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[bookmark: _183qk3jg1l6w][bookmark: _GoBack]All that glitters is not gold
By Sandra Irsevic

[bookmark: _1c56r16qmmg5]Money versus Heath & Nature
Gold has always been a significant part of Balkan culture, and this is particularly true of Serbia. Gold has been given as the perfect gift to celebrate weddings or christenings, as a blessing. It is less known however that this beautiful glittery piece of jewellry we wear with pride is made in one of the dirtiest technologies, leaving us with little to be proud about – if we only knew the price of ’someone’s beauty’ is often paid heavily by the environment and people.
In the last few years, new Serbian gold mining sites are repeatedly reported of in the media. Based on what information is available to the public, new mines are an amasing opportunity to raise employment, boost economy and increase GDP. On the other hand, the cost of this growth to the environment and people who live in mining areas is rarely reported on.

Geological research has revealed the greatest gold deposits in Serbia in Kosovo and Metohija, but also in cities Bor, Majdanpek, Negotin, Zaječar, Raška and Medveđa. Serbian reserve is estimated as two million tons of lead and zinc, about 20 tons of gold and approximately 4 million tons of coal. If announced plans for the opening of five new mines in the next ten years are implemented, it is supposed to create a thousand of new job openings at the mines.
Three years ago, the American mining company Freeport-McMoRan discovered ore basins in the vicinity of Bor, Serbia, which was one of the richest copper and gold mining sites in the world. The ore contains both copper (25.7%) and gold (50.3 g/t). The copper and gold ore deposit Cukaru Peki was explored by Freeport-McMoRan and the Canadian company Reservoir Mineral, RMC, when, this year, the American company decides to sell its stake in the copper and gold project in Serbia to the international mining company, Lundin Mining (TSX:LUN), based in Toronto, Canada. The first phase starts in 2019, with a rise in production in 2022, and the final phase of the exploration ends in 2030.

[bookmark: _fkdiax7yl2ug]Clear skies and Smelter Refinery working
Irena Živković, an eco-activist from Bor, has organised a series of protests to point to pollution brought by RTB Bor and copper exploitation. She says, “The citizens of Bor have a dream: clear skies and smelter refinery working”.

“Everybody in Bor is constantly afraid that the smelter refinery will stop working. Bor has always been polluted, and the saying ‘if there’s smoke, all is fine’. Last summer what we witnessed could have been called genocide - the source of horrible pollution we suffered was the new Smelter refinery, released before it was ready so that it could meet the deadline promised to the Prime Minister of Serbia. I organised and lead a great ecological protest, supported by many, when the workers at RTB were demanded not to support the public. At that, nine engineers who worked at the RTB as high management staff joined the protest and were laid off. The court had them reinstated, but the trial still continues to this day. Admittedly, the air pollution is currently minimal, but it is also a fact that just two measuring stations for air quality monitoring actually work. Anyway, they can only monitor the concentration of sulfur-dioxide in the air, and not what we face here in Bor - heavy-metals, such as mercury and arsenic”, explains Irena Živković from Bor.

How polluted Bor is remains difficult to find out, as Mining and Metallurgy Institute Bor is obliged by law to disclose this information only to the Government of the Republic of Serbia, Bor Municipality, and RTB. 

“Our water is more polluted than before; our soil as well. It has been going on for so long we can talk about it as “historical pollution”. Moreover, the nearby villages are also endangered because the wind rose in the area ensures that toxins from Jalovište (tailings pond) reaches them. Occasionally, the farmers are reimbursed but there hasn’t been a single case in which a citizen of Bor was compensated for health issues. For example, we have an increase in various lung disease, even cancer. However, the economic considerations outweigh it all here, because the people believe the city will come to an end if RTB comes to an end. Personally, I hope that foreign investors will take it over, as I trust they will insist on ecological issues being settled,” states Irena Živković, an eco-activist from Bor. 

[bookmark: _ybfflf76msoo]Exploitation will not start soon 
Dušan Simić is the Director of Jantar Group, a company for exploration and exploitation of mineral resources. He explains that what was found near Bor is a large copper deposit, and that quantity of gold there is negligible. He also says that exploitation will not start soon.

Geological research is still at its early stages. Opening a new mine requests comprehensive research to determine the exact size and scope of the Bor deposit. There are also other important parameters (such as geomechanical stone properties, hydrogeological conditions, etc) that guide a mining project writing. It is a big, highly demanding and expensive process. Only when that is finished and the exploitation project is prepared can we talk about yearly production and mine life, as well as methods of exploitation. Having in mind that the ore is at considerable depth, here we will definitely have an underground mining method, which has less negative impact on the environment than open-pit mining. 
Mining is one of the basic branches of developed economies. Investments in geological research are always high-risk, as only 2-3% of explored areas become new mines. In mining, there is slow capital turnover and slow return on investment. Therefore, if Serbia wants future investments in this sector, it has to ensure that there is a reliable and stable environment (in politics, economy and legislature). Because projections and plans in mining are written in at least 20-30 years in advance”, concludes Dušan Simić, the Director of Jantar Group, a company for exploration and exploitation of mineral resources.

[bookmark: _wx00d55wf6q4]Economic Roulette: gold or the environment
Zvezdan Kalmar, the energy industry expert at the Center for Ecology and Sustainable Development “Cekor” stresses that it is important to know which methods of gold exploitation will be used and how (un)threatening they are to the environment. Cekor says they fear another ecological catastrophe similar to the cyanide spill into the Tisa, which happened in Romania, but impacted Serbia and the flora and fauna in the river.

“First, we mustn’t forget the situation in the neighbouring countries in the last 15 years: when the cyanide spill happened in the process of gold production in Romania, it had such devastating environmental consequences that it spurred a long yet successful protests, both by Romanian and Bulgarian communities, against opening new gold mines, while Hungary imposed a gold cyanidation ban in 2010. This alone speaks volumes about dangers and controversy over building Serbia’s economic prosperity on industrial processes that can cause international catastrophes”, explains Zvezdan Kalmar from Cekor.

Dirty (G)old Mining Methods

Gold mining is traditionally one of the dirtiest technologies and extremely dangerous for the environment. No one took responsibility for the cyanide spill in Romania, and this incident had far-reaching environmental consequences. The history of gold mining starts with gold panning we see in American gold prospecting films, where we see how ‘gold fever’ changes people. With developments in chemistry, amalgamation was introduced as a method to capture gold and it used to be the most common method employed, until gold cyanidation was discovered. This method is the most widely used in the world now, although only slightly less harmful than the amalgamation.

‘It is highly unlikely that this kind of technology won’t cause major industrial accidents if gold cyanidation is employed. We have had major accidents in Serbia before, and we must also have in mind issues in implementation of environmental policies. When all is considered, using this risky technology in Serbia would be dangerous because, should an accident happen, people would be unprotected and vast areas would be affected, without practically any support, apart from the local municipality which can do little to reimburse people, control the pollution and restore the balance in the environment. The ones who cause it would, as before, go unpunished. This means that we as citizens would all take somebody else’s risk’, Zvezdan Kalmar concluded. 

[bookmark: _1o4bttdmvmrv]Bulgaria and Serbia
Citizens in Pernik region in Bulgaria share our anxiety, as a new gold mine is planned in Tran. There are about 200 inhabitants in five neighbouring villages who fear for their health. Kiril Efrenov, who lives here, in Erul area, tells us why he fears for both the environment and himself:
‘If a new mine is open, it will destroy nature. The forest will be cut down, the water polluted. I have been working for 15 years in hunting tourism. The beautiful countryside and hunting grounds have brought us tourists, but I am afraid they will stop coming once the mine is opened.’

The Zlata Mine is the first mine in Bulgaria, opened in 1939. Viktor Širov (76) has lived in this area for 25 years. What worries him is not that a gold vein has been found, but what technology will be used to extract it, and whether it will be an open-pit mine or an underground mine.

In the last century, gold mining meant a lot of dust. Open-pit mining is not allowed any more. Neither is gold cyanidation, the technique which was used before. The mining waste water was spilled into the Jernik and Nišava rivers, and although we hoped to initiate Serbian and Bulgarian cooperation on this issue, we failed. Furthermore, miners contracted mining dust related disease, stylosa. Afterwards, new technologies were used. I am aware that what we have here is our national treasure and that it should be explored. But the question of exploitation is still open - is it going to be an open-pit mine? If so, I am against it.‘, Viktor Širkov says.

High unemployment makes people in these regions prepared to sacrifice their health for a possibility of a job opening. Eco activists in both Serbia and Bulgaria warn that the public ought to know about the plans for new mines, namely what mining methods will be used, and how the environment and people’s health will be protected. In addition, people need to know who will pay the damages if there is an accident, to minimise the harm to flora and fauna, unique on each side of the Serbian-Bulgarian border.

Sandra Iršević


Annex:

Legislation and environment

As Dušan Simić informs us, Serbia’s new Law on Mining and Geological Explorations (2015) as well as its predecessor in 2011, mandates that the Exploitation Operator is now under obligation to abide by environmental protection laws.

‘One of the conditions for obtaining the Exploration Permit is a project study considering the effect of the mine on the environment - it considers all possible aspects of potential pollution, prevention measures, and course of action in case of an accident. Serbian environmental laws are harmonized with EU and are rather strict. Their enforcement is a different issue. Supervision is still inadequate even though the new Law on Inspection Control came into force in 2015 and introduced preventive maintenance procedures. One way or another, it is essential to think environmental protection when we think of mineral exploitation,’ Dušan Simić claims, as the Director of Jantar Group, a company for exploration and exploitation of mineral resources. 


Cyanide spill environmental disasters

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.



 
--------The mine is leased to the Dubai-based British fund Life Stone Capital. The mine's authorities were unavailable for comment on Friday.
 
The Farmakom MB Concern has invested EUR 5mn into the Lece gold mine, located near Medveđa, in southern Serbia.
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