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Gold, Mercury and ASGM  

Gold has since many decades been attracting the human being due to its 
brightness, chemical properties and means of exchange. Gold extraction results 
often in social impacts and environmental impacts, like mercury contamination. A 
recent international agreement, the Minamata Convention has the objective to 
reduce the contamination of mercury by controlling its production, its use and its 
disposal. 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate to what extent Peru, Bolivia and Colombia 
are prepared to implement the Minamata Convention concerning the ASGM 
sector. Recommendations will be made for the Better Gold Initiative regarding the 
future implementation of the project in Peru and possibly in Bolivia and Colombia. 

The results and recommendations presented are mainly based on the interviews 
with stakeholders realised by the author in October 2015 in Peru, Bolivia and 
Colombia. 

The Better Gold Initiative (BGI) is a public-private partnership and has been 
launched in 2013 to encourage and to increase the transparency of the Gold 
trade chain. The objective is to build a simple market mechanism that honours 
compliance of producers with standards on traceability, accountability, labour 
conditions, environmental, social, governance and community relations 
performance. The BGI is offering a support on technology and encouraging 
ASGM miners to get certified. 

Figure 1: Mines Hierarchy: today -> tomorrow. Own representation 

Figure 2: Gold extraction (Minambiente 2015)

Status of work NAP
• Peru: The Minamata Convention is ratified. Peru is realizing in 2016 the 

Mercury Initial Assessment (MIA) and planning the development of the NAP. 
The NAP will be realized with supports from UNIDO and be financed with 
GEF funds. Due to the status of work, it was not possible at the time of the 
interview to evaluate how Peru will concretely address all the requirements of 
Annex C. 

• Bolivia: The Minamata Convention is ratified. Bolivia must first complete the 
MIA. Its results will provide the inputs for the NAP as well as help to prioritize 
the measures. It was not yet clear in October if Bolivia will work with UNIDO 
to realise the NAP. As soon as the MIA is realised, Bolivia will begin to 
elaborate the NAP. 

• Colombia: Colombia plans to ratify the the Minamata Convention in 2018.
Colombia has not started yet the NAP. However, they developed a plan unico 
de mercurio and every ministry will have to develop a sectorial plan. Ministry 
of Mines and Energy is responsible to elaborate the sectorial plan for ASGM. 
This plan will probably become the NAP for the Convention. 
Columbia is in the special situation, that the country already has a legislation 
that intend to prohibit the use of mercury for the artisanal and small scale 
mining sector by 2018. 

Recommendations
The following activities are recommended for the realisation of the NAP, 
respectively to encourage formalization and certification of ASGM:
• Long term activities
• Technical support, training, capacity building and management supports for 

miners and cooperatives
• Regular awareness raising on mercury risks for miners but also for the 

population 
• Improvement of the dialogue between the different stakeholders especially 

between the authorities and miners
• Taking into account miners’ reality for the formalisation requirements if the 

objective is to have more formalised mines
• Support countries in controlling mercury imports at the borders 
• Realisation of long term initiatives 
• Implementation of projects in collaboration with the ministry responsible for 

mines in order to make them aware of the discrepancies between the 
formalisation requirements and the miners’ reality. 
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Minamata Convention
The aim of the Convention is to protect human health and the environment 
from anthropogenic emissions and releases of mercury and mercury 
compounds. The Convention is a tribute to the inhabitants of Minamata in 
Japan, who were affected by serious mercury poisoning for decades.
The text of the Minamata Convention has been adopted on 10 October 2013. 
In March 2016, 128 parties signed the Convention text and 25 parties ratified 
the Convention.
The Minamata Convention sets requirements on mercury supply sources and 
trade, on mercury-added products, on manufacturing processes in which 
mercury or mercury compounds are used, on artisanal and small-scale gold 
mining, on emissions, on releases, on environmentally sound interim storage 
of mercury, on mercury wastes, on contaminated sites. 
The Convention sets special measures for the artisanal and small scale 
mining field. According to article 7 each Party that has artisanal and small-
scale gold mining in which mercury is used for the processing and/or for the 
amalgamation to extract the metal from ore, shall develop and implement a 
National Action Plan (NAP).

Gold Extraction in ASGM

1) Liberation of the gold particles by 
crushing and grinding

2) Gold concentration
3) Treatment of the gold concentrates 

by mercury amalgamation.

Several projects are ongoing to find an 
alternative method to mercury
amagamation. The challenge is to have 
a method which is adapted to miners’ 
habits, needs, and culture: inexpensive, 
simple and fast. 
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