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February 28, 2014

Catarina de Albuquerque
Special Rapporteur on the right to safe drinking water and sanitation
Sustainable Human Development Section
Special Procedures Division
UNOG-OHCHR
Palais de Nations
CH-1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland
srwatson@ohchr.org

Dear Special Rapporteur Albuquerque,

Environmentally irresponsible mining, including inadequate mine closure, is a common cause of violations of the right to water. The Kori Kollo mine in Bolivia, one of many paradigmatic examples in the hemisphere, provides a striking case study of the harms to water caused by irresponsible mining.  

In the Oruro region of Bolivia, subsistence-based Quechua, Aymara and Uru indigenous communities living near and downstream from the partially closed Kori Kollo gold mine are suffering harms because of inadequate mitigation of contamination from the mine.[footnoteRef:1] A transfer of mine ownership raises questions about closure processes and responsibility for remediation. Ongoing complaints of pollution by local communities, a lack of information about closure processes and costs, and new governmental findings of severe water contamination from the mine merit further investigation by the Special Rapporteur.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  See, e.g., La Razon, Culpan a Inti Raymi por contaminar y causar sequía (January 30, 2012), http://www.la-razon.com/suplementos/especiales/Culpan-Inti-Raymi-contaminar-sequia_0_1551444917.html .]  [2:  See e.g., CORIDUP, Desilusión y decepción de las comunidades después de conocer los resultados de la Auditoría Ambiental al proyecto “Kori Kollo”(Sept.2012), http://www.cepaoruro.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=957:desilucion-y-decepcion-de-las-comunidades-despues-de-conocer-los-resultados-de-la- Auditoría -ambiental-al-proyecto-qkori-kolloq-21-09-12&catid=31:coridup&Itemid=41.  ] 


The Kori Kollo mine began production in the 1980s. In 2001, Newmont Mining Corporation, one of the world’s largest gold producers, acquired majority ownership of Kori Kollo’s operator, Empresa Minera Inti Raymi (“Inti Raymi”). Mining at Kori Kollo stopped in 2003, though gold continues to be produced on site from ores mined elsewhere. In 2009, Newmont transferred its interest in Inti Raymi to companies owned by Bolivian nationals,[footnoteRef:3] but continues to receive royalties from ongoing gold production at the mine.[footnoteRef:4] It is unclear if the new owners will have adequate resources for clean-up, especially when compared to a large multinational corporation with diverse sources of income. The sale of the mine and departure of Newmont from Bolivia raises questions about Newmont’s availability to address environmental harms caused by operations at Kori Kollo.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Newmont Mining Corporation, The South American Region (accessed April 1, 2013) http://www.newmont.com/south-america1.]  [4:  Newmont Mining Corporation, Kori Kollo Sold, (December 2009), http://www.newmont.com/features/our-business-features/Kori-Kollo-Sold. (“The buyer assumed all obligations of the operation and agreed to pay Newmont a nominal royalty from future production. With this sale, Newmont has no remaining operations in Bolivia.”)]  [5:  The World Bank could also have played a role in causing environmental damage from Kori Kollo because the International Finance Corporation loaned Inti Raymi US$40 million in 1991. (At that time Inti Raymi was majority-owned by Battle Mountain Gold, which was bought by Newmont in 2001.) See Lawrence Bouton, Results on the Ground 2, International Finance Corporation (1998), http://books.google.com/books?id=lkhFwxay0wEC&pg=PA3&lpg=PA3&dq=IFC+kori+kollo&source=bl&ots=rdqcRSqFM6&sig=IeIliMVH7j2zGf-__GBuTs1HbMk&hl=en&sa=X&ei=te5dUY7cB-PO0QHo8oHwCQ&ved=0CC4Q6AEwAA at 3.] 


Over the years, nearby and downstream indigenous communities filed over 900 official complaints about negative impacts of the mine.[footnoteRef:6] In 2012, in response to these complaints, a government environmental audit of Kori Kollo confirmed various harms in the region, including: acid mine drainage; severe salinization of groundwater and soils; contamination of groundwater with cyanide, cadmium, zinc and copper beyond levels allowed in Bolivia; violations of several water quality laws; and environmental and economic damages valued at US$4 million.[footnoteRef:7] However, the audit provided no information to affected communities on when or how the mine site will be appropriately closed and restored, whether the pollution will be mitigated, or whether the impacted communities will be compensated for their loss of freshwater, among other harms.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Ministerio de Medio Ambiente, P.C.A. Consultores, Auditoría Ambiental de las Operaciones Minera de Kori Kollo, Informe Fase III (Sept. 2012) (Auditoría Ambiental Kori Kollo Informe Fase III), at 19.]  [7:  Auditoría Ambiental Kori Kollo Informe Fase III, at 4, 19, 23, 5-74, 5-89, 6-21, and 6-42.]  [8:  See e.g., CORIDUP, Desilusión y decepción de las comunidades después de conocer los resultados de la Auditoría Ambiental al proyecto “Kori Kollo”(Sept.2012), http://www.cepaoruro.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=957:desilucion-y-decepcion-de-las-comunidades-despues-de-conocer-los-resultados-de-la- Auditoría -ambiental-al-proyecto-qkori-kolloq-21-09-12&catid=31:coridup&Itemid=41; Juan Carlos Montoya Choque y Richard Silver Mendieta Cardenas, Salinización y metales pesados. Evaluación ambiental de la mina Kori Kollo (EMIRSA) en el área de influencia, con aplicación de la Teledetección SIG, CEPA (2006); see also Mines and Communities, Latin American Update June 2007, Bolivia: Part II: An Emerging Mining Policy for Bolivia, Andean Information Network, The Voice Not Heard: Mining and the Environment, www.minesandcommunities.org/article.php?a=449] 


Due to the mining industry’s negative impact on the right to water, we urge the Special Rapporteur to recognize it as one of the structural causes of the violation of the right to water in the hemisphere.  It is imperative to recommend that States prevent and end these violations of human rights by reforming mining laws and enforcement practices consistent with international standards, in order to hold mining companies responsible to prevent and compensate environmental damages and human rights violations.  The Kori Kollo case also shows the importance of  holding former owners fully responsible for mine closure, cleanup, and restoration, reclamation bonds, and long-term environmental monitoring, in order to guarantee the right to water of the nearby communities. 
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Figure 1. One of two open pits of the Kori Kollo mine, 780 feet deep and 143 acres in surface area, before and after being filled with scarce river water, now severely contaminated with salts and toxic heavy metals. Credit: Jaime Caichoca (CEPA 2012).

Figure 2. The large terraced hill in the background is the massive cyanide heap leach pad of Kori Kollo, which has contaminated groundwater with cyanide and other toxic pollutants over many years. Credit: Scott McKitrick (WEFTA 2011).
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