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Gold mining threatens to destroy fertile lands and nature hotspots in Macedonia
Story by Elena Nikolovska

Macedonia stands to lose the most fertile lands in the country, surrounding lush forests and freshwater springs as a gold mining company plans to start extracting gold and copper from the top of Ograzhden Mountain bordering Bulgaria.

Located in the Southeastern part of the Republic of Macedonia, north of Belasitsa Mountain and only 18 km northeast of the more densely populated city of Strumica, Ograzhden Mountain with its highest peak of 1,744 m sits nestled on the border between Bulgaria and Macedonia.

With the rivers Jazga and Shtuka flowing down the mountain straight into fertile agriculture lands, it’s hard to believe this area- also dubbed as an important part of the Balkan green belt will soon become an open pit gold mine.  
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View of agriculture crops in Strumica field from Ograzhden Mountain

Euromax Resources is the gold mining company that got the exploitation concession approval for Ilovitsa- Shtuka gold and copper mining project back in 2012. In april 2016, a draft Environmental Impact Assessment (“EIA”) was submitted to the Macedonian Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning for approval and they are currently in the process of public consultation with the local population. However one would think it’s all a done deal, because according to the presentation by Dragi Peltecheski, Euromax Resources In Country Project Manager, held on June 23rd in Bosilovo municipality, construction of the mine is scheduled to begin sometime at the end of 2016 and start work as soon as 2018.

The open pit mine and project facilities will span across a surface of approximately 1,500 hectares on Ograzhden mountain within the municipalities of Bosilovo and Novo Selo. The village of Ilovitsa and the village of Shtuka, both in Bosilovo Municipality are the closest to the site of the gold mine. According to the last national census from 2002 this municipality, has 14,260 inhabitants, most of them living off the land, producing various fruits and vegetables and raising cattle. Despite the risks involved, there will be no allocation of locals.
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“I want to make clear that there will be no human relocation as part of the project. There will be no dust effects such as acidification of soil.  And the intensity of the noise is compared to the noise a truck makes.” – assured Freddy Brookes from Golder Associates- the company that did the EIA

Euromax Resources also thinks they will be great for boosting the economy in the region with many employment opportunities for locals.  

“The Ilovitsa- Shtuka gold and copper mine Project will employ 720 people during construction and 470 people once work begins. Most of them will be locals.” – said mr. Dragi Peltecheski, Euromax Resources In Country Project Manager

A majority of the population in this region currently make their living raising crops in the very fertile Strumicа Field- a main agricultural center in the Republic of Macedonia with 8130 hectares of agricultural lands.


Multitude of rivers and springs on location cause for concern?

Judging by all the fertile lands, it’s safe to say the region has a very developed and rich hydrographic network with many freshwater springs and rivers intertwining. The Ilovitsa- Shtuka gold and copper mine will use the water from the rivers Jezga and Shtuka as well as Ilovitsa reservoir to supply mining operations with needed amount.  

Most concerned by the gold mine are the rivers Jezga and Shtuka that flow down the mountain of Ograzhden and into the river Strumica that passes through the entire city before it continues on to merge with the river Struma that flows through Bulgaria and Greece before it finally reaches the Aegean Sea.

The river Jezga is the main source of drinking water and irrigation for the crops in the villages of Bosilovo municipality. Ilovitsa reservoir is the main source of water for irrigation for agriculture crops in Strumica Field. Ilovitsa- Shtuka gold and copper mine will be constructed at the upper river basin of both rivers. Four kilometers of the natural river bed of the river Shtuka will be lost due to relocation of the river bed to make space for the tailings dam.

It’s the tailings dam that has most of the locals concerned because if it overflows all of the toxic waste from the gold mine will go directly in their drinking and irrigation water and endanger the main source of income in the region- agriculture.

“In 1935 there was heavy rainfall in this region, and the Shtuka river spilled from its river bed. If there is such severe rain while the gold mine is operational all the damns you build they will spill over straight into Strumica Field. Who will clean that?” – said old Mr. Ilija Malinov who has lived in the village of Shtuka all his life.  

Peter Bour, a senior Project manager and a hydrologist from “Schlumberger water services” who lead the water studies for the Ilovitsa- Shtuka project reassures that the tailing dam has been done by the university of Skopje and reviewed by international experts and that he has all confidence in the stability of the dam.

“We went so far that we asked the UK meteorological office to make an assessment on precipitation in the region in the next years. Flood and rain here happen only once in 100 years. But just in case we have a flood detention facility below the tailing dam. There is an impermeable layer on the tailing dam. The permeability will be very low. “ - explained Mr. Bour

However, gold mining disasters resulting from dam failure, cyanide leaking into the environment and unappropriate toxic waste discharge seem to happen quite often. In fact, according to the UNEP there have been over 221 major tailings dam failures throughout the world.

Data from “No Dirty Gold” - an international campaign working to ensure that gold mining operations respect human rights and the environment says that toxic mine waste contains as many as three dozen dangerous chemicals including arsenic, lead, mercury, petroleum byproducts, acids and cyanide.

Mr. Bour explained that although arsenic is one of the concerns on this project, the simple act of mining will cause a leak of a little bit more arsenic than normally found in nature. He also stated that the levels of arsenic are low and of no concern to locals.  

“There will be a small risk of groundwater contamination. We have developed mitigation measures if this happens.” – said Mr. Bour

Region of significant importance for biodiversity

Ograzhden mountain is part of the oldest mountain range in the country. To the north of Ograzhden is Belasitsa Mountain, declared a Nature park on the Bulgarian side with Natura 2000 zones in both Bulgaria and Greece and an IUCN category V protected landscape. This region is proven to have globally significant biodiversity.
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The Large Blue

Ograzhden is part of The Balkan Green Belt and home to species of bats, crustaceans in rivers Jezga and Shtuka, and the Phengaris arion or the Large Blue butterfly on the IUCN nearly threatened list.


The river Strumica flows in between both mountains and through a biodiversity hotspot– the Monospitovo Marsh. According to a 2015 valorization study for the natural values of Belasitsa mountain, pollution of the Strumica river has a major impact on the survival of ecosystems in the marsh. That same study acknowledges the importance of the Monospitovo Marsh and proposes to proclaim the marsh a protected nature zone.

“Belasitsa Mountain is very unique because its water regime and geomorphological characteristics are closely connected with the waters. Many of the streams cut Belasitsa Mountain in peaks to the foothills and narrow steep gorges, where streams make waterfalls.” – as explained in the Valorization study for the natural values of Belasitsa mountain

A transboundary issue of regional coincidence? 

Ilovitsa- Shtuka gold and copper mine project could have consequences in neighboring countries Bulgaria and Greece.

Part of Ograzhden mountain is in the Republic of Bulgaria, while the larger section is in Macedonia. Belasitsa is a mountain range sitting between three countries- Macedonia, Bulgaria and Greece.   

The rivers Jezga and Shtuka passing straight through the gold mine flow into the river Strumica which flows into Struma river that passes through Bulgaria and Greece before it end its way in the Aegean Sea in Greece.
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Location of Ilovitsa gold mine 

So has Macedonia consulted bordering countries that could possibly be affected by this project?

“The Bulgarian ministry of environment has not been consulted because the results from the Strategic environmental impact assessment did not show any possible transboundary influences that would happen as a result of construction, operation and closing activities of the the project”- a written answer from Mr. Aleksandar Petkovski from the Macedonian ministry of environment
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Distance of planned gold mine location from Bulgarian border 

Boyan Rashev from a Bulgarian company called Denkstatt was part of the team that did the preliminary research for the viability of the Ilovitsa project before the concession was given to Euromax Resources back in 2012, and he seems to think differently.

“I have a very short answer to the Ilovitsa project. This project will never happen in Bulgaria. If this project was on a similar site, and this project is just above the best agricultural land of Macedonia…and knowing the size of this project, the resistance here would be huge.
The size of the tailings dam…will be huge.
I don’t know how this project went through the ministry of environment in Bulgaria-  it’s a typical project that has to go through the transboundary directive assessment.” – Boyan Rashev, Denkstatt, Bulgaria

We have yet to see who wins and who loses if a mountain is sacrificed to make way for a gold mine in its place. Although previous experience has taught us that when Macedonia is concerned, the winner is always state.    
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With the financial support of the European Parliament to the Green European Foundation. The European Parliament is not responsible for the content of this article.
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