Rosia Montana’s Destiny Hangs by a Thread

300 tonnes of gold and 1200 tonnes of silver lie underground. The profit is estimated to reach about $ 1 billion US dollars. But for the purpose about 2000 people have to leave their homes and 10 churches to be destroyed. 

By Paul Cristian Radu and Nevena Panayotova 
The story of Rosia Montana is a clash of two worlds. One of them is on the hills of central Romania and the other one on the 15th floor of a Toronto skyscraper. Things like this take place in many parts of the world from Indonesia to the African countries and to South America, one and the same story is repeated everywhere.
In September 2007 the Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Development of Romania stopped the project for an unlimited period of time and the Court ruled that the exploration license given to Gabriel Resources by the Ministry of Culture to explore the resources in Carnic historic region was invalid. 
A large-scale project

The temperature in the lowlands reaches 42° C. The summer of 2007 was a nightmare for Romania. In the Apuseni Mountains, in the heart of Transylvania, the air was much cooler and the sun was milder. Due to the forest and the heights which make the heat is more tolerable. This is the Red Mountain - Rosia Montana, an ancient community with more than 2000 years of history, as important for the world cultural heritage as Pompeii is. But for the last decade its destiny hangs by a thread. A part of its territory had to be included in the Natura 2000 protected areas, but it didn’t happen because of the financial interests of Gabriel Resources, a company registered in Canada which for 10 years has not produced even one gram of gold. The company was established in 1995 as an Australian mining company by the Romanian businessman Vasile Frank Timis, well known to the former Secret Services of Romania and the Australian authorities, twice convicted for possession of heroin in Australia. The Timis oil company Regal Petroleum was delisted from the London Stock Exchange in 2006 after discloser of wrong information about one of the company’s deposits in Greece. A year earlier, in 2005, via the off-shore Timis Diamond Corporation, registered in the Bermuda Islands, Frank Timis bought 30% of Sierra Leone Diamon Company, which holds about one third of the territory of this African country. In August 2005 the company was renamed African Minerals Limited. 
The Rosia Montana project is large-scaled one. The biggest open pit in Europe had to start working at the place of the beautiful Transylvanian village in 2007. The company spared no efforts to get hold of those 300 tonnes of gold and 1200 tonnes of silver which are hidden in the ground. The profit is estimated at about $1 billion of dollars. But this meant that about 2000 people have to leave their homes, 10 churches have to be destroyed, the beautiful Corna valley would be turned into a lunar landscape and the danger that to have the river Aries would be poisoned with heavy metals is really high. The potential victims of poisoning are about 100 000 people living in the valley. But nobody in Rosia Montana intends to move away from the village. The defense campaign is headed by Eugen David, young farmer and the Swiss-born journalist Stephanie Roth who gained the attention of Vanessa Redgrave for their cause. 
For almost ten years now the second V. Frank Timis goldmining company is at a dead point. His first company Esmeralda Exploration, renamed to Eurogold Limited, which caused the accident in Baia Mare in 2000 (we wrote about it in the last issue) was sold to the Australian Peter Gunzburg, former director of the Australian Stock Exchange. Gabriel Resources, registered with the purpose to explore Rosia Montana, is the last hope that project would materialize – the preliminary calculations are about 1,3 millions of tonnes of ore per year, average quantity of gold about 1,91 gr/t, or 10,6 millions of ounces in total and 52,3 ounces of silver more. 
“You could have the same quantity recycling old mobile phones. Every year about 1, 75 billion of people throw away their old phones and they buy a new one. Only few milligrams in each one, but multiplied by 1, 75 billion, you have 1,3 millions of tonnes. The same quantity as Gabriel intends to produce. And a place like Rosia Montana could be saved. But there is a feeble chance that it would happen because of the big bubble, called goldmining corporations. Soon or later, this bubble will burst” said Stephanie Roth. Before she moved to Romania, she worked as editor and journalist in the London-based Ecologist Magazine. For 5 years already she has been living in Rosia Montana and due to her efforts, the defense against the Canadian corporation gained impetus. She organized the biggest protest campaign in Romania after the collapse of Ceauşescu regime. This time, the objective was to defend Rosia Montana. As a result of it the International Financial Corporation of the World Bank withdraw its financial support for the project in October 2002 and in 2005 Stephanie Roth received the Goldman Environmental Prize for her battle to save Rosia Montana.
“Recycled gold is more pure than the new, but corporations like Gabriel and Newmont have nothing to gain if recycling becomes guiding politics. Investing in gold, people invest in an illusion, not in something real or necessary like investing in steel. Gold is collective hallucination, that only virtual investors take profit of. In 2005 I met the President of Newmont; at that time the company was one of Gabriel’s main shareholders. He told us that the main strategy of the company was not necessarily to exploit deposits now, but to make sure they will be available for exploitation in the near future. The companies include those reserves in their shares and this is what they mean by “sustainable mining” said Stephanie Roth. 
The Bubble
Toronto, 110 Yonge Street, 15th floor. A metal plate on the wall bears the name of the mining companies: Medoro Resources holds gold exploration concessions in El Callao area, Bolivar state, Venezuela. Pacific Stratus Energy Ltd holds oil and gas exploration and exploitation licenses in Colombia. Alamos Gold Inc. operates the Mulatos open-pit heap-leach gold mine in Sonora, Mexico.  Coalcorp Mining Inc.  holds 100% interest in La Francia and Caypa coal mines in Colombia. 

It is also the headquarters of Gabriel Resources. Just as the other companies mentioned above, Gabriel Resources is listed on the Toronto Stock Exchange, previously listed on the Vancouver Stock Exchange. On both places the shares stock’s value fluctuated between large margins although Gabriel hasn’t produced even one ounce of gold because the operation didn’t achieve exploitation status. It’s like a never ending game left behind by Frank Timis who, in the meantime, moved his operations to Sierra Leone, Liberia and other African countries. 

The directors of the company also deserve attention. Allan Hill who is now president of the company, before joining exercised his skills as vice-president of Barrik Gold, the world’s goldmining leader. No less curious is the personality of Raphael Girard, former ambassador of Canada in Romania who, after his mandate expired re-qualified as director of Gabriel and feels no inconvenience in using his diplomatic contacts for the interests of the company. But for the time being, their efforts haven’t brought the desired results. The Gabriel Resources stock exchange chart tells a dull story about the convoluted history of the proposed Transylvanian open pit mine. The result is steep ups and downs in the share price, ranging from approximately one to almost six Canadian dollars. It’s been, though, a period of 12 years without any exploitation but with a continuing range of scandals. 

Gabriel Resources and their affiliated structures, including advertising and lobbying companies, are engaged in a hard battle against their opponents. Gabriel’s budget for public relations and advertising seems unlimited, especially having in mind that the company hasn’t produced a single gram of gold. In an effort to win the public opinion it attracted the Denver image-building firm Genesis Inc. According to an article in the Denver Post, Gabriel Resources paid Genesis no less than $1 million last year. The TV ads were designed to win the support and understanding of those 960 families from Rosia Montana, in total 2000 people, who had to leave their homes. The battle was fought in Courts, where the NGOs, led by Eugen David and his Alburnus Maior
 organization, are struggling against every decision taken by the authorities in favor of the company. Their resources are significantly less, but their firm decision balances the lack of money.

Gabriel Resources is ultimately seeking for the Romania’s government decision in its favor in order to start the mining operations and is trying to make inhabitants of Rosia Montana give up the rest of the land which the company needs for the open pit gold mine. Eugen David, the founder of Alburnus Maior, is one of the locals who would not give up his land: “I’m not selling. The company claims that it has bought most of the land but in fact they have bought properties with not that much land.” 

Gabriel Resources representatives partially acknowledged this situation in an e-mail: “We will issue our second quarter results on August 8th (2007) and will update the market at that time on our property ownership. Canadian securities regulations do not allow us to preferentially distribute what may be considered material information. As a result, I am not allowed to provide you with the specific information until it is released to the public. However that being said, the opposition is partly correct in that the percentage of homes owned is somewhat higher than the percentage of overall surface area owned - but not by much.”
“Some people would prefer to kill themselves than to leave their home village” said Staphanie Roth.
“Revolving Doors”
The “revolving door syndrome” refers to government workers who quit public service to work for private companies they previously had contact with or used to regulate. The Gabriel Resources saga is an example of such interventions at all levels. 

One such example is that of Mihail Ianas, formerly the president of the Romanian National Agency for Mineral Resources (NAMR). Ianas gave Gabriel Resources the exploration licenses it needed for the Rosia Montana project. After quitting NAMR, Ianas became the administrator of Regal Petroleum, a company established by Vasile Frank Timis. The Rosia Montana licenses were awarded while Frank Timis was the CEO of Gabriel Resources. Ianas’ move was replicated by local authorities in the region where Gabriel Resources was active. 

On a different level, the same thing happened with former diplomats, such as Raphael Girard, a former Canadian Ambassador to Romania, who became director of Gabriel. “The top priority would be to call on either President Basescu (President of Romania) and/or Prime Minister Tariceanu next week on either June 14, 15 or 16th. I would accompany Mr Hill and would ask that you also accompany if you can spare the time. My name probably won't open too many doors among the new Ministers but I did have considerable contact with then Mayor Basescu including giving him top billing at the Canada Day exercises in 2001 when his standing with the Central government was bad, getting rapidly worse.” wrote Mr. Girard in an e-mail addressed to Canadian Embassy representatives in Romania. The e-mail released under a freedom of information request, (conceded to us by Alburnus Maior ) with the Canadian government indicates the extent at which the former ambassador used his contacts as diplomat in his new job for Gabriel.
In another e-mail, Mr. Girard says: “One of the things I am doing in retirement is sitting on the board of Gabriel Resources, the Toronto based junior mining company that is developing the Rosia Montana site in Transylvania. The terms of reference for the Environmental Impact Analysis that must be completed before a permit can be issued by the Romanian authorities have been given to the company. We heard yesterday that the Romanians have named Hungary as principal intervener in what will become the. public phase of review of the EIA once the company hired by Gabriel to do it, is deposited.” followed by  a P.S. “ I would be grateful if one of your staff could track down the former Hungarian Ambassador to Romania, Istavan Igyarto. We had an excellent relationship during my tenure here and I would like to channel a reference on Gabriel to him if he is back in Budpest.” 

Girard’s effort is understandable taking into account the fact that Hungary is one of the main opponents of the mining project on a regional level and this is mainly because a mining accident involving a massive cyanide leak which occurred in 2000 in the Northern part of Romania gravely affected neighboring Hungary as well. 

Hungarian authorities, including a Minister of Environment, Miklos Persanyi, travelled to Romania and stated that “the environmental impact study on the project contains erroneous conclusions, serious flaws and only positive assessments”.

On a different level, Gabriel tries to lobby with the European Union official bodies in order to promote the Rosia Montana project. They are using a Brussels-based company, Stewart Cabinet which arranges meetings between Gabriel representatives and EU officials. According to documents released under a FOIA request, one such meeting was arranged between Alan Hill, Gabriel’s President, and Claude Rouam, the Head of Unit Responsible for Enlargement and Neighboring Countries, in 2005. According to NGOs which are opposing the project, EU officials have been very quiet regarding the project. Few years earlier, in 2002, the International Financial Corporation, part of the World Bank, refused funding the project because of the “considerable environmental and social problems”. The UNESCO International Council on Monuments and Sites gave a negative decision because of the intended partial destruction of the village. The biggest landowner in the region, the Romanian Orthodox Church still refuses to sell its property. In December 2004 the European Parliament joined the long list of Rosia Montana defendants, along with the Hungarian government, firmly against the project.  
Nuclear Secrets

In the summer of 2006 the Romanian government announced the names of the companies interested in bidding for the construction of the third and fourth nuclear reactors at the Cernavoda power plant.  Surprisingly, one of the names on the bidders’ list is that of the gold mining junior company Gabriel Resources. The company’s move raised some eyebrows but the connection between Gabriel and the Cernavoda nuclear power plant goes back in history and connects the present day project with the communist times of Romania. 

One of the first directors of Gabriel Resources, Stephen Roman Jr, together with his father was involved in the early eighties in the construction of the Cernavoda nuclear plant. “The Communist regime sought Roman’s help in lobbying with the Canadian government for the sale of a CANDU nuclear reactor under a program conceived by Mr. Ceausescu” Mr. Roman said for the Canadian publication “The Globe and Mail” in a 2001 interview. Father and son, the Romans were, at the time, involved with Denison Mines - a company they founded and which was involved in a series of controversial projects in Europe. This included an oil exploitation project in Greece, near the Turkish border, which ignited a diplomatic conflict between Greece and Turkey in the eighties. Interestingly enough, this project was continued years later in the 2000s when Regal Petroleum, a company established by Frank Timis, was given a license to exploit oil from the same fields. Despite more than optimistic initial announcements, Regal’s investment in Greece proved to be a failure and caused a huge scandal on the Alternative Investment Market in London where the company was listed. 

Stephen Roman is a close associate of Frank Timis and was involved in a number of companies related to investments of Frank Timis. Roman had to leave Gabriel soon after one of his enterprises, Exall Resources, was involved in a scandal regarding the privatization of one of Romania’s  main petrochemical plants-Oltchim SA. 

Alan Hill, the president of Gabriel Resources, told us that his company was interested in the Cernavoda project in order “to secure a low-cost, long-term power source.  Power costs are the largest single component of our cost structure and as such are a focus of management.  The Company does not have any expertise in nuclear power and has no intention of participating in any other nuclear projects. What the Company does offer is financial expertise that could assist the consortium in arranging the most appropriate financing for the project.” Gabriel’s approach might be considered bizarre in the context that the other bidding companies have nuclear constructions expertise and given the fact that, according to the Minsitry of Economy, banking institutions like BRD-Groupe Societe Generale, Merrill Lynch, Calyon and Fortis Bank expressed their interest in financing the project after the winning bidder is announced. 

Another Gabriel Resources representative, Vera Jankievski, told us the following: “Gabriel/RMGC has not formed its owned consortium. We have completed the necessary applications and had a meeting with the committee to make our proposal. It is our understanding that the committee will decide on the members of the consortium and the percentage interest based on the governments overall objective with the planned expansion. We would hope to be a partner in the expansion and we explained to the committee that we do not bring any technical assistance in designing, constructing and operating a nuclear plant but when can assist with the financing plan. The government in its proposal was looking for both producers and users for the consortium.”

In September 2007 the Minister of Environment and Sustainable Development of Romania Attila Corodi stopped the procedure of license delivery of the Rosia Montana project till the Court’s final decision. For Eugen David, Stephanie Roth and the other activists it means some time gained. “Corporations like Gabriel and Newmont are a new sort of vampires that in the name of the progress suck Rosia Montana to death. Their greed for gold has caused outrageous injustices. I refuse to accept it and refuse to keep quite about it” said Stephanie Roth.
For the moment, life in Rosia Montana goes as it used to. There is some time before the next battle.
� The Rosia Montana Roman name





