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In the last few years, Central America has suffered from the 'New Gold Fever'. What with
the exceptional rise in gold prices, reaching on average 1000 dollars per ounce of gold in
2008, even the exploitation of deposits with low concentrations of this metal (i.e. less than
10g of gold per tonne of material) result in highly profitable ventures.

A country that could be key to this new model of "development”, driven by transnational
mining companies, is El Salvador, the smallest and most densely populated country in the
region, with high levels of social exclusion and a dangerously depleted natural environment,
evidenced by the high risk of disasters in the face of natural and socio-natural phenomenon.
Although January 1992 saw the end of a bloody civil war, during the last 20 years neoliberal
policies have been implemented to the letter and have accentuated a strong economic and
political dependency on the big 'neighbour of the north' the USA, deepening itself into a
social, political, economic and environmental crisis.

In this new golden wave, the 25 extraction projects that will actually be executed in ELl
Salvador, by various transnational mining companies (in particular of North American origin)
could extract up to a total of 12 million ounces of gold and some 78 million ounces of silver.
The simultaneous implementation of these mining projects would require the daily removal
of some 16,000 tonnes of raw minerals and the daily application of 950 tonnes of cyanide
- a toxic substance whose content in a quantity of just 4 grains of rice would be almost
instantaneously fatal to an adult. It would also utilise on a daily basis 22 million liters of
water in the process of lixiviation (leaching) and 164 million liters of water for the pumping
of subterranean water in the gallery system of extraction.

Estimating the concentrations of the distinct toxic substances that could be released as a
result of the aforementioned mining projects, it is possible to confirm that the acid drainage,
referring to all the contaminants considered, would reach levels exceeding or close to the
maximum permitted limits for industrial waste water and that they would be well above
the limits permitted for drinking water and water in aquatic ecosystems. In the case of
cyanide and mercury, in the two scenarios calculated in this investigation (the first with
5 projects based in the northern zone of the country and the second with 10 mines distributed
across the entire 'golden belt’ of El Salvador) they predict that the concentrations in rain
in the affected zones would be well above the permissible limits for drinking water. It is
also estimated that the greatest impact will be observed in the concentration of arsenic
and lead in the drinking water of San Salvador which will be at or just below the corresponding
permitted limits.

In general, if all the projects that are awaiting the green light from the Government are
implemented, we calculate that these activities could generate a total profit of 10,000
million dollars, of which, in accordance with the current law, some 9800 million would be
for the transnational companies and only 200 million dollars would be paid to the Salvadorian
State, 100 million to the central government and 100 million to the municipalities where
the projects are located. It would generate 14,000 jobs for local people, equating to
approximately 0.3% of the economically active population of this country however would
result in health problems for 4 million people (more than 60% of the Salvadorian population)
and some 16,000km2 of land with significant damage to the natural environment (72% of
the national territory)

In El Salvador, in resistance to this avalanche, there is a strengthening broad social
movement, in particular with environmental demands and defense for life, that fight for
basic rights such as access to drinking water and the defense of natural resources in their
own environment. Together with the organized communities, la UNES, Caritas and other
social organizations have formed the "National Committee against Metal Mining" that could
turn itself into a vigourous social and political force that halts the implementation of the
mining extraction activities of transnational's that are so detrimental to the country.
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