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How To Read This Book

• Tap or swipe on edges of the screen to
move through the book.

• Tap center of screen to bring up the book menu. Click "Go
To" to navigate to a different chapter in the book.

• Press and hold on book text and images make notes, search the
book or highlight text.

• Double tap images to enlarge them to full screen. Spread your
fingers on the screen to zoom in. Press the "X" in the
top right corner to go back to the text.

• You can change the size of the text, margins and spacing to
fit your reading style by tapping the center of the screen and
clicking "settings." We recommend font size 4, normal
line spacing and narrow margins.

 




Introduction

Over the past four years, as the price of
gold surged and fell, the Pulitzer Center has commissioned eight
projects on what the boom has meant for local communities involved.
The reporting covers the globe and the stories that resulted have
appeared on our website and in major media outlets, from The
New York Times and PBS NewsHour to
Harper’s, The Philadelphia Inquirer and
TIME. Now we are pleased to present in e-Book form a
sampler from that work, organized by key themes and drawing on the
writing, photographs, and video that have made this journalism so
compelling.

“Tarnished” takes you behind the scenes to show how that
glittering piece of jewelry came to be, in settings far removed
from Madison Avenue or Rodeo Drive or your local mall. You’ll
witness Peruvian miners using their bare feet to mix toxic mercury
into barrels of gold-bearing sediment. You’ll see the gnarled hands
and callused feet of boy miners in Burkina Faso, old before their
time. You’ll experience what it’s like, in the forests of Panama or
along the coast in Turkey, to choose between desperately needed
jobs and the protection of land and traditional cultures that could
be lost forever.

Some of these stories are harrowing and sad but there is also
much that inspires—from two feisty women mayors in small-town
Bulgaria taking on multinational mining companies to the spread of
fair-trade mining in southern Peru and growing support for the
efforts of groups like the International Labour Organization to
develop standards and get them enforced. We hope the readers of
“Tarnished” will come away with the realization that when it comes
to gold the metal itself may be untarnished but the mining and
distribution are not. Everyone of us is involved, as consumers and
citizens. Whether this unique resource is produced in a way that is
fair to all is very much up to us.

The reporting behind “Tarnished” was made possible by support
from the Wallace Global Fund, the Kendeda Fund, Humanity United,
and individual donors. The e-book was edited by Kem Knapp Sawyer
and designed by Meghan Dhaliwal. The Pulitzer Center’s series of
e-books are intended to take our journalism to new audiences, in
the educational community and beyond. We also hope to generate new
sources of income for the journalists who do the work that makes
possible projects like “Tarnished.”



Jon Sawyer

Executive Director




Chapter 1: A Family Affair

While investigating gold mining in
Burkina Faso photojournalist Larry C. Price traveled to the Kollo
mining village where he saw young children—one four years old and
barefoot—hauling buckets of water, smashing boulders, and
sharpening metal-grinding wheels. In the Philippines he met young
boys who worked underwater in deep pits on the island of
Masbate—breathing through slender tubes attached to compressors.
Mining has become a family affair.

In both countries child labor is against the law, but Price
tells us these laws are rarely enforced. In Burkina Faso 30 to 50
percent of small-scale miners are children. In the Philippines
there are more than 18,000 children who work in the mines. These
children risk injury, death, drowning, and a plethora of health
consequences, including lung and neurological damage, due to
exposure to dust, mercury, and other toxic chemicals.

In writing about child labor in Burkino Faso and the
Philippines, Price brings us face to face with some of the young
miners in both countries, focusing on the physical risks to
children. He reminds us there is no easy solution. The wages miners
receive are so low that many families are dependent on their
children for income. 



The Cost of Gold in Burkina Faso

Larry C. Price 

A Gold Mine Is Born

Almost at once, the people arrive, hundreds of them, men, women
and children, assembling in the shimmering twilight by the roadside
in the Burkina Faso countryside. They have come many miles and
traveled for days, by foot, bicycle, bus, scooter and lorry, drawn
to this rocky, arid stretch of land near the Ghana border by the
rumor of gold. 

Men with muscular arms and calloused hands that attest to their
experience in the gold fields survey the land and, with just a few
gestures, pronounce it fit to explore. The people pitch camps or
lie down to sleep in the dirt by the road, ready to rise at dawn
and begin prospecting. 

Short hours after sunrise, with cooking smoke still hanging in
the air, the land is raked bare of its sparse grasses and rid of
its spindly trees. The digging begins. All hands, even the tiniest
ones, are in the dirt, frantically clawing rocks into buckets,
bowls and pans. 

And just like that, a small-scale mine is born. 

Burkina Faso has rich gold deposits that until recent times have
gone untapped. Unlike its neighbors, Mali and Ghana, that built
ancient empires on the gold trade between Africa and Asia and
remain major producers today, Burkina Faso is a relative newcomer
to the world gold market. Major foreign mining companies have only
recently returned to the country after being banned in the 1990s.
Small-scale gold mining began in the 1980s, as families, forced
from their farms by drought and famine, literally began trying to
scrape a living from the ground. 

Today, Burkina Faso, ranks 4th in Africa and 23rd in the world
in gold production. Only modestly regulated, small-scale mines
spring up overnight wherever gold is rumored to be. If the gold
field is on municipal land, local authorities will tax each
producer 10,000 CFA or about $20 a year. If the gold field is on
private land, the landowner may work an arrangement for a share of
the proceeds. 

If a gold field is good, word gets out and a boomtown springs up
with shanties, supply huts, restaurants and assorted kiosks among
the hastily constructed tarp dwellings. If the gold holds out, a
new village will grow. There will be roads, water wells and
eventually generators for electricity.

Small-scale gold mining in Burkina Faso, as in other developing
countries, is a family affair. Even the youngest children work
alongside their parents or in small groups. In a 2006 report the
International Labour Organization (ILO) estimated that 30 to 50
percent of the people working in small-scale mines in the African
Sahel, which includes Burkina Faso, are younger than 18. 

At this barren place near the settlement of Bilbalé, about 20
kilometers east of Diébougou, there are probably 50 children among
the 200 people working. Mothers with babies on their backs bend
double from the waist to rake rocks into buckets, covering
themselves and their infants with thick red dust. Naked toddlers
play near their mothers while bare-bottomed boys, no more than 3 or
4 years old, hack at the ground with primitive, handmade hoes that
are longer than they are tall. All of the children and many of the
adults are barefoot. 




Four-year-old Rasmata
Ouedraogo, left, and another child sort pans of soil for sifting.
Image by Larry C. Price. Burkina Faso,
2013.
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Child labor is officially against Burkina Faso law, but when the
parents are the ones who keep the children out of school to work,
the law is hard, if not almost impossible, to enforce. Daouda
Ganno, as general secretary of the mayor's office of Tiébélé,
is all too aware that children in his village are not in school. He
says that leaders are trying to select a prefect near each village
to enforce school attendance. When a child is absent, he says, “the
prefect will go out and find the parent and ask, ‘Where is your
child?’ and then they will find the child and bring him to school.”
This is Ganno's plan, but at the moment, it is only a
plan. 

At this new mining site, work continues all day long at a
frantic pace, as families are eager to fill as many vessels with
the raw dirt and rock as they can. This will be their share of the
"take" and if gold is found in this dirt and rock, they
will get a little money for it. If no gold is found, there will be
no money and this rag-tag group of miners will disperse and go home
or move on to the next place where gold is rumored to be.




Dust and fumes engulf a boy
as rocks are pulverized into a fine powder at Kampti. Image by
Larry C. Price. Burkina Faso, 2013.
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A story circulates through the camps of three men who struck an
amazingly rich vein, made 20 million CFA (about $40,000) in a month
and cashed out. Perhaps the story is true, but for miners in a new
camp like this one at Bilbalé, the reality is closer to 5,000 CFA a
day or about $10. If the ad hoc camp becomes an organized mining
cooperative, the best miners and their families might earn 20,000
CFA or about $40 a day—a far cry from $40,000 but better than the
subsistence farming most have abandoned.On this first day of
digging there is no time for play. The older children have the sure
movements of their parents, and the gnarled hands and feet of
experienced miners. The youngest ones are learning quickly.
Four-year-old Rasmata Ouedraogo, her hair in tight pigtails, lifts
a rock-filled pan. Mimicking her mother's motions, Rasmata
tries to swirl the dust from the rocks. The pan is almost too heavy
for her to hold, yet she throws her tiny body into the motion. 

When her mother does this, the dust flies away, leaving the
heavier, possibly gold-filled rock in place. When she tries,
pebbles tumble over the side of the pan. She bends down, gathers
the rocks and, with her tongue between her teeth, concentrating,
concentrating, she tries again. She will keep doing this until she
can do it no more. 

-July 28, 2013

Holes

The barren, ruddy ground in Bobo-Dioulasso is pockmarked with
holes as far as the eye can see, shallow, bowl-like holes filled
with water and deceptively deep holes that drop like an elevator
shaft straight down to black pits 50 feet below ground. 

Imagine a giant meteor shower that pelts and then scorches the
earth to leave nothing but holes and mounded dirt. And this is what
you'd have, except that the destruction here comes not from
nature but from men, women and children, clawing, digging and
scraping for gold. 

Here at Fandjora, a small-scale surface mine about 40 kilometers
from the provincial capital of Bobo-Dioulasso, more than 1,500
people are working the earth for their tiny share of
$1,600-an-ounce gold. 

Little children, some as young as 3, squat on the ground filling
bowls with dirt and rock. They scamper around the deep pits without
even a sideways glance. The sound of scraping and of metal against
rock creates a constant din, as workers break up the surface with
primitive hand-made hoes and picks. The air is thick with dust that
turns dark arms and faces a powdery white. It is hard to breathe
this dusty air, but no one wears a mask.The U.S. Department of
Labor and the ILO consider mining one of the worst forms of child
labor because of the immediate risks and long-term health problems
caused by back-breaking manual labor and exposure to pollutants.
These dangers are well-documented and include respiratory illnesses
and permanent lung damage from silicosis and other conditions
caused by inhaling tiny mineral particles, muscular and skeletal
injuries, hearing loss, accidental blinding, exposure to mercury
and other heavy metals and toxic chemicals and accidents that
result in permanent disabilities and even death. And then there is
the fact that when these children are working, as they are six days
a week, seven or eight hours a day, they are not in school. 

Older boys go down into the pits to chip ore from the walls.
There are ropes for the buckets of ore but not for the boys, who
scramble up and down over timbers, finding footholds and handholds
in the dirt walls. A lost grip and the plunge to the bottom is 30
or 40 feet.




A young boy carries a pan of
ore at the Kollo mining village in southwestern Burkina Faso. In
the background is the denuded landscape that surrounds the village.
Image by Larry C. Price. Burkina Faso,
2013.
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Here, a compressor miner
sinks below the muddy water to begin another dive for ore that can
last two or more hours. Larry C. Price. Philippines,
2013. 
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Underground and Underwater: The Philippines’
Youngest Miners 

Larry C. Price



The boy struggled up the hillside, climbing barefoot 150 feet above
the mining pit in the valley below. Behind him he dragged a bag of
ore. Only partly filled, the bag weighed 10, maybe 15 pounds, half
the weight of the filled sacks other boys ahead of him carried.
Fifty feet above him, the older boys yelled at him to hurry. The
bag was too heavy for his thin, small shoulders and his arms ached
from dragging it. He dropped his load and began to cry. He was just
4 years old, one of dozens of children working at a small-scale
mine in the jungle.

I had heard that children worked in the mines, but I never
expected to see such small ones. Little girls and boys sat in
shallow, muddy water, panning for gold specks, while the older,
stronger children—many younger than 10 years old—broke rocks with
three-pound hammers or chipped away at the walls of the pits with
mallets and rebar rods. Entire families were working frantically at
this site to get as much ore as they could. They had learned the
day before that a nearby industrial mining company, which owned the
land, was about to bulldoze their pits to build a road.

The islands of the Philippines are rich in gold, producing more
than 31 metric tons in 2011 to rank 18th in world production. More
than half of that gold comes from small-scale mines. It is in these
mines that you will find the children.

The International Labour Organization (ILO), which is working to
end child labor, estimates that more than 18,000 children work in
small-scale mines, though some experts believe the number is much
higher. Child labor is against the law in the Philippines, but the
law is rarely enforced, especially when mining is seen as a family
affair. When the price of gold rises, the impetus for parents to
put their children to work increases also.




Typical small-scale mines in
the Philippines are a series of narrow, hand-dug shafts and pits
that follow gold ore veins through underground igneous rock
formations.  Miners use hand tools and dynamite to form the mines. 
Four-inch-thick timbers one meter long shore up walls and ceilings
and provide just enough space for the miners to use their tools. 
The Syndicate Mine is a series of mines eight kilometers outside
the village of Aroroy on Masbate island.  This mine is 400 vertical
feet. One teenage miner, already experienced working underground,
labored alongside the older workers after an industrial sump pump
failed allowing the bottom of the shaft to fill with seeping
groundwater.  The boy shivered as he used a pick to flake off ore
samples for inspection. Image by Larry C. Price. Philippines,
2013. 
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As ILO representative Jesus Macasil explains, child labor is
accepted because the families need the income. “The children are
quite important,” Macasil says. “They can carry the rock, process
the minerals, and when there is underground work, they can go into
the very small tunnels where an adult would not fit.”

Exposure to mercury, used to separate the gold from the rock,
causes a range of neurological problems. Panning with mercury
pollutes the watershed and can contaminate food supplies; burning
gold ore with mercury releases toxic fumes. Children, who are
enlisted to purchase mercury and bring it back to the mines,
regularly handle mercury. Their parents seem unaware of these
dangers. Some were proud that their very young children could
perform such hard labor so well. When I asked one woman if her
daughter, a little girl in a dress expertly panning in the stream,
was 5 or 6 years old, the mother corrected me, saying, “No,
she's 4!”

The teenagers who labor in the deep mines often "lie
up" about their ages. Officially, minors aren't permitted
underground, but at a mine near the village of Syndicate on the
island of Masbate, I saw apprentices who appeared to be no more
than 15 or 16 years old. When I'd ask about their ages,
they'd snicker and say “21,” but always someone else would
chime in, “He's 16,” or “He's 18.” 

-November 17, 2012

Dangers Under Water

The small city of Paracale sits like a jewel on a large cove
that gives way to the Philippine Sea to the north. The town has
energy, especially compared to the nondescript villages lining the
AH26—the Pan-Philippine Highway—that slices for hundreds of miles
though the jungles, hills and shorelines in this part of the Bicol
region of the Philippines. 

The Paracale River meets the sea here and is itself a highway of
sorts. The waterway is choked with small crafts or bankas,
the traditional Philippine canoes stabilized with bamboo
outriggers. Bankas move people and goods to and from the town and
into the deeper jungle communities upstream.

Strolling the aisles of Paracale market or walking the busy
avenues, I imagined a bustling, prosperous, oceanside community
where life is simple and accommodating. I soon realized my naiveté:
There are 43,000 people who live in and around Paracale. The
traditional among them have used geography to great advantage.
Harvesting the bounty of the ocean, the resources of the forests,
and the riches of the earth has been a way of life here since the
Spanish settled the area in the 16th century.

I arrived at the town center after an exhausting seventeen-hour
trip by bus and car from the far northern reaches of Luzon, beyond
Manila, and soon began to see the darker, more dangerous side of
life here.

The region is unique in the gold mining industry. The forces of
nature conspired here to leave unbelievably rich deposits of gold.
When I asked about the quality of ore, I was told all one really
has to do is plant a spade in any nearby beach or stream to pull
riches from the earth.

It’s true the area has an abundant wealth of high-grade ore. But
the work of extracting the region’s gold—in measurable
quantities—is some of the most dangerous in the Philippines.
Because this is a coastal region, much of the clay containing the
gold ore is below the water table. This means most mining activity
must take place underwater. In modern times, successful mining
involves cheating the sea with low-tech techniques borrowed from
local fishermen.

They call the practice compressor mining. It’s the most deadly
gold extraction method on earth and is unique to this part of the
Philippines. Compressor mining is considered illegal under
Philippine law, but the law is largely ignored. 

Miners work underwater, breathing through a slender tube
attached to a compressor on the surface—hence the name. Fishermen
breathed through tubes such as these for generations, but even in
relatively shallow waters, the practice is extremely dangerous.
Drownings, accidents and carbon monoxide poisoning from faulty
compressors are common.




Compressor miners working in
the gold fields at Dalas Labo, a village in Camarines Norte
province on the island of Luzon. Image by Larry C. Price.
Philippines, 2013.
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I came to Paracale to see what compressor mining was all about
and to see if children were involved. 

I was completely unprepared for what I found. 

Looking northeast from the main bridge that spans the Paracale
River at the center of town, I could see the blue tarps that dot
the horizon out toward Longos Point. These are the sunshades over
the mining pits. At high tide, the sea covers the shafts. When the
water recedes, the miners go to work regardless of the hour. 

Compressor mines are simple shafts, perhaps a square meter dug
straight down through rock, sand or clay to a depth of 30 or 40
feet. Miners wrap air tubes about themselves in an intricate
pattern of loops and knots to secure the tubes on their bodies.
Then they clench their teeth around the open end of the small tube,
breathe deeply, and drop below the surface to begin their
exhausting work.

Wearing simple swim goggles or masks, they wedge themselves at
the bottom of the murky, water-filled pit to scoop the rich, clay
ore into burlap sacks. Above, men tend the compressors and haul up
the ore. The miners put their lives in the hands of those on the
surface. A faulty compressor gasket, a sudden shift in the clay
walls above them or an unexpected change in the ocean currents can
mean death. Some even laugh about the danger. For many, this is all
they know. They fished this way as young boys. Now the payoff is
far greater, so they take the risks. “This is what they do,” my
interpreter said as an older teenager bobbed in the trash-can-sized
hole before disappearing into darkness. 




Mercury attracts flakes of
gold and forms an amalgam (shown here) with the consistency of
toothpaste, which is then vaporized with a torch to reveal pure
gold. Image by Larry C. Price. Philippines,
2012.
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The next day I paid two young boys tending a banka to take me
upriver to watch compressor miners work a section of the Paracale
River. The young boy cut the engine as we pulled up alongside a
five-square meter structure anchored squarely in the middle of the
river. There was only one man in sight but he hardly noticed us. He
gazed intensely at bubbles breaking the surface of the
cocoa-colored river. I understood now that miners were below
dredging the river bottom for the fine silt that had for centuries
made its way downstream from the higher ground above the
valley. 

The story was the same. After a while, the miners surfaced,
lumbered aboard the rocking platform and grimaced, as the
compressor was silenced. The goggles had cut deep ridges in the
swollen flesh around their faces and the young men coughed
continuously to expel bits of mud and sand from their throats. 

As we pushed further into the jungle toward another village
where I had heard compressor mining was ongoing, I reflected on the
two scenes. At least the dredge work seemed safer than that in the
deep pits.

“If I were attempting this and the compressor quit,” I thought,
“I might be able to kick my way to the surface before I blacked
out.”

At noon I arrived at Dalas (pronounced “Dallas”), a small town
another 15 kilometers in the interior. Dalas is fertile lowland and
the surrounding farms produce much of the area's rice. Water
buffaloes roam like pets when not toiling in the fields. I wondered
how such huge beasts could walk so securely through the mud and
muck of the rice fields. “They have big feet,” a farmer told me as
one giant lumbered by. 

We stopped by the edge of a large plain, perhaps 100 acres
rimmed with palm trees but devoid of any crop. As I looked out in
the distance, I again noticed the random pattern of blue tarps
breaking up the flat, orange mud furrows that were once small rice
levees.

These were the compressor mines at Dalas. I had heard that
children would be here. 

The story was much the same as I spoke with some of the families
who lived in the small structures near the field. Most at Dalas
make a living by farming rice. With the rise in gold prices in
recent years, the temptation to turn their attention to small-scale
gold mining has been persistent. A family can earn up to $30 a day
mining gold—many times more than they can make farming rice.




A small child cries as he
stops on a hillside high above the mining pits near Panique.
Children are expected to carry sacks of ore from the pits to a
staging area where the ore is collected and taken to a
gold-processing facility. In the background is a lake that is
contaminated by run-off containing cyanide and mercury. Image by
Larry C. Price. Philippines, 2012.
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But for mining to pay off, entire families must participate. The
children become a commodity themselves. Twenty hands in the dirt
can make a big difference in the bottom-line income of a poor
farming family. 

I thought about the water buffaloes as I sank knee-deep in mud.
Slowly I made my way to a cluster of compressor mines in the
distance. That familiar drone became louder. I saw child after
child squatting with gold pans in the streams and riffles of the
field. The tiny ones busied themselves by panning the surface clay
and saving the fine compound for later processing. Others shoveled
mud into troughs used to separate coarser rocks and sand. The older
ones worked around the compressor shafts.

I was told the children weren't allowed to enter the
compressor mines. That work is considered a skilled endeavor. Here
at Dalas and in other regions, only the strongest, bravest and most
experienced were allowed to descend to the bottom of the pits.

Watching the young children who were trusted to work around the
opening of the pits, I could see that they admired the older teens
and young men who risked their lives moment by moment. They
gathered around the pits to watch miners emerge and they smiled. I
thought they were curious about me and my picture-taking, but then
I realized that they were just happy that the young man down in the
mine had come up safely.

I looked at the faces of the youngest ones not knowing how many
of them would one day take their places in the pits.

Shortly after I left the Bicol region, two miners drowned near
Paracale under the weight of rushing seawater when the shafts they
were working in collapsed. The Philippine government moved to close
the mines. I wondered whether the young men I photographed were the
ones who died.

-November 16, 2012




Chapter 2: Gold's Curse

The effects of mining range from
environmental degradation to long-term health problems. In “A
Cursed Land,” Stephen Sapienza reports from Puerto Maldonado in
southeast Peru where more than 300,000 miners put their lives at
risk. He introduces us to small-scale miners, those with and
without legal concessions. Many appear indifferent to the health
consequences of exposing themselves daily to mercury.

Local governments that have tried to raise awareness of
these issues meet with little success. However, in Chala on the
Pacific coast, one mining cooperative called AURELSA has succeeded
in using mining practices that decrease the impact on the
environment and limit pollution to produce fair-trade and
fair-mine-certified gold.

In “Our Real Treasure Is Not Gold But Water,” Dimiter
Kenarov looks at the 2012 environmental controversy in Bulgaria
that began when the Canadian company Dundee Precious Metals sought
to establish big, open-pit gold mines. Many believe waste products
will contaminate the drinking water while others, claiming the
environmental fears are unfounded, point to economic benefits such
as job creation. 

In “Toxic Riches,” Kenarov takes us to Turkey where a
movement is under way to stop gold mining: “The opposition has been
fierce. Villagers, farmers, environmentalists, mountaineers,
scientists, hoteliers—almost everyone has climbed up on the
ramparts.” Kenarov discusses the harm to tourism and olive oil
production, as well as pollution and other damages to the ecosystem
that result from mining. Turkey risks losing its black pine, beech,
juniper, chestnut and hornbeam, Kenarov warns, but not without a
fight. 



A Cursed
Land: Peru’s Rainforest 

Stephen Sapienza



I step out the door of Hotel Paititi, named after a legendary Inca
city rich in gold believed to lie hidden within the rainforests of
southeast Peru. The streets of Puerto Maldonado are dusty, dirty,
and bustling. 

The town has a little of that Wild West feel, with gold shops,
casinos, strip clubs and cheap hotels. I walk under the “no
prostitution” sign on the main drag and head toward the city’s main
plaza. The streets buzz with brightly clothed people in moto-taxis
and on motorcycles, far outnumbering the cars of this jungle
town. 

Just past the plaza I reach a bluff overlooking the confluence
of the Madre de Dios and Tambopata Rivers where Puerto Maldonado
was founded in 1902. The city has been a center for extraction
industries in the Madre de Dios region ever since. 

The early extraction was primarily timber and rubber. Would-be
rubber baron Carlos Fitzcarraldo first linked several remote river
systems of the Madre de Dios region to access the southern rubber
tree forests. By enslaving native peoples he opened up the region
to intense rubber extraction.

When standing on the overlook, it is impossible to miss the
construction of a gigantic new suspension bridge spanning the Madre
de Dios River. The bridge, now almost completed, will provide the
final link to the Interoceanic Highway that will stretch from
Brazil's Atlantic coast to Peru's Pacific ports. Many here
worry that the highway, coupled with rising global gold prices,
will flood the region with illegal miners and accelerate the
destruction of one the most bio-diverse rainforests in the
world.

I head toward the plaza to meet my fixer, Antonio Fernandini. I
find him and we leave for the local hospital to shoot an interview
with a local doctor who studies the health impact of mercury in the
region. I set up the sticks and camera for Dr. Carlos Manrique,
chief of the health department’s epidemiology office, who meets us
outside the hospital for the interview. He has personally observed
miners with symptoms of mercury poisoning—headaches, tremors and
gastrointestinal problems—but says health officials here lack the
testing equipment and resources to fully evaluate the level of
exposure. Because mercury poisoning is invisible, local authorities
still don’t know how serious the problem is. But the number of
miners drawn by the region’s gold rush continues to rise, and
mercury continues to slowly poison the people, plants, animals and
fish of Madre de Dios.

A wounded miner arrives by taxi, hunched over, clutching his
ribcage in a huge amount of pain. They help him slowly move toward
the emergency room. His friends say they were cutting down a tree
in a mining area when he was struck by a falling tree limb. I
wonder if the rainforest is fighting back.

It’s happy hour in the blazing heat of Puerto Maldonado. Antonio
and I sit in a restaurant on the Plaza de Armas talking about our
plans for work in the lawless La Pampa mining region later that
week, and waiting for his mining contact, a man called Juan to
arrive. The small-scale miners in Madre de Dios fall into two
categories: those with concessions and those without concessions,
or illegal miners. 

Juan falls somewhere in between. He is a slightly chubby,
good-humored man in his late 30s who pays for access to a mine on a
large concession about 40 miles from Puerto Maldonado. What most
legal miners in Madre de Dios share in common with illegal miners
is an utter disregard for the environment—they are driven only by
the tireless pursuit of gold. Antonio has arranged for me to visit
Juan's mining area so I can see how small-scale mining
operations work. 

Juan says to get ready for a 5 a.m. pickup and I can't wait
to escape this gritty city for the day.

After 50 minutes on the dark highway, we stop at a large gate at
the entrance to the mining concession. Juan pays a toll to the
guard and the taxi bumps down the road. Morning sunlight pierces
the tree branches as a lush jungle landscape reveals itself out the
window. The taxi halts at a small path that disappears into the
forest. 

Camera and tripod in hand, I follow Juan down a path and soon
we’re walking between large, conical piles of stones about 10 to 15
feet tall and at least as wide. The area is stripped of trees and
the muddy ground has become a soft, pliable sand. We soon pass a
large open pit, filled with shallow, brown water and three men
wrenching on a diesel motor at the base of a crude, wooden
ramp-like structure. 

The mining in the Madre de Dios region is not done deep within
mountains, but instead in the alluvial deposits of existing and old
river courses. These areas contain sediments rich in small flecks
of gold that are extracted manually with the use of water pumps,
floating dredges, bulldozers and cranes. The soil we walk across is
filled with nutrients that produce lush trees and vegetation, host
to all kinds of jungle critters big and small. 

As we walk, Juan tells me that the owner invites miners to
excavate different plots on the property and that each is expected
to give 10 percent of the daily haul of gold back to the owner.
Juan says his mine is legal, but I hear later that the entire
concession was never fully approved as a mining area by the
government. At any rate, all mines here are supposed to comply with
local environmental laws, but none of the mines in this concession
has ever been certified as environmentally sound by local
authorities. 

We arrive at a large muddy clearing with several tall wooden
sluices placed around the edges of a large open mining pit. It’s
just past sunrise and the miners are already pulling thick, dark,
bristled carpets off the wooden sluices, rolling them up and
walking them down a hill of gravel into the mining pit. The
motorized pumps are silent, having run through the early morning,
sending a chocolate slurry cascading across the carpets, trapping
heavy particles—small stones and soil weighted with the prospect of
gold—in the thick bristles. 

Most of these miners are young, single men who took the new
highway from either Cusco or the Puno highlands over 450 miles
away. They are part of the wave of some 20,000 migrants who have
been lured away from farming or agriculture-related business in
search of fortune. Some strike it rich, but many miners earn about
$300 to $700 a month in the Madre de Dios gold rush. Not a lot of
money, but enough to keep them from returning to the farm. 




A miner inspects the gold
and mercury amalgam mixture. Image by Stephen Sapienza. Peru,
2011.
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Standing in ankle-deep water at the bottom of the pit, two men
rhythmically shake the sediment from the carpets over a wooden box
lined with a blue plastic tarp, while other men bring the next
round of carpets. After an hour or so of shaking sediment into the
wooden box, I watch the men pick up a corner of the tarp and
carefully pour the heavy sediment into waiting buckets. The buckets
are then dumped into open-topped petrol drums.

With the heavy sediment in the petrol drums, the miners add
water and about three tablespoons of mercury from a small bottle.
One of the miners takes his rubber boot off one foot, sticks his
leg in the barrel, and begins to swirl his leg in a clockwise
motion to agitate the mercury and sediment. As the mercury swirls
with the soil and water, the heavier gold particles are attracted
to the mercury, forming bigger and bigger clumps of a mercury and
gold amalgam at the bottom of the barrel. 

I ask the miner if he worries about his bare skin being in
contact with the mercury. He assures me that mercury is only
dangerous for women, especially pregnant women, and that he is
safe. He says mercury is easy to get in the region and it is sold
in mining supply shops without government registration or
restrictions. A study by the NGO Caritas found that over 50 tons of
mercury are used by small-scale miners in the Madre de Dios region
each year. Globally, small-scale mines like this one are believed
to be responsible for one third of all mercury released into the
environment—an average of 1,000 tons per year. And when gold prices
go up so does the demand for mercury.

















After 45 minutes of stirring, the miners dump the water and
lighter sediment back into the muddy pond, leaving the heavier
sediment and mercury at the bottom of the barrel. The process of
stirring and rinsing is repeated a couple more times, each time
reducing the amount of heavier sediments at the bottom of the
barrel, until finally the heaviest sediments—small stones, and a
gold mercury amalgam—are all that remain at the bottom of the
barrel. With a careful hand, the mercury and gold mixture is dumped
into a shallow bowl, and the miners cheerily crowd around and guess
out loud the gram weight of the gold. “Trente-seis, trente,
trente-cinco. . .” until I’m told that the gold probably weighs
about 40 grams. The next stop for the miners will be at the local
gold shop, where the mercury will be cooked off and the true weight
of the gold revealed.

Juan and I bid farewell to the miners and climb the steep gravel
slope out of the pit. On our way back out of the mining area, we
pass huge tree stumps, trudging through bleached sand that once was
nutrient-rich forest floor. 

The devastation to the landscape caused by widespread mining is
easy to spot, with huge swathes of the forest turned to barren
desert, but the damage caused by the heavy use of mercury is harder
to detect. Mercury from small-scale mines travels widely, settling
in sediments and moving up the food chain into fish, fish-eating
wildlife, and humans. 

Scientists and medical researchers only recently started to
measure the impact of mercury here. Biologist Cesar Ascorra has
closely monitored the dramatic increase of mercury used in the
Madre de Dios region. After finishing a study made on a sample of
30 people in one mining area, he found they were all contaminated
with mercury above allowable levels. Surprisingly, those who have
the worst levels of contamination are not the miners but merchants
and family members, the people who live near shops where the gold
and the mercury are sold.

Epidemiologist Dr. Manrique Arada Estrada has worked in Madre de
Dios for twenty years collecting data on diseases and health risks
like mercury poisoning.  He has seen cases of acute intoxication,
people who arrive with abdominal pain, a metallic taste in their
mouths or headaches. He says these symptoms are related to the
handling of mercury, but they have not been able to find patients
with chronic intoxication because they do not have the equipment to
make that type of diagnosis.

When I asked Dr. Arada Estrada if the small-scale miners needed
more education about the dangers of mercury, he said he hoped for a
future where good mining would be carried out in a clean way.
“Finding acceptable methods for obtaining gold without the use of
mercury, for example, would be a good alternative to avoid all this
contamination.”

The regional government in Puerto Maldonado has struggled to get
the attention of the national government on the illegal mining
issue. However, the Peruvian government has provided little in the
form of resources for local law enforcement and environmental
protection, instead electing to launch military-style assaults on
illegal mining operations in the Madre de Dios river region. Such
police actions only stir resentment for authority and explosive
backlashes by the miners.

The office of the governor of the region is in a recently
constructed building that was intended to be a tourist welcome
center. His old office, in the regional government center, was
burned to the ground by rampaging miners, who stormed Puerto
Maldonado the previous year to protest stricter environmental laws.
 

With well over 3,000 mining operations to monitor, the unbridled
gold rush is overwhelming Ernesto Montanos and his tiny staff at
the region's mineral and gas ministry. He says his office has
to evaluate over 500 environmental impact studies, but he has only
two staff members who do evaluations.

While Montanos acknowledges the Peruvian government must do more
to stem the flow of mercury and enforce environmental laws, he also
thinks consumers can play a role. As Montanos says, “All the
countries that are consumers of gold, recipients of gold, what they
have to demand is to buy green gold, ecologic gold, gold that
adheres to all quality standards, to the point where there is no
excuse to buy illegal minerals.”

A thousand miles from Madre de Dios, large, dark waves from the
Pacific Ocean pound the beach of Chala, a small fishing and mining
town on Peru's southern coast. 

In 2010, six people died on the coastal highway in Chala when
police tried to remove a roadblock set by small-scale miners who
were protesting government plans to impose stricter environmental
controls on them.  




A massive illegal mining pit
just off the Inter-Oceanic Highway in Madre de Dios. Image by
Stephen Sapienza. Peru, 2011. 
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The AURELSA mining cooperative is a two-hour drive up desolate
canyons from the coast. In the wake of the protest violence in
Chala, the government singled out AURELSA as an example of best
practices in small-scale mining—a company that is changing the face
of mining in Peru and going green. Founded by workers in 1997,
AURELSA is part of a growing trend of South American small-scale
mines seeking to produce gold with less impact on the environment
and more benefit to the miners.  

Just outside a mineshaft entrance, I bump into a miner who
explains how mining at AURELSA is different, “Well, with informal
mining, the difference is that more is sacrificed, more is risked.
There are days when you get money. There are days when you do not
get paid. But, here in AURELSA, it is a business with a secure
paycheck.”

While local miners here still rely heavily on crude tools and
mercury to extract gold, AURELSA miners have moved to a safer
option. Using a method recently approved by Peru's
environmental health board, AURELSA miners use cyanide leaching as
an alternative to mercury processing.

AURELSA’s general manager, Daniel Enrique Valverde, explained
the use of cyanide as follows, “Cyanide can contaminate if it is
dumped to a water source. If there was a river nearby, then it is
completely poisonous. But if we see that the cyanide is recycled
back into the process, then there is no contamination.”

At the time of my visit Valverde hoped AURELSA would receive
fair trade and fair mine certification. For consumers, this means
gold is extracted in a way that limits pollution of harmful
chemicals like mercury and cyanide. For miners, it means better
income, job security, and 10 percent of profits set aside for the
community.

Fair trade and fair mine-certified gold is already available in
Europe, and shipments are slated for the U.S. market next year.

So far, only a handful of small mining companies in South
America are adopting fair mine practices, but mines like these
offer a hopeful alternative to the unregulated and destructive
mining in places like Madre de Dios.

-August 22, 2011




“Our Real Treasure Is Not Gold
But Water” 

Dimiter Kenarov

The fields of tobacco have been harvested. Flocks of sheep roam
the grassy hills, herded by shepherds and their shaggy dogs. Far
off, the muezzin calls the faithful to prayer. 

Here in southeastern Bulgaria, at the edge of Europe, 45 years
of Communist dictatorship and 20 more of a rush to recreate a
market economy have had little effect. Ethnic Turks and Pomaks form
a majority in a community of quiet dignity, a remnant of the
Ottoman Empire. The workdays begin at sunrise and end at sundown;
poverty is a daily companion, wrapped in the smoke of hand-rolled
cigarettes and chatter in Turkish.




Spurred by the rising
worldwide demand for gold, a Canadian mining company, Dundee
Precious Metals, and its Bulgarian subsidiary, Balkan Mineral &
Mining, have made plans to open a big open-pit gold mine on the
hill of Ada Tepe, near the town of Krumovgrad, in southeast
Bulgaria. The project has been mired in social and environmental
controversy from the beginning, but this year the Bulgarian
government provisionally granted the company a go-ahead, overriding
the fierce opposition of the community. Image by Dimiter Kenarov.
Bulgaria, 2011.
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But change is coming, and many here think it will not be for the
better. Spurred by the rising worldwide demand for gold, a Canadian
mining company, Dundee Precious Metals, and its Bulgarian
subsidiary, Balkan Mineral & Mining, have made plans for a big
open-pit gold mine near this town, which is close to the Greek
border and a four-hour drive southeast of the capital, Sofia.

The project has been mired in social and environmental
controversy from the beginning, but this year the Bulgarian
government provisionally granted the company a go-ahead, overriding
the fierce opposition of the community.“The mine will destroy our
livelihood,” Ahmed Ahmed, a 64-year-old shepherd from the village
of Dazhdovnik, said as his flock grazed near the site of the
proposed mine.

His neighbor Shukria Mehmed concurred. “We just don’t need the
mine,” she said, her clothes and hands soiled brown from picking
tobacco. “We already have all that we need.”

The proposed mining site, atop a prominent hill, Ada Tepe, lies
just outside Krumovgrad, a town of about 6,000 people. It is close
to more than a dozen other settlements with adjoining agricultural
fields and pastures, some only a stone’s throw from the area
expected to become the open pit.

Balkan Mineral & Mining has repeatedly assured local
residents that there would be no serious adverse effects to their
health and the regional environment. And the central government is
convinced that the mine would bring much-needed wealth to the area
and the country as a whole. But most of the people here remain
unconvinced and openly hostile toward any large-scale mining.
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Unlike other areas in the Rhodope Mountains, which were heavily
mined and industrialized under communism and today bear the scars
of environmental destruction, the landscape remains surprisingly
pristine. Much of the Krumovgrad region is in Natura 2000, a
network of environmentally sensitive areas protected by the
European Union. Of the 191 bird species in Bulgaria, 46 percent are
found here, as well as half of the country’s species of reptiles,
amphibians and mammals.

Small-scale farming of tobacco has been a traditional
occupation, with a high-end variety used in many of the major
cigarette brands. Livestock grazing is popular, as well as
vegetable production, the cultivation of medicinal herbs and
beekeeping. There is also a small shoe factory.

Still, the region is far from thriving. The unemployment rate is
officially around 13 percent, and tobacco production has sharply
declined with the loss of government subsidies. Many families are
barely managing to make ends meet.

The company says it can help reverse this predicament, promising
300 jobs in the construction phase and 230 jobs during the
exploitation of the mine. In addition, it has pledged to create a
municipal fund for infrastructure projects and an investment fund
for supporting small and medium-size businesses.

“There are economic factors that cannot be ignored,” said Alex
Nestor, the top public affairs official at Dundee Precious Metals
and deputy chairman of the Bulgarian Mining Chamber, an industry
group. “A large investment like ours will raise the standard of
living in the whole municipality and will turn the wheel. There
must be a change of thinking; otherwise, the region will remain
poor.”

“The arguments against us are weak,” he added, “based on emotion
and irrational fears.” 

There is more than emotion, however. Potential pollution of the
limited water resources in the area is the principal cause for
concern among residents. According to interviews with several
farmers, the extensive drilling during exploration has dried up
local wells or muddied the water. Danko Zhelev, the exploration
manager of Balkan Mineral & Mining and the head geologist of
the project, attributes this situation to the hot and exceedingly
dry weather of recent years. 

The climate, with hot Mediterranean summers and mild winters, is
indeed at the root of the quandary facing the region. The
Krumovitsa River, which supplies a large portion of the water for
drinking and irrigation in Krumovgrad, runs dry in the summer
months, exposing its gravel bed. The mining project produces gold
concentrate through a process of crushing, grinding and flotation –
and calls for the use of large quantities of water that could
further strain resources.

The planned waste facility — where as much as 14.6 million tons
of waste rock and 7.2 million tons of tailings would be deposited
over the expected nine-year life of the mine — would be about 150
steps from the river.

“Our real treasure is not gold but water,” said Usein
Usein, the 50-year-old proprietor of a popular coffee shop in
Krumovgrad, where the proposed mine is a constant topic of
discussion. “How am I going to look at my grandchildren when I know
I’ve poisoned their lives?”

Even the few residents who support the project, hoping that it
would provide an economic lift, have reservations.

“I think it would be nice to have a big employer in the region,”
said the 38-year-old Plakan Mehmed. “On the other hand, I don’t
trust that Bulgarian institutions could provide the necessary
control.”

Company and government experts at the Environment and Waters
Ministry say no heavy metals would be released into the water
system. Up to 98 percent of the water from the industrial process
would be recycled, though some of the seepage would be discharged
directly into the river, after solid particles are clarified.

But Gergana Chilingirova, an ecologist in Krumovgrad, points out
that there are high levels of toxic arsenic in the ore. “There is a
real danger that the drinking water of the region would be
contaminated,” she said.

The Krumovitsa River is part of the Maritza River Basin, which
flows through Turkey and Greece and empties into the Aegean Sea,
creating potential pollution in other countries. Talks have been
held about building a treatment plant for the water released into
the river, but Balkan Mineral & Mining is reserving this only
as a backup, in case the water quality deteriorates in the first
year of mining.

“The fears that something would happen to the environment are
unsubstantiated,” said Asen Turdiev, deputy regional governor and a
fervent supporter of the mining development. “A large number of
experts have given a green light to the project, so I have no
worries.”

The mayor of Krumovgrad, Sebihan Mehmed, is distrustful of such
assertions. Despite her interest in attracting outside investments
that would improve life in the area, she argues that this project
fails the test.

“I have demands not because I’m against the project as such—my
father was a miner—but because we don’t want vandalism,” she said.
“We don’t want to be robbed of our clean environment and resources.
As the project stands, the damages to our region would be much
greater than the benefits.”

Mehmed, who has just won her third term as mayor with an
overwhelming majority, has made detailed plans for creating an
alternative economy for her town, based on environmental tourism,
bioagriculture and meat processing, all of which she says would
generate jobs. Whether that is realistic is hard to say: Her
municipality is counting on structural funds from the European
Union, and they could provide support for her vision.

All of that effort would be wasted, she said, if the mining
project goes ahead.

“Our town is not made to last ten years,” she said. “The company
will finish its business and leave, but what will happen to us
afterward? Nobody is telling us.”

After an extensive series of public hearings in September, the
High Ecological Expert Council recommended approval of the
environmental impact assessment.

The Bulgarian environment and waters minister, Nona Karadzhova,
has yet to endorse it—the environmental impact assessment was
returned for second approval because of a minor technicality—but
its passage is virtually assured.

“What is the point of holding public hearings, if nobody is
hearing us?” asked Rami Azis, the mayor of Dazhdovnik. “Why should
a private company and the government in Sofia decide the fate of
the people who live in the Rhodope? Nobody is listening to us, and
we’ll be the ones who’ll bear the brunt of all this.”

Some residents of Krumovgrad even make comparisons between the
old Communist government and the current one. In the late 1980s,
Bulgaria undertook a campaign, called the Revival Process, that
sought to force all Bulgarian Turks and Pomaks to change their
names and erase their cultural identities. Seventy-year-old Yusuf
Emurla, who escaped from Bulgaria to Turkey during the campaign but
comes back to his birthplace next to Ada Tepe every summer, sees
the same political recklessness now.

“I grew up here, and every tree is dear to me,” he said. “But I
have no idea why the Bulgarian government so easily destroys its
own country.”

-November 1, 2011

A Modern-Minded Mayor Takes a Stand Against a Modern Mining
Company

The village of Ovchari, next to the town of Krumovgrad, isn’t
really a village. It’s more like a jumble of
hamlets—mahalas in Turkish—scattered across several hills,
an archipelago of accidental settlements. Deep gullies, filled with
an ocean of trees and bushes and brambles, separate the mahalas of
Ovchari, so that to get from one part to another a visitor has to
follow a rather sinuous dirt and gravel road over the ridges. Only
shepherds and cowherds venture to take shortcuts, trekking the
secret paths their animals have intuitively discovered. It is both
beautiful and forbidding here, houses and plants clinging to the
slopes for dear life.

I don’t know how my Ford Fiesta makes it over the dirt road—dry
brush and stones, like coral reefs, scrape against the bottom of
the car — but after a few anxious kilometers I finally enter
Ovchari, or at least the part of it locals call Emurla mahala. The
houses look ancient around here, some built with river-stones
perhaps a century ago, but they are not necessarily decrepit or
neglected. It is quite obvious that people, although destitute,
have put care into their homes, the chipped stucco mended, the
broken roof-tiles fixed, the yards bedecked with orderly vegetable
patches, flowerbeds, and beehives. Chickens and geese roam freely
in the streets, and even the chained dogs bark feebly. It’s a place
where strangers could feel welcome.

The pastoral beauty is deceiving. Ovchari is, in fact, on the
verge of a precipice in more ways than one. The Canadian mining
company, Dundee Precious Metals, plans to create an open-pit gold
mine on the nearby hill of Ada Tepe—right across the ravine from
Ovchari, or less than 500 meters from the nearest house. That
ravine was initially slated to be a tailings facility for the
cyanide-laced waste from the gold-leaching process, but under
intense civil and legal pressure in 2008 the company was forced to
abandon the proposed use of cyanide, substituting it with
supposedly less harmful froth flotation.

For the people of Ovchari, however, the major problem is not the
method of execution of the project—the choice between cyanide and
froth-flotation is like the choice between the electric chair and
lethal injection. The problem is the open pit itself, where 14 tons
of explosives will be used each week, or 728 tons per year.

“Nobody wants to live a few hundred meters from the mine,”
Zulbie Ahmed, the mayor of Ovchari, tells me. “Our houses are old
and need repair. They may not sustain the vibrations from the
explosions, from the daily crushing of the ore. The air will fill
up with a lot of dust which we’ll breathe, our children will
breathe. The only thing we have left here is our clean
environment.”

Though only 35, Zulbie has been a highly successful mayor for
four years now, promoting an anti-mining agenda (she was re-elected
in October 2011 by more than 94 percent of her constituency). With
loose raven hair, large hoop earrings and tight jeans, she is the
antipode of most other women of Ovchari, who are dressed in
conservative Muslim fashion, wearing shalwar kameez and
headscarves. That disparity does not create any conflict
however—Ovchari’s residents know that only a modern-minded person
can make a real stand against a modern mining company, and Zulbie
has not disappointed them. Along with the strong-willed female
mayor of Krumovgrad, Sebihan Mehmed, she has traveled to the
capital city of Sofia on numerous occasions, confronting the
company managers and ministry officials, and consistently voting
against the mining development. 

Even her herculean efforts, she complains to me, are not enough
anymore. In early November 2011, the High Ecological Expert Council
at the Ministry of Water and the Environment approved the
Environmental Impact Assessment, overruling the serious opposition
of the local community (only the mayors from the Krumovgrad
municipality and one environmentalist voted against the project,
while all the ministry experts stood firmly behind it).

“The voice of the local residents is not heard at all,” Zulbie
tells me, her words full of resigned desperation. 

“The company and the government have decided everything together
and prefer to ignore us. Not a single person from our village
defended the mining development during the public hearings. But
what’s the point of public hearings if nobody is listening to
us?”




Yusuf Emurla (right) and his
neighbor stand against the backdrop of Ada Tepe, where the Canadian
mining company, Dundee Precious Metals, plans to create an open-pit
gold mine. Image by Dimiter Kenarov. Bulgaria,
2011.
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The total population of Ovchari is seven hundred, but only about
two hundred live here on a permanent basis—the rest have second
homes in Turkey, where they moved in the late 1980s during the
so-called Revival Process, the violent attempt by the Bulgarian
communist government to change the names of Bulgarian Turks and
erase their cultural identity. Yusuf Emurla (whose family gave the
name of Emurla mahala) is 70 today and lives in the Turkish city of
Izmir, but he comes back to his native Ovchari with his wife at
least once a year to rest, plant some vegetables, and enjoy the
clean air. Even though he is not a permanent resident anymore and
has another home to go back to, he is horrified by the idea of the
gold mine.

“I know every spot on Ada Tepe. I grew up here and lived for
fifty years in the area, so every tree is dear to me and I feel
connected to the native land,” he says with a soft voice. “When I
was young, the forest rangers would fine us if we let our cattle
wander among the trees. And now the mining company wants to just
tear open the breast of the mountain!”

Yusuf’s house in Ovchari is one of the houses closest to the
proposed open mine. He believes that if the project goes ahead he
and his wife would never be able to return here anymore. He picks a
ripe tomato from his garden and gives it to me.

“Try it,” he tells me with a smile.

It is one of the most delicious tomatoes I have ever tasted.

-November 18, 2011

In the last two years Dundee Precious Metals and its
subsidiary Balkan Mineral & Mining have won lawsuits against
environmental organizations, but the Krumovgrad community is
continuing to fight the project. 



Toxic Riches in Turkey

Dimiter Kenarov

Gold is not simply a metal, but a metaphor as well, a whole
system of mental references ingrained in our thinking. No other
element contains such a rich mixture of myth and history, value and
uselessness, beauty and horror. To understand gold is to understand
the way we continue to shape our own reality and the world around
us.

Gold Miners Not Welcome

In the square between the mosque and the municipality hall of
Zeytinli village, three hundred people are singing the Turkish
anthem at the top of their voices: “Fear not! For the crimson flag
that proudly ripples in the glorious twilight shall never fade,
before the last fiery hearth that blazes in my homeland is stamped
out.”

Some bow their heads and shut their eyes tight, while others are
looking defiantly ahead, but all of them—men and women and
children—are singing, keen to show their love of homeland. When the
final notes of the anthem peter out, the crowd erupts in wild
applause. The protest against gold mining is ready to begin.

Zeytinli is a small village tucked at the foot of the Kaz
Mountains, by the Bay of Edremit on the Aegean coast of Turkey.
Even though it is late spring and the fronds of the palm trees in
the square glisten under the balmy sun, the peaks of the Kaz,
steeply rising out of the sea, are still covered in snow. It was on
this mountain, known as Mount Ida in mythology, that Paris declared
Aphrodite the most beautiful of all goddesses, snubbing Hera and
Athena and earning their eternal wrath. It is here that the Trojan
War really began. 

The war that the residents of Zeytinli and the nearby villages
are fighting today is not any less dramatic. Driven by high gold
prices and newly liberalized mining laws, gold mining in Turkey has
been growing exponentially. The country has become Europe’s biggest
producer, with 24.4 tons or 49 percent of the total European
output. Turkey’s gold mining industry has made plans to expand
further, with thousands of new exploration projects already in the
pipeline, fast-tracked by the government. By official estimates
based on geological modeling predictions, Turkey could contain as
much as 6,500 tons of gold, 710 tons of it already proven. 

Some of the largest reserves are found in the Biga peninsula of
northwestern Turkey, home of the Kaz Mountains and the ancient city
of Troy, and that’s where many of the gold mining companies have
decided to make a landing. The proverbial riches of Troy might have
been plundered thousands of years ago, but there is still plenty
more lying underground. 

The opposition has been fierce. Villagers, farmers,
environmentalists, mountaineers, scientists, hoteliers—almost
everyone has climbed up on the ramparts. In the past several years
numerous peaceful rallies and demonstrations have been organized
all over the Biga peninsula, with 20,000 protesters gathering in
2008 in the local town of Canakkale.




Zeytinli Protest. Image by
Dimiter Kenarov. Turkey, 2012.
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Today, in Zeytinli village, the congregation is much smaller but
as loud as ever. Armed with homemade signs and plenty of
frustration, they demand that the government put an immediate stop
to the activities of gold mining companies.

“No to gold diggers, opportunists, arsonists! We will not
surrender our mountains!”

“No to the big city! We will not be colonized!”

“The Kaz Mountain is our home. It is not for sale.”

“The environment also awaits democracy.”

“The soil of our homeland is sacred and we should not abandon it
to fate.” 

A few of the organizers come out to give short speeches.
Standing behind a makeshift dais draped in the Turkish flag and the
visage of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the father of the Turkish
Republic, they rail against the plans of mining companies to use
toxic cyanide in the leaching of gold—a practice that several years
ago caused one of the worst environmental disasters in Europe in
the Romanian town of Baia Mare, when a cyanide tailings dam broke
and poisoned the local waterways. Some of the arguments are
environmental, some economic, others purely emotional. “They have
money, they have the laws, they have all that,” one of the speakers
shouts into the microphone, “but we have hearts and those they
can't take away from us.” The crowd roars its approval.

Although there are currently plenty of exploration and
exploitation projects all over Turkey, the threat posed by gold
mining to the Biga peninsula has become one of the thorniest
environmental and social issues in the country, and for good
reason. According to calculations done by Telat Koc, a geography
professor and the head of the geography department of Cannakkale
University, 1,230 square kilometers of the Biga have already been
licensed to 15 different companies, both Turkish and international.
There are no operational mines in the area yet, but in 2013 the
first one, owned by Alamos Gold, is supposed to enter its
production stage, and many more are soon to follow. The industry
has promised to open local jobs of course and, though some have
welcomed the idea, the majority remain skeptical. 

“Our economy is based on tourism and agriculture,” said Kamil
Saka, a six-time mayor of the neighboring village of Gure and one
of the protesters today at Zeytinli. “Gold mining will definitely
affect tourism in the area. Who would want to sunbathe near a dam
full of cyanide? Or to use the olive oil from a mining area?”

Many of the arguments against gold mining in the Biga peninsula
have focused on the harm it would cause to other lucrative
industries in the region, like tourism and olive oil production, in
case of underground water contamination with heavy metals or
cyanide. The coastal area around the Bay of Edremit, where the
southern slopes of the Kaz Mountains dip abruptly into the sea, is
one of the prime tourist destinations in the country, as well as a
major olive center known as the “Olive Riviera.” The region has
about two hundred small private factories, producing an estimated
30,000 tons of olive oil each year. In total, about 750,000 people
are employed in agriculture in the Biga peninsula.




Even with the global gold
trade thriving, the jewelry sector is paradoxically in decline.
Image by Dimiter Kenarov. Turkey,
2012.
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“Gold mining—any mining—will influence the olive oil business in
the area,” said the 52-year-old Murad Narin, the owner of a local
olive oil factory and also a participant in the protest. “All those
cultures, who lived here in the last 15,000 years, contributed
something to the region, but today gold mining companies are
driving over it like bulldozers."

The other substantial danger comes from potential pollution of
the drinking supply of the Biga, especially that of Canakkale. The
town’s dam, Atikhisar Baraj, is just a stone's throw from a
proposed cyanide-waste depot. In the event of a major earthquake—a
real possibility, as the active North Anatolian Fault (which killed
nearly twenty thousand in the town of Izmit in 1999) runs right
across the Biga—the consequences could be disastrous for the entire
region.

But it is the vulnerability of the Kaz ecosystems that has
caused the biggest concern across the country. A transitional zone
between the Euro-Siberian and Mediterranean climates, with 800
types of plants and numerous endemic species, the Kaz Mountains are
an object of Turkish national pride, a familiar name to almost
every citizen. In 1993 a tiny portion (25 square kilometers of a
total of 700 square kilometers) was designated a national park, but
the rest—with its rich coniferous and deciduous forests of red and
black pine, beech, juniper, chestnut, and hornbeam—remains
unprotected against mining pollution and deforestation. 

Salih Sonmezisik,  the former head of Turkey’s Chamber of
Forestry Engineers, came all the way from Istanbul, 500 kilometers
away, to attend the protest, is blunt in his assessment: “It's
a real crime to mine in the Kaz Mountains. People may have
protection against pollution, but not the trees—the trees are
defenseless. That’s why I’ve come here. To defend the trees.”

-June 15, 2012

Istanbul: All That Glitters

Carpets, silks, leather, porcelain, copper ware, furniture,
water pipes, backgammon boards, shoes, shirts, skirts, handbags,
headscarves, clocks, candlesticks, glass lamps, mirrors, gems,
silver, and gold, gold, gold, gold: This is the Grand
Bazaar—Kapalıçarşı—of Istanbul. Founded originally in 1461 by
Sultan Mehmed II, eight years after he conquered Constantinople, it
became the most important trading center in the Ottoman Empire.
Though frequently destroyed by fires and earthquakes, it was
rebuilt and expanded, rebuilt and expanded, until it took its
present shape: a maze of 64 covered streets and 3,600 shops
spreading over a total area of 45,000 square meters, making it one
of the oldest and largest covered markets in the world. Today,
20,000 people work here, haggling with up to 400,000 customers
daily. The Grand Bazaar is an ancient monster of commerce—pulsing,
panting, breathing in the crowds through its 22 gates, breathing
them out. 




The Grand Bazaar may have
lost much of its old import, but it is still the largest public
gold market in Turkey, a country that, together with China and
India and the US, currently ranks as one of the world’s top
consumers of gold. Image by Dimiter Kenarov. Turkey,
2012.
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Much has changed in Istanbul and the booming economy of the city
has now moved high up into the offices of the shimmering steel and
glass towers of Levent, on the other side of the Golden Horn, but
the bazaar continues to exert a special pull on tourists and Turks
alike, nostalgic for their imaginary Orients. They come here to buy
that special carpet and chat with the craftsmen over a cup of tea—a
form of human communication that has long ago disappeared in the
modern shopping malls—or just wander aimlessly among the network of
galleries and look at the wares. 

But it is the numerous jewelry shops with their brightly lit
storefronts stacked with a dazzling array of treasures that stop
customers in their stride. There are solid gold bracelets, delicate
platinum necklaces, silver flowers, sapphires, diamonds, rings
encrusted with Koranic verses, gold prayer beads. Perhaps the
Oriental fairy tales are true, after all.

The Grand Bazaar may have lost much of its old import, but it is
still the largest public gold market in Turkey, a country that,
together with China and India and the U.S., currently ranks among
the world’s top consumers of gold. The Turkish jewelry industry is
considered to be one of the five biggest in the world, employing
250,000 workers and generating, on top of the revenues from the
local market, some $1.474 billion in exports for 2011 alone. That
gold ring you wear on your finger: there is a good chance it was
manufactured in Turkey. 

Gold is the reason I, too, have come to the Grand Bazaar, though
with neither the intention nor the means to buy. I am more of a
gawker, hoping to find out a bit more about the Turkish jewelry
market and the current trends in the gold industry—a bit more about
the glittering end product of destructive mining. Walking down
Kalpakcılar Caddesi, the Bazaar’s main thoroughfare and fine
jewelry hub, I move inside a human river of Turks, Europeans,
Russians, Arabs, Africans, Southeast Asians. The ancient flagstones
underneath have been worn smooth by centuries of feet, centuries of
curiosity. 

Suspended on regular intervals from the vaulted,
arabesque-patterned ceiling are flatscreen TVs advertising “The
Grand Bazaar’s Must Buy.” The image of gold jewelry and the word
“GOLD” flicker for a moment across multiple screens. But there is
hardly a need for advertisement. Hundreds of jewelry stores line
both sides of the street, each fancier than the other.

The merchants, most of them men, most of them smartly dressed,
stand in front of their stores, inviting customers in or answering
questions. I stop by to speak to Ozkan Caglayan, the sales manager
of the jewelry store Saray. Though only 36, Ozkan says he’s been in
the business since the age of 11 and knows the gold trade inside
out.

A bit further down the street Esra Ozavar, the owner of Topkapi,
one of the older jewelry stores in the area, is not as optimistic.
Sitting behind a desk with a pack of Marlboro Lights and a coffee,
a tabloid magazine spread out in front of her, she tells me that
sales have been pretty sluggish lately.

“There was a peak in 2010, but now the market for jewelry is not
that great. Turks and Arabs still buy gold, Russians too, but the
Europeans can’t afford to buy anything these days,” she says and
then adds with a tired sigh, “Europe is finished.”

Esra took over the management of the store after the death of
her father, who had in turn inherited the store from his own
father, an immigrant from Dagestan who came to Istanbul in 1907.
The Topkapı store was opened in 1956 and has since had some
illustrious customers, their carefully framed portraits lining the
walls under a vaulted ceiling. “We’ve had Eisenhower here, King
Hussein, Grace Kelly, Shirley MacLaine, Haile Selassie, Kylie
Minogue,” Esra enumerates, pointing at each of the portraits with a
mixture of pride and nostalgia for the good old times. 

“There were only eight or ten stores in those days,” chimes in
Veysel Basat, a 75-year-old man with gold-rimmed glasses, who is
Esra’s business partner at Topkapi. “Now there are hundreds of
stores and there is too much competition.”

It is not so much the competition that has slowed down the
jewelry trade as much as the current worldwide demand, of which
Turkey is inevitably a part, for coins and bars and commodity ETF
(exchange-traded fund) accounts as safe haven for investment,
instead of jewelry. And indeed, upon a closer look, huddled among
the fancy jewelry stores of the Grand Bazaar are smaller,
non-descript little shops and kiosks. They look as sterile and
boring as bank counters, with rude little men behind them, but it
is here that the real trade in gold happens these days. Even when
the jewelry stores are empty, these businesses always bustle with
customers. There is no place for art or soul here, no craftsmanship
or long traditions—just pure utility. Most of these shops sell the
regular staples of the two local gold refineries, Istanbul Gold
Refinery and Nadir: coins and tiny bars of 1- and 2- and 20- and
100-gram denominations, packaged in special cardboard certificates
just like SIM cards. As a matter of fact, Turkey has now been
ranked the biggest producer of gold coins in the world.

“Everybody is buying gold these days,” one of the sellers, who
refuses to identify himself, tells me. “People from villages still
buy jewelry, but the really smart people buy coins and bars.” 

Could it be that, with global gold trade thriving, the jewelry
sector is paradoxically on the decline? Warren Buffet has called
gold a “sterile asset,” its use limited to decorative and a few
technological applications, with no real added value in the wider
economy. King Midas, after all, could neither eat nor drink gold. A
quarter of a million Turkish jewelers would probably disagree with
that kind of logic, but maybe not for long. Gold, it seems, is
slowly killing not only the environment, but its own shiny darling,
the jewelry industry, as well.




Chapter 3: Digging
Dangerously

Two stories, one from Colombia and
the other from French Guiana, highlight safety and security issues
in the mining camps of South America. In the first it is the
indigenous miners who risk their lives. In the second story illegal
miners create a lawless atmosphere that harkens back to the
American Wild West. 

Nadja Drost reports on the conflict in Colombia between
small-scale traditional miners and large multinational companies.
While violence has become rampant in the Suarez municipality of
Cauca where multiple generations of Afro-Colombian and indigenous
peoples have practiced mining, the Nasa indigenous group has used a
pacifist force called the Guardia Indigena to patrol their
territory and fend off outside mining interests.

French Guiana faces a different set of problems. The 30,000
illegal miners from Brazil who have built clandestine mines in the
jungles of French Guiana have also brought with them gunfights,
drugs and prostitution. Trees have been cut and mercury has
poisoned the water. Yet attempts to stop illegal mining have been
unsuccessful. Journalists Damon Tabor and Narayan Mahon accompany a
river patrol in a beat-up pirogue only to find that the illegal
mining camps the police had razed have now been rebuilt.



Colombia: Losing Out in the Gold
Rush

Nadja Drost



When gold prices started to soar a few years ago, Colombia found
itself at the forefront of a global gold rush. A torrent of foreign
mining companies has swept in, picking up exploration rights to
huge swathes of the country. 

But the mining boom here is turning into the newest frontline of
Colombia’s long-running conflict. Many of the titles obtained by
companies pertain to areas where small-scale traditional miners
have operated for generations, sometimes centuries, and whose
livelihoods are now threatened by the incursion of large mining
companies. Illegal mining outfits are multiplying across the
country, bringing bulldozers and dredging boats anywhere there’s
gold to be found. Many are tied to illegal armed groups who are
also profiting from the gold rush. 

The municipality of Suárez, in the southern department of Cauca,
is ground zero for the battle over gold and the land where it is
buried. Here, Afro-Colombian and indigenous communities that have
practiced traditional mining for centuries vehemently oppose new
mining interests on their territory. But they are paying a
tremendous price for their resistance.

Since 2009, there have been more than 40 assassinations of
traditional miners and community leaders in this small pocket of
Cauca. Dozens of community mining leaders have received death
threats warning them to stop trying to prevent multinational
companies from coming in. And now they face rogue bulldozers
advancing across their land. Some are guarded by armed men who have
threatened to kill anyone who challenges them.

This is the story of communities fighting for their livelihood,
their environment and their lives against powerful mining
companies, the government backing them, and illegal armed
groups.

Guardia Indigena vs. Illegal Miners in Las Canoas

Much of the northern part of Cauca department in southern
Colombia is populated by the Nasa indigenous group. Many live on
reserves now part of mining concessions that Colombia’s government
has doled out in staggering numbers across great swathes of Cauca
and the rest of the country since 2002. 

The Nasa have been ardent defenders of their territory in a
region where Colombia’s armed conflict has escalated in recent
years—ensnaring the Nasa. Combat between the guerrilla and armed
forces is frequent in these parts, and narco-trafficking groups
that include the guerrillas vie over coca crops and trafficking
routes. Many of these battles take place inside the reserves of the
Nasa, who reject the presence of all armed actors on their
territory.




Members of the Nasa Guardia
patrol the territory where they recently expelled illegal
bulldozers, Las Canoas Reserve, Cauca. Image by Nadja Drost.
Colombia, 2011.
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The Nasa have developed a remarkable system of territorial
defense based on the Guardia Indígena—or Indigenous Guard. Armed
only with a staff decorated with colorful ribbons, the Guardia are
a pacifist force that patrol their territory, report suspicious
activity or people, and play a leadership role in protecting the
Nasa, sometimes ushering them out of combat that has erupted in
their settlements or trying to negotiate with the guerrillas or
army to leave the territory. 

Recently, the Guardia on many reserves are facing what they see
as a new threat to their territory—mining interests. Not only are
foreign companies trying to exploit the mineral riches on the
Nasa’s territory, but illegal mining outfits (usually a few
bulldozers owned by an individual) with no mining titles are also
encroaching on their land.

In the spring of 2011, several bulldozers were advancing up the
Mondomo River into the Las Canoas reserve. Their presence alarmed
many inhabitants of Las Canoas. The environmental destruction
wrought by these machines is starkly evident—desert-like riverside
landscapes and pools of mercury and cyanide used in processing
gold. In addition, many of these illegal mining operations have
been linked to armed groups and must make extortion payments to
whichever armed group controls the area. 

On a visit to Las Canoas I hiked through the reserve down to the
Mondomo River with a group of the Guardia to inspect the site where
bulldozers had been working. As we walked up and down verdant
hillsides, members of the Guardia described a remarkable turn of
events in March 2011. After warning the drivers of the bulldozers
with a written letter that they must leave the Nasa’s territory
within 15 days, the Guardia decided further action was necessary.
The Guardia led close to a thousand Nasa down to the river, and
another thousand stationed themselves in the hillsides above the
river overlooking the bulldozer. The Guardia informed the drivers
they had to drive their machines off the land right then and
there.

“We arrived peacefully, but we gave them no other choice,” the
coordinator of the Guardia in Las Canoas told me as he stood on an
expanse of gravel where sugarcane had grown before the bulldozers
came. 

The Guardia stayed on the heels of the bulldozers, following
them up the hillside that flanked the river and out of the reserve.
They warned the drivers to never come back. 

If they do, the Guardia says it will not be so patient the next
time. They might have to resort to burning the bulldozers. 

At the moment, there are no bulldozers in Las Canoas. But a
fleet of bulldozers is moving in on a nearby reserve, and the
Guardia is on the alert for another possible action. 

Several months after this report, in September of 2011, hundreds
of Nasa gathered at a nearby reserve and burned two excavators used
in illegal mining. In Las Canoas reserve, there have been
complaints of illegal mining and allegations that the river is
being contaminated with mercury and cyanide.  In March of 2013, the
Indigenous Guard closed off mining tunnels on Las Canoas reserve
after warning miners to abandon the mines

La Toma in the Crosshairs of a Struggle

Atop hills that tumble into green valleys sits La Toma, an
Afro-Colombian community of 1,300 families. Their ancestors were
slaves who settled here in 1637 to mine the gold found in the
hillsides, and today the miners’ descendants continue to chip away
at the rock in search of flecks of gold. In fact, 85 percent of La
Toma relies on this small-scale form of gold mining they have
practiced for centuries.

But their livelihoods are now under threat. La Toma is in the
crosshairs of a struggle playing out in rural communities across
Colombia, the result of a national mining boom that pits
small-scale miners against big mining interests.

Between 2002 and 2010, Colombia’s government gave out 7,500
mining exploration titles to Colombian and foreign nationals and
mining companies. But many of these concessions overlap in areas
where communities have practiced small- and medium-scale mining for
generations. Like hundreds of communities across the country, La
Toma faces the threat of its livelihood being displaced by
industrial mining.




Panning for gold in La Toma.
Image by Nadja Drost. Colombia, 2011.
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On a recent morning, Carlino Ararat, a miner for most of his
life, takes me to one of the mines near La Toma to show me what the
community is at risk of losing. He swiftly yet carefully navigates
the rock and mud of the same steep path he has scrambled down for
the last 25 years. The path leads to a terraced mountainside where
30 or so families have carved away flat patches of the slope
encircled by sacks of rock. Carlino turns on his headlamp, grabs a
twisted metal rod with a sharp point at its end, and heads into a
tunnel that La Toma’s families have chipped away at for more than
thirty years. At a depth of 450 meters, where Carlino shares a
patch of rock wall with his neighbors, oxygen is low and breathing
is difficult.

Once Carlino picks away enough rock pieces to fill several
sacks, he and his sons haul them out of the tunnel and empty them
out on the family’s hillside parcel of land the size of a garden
shed. His wife and sons then use a heavy metal pole to smash the
rock into smaller pieces. They swirl the ground rock with water in
a batea, a wooden plate, sifting for specks of gold that
fall to the bottom. Then they do it all over again.

The thought of not being able to do this back-breaking and
poorly-paid work brings not relief, but trepidation to these
families. “We like this work because it’s what we have. There is no
other work to do here. So we have to be able to continue doing
this,” Carlino told me.




A miner rests from breaking
rock inside a tunnel in La Toma. Image by Nadja Drost. Colombia,
2011.
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In trying to prevent the incursion of mining companies that have
obtained exploration titles to the land around La Toma, the
community has put up a sustained fight to protect not only its
livelihood, but also an integral part of its culture. The struggle
is taking place within a climate of threats and violence that many
here see as linked to the big mining interests. Community leaders
and miners from La Toma and the surrounding area have been
assassinated and the community council has received death threats
via cell phone text messages and fax, sometimes signed by a
paramilitary group called the Aguilas Negras (Black Eagles). But
often, it’s hard to know if the violence and threats are directly
related to mining conflicts. 

Eduar Mina Lopez, the community council president, says he
thinks the mining companies are responsible. “We didn’t have
problems before the mining companies came,” he told me one evening
sitting in front of his house at the foot of a hill outside of La
Toma. “It’s a great coincidence that the threats and deaths started
at the same time.” 

One of the holders of a mining concession in La Toma, a
Colombian national named Hector Jesús Sarría, filed for an
administrative injunction that requires the municipal mayor of
Suarez (to which La Toma belongs) to remove the traditional miners
from his concession. This similar scenario has put mayors across
Colombia in an impossible situation of going against their
electorate. Suarez’s mayor, Luis Fernando Colorado, didn’t want to
carry out the order to displace La Toma’s miners. He managed to
continually delay plans for police to execute the order. As a
result, he’s facing charges of failing to fulfill his lawful
duties. 

A separate legal proceeding has so far saved him—and La Toma.
Afro-descendants and indigenous communities have the right to be
consulted prior to infrastructure and resource extraction projects.
But La Toma was never consulted before mining titles were granted
and so decided to take the matter to Colombia’s Constitutional
Court. In April 2011, the court made a decision to suspend all
further mining titles in La Toma—requiring that Sarría, and other
mining title holders carry out “adequate consultation” before
proceeding with further mining plans. 

The decision is a victory for La Toma, but only time will tell
if it will be effective in halting outside mining interests. It has
also given reprieve to Colorado, Suarez’s mayor. The lawsuit
against him has been shelved for now. “If it wasn’t for that
decision,” he told me, “I would’ve been arrested by now and put in
jail for serving the interests of my people.”

More than two years after the Constitutional Court  ruling,
there has yet to be a consultation process between the government,
the community and mining interests. 

In Colombia, Digging for Gold Comes at a Price

It was like any other day in the past 40 years that Martín
Palacios has spent panning for gold in Nechi, in northeastern
Colombia.

That is, until 15 police officers showed up.

Palacios managed to run away, but police arrested about 80 other
miners who were working without a mining license.

The raid, which happened earlier this year, was yet another by
police who have been cracking down on illegal mines that are
mushrooming amidst a gold rush. The miners have been caught in the
middle, squeezed by both armed groups who want their earnings, and
major companies snapping up mining rights.

“If there’s space for multinational mining companies, there
should be space for us too,” said Palacios, pointing out that
traditional miners like him have been part of the social and
economic fabric of hundreds of communities across the country.

Palacios in many ways is the new, but overlooked, face of
Colombia’s gold rush, triggered by ever-rising gold prices and a
government eager to make mining a pillar of its economy.

Small-scale miners like Palacios have mined for generations but
never obtained licenses. Now, they stand to lose one of the few
sources of income they have in the region. The dispute has paved
the way to a David-and-Goliath battle for the wealth that could
lead to more unrest in an already volatile region.

“The mineral conflict that we’ll have throughout the length and
width of the country will be very, very big,” said Alvaro Pardo, a
former mining ministry director who now heads Colombia Punto Medio,
a mining think-tank. 

Residents here, and in other gold-rich areas of Colombia, have
relied for generations on traditional mining. Men and women wade
knee-high into the river to pan for specks of gold—they blast open
rock walls with dynamite. In this impoverished area, there are few
other ways to make a living.

In Puerto Guamo, a riverside hamlet of 200 people, gold has long
been so much a part of the lifeblood that it is used in place of
the Colombian peso as currency. Families pay off their credit at
the corner store with grams of gold or take a gold nugget to buy
provisions at towns downriver.

Over the last few years, rising gold prices have spurred the
proliferation of medium-scale, illegal mining operations with
backhoes and excavators that dig their way along riverbanks and
through jungle looking for gold.




A gold panner’s reward.
Image by Nadja Drost. Colombia, 2011
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Many of these rogue outfits are forced to pay an extortion tax
to armed groups, including FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia) guerrillas and drug-traffickers, who control various
parts of the region, and want to cash in on gold profits. Some
armed groups have even set up their own mining operations.

To stop the flow of gold profits into the hands of criminal
groups, the government has declared fighting illegal mining a
priority, sweeping up traditional miners in its offensive. “They’ve
labeled us as illegal,” said Mauricio Sánchez of Aheramigua, the
association of farmers and miners of the Guamaco region.

The biggest risk small-scale miners face is that of eviction, as
mining companies claim their rights and trigger eviction orders.
The obligation to force any miners without mining titles off a
company’s concession falls on local governments and, in towns where
the majority of the population relies on mining, officials fear
blistering consequences.

It’s unclear how many evictions have been carried out, but with
another 20,000 applications for mining titles in the queue, the
number is expected to grow. In the town of Zaragoza, for example,
officials estimate that more than fifty eviction orders are
pending—all to make way for a single mining company.

Many traditional miners have made attempts to win concessions
without success, according to miners’ associations. Vicente
Jimenez, a miner from Zaragoza, said that he has tried to obtain a
concession since 2001, but never received a response from the
government. The government typically requires environmental
management plans and costly geographic surveys that the small-scale
miners can’t afford on their subsistence wages.

“We are attending to a social crisis here today,” said Jairo
Alvarez of the mayor’s office in El Bagre. “Because if miners
aren’t allowed to do their work, no municipality will be able to
provide for the needs of the people and attend to the displacement
the mining will cause.”

-July-December 2011




French Guiana: River Patrol with the
Gendarmes

Damon
Tabor

As jittery investors sought safe-haven investments in gold
during the recession of 2008 and beyond, the metal's price
soared on world markets. Meanwhile, some 15,000 to 30,000 illegal
miners from Brazil were building clandestine mines throughout the
jungles of French Guiana, an overseas department administered by
France, the current home of the EU's spaceport, and home to a
section of the world's largest protected tropical rainforest.
Called garimpeiros, they clear-cut trees, gouge massive
pits in the forest floor, dump approximately 30 tons of mercury
into waterways each year, and also set up Wild West-style camps
rife with prostitution, guns, drugs, and malaria. Robbery and
gunfights are common, and landowners often enforce exorbitant fees
with armed mercenaries.

In 2008, French president Nicolas Sarkozy launched a massive,
ongoing military operation to combat the miners. New helicopters,
hundreds of gendarmes and soldiers, and even an elite commando unit
were dedicated to setting up checkpoints, patrolling the rivers,
and launching raids on illegal jungle encampments. The effort was
somewhat successful. French forces  confiscated weapons, gold, and
black-market mercury, destroyed illegal camps, and deported
thousands of illegal miners to Brazil. 

But some experts believe clandestine mining will increase in
direct correlation with the price of gold and that an overarching
legal framework from both France and Brazil is necessary to deal
effectively with the problem. 




French gendarmes patrol the
Approuague River looking for garimperiros. Image by Narayan Mahon.
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In the summer of 2010, I traveled to Regina, a ramshackle little
town about 50 miles from the Brazilian border, in search of
clandestine mines. I found a disused airstrip and a rough cafe
called the Fleur de Laos, run by an older Vietnamese man. A company
of gendarmes was also stationed in the village. Their base, a
two-story French colonial house surrounded by razor wire and
guarded by a black dog named Rambo, sat on the shore of the
Approuague River. It was one of French Guiana's major waterways
and one that the garimpeiros frequently used to move men and
supplies to mines farther south in the jungle. On the second-floor
porch facing the river, two gendarmes were posted in front of two
laptops at all times during the day to log information about
passing boats. An infrared camera mounted on a post near the water
fed images at night into the computers.

The gendarmes were conducting a river patrol that evening.
Shortly after arriving I jumped into a battered pirogue with an
English-speaking warrant officer named Gilles Petiot and three
other gendarmes. Each was armed with a Sig Sauer 9 mm and wore
light-weight jungle camouflage. One carried a Taurus shotgun with a
steel barrel and wooden pump. The three gendarmes were young, from
metropolitan France, and regarded French Guiana as a backwater.
Petiot was older and had been posted in Pakistan, Iraq, and
Nicaragua but kept his watch set to Paris time. He too was only in
French Guiana for three months, and he knew to the day how much
time was left on his tour. “One month and 13 days,” he told me.

We motored out to the middle of the Approuague. It was nearly
dusk: The jungle was a thick and unbroken wall of green on both
sides of the river. The gendarme in the stern twisted the Yamaha
engine's throttle knob and the boat's bow rose into the
air. We skimmed over the water toward a bridge in the distance. As
we approached it, the gendarmes spotted a man standing by a white
car. French Guiana had one major road in the entire department.
This bridge connected to that road and the road connected French
Guiana to Suriname to the west and Brazil's northern states—all
of which were poor, remote and good at exporting not much more than
illegal gold miners—to the east. The road was an attractive transit
route if you were trafficking bootleg diesel fuel or black market
mercury, and it was possible the man in the white car could be
doing either.

The pirogue reached the shore and the gendarmes approached the
man. A small black dog pranced nervously around the group. Petiot
and the gendarmes questioned the man for several minutes and then
we returned to the boat and headed back to the middle of the river.
It appeared he had been either fishing or swimming. The gendarme in
the stern opened up the throttle and we buzzed over the water,
sending a dramatic arc of spray behind the boat. Then the
pirogue's motor, an ill-used piece of equipment confiscated
from miners, coughed and quit. We came to rest in the water.
Warrant Officer Petiot radioed the base, but his radio seemed not
to work and the base did not respond. He tried several times. We
floated gently on the river. The sun was dropping.
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“This was the good boat,” Petiot said.

After twenty minutes, Petiot made contact and another pirogue
was dispatched to pick us up. Two gendarmes in that boat gripped
our gunwales while a third held our bow line and began towing us
back. If the rescue pirogue went too fast, its wake swamped our
boat and so we trundled in tandem slowly over the water like
courting manatees. 

The sun had dropped behind the jungle canopy and night was
coming on. The river was wide and brown and I could hear crickets
thrumming in the jungle. As we neared the bridge again, the
gendarmes spotted two men standing on it off to our starboard side.
The other gendarmes crouched lower in the boat and one readied the
Taurus shotgun. I had heard rumors that some garimpeiros were now
armed with assault rifles and many gendarmes had been shot at
multiple times. We pointed the pirogues toward shore but as slowly
as we were moving, it took a long time to cross the short
distance.

The men were barely visible in the gathering darkness and
Warrant Officer Petiot scanned them with night-vision glasses.

“We are going to control these men,” Warrant Officer Petiot said
to me.




Miners bring diesel, food,
engine parts, and other goods up the Sikini Creek to be distributed
to illegal gold mines throughout French Guiana. Image by Narayan
Mahon. French Guiana, 2010. 
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The pirogues ran up onto a small beach and three gendarmes
charged up the bank with drawn pistols. I jumped out of the boat
and ran up toward the bridge. Petiot was already speaking with the
two men. Both were fishermen and had papers. We walked back to the
beach, pushed the boats into the water and motored slowly back
toward the base. One of the fishermen blinked a flashlight at us. A
little farther on, the rescue boat's motor also failed. It was
a warm night and the sky was filled with stars.

Petiot lit a cigarette. “It is like cat and mouse,” he said to
me. “The garimpeiros are always hiding and we are always chasing.
This is a game.”

If it was a game, it seemed fairly clear who was winning so far.
Since 2008, gendarmes had seized about 53 pounds of gold and 600
pounds of mercury during raids on illegal mines. Meanwhile,
garimpeiros were mining an estimated 10 tons of gold from the
jungle every year, while WWF (World Wide Fund for Nature) figured
that approximately 30 tons of mercury were dumped in the
department's waterways in the process. 

In February 2010, President Sarkozy traveled to French Guiana
and declared that he had been the first to make clandestine gold
mining a priority, but the gendarmes still appeared seriously
outgunned and under-equipped. They had two helicopters to conduct
aerial surveillance and raids, one of which was currently broken.
Much of their equipment—boats, guns, and four-wheelers—was either
confiscated from miners or in poor condition. I saw one officer
whose boots were trussed together with bungee cord.

The garimpeiros were also proving worthy adversaries. What
gendarmes destroyed, miners resurrected. They repaired engines
half-destroyed by phosphorus bombs. They cannibalized parts from
burned Kawasaki four-wheelers and continued to use them to haul
supplies over miles of treacherously muddy tracks, They had radio
networks and look-outs and vanished into the jungle before raids.
When gendarmes erected road checkpoints, garimpeiros cut roads and
footpaths around them through the jungle. They rebuilt illegal
camps razed days before. 

“What is happening in the interior could not happen in France,”
a local journalist who had been covering the issue for more than a
decade told me one day over lunch in Cayenne. “It says a lot about
the relationship between France and its overseas territories. For
instance, there is gold in the center of France in the mountains of
Cevennes. My grandmother lives there. If 10,000 or 15,000 illegal
people would come here in search for gold, it would last 48 hours.
There are two countries here.”

-July 2, 2010

According to a recent UN report, the French government’s
multitude of surveillance and control posts, satellite tracking,
and military operations like Harpy have not succeeded in reducing
illegal mining in French Guiana. There are also indications the
garimpeiros have adapted to the government’s increased aerial
surveillance—working primary gold deposits with tunnels, which are
harder to spot from the air than mines. According to a gendarmerie
commander, Brazilian garimpeiros continue to view the French
territory as a “paradise.” 




















Chapter 4: Traditions Under
Threat

In this chapter three journalists
discuss the effects of industrial mining on local inhabitants, the
changes big business has wrought, and efforts by various groups to
block foreign companies that encroach on the rights of indigenous
peoples.

Mellissa Fung travels to the Panamanian rainforest to
examine the conflict between the farmers and two Canadian mining
companies. She looks at the form the Panamanian protest has taken
in Coclesito, a town where there is no phone or electricity service
except for a few hours in the evening and where “everything happens
by word of mouth.”

Jacob Kushner and Jane Regan investigate the future of
mining in Haiti, a land ravaged by an earthquake in 2010. Gold
remains its hidden treasure, one of the country’s few unexploited
natural resources. Kushner asks where the wealth will go when—and
if—tons of precious metals are unearthed. To a foreign mining
company or to the Haitian people? Jane Regan looks at two mining
companies, Newmont Mining in Colorado and its Canadian partner
Eurasian Minerals, to see how they operate in Haiti. She discovers
what she terms “backroom deals, players with widely diverging
objectives, legally questionable ‘memorandums,’ and a playing field
that is far from level.”
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The New Conquistadores in
Panama

Mellissa Fung

 

Campesinos Try to Block Canadian Mining Goliaths 

Carmelo Yanguez never thought of himself as an activist. He’s a
campesino, or subsistence farmer, who moved to Coclesito as a young
boy with his father. His family has lived off this land for as long
as he can remember. The soil isn’t as rich as in other parts of
Panama, but it’s perfect for the plantains, coffee, squash, and
other fruits and vegetables indigenous to Panama’s rainforest. 

But now, the farmer has become a protester. He stands in front
of the roadblock he helped organize, directing traffic, talking to
drivers and giving instructions to the small group that’s
gathered.

 Yanguez has taken on this new role because he fears for the
future and wonders what awaits him—and, more importantly, what
awaits his children—after the mining companies leave. 

“Things have changed so much already,” he says through an
interpreter. “They’re bringing in more food from outside, importing
more things. When we grew our own rice, we could sell it for 20
cents a pound. Now, imported rice sells for 60 cents a pound.”

About 25 people are blocking the only road leading to the mines.
A helicopter buzzes overhead. A big sack is attached to its
underbelly, an indication that the mining companies are flying
their supplies in, rather than trying to run the blockade. 

Yanguez looks up and sighs. There is a fleeting look of
exhausted resignation on his dark-skinned face. But his voice does
not waver. “We’re here because we don’t want mining here or
anywhere else in the country,” he says. “And we intend to stay here
indefinitely until we reach our goal.” 

Two mining companies operate in this part of the world, both
based in Canada, both trading on the Toronto Stock Exchange.
Petaquilla Gold started producing gold in 2009 from its open pit
mine about a half hour drive from Yanguez’s house. And in December
2011, Minera Panama, a 100-percent owned subsidiary of
Toronto-based Inmet mining corporation, got the green light from
Panama’s government to start work on what will be the largest
copper mine in the world. That project will result in three open
pit mines and is estimated to be 20 times the size of Petaquilla’s
gold mine. 

And all of it, smack in the middle of the Mesoamerican
Biological Corridor, also known as the MBC. The MBC was a concept
adopted in 1997 at the Summit of Central American Heads of State in
Panama; it’s essentially a plan to coordinate land use planning
strategies among the eight countries spanning the corridor to link
critical habitats in order to ensure the survival of protected and
endangered species. The corridor is home to an estimated 12 percent
of the world’s known species according to theWorld Bank Region
Program Review 2011, many of which are endemic, and some of which
are endangered. 

Inmet’s own Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA)
acknowledges that the “portion of the corridor where the Project is
situated includes a range of ecosystems needed to support animals
that migrate seasonally between lower and higher elevations.”
Further, it states that there are over 80 fauna species in the
project area that are listed as protected by the Panamanian
government, but concludes that the risk to them posed by the
project will be minor. 

Inmet is also proposing to build a new port on the Caribbean for
transport, which will include a coal-fired power plant that will
provide electricity for the project. According to the ESIA, the
Punta Rincon port is going to be built on what is “likely a
migratory corridor for a number of rare or endangered species and
species of concern, including groupers, dolphins and sea
turtles.” 

However, researchers didn’t observe the turtles actually nesting
in the area. “Yes, we have species of concern,” says Minera Panama
executive Mercedes Morris, when asked about what the impact of the
massive mine will be on endangered species. “But for every species
of concern, there’s a management plan, and there’s a specific
rescue action that we put in place.” 

Morris has been Minera Panama’s director of public relations
since 2009. She’s come to Coclesito from the corporate office in
Panama City to lead a short tour of different community programs
the company has invested in and created in town. Morris has an
impressive background, including stints with the U.S. Department of
Defense in Panama in the late 1980s, and more recently, as the
communications director for the Panama Canal Authority. Now she’s
the public face of Canadian mining in Panama. It’s clear she
believes the project is what her country needs to bring jobs and
economic development to the rural areas that need
modernization. 

She’s proud to introduce two former subsistence farmers, who,
with the help of a Minera Panama-funded agriculture diversification
pilot project, are now planting celery and tomatoes, crops not
indigenous to the land. 

“We are doing really well,” says Ariana Sanchez after throwing
handfuls of ash onto the soil to neutralize its pH. “We earned
about $6,000 last year and were able to not only subsidize our own
family’s costs, but we put our children through school as well.
They’re also breeding iguanas for meat and chickens for eggs.” 

Morris thanks her and gives her a hug before leaving the
farm.

The next stop is a look at Minera Panama’s reforestation plans.
Thousands of hectares of forest are coming down to clear the way
for the three open pits. But most of it will be replanted, the
company says, in consultation with local landowners about what
types of trees will be planted.

“At the end of the day, our commitment in developing this
project is for this project to be a net positive benefit on
economics, on the technical, on the environmental, on the social,”
she explains.
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Digno Herrera doesn’t agree. He is a volunteer with Panama’s
environmental agency, Autoridad Nacional del Ambiente (ANAM). He’s
also the head of a cooperative of campesinos in Coclesito opposed
to mining in this area. Unlike Carmelo Yanguez, whose pacifist
protesting hasn’t achieved great results, Herrera takes inspiration
from the indigenous Ngabe who shut down the Panamanian Highway
further to the west with roadblocks to protest the mines. He’s
short, always has a baseball cap on his head, and walks around with
crutches, the result of an "accident" he had years ago.
Still, he likes the idea of confrontation and has been thrown in
jail at least twice.

“The authorities are disregarding the protected status of this
area,” he says indignantly. “Basically, they’re here under false
pretenses,” referring to the mining companies. “They’ve promised us
much but delivered very little. You can see for yourself that our
roads need work. And they keep promising to fix them.”

It’s easy to see that the opposition forces in the town of
Coclesito are not working as a cohesive unit—and the lack of
communications in this town of roughly 800 doesn’t help either.
There is no phone service and no electricity except for a few hours
in the evenings. 

But despite the difficulties, and the differences in approaches,
Herrera says they are united in their opposition to the mining
companies. 

“We are all standing together for one cause,” he says. 

We follow him to Molejones, the closest community to the mine,
about a 20-minute drive from Coclesito. He points at a junction
where two rivers meet. 

“This one,” he says, looking at an opaque green and murky river.
“This one comes from the mine.” Then he points to the wider river
just beyond the green one. “That other one is normal. Clean.”




Inside the rainforest. Image
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To the naked eye, the difference is striking. One is clearly
murky, and the other is clear. It’s hard to know if it is indeed
pollution from the Petaquilla Gold operations just north of here,
but there is no shortage of residents who blame the company for
killing most of the fish and shrimp they used to harvest from the
river.

“No more,” Jeremiah Perez says, pointing downstream. He’s lived
in Molejones for more than 30 years. “Very few fish left. And lots
of people have skin diseases.” He puts the blame on Petaquilla’s
gold mining operation, saying that the rains they get in this
area—an estimated five meters a year—mean the tailings pond at the
mine overflows. And toxic sludge ends up in the river. 

Richard Fifer laughs off the accusation. “You see it yourself,”
he says. “Every day you’re up there, there’s hundreds of people
swimming in the river. That’s the best testament to how true that
is, eh?”

In dark sunglasses and a Panama hat, Fifer looks as if he’s made
for the role of mining company president. He’s been in charge of
Petaquilla Gold since day one, a businessman whose fascination with
Christopher Columbus invites others to draw comparisons between him
and the man who refused to accept that the world was flat. Fifer
sees himself as a pioneer of the mining industry in Panama. Google
him, and dozens of websites bearing his name will pop up, with
links to different articles on how he built up the industry and his
vision for corporate social responsibility. He’s a U.S.-trained
geologist and engineer and has benefited from a network of
connections in successive Panamanian governments, even before he
served a term as the governor of Cocle province.

Fifer may be as controversial as he is a colorful figure in
Panamanian politics. In the 1970s, he was charged with dealing
cocaine and marijuana in the U.S. Canal Zone and sentenced to 18
months in jail. He was also suspected of having embezzled funds
from the treasury during his time as governor, but criminal charges
never materialized. He bristles when asked about the past. 

“What can I tell you about that?” he says, shaking his head at
the question. “I’ve been a member of the board of directors of
Toronto-listed companies for 20 years. My record speaks for itself.
And the fact that I even have to answer this question demeans
me.”

He’s seated comfortably in the courtyard of the restaurant he
owns in the center of Penonome, in the house where his grandparents
used to live. He waves at a waiter, and tumblers of ice water
wordlessly appear. 

“What have I been doing for the last 20 years?” he answers when
asked why he thinks he’s been criticized for his business dealings.
“I’ve been bringing change. And change makes some people feel
uncomfortable.”

The Ngabe, he adds, “are polygamists on a massive scale,” who
engage in “forced migration.” As a result, he says their slash and
burn agricultural practices are the real enemies of the
environment. “I think there’s a lot of work to be done there yet
before we even start to talk about resource development.” 

“Fundamental things to the safety net, which are education,
nutrition, and health, need to be addressed. But we are trying to
get the Ngabe people to understand that goldsmithing is their
heritage. They were goldsmiths when the Spaniards and Christopher
Columbus showed up, and so they should aspire to re-find their
heritage.” 

To call it an age-old battle between David and Goliath may be an
overused cliché, but this is one battle David is unlikely to win.
Carmelo Yanguez’s little blockade at the road leading to the mines
came down a few days after it went up. In the spirit of
non-violence, his group of anti-mining protesters decided to take
the barricade down as soon as they heard the police were on their
way in. Digno Herrera met the police head on and led his group back
to re-establish the blockade. He and six of his cohorts were
arrested and taken to jail in another town. 




En route to Nueva Lucha.
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The road reopened, and the mining companies continued as if
nothing happened. Petaquilla Gold is expecting to increase its
production of gold by almost 50 percent from June 2012 to May 2013,
compared to the same period last year. Minera Panama is starting to
take down almost 6,000 hectares of tropical rainforest for its
three open pit mines and a coal-powered port facility on the
Caribbean.

Meanwhile, longtime residents in Coclesito are noting some
disturbing changes in town: increased alcohol intake, especially on
mine paydays; breakups of marriages; teen pregnancies. Humberto
Lopez-Tirone runs the Granja Alternativa, a fledgling agri-tourist
lodge. A former politician and diplomat currently on sabbatical,
he’s been a presence in this town for the last 28 years.
Lopez-Tirone shakes his head when asked how his community has
changed over the past several years:

“The biggest change has been the shift from an agricultural
community which raises its own foodstuffs to a population that
seeks employment in the cash economy of the mining industry.” He
talks about a drug problem, fueled by criminals from across the
border in Colombia, but brought to Coclesito by the cash flowing
from the mining companies. 

Asked to look ahead 30 years, to a time when the life of the
mines is over and the companies gone, he is already angry about the
future. “This is almost a repeat of the Spanish conquistadors who
took from the extractive areas all of our gold and simply left us
behind with trinkets. I envision perhaps that people will come here
and be told—there used to be trees here.”

-June 14, 2012




Haiti’s
Gold Rush

Jacob Kushner



Deep in Haiti’s northern mountains, a half dozen supervisors at a
mining exploration site spent their days playing dominoes at a
folding table next to a helicopter pad. For weeks they waited in La
Miel, off a dirt road deep in the countryside, for Haiti’s
government to give them the go-ahead to search for the gold they
believe is buried in the hills around them. Fig Newtons and water
bottles filled the shelves of their staff tent. On a whiteboard, in
scratchy handwriting, was a single-item to-do list for the week:
Change $83,000 into Haitian gourdes.

A mile west, workers with shovels widened a dirt road and lined
it with a drainage ditch. They were paid by Newmont, the Colorado
mining company that was preparing local roads for heavy mining
machinery.

Mineral explorers have long suspected Haiti could be sitting on
a wealth of gold deposits, and in the 1970s the United Nations
Development Program confirmed it, testing the earth and publishing
the results with the hope of attracting foreign mining companies.
Newmont and three other foreign companies took the bait; now, they
are exploring much of northern Haiti for signs of gold, silver, and
zinc ore. They hope to open a modern mine that might unearth tons
of precious metals, while the price of gold is at record
highs. 




Arnolt Jean looks into
tunnel dug next to a home. Jean says it's dangerous walking or
running in the community at night because of all the holes. People
in this village have been digging for gold since the 1960s. Image
by Ben Depp. Haiti, 2012.
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In April 2011, VCS Mining, a small U.S.-based mining venture,
purchased rights to explore 700 square kilometers at a cost of
around $7,000 per year. Canadian explorer Majescor owns permits to
explore 450 square kilometers. In August 2011, its stock doubled in
a single day after it reported a high level of gold in some drill
samples from Haiti’s northern coast. Canada’s Eurasian Minerals
owns permits to 1,770 square kilometers—about 6 percent of Haiti’s
entire land mass.

The biggest stakeholder by far, Newmont, has been poking around
Haiti on and off since 1996, looking for signs of valuable mineral
deposits. Newmont has twice abandoned Haiti because of political
unrest, but it returned in 2008. It has been searching for gold
here ever since, through permits owned by its partner,
Eurasian.

None of the companies scouting Haiti has yet committed to
mining. They’re waiting to find out what’s in those exploratory
sites. They’re also waiting to see if they’re able to strike it
rich with a political gamble. Right now, Newmont and Eurasian are
lobbying the Haitian government for tax breaks unprecedented in any
global mining operation.

While officials in Port-au-Prince decide Haiti’s mineral future
behind closed doors, 23-year-old Anthony Sylvestre walks up a
hillside in the northern mountains and stops at a clearing. He
picks up his machete and cuts down bushes and weeds, revealing a
plastic pipe stuck in the clay earth. Any day now, he’s told, the
white men will return with their machine to see what riches are
buried underneath.

When Christopher Columbus arrived in 1492, he enslaved the
indigenous Tainos and sent them to dig for gold—an arduous process
that decimated the island’s native population within 60 years. In
the 1600s, the French colonized the western part of the island,
bringing with them hundreds of thousands of slaves to harvest
sugar, coffee, and indigo. A century later, Haiti had become the
most profitable colony in the New World.

After the slaves rebelled and Haiti declared its independence in
1804, the United States and Europe, fearful of the precedent,
largely isolated the new nation. A hundred years later, the U.S.
marines invaded. As Laurent Dubois recounts in Haiti: The
Aftershocks of History, the Marines took gold from Haiti’s
national bank “to pay alleged delinquent debts,” seized its ports,
and they built roads to help American businessmen export sugarcane,
bananas, and coffee. By the mid-20th century, Americans and
Canadians were also mining, mostly bauxite and copper. Most of
their profits went north with the ore, and the country’s two mines
never employed more than 900 Haitians.

Today, billions of dollars worth of gold, silver, copper, and
zinc are believed to be buried beneath Haiti’s mountains. A new
mine could generate thousands of jobs and hundreds of millions of
dollars in tax revenue. It could be just what Haiti needs to help
wean itself from its dependency upon foreign aid.

Yet many Haitians fear their government won’t negotiate
forcefully enough with foreign companies to make sure any future
mine benefits Haiti and its people to the greatest extent possible.
Already, government officials are acquiescing to company
interests.




Gold is weighed on Vidrés
Bastien's scale. Bastien began buying gold in 1973. Since gold
prices increased, he now pays upwards of $25 per gram and sells for
$30 to traders in cities around Haiti. Image by Ben Depp. Haiti,
2012.
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Since 2009, Haiti’s government ministers have been considering a
new convention. This would allow Eurasian, Newmont’s business
partner, to explore an additional 1,300 square kilometers of land
in Haiti’s north. But according to Dieuseul Anglade, Haiti’s mining
chief of two decades, unlike previous agreements, this one doesn’t
include a limit—standard among mining contracts worldwide—on how
much of a mine’s revenue the company can write off as costs.
Without any cap, a mining company can claim that a mine has an
unusually low profit margin, allowing it to pay fewer taxes to the
Haitian state; Anglade opposed these terms and was fired in
May.

These are signs of the usual revolving door of politics, in
which officials who play along are rewarded with a company job upon
retirement, while those who don’t are ushered out of power. One of
the first official acts by newly sworn in Prime Minister Laurent
Lamothe was to remove Anglade from the post he’s held for nearly
twenty years, replacing him with a man who’s never worked in the
mining sector. A former finance minister who oversaw mining
agreements now works as a contractor for Newmont.

When I met Dieuseul Anglade, neither of us knew his two-decade
term as mining minister was coming to an end. A few years before,
Anglade drove his personal car north to the town of Limbé, near
Newmont’s Grand Bois testing site. He had heard that a Haitian
businessman from the city was trying to buy up land there in the
hopes of later selling it to the company at a profit. When Anglade
arrived, he told the resident farmers what riches were thought to
be buried beneath.

“I spent my own money because the bureau didn’t have any,” he
says. “I told the people that their land had gold in it, and they
had better not sell their land. Despite that, they sold out.” Some
sold their plots for as little as $30.

As the law stands, Haiti’s mining bureau would get 10 percent of
the value of any new contract between the company and the Haitian
state. But it could take years for that money to begin trickling
in, says Anglade, and the most important time to supervise the
companies is right now, as the contracts are being written. Not
only must the mining bureau make sure companies are playing by the
rules of exploration and land acquisition, but when a mine is
proposed, it will have to oversee environmental impact studies to
avoid ecological catastrophes. Mining is notoriously toxic, and
Newmont—the biggest investor in Haiti’s mining sector—has a poor
track record: A 2010 cyanide spill at its gold mine in Ghana killed
fish and poisoned the local drinking water supply; Newmont agreed
to pay the Ghanian government $5 million for failing to inform
officials of the spill in a timely matter.

When a company submits a proposal to open a mine, Haiti’s
government must also weigh the extent to which the project would
generate gainful and long-term employment in the local community.
Companies like Newmont are relying on teams of rural Haitians to
improve roads near their test sites, but these are only temporary,
usually limited to just two weeks and minimal pay.




Women clean rocks out of a
mine where they are digging for gold. Image by Ben Depp. Haiti,
2012.







Women clean rocks
out of a mine where they are digging for gold. Image by Ben Depp.
Haiti, 2012.








“They’re not bringing work to very many of us,” says Elsie
Florestan, member of a peasant movement near Newmont’s now-defunct
Grand Bois site. Along with others in the community, Florestan had
been pressuring company representatives to employ more people to
improve roads to the drill site and to pay them more than the
$6.25-a-day minimum wage. “That’s really only enough for them to
eat,” she says. “The kids still can’t go to school, and we can’t do
anything but stand by and watch.”

Haiti’s weak government is in no position to be able to inform
its rural citizenry about their rights, advocate for their gainful
employment, or supervise the work of a mining giant like Newmont.
But when it comes to dealing with Newmont and the other foreign
mining companies, Haitian officials have a bargaining chip—the
minerals themselves. Anglade and others want to see the Haitian
government play hardball with companies, demanding a cap on expense
deductions and inviting the Haitian public to be informed of, and
comment on, changes in mining laws that will affect them in decades
to come. So far, the government appears interested only in
acquiescing to the companies’ interests.

Laurent Lamothe, Haiti’s prime minister, and Lugner Remarais,
the country’s incoming mining chief, argue that Haiti’s outdated
mining law—unchanged since 1976—is stalling the progress of
companies like Newmont, leaving their employees no choice but to
play dominoes while they await permission to dig. Unlike other
countries, Haiti requires that myriad ministers and other officials
set terms for a potential mine before a company may even begin
testing for minerals.

But Anglade worries that updating the law will only further
weaken Haiti’s ability to negotiate forcefully with companies like
Newmont. “We know that, if it happens, that kind of ‘modernization’
will be to the advantage of the companies,” Anglade says.




A teenage boy climbs out of
a gold mine. Image by Ben Depp. Haiti,
2012.
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Already the second largest gold producer in the world, Newmont
profited $6.1 billion from its worldwide operations last year,
twice what it earned just three years earlier. The value of gold on
the world market has been skyrocketing the past decade, roughly
doubling every four years.

Like these mining companies, Haitians see this as a moment of
opportunity. “We want to use these riches,” says Jude Pierre, a
temporary worker at an exploratory Newmont/Eurasian site at Grand
Bois. “But once they begin mining, there may be riches for them,
but more misery for us.”

Unless Haiti’s leaders secure favorable terms with the companies
now, Pierre suspects the wealth will simply go elsewhere. In
November 2011, he joined Limbé residents in blocking a road used by
Newmont and demanding the company improve more roads, build
schools, and create steady employment. Instead, Newmont pulled out
of the site in April 2012 to begin testing at La Miel.

There, atop a grassy hill, Newmont digs deep into the earth,
chasing the elusive promise of unprecedented riches.

-August 15, 2012




Haiti: Sitting on a Gold Mine

Jane Regan 

(Jane Regan is a multimedia journalist and the coordinator
of Haiti Grassroots Watch.)

 Twenty billion dollars worth of gold, copper and silver hidden
in the hills of the hemisphere’s poorest country. Investors in
North America so convinced of the buried treasure, they have
already spent $30 million collecting samples, digging, building
mining roads, and doing aerial surveys.

The fairy tale is true, but it might not have a “happily ever
after” ending.

A 10-month investigation into Haiti’s budding “gold rush” by the
watchdog consortium Haiti Grassroots Watch (HGW) discovered
backroom deals, players with widely diverging objectives, legally
questionable “memorandums,” and a playing field that is far from
level.

Although Haitian law states that all subsoil resources belong to
“the Haitian nation,” so far the nation has been kept in the dark
about the digging and testing going on in the country’s north.




A woman holds the gold she
found this week. Image by Ben Depp. Haiti,
2012.
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Dieuseul Anglade, a well-respected geologist who headed the
state mining agency for most of the past 20 years, was recently
fired by Haiti’s newly installed prime minister. Was it because he
has consistently championed tougher laws and better deals for the
state, and for the Haitian people?

“Minerals are part of the public domain of the state,” the
62-year-old Anglade told HGW a month before he was removed from his
post.

The geologist said that if tougher laws and better contracts
with the mining companies aren’t written, it would be better to
“leave the minerals underground and let future generations exploit
them.” The geologist lost his job shortly after that interview.

Another major player in the gold game—Eurasian Minerals—has a
different opinion of who should exploit Haiti’s riches.

The Canadian company and its Haitian subsidiaries are poised to
mine on the very same ground where Christopher Columbus and the
Spaniards once forced Haiti’s indigenous peoples to dig for
gold.




A Canadian engineer and
Dominican and Haitian workers at a Newmont drill hole. Workers
drilled 330 meters straight down into a mountain for 10 days to
extract samples for testing. Three Dominicans and a half dozen
Haitian workers help remove the pipes through which samples were
collected. Image by Ben Depp. Haiti,
2012.
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Within 40 years of the famed 1492 landing, hard labor in the
mines, murder and European diseases decimated the population.

Eurasian recently returned to the same hills where so many died,
where it has been quietly buying up licenses and conventions: 53 of
them so far. The company controls exploration or exploitation
rights to over one-third of Haiti’s north.

“Eurasian Minerals likes to acquire large tracts of real estate,
add value by doing good geology, and then execute astute deals with
good partners to advance our assets,” Eurasian’s David Cole said,
adding that his company “control(s) over 1,100 square miles (1,770
square kilometers) of real estate” in Haiti.

Eurasian—which has tested over 44,000 samples so far—is
partnered with the world’s number two gold producer, U.S.-based
mining giant Newmont.

Another Canadian company, Majescor, and a small U.S. company,
VCS Mining, and their subsidiaries have licenses or conventions for
tracts totaling over 750 square kilometers. Altogether, about 15
percent of Haiti’s territory is under license to North American
mining firms and its partners.

As Majescor’s Haitian subsidiary said in a recent corporate
presentation: Haiti is “the sleeping giant of the Caribbean!”

The “Sleeping Giant” Awakens

The giant was “asleep” because Haiti’s minerals have previously
been too expensive to extract—thanks to the tumult of the past
three decades characterized by brutal coups d’état, and due to
local resistance to the mining companies.

But in June 2012, the price of gold is holding steady above
$1,500 an ounce for the past year, Haiti hosts a U.N. peacekeeping
force of 10,000 that will assure a modicum of security for the
companies, and just next door in the Dominican Republic, foreign
gold giants say they’ve found the largest gold reserve in the
Americas: 25 million ounces.




A gold buyer weighs gold.
Image by Ben Depp. Haiti, 2012.
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Haiti’s prime minister is also optimistic. Laurent Lamothe,
whose slogan is “Haiti is open for business,” has pledged to make
mining one of the country’s new growth industries and to change
laws in order to make them more business-friendly.

Speaking before the Senate in 2012, Lamothe said, “Our subsoil
is rich in minerals. Now is the time to dig them up.”

In a nation where unemployment reaches 70 percent, where over
half the population lives on less than a dollar a day, and where
most of the government’s budget is covered by foreign aid, the
buried treasure sounds like El Dorado.

But not all Haitians are as enthusiastic as Lamothe or the
foreign mining companies. Pit mining can potentially poison water
supplies and damage the environment. In the Dominican Republic,
some regions are still suffering from mistakes made a few decades
ago.

Nor is it clear that the eventual revenues that might be
generated would benefit Haiti and its people.

“Invisible Gold” with Visible Dangers

The mining companies estimate Haiti’s hills hold over $20
billion in gold—much of it “invisible” because it exists in tiny
particles in the rock and dirt. Extraction will only be possible
with environmentally hazardous pit mines.

But Newmont Mining, Eurasian’s partner, knows its pits. The gold
giant opened the world’s first pit mine in Nevada in 1962 and later
dug in Ghana, New Zealand, Indonesia, and other countries. In Peru
Newmont runs one of the world’s largest open pit gold mines: the
251-square-kilometer Yanacocha mine.




Manise Joseph, 16, looks for
gold in dirt dug from a nearby tunnel. Joseph says she enjoys the
work and is able to pay her school fees with the money she earns
from selling gold. Image by Ben Depp. Haiti,
2012.
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But even with its years of experience, the company’s track
record is far from error-free.

In Peru, farmers’ organizations claim their water supply has
been slowly polluted with cyanide, and in 2000, Newmont’s Peruvian
trucking company spilled 330 pounds of mercury, causing dozens of
people to become sickened with deadly diseases.

In Ghana, Newmont operates a mine located in a farming region
known as Ghana’s “breadbasket.” So far, Ahafo South operations have
displaced about 9,500 people, 95 percent of whom were subsistence
farmers, according to the Environmental News Service.

Newmont has poisoned local water supplies there at least once,
by its own admission. In 2010, the company agreed to pay $5 million
in compensation for a 2009 cyanide spill.

In a May 25, 2012, email to HGW, Diane Reberger of Newmont
wrote, “We can assure you that Newmont is committed to strong
environment, social and ethical practices.”

While welcoming the possible benefits that well-built and
supervised mines might bring to Haiti, former state mining agency
chief Anglade and other Haitian experts are worried that a pit mine
could be dangerous to Haiti’s already fragile environment. Haiti
has only about 1.5 percent tree cover, down from about 90 percent
in 1492.

“Mines can cause big problems for the environment,” Haiti’s
former environment minister told HGW.

Yves-André Wainright, an agronomist by training, noted that in
addition to his heavy metal worries, some of the areas under
license are “humid mountains,” meaning they play “an important
biodiversity role and need to be protected, starting in the
prospection phase.” They are also home to tens of thousands of
farming families.

Nobody from the environment ministry has been seen at any mine
sites, according to community radio journalists.

“When I really think about the possibility of mining, I am not
so sure it’s a good thing,” farmer and peasant organizer Elsie
Florestan told HGW.

She and her family have some land near Grand Bois, where they
grow corn, manioc and sweet potatoes and where Eurasian and Newmont
just finished test drilling.

“They say the company will need to use the river water for 20
years, and that all the water will be polluted,” continued the
41-year-old member of Haiti’s Tèt Kole Ti Peyizan (“Small Peasants
Working Together”) movement. “They say we won’t be able to stay
here.

“If we don’t organize and make some noise, nothing good will
happen as far as we are concerned,” she concluded. “We need to ask
the president—what will happen to us peasants?”

Who is protecting Haiti’s interests?

Florestan’s fears may be justified.




Antony Sylveste was paid
$12.50 a day to clear brush at gold mining exploration sample sites
for the American company VCS in Morne Bossa. VCS has exploration
permits for this 50 square kilometer site which consists of a low
mountain range surrounded by farmland. Image by Ben Depp. Haiti,
2012.
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Haiti has not signed the International Safety and Health in
Mines Convention or the voluntary Extractive Industries
Transparency Initiative, both of which—if followed—offer some
protections. In addition, Haiti is ranked as one of the most
corrupt countries in the world—coming in at 175 out of 200
countries.

So far, permits have been issued behind closed doors, deals have
been sealed secretly, and the test drilling has been carried out
with no public scrutiny and little government oversight, by the
state mining agency’s own admission.

“The government doesn’t give us the means we need to be able to
supervise the companies,” Anglade confirmed in an interview while
still head of the agency.

An audit of the agency’s motor pool shared with HGW in January
showed that only five of seventeen vehicles were in working
condition. And with a budget of about $1 million, Haiti’s Bureau of
Mines and Energy is also strapped for human resources.

Only one-quarter of the one hundred employees have university
degrees. Another 13 percent are “technicians.” The rest are
secretarial and “support” staff.

In addition, Haiti has one of the lowest royalty rates in the
hemisphere, collecting only 2.5 percent of the value of each ounce
of gold extracted.

“A 2.5 percent royalty share is really low,” according to mining
expert Claire Kumar of Christian Aid. “Anything under 5 percent is
just really ludicrous for a country like Haiti. You shouldn’t even
consider it. For a country with a weak state, the royalty is the
safest place to get your money. There is room for manipulation by
the company, but it’s not as big as you would think.”

Former minister Wainwright shares Kumar’s concerns. Will Haiti’s
“weak state” be able to keep an eye on the mining companies’ work
and on the potential environmental damage?

“We have competent staff at the Mining Bureau, but they don’t
have the means to carry out their jobs,” Wainwright said.

The mining companies also have friends in high places.

Former Minister of Finance Ronald Baudin, who sat across from
Newmont at negotiating tables in 2010 and 2011, went through the
“revolving door” and now works directly for the company. Asked in
an interview with HGW about the apparent conflict of interest, the
ex-minister said, “I have to eat, right?”

In March 2012, Baudin helped facilitate a “Memorandum of
Understanding” (MOU) that he says allows Newmont to do test
drilling. As drilling progresses and more ore is tested, the
farmers in Haiti’s northeastern mountains say they feel as if
nobody is looking out for their interests.

Residents of the dirt-poor hillside hamlet of Lakwèv have panned
for gold since the 1960s in order to supplement their farming
income. Over the past few years, they have seen mining company
crews come and go, but they rarely see anyone from the state mining
agency or any other government offices.

“It’s always a couple of big white guys with some Haitians. They
don’t even ask you who owns what land. They come, they take big
chunks and put them in their knapsacks and they leave,” peasant
organizer Arnolt Jean explained. “We need a government that
controls what is going on because we don’t have the capacity to do
that.”

Lakwèv is destitute. No clinic, no state schools, no running
water, and a rutted path as a “road.”

“Our country is poor, but what is underground could make us not
poor any more,” Jean mused. “But since our wealth remains
underground, it’s the rich who come with their fancy equipment to
dig it out. The people who live on top of the ground stay poor,
while the rich get even richer.”

-June 27, 2012




















Chapter 5: "Gold Never Brought Us
Happiness"

Dimiter Kenarov takes us to Romania
where he finds that “nature is the most precious thing left.” Yet
more than environmental concerns drive the opposition to industrial
mining—Romanians are rooted to their past. Villagers in Rosia
Montana refuse to leave their homes to make way for the
construction of a new mine. Staying put becomes their mantra—they
will do whatever it takes to preserve their way of life. For them
the future lies in the preservation of their history and
alternatives to industrial mining—cultural and environmental
tourism, artisanal mining and the development of traditional
crafts.

“You can give me the entire world, but I will not leave,”
says Zeno Cornea from Rosia Montana. “There are three things sacred
in life: the house, the church and the cemetery.” 



Thirst for Gold Threatens Historic
Mining Center in Romania

Dimiter Kenarov

There are only four people sitting in the pews of the old
Unitarian church in Rosia Montana, but the voice coming from the
pulpit is thunderous and full of passion.

"And he arose, and rebuked the wind, and said unto the sea,
‘Peace, be still.’ And the wind ceased, and there was a great calm.
And he said unto them, ‘Why are ye so fearful? How is it that ye
have no faith?’"

Arpad Pallfy, the Unitarian priest of Rosia Montana, a
picturesque village in Transylvania, in western Romania, is one of
the most fearless opponents of the Rosia Montana Gold Corporation,
a mining company that plans to open the biggest open-pit gold mine
in Europe. Every Sunday he preaches to his dwindling congregation,
in both allegory and plain words, about the need to stand up and
oppose the impending destruction of the village and the surrounding
mountains.

"I will not leave until the last person leaves," he
says.




Rosia Montana's open pit
gold mine which has remained abandoned since the state mining
company went bankrupt. Image by Nadia Shira Cohen. Romania,
2012. 
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For more than a decade, Rosia Montana Gold Corporation, 80
percent owned by the Canadian company Gabriel Resources and the
rest by the Romanian state, has been trying to jump-start its
colossal mining operation, trying to take advantage of gold's
skyrocketing price. But the process has been mired in controversy
and fierce opposition.

The saving of Rosia Montana has become the cause célèbre of
Romanian civil society—in fact, many believe that it has helped
create civil society in Romania, a country where decades of brutal
communist dictatorship followed by a rapacious free-market economy
have sowed skepticism and apathy among the population.

"Nature is the most precious thing left in Romania.
That's why people are fighting so hard against the mining
project. It's a patriotic impulse," said Luminita Dejeu, a
graphic artist who created the logo of the opposition campaign—a
green mountain range mirrored in a red pool of toxic waste.

According to polls, the majority of Romanians disapprove of the
project.

Environmental concerns are not the only ones driving the
opposition. The village of Rosia Montana is one of the oldest
mining sites in the world, where precious metals have been
extracted underground for almost 2,000 years. The grandeur of the
Roman Empire was bankrolled with local gold, and some of the
original tunnels still exist, offering invaluable treasures to
archaeologists and historians alike.

But the mining project, if realized, would inevitably destroy
most of those tunnels, both ancient and modern. One open pit,
started under the communist regime in the 1970s and abandoned in
2006, when the state mining company went bankrupt, already has
damaged some of the archaeological sites. The irony is that modern
industrial mining threatens to obliterate the rich history of
mining here.

“We are losing unique archaeological monuments,” says Ioan Piso,
head of the National Museum of Transylvanian History and one of the
most vociferous critics of the project. “I'm not against mining
in general, my father was a mining engineer, but the destruction of
Rosia Montana is a crime from all points of view. These monuments
belong to the whole of Romania and the whole of Europe.”

Aside from the tunnels, hundreds of buildings in Rosia Montana
are listed as historic monuments, with several churches and houses
of immense architectural significance. The Unitarian church, for
example, was built in 1796 and enjoys a protected status.

A special committee from the International Council on Monuments
and Sites has recently recommended Rosia Montana for inclusion on
Romania's tentative list for UNESCO World Heritage Sites.
Thousands of local and international scholars as well as a number
of ecclesiastical and professional institutions have spoken out in
support of the region's conservation.

“The initiative should be abandoned before producing disastrous,
irremediable consequences,” the Romanian Academy, the country's
highest independent scientific body, wrote in an official statement
as early as 2003, a view reaffirmed again this year by its
president, Ionel Haiduc.

To assuage some of the concerns and burnish its public image,
the Rosia Montana Gold Corporation has launched an extensive array
of environmental, community and patrimony programs, along with a
barrage of expensive TV and print advertising. Its website uses
green buzz words like “environmental awareness,” “corporate social
responsibility” and “sustainable development.”

Casting itself as the savior of an underdeveloped and
economically depressed region, the gold company claims it will
bring $1.8 billion in direct benefits to the Romanian coffers, and
$2.2 billion from indirect services, while employing up to 800
people.

The company has pledged to use only the safest cyanide
technologies for gold leaching and to build treatment plants for
the ages-old acid rock drainage in the area, as well as to clean up
all pollution resulting from future operations, including the
re-cultivation of the mining pits.

In addition, it already has invested more than $10 million in
its own archaeological program and small mining museum, with
another $35 million still to come. One Roman mining tunnel is
slated for conservation and the main historic buildings in the
downtown area would be preserved on a protected patch of land
within the project footprint.




Pamela with her newborn baby
and her husband (left) in their friend's home in the Roma camp
located down the hill in front of a huge metal tailings dam in
Rosia Montana. Image by Nadia Shira Cohen. Romania,
2012.
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“We are going to save the patrimony of Rosia Montana, not
destroy it,” says Dragos Tanase, the general manager of Rosia
Montana Gold Corp., pointing out that the company-sponsored
archaeological program has unearthed a few edifices dating from
Roman times, when the region was better known as Alburnus
Maior.

Few people are willing to believe his paradoxical words.
“It's true we would have known less about Alburnus Maior
without the investments of the company,” concedes Piso, “but the
company's price is the destruction of Alburnus Maior as a
whole.”

Despite the company's promises and concessions, it is
impossible to conceal the enormous damage that would result if the
project goes ahead. The mining plan envisions the creation of four
giant pits, which would generate, over a lifetime of sixteen years,
more than 200 million tons of waste rock. A nearby bucolic valley
would be transformed into a tailings management facility where up
to 250 million tons of cyanide-laced waste would be stored behind a
590-foot-tall dam.

By far the greatest controversy, however, involves the buying up
of properties and the relocation of local residents. In order to
begin, the gold company needs to acquire 100 percent of all land
within the proposed industrial zone.

Right now, it owns about 60 percent, a purchase rate aided by
the region's high rates of poverty and unemployment, which help
persuade residents to sell and move to other cities.

The company even has sponsored exhumations and reburials of dead
relatives. The bells of the church, residents joke, ring either
when somebody dies or is raised from the dead.

Some have accused the company of deliberately stifling the few
remaining business opportunities in the area and of gradually
dismantling public services in order to present itself as the only
possible solution to the region's ever worsening economic
woes.

“It's like attacking somebody and then pretending to come to
his help,” said Andrei Gruber, 26, the proprietor of the only
official hostel in the village.

Zeno Cornea vows to stick it out to the bitter end. “You can
give me the entire world, but I will not leave.” This retired
topographer from Rosia Montana has spent his whole life in the
mining industry, but has now crossed to the other side. “There are
three sacred things in life: the house, the church and the
cemetery,” he says.

Eugen David, 46, a local farmer and president of Alburnus Maior,
a non-profit that opposes the mining development, also plans to
stay.

“As long as I have my land,” he says, “I am the owner of this
world. And I am very strong. And I can't be manipulated. The
land gives me the power and strength to rely on myself.”

Organizations like David's have proposed various
alternatives to industrial mining, such as cultural and
environmental tourism, small-scale farming, artisanal mining, and
the development of traditional crafts. A potential inclusion in the
UNESCO World Heritage list would further boost the appeal of the
region, especially if the site is managed well.

Others look at such alternatives with skepticism.

“UNESCO World Heritage cannot ensure the resources required for
conservation and cannot create new jobs,” the mayor of Rosia
Montana, Eugen Furdui, wrote in an official statement.

His view is shared by Vadan Marcel, a 46-year-old geologist
wearing the company's neat dark-green uniform and yellow
hardhat. Working on a low-paying, temporary contract, he can't
afford to lose his job. “Without mining in Rosia Montana, we have
nothing to do. We can't all grow mushrooms.”

In such a polarized environment, it is very difficult to imagine
that the case of Rosia Montana would be resolved anytime soon.
Neither side is willing to give up and no compromise seems
possible.

Gruber, the proprietor of the hostel, whose family used to be
one of the most famous and richest mining families in the region
before the communists took everything in 1948, ruefully looks back
at the past.

“Gold never brought us happiness,” he says. “The Romans
conquered this land for the gold. The Austro-Hungarians came here
for the gold. Then the communists. And now this company. Before
they were called invaders, now they are called investors. This is
evolution, I guess.”

-August 23, 2011

The Farmer Philosopher of Rosia Montana

There is no paved road to Eugen David’s house in Rosia Montana.
If you want to find him, you have to walk up the hill, on a path of
gravel and grass, across the blooming meadows. On the way there you
will probably get distracted: buttercups and vetch, yarrow and
chicory and clover, dandelions, strawberries, stinging nettle and
wild thyme. White and purple and green and yellow and red. 




Eugen David is a subsistence
farmer and the president of Alburnus Maior, the Romanian NGO most
actively involved in the opposition against the gold mining
project. Image by Nadia Shira Cohen. Romania,
2012. 
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Keep walking. A dry stone wall, boulders strewn about, runs on
the side. Under a copse of trees hides an ancient cemetery, crosses
overgrown with mosses and ferns. A brook gurgles nearby. Keep
walking, but watch out for the cow patties. A few more twists in
the path and there, behind a squeaky garden gate, stands his
house.

Eugen David is not some kind of Romantic poet. You will not see
him in a pensive mood, with a pencil in his hand. 

When I first meet him, he is chopping wood, sweat gleaming on
his face. He wears threadbare work pants, a yellow Greenpeace
t-shirt and a beige bucket hat. “I’ll be there in a minute,” he
shouts in lieu of a greeting and keeps on chopping like a maniac.
The giant shed behind him is stacked up to the brim with
firewood.

A few minutes later he joins me at a rough-hewn wooden table in
the middle of the yard. Without a word, he proceeds to pour
himself, consecutively, three glasses of water from a pitcher, and
downs each of them ravenously. “I read somewhere it’s good to drink
a lot of water.” Then he lights up a cigarette. “These are
Ukrainian cigarettes,” he tells me. “I don’t like paying duty to a
corrupt Romanian state.”

Eugen David, 46, is the president of Alburnus Maior, the
Romanian NGO most actively involved in the opposition against the
gold mining project in Rosia Montana. He is something of a legend
among the local environmental community—an ordinary small-time
farmer who has taken a stand against a multi-billion dollar
corporation. 

Without a college degree or any special language skills, without
even knowing how to use a computer (the website and e-mail of his
NGO are run by other activists), David is nevertheless a formidable
foe. He has a wily smile and a homespun philosophy. “As long as I
have my land,” he says, “I am the owner of this world. And I am
very strong. And I can't be manipulated. The land gives me the
power and strength to rely on myself.”

David doesn’t own a whole lot: a two-story house, a vegetable
garden, a few acres of pasture and a few acres of forest, ten cows,
some pigs and chickens, a draft horse with a cart (“my Mercedes”)
and a complementary sleigh for the winter months. His property,
however, happens to lie in the area of the proposed mining
development, and the project cannot proceed until the mining
company acquires all of it. 

David would not sell. There is a stubborn peasant streak in him,
mixed with a good measure of cunning and native wit. His two dogs
are called Greenpeace and Sorosica (the female version of George
Soros). He chuckles every time he mentions the mining project. Even
his small eyes seem to be laughing.

“The project could be the best project in the world, but if it
interferes with my life, I can’t accept it. You don’t need to know
all the technical terms to oppose something like that. Every time I
meet the company managers I ask them a question. ‘What will you do
if I refuse to leave?’ They never have the answer. They have
answers to the complicated questions, but not to the simple
ones.”

David doesn’t care about arguments, one way or the other: number
of jobs, the economy, the environment, historical monuments—all the
buzz words the two sides are hurling at each other. He doesn’t care
about getting a real Mercedes, a bigger house, a new fridge, a
plasma TV. He seems to operate beyond modern systems of thought,
but this is precisely his strength. Everything he needs, he already
has. The mining company relies on the assumption that consumerist
desire drives every person alike, shareholders in New York and
citizens of Rosia Montana, but Eugen David seems to occupy a
separate universe with impenetrable boundaries.

“I have a principle,” he says with his usual chuckle. “The less
informed I am, the less disinformed I am. I follow my instincts. I
watch TV only to get informed by disinformation.”

It is impossible not to take a liking to Eugen David. There is
something earthy and primal in him, his faced tanned by the sun and
his hands calloused by labor in the fields, yet there is a
philosopher in him as well, and a pretty good one at that. “I
learned philosophy with my skin,” he says, and immediately launches
into a discussion of democracy and individual rights. For him, and
for others like him, the case of Rosia Montana is not just a
controversial mining project, but a litmus test for the principles
of democracy and law in post-communist Romania. 

Gold Dust Flickers in Rosia
Montana 

Andrei Gruber-Bizzy is the proprietor of La Gruber, the only
hostel in Rosia Montana. Twenty-six, wearing shades and a black
beret, a fresh pack of Lucky Strikes always stuck in the breast
pocket of his blue overalls, he is heir to one of the oldest and
most eminent mining families in the region. The Grubers, originally
German, moved here centuries ago, in search of gold and a bit of
happiness. They seemed to have found it, at least for a while.
Andrei’s grandfather, Alexandru Gruber, was a wealthy prospector,
owning a number of cuxe (mining concessions), a supply store, and a
small advertising business. Sometime in the 1930s he bought the
first car in this part of Transylvania, a humongous Ford. In the
creased black-and-white photographs Andrei shows me, all the men
are wearing tuxedos while the women are wrapped in white furs
against the winter cold. They are on their way to the restaurant,
perhaps, or the local casino, to spend the money they had just
exchanged in the bank for the weekly crop of gold.

“The luckiest miners would binge and gamble all night,” Andrei
explains, flipping slowly, reverently, through the pages of
ancestral albums. “Some of them would go home in the morning in
three carriages: the first one for the prospector himself, the
second for his cane, and the third for his top hat.”




Arpad pallfi, the preacher
of the Rosia Montana Unitarian church, delivers a Sunday sermon.
The village's dwindling population has sapped Arpad's
congregation. Image by Nadia Shira Cohen. Romania,
2012.
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At the time, Rosia Montana was still a booming mining town, as
it had been for almost two millennia. The Romans founded Alburnus
Maior (the Roman name of Rosia Montana) in the first century AD and
kicked off the first real gold rush, with engineers, miners, and
artisans from all over the Empire flocking here, to the Dawson City
of the ancient world. They constructed elaborate trapezoidal
galleries in the hard rock of the Carpathians, hundreds of meters
underground, following like junkies the bulge of the gold-bearing
veins. When the Roman Empire finally fell apart—for even the
fabulous wealth of Alburnus Maior couldn’t sustain its
profligacy—the clinking of pickaxes in the dark never really
ceased. The feudal lords of the middle ages took their share of the
pie, and so did the Austro-Hungarians, who ruled these lands for
several hundred years. By the mid-20th century, there were more
than 140 kilometers of galleries and mine shafts in the surrounding
mountains, a whole separate labyrinthine world, where movement in
space meant also movement across time, where one step could equal
several weeks of somebody’s life. 

In 1948, the newly-installed communist government, not immune to
the gold fever itself, decided to nationalize the Rosia Montana
mines. That is how the Grubers lost their stake and property. Many
locals, including Alexandru Gruber, were rounded up and tortured by
the police, who hoped to extract information about some purportedly
buried treasures. Unbending, Alexandru was later convicted on
trumped-up charges of stealing firewood and was thrown in jail,
where he died in the 1950s. His son, Andrei’s father, became a
regular miner in the service of the Romanian state, though he never
forgot his origins and kept the family history alive.

That history is evident everywhere in La Gruber, the old family
house that Andrei converted into a hostel about three years ago
with the help of a small grant from friends. There are mining
helmets hanging on the walls in one of the bedrooms, old gas lamps,
paintings of miners and mining machinery. In the small courtyard,
under the apple and pear trees, next to the crossed pickaxe and
hammer (the mining coat of arms), there is a Roman mortar for
crushing ore, ancient millstones, and the foundations of what had
been, before it was destroyed by the communists, a California stamp
mill, used for crushing ore.




A polluted river in Rosia
Montana. The water is filled with heavy metals. Image by Nadia
Shira Cohen. Romania, 2012.
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Andrei dreams of rebuilding the stamp mill one day, as a
showpiece for the guests of his hostel. This is all he wants: to
keep his home, to preserve the rich mining history of the region
for future generations, to take tourists on long hiking trips
around the stunning Apuseni Mountains and for mining archeology
inside the network of ancient and modern tunnels, to show the
curious the basics of gold panning and artisanal mining.

“I believe in the future of tourism,” he says, “but others need
to believe in it as well. You need to want something for it to
happen.” To illustrate his point, Andrei takes out a wooden trough
and scoops some earth and gravel from the yard with it, then pours
in a bit of water. After a couple of minutes of panning back and
forth, most of the dirt is gone and some minuscule gold dust
particles flicker at the bottom. Voila!

Yet, this is precisely the problem of Rosia Montana. Though the
main gold-bearing veins have been exhausted and underground mining
is not commercially viable anymore, there is just enough gold in
the soil for profitable large-scale open-pit mining. The plan of
the Rosia Montana Gold Corporation (80 percent owned by the
Canadian company Gabriel Resources) to create four giant open pits
in place of the surrounding mountains and then leach the ore with
cyanide could indeed squeeze out the last drops of gold from this
historic region, but it would also mean the destruction of
everything that is valuable about it: nature, the old mining
galleries, the beautiful village of Rosia Montana with its
traditional community and unique architectural heritage, which was
recently proposed for inclusion on Romania’s tentative list of
UNESCO World Heritage sites. 




A geologist employed by the
Rosia Montana Gold Corporation stands amid the mine's
waste-rock rubble. The company has proposed four new open-pit
mines, which would generate 200 million tons of waste rock--and
bury the nearby village. Image by Nadia Shira Cohen. Romania,
2012.
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Andrei Gruber, the heir of generations of miners, is far from
being against mining as such, but he knows that large-scale
industrial projects, launched by corporations based on the other
side of the world, have very little to do with the actual business
of mining as it was once known. For mining is not simply about the
brute extraction of minerals from the bosom of the earth and the
payment of salaries to workers and dividends to shareholders. It is
also about human communities and the sense of place and identity,
about stories passed down from one generation to the next. 

The real gold of Rosia Montana is not buried deep into the
earth—it is out in the open for everyone to see and hear. In Rosia
Montana the veins of history are rich and could be mined for profit
without hurting the environment. Even today, if you listen
carefully enough, you could still hear the clatter of hoofs and the
song of the drunken miner coming back home in three carriages. 

-September 6, 2011




Digging Deeper

1. Worldwide, an estimated 10 to
15 million people work in small-scale gold mines. Of these, 3
million are women and children. 

2. Artisanal gold mining
emits approximately 1,400 tons of mercury every year, making it the
world’s single largest source of the toxin.

3. The average Filipino child
gold miner, a boy between ages 15 and 17, earns 30 percent of his
family's income.

4. Mercury exposure is
dangerous to all involved, but it puts women who are pregnant or
breastfeeding especially at risk. 

5. Compressor mining requires
the worker—often a child—to dive into a muddy well with no
visibility for three to five hours at a time. 

6. In Bolivia, Ecuador and
Peru, an estimated 65,000 children under the age of 17 work as gold
miners.

7. Small-scale mines yield an
estimated 15 percent of the world’s total gold production.

8. In the Peruvian Amazon,
the geographic extent of gold mining grew 400 percent between 1992
and 2012.

9. The mercury released by
small-scale gold mining affects up to 100 million people
worldwide.

Sources: (1, 2, 4, 7, 9) United Nations Environmental
Programme; (3, 5, 6)
International Labour
Organization; (8) Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences.
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Endnotes

All of the stories in
Tarnished appeared as Untold Stories on the Pulitzer
Center website unless otherwise indicated below:



Nadja Drost’s “In Colombia, Digging for Gold Comes at a Price” was
adapted from her story published in GlobalPost on December 4, 2011.
You can read the full story here.



Jacob Kushner’s “Haiti’s Gold Rush” was excerpted from his story
published in Guernica on August 15, 2012. You can read the full
story here.



Jane Regan’s “Haiti: Sitting on a Gold Mine” was adapted from her
story published by Inter-Press News. You can read the full story
here.



A longer version of Dimiter Kenarov’s “Heir to Romania’s Mining
History Defends Take” was featured on The Caravan website. You can
read the full story here.
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Credits



reporting

NADJA DROST

MELLISSA FUNG

DIMITER KENAROV

JACOB KUSHNER

LARRY C. PRICE

JANE REGAN

STEPHEN SAPIENZA

DAMON TABOR

photography

BEN DEPP

NADJA DROST

DIMITER KENAROV

NARAYAN MAHON

LARRY PRICE

NADIA SHIRA COHEN

editor and producer

KEM KNAPP SAWYER

design, photo editing and producer
 

MEGHAN DHALIWAL



additional graphics, research and
editing by  

KATHERINE DOYLE

REBECCA GIBIAN 

ALYSSA HOWARD

QUINN LIBSON

design consultant

DAN MCCAREY



executive director

JON SAWYER

managing director

NATHALIE APPLEWHITE

senior editor

TOM HUNDLEY

kindle/creatavist
creator

JASON HUANG




The Pulitzer Center on Crisis Reporting,
a non-profit organization, promotes in-depth engagement with global
affairs through its sponsorship of quality international journalism
across all media platforms and an innovative program of outreach
and education.

Photographs and text © named journalists, 2014. All rights
reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form
whatsoever without written permission from the publisher. 

ISBN 978-0-9856745-6-4





















[image: Built with Creatavist: Learn More at creatavist.com]



[image: Built with Creatavist: Learn More at creatavist.com]



Learn More at Creatavist.com


images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg





images/00033.jpeg





images/00032.jpeg





images/00035.jpeg





images/00034.jpeg





images/00037.jpeg





images/00036.jpeg





cover.jpeg
- TARNISHEL
THE TRUE COST OF ﬁl,p \

-

- L 3

y

l
= Pulitzer Center





images/00028.jpeg





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg
‘GOLD: WORLD MINE PRODUCTION IN 2011

okttt






images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg
228
3
Rl

Mercury levels of 9of the 15 most consumed fish
species had serage levls of mercury sbove the
Intemationsl mercury reference limit (0.3 ppm)

More thanthree outoffour dults snalyzedin
Puerto Maldonado had levels of mercury in
thei halr that exceeded the maximum limit o
“reference value”used by the World Health
‘Organizationof ane partper milon (1 ppm)

VYY)





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00040.jpeg





images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg





images/00044.jpeg





images/00043.jpeg





images/00046.jpeg





images/00045.jpeg





images/00048.gif
BUILT WITH

EATAVIST





images/00047.jpeg
£ Pulitzer Center





images/00039.jpeg
i

SN b e A






images/00038.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





