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Gold or grave digging

By Sasa Janos

There is a reason that gold, greed or grave start with the same letter, and have often been followed one by the other. First, it is announced that there is a golden ore somewhere, then people go digging, hoping to change their lives for the better, forever.  It  happens everywhere, but in an economy such us ours it is very difficult to rise from your – gold would be a shortcut. What follows is rising greed and health risks. Serbian and Bulgarian have both seen gold minning at its worst with Majdanpek-Bor and Zlata mines.  
Although discovery of ore basins in the vicinity of Bor, Serbia, and potential opening of new gold mines is seen by the government as a chance of development, they are up against stiff opposition from environmental activists, who still remember harrowing experience with gold cyanidation and pollution that excavation had caused before. The potential of new mines in Serbia started as a rumour, once new ore basins were discovered in Macedonia and Bulgaria. Citizens fear that the same dirty technologies will be used, despite the authority's repeated assurances that everything is lawful. The Serbian Ministry of Mining and Energy has not responded to our enquiries about the future mining technology for more than three months now. 

Zvezdan Kalmar, the energy industry expert at the Center for Ecology and Sustainable Development Cekor strongly believes that, should the same old technologies be employed, Serbia is heading towards dreadful accidents.

“Substances used in these technologies, as well as by-products, are not biodegradable and can cause a lot of trouble in all phases of the process: from extracting gold from ore to transportation and storing of by-products. Even in the developed countries, accidents happened, with dams broken, and toxic substances ending up in rivers and ground. Serbia has seen its share of mining accidents and incidents, and if we take into consideration ineffective implementation of environmental policies here (namely, inspection deficiencies, and legal deficiencies, with laws serving polluters), it is clear how dangerous it would be to implement these risky technologies in Serbia. In case of a sizable accident, large areas and numerous people would be threatened and left without any legal protection, not to mention any help in minimizing consequences. In addition, all the risk is bestowed on local self-government, that is, on Serbian citizens, and we find it hard to believe that the company who owned the mine would compensate the citizens for the damages caused, and tackle the pollution disaster”, explains Zvezdan Kalmar from Cekor.
Bloody red gold Or Gold-blooded Murder 

Currently, there is a lot of lobbying in favour of opening a new gold mine in Bor, and now is a good time to ask questions and warn against old technologies, which are still widely used, and would probably be used in the new mines as well. And we know how dangerous they have turned out to be.

Kalmar reminds us, the 2000 cyanide spill in Romania, our neighbouring country, had far-reaching environmental consequences in many countries in the region. As a result, local communities in Bulgaria and Hungary have long (unsuccessfully) fought opening of new gold mines, while Hungary imposed a gold cyanidation ban in 2010.

“In industrial era, more specifically in the late 19th century, gold minding turned to dirty and environmentally-destructive technologies of cyanidation. The biggest problem however is that mine owners do not take full responsibility for ecological implications. Gold mining started with relatively simple and ecologically-not-too-dangerous technologies to chemical extraction of gold that we have today, which uses chemicals that are harmful both to nature and people’s health. Gold panning was abandoned for amalgamation, which has been the most widely used technique ever since. Notably, amalgamation combines mercury and gold, to separate gold ore and then distillation is used to separate mercury and gold. The process was developed by John Stewart MacArthur, Dr Robert Forrest and Dr William Forrest in 1887 in Glasgow, and it has been used ever since in most gold-producing countries”, concludes Zvezdan Kalmar.
It is important to say that cyanidation is often supplemented by mercury amalgamation for the parts of the ore which can not be concentrated for smelting. By suspending the crushed ore in a cyanide solution, a separation of up to 97% pure gold is achieved, compared to 95% if the technology is not used. Our resource explains that the main difficulty with cyanide is that it reacts with a great number of substances and contains carbon, so it can interact with all living things. 
Learning from Bulgarian experience

Maga Angelov remembers Bulgarian mine “Zlata” and fears that history will repeat itself should a new mine be opened. “Many children were orphans. Others died from silicosis (mining dust related disease), just like their parents”, recalls she.

As many other Bulgarians, she sees Zlata mine as a synonym for health and environment hazard. However, a mining expert, Boyan Rashev, argues that, in case of a new mine in Pernik, a town in Rue region it is a different case.

“No mine project owner today would suggest cyanidation. All plans I am informed about are in line with laws and regulations. I am not in favour of open-pit mines, because they alter the environment and this project will have underground mines. The mine will not be the end of agriculture, it’s a myth”, states Boyan Rashev, the manager of Denkstatt Bulgaria, the company evaluating the environmental impact of the mine.

On one hand, there are well-founded fears for our nature and our well-being. On the other hand, stand project owners’ promises of clean technologies and new employment opportunities. In the everlasting conflict between ecology and economy, only time will tell who wins the battle this time.

Annex: Serious accidents in the past

Even a basic research of publications which talk about cyanidation can demonstrate that there were a lot of serious accidents in the last couple of decades. In addition to the process of gold production, accidents happened during the transport of dangerous substances used in the process. What they all have in common are far-reaching destructive consequences, especially if the chemicals reach rivers – one such an event (cyanide spill in Romania) directly endangered Serbian river Tisa, its wildlife and people in the area.

Other cyanide spill environmental disasters we would like to mention:

Colorado, USA, 1986-1992  devastated 17-mile stretch of the Alamosa River.

Montana, USA, repeated leaks resulted in wildlife deaths

Nevada, USA, in 1990 a great amount of cyanide-laden waste polluted two local creeks

South Dakota, USA, in 1998 cyanide-laced tailings, killing wildlife in Whitewood Creek

Khumtor, Kyrgyzstan, A truck transporting 2 tons of solid cyanide plunged off a bridge, spilling cyanide into local waters, leaving the inhabitants in the wide area with no drinking water

Guyana, South America, 860 million gallons (about 250 million litres) of cyanide-laden tailings were released into the Guyana river the Essequibo River 
Spain, about 5 million cubic metres of mine tailings spilt in 1998

Baia Mare, Romania, destroyed over 250 miles rivers, especially the Tisa River. Hungarian sources named it the greatest catastrophe after the Chernobyl disaster. It took wildlife in the Tisa five years to recover from this spill. Thousands of dead fish floated the Tisa and into the Danube.
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