10 000 people from Krumovgrad and vicinity signed a petition against the project in 2006
Chelopech : A Bird Alights – Then Flies Away As A Skeleton
By Nevena Panayotova and Denis Kuznetsov
“They try to convince us that there is no danger, birds will sing around, swans will float. They all but suggest that we must eventually drink cyanides instead of vitamins. The Topolnitsa River changes its color from time to time and the cows drink water from it. How then are we supposed to drink this milk?” asked Pavlina Pavlova

Krumovgrad. One of the Bulgaria’s cleanest ecological regions. There has been no industrial production in the region up to now, although the resources of precious metals are abundant there. According to the Bulgarian Society for Protection of Birds, this part of the Rodopes Mountain is the richest in Europe in protected spieces of prey birds. Besides, it is the second place in the country as regards the variety of reptiles and amphibians, some of them can be seen only here. However, land turtles, wild orchids, otter and the especially rare Thracian oak found their habitat in the still wild hills near the town. Some of them are more common along the southern shores, and quite a long distance from here on the Aegean Sea islands.
In spite of all diversity of protected animal and plant species, already 10 years the Eastern Rhodope Park Project is on pause. Including the region in Natura 2000 could be a good chance to preserve it, but not everybody liked it, especially the Canadian company Dundee Precious Metals which succeeded in 2003 the bankrupt Navan Mining prospecting and exploration license. 
The office of Balkan Mineral and Mining, owned subsidiary of Dundee Precious, responsible for the project, is located in the center of Krumovgrad, but on Friday afternoon it is closed. We couldn’t find anybody from the company on that day. 

There has been tensions for quite a few years. “We care neither about politics, nor about their gold. We just want to save our lives!” said Mustafa Afuzbekir, young farmer from Krumovgrad, who preferred to stay in Bulgaria instead of living in Turkey as many others did. “I have just finished the construction of my house and all of a sudden – I have to move with my family and start everything from zero somewhere else. But it won’t happen this way.” He has firmly decided that he will not leave his house, which on the mine project is in the range of tailings dump. “They bought a few houses the owners of which have been living for a long time in Turkey. Nobody else sells.” At the beginning of the project it is necessary to make 200 people leave the place, and at second stage - many more, as it is enlarging south on three villages. How much in the final count, the EIA gives no precise data. People here are firmly decided not to surrender. “There was a plate on my house “NOT FOR SALE” for more than a year. I hope that I won’t need it to put it again.” Mustafa Afuzbekir’s farm is not one of the largest, but it provides good living for his family. As for most of the people in the region, tobacco makes his living. “We don’t believe their talk that there is no danger. The Ada Tepe mine will be above the water providing zone of the town. How we will then drink water? We know what the situation in Turkey is, we will not allow this to happen here” added Mustafa Afuzbekir. The firm American Tobacco from Haskovo, which is one of the main purchasers unequivocally, stated that if the Dundee Precious project materializes, they will stop buying the harvest products. For many people in Krumovgrad this is the last warning. The annual production in the region is about 4500 tonnes, which brings to some families about 10 000 BGN (about 5000 EURO), a decent income. “They say that there will be no unemployment. But they can hire about 100 people, maximum 200 for 5 or 6 years. And then? What shall we do all of us? This is not what I call sustainable development” said M.Afuzbekir. In 2006 10 000 people from Krumovgrad and the surrounding villages signed a petition against the project, later this petition was brought to the Parliament. 
We met Alex Nestor, Balkan Mineral and Mining Project Manager in the Sofia office of the company. “We are in a dead-lock” he recognized. To his opinion, there is a competitor behind the opposition in Krumovgrad and the biodiversity question is exaggerated. “At the other side of the border you have the same species and they don’t intend to make a park.” For PhD Stoyan Beshkov, biologist in the Museum of Natural History at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, there is no way to restore the ecological balance whatever fantastic recultivation programs the company may propose. “Mining will destroy forever unique species and their habitats. This is the only place you can find a unique sort of oak – the Thracian oak. These trees can’t be reproduced artificially. And there are only a few of them left. There is no way to restore them once they are cut because of somebody’s avidity.”
According to the Hellenic Mining Watch the goldming project carries a high risk of pollution for the Rivers Arda and Maritsa, as they run on the other side of the border, on Greek and Turkish territory and the hydrogen cyanide emissions can pass to the Greek side. The other problem for the Greek organization is the partial presentation of the mining consequences, as besides the Ada Tepe deposit, the company intends to work in a larger perimeter closer to the Greek border. So, the negative consequences for the both countries will be much more. According to the EIA, the Ada Tepe project is not so big, only 830 000 ounces of gold and 5 100 000 millions of tonnes of ore for 6 years; the other part of the deposit Khan Krum includes four other deposits Skalak, Surnak, Kuklitsa and Kupel with 4, 25 gr/t average content of gold in the ore and 90% foreseen to extract for the same period. In total 24 350 000 tonnes of ore, 5 times more than expected at Ada Tepe, or 4 open pits instead of one. The estimated waste in the tailing dump is several times more than foresee in EIA. And having in mind the climate changes and the close distance between the tailing dump and the town, the risks are twice higher. And the rivers’ unpredictable character has to be taken into consideration as well.   
The safety problem is far from being resolved from the point of view of Bulgarian legislation. The safety guarded zone from the tailing dump minimum distance is only 1000 m, in Krumovgrad it is too close, especially after accidents in goldmining happened in other countries. 

The Natura 2000 network doesn’t save the region from the project. “There are no guarantees that there will be no mining. Natura 2000 means only engagement with the environment” said Yunal Tasim, the Krumovgrad depute from the MRF
.
According to Alex Nestor the Ada Tepe 24 tonnes of gold won’t remind underground for a long time.

“More and more people die young”
The other concession of Dundee Precious is in one of the most polluted regions in the country. From the hill we see the three plants that used to be the pride of the Bulgarian mining industry – Elatsite, Chelopech and Pirdop,which have been in private hands for long time. Chelopech was the only profitable in this category before the political changes at the end of the 1980s. The ecological negligence related to the old technology still disturbs the local people. They say that when a bird alights next to a tailing dump, a skeleton flies away. 
The Elatsite old and new tailing dumps are the main problem for the people from Chavdar village. A year after the new one was finished the tailing pipe has the first flows. “The situation is critical – there are three tailing dumps around the village, one of them is almost piled. As high wind blows, the dust flies to Koprivshtitsa. It happens that all the vegetables die in the gardens because of the poisons the wind spreads. More and more young people die, most frequently from cancer, even children are born ill” said Pavlina Pavlova, one of the most active members of the Future for Chavdar youth society. The statistical data from the near by hospital in Pidop confirms her words. For the last three years (July 2004 – July 2007), out of  280 newborn children, 20 have some kind of tumor and 8 – congenital malformations.

Pavlina Pavlova’s husband is one of those 70 people from the village that work in Chelopech Mining and it was no a surprise that he didn’t want to talk to us. “They say that this is great thing, there is no danger, birds will sing around, swans will float. They all but suggest that we must drink cyanides instead of vitamins” continues Pavlina Pavlova. “As if we don’t have enough problems – Topolnitsa River changes its color sometimes and the cows drink from it. How can we drink this milk? Or when cows drink water from the tailing dump as it often happens.” We didn’t see water changing its color, but the heavy stench is easy to smell from several meters. But we saw that there was no life in the water, no even algae. The streams have completely different color, even some small fishes or frogs live in then, but no one get close to the place where the stream flows into Topolnitsa. The Regional Environment Inspection gives regular data on metals quantities. Few kilometers further, after crossing two tailing dumps
, Topolnitsa River runs through the Topolnitsa dam lake, and in the lower current the river is used for irrigation in one of the biggest agricultural regions in the country. The people from Chavdar village are trying to call the Green Line in the Ministry of Environment and Waters, but usually nobody picks up the phone.
The Chelopech mine faces the village. The concentrate depots are empty, only the doves that live in the plant fly around. In the moment everything is sold. Despite the favorable run of the world stock markets, the Bulgarian office of Dundee Precious Metals has some difficulties. The concentrate market is limited because of high content of arsenic in the ore – about 5-6%. Almost two years ago the company applied its investment proposal for output enlargement and the intention to introduce cyanide technology. The Minister of Environment and Waters Djevdet Tchakarov still replies with tacit refusal. The company on its part exerted pressure on him. In 2006 the Company’s CEO Mr. Laurence Marsland said that “Bulgaria is a swamp of corruption.” Two law suits of the Company and two Supreme Administrative Court judgments forcing the Minister to give an answer, and a complaint to the European Commission are the first steps that the Company made in the search of its rights. The Dundee Precious’ office recognized that an approval is not the only possible answer, but a flat refusal is unacceptable. In the worst case there are a few possibilities, one of them is to continue with the present technology. 
We met Alex Nestor in the main office of the Company in Sofia. For him, Chelopech Mining is a prosperous company and the benefit of the state is obvious. To confirm this, he gave the example of two economic analyses, the first made by the Ministry of Economics, the second – by the Instritute of Market Economics. According to the economical analyzis of the Ministry of Environment the equation is very different.
The privatization of the biggest profit making company still provokes negative emotions. In 1993 a part of the company was privatized by the Irish off-shore company Navan Mining which in 1999 bought 75% for $ 5 million US dollars. Three years later the company faced a bankrupt, partly because of its connection with the already bankrupt American energy giant Enron. The investment company Dundee Precious appeared at the horizon and in September 2003, it bought Navan’s shares for $25 million US dollars. The rest 25%, the state part was sold in June the same year for the ridiculous amount of 133 192 EURO. Only 13 319, or 10% have been transferred to the Bulgarian Privatization Agency’s account, the rest 90% - paid in compensatory bonds. The concession contract was re-signed in February 2004 with some minimal rectifications in the Company’s favor. This happened with Annex N2, signed by Mrs. Lidia Shuleva, Minister of Economics at that time in the government of Simeon Sax–Coburg-Gotha. We tried to reach Mrs. Shuleva for a comment, but she refused to speak with us about it. 
One of the most shocking changes in the new version of the contract is the diminishing of the concession tax with 50% - from 1,5% in the beginning, it becomes 0,75% for the period of 1st of January 2004 to 31st of December 2010 “due to unfavorable mining geological, technological and economical characteristics of Chelopech deposit”. Compared to the rising gold prices such wording sounds strange. The contract does not satisfy the requirements of the Constitution, the State Property Law and the Concession Law and the control on the precious metals, exclusive state property, was with the last changes. The state officials were not found responsible. After the Minister’s informal refusal, the Company proposed to increase the concession tax from 0,75% up to 6%, but yet there was no result.
The central board at the first floor scores days without accident – 76, the record -186 and for the last 12 months – 3 in total.
“My father spent his whole life in the mine, so do I. My son is already 10 years old and he got down underground, he knows where I work” said Zlatan Karadjov, shift superior. As we talk, he drives a Niva in the 40 kilometers gallery labyrinth. We are at 325 m underground. The mine modernization can be seen everywhere, internet connection will be underground soon. But still there is no solution for the sulphur which is the main problem – dropping, it frets the rails. 
On the ground Chelopech Mining has more problems; the main is the village community. “We are accused to be responsible for the bad condition of the main road, and our truck pass from the back side” said Ilya Gurkov, the mine chief. Indeed, the two streets that the community has consigned to the mine “Miniorska”
 and “Rudnicharska”
 are in best condition in the village. According to Chelopech Mining, the Company fundraised the community with about 4 million Bulgaria leva. We tried to find the Chelopech village mayor, Mr. Alexy Kesiakov for a comment. We tried to meet him in the municipality building, and called him on the phone – with no success. For some of the municipal councilors the money is not spent for the right purpose. Their first warning to the Appeal Prosecutor’s Office was returned, the second was still in examination. According to them, the Mayor’s infractions are grave.

We met Stoyno Stoynov, one of the candidates for the mayor’s office at the last elections. “People here are afraid to talk. They are terrorized” he said. He showed us a poster with some of the active companies of the mayor. “You won’t see those posters in the village. They were removed long time ago”. The check up in Daxy data base showed that 3 from the 5 companies on the poster – the Koprivshtitsa 2003 Foundation, Chelopech ET and Local Initiative Group Zlatitza-Chelopech-chavdar-Mirkovo still have Alexy Kesiakov as manager. After the Bulgarian legislation, public officials have no right to run private business. Despite of this violation, A. Kesiakov runs a second mandate. “Of course, he gets off cheap of it, his uncle is one of the President’s advisors” said Stoyno Stoynov.

Not so long ago, A. Kesiakov was supporting the Dundee Precious preoject for the Chelopech mine, enlarging the output and introducing cyanide technology. One of the main argumets, A. Kesiakov to some media was the number of jobs offered by the Company. “They hired many people before the elections. But I am sure that as soon as they get their permission, many people will be discharged” said Stoyno Stoynov.
There is much doubt about the safe technology promises in the villages Chelopech and Chavdar. The Chavdar municipal councilor Nikola Radunchev has nothing against the technology applied in the moment. The concentrate is exported in Canada, the arsenic and the sulphur with it. “If they start use cyanides, it will be a disaster for us. The arsenic and the sulphur will stay here. Nobody can say what the consequences will be. And you can see it in the EIA” he said. For him, the soils and the underground waters with naturally high acid level have been polluted long ago, the farm lands can not be used for the right purpose, the waters are not good for irrigation. “They create jobs for 80 people from the village for 10 years. And what will happen next to all of us? To end with life here?” say the village people. “We don’t need money, we just want our village” said Nikola Radunchev.
Very few people believe the promises of low concentrations of the dangerous chemical substances that can go into the tailing dump, too close to the three villages. Chelopech is 1842 m far from it, Chavdar – 1567 m and Karlievo – 1421 m. The EIA states that it is possible to have hydrogen cyanide evaporations, in spite of the low cyanide concentrations. About 10-30% of the cyanides might to evaporate if the atmosphere acid balance is disturbed. 

At present, the permissions are not signed; the Government and the Company still negotiate and that’s why the Ministry of Environment and Waters refused to make a comment. The fear that finally Dundee Precious Metals may receive approval for its projects is felt in both parts of Bulgaria.

� The hydrogen cyanide accident in Kisladag mine in 2006, Turkey


� MRF – Movement for Rights and Freedoms, the party of the ethnic Turks in Bulgaria
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