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Ilovitza
By Angela Atansovska
Macedonian fertile lands offer a wide range of agricultural products for the domestic and foreign markets. The most fertile land in the country is Strumitsa field. Tomatoes and peppers produced here flood the Macedonian markets. Locals from villages in Strumitsa region provide food on their tables from agricultural products they grow and sell. But now, there is a real fear that this will become impossible in the future because of plans for a gold mine. They say the water will be polluted, the air will not be clean, there will be no peace and quiet, the livestock will not survive…
The center of Ilovitsa village is a place where villagers from Ilovitsa and Shtuka village get together and socialize. Locals shop in the same village store. Both villages are separated by a 100 meter narrow street, so villagers get together in the small tavern in the center of Ilovitsa village. The narrow road is difficult to pass, but, for the residents of these villages, this is where peace lies, this is where the air is clean.
These villages are part of Bosilovo municipality, nestled in the heart of fertile Strumitsa field. Families here survive the month with what they earn from agriculture and handicrafts. People that have private business- stores can be counted on one hand. Now the state has a plan to build a gold and copper mine. And although the plan promises that out of 350 unemployed in Bosilovo municipality- 500 will be employed, when we questioned locals we could not find one person that wants to work in a mine. They said, it is a difficult job, but agriculture puts food on their tables. Now locals fear that all this is threatened. They say there will be no peace, no clean drinking water, no clean air, so they will lose the livestock. Locals also complain they do not have any other means of earning money, mostly due to the fact that many of the locals have a basic level of education as they spend their entire lives working on the fields. However, when questioned whether they would work in the mine, they replied that even if they starve, they would not risk their health and peaceful way of life. 
“The mine will be opened, and there is nothing anyone can do to stop this. But, until the local villages agree on ways to provide water here, I am against it. I am not so well informed on how the investor is behaving, but I know that in the Former Yugoslavia period there was no investor, and a mine was planned even then, but unless someone can guarantee a healthy environment I stand against it. I cannot demand the big investors to come here, but I would stand before them and say the same things I have just told you and ask for more answers”, - said Vase Gjeogjiev, resident of Shtuka village 
And although villagers know of the plans for a gold mine, they feel they have no power to stop the construction or change anything. And although the mine will go right through their fertile lands, locals keep raising their shoulders and panicky wonder what will happen to their livestock and to their peace and quiet in these villages.
“I am nobody. As an individual I cannot do much to stop them because there is always someone “higher” than us ordinary people. There will be an increased amount of traffic towards the mine, they will be loud, but this entire village cannot stop this.“ – explained a villager from Ilovitsa who wishes to stay anonymous
The villagers from Bosilovo themselves say they are forced to trust what officials are saying  because they themselves are often not literate enough to understand what is really going on. They put food on their tables by selling their agricultural produce. They also say that current prices of these products do not reflect the effort and investment needed to produce them. Only a large scale investment is viable. For them the gold mine investment will be good for the economy, but when asked about the environmental impacts in Bosilovo municipality after the construction of a gold and copper mine in Ilovitsa and Shtuka they all agree it could be a harmful situation. 
“The investment is great for the economical development of the municipality, there will be new job openings. But, the environment will suffer. We can only hope they will make efforts to minimize polluting the air, but I cannot say they will respect them. The environment comes first for me. If we do not have a healthy environment we will lose our quality of life, our clean air and these things are not good for the livestock.” - said a villager from Ilovitsa wearing a simple white t-shirt, tall with short hair and dark skin complexion. 
Most of the locals only know that something is planned to be build there, and there are even those who think it is a great project for the municipality. However, when questioned if there will be environmental gains, they quickly changed their opinions. They say they have no power because they lack solidarity. 
“Life is difficult here. Agriculture is not going so well in Macedonia. Income is really low. We get only two denars from the cabbage, and it takes a lot of time and effort to produce. I do not agree that the trees on Ograzden be cut, and the mountain all dug up to get to the gold. I personally would not go after that gold, I cannot say about the state. What I want to say is that I am not greedy for that money. I don’t know what to do to stop this construction, I am only one person. But, if everyone here stand up to the mining I will be among those opposing. Our air quality is being put in question and we all have children growing up here.”- says Mrs. Gonca Gusheva, a retired old lady from Bosilovo
Besides the gold and copper mine exploitation, villagers from Ilovitsa and Shtuka remind authorities that the one they should ask first are people living there, and take into account that the majority of agriculture produce on domestic and exported to foreign markets comes from Strumitsa field. Locals say they will not work in the mine and realize that people from other cities would accept this job, and in doing so make everyday life difficult to local farmers. 
Statistics show that Macedonia has a plentitude of vegetables, for the domestic, as well as international markets. The southeastern part of the country is the most fertile and suitable for agriculture, with a large percentage of vegetables in Macedonia coming from this region. The biggest portion of the tomatoes and peppers on markets across Macedonia, are grown in Strumitsa field.
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