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THE ROSIA MONTANA MINING PROJECT - BETWEEN RISKS AND BENEFITS

An inititative of the magnitude of the gold and silver mining project in the Western Carpathians (Muntii Apuseni), promoted by Rosia Montana Gold Corporation (further RMGC), should be carefuly and objectively analized, by competent and disinterested specialists, from the view point of the risk-benefit ratio.  The conclusions of such an analysis required by the management theory and practice of any activity, must be known by the authorities responsible with aproving and supervising a project, in order to take an informed decission.
The main argument in favor of the title project is that its implementation would create jobs in an underdeveloped area and would improve the living standards of the population, by training in new professions, etc. Accepting the idea that any major investment in the area is beneficial and necessary, one should also analyze the risks involved and decide without preconceived ideas whether these benefits are justified by the predictable negative colateral effects. 

Short description of the project
According to the data published by the RMGC firm, this is formed by association of Minvest Deva SA, Romania (19.3 % of shares), Gabriel Resources Ltd, Canada (80.0 % of shares) and minor investors (0.7 % of shares). The firm obtained a concession for an area of 4282 hectares, in Rosia Montana area, located at 80 km from the city of Alba Iulia and 85 km from the city of Deva. 

The project provides for the closure of the current minning exploitation of the Minvest firm (with 775 jobs) and organization of the largest gold mining exploatation in Europe, for the extraction of an amount of ca. 300 metric tons of gold and 1600 metric tons of silver, by an open pit excavation technology, in four open pits, with an estimated area of 100 hectares each, which means the digging of more than 220 milions metric tones of crude ore. The steril rock will be stored in two deposits (at Cetate, 66 hectares and Carnic, 70 ha). The tailings resulted from the technological process after the extraction of gold and silver will be accummulated in a open tailings pond, with a capacity of 250 milions metric tones and an estimated area of ca. 100 hectares (600 hectares according to other sources), behind a dam 180 meters high, built of steril rock.

Predictable benefits

For RMGC: As major partner, according to the percentage of shares held, RMGC will obtain 80 % of the profit. Since the project is carried out in a zone legally declared as underdeveloped (disfavoured) the RMGC firm will benefit (according to the Romanian law) of tax exemptions for ten years and important reduction of customs taxes (duties). As a result, the extracted gold and silver will be exported at a tax-free price.
For the population in the area: The project creates jobs in a job-deficient zone: 200-550 jobs (some of seasonal character) in the pre-construction phase (years 1996-2003); 2000 jobs in the construction phase (years 2004-2005) and 500 jobs in the planned operational phase (years 2005-2022). This benefit is, however, relative, because the number of jobs is rather low, has only a temporary character (ca. 20 years) and the project will attract a population coming from other areas, either in a search for a working place or as a result of the need for people of specific qualifications, not available in the area.   

Other predictable advantages anticipated by the project include new possibilities of professional training of some people from the area and additional income from taxes paid by the population.

For the Romanian state:  The Romanian State (government or national budget) will benefit of a legal exploitation royalty of 2 % of the profit (estimated as 4.4 milions US dolars per year by some sources), which is very little compared with the firm's profit. The state income, affected by the tax and customs fees exemptions of the firm, means that the profit is derisory (negligible). The only taxes collected by the state budget are the income taxes on the employees salaries.


In conclusion, if the benefits of the RMGC firm are beyond any doubt, the benefits in favour of the Romanian state (budget) and of the community of the area, are minimal, uncertain and disputable.
The risks of the project

Economic and social aspects: It is anticipated that the extraction of gold and silver in the Rosia Montana area will last for a period of 17 years. This means that at the end of the operation the area will remain again short of jobs, with a larger number of unemployed people (and with a severely affected environment - vide infra), the social problem not having a long term, sustainable solution. The gravity of the situation will be enhanced by the presence in the area of an exogeneous population, which came and located itself here in meantime, during the mining operation

The project affects 38 % of the area of Rosia Montana town (which has to be demolished for open pit exploitaion); an estimated number of 1800 persons must be relocated. Also, some 740 homes and several churches should be demolished and their cemeteries moved. The operation raised concern, a negative reaction of numerous local people, even if an important number of inhabitants accepted the attractive offers of financial compensation from the RMGC firm. A sizable number of people refused,  however, to sell their properties and to accept  relocation.

Legal aspects: An important aspect, which cannot be neglected, is the compatibility of the project with the European legislation, especially in the context of Romania's candidacy for joining the European Union. This candidacy already obliges Romania to obey some aspects of the European legislation and to integrally adopt this legislation after becoming a member of EU (hopefully in 2007). A study performed by independent legal experts (Prof. Dr. P. Fischer and Dr. A. Lengauer) from the Institute of European Law, University of Vienna, Austria) entitled "The Compatibility of the Rosia Montana Mining Project in Romania with the Principles and Norms of EU and EC" ends with the following conclusions:

"1. The method applied in the course of the planning of the Rosia Montana Mining Project infringes upon both the EIA (Environment Impact Assessment) Directive 85/337/EEC of 27 June 1985 and the SEA (Strategic Environmental Assessment) Directive 2001/42/EC.

2. The gold mining method of cyanide leaching infringes upon the Directive 80/68/EC of 17 December 1979 on the protection of groundwater.

3. After Romania has become a member of the EU, individuals affected by the Project will be entitled to rely upon these Directives and to claim for compensation.

4. The measures Romanian authorities intend to take against the inhabitants of the mining area [who refuse to sell their properties] i.e. compulsory resettlement and relocation, contradict Art. 8 of the ECHR (European Convention of Human Rights), which is already binding for Romania. Individuals whose fundamental freedoms have been infringed upon are already entitled to assert their rights before the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg."

The document also mentions that the situation in which the Canadian partner (Gabriel Resources Ltd.) owns 80% and the Romanian partner only 20% of the shares in RMGC company contradicts the criteria of "public interest in terms of economic well-being of the country" (which could justify some imposed resettlement measures) and is unusual in the international practice of mineral exploitation concessions, by mentioning that in the petroleum industry, for example, the concession ratio is 85:15% in favor of the host country. Thus, the criteria of Art. 8, par. 2, of the European Convention of Human Rights is also infringed upon.


The project also violates the Berlin Convention (10 October 2001), which recommends the prohibition of cyanide use in the mining operations on the European Union territory.

The general conclusion of the study is that the project is not in agreement with Art. 8, par. 2, of the European Convention of Human Rights and contradicts not only the environment legislation of the European Union, but also the basic principles and standards of the European Convention of Human Rights. One cannot ignore the risk of some trials at the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, in which the Romanian State i.e. government (and not the RMGC firm!) will be a part and will have to support the consequences of some unfavorable decisions, if the Court will conclude that the rights of some persons were gravely affected by forced relocation or other judicial measures. 

Technological aspects: The technology used in the mining project is based upon the extraction of gold from the finely ground ore by leaching with a solution of sodium cyanide. The use of a technology based upon cyanide leaching seriously endangers the environment and the experience of the disaster in Baia Mare is relevant. Similar accidents (ca. 30 only after year 2000!) have occurred in some other countries where the procedure is employed. Major accidents have taken place in U.S.A. (1993 and 1998), Guyana (1995), Australia (1995), Philippines (1999), albeit in less populated areas and therefore with less dramatic effects. Of these, 72 % were due to tailing dam malfunctions, 14 % to pipe leaks and 14 % cyanide transport accidents. Nobody can guaranty that such accidents will not be repeated, and afterwards the punishment of the responsible persons will serve nothing. It should be added that the cyanide is not the only danger; the tailings and the residual waters resulted from the technological process present the risks of severe pollution also due to their content of toxic heavy metals extracted from the ore, which are more persistent than cyanide and cannot be neutralized ! In fact even the products of cyanide "neutralization" (cyanate, cyano-metal complexes) - although less toxic - are not free of negative effects, in the huge amounts accumulated in the tailings pond. Their properties (toxicity, residence time, their long term biological effects) are still little known and serious carefulness is necessary from this point of view. The technology for cyanide destruction recommended in the project, with sulfur dioxide (in open air containers) itself introduces an additional potentially polluting agent. To avoid any suspicion the Rosia Montana operation should be subjected to an analysis by The International Cyanide Management Institute, which administers the "Code for the manufacture, transport and use of cyanide in the gold production". The companies which adopt this code are subject to an audit by an independent committee, which certifies that the recommendations of the Code are observed. The RMGC Project does not mention such a certification, although it states that "a program for the management of cyanide will be established". [N.B.: In more recent documents RMGC promises to observe the code].

It should be added that currently, in various countries, research is carried out for the replacement of cyanide in the process of gold extraction. That's why we suggest that the new gold mining projects (in Romania) could be postponed until the new, cyanide-free technologies will be available at industrial scale.

Ecological and environment conservation aspects: The open pit exploitation produces a significant degradation of the natural environment, in fact a real mutilation of the landscape, leaving behind four huge craters and massive deposits of sterile material, as can be seen (at a much smaller scale) in the open pit mine in the vicinity, at Rosia Poieni (copper mining). The pollution of air, water and soil in the area, produced by the open pit mining and the massive transportation with heavy equipment (e.g. 150 ton trucks) of huge amounts of ore and sterile material cannot be ignored. The destruction of the landscape typical for Western Carpathians (Muntii Apuseni) anihilates the touristic potential of the area and eliminates the perspective of a sustainable development in the zone on this basis, not only in Rosia Montana itself, but also in its vicinity. A polluted area will not attract investments of any kind !.

The explosions used in the technology of ore mining (five times a week) provide the risks of vibrations and seismic waves which can negatively affect the immediate vicinity of the exploitation, endangering some old constructions and mining galleries, which may weaken and collapse.


Serious risks also exist due to the possible leaks of residual water from the tailing pond, infiltrations into the permeable ground, formation of hydrogen cyanide (a very toxic gas) during the summer (especially under the influence of acid rains). These risks are aggravated by the presence of some populated localities (Campeni, Abrud) in the immediate vicinity.


The project promises to reduce the cyanide concentration to 1 ppm (part per million) in the residual water evacuated in the tailings pond. The costs of reducing the cyanide to such low concentrations are considerable and there is no guaranty that this promise will be fulfilled.

Scientific archeological-histroical aspects: The area considered in the project contains archeological vestiges of great scientific interest, which are unique in Europe and perhaps in the world, as revealed by partial investigations performed by Romanian and French archeologists, in a campaign ordered by legal obligations and fianced  by RMGC for obtaining the "archeological discharge" permit. It is necessary to extend these investigations from the small area researched (only ca. 4 hectares) to the whole promising area (ca. 100 ha), which requires more time. The mining of the  gold deposit would iremediably destroy most of the archeologic site, which would be an unrecoverable loss and would cancel any chance of establishing a zone of cultural turism, a long term economic solution. The is no news in the fact that many countries which appreciate their value, have made of their archeological vestiges a point of cultural-tourist attraction, able to bring permanent income to the population of the area (Egypt, Mexico, Greece, Italy, etc.). The destruction of archeological vestiges of such a value would be a cultural crime.
Political aspects: The authorities responsible with the approval of the project cannot ignore the discontent and opposition of an important part of the population in the area, the protests and opinions expressed by the Romanian Academy, other competent institutions (among which the Academy of Economic Studies in Bucharest), the civil society, through non-governmental organizations, public personalities, over 1000 scientists from Romania and abroad, members of some institutions of great scientific authority (e.g. l'Institut de France and the International Council for Monuments and Sites ICOMOS), opinions expressed in public manifestations, declarations, interventions in mass media or directly to the authorities. The exigencies of the European Union legislation cann ot be ignored; their violation could endanger  Romania's integration in the Union.
Any authoritative act which ignores these opinions will create a state of agitation among the population in the area and will negatively affect the image of authorities and of the country - by providing an unpleasant parallel with situations which have taken place during the period of dictatorship (demolishing of houses, churches, forced resettlement of the population, etc.). A state administration which approves the project assumes a heavy responsibility!
Alternative solutions: An alternative is needed, to solve on a long term basis the problem of unemployment and poverty in the area. Such a solution should be based upon regenerable resources of the area, e.g. cultural tourism in which the archeological richness of the area could be a real attracting point. Declaring the area an archeological park of world heritage under UNESCO protection (which is possible) would increase the touristic interest and could attract European Union funds for the continuation of the archeological investigations.

The Romanian government or national investors should promote investments of long term or permanent effects in the area. Of course, this requires a scientifically well-documented study and a well conceived and coordinated program (either at the government level or by a financially powerful private consortium). Until such a program could be implemented, the current mining operation could continue at a scale and in a mode, which will not destroy the environment, the unique archeological sites and the touristic potential of the area. And this should not be limited only to Rosia Montana itself, but should consider the whole surrounding zone.

GENERAL CONCLUSION: By weighing the potential risks and benefits involved in the Rosia Montana mining project it follows that in its present form the project cannot be described as a "work of public interest in terms of  economic well-being of the country" (as provided in Art. 8, par. 2 of the ECHR) and the benefits of private interest do not justify the risks and lead to the conclusion that the initiative should be abandoned before producing desastuous irremediable consequences.
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