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Regional tendencies in the gold mining on the Balkans
The Balkans is the origin of many of miners. It is a fact that gold mining activities are expanding in the Balkan countries nowadays… and there are reasons for that. Gold mining in this region it is not something unusual for the people living there. Some of them are struggling, whereas others support the idea working for this sector. Some think that mining project is good for the overall national and local economy and have an indirect positive impact, while others think that it causes serious harms for the human health. The public is divided. For sure.
The mineral extractive industries, focusing primarily on mining for the base and precious metals and metallurgy, have a long history in the Western Balkans, reaching back through historical records to at least the 5th century. In the seventies and eighties in Macedonia, Serbia, Bulgaria there was the biggest copper mine producer in the Balkans. Production declined sharply in Serbia and Bulgaria which became the biggest copper mine producer in the Balkans later.
For instance, Bulgaria clearly dominates refined lead production in the Balkans, accounting for 62% of total output in the past years. Same as with the general public, the local and national decision makers and stakeholders also have different positions on this issue. Boyan Rashev, Managing Partner of Denkstatt, in Bulgaria says: “Any industrial activity in the rural area has direct environmental impacts. Gold mining is not an exception. However, its impact may range from very small to huge depending on the size of operation, technology, environmental protection measures and management. If it is a successful enterprise that increases significantly the living standard of the local community, gold mining will actually have indirect positive environmental impacts. The local community will be able to afford cleaner energy and transport, cleaner water and waste water treatment, better waste management, more forest protection, etc. So the net impact of gold mining on the environment may be even positive.”
However, the other side of the coin is usually depicted and advocated by the green activists and environmentalist who claim that this production has a serious impact on the overall biodiversity and environment in the region. “Mining has an overall negative impact on the environment. Most of the mines, when closed down, do not provide sufficient resources for landscape restoration and they leave as a heritage "lunar landscapes" to local communities and public authorities. In addition, very often local media, residents, and public authorities report on dead species in water sources nearby the mines. The biggest dilemma regarding mining activities is short term economic gains for a part of the local population in the concerned region vs. yet unquantifiable, long-term social, health, environmental and economic impacts for the local economy and population after the end of mining activities.” Natalia Dimitrova – BlueLink’s Chair of the Board.
Gold mining is the main vector for transboundary pollution, whether is infrequent, acute and accidental, ongoing or chronic. There is no doubt that gold mining contributes to air pollution, with serious consequences for human health, especially in Serbia, Albania, Macedonia and Bulgaria where there are transboundary risks in these regions at most. RumyanaBoyanova  a volunteer from Bulgaria who created the organization ‘To save the Municipality of Tran as ecologically clean area’, aged 34 says: “Well… the environment in Bulgaria has no need to be changed still...We have a great nature that we only have to protect and save. The media in Bulgaria is searching for sensations. If there is enough public interest about any problem - the media is willing to support. That's why our main task is to give publicity to what is happening”. She was asked also on whether the society is informed about environmental issues that are caused by gold mining. “Mining projects usually remain hidden from the public as long as they can. And people should be alert and always search information by themselves. It is an obligation of the institutions to inform people, but unfortunately, they don't do that”, she says. Also, green parties share this opinion. Its members highlight that this issue is in their focus while advocating among their members and the general public. Borislav Sandov from the Bulgarian - Climate action coalition, assures that their coalition is highly aware of the consequences and it is one of the burning issues for which they are pressuring both the national and local government. “The environmental, social and economic aspects of it are highly problematical.” Rumyana Boyanova believes that taking care of the environment in the proper way is to take care for the human being. Her organization Initiative Committee is quite active, especially in the region of Municipality of Tran where they constantly try and advocate for transforming it into ecologically clean area. “The damage for the Environment will be much greater than the economic benefit. The benefits for the country is practically negligible - about 1.5 percent of the profits... and the destruction of Nature remains practically forever”. Missed opportunities for healthy and sustainable livelihood due to the destroyed natural resources and damaged health of the people cannot be replaced by any other economic benefits, adds Boyanova.  
Furthermore, the problem of mining is not only Bulgarian problem, but as mentioned above is a huge issue in other countries like Macedonia and Serbia. Gold in Serbia is often found accompany other minerals such as zinc, copper, and lead among others, have been found along rivers. Zaklina Zivkovic from who is Co-chair of Balkan network European Green Party is also worried about the situation in Serbia for gold mining. The reality of mining in Serbia today is that it became an economic activity without dated technology, in which the state must continually invest funds to keep the jobs and buy in that way some kind of social peace. In the past few decades, there has been a significant drop in mining production. Zaklina explains: “The reasons for this are numerous: - insufficient investment in knowledge and resources in the development of new technologies for exploitation, preparation and processing of mineral resources based on which they could be valorized and raw materials of lower quality; - A significant reducing of geological exploration and preparation of new reserves is due to the intensive exploitation of mineral resources, the so-called. 'Depletion of deposits', which results in decline of the quantity and quality of mineral resources on which production is based”. She thinks that the situation is further aggravated by the lack of expertise required to take practical responsibility for dealing with abandoned sites and the associated issues.
As a random people, we do not have too much information about the gold mining because the media is so busy with the political issues. Legitimate, but questionable whether they serve the public interest…? They do not serve us the problem with environmental which is caused by the gold mining. Based on the fact findings, there are some projects in Macedonia, but people usually try to hide them because they are feeding their family by working on these projects, says Mark Premrov, Macedonian citizen.
Additionally, the problem of gold mining is not spoken not only by ordinary citizens of the Balkans. There are a lot of experts who are aware of this problem and what gold mining is causing in the environmental issues but still keep calm. However, some of them are trying to break down the wall of silence. Dimitar Sabev, a Bulgarian economist, and journalist, who has studied the metal trade in Europe is focused to this issue.  Asked about if there is a regional tendency in opening gold mines in the Bulgaria, he says: “As regarding the regional tendencies in the opening of new gold mines, the Rhodope Mountains are under severe pressure. Several Bulgarian and international companies intend to open new mines there, and this may threaten many unique ecosystems. But as a whole, the geology (i.e. the availability of natural resources) determines the regions where new mines are opened. Of course, it is far easier to have a new mine at a site where the population is thin and the unemployment is high. In Velingrad – a prosperous spa resort, there is a very strong opposition to new mines. But in border zones like Breznik or Krumovgrad, the mining companies somehow manage to overcome the popular resistance”. As a professional and experienced journalist, he was also asked why the public debate in the respective countries is so silenced. He believes that the public debate is there, like in Bulgaria, but more buzz is critical, especially in regards to Macedonia.
“In Macedonia, in my opinion, the public opinion toward mining is much more favorable, and the government is held even more unaccountable than in Bulgaria. Unfortunately, the mainstream political parties while in opposition use to ‘flirt’ with the idea to regulate better the mining sector, and when entering the government soon forget their promises. But as a whole, the Bulgarian public is well aware that the natural resources (gold, copper, timber etc.) are wasted. Smetna Palata (the watchdog of the public finances) issued several reports stating that the concessions are not in favor to Bulgarian interests, yet there was no government response”, Sabev says. 
Aswe said above, the Balkans is the origin of many of miners. Areas in this region are rich with huge heritage of gold mining. There are brilliant researches which show what damage cause to the people who are working on mine, but it has also an indirect negative impact on all other people. 
There are always two sides to one story, but the impression among the Balkan citizens is that the economic power and position of the society has been a tool for boosting various projects who harmed the regional environment in the past. That is why we need to be cautious and vigilant and do not let the gold mining in this region to become a spark light for additional environmental backsliding. There is a huge risk. That is why environmentalist should be seriously considered and consulted. Otherwise, we are going to play hazardous on behalf of our GDP, but for the price of the wellbeing of the future generations.
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