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According to the United Nations 
Environment Programme, 
approximately 250 000 men, 
women and children are 
engaged in small-scale gold 
mines in the Philippines, 
struggling every day with basic 
tools such as picks, shovels and 
pans for their survival.  
Big mining companies as well as 
small miners cause significant 
environmental damage and toxic 
pollution with hazardous mining 
methods that threaten life of 
people and nature.  
Over the last ten years some 20 
anti-mining activists were 
murdered in the Philippines.  
Being involved in mining in one 
way or the other holds risks. 
 
Geology 
The Philippine islands are located on the 
circum-Pacific seismic belt, a stretch of 
trenches, island arcs and volcanic mountain 
ranges encircling the Pacific tectonic plate. The 
tectonic movement and collisions of crustal 
plates resulted in the abundant formation of 
important minerals throughout the country.  
 
Mineral extraction 
Cement, marine salt, and mineral fuels in the 
form of coal and oil are the main non-metallic 
minerals produced in the Philippines, while 
metals mined in the country include nickel, 
chromium, iron, copper, gold and silver. The 
Philippines ranks among the world’s top 
countries in gold, copper and nickel deposits 
related to land area.  
There is continuing interest to explore and 
extract these mineral deposits. In 2008 the 
Philippine government’s Mines and 
Geosciences Bureau of the Philippines reports 
a total of 600,000 ha dedicated to mining in 
294 mining agreements. As of January 2008, 
of these agreements, 24 metallic mines were 
operating according to the Mines and 
Geosciences Bureau. Many companies and 
operations however still pretend to be still in 
the exploratory stage and not in the productive 
phase to save on tax payments, mining experts 
agree. The mining gross production value of 
the Philippines in 2007 was 101,5 Billion 
Philippine pesos or 1 560 Million Euro. 
According to the United States Geological 
Survey, 39 000kg of gold, 28 000kg of silver, 
23 000 ton copper, 32 000 ton chromium, and 
85 000 ton nickel were extracted from the 
Philippines in 2007.  

 
Small-scale versus industrial scale 
Many in the Philippines are involved in small-
scale or artisanal mining for gold. Small-scale 
mining is a typical response to poverty. Usually 
the choice of work is very limited, if any, and 
the average small-scale worker can earn 
several times what he might earn at some other 
job. In the process of small-scale gold mining 
the chemical mercury is widely used. Major 
problems associated with small gold mining 
are often for the whole family: human health is 
affected, the environment gets contaminated 
and the indiscriminate digging up of certain 
areas leads to some soil erosion. Generally the 
impact on traditional rice culture is smaller 
compared to the industrial-scale mining. 
Industrial-scale mining is for gold and other 
minerals, generally not using any mercury, but 
other heavy industry techniques and 
chemicals. Large-scale mining is associated 
with taking over large areas of land, such as 
indigenous grounds and critical environments. 
It generally involves deforestation, with acid 
mine runoff poisoning soils and water supplies, 
soil erosion, damage of agricultural lands, lack 
of transparency, corruption. 
 
Mining industry expansion 
The world metal prices have been rising 
considerably over the last ten years and the 
operations in the Philippines are expanding in 
area, production and income. The Philippine 
Government actively promotes investment 
because the industry involves big money. Many 
local and national politicians are engaged. 
Mayors and governors run mining operations 
together with foreign investors, and even the 



president herself according to different 
informants unconnected to each other.  
 
Social and ecological issues 
The Philippine mining industry generates big 
money for few elite and a job for over 150 000 
people, as estimated by the Mines and 
Geosciences Bureau for 2008. However, little 
of the profits trickles down to poor Filipinos, 
comments Robert Goodland, environmental 
scientist specialized in economic development 
and advisor to the World Bank. In many cases, 
apart from gold and chromium, the ore is 
exported unprocessed and mining profits are 
largely accrue to the government and to mining 
corporations that are based outside the 
country. The environmental and social costs at 
the other hand are largely absorbed by the 
communities till long after the mining 
corporation has left. 
The mining industry’s contribution of 0,4% to 
the total national employment implies short 
term jobs since most mines have a limited 
lifespan. In comparison to agriculture, fisheries 
and tourism, mining creates fewer jobs per unit 
of invested money and contributes the least of 
any economic sector to poverty reduction or 
sustainable development.  
 
Several ecological issues play at the actual 
mining sites that have averse local, national 
and even international implications. Likewise, 
social issues impact communities at the mining 
sites and beyond.  
 
Damage to the environment 
Deforestation of the mining sites affects 
rainfall and water supply, which leads to a 
decline in rice production and disturbed 
fisheries. Productive soil and soil fertility is lost 
due to erosion and run-off instead of 
infiltration, while erosion and high surface 
run-off result in mud and sediment streams 
into rivers and the sea. Filter feeders and gills 
are smothered, the visibility of hunting fish is 
reduced, and prey fish are obscured leading to 
imbalances. Corals and sea grass beds are 
covered with sediment, don’t receive enough 
light for primary production and die, while 
algae and jellyfishes flourish. Forest tree fruit 
falling into the sea can also be a major source 
of fish food, which disappears. With the 
disturbance of the aquatic ecosystems the fish 
production collapses.  
In the report ‘The Philippines: Mining or 
Food’, Goodland and Wicks describe the 
consequences of mining for national food 
security and the environment in the 
Philippines. Mining is seen as a key cause of 
the decline in river and coastal fish poisoning, 
particularly due to acid mine drainage and 

leaching of cyanide, mercury, cadmium, 
arsenic, lead and other heavy metals into 
aquatic and food systems, still for decades after 
the mine closes.  
 
Health aspects and food safety 
According to Lars Järup, of the Department of 
Epidemiology and Public Health of the 
Imperial College in London, The main threats 
to human health from heavy metals are 
associated with exposure to lead, cadmium, 
mercury and arsenic. Cadmium, lead and 
arsenic are released when mining zinc, lead, 
copper and gold as these naturally occur in 
ores together with the desired metal. Mercury 
and cyanide are used for the extraction of gold, 
to separate useful material from waste.  
Sofie Lücke researched mercury use in small 
scale mining in the Philippines in 2005 for the 
department of tropical ecology of Uppsala 
University, Sweden. The gold miners depend of 
the income from the gold and therefore use the 
cheap and simple methods. After mercury 
application, the gold grains in the ore attract to 
the mercury, thereafter the mercury is easily 
steamed off by using a simple gas burner. What 
remains is the gold. The normal procedure 
after is to submit the waste for further 
treatment using cyanide. This is because the 
mercury normally only captures approximately 
40-50% of all the gold in the ore. The cyanide, 
however, usually captures about 90% of the 
gold. 
Mercury is a volatile toxic heavy metal that 
easily evaporates at room temperature. Peter 
Carl, Director General of the European 
Commission's Directorate General 
Environment, outlines as the main elements of 
the mercury problem that its compounds are 
highly toxic to humans, ecosystems and 
wildlife. Of particular concern he sees the 
effects on the nervous system as it develops, 
especially in the pre-natal stage primarily via 
the mother's food intake. One of the most toxic 
forms, methyl mercury, accumulates in 
organisms and becomes concentrated in food 
chains, particularly in marine food. Mercury is 
a transboundary pollutant and local emissions 
persists in the environment where it circulates 
globally between air, water, sediment, soil and 
biota in various forms, travel globally and be 
deposited thousands of kilometres from the 
original source.  
Lücke observed that mercury used in small-
scale and artisanal gold mining firstly affects 
the miner since no safety equipment is being 
used. The toxic vapor is inhaled and absorbed 
directly by the lungs of the worker while 
burning the mixture of gold and mercury. The 
gaseous form of the metal easily penetrates the 
blood-brain barrier and is a well-documented 



neurotoxicant. Toxification of mercury results 
in tunnel vision, cramps and paralysis.  
In most cases, there is no proper waste and 
tailings disposal system and toxicants disperse 
in the nearby running waters.  
The acute toxic effects of inhalation and skin 
contact of cyanide are severe and cyanide is 
toxic for aquatic life. However, cyanide has 
little chance of bioaccumulation and is to a 
lesser degree a transboundary pollutant than 
mercury so therefore used by big -often 
foreign- mining companies as a plausible 
mercury alternative. 
 
Food security 
Former UK minister of international 
development Clare Short expressed concern 
about the implications of mining for food 
security in the Philippines after her fact finding 
mission to the country in 2006. An extensive 
field investigation followed by British mining 
experts Robert Goodland and Clive Wicks 
Robert. Goodland and Wicks conclude that a 
moratorium on new mining development and 
an objective independent review of existing 
mining projects to be fundamental to 
guarantee food security of the Philippine 
people. The government should prioritise 
domestic staple food production, instead of 
promoting the often foreign controlled mining 
operations. Goodland and Wicks demonstrate 
clear overlap of existing and proposed mining 
locations with indigenous ancestral domains, 
watersheds and areas of environmental 
importance. Areas in which mining has already 
taken place over the past few decades provide 
strong evidence that the extraction process 
damages rice production, often permanently. 
The negative effects of deforestation are 
supplemented by acidic leaking from mining, 
leading to additional loss of soil fertility. The 
Philippines rely already heavily on rice imports 
and world market rice prices have more than 
doubled in recent years. Goodland and Wicks 
question whether the country could gain 
enough income from mineral exports to buy 
internationally traded grain, assuming such 
grain is available. When internationally traded 
rice was cheap and plentiful, imported food 
was feasible; now that strategy is 
haemorrhaging the nation’s finances.  
 
Corruption 
While the Philippines may appear to have 
some of the best laws in the world to protect 
the environment, human rights and indigenous 
peoples, and is party to all major international 
conventions, the effective application remains 
unacceptably poor. 
The Philippines rated 141 out of 181 on the 
Transparency Corruption Index of 

Transparency International, the global 
coalition against corruption which yearly ranks 
countries from most to least transparency. 
Wicks, extractive industries environmental 
specialist connected to IUCN and WWF, 
highlights that any attempt to mine in 
countries which have a poor corruption record 
such as the Philippines will lead to corruption, 
environmental degradation, human rights 
abuses and probably violence. 
 
The corrupting of officials, politicians and 
affected communities by mining companies 
and their neglect of social and environmental 
responsibilities and laws are problematic. 
Transparency regarding extraction methods 
and volumes, and objective monitoring of the 
operations is lacking. Even for ngo’s it is a 
challenge not to get corrupted and to run 
unbiased and sound information and 
education campaigns on mining.  
 
Mining companies, covered by the 
government, are additionally redirecting the 
attention to their engagement in social 
projects. Delia Albert, current Philippine 
ambassador to Germany, spoke to officials and 
members of the Philippine official mining 
bodies on the 56th National mine safety and 
environment conference last November, as 
recorded on the Mines and Geosciences Bureau 
website: “In Berlin, I regularly receive by e-
mail the ‘Mining Week’ of the Philippine 
Business Leaders Forum, the ‘Australian Asia 
Miner’, and a daily report of mining company 
TVI’s operations, informing the public of the 
initiatives corporate responsibility programs 
for scholars and women, among others.  I 
quickly send off the relevant paragraphs to 
German financial institutions and development 
cooperation agencies, church groups to 
‘brainwash’ them of our dedicated efforts to be 
responsible miners.” 
 
Human Rights 
Along with the intensified mining operations of 
recent years, human rights violations of 
mining-affected communities and anti-mining 
activists continue to rise. Threats of 
displacement of indigenous people and peasant 
communities, environmental pollution and 
neglect of human rights due to the entry of 
transnational mining companies into their 
areas gave rise to an anti-mining movement. 
Several action groups are undertaking actions 
to halt the expanding mining industry. 
The Philippine military and police forces are 
assigned to counter the resistance and protest 
actions of the communities. Early 2008, 
president Arroyo created an Investment 
Defense Force (IDF) to safeguard mining 



operations.  Mining companies also hire 
paramilitary and military forces to secure their 
mining projects and interests, and contract 
foreign security groups. 
Kalikasan, the Philippine environmentalist 
network that monitors killings of 
environmental activists, recorded some 20 
murders of anti-mining activists over the last 
10 years and notes an increase in cases of 
harassment and intimidation in mining-
affected communities. 
Philip Alston of the UN Commission on 
Human Rights reported the impunity for 
extrajudicial executions in the Philippines 
already in 2007. No one has been convicted in 
the cases involving leftist activists. Alston links 
the criminal justice system’s failure to obtain 
convictions and deter future killings to the 
Philippines system’s overall complex structure. 
In the cases of the anti-mining activists’ 
murders, the incident is featured in the news 
and gets much attention during the first days 
following the killing. Many publicly condemn 
the incident and the general public points to 
the mining industry to be responsible. 
Sometimes the targeted company then 
responds with expressing condolences and 
stresses not to be connected to the death. Any 
allegations linking the company to the incident 
are said to be untrue and without any basis in 
fact. The company’s ethical performance is 
highlighted and the principles and standards 
the company has signed are mentioned. 
Government officials additionally stress their 
trust in the companies and their respect for 
human rights. The officials promise that the 
incident will be investigated by the Philippine 
National Police immediately, transparently and 
thoroughly. Then it is silent for some days and 
after that the silent days become weeks and the 
weeks become months. 
 
European involvement 
Europe is involved in the mining industry in 
the Philippines in four major ways.  
Several European countries are directly 
engaged via their companies operating the 
Philippine mines. Because of the advantages to 
deal with laws, they are operating in 
transnational companies with Philippine 
counterparts that have a small share. There is a 
maze of foreign and Philippine corporations, 
owners and affiliates involved in the Philippine 
mining industry and many inventories of 
research organisations contain gaps. All of the 
European mining projects are priority mining 
projects of the Arroyo administration, meaning 
that the administrative legal procedures are 
speed up. European countries mining in the 
Philippines are Switserland and the UK. Swiss-
British Xstrata, of which Deutsche Bank is 

broker, operates the 28 000ha Tampakan 
Copper mine in Mindanao. The UK is mining 
on Palawan island in the Berong Nickel mine, 
and on Mindanao in the Maco Masara Gold 
mine with Crew Gold Corporation and in the 
Philsaga Gold mine with the company Metals 
Exploration. The Philippines’ sole copper 
smelter and refinery plant on Leyte island is 
for the main part of the Swiss Glencore 
International.   
 
Then there are the European investments, 
crucial for the operation of big mining projects. 
In 2005 the gouvernment’s Mining 
Development Counsil was created to simplify 
rules regulations and procedures and to 
actively promote the mining industry in the 
Philippines. An example of the undertaken 
actions was the development of information 
materials into German, designed for financial 
institutions.  
Maike Gabrowski of the German Bureau of the 
Philippines, a socio-political information 
centre on the Philippines, studied the 
involvement of German banks in the Philippine 
mining industry. In the report ‘German money 
for Philippine gold’ she maps the German 
loans to the Philippines. The Netherlands has 
previously invested in the Philippine mining 
via loans of ABN-Amro to operate the Rapu-
Rapu Polymetallic mine on Rapu-Rapu island. 
The mining operation is notorious for its 
frequent toxic spills and neglect of preventive 
measures that would have avoided the multiple 
disasters. The UK granted loans for the same 
project via the Standard Chartered Bank. 
Germany is engaging via investments of the 
Deutsche Bank, Allianz AG and the Dresdner 
bank in at least six Philippine mining projects, 
producing iron, nickel, copper and gold; the 
Carmen Toledo Coppermine, the Ferronickel 
smelter plants in Iligan and Manticao, and the 
Philsaga, Teresa and Far Southeast goldmines. 
It remains unclear if Germany effectively has 
the major share in the European investments 
to the Philippine mining industry, or that other 
countries’ and bank’s investments are less 
researched and communicated. Fact is that the 
Philippine ambassador to Germany, Delia 
Albert, was also appointed in 2005 as 
president Arroyo’s ‘special envoy for mining’ 
and is active in the Philippine Mining 
Revitalization Program, created to stimulate 
foreign investment and expansion of the 
mining sector in the Philipines . 
 
Europe further plays a role in the Philippine 
mining problems via the supply of chemicals 
needed for the ore extraction. Spain and the 
Netherlands are the main European countries 
with recorded mercury trade to the 



Philippines. In March 2011, Europe will 
officially start implementing a ban, turning the 
export of Mercury out of Europe illegal. The 
aim is to reduce the global availability of 
mercury, higher the price and reduce the use to 
prevent global pollution. Peter Maxson, 
European expert of mercury and other heavy 
metals and consultant to the European 
Commission and the United Nations, expects 
that after the introduction of the European 
exportban countries that currently supply for 
the Philippines will fill the gap in the market 
like Japan for example. Currently people are 
lobbying for a Japanese ban. The US will follow 
with a ban on mercury exports in 2013. Russia 
is another major exporter of mercury to the 
Philippines. Mercury use in small-scale mining 
is hazardous because of the lack of knowledge 
and skills. Chemically-free alternatives and 
methods to significantly reduce the use of 
chemicals have been tested in a study project 
by researchers of Uppsala University in 2005, 
and by the Geological Survey of Denmark and 
Greenland in a project funded by The 
Worldbank in 2007. Both studies conclude that 
training and information provision for small-
scale miners on alternative mining methods 
will reduce the Philippine mercury problem, 
and so the global mercury problem, although 
projects need to be carried out on a larger scale 
now. 
 
Apart from raw bars of gold and silver that are 
shipped to Europe, many processed goods 
containing Philippine minerals or for which 
minerals are used in the manufacturing 
process are traded to Europe from the 
Philippines, directly or via other intermediate 
countries.  
 
Recycling 
Modern life can not exist without minerals 
originated from mining for many daily 
products and applications. For some minerals 
such as aluminium-oxide, phosphates, 
strategic metals, platinium, coltan and 
titanium recycling apparently can still not beat 
fresh production, but most of these minerals 
are not mined in the Philippines. Recycling is 
big in Europe and has a history of continuous 
improvements. Still there is room for 
optimizing recycling processes of several 
materials and recycling can be applied more 
intensively, on a larger scale and by more 
people.  
 


