POISON IN THE LIFELINE 2: RETURN TO THE ESSEQUIBO
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28 minute digital video 
Treatment

NARRATION: In August 1995, a restraining dam at the Omai Gold Mine breached, releasing literally millions of cubic metres of cyanide-contaminated slurry into Guyana’s main waterway, the Essequibo River. That summer, we travelled to Guyana and made a documentary film about the disaster. Now, life goes on along the Essequibo. OGML has long resumed operations, and people have taken up their normal lives again. But some questions remain. What are the long-term effects of such a spill? People using the river today report chronic skin problems and also persistent ailments among livestock. Could there be a connection with the Omai spill in 1995? Or could these problems also be the result of other mining activities in the vicinity? – The gold rich soils of the Essequibo basin attract mining operations of all shapes and sizes. This time we extend the scope of our investigations to include all the various forms of gold mining.

VISUALS: suitable archival footage from PITL: Aerial shots, dam breaking, protest at school. Villagers with signs of skin ailments, river activity: bathing, fishing, fetching drinking water, children playing in the river.

NARRATION: Gold mining operations in the Essequibo basin take a variety of forms ranging range from basic manual systems to large scale industrial enterprises. While the scale and complexity of the extraction methods vary tremendously, they have the same aim: to wrest deposits of gold from the earth. Having mined the gold-bearing ore, the final separation of the gold from its surrounding matrix is achieved in one of two ways: either through the method of mercury amalgamation, or by cyanide electrolysis. 

VISUALS: Itinerant artisanal miners called porkknockers extracting gold using the most basic manual technology –pick, shovel and the gold pan called a batel. Spinning batel—adding ‘silver’—burning gold. 

NARRATION: Here the miners are mixing the extracted ore with mercury. This liquid metal adheres to the gold particles in the ore. The mercury-gold amalgam is then heated, until the mercury evaporated, leaving the gold behind. The mercury is released into the atmosphere in vapour form. This is potentially a serious health hazard, made worse by the fact that mercury is a bio-accumulating metal: one it enters the ecosystem, it builds up in increasing quantities along the food chain, and is virtually impossible to remove completely.

VISUALS: Land dredges, Mahdia—cobras—land dredge—Maroc—amalgamation as above

NARRATION: The land dredging system is a popular method of extracting ore from terrestrial contexts. First, the topsoil is jetted away with powerful hoses. The auriferous materials which lie beneath this surface are then sucked up with a dredge pump, before being fed into a trough, where the excess mud is washed off. The material with the highest concentration of gold dust is trapped behind a series of baffles placed in the trough. This material is then spun in the batel, before its final amalgamation with mercury. Apart from the contamination effects, land dredging creates large holes, often hundreds of cubic metres in volume. These, if not filled in, become pools of stagnant water, where malarial mosquitoes breed freely.

VISUALS: Missile dredges, Konawaruk. NB size of pipe. Show tailings islands. Aerial shots. Amalgamation. 

NARRATION: Here, we see a missile dredge in operation. This is basically a vast pump, which sucks up ore from the river bed and banks, figures about tonnes/hour. Once the material is removed from the river bed, it is processed in an identical manner to the land dredging procedure. Apart from the obvious chemical hazards of mercury pollution, missile dredging also poses severe threats to the physical structure of rivers, which can literally change course as a result of mining the banks and creating infertile islands of tailing waste in the waterway.

VISUALS: Omai -- blasting, crushing, trucks, grinding, slurrying, electrolysis, cyanide pond.

NARRATION: At the extreme end of the scale, we have industrial gold mining. Currently, only one such operation exists in Guyana, Omai Gold Mine. Here, the gold is found in primary deposits. The ore is blasted out of the earth with explosives, and quarried to the processing plant in eighty-tonne trucks. The ore is then placed in a vast, cylindrical mill, where it is pulverised with steel balls. The resulting powder is sifted before being mixed with water, and then with a cyanide solution. The cyanide bonds chemically to the gold in the slurry. This solution is now electrolysed, and the gold plates out at the negative terminal. The cyanide is liberated back into solution at the positive terminal. The cyanide waste which is generated in this procedure is then stored in a holding pond, where the cyanide molecule is denatured by the action of the sun’s ultraviolet rays.

VISUALS: Travelling up Essequibo from Parika in boat; images of riverain community life.

NARRATION: We have started our first journey at Parika, a small market village at the mouth of the Essequibo River. We will travel upstream towards Omai, and the gold mining areas of  Bartica, Mahdia, the Potaro and Konawaruk Rivers. 

VISUALS: Fort Island—Community downstream from Omai, along Essequibo river. 

NARRATION: Here we are in Fort Island, some one hundred and twenty kilometres downstream from the point where the Omai River joins the Essequibo. Villages here depend on the Essequibo for bathing, drinking, fishing and other domestic purposes. 

VISUALS: CUT to archival footage of Ashton Simon in Fort Island. 

 Interviews: with villagers about possible pollution-related ailments.

Interview with SD SMITH taking a deposition.

NARRATION: Environmental law specialist SD Smith is concerned that villagers living downstream from the spill have continued to suffer the results of a polluted river. He wants to pursue a class-action suit in a Canadian court, to seek proper compensation and more assurances that the mining company is now acting in a responsible manner. Smith explains this on camera,  and also explains what kind of evidence will be required. 

VISUALS: Carlos Huisjer and other personnel with sampling equipment, standing at river bank. 

NARRATION: One of the tasks we have on this trip is to carry out a comprehensive chemical analysis. We are interested in investigating whether toxic compounds have, as a result of Omai’s mining activities, entered the human and animal food chain in this area. If the sampling programme proves positive, this will provide SD Smith with the evidence he requires for his representation. It will also allow us to investigate whether contamination is occurring as a result of other mining activities which use mercury, not cyanide, to extract gold. Carlos Huijser is a Dutch environmental engineer with long experience in analysing soil pollution. (Other personnel—introduce). Huisjer explains the procedure. 

VISUALS: Boat travelling along river. Huisjer and sampling team in boat.

NARRATION: Huisjer explains on camera where he will sample from, and why he has chosen these sites. 

VISUALS: sampling activities -- collecting sediments etc.

NARRATION: Carlos and his team are collecting samples of river sediments for examination. Back in the laboratory, these samples will be analysed for the presence of a range of possible chemical pollutants. 

VISUALS: more sampling activities—biota samples; samples being packed up in secure containers.

NARRATION: explains the importance of lodging samples with EPA, and also chain of custody for legal purposes. 

VISUALS: laboratory analysis of samples. Interviews, intercut with footage of villagers with complaints.

NARRATION: lab staff explain the procedure, how they are testing, what for, etc.; interview with medical personnel who can explain the possible health implications of these contaminants on human populations. more interviews in villages, relating health problems described above to symptoms presented. 

Interviews with the following, depending on laboratory results: Prime Minister Sam Hinds, (with portfolio for mining), EPA officials, Guyana Geology and Mines Commission, OMAI personnel on site, missile dredge miners, Joe Singh, Director of Conservation International Guyana, SD Smith. 

VISUALS: aerial shots, Kaieteur Falls, Omai, Potaro, Konawaruk rivers. 

NARRATION: Guyana means “land of many waters”. Its rivers give life to its people. But this is a poor country, and it cannot afford to ignore its wealth of natural resources. What is needed now is wise management, effective systems of monitoring and control, and the development of sustainable methods of resource use. It is not too late to make the right choices for the future.
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