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 I.CASE BACKGROUND

1. Abstract 

Author's note: While both Venezuela and Guyana (the country) are in conflict with their respective
native groups, this report will focus more on the Venezuelan side of the border. As such, "Guyana" will
refer to the region, not the specific country, unless otherwise speficied within the text.

In the country of Venezuela, gold mining is only possible in the Guyana region, which lies to
the south of the Orinoco River. Like the rest of the Amazon river basin, the Guyana area has
unique biodiversity characteristics whose preservation is vital and where human intervention

must be measured against the highest standards in order not to upset the balance of this the greatest
example of natural complexity in the world and which makes Venezuela the fourth country in the world
with regard to bio diversity.

2. Description

Guyana is made 
up of 44% of 
Venezuelan 
territory but 
with only 5.5% 
of its
population, 
which is mainly 
concentrated in 
a small area near 
Orinocco. The
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rest of the
Guyana area has 
remained 
relatively free 
from the 
predatory 
intervention of 
the State and
capitalism. The 
mining potential 
of Guyana 
(gold, 
diamonds, 
bauxite, iron,
radioactive materials, titanium etc.) has been known about and exploited for some time but the areas
where these activities have taken place, the methods used to pursue them and their impact on the
ecosystem has scarcely affected this vast area (although the environmental disasters caused by small
mines, state technocrats and landowners has already caused some damage in certain areas).

3. Duration

In Progress (1985 - now) This conflict over mining in lands claimed by native groups has been a
continual problem since the conquest by the Spaniards brought gold-seeking men into the forests of the
tropics. The problem has become worse since the beginning of the 1980s, when prospecting groups
projected that the Guyana area could contain the legendary "El Dorado" mother lode, between 8 and 12
thousand tons of gold.

4. Location

a. Continent: South America

b. Region: The Guyana Area of the the Amazon Shield

c. State: The Country of Venezuela, particularly in the states of Bolivar and Amazon.

 II. Environment

5. Type of Environmental Problem

a. Source Problem: Resource [RESRCE]

b. Sink Problem: Pollution of the Land [POLL]

There is specific environmental and health damage caused by 
hydraulic mining, which involves blasting soil with powerful jets
of water to clear the soil from the rocks underneath. When
hydraulic mining is done away from the rivers (which are often 
the source of the water the miners use), it leaves huge pools of still
water that become breeding grounds for malaria-carrying
mosquitoes. When hydraulic mining is done along the riverbanks,
it increases sedimentation in the rivers, which destroys fish
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breeding habitat and plant life along the edges of the rivers. A side
effect of sedimentation which will affect more than just the local
groups is the gradual silting up of hydroelectric dams on the major
rivers, which disrupts power supplies and can eventually cause
damage to the turbines themselves.

The pollution caused by large-scale gold mining affects all aspects 
of the Guyana region, and the most immediately noticeable effect
will be on the rivers. These include the Caroni River, which
supplies drinking water for 80 percent of Bolivar. The upper
Caroni basin feeds the Guri Dam, source of 72 percent of the 
country's electrical power. And many Indian tribes depend on the
streams and rivers that connect with the Caroni for fishing and
drinking water.

Articles critical of the Venezuelan government's stance on opening 
the area to greater mining activity say gold mining has already
seriously damaged the main waterways in the region. Analyses by
the Venezuelan National Guard show high levels of mercury contamination in the Caroni, and more than
half the people living near the lower Caroni basin were contaminated by mercury. The state of Bolivar
has the country's highest incidence of children born with Down syndrome and other birth defects, the
Venezuelan Mining Chamber says. In Ciudad Guyana, in Bolivar state, locals avoid the fish, once a
staple of their diets, for fear of mercury poisoning.

In addition to birth defects, mercury poisoning causes 
neurological damage, with symptoms ranging from
muscular atrophy to mental deterioration. Mercury can be
absorbed into the body through the skin as well as through 
ingestion, which means that simple personal hygiene is a
major health risk for the poorer people in the area. Bathing
in the river is not advisable, but many of the local Indians 
have no other resources for mass quantities of water.

6. Type of Habitat

d. Tropical

7. Act and Harm Sites:

Act Site Harm Site Case 
Venezuela Venezuela Pollution

Both the site of the harm and the site of the act are the same: the Guyana area of Venezuela.

8.Strategic Environmental Interest:

f. Resources
Both:
1. Degradation - to the indiginous peoples who are worried about the distruction of their homelands by
the incoming miners
3. Access - by the miners and their supporting companies and governments to the mineral wealth in the
area
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g. Humanitarianism

h. Health Safety

 III. Conflict

9. Type and Level of Conflict

a. Intrastate: High, Harm

10. Environment-Conflict Link and Dynamics:

a. Direct (i.e. Resource)

The multinational corporations claim to be promoting a more rational and ecologically sound exploitation
of the area's resources than the wildcat miners. The contradiction of fact with statement is that the
multinationals are also using open-pit mining without sophisticated anti-pollution equipment. According
to the World Resource Institute, an international watch-dog group, there has been no previous
experience of an open cast mining system in tropical areas where its introduction has not produced
irreparable damage to the local ecosystem. The technology that will be used by Cristalex, Yellow Jack,
Monarch or Placer Dome is the same which is used outside the tropics.

This author was also unable to find any scientific work published which would substantiate the claims
of the mining companies about their "ecologically sound" practices, however, it should be noted that
many of the documents criticizing the mining companies were not produced by scientific groups either.

On the other hand, the projections for employment at the Placer Dome project were approximately 2,000
people for the 18-month construction phase and then 800 for the mine's15-year working life. "Every
day, we will mill 35,000 tons of ore to produce 40 kilos of gold,'' predicted Klaus Essig Torkuhl, camp
manager for the project, which is owned by Placer Dome Inc. of Vancouver. Wearing boots to navigate
through the mud -- 10 feet of rain falls here annually -- he added, "It would mean investing over $400
million.'' ("Panning for Gold in Venezuela")

Miners continue to work in areas where they have historically operated, which are now areas under
contract by the Venezuelan government to multinational mining companies. Wildcat mining is not
always done by outsiders to the indigenous areas, but also by locals themselves. This type of mining
provides a livelihood for 42% of the economically active population within the general area, and for
65% and 45% of the Santo Domingo and Ciudad Dorada workforces respectively (Placer Dome, Inc.
statistics).

11. Outcome of Dispute:

e. In Progress

The profit flow among the Venezuelan government, the wildcat miners and the multinational
corporations pushes the three of them to promote exploitation of the Guyana natural resources. The local
indigenous groups have continued to make claims against the government, trying to stop the influx of
miners, both legal and illegal. The multinational corporations and the Venezuelan government have
responded to indigenous protest groups with violence, especially against those groups which are
working to actively block miners from tribal areas.
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Causal Loop Diagram:

12. Fatality Level of Dispute (military and civilian fatalities)

The number of casualties in this dispute has been very high, but has gone mostly unreported because the
losses are mostly on the side of the indigenous people. Both violence and pollution-related deseases
have taken a toll on the local populations. Human Rights protest petitions have put the number at 13,000
dead from direct and indirect interaction with the mining groups.

13. Level of Strategic Interest

f. Sub-state

14. Actors

The actors in this case are 1) the Venezuelan government, including its military, 2) multinational mining
corporations, 3) "wildcat" miners, and 4)the indigenous peoples of the Guyana region.

The prevention of both the conflict and the pollution caused by these mining operations coulld be done
by recognizing the rights of the indigenous peoples to their traditional homelands and removing the
multinational corporations. While there are some Venezuelan laws which set aside lands for the local
tribes, the laws are not enforced and the government does not pursue any reports of tresspassing or
resource extraction in those areas. The money which the Venezuela government is earning from the
international contracts makes it very hard for the government to justify removal of the mining companies
in the eyes of the general public. The government has found it easier to remove the indigenous groups
from the mining areas - through force, if necessary - than to remove the miners.

The environmental hazards posed by mining operations could be lessened by using the contract fees to
establish strong inspection teams with wide-ranging authority to close down mining operations which
pollute the Guyana area. These teams would have to be backed up by strong environmental legislation
from the Venezuelan government. The tensions between the miners and the local people might also be
lessened if the government were to include the locals in all aspects of the mining contract process,
including location permits and environmental inspection teams.

 IV. Related Information and Sources
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15. Related ICE and TED Cases

ICE Cases

SUDAN - Sudan civil war
BELIZE - Belize logging conflict
PETEN - Guatemala civil war
ELSALV - El Salvador civil war
RWANDA - Rwanda civil war and genocide
TUPAC - Tupac Amaru and civil war
ANGOLA - Angola and diamonds

TED Cases 

SURINAM - Surinam wood trade
VENGOLD - Venezuela gold trade
BRAGOLD - Brazilian gold mines
IRIAN - Irian Jaya gold
PAPUA mining and trade
COLOMOIL - Colombia and oil
ECUADOR - Ecuador oil export
CHIAPAS - Chiapas and trade

17. Relevant Websites and Literature
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Forest Peoples Programme Guyana: Indigenous People Complain to Government about Multinational
Miners and Loggers. June 30, 1997.

McNair Paper Number 53, Chapter 1, October 1996. National Defense University, University of
Miami.
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Guyana travel guide and country profile

Placer Dome Inc. web site: http://www.placerdome.com
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