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I have worked for five years in Guatemala as Overseas Personnel of the United Church of Canada and have contact with the people affected by Canadian mining and exploration in that country.  Returning to Canada, I have been engaged over the past two years in presenting education workshops and studying the effects of Canadian mining abroad, through the church and with NGOs engaged in global justice.  Our church is deeply concerned about the many serious cases involving Canadian mining companies abroad who violate Human Rights, fail to uphold Canada’s commitments to the rights of Indigenous peoples and leave in their wake, lands that are destroyed and waters that are contaminated. 

Forty years ago, driving along a highway in northern Ontario, I came upon kilometres upon kilometres of blackened earth and rocks, dead stumps of trees and complete destruction of every living thing.  This was the outskirts of Sudbury – destroyed and contaminated by the mining industry.  Last year I drove on the same stretch of highway and to my delight found a flourishing land of trees, green grass and wild plants – a beautiful sight and a healthy environment!    This change was the result of a long battle demanding safe air and water, and mining criteria that are enforceable by law.  We have fought for this for our people in Canada.  We can accept  nothing less for the peoples of developing countries who are experiencing an onslaught of new mining exploration in their countries.  

I will focus on mining in Guatemala as a case in point of the problems we must face and the urgency to put in place a binding Code of Conduct based on international humanitarian rights, laws and environmental standards. 


Mining problems are not new to Guatemala. In the 70s, mercury contamination of waters in the El Estor region, violence against peasants and death, finally led to the expulsion of a major Canadian mining company.  Their exploration rights have recently been sold to yet another Canadian company. The indigenous people of that territory have never had their legitimate claims addressed, lessons have not been learned and the re-development of the mining has once again produced a serious situation of conflict that was inevitable.

A Guatemala map of mining exploration and future projects shows a country dotted with hundreds of sites - the majority on indigenous lands, the mountain regions they have occupied for generations after being thrown off the more productive agricultural land.  Will they be consulted?  Will they have the right to determine how their land and its resources will be used?  If the present practises continue, the answer will be NO.   


Recently, mining for gold began in the San Marcos region.  The Canadian company responsible for this Marlin Project claims that consultations were held in the region and environmental studies were approved.  The environmental studies were not accessible to the people and critiques from a reputable, independent expert were not accepted.  Protests by the Mayan people denouncing the lack of consultation and calling for the mining to stop  have been met with violent force, engagement of paramilitary security guards and the sending of Riot Squads to disperse one protest that led to death and injuries.  

The adjoining region of Sipacapa is part of the Marlin Mine’s projected expansion.  But that community has had the additional time to both mobilize and to see the effects of the first phase of the gold mine.   There is great concern about the effects on water resources.  The gold mining separation process is using 250,000 litres of water per hour.  This is a region that has serious water shortages and many women walk great distances for the water that a family needs.  The mining company had the means to drill directly down to the water table for their needs. Some link the drying up of water resources this year to this enormous consumption.  
Consultations were organized by the Sipicapa communities in their traditional ways. Over 90% of the people voted – by check marks, by raising hands or by thumb prints in meetings held in the 13 villages of that region.  Eleven of the thirteen communities strongly declared NO.  These results have been presented to the Procurator of Human Rights, been declared legal and presented to the Guatemalan government.  What will happen now?  This was a long, slow process led by trusted leaders of the community.   A Consultation run by a mining company, with its inexperience of traditional practises and inevitable vested interest, cannot be considered legitimate.  Community Consultations that are culturally appropriate must be an integral part of a Code of Conduct, receiving adequate time and funds to engage in such work.  Prior to a community Consultation, Social – Environmental Studies must be done by independent bodies that are accepted by and involve the communities. These conditions must be met prior to the commencement of any mining exploration.

I strongly recommend that the Canadian Government 
· Adopt and implement Mining Criteria for Canadian companies in Developing Countries,  with a clear, enforceable Code of Conduct that is based on international humanitarian rights, laws and environmental standards, with particular attention to the rights of Indigenous peoples
· Ensure the provision of funds and adequate time for people of the lands affected to:

1)  have access to Social-Environmental Studies on the effects of a proposed project and the right to engage counter-expertise when necessary

2) Carry out a culturally appropriate Consultation Process that must approve any mining project before it may commence
Such funds would be the joint responsibility of the Canadian mining company and government bodies such as Export Development Canada 
· Require that procuring any assistance from Export Development Canada, Canadian Missions or any other governmental trade initiative body, be conditional on the signing of a binding agreement to adhere to the developed Mining Criteria and Code of Conduct  for Canadian companies in Developing Countries
Some companies have said that to be bound by such commitments would reduce their capacity to be competitive in their field.

Not to require such commitments would be to say that we, in Canada, accept and approve the violation of Indigenous Rights, the destruction of the environment and the escalation of violence in developing countries.
