Ovacik village, Bergama Valley, northern coast of Aegean Sea, Turkey

By Nevena Panayotova and Denis Kuznetsov

The bus left us in the middle of the highway, right in front of the turn for the Ovacik mine. Six gendarmes asked for our passports. The journalists are not welcome at this place, especially if they are foreigners, but the tourists have no problems. We said that we are students of geology – in the beginning of June the tourist season hadn’t started yet, so any other answer might be wrong. Passport checking took short time, the officer wished us to have good time. He warned us not to visit the mine, as it was temporally closed for tourists, because the administration was aware of possible provocations. The same answer we had on the phone few days earlier. 

The Asclepius ancient temple is seen at the East, at the bottom of the hill is the town of Bergama. Death Can’t Enter Here is written on the temple’s entrance. The city of Troy is not far neither, at the northern side of the gulf of Edremit.
The Gendarmerie 
patrols the road to the near villages, at the other side of the fence the security, full stuff, armed with guns, guards the territory of the mine. We are walking towards the last village on the road, Narlica, 5 km from Ovacik, through the hills it is even closer - at 2,5 km. A discussion about the recultivation of the mine, organized by the NGO’s wich are fighting against the gold mine took place in this village, on the 9 and 10th of June 2007 under the control of the gendarmerie. Professors from Ankara, Istanbul, Izmir, and Cypress were there to present the possibilities for land recultivation to the local people. The “people’s lawyers” were present too – Senih Özay and Özkan Durmaz, both of them had won most of the court cases against the mine since 1992, some of tha cases in Strasburg. The tea house in the village centre gathered the villagers from two neighbor villages – Ovacik and Camköy. Many of the people there had court cases against the gold mine, won not only in Turkey, but in Strasbourg too, however, in spite of all court decisions and 5 closing for short periods, the mine still works with the government’s support. 
In the meeting was Birsel Lemke, the woman who organized the opposition in the beginning and who won a court case against Turkey in Strasbourg concerning gold mining participated. Hasan Gökvardar, former employee of Newmont, was also present. After 13 years in the administration of the mine, he had left his job and his testimony in court was like an explosion. The discussion does not last too long – a provocateur turned on Birsel Lemke and the collision with some of the elder men was inevitable. The gendarmes were very professional and there were no serious crashes, the passions calmed down, and the crowd – dispersed. But the tension remained in the air.
The water 

is the main problem there. There are no superficial waters, each village has its own drill, the Ovacik one is only at 200 m from the mine. At first look it seems enough to avoid pollution. Formally speaking there are no problems, no heavy metals spill. But in 2004 the analyses made by Aegean University showed levels of arsenic in drinking water of the Ovacik village 23 times higher than the norm. Analyzes were repeated, the results - the same. In the early 1990s, the water drill was at 60 m, in 2007 – under 120 m. Drilling 100 m costs about 15 000 TRY (8 340 EURO). For the company it is really a small expense, but for the village people it is almost impossible to cover. The Turkish laws do not allow extracting under underground water’s level. In Ovacik the open pit is much deeper, about 300 m. The 1000 liters of water for each ton of ore are a very expensive price for this semiarid region. Hundreds of thousands of gravel release toxic elements; heavy metals and sodium that go in soil and water change their composition, acid level and color. The protected sanitary zone between the mine and the closest village used to be 10 km, 15 years ago 17 villages are in this radius so, the corporation put pressure and the protected zone was restricted to 3 km. The region is highly seismic and earthquakes are common. The mine’s fence is next to the gardens, the fine dust fills the air all the time.
Mehmet Uslu
is one of those few people who didn’t left Ovacik. He owns the village store and the tea house in the next village. He used to work in the mine, as many others. He was not saved from diseases. Some have serious problems with respiratory organs, others – leukemia, the most common death cause in the region. His condition was not so grave – gall bladder affected. Or at least this is what he was told – the medical expertise and all the papers about him were missing. He left the mine when it was closed in 2001 and since then he has frequent encounters with the police, he was arrested several times because he talked with journalists. “Sometimes we jump over the fence and go inside. The security does not stop us, they just follow us closely. And when they have an opportunity, they take revenge. Last year, at the 5th of June we were celebrating the World Environmental Day at a meadow near the mine. The workers came and started to throw stones, broke many cars and houses’ windows.” Accidents like this one are not an exception, but neither Mehmet Uslu, nor the other people from the two neighboring villages, Camköy and Narlica, can accept it. Nor do they leave their homes.  

The story of Mehmet Uslu is like many others in this region since 1989 when the Turkish government gave 

an exploration license 

to the multinational corporation Eurogold Resources for gold near the Ovacik village. At that time, equal parts in the corporation were owned bythe French Bureau de Recherches Géologiques et Minières, the Australian Normany Mining, and the Canadian Inmet Mining Corporation, some time later Normany Mining bought the parts of the two others and in 2001 became part of the American Newmont Mining Corporation. In 2005 Newmont sold the whole mine to the Turkish Koza Davetiye.  
The extraction license was issued in 1992 for period of 10 years, with the active support of the mining lobby in the Turkish government. The Australian ambassador in Turkey and former deputy from the Australian parliament Alan Griffith played a key role in this. His visited in 1994 and had meetings with the former Prime Minister and some of the key Ministers in the government end with the delivery of the license to Eurogold Resources. The entire population in the region was against that project and the protests are going on for 17 years already, in spite of the company’s efforts to buy the people’s silence. In 1992 the cost of 1000 square meters of land was 1000 TRY (about 556 EURO), the company paied 5000 TRY (2782 EURO), at present the price is about 12 000- 13 000 TRY (6676 – 7233 EURO). The salary difference is also considerable – the average salary in the region is about 400 TRY (222 EURO), the mine workers recieve about 1000 TRY (556 EURO). At present there are about 600 people working at the mine, but in reality they are more then necessary. A bigger number of workers make it easier for the company to negotiate with the authorities and this is something the company is aware of.    
For 17 years

there were 72 court decisions 
from the district courts in Turkey to the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg to close the mine. The last one was from Strasbourg, dating from the 5th of June 2007 on the case opened against Turkey by the politician Birsel Lemke because of the mine in Ovacik. In 1990 she created the organization HAYIR! (in Turkish no), uniting the population from Edremit to Bergama, including 13 communities with the purpose to stop 2 other pilot projects of gold mining – the first one a project of Eurogold, the second – a project of Tuprag, a company owned by the Canadian Eldorado Gold Corporation. In spite of all public disapproval, every project of Eurogold received green light with the government’s protection, no matter wich government was in power at the moment. 72 other projects had to follow on the Aegean cost, 560 on the territory of the Turkey. All of them were using cyanide leaching, because of the specifics of the ore, rich in gold and silver. 
The German professor Friedhelm Korte, former director of the Institute of Ecological Chemistry, part of the Scientific Institute GSF from Munich was one of HAYIR!’s experts. According to him, the gold heap leaching with cyanides is “an inadmissible catastrophe”. There is no EIA made by the administration, but Professor Korte’s calculations are sufficient evidence. Extracting 3 gr /t gold piles up 250 000 tonnes of rock waste per year, the waste waters are polluted with 249 -250 tonnes of cyanide compounds, and 365 000 m³ of rock waste with cyanide solution. Up to 60 kg toxic compounds, containing cyanides and 20 heavy metals, including mercury, copper, antimony, arsenic evaporate every day in the air… Although the Supreme Court of Turkey banned cyanide use in 1994, at the end of March 1996 the government approved the Eurogold investment project for $ 45 million US dollars.
Birsel Lemke’s house

became the organization’s headquarter and she provided most of the funding for this small revolution. In spite of all the pressure, in spite of the open threats for her life from the company and the 40 armed gendarmes ready to shoot in front of her house, she didn’t give up. “They probably regret they did not kill me, when they had the opportunity”. She united the farmers from the region and sent them to Germany to visit a biosphere reserve in the southern part of the Rein province known as one of the best examples of sustainable development in Europe. She also united the European Parliament for the cause of Bergama. Under her pressure Dresdner Bank stoped the financial support for Eurogold and in 2000 she received the Right Livelihood Award of the Alternative Nobel Prize in Stockholm. By this time Eurogold changed already to Normany Mining and challenged the Court’s decisions. Because of strong public pressure, the Prime Minister of Turkey ordered a new EIA. 
The International Moneray Fund

exercised pressure on the government of Bülent Ecevit with the argument that it must encourage the foreign investors. In May 1999 the Turkish Institute for Scientific and Technological Research (TÜBITAK) started to work on a report about the cyanide technology possible secondary effects in gold mining. The report was ready in October the same year, and it concluded that, with the all the ameliorations done by the company, there were no risks either for the environment, or for the people’s health. This conclusion was predictable – during the time the scientists had to write the report, they and their families and two deputies from the party in power, visited the USA and Eurogold paid the costs. One more time the Turkish government approved the project as an ordinary industrial enterprise in 2002. 
In December 2002 came out the book of Professor Necip Hablemitoglu “The Bergama Case and the German Foundations” where the author described the role of the foundations Friedrich Ebert, Konrad Adenauer, Heinrich Böll, Friedrich Naumann, Orient Institute, FIAN and others which helped the movement against Normandy- Newmont. Few weeks after the book was published the professor was assassinated and the investigation didn’t have a concrete suspect. According to some unofficial sources, the Turkish security services were behind it, but from their head office they denied everything. 
The Foundations’ representatives in Turkey, Birsel Lemke, Oktay Konyar, leader of the environmentalist movement in Bergama, Sefa Taskin, former mayor of Bergama, the lawyers from Izmir Senih Özey and Özkan Durmaz (both won several cases in Strasburg against Turkey concerning the gold mine in Ovacik including Birsel Lemke’s last case) were all accused of “creating an illegal organization against the security services and espionage”. The book of the defunt professor was the main evidence in this case. A key witness was 

Hasan Gökvardar, 
who was the only Turkish in the administration of the mine he had worked for the company for 13 years before he had to leave. “I couldn’t live like this any more. I knew how they treated my country and I decided to leave”. His testimony had the effect of a bomb, the attorney insisted to delete it from the protocol. False reports, corruption, export of non declared gold… One of the most powerful newspapers in the region of Izmir had received regularly big amounts from the company, said in Court Mr. Hasan Gökvardar. The advertising budget of the company was more than $ 100 000 per year. 
All the documents that Newmont presented to the government were absolutely correct, there was seemingly nothing illegal. But the company has some good reasons to be afraid of Mr. Hasan Gökvardar’s revelations and of course, it made everything possible to keep him quiet – threats of murder, burglar attacks at his house, telephone tapping, attempts at his life, court cases against him, mail check, constant psychic pressure, bomb under his car are some parts of the war against him for more than 5 years. The former technologist and responsible of public relations was responsible for the delivery of licenses. But he decided to give up his big salary to 5 times smaller one and the position of official in the town hall of Dikili.  
According to Newmont, there are no deviations of the cyanide compounds presumed values in water, air and soil. The content of gold and silver in the ore is satisfactory – 2-3 gr/ t, rarely 4 gr/t and 8-10 gr/t of silver. The analyzes made by the Canadian laboratory ALS Chemix show that the cyanide level in the tailing dams is 126 times higher that the normal. No samples have been taken from the rock waste where the concentration of harmful substances is much higher than in the tailings. 
The other abuse about which warns Mr. Gökvardar is the company’s total control on the reports. In the reports complied for the state control services the quantities of gold are understated and nobody except the management has any idea how much is extracted and exported. The documents for company use show that the gold quantity is more than reported in the official documents – from 4-5 gr/t to 9-11 gr/t and 30-40 gr/t silver. Packets were regularly sent from Izmir to a refinery in Sweden without any registration in Istanbul although it is required. The only information about the exported quantities is in the company’s reports to the government which has no choice but to satisfy with it. According to the Turkish laws the citizens who work for foreign companies have to inform the authorities if there are any infractions. And this was what Mr. Hasan Gökvardar has been doing for 10 years, but still, in spite of the ownership changes, nothing really changed. Except for the endless troubles for him the last one a week ago, after publishing a critical article about the cyanide danger in the local newspaper in Dikili his car was covered with smashed eggs. 
There are few medical doctors who work part-time in the mine and they are responsible also for the villages around. 
No hospital 

near by, nor a mobile laboratory where necessary analyzes can be done as the cyanide compounds decompose extremely fast. The closest laboratory is in Izmir, at 120 km from Ovacik, and the doctors have no idea what to do in case of cyanide accident. “We asked the biggest Australian insurance company to make a life insurance for each of us from the region of the mine. They refused categorically with the following argument: “Cyanide use creates high risk, so it is impossible to make such insurance”, remembered Mrs. Birsel Lemke.
“They are everywhere. They take the gold and then leave, what is left behind doesn’t matter for them. They come to countries like ours, because it is much easier for them” says Mr. H. Gökvardar. The risks for the transnational corporations are less serious and the share rise and the profit much more important than anything else. 

The damage inflicted on local people outweighs all the economical profits that the Turkish government shows as an example. In 2005 Newmont sold the mine to the Turkish Koza Davetiye and since then the situation is worse than ever for the village people and the scientists from the Aegean University. For Mr. H. Gökvardar there is no doubt that Newmont is still behind Koza Davetiye, the ownership of the Turkish company is only “for the photographs”. The gold is exported at the old scheme to the Swedish refinery and afterwards it is sold on the Swedish Stock Exchange.
In the Ovacik open pit mine resources of gold are already exhausted, for the last few years a closed mine is exploited, and the plant processes ore form different parts of Turkey. The high quantities of arsenic and other heavy metals released in water, air and soil exceed the norms in spite of all restrictions and measures declared but ineffective. There are no instruments for measuring the cyanide quantity even if they are obligatory for security reasons. Five times the Turkish Courts decided to close the mine and five times, after short period of negotiations with the government, the mine was reopened. In spite of all infractions proved. “They buy everybody they want to” said Mr.H. Gökvardar. Waste is the other problem – there is no effective method to eliminate the pollution with cyanide and other metal mining waste. “The only available alternative for the moment is very expensive, about $300 per ton according to the Institute of European Environmental Politics and all the companies are trying to economize on it. If you are investor in gold mining in Canada, you need a bank guarantee to assure the mining waste damage elimination. But we are in Turkey and these things are arranged with smaller amounts of money”, said Mr.H. Gökvardar.

The Strasbourg Human Rights Court decision on 5th of June 2007 turned a new page for Mrs. Birsel Lemke. No more interviews, no more exhausting trips, no more endless meetings. The last 20 years of struggle took their price – she doesn’t leave her house without bodyguards, some provocations and accidents still happen to her and her family. For her, the way that the gold mining companies act all over the world is a form of colonialism under the mask of globalization. “The world does not need so much gold. I am very grateful to my friends who wear only recycled gold.” For the Turkish government which facilitates the activities of some companies it is clear that this is the best way for it. In Germany per example there are many rich deposits, but no company will ever exploit them. It is eloquent enough. It has its advantages too, to be the shamans of Europe. Now we take a long breath. And this is something they can’t take away from us.” 
Каре

In this part of Western Turkey the olives and the olive oil make the main source of living – 25 million of olive trees on the north coast of Aegean Sea, from the gulf of Edremit to Bergama, and from 285 sorts, 125 grow right here. This is the most important region of olive production in Turkey and in the world, as well as for the cedar nut. The profit of nut production is about $ 15 000 000, the olives bring much more. More than 5000 families take care of the olive plantations, a rather difficult task as the trees are very sensitive of every change of condition and there growth is extremely slow. Only at the 25th year fruits can be collected. About 250 000 people in the region depend directly of them, 50 000 come for the collecting season; it means about 70% of the region’s economy. Elez Oil, property of Mr. Murat Narin is one of those 200 small family firms producing olive oil. The average annual profit of Elez Oil is about $400 000, one tree brings from $100 per year. Because of goldmining in the region, every firm looses about $50 000 per year. 
17 years ago the olive plantations were reaching Bergama, now in the region near Ovacik there are only few lonely trees. Most of them were cut and replaced by a gravel mountain releasing toxic evaporations in water and air. That’s why most of the people from the village left their homes. “Olives mean long life, friendship, peace. Gold brings nothing but war, death, ruin, envy. So many people suffer to make few people rich” says Mr. Murat Narin. 
The mine fence is right next to the few remaining houses in the village on the other side it borders on the highway D550 from Edremit to Izmir, a natural limit. In other parts of the country the gardens are full of fruits and vegetables here we could find only flowers. The heavy metals toxic compounds in the mining waste kill slowly plants, soil and people. Any kind of production unthinkable– for years nobody buys it, many people have no living because of the pollution. The sea is very close and the wind spreads for many kilometers away the tailings dust, that nobody takes care to recultivate.
