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On April 25, 1997, heavily-armed paramilitaries entered the town of Rio Viejo on the banks of the Magdalena River in north-east Colombia.  They found a man called Juan Camacho, too him out of his house and shot and killed him in front of the townspeople.  They cut off his head, and then proceeded to kick it around the street, like a soccer ball.  To finish their grotesque performance, they impaled the head on a post facing toward the mountains, and said, “That’s where we heading to.”  Who was Juan Camacho and where were the paramilitaries heading?  Juan Camacho was a leader in the Agricultural Miner’s Federation, an organization that brings together artesanal miners from throughout the San Lucas Mountains in the south of Bolivar department – the richest gold mining area in Latin America.  The paramilitaries said they were heading up into those mountains.  Their message, clearly understood by their audience, was that they were going to take over the mines from the tens of thousands of miners who lived and worked there.
I heard this story while visiting one of those artesanal mining communities this April. The people there still remember that message, nine years later, and associate it with the efforts of a multinational company, Conquistador, to come into the area and take from them mining activity that they have engaged in for decades.  The paramilitaries clearly saw themselves as serving the interests of the multinational, and communicated that to the people. A side note – we have heard that in an ongoing operation in the same mining zone, Colombian army soldiers are saying the same thing to the people – that they are opening up the area for the multinationals.
Conquistador was registered on the Vancouver Stock Exchange.  In 2001, the conglomerate Anglo-Gold Ashanti bought Conquistador, and set up a subsidiary called Kedahda.  Recently Anglo-Gold and Bema Gold Corporation of Vancouver have partnered in Vancouver, though it’s not clear yet whether Bema will be active in the south of Bolivar.  I’m not sure exactly how Kedahda’s nationality would be described legally, but I do know that throughout the region people talk about it as Canadian.  References to that effect are found as far afield as the regional newspaper, the Vanguardia Liberal, many hours away in Bucaramanga.  Canada’s reputation has taken a beating because of paramilitary brutality associated with Canadian companies.  What do we need to do to ensure that Canadian companies cannot and do not, knowingly or unknowingly, support crimes against humanity?
First of all, government, industry, and civil society need to hear these stories, whether by going to the areas where they are happening ,and hearing directly from the people there, or by listening to people from those areas here in Canada.  We need to clearly understand the dimensions of the crimes that have been committed in order to facilitate mining operations.  People in Pueblito Mejia, another part of the mining zone, have, at great risk to themselves, invited Christian Peacemaker Teams, together with the Mission of Support for the Peace Process of the Organization of American States and representatives of the Colombian government, to witness mass graves of people killed by paramilitaries.  We have just received news from our team that on August 17th, a Colombian army unit in the zone killed one civilian, used others as human shields, and fired into the homes of yet other civilians, wounding a fifteen year old in the knee.  Massive crimes such as these will continue to be repeated unless adequate measures are taken to prevent them.  You don’t deal with crimes against humanity by voluntary measures.  You build national and international law to ensure they don’t happen.  
The United Nations Global Compact, though only a voluntary body, nonetheless contributes an important concept in this regard when it states in its second principle, that “businesses should… make sure that they are not complicit in human rights abuses.”  The onus is on the businesses to ensure that their activities are not contributing to human rights abuses.  It’s not enough to say, “I didn’t know what was happening.”
At the domestic level, Canada should work together with provincial authorities to reform securities exchange commission legislation so that companies registered on Canadian stock exchanges must be able to demonstrate how they are ensuring that they are not complicit in crimes against the civilian population in areas where they are working.  
It would be sensible for Canadian mining companies, particularly the juniors - as was, I understand, Conquistador – to press for these measures as well, and to educate themselves as to the consequences of their actions, so that atrocities such as what happened to Juan Camacho, his family, and his community are not repeated.  
The Agricultural Miners’ Federation of which Juan Camacho was a leader is still going strong.  The artesanal mining communities that Conquistador wanted to force out of the mines are still there.  The strategy of terrorization and displacement of civilian populations that the paramilitaries have used to devastating effect in so many parts of Colombia failed in the south of Bolivar.  Many people have expressed to us deep concern that Kedahda, with the collaboration of Colombian authorities, continues to work to push them from their land through legal tricks or through force.  As they showed by their refusal to flee before the paramilitaries, they are deeply committed to staying in their communities.  
They are calling for the establishment of a Mining Reserve Zone, which will ensure that they can continue their long-standing mining practices.  Christian Peacemaker Teams supports that call, and encourage Canada, through CIDA, to explore ways to support artesanal Colombian mining through their own already existing institutions, rather than facilitating the destruction of those communities through initiatives, as we heard last night, that support the untrammeled spread of foreign-controlled mining interests.
The moral imperative is clear:  people everywhere want to have decisive say over their own lives.  They want liberty.  We must take seriously the stories coming out of mining zones around the world, stories far too often of liberty denied.  To me, the central question we are facing in these roundtables, in this laborious process of policy development, is, “Do we want to build policy with soul?”  Are we morally capable as a nation of taking the interests of others into account?  Are we morally capable of putting the interests of others before our own?  I think we can, despite the ever-present tug all of us feel toward narrow self-interest.  I think we can build policy with soul.
