
Gold production share of GNI
in 2003 (%)

less than 0.5
0.5 to 2.5
2.5 to 5
5 to 15
more than 15

3 2 1

Number of reported
gold mining
accidents between
1975 and 2005

Killed
Injured
Affected
Environmental impact 
No reported impact

Fig. 1: Reported accidents and revenues from goldFig. 1: Reported accidents and revenues from gold

Transport
14%

Pipe
Failure
14%

Tailings
Dam

Mishaps
72%

Major accidents’ share 
between 1975 and 2000

Global gold production in 2004

Africa
23.1%

Asia
25.3%

16%

North
America

Australia

Europe
Other 0.5%

8.6%

10.6%

15.9%

Latin America

Jewellery
73%

Electronics
16%

Bank
7%

Other Industry
2%

 Dental Industry
2%

2005 gold consumption

Data sources: Chronology of major tailings dam failures
(b)

, Cyanide incidences
(c)

, European Commission’s Joint Research Centre, "Global Perspective of Cyanide" (T. Mudder
(d)

), EM-DAT: The international disaster database , USGS Mineral Information, The World Bank, World Gold Council

For the year 2005, the global end-use gold consumption 
amounted to 3 727 tonnes, of which 73% was used in 
the jewellery sector(a). The geographic distribution of 
gold production is widespread (Fig.1). Extraction in 
developed countries is now complemented by produc-
tion in developing regions, not least as a consequence 
of liberalisation of trade, transport expenses’ decline 
and lower labour costs. While it can be a significant 
source of economic growth, gold extraction and related 
processes can raise both social issues (such as conflict 
for water and land) as well as environmental ones. Soil 
and water pollution (e.g. from cyanide, mercury) in 
gold extraction facilities’ surroundings constitute a 
threat to human health, fauna and flora.

Despite the environmental and social concerns, 
global gold consumption has continued to rise, 9.6% 
between 2003-2004 and 6.6% between 2004-2005(a).

Gold is seen as a safe investment in an unstable global 
economy, and increasing demand from emerging Asia, 
the Middle East and most of all India, which increased 
its gold consumption by 47% between 2004 and 2005, 
means that it will continue to be a highly lucrative 
industry. The distribution of financial compensation 
after the South Indian Ocean tsunami on 26 December 
2004 for example, was followed by spectacular jewellery 
sales, no other savings option being easily available, as 
the banking system access remains limited in the 
region(a).

Like most other mining activities, gold mining facili-
ties have a notable impact on the landscape: open-pit  
(Fig.5) or gallery extraction sites, waste rock storage 
surfaces, tailing storage facilities, access roads and 
various other constructions. At the same time, with 
extracted ore generally having a very low gold grade 
(the extraction of gold required for a single ring gener-
ates 18 tonnes of waste(3)), significant amounts of energy 
are needed for processing the raw material.
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Although the gold industry is often presented as a “first foreign direct investment” leading to 
positive outcomes in many developing countries and securing the wealth of many nations, it is 
also clear that some of its practices have negative environmental impacts. The use of 
hazardous chemicals and the generation of large amounts of mining waste(1) often result in 
lasting pollution for the environment. Are such current extraction processes sustainable and, 
if they are, at what costs?
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 l
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 1
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m
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d 

50
0 

m
 d
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p.

  
O
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y 
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20
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, 

th
e 

W
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A
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tra
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n 

G
ov

er
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en
t 

co
nf

irm
ed

 
al

le
ga

tio
ns

 
fr

om
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rr

ou
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in
g 
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m

m
un
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m
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th
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id
e 
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g 

fr
om
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ng
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m
s 
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g 
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e 
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ou
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 c
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ci
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d 
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D
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 p
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as
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a-
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m
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m
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g 
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t

Fi
g.
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: P
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a-
La

m
a 

m
in
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g 

pr
oj

ec
t

A
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 s
ilv

er
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 c

op
pe

r 
m

in
in

g 
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t p
ro

je
ct
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an
ne

d 
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e 
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rd
er
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C
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an

d 
A

rg
en

tin
a.
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f 

th
e 
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n 
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H
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C
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an
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n 
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e 
S

an
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in
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A
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en
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a.
 

Th
e 

pr
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ec
t 
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an

s 
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s 
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3 

00
0 

an
d 

5 
20

0 
m

et
re
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 a

ffe
ct
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g 
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e 
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ta
l 

gl
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ie
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, s
ou
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e 
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iv
er

s 
su

pp
ly
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g 

fa
rm

in
g 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 in
 lo

w
 la

nd
s 
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el
l a

s 
th

e 
ci

ty
 o

f 
Va

lle
na

r 
of

 m
or

e 
th

an
 4

0 
00

0 
in
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ta
nt

s 
in

 
th

e 
A
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m
a 

de
se
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.

E
xt

ra
ct

io
n 

op
er

at
io

ns
 

ca
ll 

fo
r 

hu
ge

 
in

ve
st

m
en

t 
an

d 
la

rg
e-

sc
al

e 
te

ch
no

lo
gi

ca
l 

de
vi

ce
s,

 m
ak

in
g 

th
ei

r 
po

te
nt

ia
l 

im
pa

ct
 o

n 
th

e 
en

vi
ro

nm
en

t 
a 

co
nc

er
n 

fo
r 

th
e 

re
gi

on
. 

Th
e 

co
m

pa
ny

 i
s 

pl
an

ni
ng

 t
o 

cu
t 

ou
t 

an
d 

tra
ns

fe
r 

ne
ar

ly
 o

ne
 m

ill
io

n 
to

nn
es

 o
f 

ic
e,

 
an

d 
in

du
st

ria
l w

at
er

 c
on

su
m

pt
io

n 
es

tim
at

es
 a

re
 a

s 
hi

gh
 a

s 
40

0 
l/s

, w
hi

ch
 

w
ill

 r
es

ul
t 

in
 a
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or
 d

ro
p 

in
 w

at
er

 r
es

ou
rc

es
 fo

r 
do

w
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ill
 r

eg
io

ns
. M

or
e 

th
an

 2
00

 m
ill

io
n 

to
nn

es
 o

f 
m

in
in

g 
w

as
te

 w
ill

 b
e 

st
or

ed
 c

lo
se

 t
o 

riv
er

 
sp

rin
gs

 t
ha

t 
ris

k 
be

in
g 

co
nt

am
in

at
ed

 w
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 c
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ni
de
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nd
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ea

vy
 m

et
al

s.
 I

n 
ad

di
tio

n,
 

in
te

ns
e 

in
du

st
ria

l 
tra

ffi
c 

of
 

ha
za

rd
ou

s 
m

at
er

ia
l 

(c
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ni
de

, 
m

er
cu

ry
, e

xp
lo

si
ve

s)
 a

nd
 re

la
te

d 
ris

ks
 w
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 e

m
er

ge
 fr

om
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e 
in

du
st
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.

D
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m
at

ic
 i

m
pa
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s 
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 a

n 
al

re
ad

y 
fra
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le
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rid

 e
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st

em
 d

ue
 t

o 
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r 
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tr
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t, 
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on
g 

w
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ill

eg
al
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nd
 

ex
pr

op
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tio
n 

pr
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es
se

s 
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w
ar
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in
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ge
no
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 p

eo
pl

e 
(th

e 
D

ag
ui

ta
s)

 h
av

e 
br

ou
gh

t 
lo

ca
l 

co
m

m
un

iti
es

 t
o 

re
ac

t 
on

 e
ac

h 
si

de
 o

f 
th

e 
bo

rd
er

. 
D

es
pi

te
 r

ec
en

t 
(e

ar
ly

 J
un

e 
20

06
) 

ap
pr

ov
al

 b
y 

th
e 

C
hi

le
an

 N
at

io
na

l E
nv

iro
nm

en
t 

C
om

m
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si
on
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C

O
N

A
M

A
), 

ca
m

pa
ig

ne
rs

 s
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 t
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y 
w
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 f
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 f
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er
 l
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su
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. 

Th
ey

 w
ill

 a
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o 
pu

rs
ue

 
ex

is
tin

g 
la

w
su

its
 f

ile
d 

by
 i

nd
ig

en
ou

s 
rig

ht
s 
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ou
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 w

ho
 c

on
te

st
 t

he
 

co
m

pa
ny

’s
 o

w
ne

rs
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p 
of
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e 

pr
op

er
ty

.
So

ur
ce

s 
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El
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 d
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m
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 L
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m
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 C
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fli
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os
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m
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en
ta

le
s 
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d 

M
in

in
g 

W
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ch
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S
ol

ut
io
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V
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 i

nt
er
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tio
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l 
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av

e 
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rm

at
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m
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ou
t 

en
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l 
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m
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e 
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go

ld
 

m
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in
g 

(U
N

EP
(e

) , 
U

N
C

T
A

D
(f

) , 
T
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 W

or
ld
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an

k(f
) ...
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s 
w
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l 

as
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 o

f 
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rn

m
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G
O
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D

ir
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ol

d(d
) , 

O
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, 

Ea
rt
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 T
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y 
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e 
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w
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 c
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d 
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e 
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s 
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te
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l 
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sla
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n 
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 b
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e 

m
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ro
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ni
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m
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al
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f 
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g 
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 m
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t.
 

T
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tr
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on
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a 
qu

al
it

y 
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l 
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r 

pr
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es
se

s 
th
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e 
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f 
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al
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nt
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W
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er
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m
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io
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W
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 c
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ta
m

in
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n 

re
m
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e 
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t 
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m
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g 
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. T
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 a
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ta
l 

re
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e 
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 m
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l 
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ng
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h 

as
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a 

M
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e 
le
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, 

R
om

an
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20
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id
en
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to
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w
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lt 
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e 
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h 

an
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 c
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m
in
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n 
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e 
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 ri
ve
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um

an
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s 
an

d 
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an

d 
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e 

w
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k.
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if 

a 
m
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f 
m

in
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s 
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e 
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 c
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s 
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d 
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w
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 d
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s 
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r 
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t 
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an

d 
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h 
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e 
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f 
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g 
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c 
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m
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 c
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w
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 o
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s(2
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m
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en
t 
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w
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 m
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s 
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s 
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m
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l 
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ng
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er
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at
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 p
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s.5

 e
t 6
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U
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d 
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d 
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te

d 
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al
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sc
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e 
m
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ci
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s 
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l 
m
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er

s)
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m

er
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 e
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ra
ct
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d.
 S

uc
h 

op
er

at
io
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 o

ft
en

 
le
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 t

o 
du

m
pi

ng
 m
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g 
w
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s,
 c
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in

g 
m

er
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ry
, i
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o 
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e 

ne
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es
t 
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e 

w
at

er
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w
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c 
m

er
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 w
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ng
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ni
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s 
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h 
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e 
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n.
 

T
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pt
io

n 
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 fi
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 w
ith

 h
ig

h 
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te
s 
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 m
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ca
n 
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 n

eu
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ca
l c
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r 
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m
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s, 
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r d
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 c
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m
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 p
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l e
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l 
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y 
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Fo
r 
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 c
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T
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n 
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 S
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lt 
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d 
m
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 d
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in

g 
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R
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 c
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m
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n
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nm
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at
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w
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 p
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m
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e 

m
in
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f 
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e 

m
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n 
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y 
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e 
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 c
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M
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re

 a
lso

 r
es

po
ns
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m
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s 
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 d
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t 
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sb
ur
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m
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n
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e 
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am
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y 
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m
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 c
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 d
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 c
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m
in
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d 
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r 
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ti
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m
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un
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ig
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 p
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at
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 c
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 m
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he
 h
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sy
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 c
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o 
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m
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e 
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 d
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om
e 
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e 

am
ou
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s 
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er

 e
ith

er
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n 
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m
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w
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 f
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w
s 
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ct
ly
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nd
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r 
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s (
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.



G
o

ld
 M

in
in

g
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at
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C
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 b
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