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Going for Gold?

Just make sure it’s Fairtrade

Often I have nights when I complain that I’m so tired I feel as though I’ve been working down a mine all 
day. Like most people, I have no concept of how hard some people – mostly in developing countries and 
mostly female – work to bring us luxury goods. But now that I am in a gold-mining village called San Luis 
in the middle of the desert in Peru, I’m beginning 
to get the idea.

Mine shafts are given female names but it’s 
forbidden for women to enter them, which is 
why women are relegated to the back-breaking 
work of grading rubble on the surface. When I 
get permission to enter one of the mine shafts 
– called ‘Diana’ – I have no idea how anyone 
could work there. Dark, dusty and sometimes 
wet, it keeps making me think of the Chilean gold 
miners who were trapped for 69 days. The only 
light is from my helmet, and there are steep, dark 
drops to seams below us in the mountain. I suffer 
both vertigo and claustrophobia.

Over the past few years, we have become familiar 
with the term ‘blood diamonds’, gems mined by 
workers in terrible conditions that are sold to fund 
the arms trade. But we know little about where 
the rest of our jewellery comes from. There are 
no big chunks of gold in these mines, just gold 
dust that has to be extracted by crushing rock 
into powder before it is treated with mercury and 
cyanide. In San Luis, there are opencast mines next to where children play. Houses are made of old 
sacks. The miners are on desperately low wages, there is no crèche and there are no safety rules for 
the handling of chemicals and dynamite. Child labour is common. ‘My children are thin and small,’ says 
Yessica, the wife of a miner and a mother of two. I find it hard to believe that anyone involved in this 
industry is poverty stricken when gold sells for over £1,000 an ounce. But of course, these miners receive 
just a fraction of the price the gold brings in the West.

However, I am also in Peru to see the first Fairtrade gold 
extracted from the Peruvian mines. The village of Santa 
Filomena, home to 3,000 people and situated in a remote 
mountain area, is one of only nine places in the world 
producing Fairtrade gold, and it is almost too good to be true.

The difference between Santa Filomena and the neighbouring 
village of San Luis, which is not Fairtrade, is enormous. 
Fairtrade miners earn £250 a month and an extra 5% for 
being environmentally-friendly. Santa Filomena straddles a 
river and this means the mine is wet, which can be hazardous, 
causing rock falls. However, while the big mining companies 
will blow up a mountainside, the Fairtrade miners respect the 
environment. To be rated ‘Fairtrade’, the dangeous chemicals 
used to treat the gold in the mines are not allowed to enter 
the eco-system.

In Santa Filomena, there are shops, a health clinic, sick pay, 
maternity leave and rapidly improving sanitation. There is no 
running water but there are proper wooden houses instead of 
slums. There is a crèche and a school.

I speak to Paulina, 25, who toils sorting rubble and who has 
invited me to her home to meet her children, Jennifer, nearly 3, 

and Shamel, 5. Her husband is also a miner. Paulina came here to find work and her house is two rooms, 
with a tiny stove and a coop of chickens outside. What does she want her children to be when they 
grow up? ‘I don’t want them to be miners. But now there is a way out – at least they get to go to school,’
she says.

Each week, the gold is carried up the mountain by the miners and then driven to La Paz where it is refined 
and exported. A lump is placed in my hands. It’s big and heavy and worth about £30,000. Fairtrade gold 
means some of the poorest people in the world, working in a very dangerous industry, have protection 
and a future.

Liz Jones
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