Environment Alert Bulletin

if they are, at what costs?

For the year 2005, the global end-use gold consumption
amounted to 3727 tonnes, of which 73% was used in
the jewellery sector®. 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®.

Fig. 1: Reported accidents and revenues from gold }
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Gold Prices On The Rise,
Environment Under Pressure

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™ often result in
lasting pollution for the environment. Are such current extraction processes sustainable and,

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®,

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®), significant amounts of energy
are needed for processing the raw material.
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