
brine treatment and lithium carbonate production.

The raw brine is extracted and transported to the plant, where it undergoes the process shown in Figure 2:

Figure 2: Plant process

The plant will be equipped with advanced control and monitoring systems that ensure process efficiency and
safety, as well as support infrastructure such as compressed air generation and distribution systems, water
treatment, and waste management.

2.1.2 System for Supplying Brine from Wells
The brine supply system for both plants is designed to extract and transport raw brine from the wells to the
processing plant. This system includes the following facilities:

Brine wells. Will consist of 150 brine extraction wells, comprising the existing PW1 well platform of 60
metres (m) x 80m (0.48ha) and 149 projected wells in 50m x 50m platforms (37.3ha). These wells will be
equipped with vertical turbine pumps made from corrosion-resistant materials such as stainless steel.
The pumps are designed to handle large volumes of brine, ensuring a constant flow to the plant.

Brine pipes. Brine will be transported through a network of high-strength pipes, which will be buried to
protect them from extreme environmental conditions and minimize visual impact.
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Additionally, in the platforms, the system will include intermediate pumping stations and storage tanks to
regulate the flow and pressure of the brine, ensuring efficient and continuous operation (Brine Transfer
Ponds). The infrastructure also includes automated monitoring and control systems that allow real-time
supervision of the pumps and pipes, detecting any anomalies and facilitating preventive maintenance.

Brine will be extracted from the reservoir through the following extraction wells:

 Halite Fractured Aquifer, with an average flow rate of 500 cubic meters per hour (mį/h).

 Black Sands Aquifer, with an average flow rate of 45mį/h.

2.1.3 System for Supplying Raw Water from Wells
The raw water supply system for industrial use from wells is essential for the operation of the processing
plant, providing the necessary water for various stages of lithium processing. This system will be located in
the Catua Formation and includes the following facilities:

Freshwater wells. Consists of a network of 36 extraction wells (4 existing wells and 32 projected ones),
each equipped with high-capacity submersible pumps. The pumps are designed to operate efficiently
under the specific geological conditions of the site, extracting water from deep aquifers. The average
flow rate will be 36mį/h per well.

Freshwater pipes. The raw water will be transported through high-density polyethylene (HDPE) and
coated steel pipes, which will be buried to protect them from the weather and reduce the risk of damage,
like the brine extraction wells.

The platforms include storage tanks and pumping stations that will regulate the flow and pressure of the
water, ensuring a constant and reliable supply.

Additionally, advanced monitoring and control systems will be implemented for real-time supervision of the
pumps and pipes, detecting any issues and facilitating preventive maintenance. This system will be designed
to minimize environmental impact, using technologies that optimize water use and reduce energy
consumption.

2.1.4 Spent Brine Disposal Facility
The Spent Brine Disposal Facility (SBDF) is designed to contain the volumes of spent brine generated during
the lithium extraction process, characterized by the depletion of lithium and its high concentration of
dissolved solids and components such as sodium chloride and magnesium chloride. The dimensions of the
SBDF are 2,400ha to be developed in two stages and a maximum height of 13.6m.

The SBDF will be situated in the northwest of the Salar, an area with low permeability and good load-bearing
capacity. The embankment will be constructed using halite and material from the borrow area. The design
includes a geosynthetic liner on the internal slope of the embankment to mitigate infiltration and erosion. The
foundation preparation involves the removal of topsoil, soil conditioning, and compaction.

The SBDF design includes storage cells that allow for the controlled evaporation of the brine, facilitating the
crystallization of dissolved solids. Construction will be carried out in two stages, with embankments and
impermeabilization systems to reduce infiltration. The facility will have a capacity of 28Ktpa and 53Ktpa. The
spent brine will be transported from the 50Ktpa and 3Ktpa plants through 710 millimetres (mm) and 355mm
diameter pipelines, respectively.

The SBDF will include water management measures such as drainage and rainwater collection systems,
continuous monitoring to ensure structural stability and operational efficiency, maintenance of free edges,
spillways, and runoff diversions.

2.1.5 Filtered Waste Storage Facility
The Filtered Waste Storage Facility (FWSF) is designed to store solid waste generated during the brine
treatment process. This waste, primarily composed of magnesium hydroxide and calcium carbonate, is
generated as sludge during the lithium carbonate purification process.
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The FWSF will constitute one cell of 13.15ha. This will be equipped with impermeability and drainage
systems to prevent changes in soil and groundwater quality. The waste will be transported to the FWSF by
trucks and spread in the cells using earth-moving equipment. Water management in the FWSF includes
runoff collection and controlled evaporation of surface water.

2.1.6 Quarries
Two quarries will be utilised, one for finer materials (clay), and another for coarser materials.

2.1.7 Internal Roads
The Project has a network of existing roads and plans to construct additional internal roads with a width of

area and do not include state-managed routes (i.e., national, provincial, or secondary roads under
government jurisdiction). Two categories of roads are identified: Type 1) Roads located in the raw water and
brine well area, which do not require heavy traffic; and Type 2) Roads corresponding to those distributed in
the disposal storage area, electrical substation, and processing plants, where traffic will be heavy.

2.1.8 Batch Plant
A batch plant will be used during the construction stage, which is designed to produce large volumes of high-
quality concrete, ensuring that work is carried out efficiently and safely.

2.1.9 Power Line
The Project proposes the construction and operation of a 33 kilovolt (kV) medium-voltage line. The primary
objective is to facilitate the transmission of electricity from the La Puna transformer station, which is currently
connected to the Argentine Interconnection System (SADI), to the Project's internal distribution system.

The trajectory of the voltage line is situated along the eastern periphery of National Route No. 51, exhibiting
a lack of intersecting routes. In certain sections, it is positioned in parallel alignment with the 345kV ultra-high
voltage line, ensuring adherence to the requisite safety distances.

To calculate the area of the power line over the soil, the information provided by Rio Tinto in June 2025 was
used. The approximate area of each tower is 0.817 square metre (mĮ) (1.02m diameter). With an estimated
total of 251 towers (on average a 120m of span according to the shapefiles sent by Rio Tinto in June 2025),
the total area is approximately 0.0001kmĮ in the Salar del Rincon Basin. An additional, parallel power line of
33kV is projected.

2.1.10 Reserved Laydown Area
Temporary use areas for stockpiling materials during construction.

2.1.11 Airstrip
An airstrip will facilitate the transportation of personnel and supplies. It consists of a runway, entrance road,
an internal circulation road, and a perimeter fence. Currently, the airstrip is operational.

2.1.12 Camps
Camps provide accommodation and basic services for workers. The camps are designed to be comfortable
and safe, with modern and well-equipped facilities. Camps are currently under construction. The camps are
being built in stages; the first stage, which will include a camp that can house 500 people, will be constructed
in two phases while a second and third phase will include construction that will enable and additional 1,500
and 400 people to be housed, respectively.

2.1.13 Other Projected Facilities: Control Gatehouse and New Evaporation Ponds
Additional facilities which were not included in any of the Environmental Impact Reports include a control
gatehouse and evaporation ponds. The new evaporation ponds will receive water from the treated sewage
effluent and reject water from the potable drinking water treatment (TAP) plant.
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2.1.14 Berms
Berms will be constructed around the following facilities:

 Camps (security trench, defensive and security berm and E1 berm).

 50Ktpa Plant (Defensive and security berm and E1 berm).

 3Ktpa Plant (E3 berm).

 FWSF (E2 berm).

 SBDF (SBDF berm).

 Berm construction has two main objectives: 1) creation of a safety barrier; and 2) protection against
potential flooding.

2.1.15 Legacy Facilities
These facilities refer to the evaporation ponds inherited from ADY Resources Limited, a previous lithium
project. Rio Tinto will not utilise these facilities, and they are not included in the assessment as Rio Tinto will
restore the areas.

2.2 Area of Influence of the Project

Environment and Sustainable Development of the Republic of Argentina. This guide defines the AoI as:
"The geographical area where the Project exerts positive or negative impacts on environmental receptors,
and whose management the proponent must respond to. For better definition, it is divided into areas of direct
influence (ADI) and area of indirect influence (AII), allowing for the proper establishment of direct and indirect
impacts generated by the project." (Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Development of the Republic of
Argentina, 2023).

This area includes the Salar de Rincon Basin, an endorheic system where environmental interactions are
confined to the basin. It includes nearby communities such as Catua, Olacapato, Estaci·n Salar de Pocitos
in the Direct Social Area of Influence, and farther away, San Antonio de los Cobres in the Indirect Social
Area of Influence (2024 ESIA).

The ADI delineation considered potential impacts on soil, air, water, flora, fauna, as well as socioeconomic
and cultural aspects. The identification and classification of ecosystem services were also an integral part of
this evaluation, highlighting areas of importance within the region (2024 ESIA).

2.2.1 Area of Direct Influence
The ADI includes the area directly affected by the operational footprint of the Project, the baseline
environmental and social data, as well as the results of air quality, noise, and groundwater modelling. The
impact footprints of the Project were overlaid in a Geographic Information System (GIS) with all relevant
environmental data to delineate the Area of Direct Influence (ADI). This spatial analysis allowed for the

Ten vegetation and soil cover types were identified within the ADI. Three of them comprise 90% of the ADI
total area; these are Shrub steppe (vegetation; 45,194.00ha), Salt crust (soil cover; 42,213.80ha), and
Peladar (mostly soil cover; 18,698.00ha).

Other vegetation and soil cover types present in smaller proportions include Mixed steppe (4,595.00ha),
Grass steppe (3,212.00ha), Hydric grassland (471.00ha), Halophytic vegetation referred to Saline vega2

2 , but rather refers to halophyllic vegetation.
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(479.20ha), Tolar (183.00ha), and Vega wetlands (20.00ha), as well as water bodies that include the Rincon
Lagoon (28.00ha).

Modified land covers are limited in extent and include previously installed solar power parks (370.00ha) and
access roads (204.00ha), jointly representing less than 1% of the ADI (Table 3).

Table 3. Vegetation and other Soil types within the ADI and AII

Vegetation and other soil
cover types

Area of Direct
Influence (ha)

Area of Indirect
Influence (ha)

Total (ha)

Grass steppe 3,212.00 600.20 3,812.20
Hydric grassland 471.00 600.20 1,071.20
Mixed steppe 4,595.00 372.30 4,967.30
Peladar 18,698.00 3,145.70 21,843.70
Saline vega 479.20 84.23 563.43
Salt crust 42,213.80 705.20 42,919.00
Shrub steppe 45,194.00 9,560.20 54,754.20
Tolar 183.00 87.10 270.10
Vega 20.00 9.10 29.10
Water bodies 28.00 1.50 29.50
Solar park 370.00 9.10 379.10
Access road 204.00 0.00 204.00
Total 115,668.00 15,174.83 130,842.83

The Project footprint covers 3,300.62ha mostly occurring within the salt-crust of which 2,901.10ha, and will
contain the SBDF, brine wells, and Sapito quarry. The 3Ktpa and 50Ktpa plants are located adjacent to the
salt crust, mostly occurring in areas of extremely scarce vegetation known as Peladar. Peladar will also
overlap with access roads, the FWSF, and the Rococ· quarry, covering a total of 324.90ha of this vegetation
cover type. The SBDF (Cell B) will overlap with 5.10ha of Saline vega and 1,108.00ha of Salt crust (Table 4
and Figure 3).

2.2.2 Area of Indirect Influence
The AII is defined as the geographical area where possible indirect impacts of the Project are foreseen. To
delimit this area, a margin based on hydrogeological, geological, and morphological criteria was used to
determine the maximum extent of hydrogeological and geological units from which groundwater will be
extracted. Geological maps, geomorphological maps, and high-resolution satellite images were assessed.
The AII is 15,174.80ha and includes areas that belong to the sequence of rocks and sediments deposited in
the pre-existing central lake, and sequences of recent sediments in the alluvial fans (Table 3).

Vegetation types and other soil cover types within the AII are dominated by Shrub steppe, which covers
9,560.20ha. This is followed by Peladar at 3,145.70ha, and salt crust at 705.20ha. Other vegetation types
present include Grass steppe (600.20ha), Mixed steppe (372.30ha), Hydric grassland (471.00ha), and
smaller extents of Halophytic vegetation (Saline vegas) (84.23ha), Tolar (87.10ha), and Vegas (9.10ha).
Aquatic habitats such as water bodies are minimally represented, covering only 1.50ha of the AII (Table 4).
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3 Critical Habitat Assessment
The first step undertaken during this CHA was a desktop evaluation to identify biodiversity values that could
potentially meet CH thresholds and species or ecosystems of conservation concern. Once these biodiversity
values were identified, expert consultations and additional field surveys were undertaken to obtain data on
their habitat utilization, population, and CH status; then CH thresholds were assessed.

3.1 Critical Habitat Definition and Thresholds
Critical Habitat is defined in paragraph 16 of IFC PS6 (2012) as an area of high biodiversity value, including:
(i) habitat of significant importance to Critically Endangered and/or Endangered species; (ii) habitat of
significant important to endemic and/or congregatory species; (iii) habitat supporting globally significant
concentrations of migratory species; (iv) highly threatened and/or unique ecosystems; and/or (v) areas
associated with key evolutionary processes.

Critical Habitat criteria were assessed using the thresholds detailed in Guidance Note 6 (GN 6). Quantitative
thresholds are used to assign Critical Habitat, as shown in Table 5.

Table 5. Critical Habitat Criteria, Description and Thresholds

Criteria Description Thresholds
Criterion 1 (C1):
Critically
Endangered and
Endangered
Species

Species threatened with global extinction and listed as CR
and EN on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species shall
be considered as part of Criterion 1. Critically Endangered
species face an extremely high risk of extinction in the wild.
Endangered species face a very high risk of extinction in
the wild.

The inclusion in Criterion 1 of species that are listed
nationally/regionally as CR or EN in countries that adhere
to IUCN guidance shall be determined on a project-by-
project basis in consultation with competent professionals.

(a) Areas that support
globally important
concentrations of an
IUCN Red-listed EN or

the global population

units of a CR or EN
species).

(b) Areas that support
globally important
concentrations of an
IUCN Red-listed
Vulnerable (VU) species,
the loss of which would
result in the change of
the IUCN Red List status
to EN or CR and meet
the thresholds in Criterion
1(a).

(c) As appropriate, areas
containing important
concentrations of a
nationally or regionally
listed EN or CR species.

Criterion 2 (C2):
Endemic and
restricted-range
species

For purposes of this Guidance Note, the term endemic is
defined as restricted range. Restricted range refers to a
limited EOO.

For terrestrial vertebrates and plants, restricted-range
species are defined as those species that have an EOO
less than 50,000km2.

Areas that regularly hold

reproductive units of a
species.

Criterion 3 (C3):
Migratory and
congregatory
species

Migratory species are defined as any species of which a
significant proportion of its members cyclically and
predictably move from one geographical area to another
(including within the same ecosystem).
Congregatory species are defined as species whose

(a) Areas known to
sustain, on a cyclical or

1 percent of the global
population of a migratory
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Criteria Description Thresholds
individuals gather in large groups on a cyclical or otherwise
regular and/or predictable basis.

or congregatory species
at any point of the

(b) Areas that predictably

the global population of a
species during periods of
environmental stress.

Criterion 4 (C4):
Highly threatened
ecosystems
and/or unique

The IUCN is developing a Red List of Ecosystems,
following an approach similar to the Red List for
Threatened Species. The client should use the Red List of
Ecosystems where formal IUCN assessments have been
performed. Where formal IUCN assessments have not
been performed, the client may use assessments using
systematic methods at the national/regional level, carried
out by governmental bodies, recognized academic
institutions and/or other relevant qualified organizations
(including internationally recognized NGOs).

a) Areas representing

of an ecosystem type
meeting the criteria for
IUCN status of CR or EN.

b) Other areas not yet
assessed by IUCN but
determined to be of high
priority for conservation
by regional or national
systematic conservation
planning.

Criterion 5 (C5):
Key evolutionary
processes

Guidance Standard 6 details Critical Habitat criteria and
thresholds, based on relative vulnerability (degree of
threat) and irreplaceability (rarity or uniqueness).
Evolutionary processes are often strongly influenced by the
structural attributes of a region, such as its topography,
geology, soil, and climate over a period.

Guidance Note 6 provides the following examples of spatial
features that are associated with evolutionary processes:
Landscapes with high spatial heterogeneity that drive
speciation as species naturally select based on their ability
to adapt and diversify.

Environmental gradients, also known as ecotones, produce
a transitional habitat that has been associated with the
process of speciation and high genetic and species
diversity.

Edaphic interfaces that are specific juxtapositions of soil
types (e.g. serpentine outcrops, limestone and gypsum
deposits), have led to the formation of unique plant
communities characterized by both rarity and endemism.

Connectivity between habitats (e.g. biological corridors)
that ensures migration and gene flow of the species, which
is especially important in fragmented habitats and for the
conservation of metapopulations. This also includes
biological corridors along altitudinal and climatic gradients
and from "top to coast".

Sites of demonstrated importance for adaptation to climate
change for either species or ecosystems.

Criterion 5 is generally
considered to be highly
dependent on scientific
knowledge and would
therefore be triggered in
areas that have already
been investigated or
where significant
research results are
available that indicate the
potential or existence of
unique evolutionary
processes.

Other Criteria:
Additional high-
biodiversity areas

Projects that are located within internationally and/or nationally recognized areas of
high biodiversity value may require a critical habitat assessment. These areas are:

 IUCN Category 1 and 2 Protected Areas.
 Areas required for the reintroduction of CR and EN species and/or sites required by
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Criteria Description Thresholds
species during periods of stress, such as flood, drought or fire.

 Ramsar sites that meet Criterion 1 (CR species only), Criterion 5 (regularly support
20,000 or more waterbirds) and Criterion 6 (regularly support 1% of the individuals
in a population of a waterbird species or subspecies).

 Key Biodiversity Areas designated for CR species, endemic species or range-
restricted species, and migratory species or species that form congregations.

 Important Bird Areas (IBAs) with criteria A1 (globally threatened species), A2
(range-restricted species), and A4 (congregations of species).

 A1: sites are defined as holding significant numbers of globally threatened species,
or other species of global conservation concern.

 A2: sites are known or thought to hold a significant component of a restricted range
species.

population of one or more species on a regular or predictable basis.
 Ecosystems of special significance to EN or CR species for the purpose of climate

change adaptation.
 Concentrations of vulnerable species (VU) where there may be uncertainty about

their categorization.
 Areas with high levels of species diversity.
 World Heritage Sites.

Source: IFC (Guidance Note 6), 2019.

2.4. Study Area: Ecologically Appropriate Area of Analysis
The Salar del Rincon Basin served as an Ecologically Appropriate Area of Analysis (EAAA) for the CHA. The
Salar de Rincon Basin is an endorheic watershed3, 266,253ha in size, in which water entering (whether from
rainfall or snowmelt) flows both on the surface and subsurface from the basin edges towards its center. At
the core of the basin lies its main water-receiving body, the Salar del Rincon.

The basin is delimited by several geographic barriers: volcanoes to the south (Pocitos, del Medio and Tul
Tul; 5,033masl, 4,835masl, and 5,265masl, respectively), mountain ranges to the west (Cerros Oscuro
(5,155masl) and Rincon (5,594masl), and to the east (Guayaos (4,800masl), Cerro Arizaro Chico
(4,520masl), Cord·n del Carmen (4,660masl), Cerros Siberia (4,800masl), and Caballo (4,820masl)). The
northern boundary corresponds to the contiguous sierras of the Loj Loj (4,480masl) and Cerro Bols·n
(4,640masl) (SEGEMAR, 2022, p.25). These boundaries define the EAAA for both terrestrial and aquatic
species.

To obtain detailed knowledge regarding the basin, A Digital Elevation Model (DEM) with a spatial resolution
of 12.5m, combined with terrain analysis was created to identify surface runoff channels and delineate the
basin. A high-resolution vegetation type map of the Salar de Rincon Basin was generated using different
sources of geospatial information, including satellite images, field data (point-quadrat surveys), unmanned
aerial vehicles (UAVs) and automatic flights for photogrammetric surveys.

The resulting data were analysed and modelled using advanced machine learning techniques to generate a
layer with the Vegetation types and other soil types of the Salar del Rincon Basin. Details on methods and
results of the vegetation mapping can be found in the
mediante la implementaci·n de un modelo de Machine Learning  (Dynamik,
2025a) and in Implementaci·n de Modelo Predictivo Existente al Sector Sureste y Norte del Ćrea de

 (Dynamik, 2025b).

Eight vegetation types and two other soil typesΠ (Table 6; Figure 4) were identified. The primary habitat type
is peladar (areas of little to no vegetation) followed by shrub and grass steppe. These Natural Habitats cover
240,470.10ha (99.7% of the total area of the Salar del Rincon Basin). Modified Habitats, which are areas
previously disturbed (interventions unrelated to the Project) total 808.10ha (0.33% of the total area of the
Salar del Rincon Basin) and include existing facilities such as access roads, a power line and a solar park

3 Endorheic watershed: geographic area with no river outflow to the ocean.
4 Other soil types refer to areas devoid of terrestrial vegetation (i.e. water bodies and salt crust)
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(Dynamik, 2025 a, b). Current and further fieldwork is being undertaken to ground-truth and validate
vegetation types and as this information is obtained, vegetation maps will be updated.

The access roads refer to the National Route 51, which crosses the northeastern edge of the salt flat and
reaches the Chilean boundary, and Provincial Route 37, which runs along the same northeastern sector,
14km away from the salt flat. The power line is a high-voltage line next to National Route 51 and near the
salt flat. Adjacent to the power line, a 370ha solar park developed by Neoen provides solar power to the
electrical network.

Due to technical and jurisdictional limitations, only the Argentinian portion of the basin was mapped in this
way; the Chilean portion (370.88km2) of the basin was mapped using the Territorial Information System of
the National Forestry Corporation (CONAF, Spanish acronym) of Chile that uses the Regional Vegetation
Cadaster Cards, which include land uses and sub-uses of vegetation of the Antofagasta Region.
Equivalencies between Chilean land uses and Argentinean Vegetation types are presented in Table 7. It
should be noted that the Chilean portion does not overlap with either the ADI or the AII.

3.2 Identification of Potential Critical Biodiversity Values
Existing information from biological baseline data in the ESIAs, other documents related to the Project, and
the Integrated Biodiversity Assessment Tool (IBAT, 2024) were reviewed to identify potentially occurring
species within a 50km radius of the Project. This exercise generated a preliminary list of approximately 324
species.

The list was then filtered by removing species that were not in any one of the following categories: Critically
Endangered (CR), Endangered (EN) (IUCN and Argentine legislation (Decree 666/97), endemic, or in
migratory/congregatory species category (included Vulnerable (VU) species), which reduced the list to 116
species. Finally, species that are non-migratory, non-congregatory, broadly distributed, and not classified
under any conservation category were excluded from the analysis.

This process resulted in a list of 19 species identified as potential Critical Biodiversity Values; three migratory
birds, three reptiles, one amphibian, two mammals, and ten plant species (these 19 species were further
evaluated using publicly available information (such as the GBIF and scientific articles), expert assessment
(including additional field studies), and a threshold-based Critical Habitat Analysis.

In addition to the above species, Criterion 4 (unique and threatened ecosystems) as well as Criterion 5 (Key
evolutionary processes) were assessed according to thresholds established for Critical Habitat.

In June 2023, Rio Tinto conducted the first survey of EMEs in the Salar del Rincon with researchers from
INIQUI-CONICET confirming they do occur within the Salar de Rincon. Although EMEs are currently not
assessed under IUCN standards, they were identified as potential CH triggers.

Finally, protected and internationally recognized areas were also assessed under the Other Critical Habitat
Criterion Table 8.

The 19 potential CH species were further evaluated using publicly available information (such as the GBIF
and scientific articles), expert assessment (including additional field studies), and a threshold-based Critical
Habitat Assessment.

In addition to the above species, Criterion 4 (unique and threatened ecosystems) as well as Criterion 5 (Key
evolutionary processes) were assessed according to thresholds established for Critical Habitat.

Finally, protected and internationally recognized areas were also assessed under the Other Critical Habitat
Criterion.
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Table 7. Equivalences between Chilean Land Cover and Argentinean Vegetation Types and other Soil types

Chilean classification
soil cover type

Chilean classification
soil Cover Sub-type

Argentinean
equivalent

Grasslands and Shrublands
(Refers to herbaceous, shrub
and shrub-herb formations. They
are subdivided according to the
predominant biological type
(grasses or shrubs) and their
dominant species).

Shrubland  Grassland:
Shrubland is combined with
shrub species, and at some level
of dominance there should be
mainly meadow species.

Mixed steppe

Wetlands
(Correspond to extensions of
marshes, swamps and peat bogs
or, in general, surfaces covered
with water, whether natural or
artificial, permanent or
temporary, stagnant or flowing,
fresh, brackish or salty. Included
are extensions of marine water
whose depth at low tide does not
exceed 6 meters. Also included
in this category are meadows
and wetlands due to their
hydromorphism).

Vegas: soils with flooded
moisture plants such as the
plants of Junco genus. They are
not very rich in organic matter,
unless the sedimentation
process has finished, and they
can evolve like any terrestrial
soil. Even so, lush vegetation is
established in them, thanks to
the mineral richness of their
young soils and the good water
supply. The vegetation
associated with a vega also
presents species adapted to the
temporary excess of water and
can be more exuberant than the
neighboring vegetation on better
drained soils, especially in dry
climates (areas with reed beds).

Hydric Grassland, vegas

Areas with little or no
vegetation
(This category includes those
sectors whose vegetation cover
does not reach a minimum of
10% vegetation cover.

Lands above the altitudinal limit
of vegetation

Peladar

Salar: A salar is a surface lake
whose sediments are dominated
by salts (borates, chlorides,
nitrates, sulphates, etc.). Salts
are precipitated by strong
evaporation, which in the long
term is always greater than the
inflow of water into the basin).

Salt crust

Source: Vegetation Resources and Land Use Cadaster Cartography Manual (Catal§n, et al.; 2022).
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Table 8. Potential Critical Biodiversity values subject to expert assessment and additional field surveys

Taxonomic Group
and Species

Common
name

Conservation category Criteria against which the
species were assessed

Argentina IUCN 1 2 3
Birds
Phoenicoparrus
andinus

Andean
Flamingo

AM VU X

Phoenicoparrus
jamesi

Puna
Flamingo

AM NT X

Fulica cornuta Horned Coot AM NT X
Reptiles
Liolaemus cazianiae VU LC X
Liolaemus
multicolour

NA LC X

Liolaemus scrocchii NA LC X
Amphibians
Telmatobius
atacamensis

Atacama
water frog

AM CR X X

Mammals
Chinchilla chinchilla Chinchilla EP EN X
Microcavia shiptoni

Mountain
Cavy

NT LC X

Flora
Erythranthe depressa Monkeyflower NE NE X
Euphorbia amandi NE NE X
Evolvulus sericeus NE NE X
Fabiana punensis Tola NE NE X
Frankenia triandra NE NE X
Lycium humile LC X
Maihueniopsis
hypogaea

NE NE X

Senecio filaginoides NE NE X
Senecio viridis NE NE X
Urmenetea
atacamensis

NE NE X

3.3 Non-Critical Priority Species and Habitats
Priority species are those that, while not meeting the criteria to trigger Critical Habitat designation, are still
of conservation concern for the Project (Table 9). For these species, monitoring protocols are being
prepared by specialists to as part of the Project Biodiversity Management Plan (BMP).

Table 9. Priority Habitat and species for Rincon Project
Species Common name Conservation category
Phoenicopterus chilensis Chilean flamingo NT
Phoenicoparrus andinus Andean flamingo VU
Rhea pennata Lesser Rhea LC
Vultur gryphus Condor VU
Fulica cornuta Hornet coot NT
Leopardus jacobita Andean cat EN
Vicugna vicugna Vicu¶a LC
Lama guanicoe Guanaco LC
Chinchila chinchilla Chinchilla EN
Urmenetea atacamensis* - -
Vegas wetlands - -
* This flora species is being designated as a priority species due to its proximity to meeting the threshold set for Criterion 2 of
Critical Habitat (Restricted-range species).
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The vegas wetlands are a priority habitat identified for the Los Andes National Reserve and the Project.
Rio Tinto, along with researchers from IMBIV-CONICET and Geobiota consultants, is currently
conducting studies to characterise and understand the hydrogeology of the vegas within the Salar de
Rincon.

3.4 Critical Habitat Determination
Potential Critical Biodiversity Values were assessed to determine whether they met the population
thresholds defined in IFC PS6. This assessment involved expert consultations, additional field surveys,
and laboratory analyses (to clarify taxonomic uncertainty for Liolaemus lizards).

Expert Consultation
To further assess potential CH biodiversity values, Rio Tinto contracted species experts who provided
advisory services, created CH species survey protocols, conducted additional field and laboratory
studies, and assisted with the determination of Critical Habitat. A summary of the expert consultation and
additional field studies is presented in Section 4.

3.5 Summary of Additional Field Surveys and Research on Potential Critical Biodiversity
Values

In late 2024 and early 2025, species experts carried out additional field surveys and studies. Species or
taxonomic groups assessed were species belonging to the genus Liolaemus, Flamingos (Phoenicoparrus
andinus, Phoenicoparrus jamesi, Phoenicopterus chilensis), Horned Coot (Fulica cornuta), Chinchilla
(Chinchilla chinchilla Microcavia shiptoni), Atacama Water Frog (Telmatobius
atacamensis), Extremophiles, and Endemic Flora.

The following sections present a summary of the studies carried out for these species.

3.5.1 Liolaemus Spp. Studies
Dr. Abdala and Dr. Paz and ERM conducted field surveys in November 2024 and February - March 2025
to identify Liolaemus species and determine their spatial distribution in the Salar del Rincon basin and
surrounding areas, their habitat, and define their EAAA. They also assessed the taxonomic classification
of these species using morphological and molecular (genetic) analysis.

Field Survey Results and Identification of New Species
The first field survey (November 2024) identified six known species and four that had an affinity with L.
cazianiae (i.e., differs from the original, but it might still fall within the expected range of variation for that
species), based on morphological characteristics.

A second survey was undertaken in February-March 2024 which indicated that five known Liolaemus
species occur within the Salar del Rincon Basin (L. multicolour, L. ornatus, L. porosus, L. puna, and L.
scrocchii) while one species previously recorded occurs outside Salar del Rincon Basin (L. cazianiae).
Because of the taxonomic uncertainty regarding L. cazianiae and the four aff. varieties, during the second
survey, tissue samples were collected and a molecular genetic analysis undertaken. A consensus
hypothesis that combines both molecular and morphological data for L. cazianiae aff. varieties, indicates
that the four species with affinity for L. cazianae may comprise two to three new species (one or two
species occurring within the Salar de Rincon Basin and one occurring outside the basin). Species experts
presented a taxonomic hypothesis comprising two scenarios:

Scenario 1: A single new species (referred to as Liolaemus sp. AC) may occur on both sides of the
Salar del Rincon Basin (Figure 5).

Scenario 2: Two distinct species Liolaemus sp. A and Liolaemus sp. C   with smaller, non-
overlapping ranges of distribution, each on one side of the Salar del Rincon Basin (Figure 6 and
Figure 7).
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Another possible new species known for now as Liolaemus sp. B was also recorded during the field
survey; however, this species occurs outside the basin and was excluded from further CH assessment.

Table 11 presents species records from field surveys. Liolaemus multicolour and Liolaemus sp. AC had the
highest number of records, with 111 and 176 individuals, respectively (see Figure 8 and Figure 5). These
species were mostly recorded in shrub steppe (56 individuals for L. multicolour and 21 for Liolaemus sp. AC)
and Peladar (23 for Liolaemus multicolour and 111 for Liolaemus sp. AC). Liolaemus. scrocchii, found in the
Salar del Rincon Basin, utilised a broader range of microhabitats, with 22 individuals recorded (Figure 9).

Additionally, two individuals of Liolaemus. porosus were observed in the Grass steppe near the Argentinian-
Chilean international border (Figure 10). Liolaemus puna was the only species recorded in the vega wetland
habitat, while 4 individuals of Liolaemus ornatus were found in both the Shrub steppe and the Hydric
grassland.

Based on observed habitat utilization, a specific habitat category called "Salt crust edge" was defined for
Liolaemus species. This zone includes a 50m band of salt crust surrounding vegetated areas. As a result,
only Liolaemus scrocchii and Liolaemus sp. AC were recorded near the interior of the salt crust, with 2 and 1
individuals, respectively.

Currently, additional field studies and molecular studies are being undertaken, which will help clarify the
taxonomic status of Liolaemus spp. within the Salar de Rincon. Therefore, the current taxonomic hypotheses
are considered preliminary and subject to confirmation. The current CHA is considering a conservative and
precautionary approach by assessing all proposed taxonomic hypotheses as if they were full species;
however, these hypotheses will be updated once additional data is available.

Given that the known species are little studied, the IUCN Geospatial Conservation Assessment ToolΡ
(GeoCAT) was used to estimate the EOO and both local and global Area of Occupancy (AOO) for Liolaemus
species lacking sufficient data (Abdala and Paz, 2025). GeoCAT calculates the AOO in accordance with
IUCN Red List guidelines. The tool overlays a standardized grid composed of 2km Ĭ 2km cells, onto
georeferenced occurrence data for a given species. Each cell that contains at least one occurrence point is
considered occupied, regardless of the number of records within it. The total AOO is then computed by
multiplying the number of occupied cells by the area of each cell (usually 4kmĮ). For this assessment, the
global AOO was calculated using the historical data of each species provided by the specialist and the GBIF
available data. To calculate the local AOO, the historical and the results of the specialist surveys in the
EAAA were used as a proxy of the local population.

Table 12 presents the EOO and AOO for each species, along with their classification as restricted-range
species according to IFC PS6 (i.e., less than 50,000kmĮ). Most of the assessed Liolaemus species are
considered restricted range, except for L. puna and L. ornatus.

3.5.2 Phoenicoparrus andinus (Andean Flamingo), Phoenicoparrus jamesi (Puna Flamingo), and Fulica
Cornuta (Horned coot) studies

Dr. Enrique Derlindati and ERM conducted field surveys (January, February, and March 2025) and a detailed
desktop assessment for Andean Flamingo (Phenicoparrus andinus), Puna Flamingo (Phoenicoparrus
jamesi) and Horned Coot (Fulica cornuta)

According to observations made by Dr. Derlindati (Derlindati, 2025), Horned Coots use Laguna Rincon as a
feeding and nesting site. During January 2025, five nests were recorded in Rincon Lagoon. The Andean
Flamingo uses the Rincon Lagoon and a superficial water body located at the northern sector of the Salar
(discovered in November 2024) as feeding sites. In the Rincon Lagoon and the water body in the northern of
the Salar, 29 and 56 individuals were recorded, respectively (Table 13). Although the Puna Flamingo was
not observed during 2024, 22 individuals were recorded in November 2022 (EC & Asociados. 2024.

.

5 Bachman S, Moat J, Hill AW, de la Torre J, Scott B (2011) Supporting Red List threat assessments with GeoCAT: geospatial
conservation assessment tool. In: Smith V, Penev L (Eds) e-Infrastructures for data publishing in biodiversity science. ZooKeys 150:
117 126. doi: 10.3897/zookeys.150.2109.
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Table 13. Flamingos and Horned Coot records in the Salar Rincon Basin during  the surveys of 2025

Species Rincon Lagoon Negra Lagoon Superficial water body at
the northern sector of
the Salar

Jan 25 Feb 25 Mar 25 Jan 25 Feb 25 Mar 25 Jan 25 Feb 25 Mar 25
Phoenicoparrus
andinus

29 1 0 0 0 0 56 0 0

Phoenicoparrus
jamesi

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Phoenicopterus
chilensis

71 34 28 0 0 0 2 0 0

Fulica cornuta 11 13 11 0 0 0 0 0 0

Source: Derlindati, 2025

The Andean and Puna flamingos mainly feed on diatoms, which dominate their diet according to multiple
studies (Frau et al. 2021; Hurlbert, 1982; Hurlbert & Chang, 1983; Mascitti, 1998; Mascitti & Kravetz, 2002;
Ortiz et al. 2020; Tobar et al. 2012). In the high Andes, Andean Flamingos mainly feed by filtering larger
diatoms (over 80 micrometre

P. andinus and P. jamesi
is foraging depth, resulting in P. jamesi preferring shallow water bodies and P. andinus presenting more
flexibility and selecting equally deep or shallow waters (Mascitti & Casta¶era, 2006; Mascitti, 2001; Caziani &
Derlindati, 2000).

The Project has been conducting on-site limnology analysis for the Laguna Rincon: the data collected

(Environmental Management Plan). Benthic algae (phytobenthos) have been the best-represented
assemblage while diatoms have been the dominant group amongst the benthic communities in every survey
conducted during this period.

Regarding feeding habits and the limnological data obtained in field surveys are consistent enough to
determine that the Rincon Lagoon and the superficial water body at the northern sector of the salar are
feeding sites for flamingo species (Derlindati, 2025). No records of nesting sites were identified in the zone
during all campaigns executed (including historical campaigns from previous ESIAs from the initial owners
(ADY Resources Limited).

3.5.3 Extremophile Microbial Ecosystems (EME) Studies
Extremophile organisms are those adapted to live optimally under extreme conditions, such as high salt
concentrations, extreme temperatures, intense solar radiation, low nutrient availability, atmospheric
pressure, and high acidity, among other adverse conditions (Phillippot et al. 2021). These organisms,
capable of thriving in extreme environments, are mainly prokaryotes (from the domains Bacteria and
Archaea - unicellular organisms without cellular nuclei, whose first findings were in extreme environments),
but can also include unicellular eukaryotic organisms (whose cells contain a defined nucleus and other
organelles surrounded by membranes) such as diatoms, fungi, and protozoa (Phillippot et al. 2021). These
microorganisms not only tolerate extreme conditions but depend on them to survive (Gupta et al. 2014).

EMEs in the EAAA are shown in Figure 12.

When these microorganisms proliferate in association with minerals or induce their precipitation, they form
organo-sedimentary structures (structures generated by the interaction between microorganisms and the
surrounding sediments, serving as microhabitat, protection and source of nutrients), known as EMEs. The
formation of these structures varies, giving rise to different types of EMEs such as unilaminar and
multilaminar microbial mats, microbialites (the lithified form of microbial mats), biofilms, stromatolites,
endoevaporites, among others.
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The EMEs found in Salar del Rincon include microbial mats, microbialites, and biofilms. This
diversification has been fostered by thousands of years over the extreme environmental conditions in
the hypersaline water bodies of the Puna region (conditions such as high levels of UV radiation,
extreme aridity, pronounced daily and seasonal temperature fluctuations, and low atmospheric
pressure due to altitude).

To characterize these EMEs, ERM and researchers from INIQUI-CONICET have conducted multiple
field campaigns aimed at identifying and documenting their presence and ecological attributes. The
following section presents the main findings from these efforts.

3.5.3.1. Field Studies Summary of Methods and Results
In June 2023, researchers from the Water and Soil Laboratory (LAgS), INIQUI  CONICET-UNSa,
performed the baseline of the 50Ktpa Rincon Project, focusing on EMEs from Salar del Rincon.
During this initial survey, samples of water, sediments, and microbial mats were collected from
various locations across the Salar. For microbial mats in particular, physicochemical parameters were
measured, and microbiological analyses were performed.

The study revealed a high diversity of microbial ecosystems, including both single-layered and
multilayered microbial mats and biofilms, as well as microscopic life forms previously unreported in
the region. Both autotrophic microorganisms (that produce their own food from photosynthesis) and
heterotrophic microorganisms (that degrade organic matter produced by autotrophs) were recorded. A
large diversity of filamentous cyanobacteria (which provide structural support for the microbial mats)
and diatoms were recognized, and the presence of protozoa was detected. In March 2024, three
water bodies containing extremophiles were also identified (named Ojos de Agua A, B1 and B2),
which comprise deep hypersaline water bodies with circular morphologies and evaporitic margins.

The results of this campaign concluded that the study site includes a great diversity of microbial
ecosystems, with the presence of biofilms, unilaminar and multilaminar microbial mats, and
microbialites.

Based on these results, INIQUI researchers proposed that the Salar del Rincon qualifies as a
Gu²a para la Conservaci·n y

Monitoreo de Ecosistemas Microbianos. Extrem·filos (EME): Tapetes Microbianos, Microbialitos y
Endoevaporitas

Category II: Features two types of EMEs. This includes more complex multilayer microbial mats,
potentially accompanied by calcium carbonate lithifications (microbialites) or calcium sulfate
precipitates (evaporites).

Category III: Includes three or more types of EMEs. These highly complex ecosystems may
feature microbial mats, microbialites or evaporites, phytomicrobialites, and other microbialite
forms such as oncolites. Ecosystems in this category require the highest levels of protection, as
the environmental conditions supporting such EME diversity are both more complex and more

Microbial mats samples were collected from different sites of the Salar del Rincon to perform massive
sequencing and build genomic libraries of the extremophile organisms of the Salar del Rincon. This
sequencing revealed the phylogeny, taxonomy and abundance of species in the microbial
communities of the different samples. The data showed that the extremophile communities include a
high taxonomic diversity of both bacteria and archaea. In general, in all the samples studied, the
alpha diversity values represented by Shannon's and Simpson's diversity indices were high. This
reflects ecosystems or communities with complex and balanced structures. In general, wide
phylogenetic distances between samples were observed, which corresponds to diversity and

or the broader Salar del Rincon Basin but further research is required to identify and describe these
species and determine their degree of endemism.
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The analysis also revealed the presence of microorganisms that could not be identified at the species
level due to the absence of matches in international genetic sequence databases, which reinforces
the hypothesis of as-yet undescribed microbial diversity in this type of environment.

3.5.3.2. Monitoring of EMEs
The first monitoring survey was conducted in December 2024. This survey was carried out in spring
and focused on the three Ojos de Agua and on effluents from the project's pilot plant (brine depleted
and reverse osmosis reject water), the latter will make it possible to assess the resilience of the
extremophiles under conditions of potential exposure to the effluent. The results of this monitoring
showed that Ojos de Agua has biofilms, multilamellar microbial mats, microbialites and oncolites.
Protists, cyanobacteria, and diatoms; and furthermore, that the EMEs from Salar del Rincon have a
high spatial variability and harbor a unique biological diversity.

3.5.3.3. Endemic Flora Studies
Dr. Soledad Cuello and Dr. Julieta Carrilla, botanists from CONICET, assessed endemic flora within
the Salar del Rincon Basin and conducted field surveys during April 2025.

Field surveys were conducted in March 2025 and consisted of 31 sampling sites widely distributed
among Salar del Rincon Basin. They implemented the Points and Flexible Areas (PFAs) sampling
methodology following Halloy, et al. (2011). This methodology is useful for representative surveys of
plant communities over large areas, capturing community composition, live and dead coverage, and
detection of inconspicuous and rare species.

Thirty-four species were recorded, of which 11 are restricted to Puna habitats: Artemisia copa,
Fabiana punensis, Ocyroe armata, Senecio veridis, Cumulopuntia boliviana, Urmenetea atacamensis,
Euphorbia amandi, Frankenia triandra, Lycium humile, Nicotiana petunoides, and Erythranthes luteus.
However, the only restricted-range flora species identified was Urmenetea atacamensis, (Asteraceae
family). The EOO for this species was estimated at less than 50,000km2, which triggered a more
detailed CH review. The EAAA of U. atacamensis is presented below.

Using field data, literature review, GIS and satellite imagery platforms, along with a Maxent algorithm
(which allows the generation of potential species distribution maps), the experts developed a
distribution model for this species. The modelling area was defined by applying a 15km buffer around
the points where species were recorded. To capture the environmental conditions that influence the
distribution and growth of species in the Puna, the model included vegetation, topography, climate,
and soil, with spatial resolutions ranging from 10m to 250m.

Figure 13 shows the proposed distribution of Urmenetea atacamensis in the EAAA.

3.5.3.4. Chinchilla Chinchilla and Microcavia Shiptoni Studies
Dr. Alejandro Pietrek conducted two field surveys (February and March 2024). Both the Chinchilla and

imagery platforms (Gorelick et al. 2017), 135 rocky outcrops were identified. Those located at more
than 4,000masl. and surrounded by a herbaceous or mixed steppe were prioritized for surveys as
these are preferred by Chinchillas (Tirado et al. 2012).

Two team members conducted 200-m transects to identify communal latrines of Lagidium viscacia
(chinchillon), Chinchilla chinchilla,
samples for molecular analysis. Latrine sites were selected based on size and strategic location. A
total of 25 camera traps were deployed, 13 on the eastern side and 12 on the western side of the
Salar and remained in place for approximately 30 days to monitor the presence and activity of target
species.
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