Solutions-Mining

Problems:  Mining is a very polluting and prevalent activity in the Amazon Basin, causing it to be one of the biggest threats to the health of the rain forest ecosystem there.

Hypothesis:  To resolve this problem and protect the rain forest, one needs to either reduce the amount that mining pollutes, or the amount that it exists in the Amazon Basin

Background:  Mining is an interesting industry because it is so closely tied to economics.  All of the ores are traded as commodities and their value can fluctuate greatly in response to what may seem to be a minor instance.  Any mining solutions suggested therefore cannot neglect the economic component, for there will surely be repercussions there for anything that is implemented.  Another important consideration that should be mentioned is the fact that the Brazilian government does not necessarily see it in their interest to save the rain forest.  Our solutions must make it worth their while to rein in mining.  Also, they are elected officials and will not think of implementing solutions that will greatly upset their constituents.

Week one:  Send consultants to the area financed by NGOs and conservation groups that want to see the rain forest preserved and are willing to put their money where their mouth is.  These consultants’ jobs will be to reorganize, revitalize, and reshape each major mining site.  They will instruct the Brazilians in making operations more efficient, but at the same time protecting the jobs of the workers by insuring that they will still be reassigned to some safety or conservation post if they are no longer needed in the more efficient mining process.


Ideas for Consultants to suggest and implement:

Streamlining mine operations.  Cut jobs and improve mine efficiency.  Reallocate resources: excess miners and material can be moved to safety and environmental cleanup resources.  In addition those resources could now be used to take the extensive measurements of pollution levels all across the Amazon Basin.  This way there is no net change in employment or funding, aka nobody loses their jobs and becomes an unhappy constituent, and no extra money input is needed.


The leaching technique commonly employed is a great way to extract minerals in 
theory.  However, the reality of it is that the leaching agents employed (cyanide 
and mercury) are very detrimental to the environment and life in general.  There is 
a new compound, named CDE 2, developed by Paul M. Jones of Rocky Ledge 
Mining Supply. It can mine cleanly and clean up past polluting mining.  It is 
inexpensive to produce and can be synthesized readily almost anywhere.  It has a 
pH of 0 making it incredibly corrosive and good at dissolving metals.  The only 
specification placed upon it is that it must be placed in non-metallic containers, 
which is not difficult to meet.  Independent test results by Metcon Research, Inc. 
and the University of Windsor, ON, have shown that it can leach a major quantity 
of copper, nickel, cobalt, gold, platinum, paladium, rhodium, and any other metal 
that is mined.  It can also leach cadmium and mercury, two environmentally 
sensitive metals, away from hazardous deposits making them environmentally 
safe.  The testing also showed that while cyanide leached 84.70% of the gold out 
of a sample, CDE 2 leached 92.97% out of it.  So CDE 2 is actually even 6% 
more efficient than the dirtier cyanide method now commonly in use.  Even 
though the exact chemical makeup belongs to the inventor, just like any other new 
processes the information will disseminate, especially when he gets his royalty 
payments.  Part of the testing was a composition scan that found the main element 
to be overwhelming Na, then second to a much lesser extent Ca, as well as Fe, K, 
and trace amounts of many other elements.  The consultants should strongly 
advocate the implementation of this methodology because it could simply be 
substituted into the industrial structure that is already in existence.  All that would 
have to occur is CDE 2 by put in where cyanide and mercury are now.  CDE 2 
could be synthesized on site, inexpensively, doing the environment a favor a 
making operations more efficient.

Three months:  Consultants finalize site reports and move to new site.  Cycle continues for a five years, until every major site has been reexamined.

Materials:  Funding for Consultant’s salaries

The mercury and cyanide levels in the Amazon River Basin will be tested after a year, and every few years after that.  This is an easily tested, solid indicator of mining pollution in the area.

It can be tested using mechanical instrument indicators which measure mercury levels or bioindicators, measuring the concentration of mercury and cyanide in fish and other animals’ tissue, and using known ratios to extrapolate the concentration in the water.

In addition, samples should be taken of mineral composition in the sediment of the river.  Tests for gold in particular would be good.

We hope that the first test after a year will already show a marked drop in cyanide, mercury, and gold in the sediment, and were our proposal to be 100% effective, over time the levels would decrease asymptotically to zero.

Another positive effect that may be observed is that as the gold remnants from the major mines are eliminated because they become more efficient and trap their trailings on site, the traditional miners will have drastically scaled down or even ceased their operations.  This would cut down precipitously on mercury levels in the water, for the traditional miners release incredible amounts.  They cannot be stopped by force, but only dried out from their source.

Externalities:  Like I said, the economic side cannot be neglected.  This project keeps the state-owned mines in the hands of the Brazilian government, allowing them to reap the full profits from them if they so choose, rather than selling them off to foreign corporations and getting a small fraction back on taxes.  In addition, those foreign corporations can slickly use subsidiaries (i.e., mines, refineries, processing plants) in various nations and sleight-of-hand to avoid paying taxes by selling the minerals from one subsidiary to another outside the country (to themselves) for a dirt cheap price.  Therefore there is no guarantee that Brazil would get any money back from privatizing mining completely.  Also, when the state-owned monopolies were sold off, they could easily turn into to private, foreign-owned monopolies, with the same inefficiency problems inherent in any monopoly.  However, Latin American governments like Brazil lack the power and influence over huge, transnational corporations to rein them in with an antitrust lawsuit like the U.S. did with Microsoft, Corp., should that happen.  Hence it is better to keep the mines in state hands, and ask the people who really care, the environment watch groups and NGOs, to pay the salaries of a few workers for a few years to revitalize the system.


The politics cannot be neglected either.  State-owned and traditional mines exist as sort of a welfare state for many of the Brazilian people.  Were those jobs or that income to be cut out completely, it would create many unhappy constituents who would vote differently come the next election.  The consultant approach asks that anyone who is cut from mining for efficiency’s sake be reassigned to implementation of pollution safety standards or cleanup of past pollution.  The government wants to continue paying the same number of salaries in order to keep their constituents happy, and so this way they would do so, effortlessly clean up the rain forest with no added funding out of their pockets.  The one hole in argument would perhaps be the total elimination of traditional mining.  It will undoubtably make a lot of people unhappy, but we feel that it is so primitively inefficient and polluting, so destructive to the environment for little return, and so unnecessary if all the materials were simply harvested at the major mines in the first place, that it must be phased out.  Other social welfare and poverty control systems will simply have to step in and bridge the gap.  Hopefully, however, the newly well-run, clean and highly efficient mining industry in Brazil will be a paradigm, a beacon to the outside world.  It will show foreign investors that Brazil is a stable and profitable place to invest, boosting its economy and raising the standard of living of all.  So hopefully from the elimination of traditional mining, people will view Brazil as a modern, efficiently run, industrialized nation, and those who gave it up will have a better life for it.

