Characterization of  Mining in the Amazon


There are three general categories of mines by ownership and methods in the Amazon region.  The first is the state-owned mines that were seized and nationalized in the 1970s from foreign corporations that were exploiting the minerals of the area but not returning any profits to the area.   Unfortunately, when they were nationalized, free market capitalism and competition was rooted out and a state monopoly was established.  In a monopoly with no outside threats there is no incentive for safety standards, protection of the environment, or fair pay and treatment of its workers.  Thus, even though codes and laws have been enacted to protect the environment, the state-owned monopolies continue to neglect them.  Because of all this they have generally degraded into poorly run and inefficient enterprises that are very damaging to the environment.  

The second category is the “new” mines, sold back to transnational corporations in the new wave of economic liberalization that Amazonian nations have undertaken.  They nations in the area have warmed up to outside investment again, which brings both benefits and headaches.  On the plus side, these are efficiently run and environmentally friendly operations that comply with the environmental codes that have been passed in order to stay on good terms with the government.  In addition, by giving the developed world a vested interest in their nation, they may be able to wield some influence over them just as OPEC did in the 1970s.  Data shows that spending on exploration of nonferrous minerals in Latin America increased by 100% from 1994 to 1997.  While this was occurring, little if any growth was seen in Australia, Canada and the United States (French, 1998).  In addition, the US Bureau of Mines (1994) reported that “a significant proportion of the United States and Canadian interest in mining is shifting to Latin America”.

On the negative side though, some other recent studies suggest that the developed world prefers to relocate the most pollution-intensive industries (chemicals, pulp and paper, fuels and metals) to the developed world for obvious reasons (UNCTAD, 1999a).  Since mining is an arduous industry for workers and the environment, the developed world prefers to locate it abroad.  Furthermore, the US Department of Commerce (1999) has stated in a recent report that “the US mining sector has experienced falling earnings since the late 1980’s”. This report also asserts that “the most important factors currently affecting the health of the US mining industries are the access to public lands for the exploration of mineral deposits and environmental regulations”.  So one can see that the corporations are desperately searching abroad for a way to turn a profit, and developing nations are a very enticing option because of the ready access to public lands and relative lack of concern for the environment, at least when in conflict with economic goals.

Not just the extraction of the materials, but the processing of it, is costly and difficult, and therefore more preferably located in the developed world.  This idea is demonstrated in the fact that no new aluminum smelters have been built in the U.S. since 1980.  The difference was simply made up by imports.  U.S. primary ingot production fell from 4.03 million metric tons in 1989 to 3.85 in 1998, and in the same period, ingot imports raised from 0.93 to 2.15 million metric tons (US Department of Commerce, 1998).  The aluminum example is a good one of how the considerable environmental consequences of the mining industry are transplanted to developing host nations.  It is particularly telling because aluminum processing is typically associated with large hydropower plants, like the largest one in the world in Brazil, which also require the inundation of vast areas of terrain.  Also, large amounts of fluorine gas are released as air pollution and lots of “caustic wastes” known as “red mud” which are very difficult to dispose of, and even harder to utilize (Masini and Ayres, 1996).

Another disturbing fact is that when environmental vigilance has been raised in the developed world mining companies have simply gone elsewhere: to the developing world or to remote enclaves like what happens in Canada and Australia.  It would be interesting to see what the corporation’s reaction would be if the Amazon region and the rest of the developing world stood up for the environment also.  

The third type is the traditional mines and cooperatives.  The mineral resources in the Amazon region have been there for longer than the people have.  Over thousands of years the indigenous groups have developed a bond with them and consider them their own.  They do not take kindly to outsiders, even the state, extracting the resources, because they have seen that little if any of the profits are returned to them.  To stand up and take action, individuals or small groups mine the resources for themselves.  They usually harvest from the trailings of other mines because they lack the industrial equipment to move raw earth themselves in large quantities.  They prefer to work after the inefficient state-owned mines, which leave behind rich trailings.  This movement should not be underestimated, for it employs in the hundreds of thousands of indigenous and lower-income people, providing a valuable supplement or the only source of income for those desperately in need.  Thus they provide incredibly valuable employment and give wealth to the poor.  Due to their vast inefficiency, they employ many people, just like the state-owned mines.  They have little or no concern for the environment and nobody is or could ever enforce any upon them.  They release vast quantities of mercury into the river in their gold-amalgamation processes.  Over 2000 tons of mercury have been released into the Amazon basin in the past 50 years, not all of it by the traditional miners, but most likely a large percentage of it was, especially compared to their percentage of overall mining output.


The mining problem has some complicated paradoxes.  If the state-owned mines and traditional mines dominate as the currently do, many people in need of employment will have a job and people who have always had the mineral resources nearby get to retain possession of them, but the environment is ravaged due to hazardous, polluting, negligent and inefficient practices.  Right now, traditional mining is used sort of as a welfare system.  If the “new” mines were to take over, then the mineral deposits would be smartly and strategically extracted with less people and minimal negative impact to the environment, but also minimum minerals left behind for the locals to harvest, and thus minimum employment to the local population.  In addition, the “green” methods of mining are only nice compared to regular mining.  They are still horribly detrimental to the environment.  Furthermore, there is no known method of “green” oil or gold extraction.  Therefore, the “minimal negative impact” to the environment would most likely still be quite large, no matter who is in charge.

The mining techniques employed by medium to large-scale operations in the Amazon basin are in general quite detrimental to the environment.  To explore and get at all of the rich mineral deposits of the area that many times are in remote locations, mining companies create extensive networks of roads, deforesting land and disrupting nature.  The forest is fragmented over and over again, which is horrible for it.  Once a site is found, numerous core samples must be taken by heavy machinery to test the site’s viability.  If a suitable site has been discovered then the entire area is deforested to prepare the land for extraction.  The area is then blasted with nitroglycerin explosives to break up rock over an area of up to one square kilometer and up to a depth of fifty meters.  Massive trucks, many taller than jumbo jets are then brought in the area to extract the rock from the pit and bring it to a processing facility.  In mining, the more dirt you move, the more money you make.  This is then the main concern for those in charge, no matter if it comes at the expense of the environment.  In the case of gold mining, the rock is then sprayed with cyanide or mercury to separate the gold particles from the rock.  However, often careless containment procedures in the state-owned mines lead to the release of these chemicals into the natural surroundings.  Once in nature, in the river or wherever else, they inhibit plant growth and animal immunity, killing the flora and fauna.

Traditional gold-miners pan in the trailings of the mines or in the alluvial plains of the Amazon and its tributaries for the washed away remnants.  They collect the sediment and also use mercury to amalgamate the gold dust and separate it from its surroundings.  They have no containment procedures and simply dump the mercury into the river or on the ground.  This is terrible for the environment as has already been stated.

Cyanide gold mining is similar to mercury gold mining in every way except for the amalgamate used.  Cyanide mining was initially used in the early twentieth century by traditional-type miners.  They would extract the gold from rock too poor in quality for large-scale miners to care about, akin to the situation today.  In the 1980s however, the price of gold rose dramatically to $850 per ounce.  Mining companies opened up new sites and went back to sites they had abandoned and began to squeeze all the possible gold out of them.  They brought back cyanide for its fantastic ability to do just that.  However, rather than small operations in which the cyanide was misted over a barrel of rocks, they irrigated huge piles of rock with rivers of cyanide.

Renowned professors, experts in the mining field, got together to create the Berlin-Declaration on Gold Mining Using Cyanide Process.  They have concluded that cyanide gold mining causes irreversible damage to the surrounding environment.  They contend that there are no detoxification, neutralization, or other techniques to reduce heavy metal proliferation that are effective enough to guarantee safe gold mining.  In fact, cyanide gold mining is banned under European Law.  In addition they have found that the technologies that can reduce environmental risk are in and of themselves risky and hazardous.  There have been numerous dam bursts, leakages, and transport accidents, i.e. Summitville, Colorado 1993, Harmony Mine, South Africa 1994, Manila, Philippines 1995, Omai, Guyana 1995, Homestake Mine, South Dakota 1996, Gold Quarry Mine, Nevada territory of Western Shoshone 1997, Kumtor, Kyrgystan 1998, Baia Mare, Romania 2000 and other smaller accidents.  These also demonstrate that mining firms do not act carefully and show the necessary concern for the environment.  They named the  leading gold companies as Anglo Gold, South Africa; Gold Fields, South Africa; Rio Tinto, UK/Australia; Newmont, USA; Barrik, Canada; Placer Dome, Canada; BHP, Australia; Normandy, Australia.  They went on to observe that these firms conduct the majority of their operations in poor nations and regions.  This gives them low production costs and also little legal standards and controls to hurt their business should they mess up.  They analyzed and concluded that from a social perspective, there are no positive effects of cyanide gold mining.  The one short term benefit of heightened employment is vastly outweighed by a permanent fall in standard of living.  Overall, they contend that cyanide gold mining “permanently contradicts” the Rio Declaration signed in 1992.  They say that it “destroys...the basic necessities of life and threatens adequate nourishment”.

