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My name is Emily Wilson and I am here today to deliver a series of messages from representatives of the Wapichan people – an Indigenous people from Region IX in southwestern Guyana, South America.  I have been working periodically with Amerindian communities in the area for over three years on various land and resource issues and the statements I will present today were shared with me during my most recent trip in October 2006.  These comments were originally videoed so that the Amerindian peoples of Guyana could make direct statements at this public session, but due to an apparent lack of technical capacity which meant I was not able to show the video today, I have instead put together a series of oral statements.

For the past ten years, the Wapichan people have been affected by the exploration and development activities of a Canadian-based mining company – Vannessa Ventures Ltd. – which has received a permit from the Government of Guyana to operate a large-scale gold mine in the Marudi Mountain area, located directly southwest of several Wapichan communities.
  Most recently, Vannessa has teamed up with Toronto-based Shoreham Resources Ltd. and announced plans for carrying out additional exploration in the Paint Mountain area,
 without informing or consulting with local Indigenous peoples.  The Marudi and Paint mountains are not located on titled land, but are part of an unresolved joint land claim that has been put forth by the Wapichan since 1969, shortly after Guyana’s Independence.
  These are also areas of cultural significance, and Marudi in particular has provided local Indigenous peoples with some economic security since they have historically carried out small-scale mining in this part of their ancestral lands. 
Drawing from individual statements, it is apparent that although there have been some interactions between company and community representatives over the years, there has been minimal information-sharing – which has caused division between and within Wapichan communities – as well as inadequate consultation processes and a lack of respect for local governance institutions (e.g., Toshaos (Village Chiefs/Captains), Village Councils, District Toshaos Councils).

These issues have been compounded by the fact that the legal framework in Guyana does not adequately protect Indigenous rights,
 and there is a lack of financial, human and technical capacity within the government to monitor and enforce existing laws relating to mining.

Tony James, ex-chief of Aishara Ton village and the current Chief of fifty-three other Chiefs within Region IX, gives an example of how consultation processes have thus far proven inadequate:

“[Vannessa] came into the area – they went into the Marudi mountains, where there is going to be this open-pit mine – and they did their studies in there for the environment.  Then they came back and went to Georgetown and compiled a thick report which was brought to us at a very short notice; they came via an aircraft into the village, came to a meeting, and gave me – I was the chief at the time – that document and asked my people to ask questions and comment on this huge thick report…That was supposed to be the consultation on the Environmental Impact Assessment.  Now you just gave me that – I couldn’t read all of those things in two minutes and then be able to ask you questions.  More so, that it was in technical language.  What about the ordinary people who are with me?  How can we question?  And there they are having the aircraft waiting; they don’t have time, they have to go... Where is the meaningfulness about that?”
The rest of my presentation is also made up of other verbatim statements from residents of Aishara Ton Village, who wanted to share some of their problems and proposed solutions with the Canadian mining industry and the Canadian government.

“I am from Aishara Ton, Deep South Rupununi, and I am the Captain of this Village…If any Canadian company is acting irresponsibly, I think that the Canadian government should withdraw the said company immediately…until [the situation] has been rectified...because I think they [Canadian mining companies] are responsible with damaging our environment, our communities…To the Canadian government I would like to say – they should encourage companies from Canada to have better dialogue with communities – regularly – to have a healthy relationship, and to show a lot of respect, especially to the Amerindian peoples”
“I think that [Canadian mining companies]…should respect the Indigenous peoples around here – consult with them and have dialogue with them.  Especially because we Amerindian people we move about all over the area – wherever the mining wants to take place – we fish, we hunt and we collect medicines up there.  And not only that…when the mining company starts to work they should employ people from around the villages and not bring in people from Georgetown …at least they should give benefits to us and [give] a fair share [to] us too” [Female Village Councillor]
“I am Derek Winter from Aishara Ton, I have been in the Village Council very long and that is why I am saying this, because companies come and go and there is not a very good dialogue with them…These [Canadian mining] companies…normally come to Aishara Ton [and] pass through here without consulting the leaders of this village…And whatever operations they are doing, we are not getting any report in the community.  So…I feel that they should make a report to us on a yearly or quarterly basis so that we will know what is going on, and we will be sure to work along with them, as a partnership… if they work in close partnership with us, we know we could get something from them and they can get something from us.  But it can’t be one-sided.  It is our land, and we have the right to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to [mine development]” 

“I am the Chairperson of the Wapichan Women’s Association of Aishara Ton…All these years our local men… have been doing a little mining [in Marudi]…This is the only source of income…But with the big company coming in to extract everything, it will certainly leave the community without any money...What happens when Vannessa is finished reaping their harvest of gold?? What happens to the community? We would like to be part of this planning when Vannessa could compensate us, where Vannessa could come and talk with us and say ‘ok, we will go in partnerships’…so that in the event that there is destruction in our community, we are compensated by this”
“I am Edward Laud, a villager from Aishara Ton Village, South Rupununi, in Guyana...As an Indigenous community, we need the Canadian government to enforce the laws that are applied in Canada…down here in Guyana…laws pertaining to mining…Because it is going to be the same impacts that [are] going to happen here, to our lives…We need…Canadian companies to respect our rights, our culture, the way we live, our identity, the biodiversity that we are living in, and our lands…that is what we need the Government of Canada to apply, not only to Guyana, but to other Indigenous peoples of this universe”
Another message from Tony James:

“…I know that the Canadian government has some pretty good legislation as it pertains to Indigenous peoples.  Now, you are having companies which would like to come to our country like Guyana, to do these kind of [mining] activities and a majority of these activities, if not all…are on Indigenous peoples ancestral lands, be it titled or nontitled.  So…I feel the Government of Canada should…insist on the Government of Guyana to resolve all outstanding land issues here.  So that we…as well can negotiate with the company, and see what maximum benefits we can get from it, if we so desire.  But as it is now, the government [of Guyana] does what it wants, it is not recognizing our ancestral lands…We did identify our lands, but yet the government does not want to recognize them.  So the Canadian government can take a lead in that and say ‘hey listen Guyana, you have got to do this – we have done it, so why can’t you?’  

The other thing too that I would like the Canadian government to do – not only this company that is coming to Guyana, but other companies – is to respect the Free, Prior and Informed Consent of all Indigenous Peoples…If Vannessa is going to operate here with its partner, they must be told that our Free Prior and Informed Consent is of foremost importance to us.  And if they don’t, we will definitely be making a lot of noise about their activities out here…”
In sum, Wapichan community members and leaders from Region IX outlined the following needs and recommended actions in their statements:

Needs identified:


· Information-sharing with local/Indigenous communities

· Better Dialogue with local/Indigenous communities

· Meaningful Consultation with local/Indigenous communities

· Respect for local/Indigenous communities

Recommended actions for Canadian Companies:

· Unbiased Reporting to local/Indigenous communities

· Benefits to be shared with local/Indigenous communities

· Compensation for affected local/Indigenous communities

· Develop partnerships with local/Indigenous communities

Recommended actions for Canadian Government:

· Withdraw ‘irresponsible’ companies from host countries

· Enforce Canadian laws (relating to mining) in host countries

· Insist on resolution of Indigenous land claims by host countries

· Respect Free, Prior and Informed Consent of Indigenous peoples

Finally, I would like to end this presentation with two statements that were written by Village Captains (Chiefs) of two other Wapichan communities:

“I want to say to any Government, including Guyana’s government…we are not against government or development.  As Amerindian people all we need is to be respected.  Recognize our rights.  Do not make decisions without consulting us, you are dealing with human beings” 

[Arnold Stephens, Captain, Karaudarnau Village]

“I think the Canadian government should advise all Canadian companies to be accountable for all their actions on mining overseas, to respect our rights.  Being an indigenous leader of my community, I would like to congratulate the government of Canada for giving me this opportunity to air out my concern on Vannessa and do hope our concerns [will] be addressed immediately”

[Avril Winter, Captain, Awarewaunau Village]

************************************************************************

For further information about mining and Amerindians in Guyana, please visit the website of the North-South Institute (NSI) at www.nsi-ins.ca 

Project Title: Indigenous Perspectives on Consultation and Decision-Making about Mining and Other Natural Resources in Latin America, the Caribbean and Canada (Phase II)

Please note: A video of individual statements from the Wapichan in Guyana will soon be available on the NSI website – Stay tuned!

� For more information about the activities of Vannessa in Wapichan territory over the past ten years, and about the more general impacts of Mining on Amerindians in Guyana, please see: Colchester, Marcus; LaRose, Jean and Kid James.  2002.  Mining and Amerindians in Guyana: Final Report of the APA/NSI project on Exploring Indigenous Perspectives on Consultation and Engagement within the Mining Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean.  Ottawa, Canada: The North-South Institute.


� Stabroek News.  September 10th, 2006.  “Toronto firm joins Vannessa Ventures in local gold project.”  Available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.stabroeknews.com/index.pl/article?id=56503288" ��http://www.stabroeknews.com/index.pl/article?id=56503288�  


� Amerindian Lands Commission (ALC).  1969.  Report of the Amerindian Lands Commission.  Georgetown, Guyana: Amerindian Lands Commission.


� For example, Section 50 of the revised Amerindian Act passed through Guyana’s Parliament in February 2006 stipulates that consent for large-scale mining in or near to Indigenous lands can only mean ‘yes.’  If an Amerindian community refuses its consent to such activities, then the Minister of Mines and the Minister of Amerindian Affairs can declare large-scale mining in the ‘public interest’ and enter into agreements with the mining company on behalf of the community.  This is true for titled and untitled lands.


� These problems have been recognized by both the Guyanese and Canadian governments and in 1999 a CIDA-funded project was established entitled ‘Guyana Environmental Capacity Development Project’ (GENCAPD).  The main focus of this project has been to build capacity within the Guyana Geology and Mines Commission (GGMC) – the government body in charge of giving out small- and medium-scale mining permits and for monitoring these activities – and to develop environmental regulations related to mining alongside Guyana’s newly-established Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). However, to date there has been no Amerindian participation in this project, which can be seen as a major flaw in project design since most mining activity in Guyana takes place on or near to Amerindian ancestral lands (for more information see: Colchester, Marcus; LaRose, Jean and Kid James.  2002.  Mining and Amerindians in Guyana: Final Report of the APA/NSI project on Exploring Indigenous Perspectives on Consultation and Engagement within the Mining Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean.  Ottawa, Canada: The North-South Institute, page 14.)
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