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“MINING

"Maurc J. Dourojeanni
Maria Tereza Jorge Padua '

Gold mining has become the most
important Amazonlan drama of the decade.
Surrounded by treasures and {llusions, the destiny
of more than 4 million people is played out here.
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;ﬂl lacer mining of alluvial deposils in the Brazilian

Amazon causcs a major negative impact on the
c11v1r0111nent (md life style of e people. This impact is second
ouly to the clearing of forests for e purposc of catile raising and
agriculture. Mercury pollution of the rivers is only one of many
litle known cnvironmental problems crcaled by this activity.
Other impacts whicli arc at least as damaging as mercury pollu-
tion arc the siltation of the rivers and the subscquent eflects on
fishing and navigation, walcrshed deterioration, loss of agricultur-
al soils, delorestation, fucl oil pollution and the invasion of Indian
reserves and other protected areas. Furthermore, gold production
greally influences the lives of nalives and half~breeds in Amazo-
nia, and is presently the greatest obstacle confronted by cfforts to
establish sustained rural development iu the region. Placer mi-
ning is also the main factor in the spread of discase, corruption,
crimme and olher problems.

Progress | .j{ud the environmenl must necessarily be
recouciled with mining, and to this effecl, a program which
includes the following proposals is presented: ecological zoning,
crecation of mining reserves, 1‘cgulution of mining activilies, mer-
cury recycling, organizalion of the mincrs, social and technical
assislance, rccovery of affccled arcas, udvising the miners on
other cconomic aclivitics, creation and management of protected
arcas and taxation of gold production.

Since the first echo of concern was heard for the
Amazon wildlife, expansion of the agricullural frontier by means
of scttlements (platned and unplanned) and catlle raising have
been reported lo be the greatest threats to the fulure of this biota
(Fearnside, 1980; Heclit, 1986; Buschbalker, 1986). Exploitation
of forest products has also been indicatled as a cause of deforesta-
tion (Browdcr, 1986 and Dourcjeanni, 1990), as well as two
other activities: large hydraulic facilities, especially for energy
produclion, and cxtensive mining operations (Goodland, 1980).
Small scale mining operations, known as garimpo in Brazil have
only recently come under firc as a scrious threal to people angd
wildlife. Mercury pollution of the rivers (Cousteau & Richard,
1984), the most widely known environmental impact, is causc for
special concern. However, this is only the Lip of the iceberg which
threatens the future of Amazonia. Small scale placer mining
causes a scries of negative impacts, as this article demounstrates.

The environmental problems of placer mining are dis-
cussed on {lic basis of what liltlc information is available. Most of
the data are found in unpublished reports, newspaper arlicles,
personal communications and ficld observations by the authors.
The preliminar conclusions presented here necessarily refer to
pattermns which must be confirmed by more complete studies,

08







