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The continued economic and ecological crises of recent years have again shown
how  economists  and  international  leaders  have  overestimated  the  ability  of
markets to expand and self-regulate. In a finite world, dominated by a social
imaginary  of  infinite  progress  and  magically  generated  wealth  (Comaroff,
Comaroff 2001), the appropriation of resources and control over the commons are
the reasons behind an increasing number of conflicts and structural inequalities
(Strang, Busse 2011). To escape from the “specter of impoverishment fostered by
unlimited growth benefiting only a few” (Nash 2006, p. 36), we need to critically
rethink the relationship between societies and environments. As Melissa Checker
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(2009)  has  pointed  out,  anthropology  can  offer  an  important  contribution  to
academic and public debate by inviting and inspiring an in-depth analysis  of
recent social and environmental changes.

The extensive and well-documented repertoire of possible ways of life analysed
through the anthropologists’ lens of fieldwork can contribute by enriching a
critical  understanding  of  the  current  ecological  and  economic  crises.  This
understanding can also inspire practical forms of transformation of the current
dominant  ways of  life.  Here,  I  would like to  draw attention to  the mining
industry and its complex relationship with environmental issues.

In  recent  decades,  the  explorative  and
extractive operations of the large mining
companies have expanded into the most
remote and inaccessible regions (Ballard,
Blanks  2003;  Crowson  2011).  Although
Hodges  (1995)  calculates  that  the  land
affected by large scale mining operations
represents  less  than  1% of  the  world’s
land surface, the environmental impact of
the global mining industry should not be
underestimated. No other human activity
is  able  to  move  as  much  earth  as  the
mining  industry  (Kirsch  2010,  p.  88).
Some studies estimate that the total amount of earth treated in the mines is
comparable  to  that  moved  by  natural  or  geomorphological  processes  and  is
therefore far from irrelevant (Douglas, Lawson 2000 cit. Bridge in 2004, p. 209).
Furthermore, if we keep in mind that the extraction of metals or precious stones
entails segregative processes (small amounts of useful material are separated, via
special processes, from large amounts of later-discarded materials), we can begin
to understand the ecological impact of the wasted material itself (Bridge 2004).
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To obtain metals such as gold and copper, it is necessary to discard more than
99% of the extracted material (Douglas, Lawson 2000). What is not used can be
an environmental threat: sand produced and dispersed by mining excavations
becomes dust which pollutes the air; chemical agents added in mining processes
and those  derived  from the  oxidation  of  metals  flow into  rivers  or  into  the
groundwater;  even chemically inert rocks,  due to their sheer volume, can be
disruptive and constitute an environmental problem (Godoy 1985; Da Rosa, Lyon
1997; Bridge 2004).

However, to consider mining only from a purely technical or engineering point
of view does not give insight into the complexity of the relationships established
around the mines, nor help us in fully evaluating the social, political and
economic impacts of this activity. The extractive processes are neither
ecologically nor politically neutral.

It is appropriate to point out that one of the effects of the mining boom has been
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the turning of mining sites into places of contention in which a heterogeneous
variety of institutional and non-institutional actors – such as NGOs, development
agencies, associations, lawyers, journalists and human rights activists – compete
with and confront each other (Ballard, Banks 2003; Bridge 2004). These disputes
often feature the following two opposing positions: on the one hand, the local
communities and their representatives – who seek forms of compensation and
want to be involved in decisions that affect the distribution of benefits derived
from the exploitation of the local resources – and on the other, the mining
companies and international corporations that, for their part, emphasise and
publicise the economic and social benefits afforded by their mere presence: more
employment opportunities for the population, economic benefits for the national
governments’ coffers due to tax paid for mining licenses, and so on (Benson,
Kirsch 2010).

As these “benefits” are, for the most part, vague or unfulfilled promises, it is
not surprising that the discontent of the people living in the mining areas may
sometimes lead to protests or acts of sabotage against those who are locally
perceived (most of the time) as usurpers rather than benefactors.
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The issue at stake is both material and symbolic. While it is undeniable that the
extractive activities require the movement of earth and effectively the changing of
landscapes, it is also clear that these changes could contribute to the creation of a
new social and cultural order by rewriting the histories of territories (Santos-
Granero 1998).

Unlike the pages of a book, however, a landscape is not a blank sheet. Every
landscape interacts with the “words” from which it is made through the social
actors who inhabit it. The history of a landscape is connected, moreover, not only
to an ecology and a local cosmology – as the anthropological analysis of Jorgensen
(1998), Stewart and Strathern (2005) and Moretti (2008) in Papua New Guinea’s
mining context clearly highlights – but it is also connected to an economy. The
trees cut by the large scale mining companies can be commercially viable for the
people who live in the areas surrounding the mines and can have social and
religious value.
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To a point, the same can be said of rivers. They often hold an important symbolic
role, and in some cases hold an important political role, as is evident when they
represent the boundaries of territories. To change the path of a river in order to
facilitate  mining  operations  not  only  alters  the  ecology  of  an  area,  it  also
generates disputes and conflicts that can cause long-term problems – as in the
case of the extractive industry in Sierra Leone, discussed in great detail in the
studies of Fenda Akiwumi (2006, 2012) – and can also generate or perpetuate
discomfort, diseases and social suffering.

 

As a  result,  it  is  clear  that  in  order to  analyse the so-called “environmental
impact” of mining we cannot only rely on statistics or the mere enumerations of
chemicals.  What  are  needed  are  more  extensive  and  sophisticated  units  of
analysis  that go beyond the notion,  though extended,  of  “ecosystem” (Bridge
2004).  In  this  sense,  environmental  anthropology,  with  its  interdisciplinary
vocation  (Dove,  Carpenter,  2002:  61),  and  the  methodology  that  best
characterizes it, namely field research, can make an important contribution to the
detailed  analyses  of  local  realities,  without  neglecting  the  connections  (and
disconnections) that exist between these same realities and the global contexts to
which they are directly or indirectly related.
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More  than  ever,  anthropologists  now  have  the  opportunity  to  extend  the
boundaries  of  their  discipline and undertake fieldwork that  explores possible
forms of integration with other disciplines (Godoy, 1985) as well as cooperating
with social actors that are not necessarily linked to the academy (Ballard, Banks
2003).  Overall,  they  can  continue  to  experiment  with  new  forms  of  civic
engagement and advocacy in  support  of  the communities  being studied (e.g.
Kirsch 2002; Coumans 2011).

By re-orientating the purposes and methods of the discipline, anthropologists
have the opportunity to offer critical and analytical tools capable of subverting
the “politics  of  resignation”  (Benson,  Kirsch 2010)  that  large scale  mining
companies  promote in  order  to  attempt  to  make acceptable  and taken for
granted  the  suffering,  risks  and  environmental  damages  they  themselves
produce.
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Featured pictures (black and white): Mining community and infrastructures in the
Niger Delta, Nigeria. Credit: Michele Parodi.
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