PROGRAM of Criminal News “PATROL”
Part 1

The program Patrol starts a series of investigations into illegal amber mining in Rivne region. This problem involves three northern Rivne counties: Sernenskyy, Dubrovytskyy, and Volodymyretskyy. 

The mining of amber (aka sunny stone) started in the 1980s. Amber, being a pine resin, was in high demand with Baltic customers and Poles. Since those buyers paid pretty good money, amber mining became a business for the local population and in the hard times of Ukraine’s independence, it was a way for many locals to earn a living. 

The problems started in 1994 when amber was officially recognized as a precious stone; mining it became illegal and amber hunters started being chased by police. 

Mister Stepan: “Now, when we are chased by police, I cannot run fast. I did dig twice: once over that cliff and the other time in a nearby pit. In some places, there is lots of amber, in others not much. One can spend hours digging, and either make a good profit or gain nothing. Of course, we cannot dig during the day anymore, only at night since policemen conduct regular raids during the day.”
Mister Stepan lives in the village Klesiv, Sernenskyy region. The land that surrounds this very village has some of the richest deposits of amber in all of Ukraine. If not every, then every other man, in this village mines amber. This is their only alternative to unemployment. 
Mister Stepan: “It is income. A source of money. We have to feed our families and provide for them. Nowadays there are not enough jobs for the youths, so they get involved in this too. In the past, we used to have plants and factories, but not anymore.” 

In the past, there was so much amber in Northern Ukraine that people used it to start fires in their fireplace. As soon as they realized how valuable and precious it was, they started mining it – at first with average shovels and then with special machines – so-called motor pumps. 
Approximately five years ago, amber miners switched to using innovative technologies in their businesses and new machines called motor pumps. With the help of this equipment, in just an hour, they can mine a couple kilograms of sunny stone. Hundreds of these motor pumps are also in the yard of the Sernenskyy police station. All of them were confiscated from around the village Klesiv from illegal miners. 
The working principle of this motor pump is very simple. It is brought to the potential mining site, and with the help of a compressor motor and water pump, one directs a large flow of water into the ground of the potential deposit. As a result, a pit is formed and amber, being a lighter mineral than water, floats to the surface. 

Vadym Nahornyy, Senior Policeman: “This is a simply made motor pump that was built with parts from a car engine and water pump. The water is taken from the nearest pond and is fed under pressure into the ground. When a pit is formed, amber floats up. After that, with the help of a regular sifter, it is collected off the top of the water.”
The biggest development in illegal amber mining was reached in the last five years. According to expert calculations, about 20-30 tons of amber has been illegally smuggled out of Ukraine. This mineral is being mined regardless of the weather by thousands of people everyday in small groups of 3-4 people each. Age does not matter at all. 17-year old Oleksiy started a team with four of his friends. The youngest of them is 14. The guys requested that their faces not be shown, so that they do not get into trouble with the police. The young amber miners joke that they are doing this so they can buy school books and school supplies. 
Oleksiy: “We do not do it regularly, only during our free time, like now when we are on summer vacation to make some money before school. We need pocket money for notebooks and studybooks.”

How much time it will take Oleksiy’s team to make money for books will be covered in the next patrol…

Part 2

We continue the series of programs on illegal amber mining. 17-year old Oleksiy started a team with four of his friends. The youngest of them is 14. The guys requested that their faces not be shown, so that they do not get into trouble with the police. The young amber miners joke that they are doing this so they can buy school books and school supplies. 

Oleksiy: “We do not do it regularly, only during our free time, like now when we are on summer vacation to make some money before school. We need pocket money for notebooks and studybooks.”

If their digging is successful, over 2-3 weeks, each of these guys can make enough money to supply themselves with notebooks and study materials for the rest of their education, including if they enter the university. In a similar pit to this, diggers can find amber worth up to 1,000 hryvnyas. They sell it to any of the plentiful buyers in Klesiv. 
Senior Stepan: “Yes, there are plenty of buyers around. When asked where they are taking it, they either say that they are taking it out of here, or taking it abroad.”
Author: “Are buyers Ukrainians or Polish?”

Senior Stepan: “Both. Mainly ours, even though earlier foreigners used to come.”

Oleksiy: “We dig only for pocket money since in this place we cannot mine a lot. In other regions, one doesn’t even have to go deep before finding big deposits, especially when miners have a motor pump.” 

Author: “Do you know how much a person can mine or earn with a motor pump?”

Oleksiy: “A lot. More than 1,000 dollars worth. Motor pumps are used where the deposits are deeper.”

Nevertheless, amber is an exhaustible mineral. In such a pit, miners can get amber worth up to a couple thousand hrvynyas. It would take two days to dig this pit out. However, sometimes it happens that they dig for an entire week and find nothing. Oleksiy’s team is mining with regular shovels. They have not grown to motor pumps yet. Their older friends, on the contrary, gladly use such innovative technology since it is the best way to earn more, faster. However, when police chase them, they cannot run far with a motor pump. Police’s efforts to hunt amber miners started with a presidential order. 
Vasyl Basovets, Deputy head of the police department of Ukraine in Rivne region: “Since 2007, within the scope of our activities, we have conducted 779 raids and have received 251 tips on criminal actions connected to illegal amber mining. We have also started 68 criminal cases and have confiscated 110 kilograms of amber, as well as 88 motor pumps, four automobiles and 25 motorcycles.”

Illegal miners are indeed very scared of the police, and even more of the Berkut division, which is very strict and aggressive.  As a result, miners have started their own warning systems: As soon as any police forces leave the Rivne or Sernenskyy departments, miners learn about it right away. 
Serhiy Korkosh, First deputy head of the Sernenskyy police department: “The illegal miners have their own informational/signaling system, which involves using “beacons.” As soon as we get out of the city, everybody in Klesiv knows about it. That is why it is hard for us to get there on time and make arrests.”
When shooting this investigation, we found one such “beacons.” It was a guy was sitting in the bushes near the road. He was almost invisible from sight. At the same time, he could see the road really well. As it turned out, he decided to sit here to “get some rest:” “I am not doing anything, just waiting here.” According to the young guy, he has heard about illegal miners, but does not know anything about them. He did comment that there are serious problems with policemen around here these days: “Three years ago, you would never see a policeman here, and now they come here everyday.” 
Even a well-developed signaling system is sometimes not enough for miners to run away from the police. The amount of people arrested by the police is calculated in the hundreds. However, right after they get arrested, they go right back to their daily business. The reasons for this will be uncovered in our next program… 
Part 3
We continue the series of programs on illegal amber mining. Today is the third program. Even a well-developed signaling system is sometimes not enough for miners to run away from the police. The amount of people arrested by police is calculated in the hundreds. However, right after they get arrested, they go right back to their daily business.
Vasyl Basovets, Deputy head of the police department of Ukraine in Rivne region: “Everything has to do with our legislation. Article 240 of the Criminal Code talks about damage to the integrity of the mineral deposits of Ukraine. So it is a crime. However, the Criminal Code does not have a specific article concerning amber. Therefore, people who mine amber illegally are responsible only under this one article. So what does this article mean in terms of punishment? – The punishment can be up to 50 untaxed minimum sums equal to 850 hryvnyas, or the limitation of personal freedom – not the absence, but only the limitation of freedom for two years.”
So the authorities blame the legislation for being undeveloped. However, the Sernenskyy regional court that deals with most of the amber cases does not complain about the law. 
Nataliya Vlasyk, Head of the Sernenskyy regional court: “Sanctions under this article can assume various kinds of punishments, so many things depend on us. In regards to what to impose on guilty parties, I do not think modifications or changes to this article are necessary at the moment.”
Ukrainian legislation, as well as Ukrainian reality, is putting the only amber mining enterprise in Ukraine on the edge of extinction. The officials at the state company “Amber of Ukraine” constantly repeat that their production process is unprofitable. They blame everything on the illegal miners who decrease the amount of pine resin in the soil. 
Volodymyr Medynskiy, Director of the State Enterprise “Amber of Ukraine”: “The illegal digging has led to the unprofitability of the amber industry. It has to do with the high decrease in amber per cubic meter in the soil – if the situation continues, we will have to raise the question of probably stopping mining and processing amber at our enterprise, which could lead to the reorientation of our company.”

The enterprise “Amber of Ukraine” really has suffered from illegal miners. They had to stop production in Dubrovytskyy region, and the formerly successful Klesiv mine brings less and less amber to the company. Its only future still remains in Volodymyretskyy region. 
However, this is not the only problem for illegal amber miners in Ukraine. Because of the authorities’ ignorance, amber was made a precious stone at the legislative level, and thus it is now almost impossible to sell and trade amber in Ukraine. 
Volodymyr Medynskiy, Director of the State Enterprise “Amber of Ukraine”: “We do not have a legal, official amber market in Ukraine. All amber mined illegally is being smuggled out of the country. Nobody can sell it in Ukraine. The other problem we are facing is that our products are not very expensive and we have issues selling them. Big jewelry stores do not want to trade our products since they are only looking for expensive stuff, while the smaller souvenir shops that could have traded our amber jewelry and medical-treatment necklaces cannot obtain a license these types of sales.”
Not only in Rivne are authorities aware of such legislative obstacles. At the Rivne Regional State Administration, they reassured us that state authorities are also aware of these problems. So why do such discrepancies occur? We will try to uncover that in our next program…
Part 4
We continue our series on illegal amber mining. This is the fourth program. Professionals think that the favorable conditions for illegal mining were created at the highest level of authority. Only one enterprise in Ukraine has the right to mine and process amber – Amber of Ukraine – all others wishing to do have to get a license. However, the license process is so long and complicated nobody would dare even try. It can take a couple of years to get the right permit, and there are no guarantees. Any institution along the way can deny the license, and thus the whole process would have to be restarted. 
Viktor Matchuk, Head of the Rivne regional state administration: “The whole sphere must be liberalized at the legislative level, which should include: first of all, cancelling amber’s status as a precious mineral. Nowhere in the world is it classified as such, other than in Ukraine. Amber should be recognized as a semi-precious stone. What that means for the industry is that being semi-precious there wouldn’t be a state monopoly on mining and processing amber. For me, I think we need to have a legislative method to give people permits to mine amber on small territories and thus start their own small businesses. For that, we need to create a legal, organized system of amber purchasing, which would allow for the start of private amber trading businesses.”
While politicians all take turns declaring that new legislation needs to be implemented, Ukrainian amber is being carried out of the country by the hundreds of kilograms. In Klesiv, for example, there is a chain of traders who buy amber from illegal miners. Pine resin has its own price list. 
Trader: “Of course, there are set prices for amber. We call amber chunks weighing 50-100 grams matches and pay 240 dollars per kilogram for these stones. Solid stones weighing a kilogram or more are priced at 1.5 dollars per gram. And when we buy 50-70 kilograms, we take it abroad.”
Rivne amber does not stay in the country. It is being smuggled to Poland or the Baltics. However, it is impossible to stop the smuggling, because again, everything slips through the cracks of bad legislation. 

Vasyl Basovets, Deputy head of the police department of Ukraine in Rivne region: “We often hear that so much amber is being smuggled abroad, but we do not have any information about that. That’s it. These are only words because each piece of information we receive, we check it. If we get information of smuggling channels and transfers abroad, we look into it. The other problem is that, even if now we arrest a criminal at the border that is smuggling amber, he will not get punished because there is no law under which to prosecute him.”
The only thing policemen can do is to fight the illegal miners. However, regardless of the numerous successes, this whole process reminds of fighting windmills – since after the people are arrested, they are let go in a couple of days and go right back to mining again. 
Nataliya Vlasyk, Head of the Sernenskyy regional court: “Mainly the defendants are people that are unemployed, without much income, and are trying to earn a living and support their families, though this is not 100% of cases. Our legislation is very lenient in these cases. Therefore punishment is not very scary for illegal miners. Five, ten, six hundred, or seven hundred hryvnyas is the traditional fine. In very rare cases, we fine a person the maximum monetary fee of 1,700 hryvnyas. But the court always considers the hard situation these people are in.”
To whom are such bad laws convenient? And why isn’t the legislation changed? These are the questions that will get answered in the last Patrol program of the amber mining series. 
Part 5 
We continue our series on illegal amber mining in Rivne region. Today is the last program in the series. In order to resolve the problem of illegal amber mining in Ukraine, serious changes, primarily legislative, are necessary. This is the idea everybody agrees on – local authorities, representatives of the state enterprise Amber of Ukraine, policemen, and even the miners themselves. In the Rivne Regional State Administration, they have talked about simplifying the process of licensing amber mining numerous times. However, before it is done, many Rivne citizens are potential criminals. 
Viktor Matchuk, Head of the Rivne regional state administration: “We have serious losses, not only material or financial, but also psychological and morally since the majority of the population of some Rivne districts is in a critical situation with favorable conditions for crime. For me, such moral decay is even worse than the financial loss itself.”
The idea of liberalizing the licensing process for amber mining remains only an idea, regardless of the fact that authorities at all levels support it. Representatives of the enterprise Amber of Ukraine are looking forward to the changes very much, because they think the changes will help them, as well as regular people.

Volodymyr Medynskiy, Director of the State Enterprise “Amber of Ukraine”: “Free open trade of amber could create lots of development opportunities for our enterprise. Amber could become more accessible and affordable for more people. It would be easier to trade and process, because the private stone processing companies we work with now are half legal.”
Police also can’t wait for legislative changes. But besides liberalization of the licensing process, they also think there should be changes to make the punishment of the illegal activity more defined and strict. Proposals have been sent to parliament and ministry representatives. 

Vasyl Basovets, Deputy head of the police department of Ukraine in Rivne region: “First of all, it is important to add articles to the criminal code of Ukraine that would regulate all of the activities related to amber. We need an article on amber storage, transportation, purchasing/trading and selling.”
Since the changes are not even likely in the nearest future, people in Rivne region continue mining, and time to time, run away from police, who, time to time, raid those territories. Miner Oleksiy and his friends do not regard amber mining as their main job; they say this is just a way to make some additional money. These guys are not scared of criminal responsibility since they claim no policeman can catch them. 
Oleksiy: “Yes, I did have to run before, not just once. But never have they caught me.”
While everybody continues illegal mining, analysts say that it is most profitable for the buyers of this pine resin, since they buy the stones at a very good price and, without any problems, carry it abroad. 
Volodymyr Medynskiy, Director of the State Enterprise “Amber of Ukraine”: “It is also very profitable for miners, since if it wasn’t, they wouldn’t do it. But I think that regardless of all the talk, the relevant ministries and authorities never bothered to think of our concerns. There were some decisions and claims at the local level, but regionally we are not able to create serious strategies or ways for the industry to develop.”
Ukrainian amber is very unique. It has a rare yellow-green shade to it. Similar stones can only be found in two places in the world – in Rivne, Ukraine and in Columbia. However, such rare pine resin never became special to Ukrainian legislators, who do not pay attention to the aforementioned issues. In the meantime, the deposits of amber in Ukraine are decreasing, and what is worse, it is landing abroad, and not in Ukraine - abroad, where people know how to appreciate the beauty and value of Ukrainian amber. 
The investigation about the illegal amber mining is supported by the project of investigative journalism “SCOOP.”

