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Abstract 

 

This research tries to understand the stakeholders view about the potential of gold resources 

in Poboya and their perception over the production of suffering from this activity. During the 

research period, artisanal and small-scale gold mining was a lucrative business and about 

35,000 people were involved in the mining and its associated activities. A large scale gold 

mining company is planning to begin exploration soon. The policy ambiguity, unclear 

strategy and conflict of interests converged in a process of social and environmental 

production of suffering. 

 

The study employs a case study and qualitative approach through semi-structured interviews 

with 33 respondents as well as open ended interviews with experts and discussions in several 

mercury related workshops in Palu, Jakarta, Denpasar and Surabaya.  

 

Besides analyzing the resource curse, the study also links the stakeholders’ perceptions to 

significant policy gaps and current affairs to present the suffering in the making.  

 

The research concludes that once Pandora’s Box has opened, there is no turning back. The 

opening of the box invites the social and environmental production of suffering. However, 

this “resource curse” can be avoided by identifying the stage the production process of 

suffering, listening to the voices of the community, and setting a good policy which will be 

enforced.  
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Opening the Pandora’s Box of Poboya: 

The Social and Environmental Production of Suffering 

in Central Sulawesi, Indonesia 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Context 

What is inside the Pandora’s Box of Poboya ? How did the content of Pandora’s Box lead to 

the social and environmental production of suffering ?  

 

Poboya is a small village in Palu Central Sulawesi is one of Indonesia gold rush hotspots. 

Two million ounce gold reserves are thought to be buried under the forest park of Poboya. 

After Rio Tinto, a giant trans-national corporation,  received a Contract of Work to explore 

and exploit the gold in Poboya during the economic crisis in 1997, much speculation and 

concerns arose between Large Scale Mining and Artisanal and Small-scale Gold Mining. 

Poboya will never be the same.   

 

The social and environmental production of suffering is a process shaped by the reciprocal 

interactions among several social and environmental factors. It is well-known worldwide that 

the aggregates and accumulated negative social and environmental impacts of gold mining 

activities leave more suffering to the local communities than to the gold traders and 

consumers. Nevertheless, the forms of human suffering can be at the same time collective and 

individual; the modes of experience in pain and trauma can be both local and global 

(Kleinmann, 1997).  
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The extractive and mining industry is an important sector and well-known for its associated 

socio-economic negative impacts (Moody, 1991). A massive open-pit gold mine, generates 

an average of 76 tonness_of_wastes_per_ounce_of_gold (EarthWorks, 2007). A long list of 

cultural and human right violations, pollution from cyanide spills, and endless debates over 

Sub-marine_Tailing_Disposal are associated with large scale mining (Moody, 2001; 

EarthWorks, 2007). 

Gold as one of the most valuable minerals has been used as a global monetary unit and for 

luxury goods. In the last two decades, gold prices have increased almost five fold (Gold 

Price, 2011). Chasing today’s higher gold prices, as many as 20 million people in more than 

70 countries are being lured to artisanal and small-scale gold mining to try to escape poverty 

(UNEP, 2011). The ILO (1999) estimate that 80-100 million people are directly and 

indirectly dependent on ASGM for their livelihoods, mainly in Africa, Asia and South 

America. 

 

The Poboya gold mining site is one of the most phenomenal ASGM hotspots in Indonesia 

and has been the focus of controversy from the political dynamic, community responses, 

local development and environmental activism perspectives. The site is situated inside a 

grand forest park and has generated tension and conflict, between local stakeholders 

(horizontal conflicts) but also between local government with the provincial and national 

stakeholders (vertical conflicts) (JATAM, 2010; Resosudharmo, 2004; WALHI, 2007). 

 

Indonesia has abundant natural and mineral resources but is poor in economic performance. 

As in other countries with similar conditions, people debate whether the resources potential is 

a curse or a blessing. There is a large body of empirical works that tries to establish a 

negative relationship between resource abundance and poor economic performance. For the 
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most part, this evidence appears to support the “resource curse” hypothesis but, in fact, it is 

dependent on the period chosen (Stevens, 2003; Davis, 2005).  

 

I echo Diamond’s (2005) observation that the collapse of a society cannot be attributed solely 

to environmental damage but rather a combination of several contributing factors. A five-

points framework as possible contributing factors are environmental damage, climate change, 

hostile neighbors, friendly trade partners and the society’s responses to its environmental 

problems. The last factor always proves significant in collapsed societies.  

 

This research seeks to understand the stakeholders’ views about the potential of gold 

resources in Poboya and their perception about gold mining activity, both the large scale and 

the small-scale. Most local stakeholders interviewed during the field research see the Poboya 

ASGM gold rush as a significant contribution to the local economy and people’s livelihoods. 

Although most of them are aware of the harm of mercury and cyanide contamination, the 

illegal practices and other negative social impacts of ASGM, people value the short-term 

resource utilization over the long term harm. At the same time, some stakeholders also see 

the large scale mining company, PT. Citra Palu Mineral, as a threat to the small-scale 

activities. In the meantime, the national government and some local authorities alternate 

between their commitments and policy approach towards the small-scale and the large scale.  

 

Several studies show the declining quality of the water, soil, and air around Poboya and Palu 

City. Although there is a clear correlation between the environmental degradation and the 

ASGM practices, most of the stakeholders deny the results or question the research methods 

and approaches. Some health cases recorded at the local clinic and hospital show an increase 

in illnesses or diseases associated with poor environmental quality and need further 
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investigations and clarification. People were not keen to share their illnesses or diseases for 

fear of pressure from the thugs group.  

 

The dynamic processes in the society of Poboya and Palu City, horizontal and vertical 

conflicts, changed values, interaction with temporary migrant workers, get rich quick 

syndrome, health and social problems, toxics pollution, and illicit economy activities result in 

a process of social and environmental production of suffering.  

 

In this paper, the resource curse perspective will be viewed from the environmental 

management and temporal angles. Since the process originates with the ASGM activity, the 

analysis of the social and environmental production of suffering will rely on the life-cycle of 

ASGM activity and then connect it with the large scale mining planned activity. A resource 

blessing in the past could turn into a resource curse in the future if the policy makers and the 

society have no clear vision about what they want.  

 

 

1.2. Aim and Objectives 

1.2.1. Aim 

To understand the challenges that exist at the local level, confront common perceptions and 

confusion about the gold potential in Poboya, why it is important for the people, and how it is 

considered a significant contribution to the local development. 

1.2.2. Objectives 

The objectives of this dissertation and case study are: 

a. To understand how local stakeholders see the gold mining activity in Poboya. 
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b. To understand how the hidden costs of the mining activities affect the miners, 

community’s health, the environment and local development.  

c. To understand the political and social movements that have grown from the mining 

activities and their consequences.   

d. To understand the differential power that produces social and environmental 

outcomes. 

 

To address this aim and objectives, the research is undertaken through a combination of 

literature and media review, as well as participants’ observation and a total of 30 semi-

structured interviews with local communities, miners, local authority, NGOs, academia, and 

relevant stakeholders.  

 

Most names and some identifying biographical details in this report have been changed to 

ensure anonymity. 

1.3. Chapters’ Overview 

The following chapter explores some aspects of gold, mercury and the illicit economy related 

to the mining practices and supporting activities, then covers characteristics of ASGM and 

the businesses at the bottom of the pyramid. The chapter concludes by reviewing the risks, 

community’s perception and knowledge about the impact of mining activity and its 

associated toxics contamination based on the literature review within the political ecology 

framework.  

 

Chapter 3 describes the case study approach, methods used for data collection and analysis, 

ending with a discussion of some of their identified limitations. The research is 

contextualized with the case study site description in Chapter 4 and a more detailed overview 

of the history of the gold mining and the controversy. 



15 

 

  

Starting with the brief explanation about the ‘resource curse’ perspective from the 

environmental management view, Chapter 5 entrenches the research findings with 

stakeholders’ perceptions of the gold mining and the consequences of their opinions and then 

continues with the hidden costs of the mining activities, widespread doubts and misleading 

information about the hidden impacts of the mining. The political and social movements 

grown due to the mining activities will be discussed based on interviews and observations. 

The end of this chapter discusses and analyses the drivers of social and environmental 

production of suffering as consequences of opening the gold mining activities in Poboya.  

 

Finally, Chapter 6 closes with a critical review and summary of resource curse review and 

current social and environmental production of suffering and the foreseeable future.   
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Gold, ASGM and the illicit economy 

Historically, exploitation of natural resources, including minerals mining, has yielded both 

economic benefits and environmental destruction. This experience is offered as empirical 

proof for the potential of ASGM to contribute to economic growth, but the legacy of mercury 

contamination must not be overlooked (Fetherling, 1998). Currently, with the trends in gold 

mining production showing a distinct shift towards increased production in developing 

countries, gold mining presents an important dilemma for decisions surrounding sustainable 

development strategies in Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and Asia.  

 

Large-scale gold mining is considered an important sector for many developing countries but 

often creates severe horizontal and vertical conflicts and environmental damage (EarthWorks, 

2007; Kirsch, 2006; Moody, 2001; Moody, 1991). There is some concern on whether a 

resource curse is the natural outcome of resource exploitation in lesser-developed countries 

(Lahiri-Dutti, 2006; WGC, 2009). 

 

Some externalities associated with countries that have opened up formal gold resource 

exploitation that led to environmental devastation and social suffering include the 

following:increase of environmental degradation, untreated tailing dumping practices,  

human rights violations, increase of horizontal and vertical conflicts and decrease in the 

quality and quantity of the environmental services (EarthWorks, 2007; UNEP, 2011).  

 

In his study of material civilization and capitalism, Braudel (Tabak and Crichlow, 2000) 

discerns that capitalist society is structured into three overlapping tiers: at the bottom is 

everyday life; above this is the market economy; and at the top of the edifice reigns 
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capitalism which move synchronously and symbiotically as the capitalist world-economy 

develops (Tabak, 2000). Braudel stresses the need to understand the relation of the market to 

the “shadowy zones” and points out that large-scale capitalism has prospered due to its 

position towards the lower levels of the market and everyday life, both of which are home to 

informal economic activities (Tabak, 2000).  

 

The current emergence of the informal economy and casual labor fits into capitalism’s drive 

to renew accumulation by reducing and externalizing the costs of production. The informal 

sector and illicit economy exists in the periphery cluster where, according to Marxist theory, 

a proletarianization process can occur. Proletarianization refers to the social process where 

people move from being either an employer, unemployed or self-employed, to being 

employed as wage labor by an employer (Debord, 1992). This process is deeply embedded as 

a structural part of the systemic aspects of informalization, which accompany, complement, 

and counterbalance each other (Tabak et al., 2000). From the Marxist perspective, 

proletarianization is often seen as the most important form of downward social mobility.  

 

Across the globe, Europe and Asia experienced the greatest increase of supplies in gold 

between 2006 and 2009 (UNEP, 2011). A 29 percent increase in gold prices from 2009-2010 

is driving new exploration activities in the formal gold sector, chasing other regions as 

smaller deposits buried in remote corners of the globe and leading to shallow mining 

activities (Avila, 2003; The Economist, 2010; Larmer, 2010). Large scale mining operations 

are shifting to regions with lax of regulatory mining climate, low environment and social 

costs and ASM activities are most prevalent (Financial Times, 2010; Hilson, 2006).  

 

As mines age, extracting gold gets harder and costlier. Ores produce less metal and the 

average grades have fallen 30% since 1999 while ore must be extracted from a greater depth. 
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Consequently, operational costs, labor and equipment are higher. A decade ago the average 

cost of extracting an ounce of gold from the ground was a little over $200 and in 2010 it hit 

$857 (GFMS, 2011) 

 

Illicit trade 

Gold trading is a legal business worldwide. The sector is pressured by depleted resources but 

increased its awareness of fair trade and human right issues in mining introduced by the 

Kimberley Process and OECD. In the last five years, the market started to develop a common 

understanding over the acceptance of supply chains of minerals, especially for rare earth and 

precious materials including gold, from conflict-affected and high-risk areas (EarthWorks, 

2007; Hilson, 2006; OECD, 2011).  

 

Mercury is recognized as a toxic substance that poses a serious threat to human health and the 

environment but large quantities of mercury are still traded and used for the manufacture of 

products and in industrial processes (UNEP, 2006). The statistics suggest that global annual 

mercury transactions are in the range of USD 100-150 million in value. However, most 

transactions are between private parties and some are not publicly reported (UNEP, 2006) 

and some arranged “under the table” (interview, 2011).  

 

Illicit transnational flows of goods, money, information, and people have become a growing 

source of tension and conflict in world politics (Andreas, 2004). It is important to 

acknowledge the limits of the state in the reality of the illicit economy since the state defines 

what market activities are illicit and periodically reviewed (Andreas, 2004). Normally, the 

state controls enforcement necessary to prohibit smuggling. In reality, as the states tighten 

their borders, the amateur smugglers turn to professional smugglers or big companies (Dalton 

and Kesner, 1988; Andreas, 2004). 
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An illegal economy violates existing laws and creates negative impacts to society, very often 

involving corruption (Dalton, 1988; Sugiri, 2006). In Indonesia, in the last five years, the 

illegal economy within the macro economy system increased significantly. Further, illegal 

economic activity in Indonesia has led to over-consumption lifestyles, unequal distribution of 

income and the creation of marginal society and social pressures (Sugiri, 2006).  

 

Table 1 below shows 9 sectors within Indonesian economic system recognized as legal 

activities but also have illegal aspects that violate the law and regulations. Gold mining 

activity falls under the primary economic sector and mercury can be classified under the 

secondary economic sector or tertiary sector under services. As a result, in 2006, in average, 

Indonesia’s revenue loss due to the illicit economy practices was equal of USD2011 1.15 

million per year (Sugiri, 2006). 

 

Table. 1. Legal and Illegal Economic Sector in Indonesia 

Economic Sector Legal Illegal

Primary_(natural 

resources)

1. Agriculture

2. Mining

1. Grass_(marijuana), bribery

2. Sand, gold_mining, coal 

mining, corruption

Secondary 

(industries)

1. Manufacturing 

2. Utilities (electricity, gas, 

water supply)

3. Construction

1. Extacy, drugs, corruption

2. Corruption_and_manipulation 

Corruption_and_manipulation

Tertiary_(services) 1. Trade, hotel and restaurant

2. Transportation and 

communication

3. Financial and loan services

4. Other services

6.   Manipulation,_prostitution, 

drugs, bribery

7.   Corruption_and_manipulation

8.   Corruption_and_manipulation

9.   Corruption_and_manipulation

 

  Source: Sugiri, 2006 
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ASGM worldwide 

Conflict over land, particularly over environmental degradation and over the concession areas 

of the LSM, as well as local political and development priority issues are common points of 

contention between miners and local indigenous populations (Colchester, 2003; Hinton, 

2005; Kirsch, 2006; Robbins, 2004; Resosudarmo, 2004). Additionally, the illegal status of 

ASGM practices and the associated mercury contaminations become significant obstacles to 

sustainable development (GMP, 2006; UNEP, 2011).  However, for regions where economic 

alternatives are extremely limited, ASGM provides an important source of income for miners 

(Hilson, 2006) and attract several supporting economic activities (Telmer and Veiga, 2009; 

Clark, 1993).  

 

In the last decades, the link between poverty and environmental degradation is becoming 

more widely recognized as poverty’s profile has become increasingly environmental (Bryant, 

1997). Artisanal and small-scale mining very often is also poverty driven and a form of work-

for-welfare, being a last-resort source of income for those have no other (Heemskerek, 2001; 

Hilson, 2006). ILO (1996) estimates that Asia and the Pacific region has the highest 

employment in small-scale mines with a total of 7.2 million as compares to Africa 3.7 million 

and Latin America 1.6 million. In ASGM alone about 10-15 million miners involved, 

including 4.5 million women and 1 million children. Conservative estimates suggest that 

ASGM supplies 13 percent of the world’s gold production per annum (UNEP, 2011).  

 

A number of studies on ASGM have taken a more holistic approach, including the 

sustainable livelihoods approach (Labonne, 1999; Hilson, 2002; Hinton, 2005), while others 

have concentrated on a specific aspect of the ASGM industry such as the environmental 

consequences of the activities (Veiga, 1997; Veiga and Hinton, 2002; Hinton, 2005), and 

entrepreneurial approach (Avila, 2003). 
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Most of ASGM practices use mercury to extract gold and the sector is recognized as a major 

source of global mercury demand and pollution (Telmer and Veiga, 2009). Most mercury 

used by ASGM in developing countries is illegally imported and traded (Veiga et al., 2006). 

In 2008, small-scale gold mining annually released an estimated 1,000 tonnes of mercury to 

the environment and about 40_percent is released directly into the atmosphere from poor 

amalgamation practices (Pirrone et al., 2010) and released of an estimated 650-1000 tonnes 

of mercury per-annum or one-third of all global anthropogenic mercury releases, making 

ASGM the single largest intentional-use source of mercury pollution in the world (GMP, 

2006; Weinberg, 2010). Chronic exposure by inhalation, even at low concentrations, has been 

shown to cause effects such as tremors, impaired cognitive skills, and sleep disturbance in 

workers (Harada, 2004; Veiga, 1997; Weinberg, 2010).  

 

ASGM in Indonesia  

Around 90 percent of artisanal mining is regarded as illegal under the Mining Law No.11 

year 1967 (Resosudharmo, 2004). Since decentralized system is applied, the exploitation of 

natural assets becomes quick and easy way to boosting the local revenue and generating 

community’s income (Gunawan, 2009). On the other hand, the concept and practice of 

natural resources management, uncertain regulation and overlapping authority of 

management exacerbates the utilization of natural resources. This situation leads to increase 

of illegal practices and overexploitation of the resources (Gunawan, 2009; Resosudharmo, 

2004; Sugiri, 2006).  

 

Spreading across Indonesia, until 2010 there are more than 800 hotspots found in 25 

provinces. In 2006 there were about 570 hotspots of ASGM identified in Indonesia. These 

hotspots involved approximately 50,000 miners and about 300,000 populations whose living 
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depended on the ASGM activities. In 2010, the hotspots increased almost double involving 

about 250,000 miners with more than 1,000,000 populations affected and risking their lives 

from the ASGM activities. From various studies, it was estimated that every miner could 

produce 2-5 grams of gold per day.  Figure 1 shows the ASGM hotspots in Indonesia 

hotspots in 2006 and 2010. Only few of them operated side-by-side or near the Large Scale 

Mining company operations. From 1997 to 2002 it was recorded that the average informal 

sector employment in mining were about 324,000, almost 10 fold than the average number of 

legal mining workers -34,000- in the same period (Resosudharmo, 2004). 

 

 

Figure 1. Indonesia ASGM Hotspots 2006-2010 

 

In the case of illegal mining, the practices have widely increased since economic crises in 

1998 and more rampant when the decentralization system is implemented (Gunawan, 2009; 

JATAM, 2010). These activities become dilemmatic problems since unclear and inconsistent 

regulation or policy from the governments, ambiguity position from all stakeholders. 
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Environmental NGOs have accused the government of exercising a double standard, of only 

wanting to curb illegal operations within LSM’s concession areas (JATAM, 2010; Gunawan, 

2009; Resosudharmo, 2004). In the past, people’s mining is certainly prohibited from 

operating in large-scale mining companies’ concession areas. Meanwhile, LSM are not 

prohibited from operating on indigenous lands (JATAM, 2010, Resosudharmo, 2004). 

 

From several literature review and observation, due to its informality, the ASGM activities 

follow a certain pattern. Within the ASGM activity framework, every stage within the cycle, 

beside job opportunity and temporary economic improvement, also produce social and 

environmental problems. Figure 2. shows a simplified empirical cycle of ASGM practices in 

three stages.  
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Figure 2. Empirical cycle of ASGM practices 

 



24 

 

The Early Stage or “Conventional Exploration” Stage.  

Public response to the dissemination of survey results on gold potential in particular regions 

attracts gold prospectors and experienced miners to explore, starting an auxiliary subsistence 

economic activity. Several social and environmental problems started to peaked due to lack 

of control from local authorities and lack of local community’s anticipation and preparedness 

(social, physical, infrastructures, knowledge, capital, etc.).  

 

Later Stage or “Supply Push” – Exploitation Stage.  

Both the production rate and the illicit economy practices start to increase significantly. 

Mining activities expanded through financing by family resources, individual private 

financiers, formal loans or government subsidy, using simple technology, ‘learning by doing’ 

stage where risk takers’ entrepreneurial skills are challenged. Moreover, the pre-existing 

socio-economic dynamics, i.e. poverty alleviation, availability of the quick cash alternative 

livelihoods, influence the expansion of ASGM practices. Some areas developed into a semi-

industrial mining area and practices and the profit sharing scheme become more common. At 

this stage, more severe social and environmental problems increased along with the gold 

production and number of miners.  

 

Declining Stage “Supply Pull” Scavenging Stage.  

The production rate starts to decline due to several factors, possibly including peaking of 

‘easy’ exploitation, new regulations enacted by government to control i.e luxury goods tax, 

land rent retribution, increasing horizontal and vertical conflicts. The social problems and 

environmental destruction seems to slow but the impact remains for a long time. 
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2.2. Risks, perception and knowledge about suffering and toxics contamination 

A threat from natural origin is more readily tolerated than one from industrial origin. Risks 

associated with familiar technologies are much less fearsome than those arising from new 

technologies. Some diseases or injuries are perceived to be far more terrible than others and 

risks that create such conditions are accordingly more dreaded (Rodricks, 2007).  

 

Our understanding of risk perception has significantly expanded during the last two decades 

and emphasizes the socially constructed character of the varying ways in which lay persons, 

policy-makers, organizations, and communities understand risk and assess hazards (Auyero, 

2007). Perceptions about the toxic environment should be analyzed as products of individual 

and collective biographies. Toxic experiences are rooted in the interactions and routines that 

characterize a particular place; hence, the risk perception is a function of properties of the 

hazard (Auyero, 2007; Heimer, 1988; Lora-Wainwright, 2010; Lennart, 2000; Nash, 1979). 

However, the perceptions of hazards are also manipulable, especially by powerful actors or 

agents.  

 

In cultural theory, risk perception is a reflection of the social context in which an individual 

finds him or herself in (Lennart, 2000). The accumulated knowledge acquired by the actors 

about their hazardous environment around a particular time and place is therefore a product 

of the history of that place, the routines and interactions of its residents, and the power 

relations of which they are a part (Auyero, 2007). Nonetheless, existing sociological research 

recognizes the roles of organizations, institutional interests, expert systems, and the state in 

the molding of lay public “risk frames” (Auyero, 2007).  

 

Several experts agree that in order to understand and explain the widespread uncertainty and 

confusion which dominate the lives of people living at risk, empirical research needs not only 
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to investigate deeply into the frames actors use to perceive their surroundings but also to find 

out why these frames are what they are (Auyero, 2007; Heimer 1988). 

 

The cognitive heuristics particularly relevant to the study of risk perceptions are 

“availability” and “anchoring.” Availability is supposed to affect risk perception may also 

enhance the importance of past experience in determining perceived risk, since experienced 

events are easier to recall and define the situations with which one is familiar (Auyero, 2007; 

Barbosa, 2007; Heimer, 1998). “Anchoring” encourages people to give undue weight to an 

initial value which in turn powerfully affects their subsequent judgments (Auyero, 2007; 

Barbosa, 2007). An interesting relation between anchoring and risk perception emerges when 

people evaluate conjunctive and disjunctive events (Barbosa, 2007). If we frame a process 

that leads to the launch of a new activity in positive terms and as a series of conjunctive 

events, it is likely that the overall probability of success will be overestimated (Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1974 as cited in Barbosa, 2007; Lennart, 2000). 

 

Heimer (1988) notes that sociological studies of risk perception should contextualize this 

relationship by specifying a) factors that influence the availability of information and b) 

where reference points come from. The analysis of environmental and social production of 

suffering in this research will establish a parallel with Kirsch’s (2006) examination of the 

production of risk acceptability and its consequences within the community of Yonggom in 

Papua New Guinea.  
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3. Methods 

3.1. Case study approach 

During the field research period, I witnessed the dynamic responses of community, miners 

and policy makers towards the ASGM and the proposed large scale mining activities. As an 

outsider, I see the analogy of opening up the gold resources in Poboya to the opening of 

Pandora’s Box.  

 

Pandora's Box, an artifact in Greek mythology, contained all the evils of the world. 

Hephaestus, the god of craftsmanship, created Pandora, the first woman on earth, using water 

and earth. The gods endowed her with many talents: beauty, music, persuasion and curiosity. 

Her name Pandora means "all-giving". Pandora was given a beautiful box which she was not 

to open under any circumstance. When Pandora opened the box, all its evil contents were 

released into the world, with one remaining item - hope. Today, opening Pandora's Box 

means to create evil or trouble that cannot be undone (Wikipedia, 2011; BHA, 2010; 

Crowson, 2010; Maggi, 1997). Here, Pandora’s Box is the gold and associated minerals 

which when exploited, release suffering for the people and the environment but still there is 

hope at the bottom of the box.  

 

This research seeks to understand the perception of stakeholders towards the potential harms 

from the gold mining activities, both small-scale and large scale, from several perspectives: 

(1) understanding the perception of stakeholders towards the gold mining, their reasons and 

consequences of their position; (2) exploring how the hidden costs of mining activities affect 

the miners, public in general, and the environment; (3) understanding the growth of political 

and social movements surrounding the gold mining issues and how their dynamics contribute 
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to development; and (4) understanding how differential powers produce social and 

environmental outcomes.  

 

The research was conducted as a single revelatory case involving observations and insights 

into the dilemma faced by the people about the gold mining in Poboya. A slightly different 

pattern occurred in other places but the research from this particular site can be analyzed and 

reflected to other sites with similar issues.    

 

3.2. Data collections, stakeholders and interviewees 

This paper is based on thirty-three formal in-depth semi-structured interviews with various 

stakeholders of Poboya and, more importantly, on countless informal conversations and 

direct observation carried out over a four-week field research period at the site and another 

four weeks of interviews in Jakarta, Bali and Bombana. Some of the interviews were 

conducted during a consultation workshop on the sound environmental management of 

mercury or mercury storage in Palu, financed by the U.S. Department of State, and from 

various mercury related meetings in Jakarta, Denpasar as well as UNEP and Ministry of 

Environment’s sponsored workshops in Surabaya. 

 

The interview was not restricted to the miners and neighborhood only. During the two 

months field research period, the author also conducted several semi-structured interviews 

with doctors who work in the private health center, local government officials who work in 

environmental policy at the city and national level, academia who are conducting the 

environmental sampling separately and jointly with two Japan universities, employees of the 

gold processing facilities, environmental NGO activists and journalists.  
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3.3. Research analysis  

This research focuses in particular on how the stakeholders experience the social and 

environmental suffering as well as benefits from the gold mining activity: their perception of 

its extent and its nature, its health impacts, how their perceptions have developed, and the 

ways in which they inform their actions.  

 

The research follows the grounded theory approach of inductive process. The interview 

information was analyzed in a triangulated manner using a combination of qualitative as well 

as quantitative methods. (Denzin, 2005). 

 

Online research was conducted for all news related to the gold mining exploration and social 

dynamic between 2002 and 2011 focusing on the issue of miners, artisanal and small-scale 

gold mining, mercury use and contamination, large scale gold mining company PT. Citra 

Palu Mineral and government as well as stakeholder responses to these issues.  

 

The research will analyze the differences in stakeholders’ perspectives by connecting them 

with the resource curse perspective and the social and environmental production of suffering 

as the consequences of opening the gold mine in both scales, small and large scale. 
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4. Case Study Site 

4.1. About Palu and Poboya  

 

Palu City 

 

Palu City, with a total area of 395.06 square kilometers, is the capital of Central Sulawesi 

Province, located at the estuary of Palu River, at the tip of a long and narrow Palu Bay. 

Figure 3 shows the location of Central Sulawesi Province and Palu City on the map. 

Administratively, Palu City is divided into four districts and 43 villages. Palu is situated 

between the hills, has a dry climate, and is home to about 335,300 inhabitants. In 2009, 66.30 

percent of the population was between the ages of 0 to 34 years (BPS Central Sulawesi, 

2010). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Palu City and Central Sulawesi map. 
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Palu City is inhabited by various tribes with different religions. Its population in 2009 

consisted of 85.08 percent Islam, 10.39 percent Christian, 2.71.percent Catholic, 0.92 percent. 

Hinduism and 0.90.percent.Buddhist. 

 

Palu, Poso and Tentena are well-known for the unsettled political situation. Sectarian 

violence triggered by religious conflict and land dispute broke out in Central Sulawesi in 

1998 and claimed almost 600 lives between 1998 and 2001. A peace deal signed in December 

2001 dramatically reduced sectarian conflict in the region temporarily. In 2003 until 2006 

violence erupted again in the form of bombings and assassinations, predominantly in the 

towns of Poso and Palu. Since 2007, the situation has been much calmer but sporadic 

incidents continue. Just before the research conducted, in May 25, 2011, two police officers 

died and one was in critical condition after being shot while guarding a branch of Bank 

Central Asia in Palu. The Police later captured the attackers and found indications of 

terrorism in the incident.   

 

Poboya: the nature and the people   

The gold mining sites are spread out in four sub-districts: Poboya, Kawatuna, Tanamodindi 

and Lasoani as part of Banawa-Marawola Region. These sites are situated above the city at 

190-300 meters above sea level and located between the valley and Palu Bay. The hamlet of 

Poboya, sited within the Palu municipality only seven kilometers from the city center, covers 

14,035 hectares of a valley surrounded by rugged hills. 

 

The area has some tree cover, including endemic species of sandalwood, ebony and rattan. 

Extensive scrub, grassland and high flora and fauna biodiversity and some protected species 

can be found in the Poboya forest and along the rivers. Local communities catch fish, eels 

and shrimps in these rivers. In addition to its rich biodiversity, Poboya has an important 
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hydrological role as a water catchment area which supplies water to nearby communities and 

to the city of Palu (WALHI, 2007, Armitage, 2004).  

 

In 1995, the Indonesian Forestry Minister issued a decree, UU No. 5 Tahun 1995, that the 

Poboya area, along with other twenty-two grand forest parks, be protected as a Grand Forest 

Park. The Grand Forest Park status means the area has a high conservation value where 

research, education and tourism are permitted. Within the Poboya Grand Forest Park there is 

also a customary land of the indigenous Tara, Da’a and Ledo people, part of the Kaili ethnic 

group (JATAM, 2002; Armitage, 2004) 

 

Many traditional settlements are still found within the Poboya Forest Park who has lived in 

this area for generations, long before it became a forest park, and practice eco-agroforestry 

based on their local knowledge (Armitage, 2004). Under Kaili customary law, primary and 

secondary forest as well as water sources are owned and managed communally. Mature forest 

is used for collecting non-timber forest products for housing and hunting, now forbidden by 

law (WALHI, 2007). While some of the forest is used for shifting cultivation and 

agroforestry, other parts are considered sacred and cannot be touched. Many of the 

indigenous people of the Forest Park use these areas of sacred forest for special ceremonies 

(WALHI, 2007). 

However, this agroecological system was affected when the forest was declared a protected 

area under the framework of Grand Forest Park. The Ministry of Forestry decree restricted 

traditional land use practices inside the park for conservation reasons. Ironically, another 

national agency, the Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources, is opening up the area for 

gold mining exploration and exploitation (JATAM, 2002; WALHI, 2007). 
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4.2. Indonesia’s gold and Poboya’s gold with its controversy 

 

Mining activities have been the source of various conflicts caused by policy and regulatory 

uncertainties over land use and property rights, illegal artisanal mining, pollution and 

environmental impacts, and uncertainty surrounding the livelihoods of local residents after 

mining closure. These conflicts are being exposed and have become more profound under the 

current structure of decentralization of authority to local governments, and a substantially 

freer social and political environment (Resosudharmo, 2004). 

 

In 2009 Indonesia ranked the seventh as gold producers with 140 ton of gold production and 

a government agency stated that if we produce 90 tonnes of gold per year, Indonesian gold 

can be extracted until the next 100 years. The gold presented in primary as porphiry copper 

reserve found in massive rocks or reefs and ephithermal_vein while secondary as alluvial 

reserve.  

 

The plan for the gold mining and extraction in Poboya started in 1997 when the approval of 

the Contract of Work (CoW) signed by Indonesian President Soeharto. Through a 

Presidential Decree in 1997, PT. Citra Palu Mineral (CPM) was officially approved as the 

CoW holder for gold and its associated minerals. CPM is managed by PT. Bumi Resources 

Tbk which is owned by the Bakrie family who had prospered during the Soeharto regime.  

 

The Bakrie conglomerate went into deep debt after the 1998 Asian economic crisis and 

survived only after a refinancing process in 2000.  In 2004-2009 Bakrie was assigned by 

Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono as one of the key ministries in the cabinet. In 2006, one of his 

companies, Lapindo Brantas, accidentally created a mud volcano which the public considered 

a manmade disaster and remains unsolved. Subsequently Aburizal Bakrie has been blamed 
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for poor economic development and a bad business image. He is now the Chairman of a 

leading party. 

 

From this we see that since the beginning, the Poboya plan of CPM was planted as the seed 

of controversy not only within the community but also among the government authorities at 

the local, provincial, up to the national level. The threat of socio-ecology catastrophy became 

the main concern because of the earlier history of the mud volcano. 

 

ASGM in Poboya 

In the early stage of almost in any potential gold mining, the community will start with a 

panning technique, to find out the quality of the potential ores from that area. ASGM in 

Poboya also went through this non-mercury methods back in 1998 and considered as a 

subsistence economy. Local communities, men, women, and sometimes children, were 

panning the gold along the river especially after the rain. 

 

Mercury was introduced in 2004 by a particular trader who visited the community mining 

along the river every Monday and Thursday to collect the gold nuggets bring fresh mercury 

supplies. He taught the villagers to add three drops of mercury in the final panning process. In 

2008, the ball-mills’ process introduced by miners from North Sulawesi to process the ore in 

bigger volume which runs for four hours, 3-4 times within 24 hours. Mercury added to each 

unit about 300-500 gram per 4 hours.  

 

As a result of media coverage, by the end of 2008 about 2500 until 5000 migrant miners 

came to Poboya to try their luck. In 2009, several casualties occured in the mining sites, some 

reported dead but no further information available. In 2009, WALHI and JATAM called for 

moratorium several times. Initially Provincial government supported the moratorium 
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initiative, but due to the pressures from miners’ group, the Governor withdraw his decision. 

By the end of 2009, the Mayor, before the election, released two local regulations which 

provided legal framework for ASGM. Subsequently, gold mining suddenly become a 

lucrative business in Poboya. Within a year the number of ball-mills and cyanidation plants 

increase significantly and the numbers of miners increased uncontrolled.  

 

In 2010, research and independent studies on environmental issues were conducted by local 

universities as well as other academia outside of Palu. Some of the results were released and 

communicated to the public, opening the public’s awareness of the risk and contaminations 

issues they faced. In 2011, several studies showed alarming levels of mercury contamination 

in Palu and surrounding areas and fingered the mercury use in ASGM practices as the source 

of the problem. The NGOs used this development to address the issue of environmental 

justice for the the wider propulation at risk in Palu City and surrounding areas.  

 

The new law on Mineral and Coal Mining 

The enactment of Law No. 4 year 2009 concerning Mineral_and_Coal_Mining push a new 

regulatory regime for mining in Indonesia. The law has broad range of implications for future 

and existing mining concessions. The new Law also allowing the mining activities conducted 

in protected areas as long as they have approval from the Ministry_of_Forestry. 

 

However, the new law provides only substantive principles and has left many specific issues 

relating to the implementation to be fleshed out in the implementing regulations. These issues 

include how the area for community mining and community_mining_permit will be 

determined and regulated. Before the local government could execute the necessary 

administration processes, central government must elaborate the Law first in form of several 

Government Regulations.  
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According to the new Law, the Small-scale_Mining_Areas could be acknowledged for 

mining area with maximum total of 25 hectare and have already been mined for 15 years. 

While the Community_Mining_Permit can be granted to by the bupatis/mayors to 

particularly local residents, either individuals or community groups and/or cooperatives. The 

new law also stated the size of community mining area, eligible grantees and and all 

associated entitlement which should be follow up by provincial and local governments. 

  

Interestingly, the new law stated that the Small-Scale_Mining_Permit holder shall have the 

right to access directions and supervision in the field of occupational safety and health, the 

environment, mining techniques, and management provided by the government and/or 

regional governments; and obtain capital support under the provisions of laws and 

regulations. 
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5. Results and Discussions 

The conventional resource curse concept supports the assumption that where the extraction 

costs for a mineral commodity are less than its market price, mining generates economic 

rents. For this reason, most economists and policy makers presume that mining creates wealth 

and in the process contributes to economic development both in rich and poor countries 

(Davis, 2005). Shockingly, mining economies are found to grow more slowly and have 

higher levels of poverty and corruption after contributing for GDP per capita due to the 

exclusion of externalities (Stevens, 2003; Davis, 2005).  

Mining provides opportunities for public in general and in some countries that can manage 

them wisely for the people’s welfare, the resources are considered a blessing. Generally, 

according to the neoclassical production function, the more capital a country possesses, the 

greater its output and the higher its per capita income. This is not necessarily the case for 

mineral deposits. As long as such deposits are under the ground, they remain unproductive. 

For their potential to be realized and provide the wealth to the people, mineral deposits have 

to be found and extracted (Davis, 2005). However, if these opportunities are not properly 

acted on, the resource blessing can become a resource curse. 

The interview and observation in this research is based on the existing ASGM activity in 

Poboya. Typically the activity is identified in three streams: up-stream, middle-stream and 

down-stream with detailed activities shown in Figure 4 and its embedded externalities.  
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Figure 4. Typical ASGM Work Flow and the Embedded Externalities (the Case of ASGM in 

Reefs/Primary Ore) 
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Up-stream level activities are mainly related to the primary mining in the underground shaft, 

crushing and post-mining rehabilitation. In Poboya, as in other ASGM sites globally, these 

up-stream level activities are mostly illegal, have no legal permits, and are sometimes done in 

remote areas to avoid government official’s intervention. However, the post-mining activity 

never applied to ASGM practices in Indonesia.  

Actors involved at the up-stream level include miners who work as digger, crusher, helper of 

the shaft, kijang coolie, child labor, women labor, ‘expert’, boss kongsi/financier, kongsi 

coordinator, foodstall owner, fuel supplier, transporter, community leader, prostitutes, 

journalists, thugs, police officer, army officer and government officials. By June 2011, the 

Energy and Mineral Resources Agency of Palu (ESDM) recorded 270 shafts (interview, 

2011). While some other source predicted more than 500 shafts exist in the four Poboya gold 

mining sites (interview, 2011). Figure 5 until 8 shows some activities at the up-stream level. 
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Figure 6. A miner working inside a shallow tunnel, cracking the ore 

sometimes using fire torch (Photo credit: WALHI Central Sulawesi, 2009).

 

 

Figure 7.  A member of kongsi  assigned to break the rock into a smaller piece. 

An individual stone breaker also avalaible to be hired by a kongsi. 
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Figure 8. The Kijang or coolie will take the sack full of rep (reef) from the shaft at 

the up-hill to the designated area down-hill or to the transporter. Some kijang

used to work at the local traditional market as kijang for market shoppers.

 

  

Middle-stream level activities deal mostly with ore and gold processing from transportation, 

crushing, chemical mixing, water/wastewater management, tailing handling, power 

generation and amalgam burning. The ball-mills and cyanide plant are at the centre stage and 

receive government attention. The local government agencies, environmental and trade, 

required the plants’ owners to apply for registration and permit to operate their facility 

including preparing the necessary environmental statement. Although the process took about 

three to six months and was not properly conducted, some ball-mills and cyanide plant 

owners follow the requirement and regulation.  

Actors involved at the middle-stream level include the ball-mills/cyanide_plant worker, 

crusher, helper, boss/financier of ball-mills/cyanide plant, ball-mills/cyanide 

manager/operator, tailing worker, transporter, ‘expert’, steel workshop, chemical/fuel/water 
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suppliere, gold shop, community leaders, prostitutes, journalists, thugs, police officer, navy 

officer, environmental agency and government officials. By the end of 2010, Environmental 

Agency (BLH) registered 367 cyanide plants but only 6 have EIA documents; from 19,617 

ball-mills unit no data show how many of them already have the EIA documents and permit, 

and, from 912 crushing units no data available about their permits and EIA. Although they 

are considered one of the main sources of mercury contamination, no gold shops/kiosks were 

registered in any local government agencies.  Figure 9 and 10 shows some activities at the 

middle-stream level. 

 

 

Figure 9. The ball-mills plant operated for 4 hours, 3-4 times within 24 hours. In 

every batch, 300 liter of water, plus 20 kg of reeef will be added with 0.3-0.5 kg  

elemental mercury to capture about 2-5 gram of gold.  During the process, 

workers will be expose to mercury vapor.  
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Figure 10. Tailing scavenger team were hired to emptied the ball-mills ‘ mercury 

contaminated tailing and bring it to the cyanidation plant.  The gold scavenged 

from the tailing, range from 15-20% purity,  was equally shared among the tailing 

team members
 

Down-stream level activities deal with pure metallic gold processing, market mechanism and 

the end-sale of gold at the local level. Activities involved in this stage are gold purity testing, 

amalgam burning, chemical mixing, gold and silver ingot/nugget production, and business 

transaction. Actors involved at the down-stream level include the ball-mills/cyanide plant 

worker, boss/financier of ball-mills/cyanide plant, ball-mills/cyanide manager/operator, 

tailing worker, transporter, gold shops, chemical suppliers, thugs, police officer, and 

government officials. Figure 11 and 12 shows some activities at the down-stream level. 
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Figure 11. A young woman gold shop owner, lives with her 5 year old daughter in a non-permanent 

rented house-shop. In front of her shop, a simple amalgam burner provided for her customer. The 

mercury from the burning process released to the air and spreading the pollution to the 

neighborhood. Her shop located in a concentrated gold shop rows in particular area. 
 

 

 

Figure 12. Squeezing the amalgam from the ball-mills and bring it to the gold shop 

to be burned and exchange with cash.  
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5.1. Perceptions of stakeholders over the gold mining 

 

A leader’s voice 

The ASGM activity and large scale mining plan in Poboya forest park attracted various 

responses from the local stakeholders. One of the miners’ leaders, Adi from BATARA 

(Barisan Muda Tara1), who is one of the key actors of ASGM in Poboya, sees the four sites of 

Poboya gold mining block as:  

 

“...the source of wealth and should be utilized for the prosperity for the people 

especially the Kaili ethnic and sub-ethnic groups who lived in the areas.”  

 

For the last decades, these people make a modest living from agriculture and forest-based 

products especially onion, rattan, cows and sheep. This gold mining is an opportunity to 

become more prosperous.  

 

He pointed out the improvement of miners and Poboya people’s well-being through 

the increase of daily incomes, diversification of sources of income, the type of house, 

and the number of properties or possessions including wives.  

 

He sees the large mining operation as a threat to the small-scale miners which he coordinated 

and organized with backup from some capital financiers and powerful officials from Jakarta. 

Although he admitted that the small-miners are doing their activities illegally and encroach 

on the CPM concession’s area, Adi sees this situation as the tragedy of the commons:  

 

                                                        
1 Tara is one of the Kaili sub-ethnic group who settled within the Banawa-Marawola region and in the fringe of 
the forest. 
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“Since it has already widely spread that Poboya area has two million ounce
2
 of gold 

reserve sooner of later it will be extracted by other people.” 

 

He sees the ‘invasion’ of migrant miners from other regions to Poboya as the labor force 

potential to optimize the gold extraction process. He became the boss and shareholder of 

several kongsi lubang.3   

 

Adi stated that his organization was set up into several layers and clusters of members based 

on their professions (i.e. miners, coolie, ball-mills workers, ojek or taxi motor, transporters, 

etc.) and grouped them into several communities and fora to accommodate trans-boundaries 

members. By the end of 2010, he claimed proudly that the members of his organization 

numbered about 35,000 people.  

 

Interestingly, Adi organized the miners using the cell system and referred several times to 

Marxism theory of production and capitalism. Right now, as the elected coordinator of 

BATARA, he is not prioritizing the people-oriented economy (ekonomi kerakyatan) concept 

but rather chooses to fight against the CPM operation. He insisted that resources managed by 

small-scale miners will bring prosperity to the local people for a longer period of time 

compared to large scale mining. 

 

Adi was aware of the hazards and negative impacts of the ASGM activities, but the economic 

gain outweighed the negative impacts. He recognized and recorded the accidents and 

landslides which killed several people since 2008 but considered them as normal 

                                                        
2 equal to approximately 57 tonnes of gold 
3 The Chinese word Kongsi  is an adapted word draws on a deeper spirit of cooperation and consideration of 
mutual welfare. A kongsi consisted of 10-20 people, working as a group, lead by a coordinator jointly incurred 
debts to the boss of kongsi to exploit a mining site. Members of kongsi divided the profits from the gold sold on 
an equal basis. 
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occupational hazards. Some of the miners even claimed proudly that when they die in the 

field, they will be considered martyrs.  

 

Adi was aware of the risk working with mercury and cyanide. However, he considers it as 

part of the production tools and perceived the mercury intoxication as an insignificant long 

term impact as told by other experienced miners from North Sulawesi.  

 

When the Human Rights Commission asked him who will be responsible for the 

contamination clean up, future treatment, and health costs of the people downstream 

who did not enjoy any benefit from the mining activities, he stayed silent.  

 

An official point of view on ASGM and LSM 

In contrast with the position of the miners, government officials’ policies and interventions 

are ambiguous. In 2009, when the Provincial Police warned the ASGM miners to stop their 

activities in Poboya, in an effort to secure votes for political support to advance to the second 

administration, the Mayor of Palu issued a Decree No.7/2009 concerning the Permit for 

Community Mining. This decree was considered as the legal framework for ASGM activity 

in Poboya and supported the ASGM miners to continue their activities in Poboya sites. But 

this decree remains controversial because for it to be enacted and enforced, it must be 

supported by the parliament members and fall under an umbrella policy, such as designated 

Community Mining Area and regulation concerning the Community Mining Permit from 

national agency.  

 

The Head of ESDM Palu stated that so far that the government could not draw any 

revenues from the mining activities because no clear umbrella policy existed to 

support the community mining activity as well as the economic aspect of the sector.  
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The permits given to the ball-mills/cyanide plant owners are for registration purposes only, 

not to produce government revenues. In regards to the gold processing, he stated that cyanide 

was more harmful than mercury because it killed the cows. He was assured by the miners 

from the North that mercury is not harmful even if you drink it.  

 

As for the LSM, the Head of ESDM stated that they do not have any voice because the LSM 

permit and administration is under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Energy and Mineral 

Resources not by local government agencies, despite the fact that the site is located in his 

administration area. 

 

Environmental policy and vested interest   

The_Environmental_Agency of Palu (BLH) is in charge of ensuring pollution prevention and 

environmental management of ASGM related activities. To be recognized as a legal entity, 

the ball-mills and cyanide plant owners, here called the proponent, are encouraged to register 

in order to fulfill the environmental requirement.  

 

The proponent paid from IDR 5 million to IDR 15 million to get the environmental 

permit and UKL-UPL
4
 document.  

 

In general, the UKL-UPL is supposed to identify some critical points in the activity which 

potentially have significant environmental impacts and explain how the proponent will 

manage and monitor the impacts.  

 

                                                        
4 UKL-UPL (Usaha_Pengelolaan_Lingkungan dan Usaha_Pemantauan_Lingkungan) is the Environmental 

Management_Effort and Environmental_Monitoring_Effort of an activity which predicted to have significant 
impact  
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However, from my observation, the UKL-UPL document released by BLH has little to say on 

what will be the management strategy, monitoring plan, parameters to be monitored and 

tested. Up to now, there is no reliable local environmental laboratory available in Palu and 

closest one is located 400 km away from Palu and unreliable.  

 

BLH has acquired some laboratory equipment in their office but no one has the skill 

and knowledge to operate all that equipment. No local standards on mercury in 

water, sediment and air are available as yet.  

 

As the lucrative business seems so promising, some of the BLH stafs and some other 

local government agencies stafs have their capital shares, under the table, in the ball-

mills and cyanide processing plants.   

 

Woman who makes fortune at the bottom of the pyramid 

A woman entrepreneur in male dominated field shows how to chase a fortune at the bottom 

of the pyramid. Ibu Hamida is the owner of three foodstalls in Poboya mining site. She 

started her business in 2008 investing in a mining shaft when she found a huge demand for 

food and utilities.  

 

She started with one foodstall just below the mining site and ended up with three 

foodstalls, piped water supply service, electricity supply and TV set up and a cable 

program subscription.  

 

Each foodstall serves approximately 250-500 people per day. Hence, in total she is serving 

about 750 to 1500 people every day. With the set menu cost of about IDR 12,000 per dish 
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(approx. GBP 0.86)5, she could earn between 9 and 18 million a day (approx. GBP 650-1300) 

with 50% profit. Responding to the needs of the miners and other small businesses, she 

invested her profit in water supply, electricity and TV with a subscribed cable line. She 

provided utilities to 150 to 250 shops and small houses and earned at least another IDR 22.5 

million (approx. GBP 1600) from the electricity and another 15 million rupiah (approx. GBP 

1000). 

 

Roughly, her monthly revenues from three foodstalls, water supply, electricity and TV 

cable were IDR 55 million (approx. GBP 4000). Obviously, for a business who served 

customers at the bottom of the pyramid, this figure was indeed quite promising.    

 

She showed me a new rented space at the back of her foodstall where she planned to build a 

mushalla
6for the miners. She felt pity for the miners’ rhythm of work, the hard life at the 

mining site and was always trying to help those in need. She employed fifteen people in her 

businesses supported by her husband. She was one of the strong supporters of BATARA and 

dubbed as a Srikandi
7 for the miners. She strongly opposes the CPM plan to enter Poboya. 

 

Miners’ voices and the work ethic 

Similar positions and another perception about working_in_ASGM and other associated risks 

echoed by some miners and workers at a ball-mill processing plant. Anton, from Gorontalo, 

who worked 12_hour_shifts down a 10-20 meter shaft, sees the Poboya ASGM as a new 

opportunity.  

 

                                                        
5 1 GBP = 13,952 IDR per August 25, 2011 
6 Mushalla is a small praying room 
7 Srikandi is a heroine in Mahabharata epic 
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He used to work in worse conditions in North Sulawesi, working down a 100 meter 

shaft with less gold to share compared to Poboya. His chest-pain and lifetime debt to 

the kongsi boss was nothing compared to the 2 gram of gold per week he earned from 

his kongsi.  

 

One of Anton’s kongsi partners, Bono, shared a work ethic common to almost all ASGM 

sites.  While sitting next to the roots of what used-to-be the biggest tree in that area, which 

now lied side by side with truncated water-supply pipes, he confirmed that: 

 

“...in every stage of the mining business, cheating is the rule of the game from the 

upstream to the downstream, from the beginning until the end.”  

 

He assumed that only a few people actually profited from the business. He pointed out the 

kijangs, the transporters and the shareholders or financiers of the gold business and mining as 

those who earn more profit with little risk. When the kongsi leader is not around, the miners 

might try to save some sacks of rep (reefs) and report less rep yield to the leader, while the 

kongsi leader might report less rep sharing to the boss of kongsi. At the middle-stream level, 

the ball-mills workers might lie to their boss about the income from the rental unit. Even the 

mercury seller would cheat customers about the quality of mercury they sell, indicating their 

product is from Spain when in fact it was from China.  

 

Bono believed the cheating practices continued further when the amalgam was brought to the 

gold shop and tested for its purity. The gold shop owner would lie about the real purity 

especially if the seller has no knowledge about the gold purity test.  It is an endless cheating 

business.  
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He agreed that the cheating game is ruining the local norms and values but since it 

became the rule in the field, it is now a normal and accepted attitude.  

“Other people know and understand the reasons for your cheats....to get more 

profits........“ 

 

In addition to cheating, bribery and regular ‘retribution’ to several local officials and the 

thugs has become public knowledge. However, Bono did not think this work ethic would 

apply if they worked the large scale mining company as in formal company every thing has 

properly managed and followed the regulations. Bono and most of his miners’ friend, prefer 

to work in ASGM due to the freedom, informality, flexibility, loose committment, simple 

standard and rules to follow.   

 

Another miner, 18 year old Iwan, indicated concern about their safety and health conditions. 

He has been working there for almost a year now and had no knowledge about mining before.  

 

Working in 12 hours shift, under the dark, damp and dusty tunnel with more than 

2000 people at the same time, using ‘primitive’ mining equipment made him 

experience more chest pain and cough lately.  

 

Due to his slim build, the kongsi boss assigned him to go 20 meters down the shaft to crack 

the rock and put it in the sack to be pulled up by other kongsi members.  

 

There is no day-off in mining. If you take your day-off, it means no money for today so he 

has to smartly plan his schedule and calculate the forthcoming gold shares.  
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Once one of his friends in the upper tunnel got burned by the fire torch used by other 

miners below them. Of course, the boss and the responsible miners’ group covered 

the cost of medication, but, so far, there is no information about the labor health and 

safety insurance.  

 

He said once you age and get sick, you become a parasite in the group.  

 

It’s all for business sake 

One of the gold equipment suppliers was willing to be interviewed. Edo is running a family 

business as his father’s inheritance. His company provides equipment supplies, mercury and 

cyanide for most of Indonesia’s ASGM hotspot cities.  

 

Due to the complications of regulations and high administration costs, up until now, 

most of his chemical supplies and trade were conducted through the back door and 

under the table. In doing so, he can keep the price low.  

 

He stated that since he is doing business with small-scale miners, he could not get a big profit 

margin. He maintains his business by responding to the miners’ needs and boosting the 

quantity of the sales. Edo admitted that he imported mercury and cyanide illegally with the 

nod from customs officials and some powerful officers in Jakarta. He imported about 200 

tonnes of mercury illegally over two months with the help of his trade contact in Spain which 

used to be his main supplier of mercury. Now his Spain partner acts as a middle-man for 

mercury trade.  

 

In contrast with Edo’s information, in one of the mercury-related fora I participated during 

the research period, a Trade Ministry official stated that: 
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“...since 2010, Indonesia imported about 0.3 tonnes of mercury and in 2011 about 

1.266 tonnes for the lamp industry, pharmaceuticals, and medical device manufacture 

companies.”  

 

On the other side, the sum of mercury imported by Edo and other illegal traders for 

ASGM could be up to 500-600 tonnes per year (interview, 2011).  

 

Edo is fully aware about the toxics risk of mercury and cyanide but as a business man, his 

interest is making profit only. Knowing that mercury will be regulated in 2013 under the 

mercury convention, he gladly welcomes the initiative as he does not get a big profit margin 

from mercury trade and willing to promote non-mercury gold processing options as a 

foreseeable future for his business.  

 

Learning by doing and DIY 

Anang gives another perspective, as he works alone operating 10 trommels in 24 hours. He 

was trusted by his boss to take care of the ball-mills plant.  

 

He feels grateful for this opportunity because he can improve his skill, knowledge 

about gold business and show good performance. Learning by doing and a “Do It 

Yourself” approach built his confident in running this gold business.   

 

Besides his salary, the boss will give him a bonus as a share from the revenues and gold sales. 

Anang is trying hard to improve the efficiency of his operation and wishes to join any 

training relevant to the gold business if such a thing exists.  
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About mercury exposure and its associated risks: 

  

Anang did not worry too much about the mercury exposure due to its long term effect 

but tried not to discharge the wastewater to the open water to prevent animals 

drinking the wastewater from his plant. He did not want to be sued by his neighbors 

who own several cows.  

 

A couple months ago, one of the cyanide processing plant owners sued by a local villager to 

pay for his five cows that allegedly died from drinking water containing cyanide. Although 

he did know the difference between the toxic effect of mercury and cyanide, he did not have a 

SOP to follow but still tried to manage his operation properly and profitably. 

 

Robbing Peter to Pay Paul 

Yunus, a gold shop owner, shared his perspective. Despite his main business of running a 

gold shop, he did not see the current ASGM practices in Poboya as an interesting activity to 

join.   

 

It is a ‘robbing Peter to pay Paul’
8
 kind of business; it is dividing people, high risk 

and lots of uncertainties. People were gambling, tempted and sacrificing everything 

for nothing.   

 

Three of his friends, who were tempted to join the gold business, had no luck at all. The first 

one had sold his gold shop, house and land for a new investment in a ball-mills plant.  

 

                                                        
8 In Indonesian, the equal term for this is gali lubang, tutup lubang. 
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Lack of knowledge about the nature of the business and cheated by his workers, in 

less than a year, he went bankrupt, crazy, and mentally disturbed due to his losses. 

Now he is working in one of the ball-mill plants as a waged-worker.  

 

The second one had sold his gold shop and planted his money into the transportation business 

and invested in three trucks.  

 

After one year, somehow his revenue was less than the expenditure so he could not 

pay the truck mortgages. Now he is heavily in debt to several people. 

 

The third one, establish a kongsi or joint venture with a partner. He also sold his gold shop 

and all his properties for an investment in a mining shaft and ball-mills plant.  

 

However, halfway through the year, he found out from some workers that he was 

being cheated by his partner. They fought verbally and physically, he killed his 

partner and was sentenced to jail for 10 years.  

 

Yunus took the lessons learned from his friend and softly said that they failed because they 

applied their experience running their well-established gold shops to new businesses with 

which they had no experience. 

 

The earth’s defender 

WALHI or Wahana Lingkungan Hidup Indonesia is the largest and oldest environmental 

advocacy NGO in Indonesia. WALHI unites more than 450 NGO's throughout Indonesia and 

works on a wide range of issues, including conflict over access to natural resources, 

indigenous rights, marginalization of communities, pollution, deforestation, climate change, 
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and biodiversity conservation. As the earth defender, WALHI Central Sulawesi is actively 

involved in the gold mining controversy in Poboya and has been criticizing the government’s 

ambiguous policy towards Poboya’s gold mining issue since the year 2000.  

 

Lita, the executive director, sees the new policy on coal and minerals will create more 

environmental disaster and social unrest. With many bad records on gold mining practices in 

other part of Indonesia, Lita sees the Poboya issue as a red alert.  

 

Since 2003, when the community started panning the gold along the river, they have 

already asked for guidance from the authorities who never responded.  

 

As there is no clear regulation, the mining activity became uncontrolled and susceptible to 

horizontal and vertical conflicts as well as unrelenting environmental degradation.     

 

WALHI observed several environmental, social, economic and cultural problems 

increase dramatically in the last couple of years, i.e. migrations, cultural frictions, 

capital monopoly, no occupational health protection and contaminated water, soil 

and abandoned agriculture land.      

   

Land use management was not implemented as planned. Poboya areas have been  allocated as 

the buffer zone for Palu City.  

 

Allowing mining activity, both small-scale and large scale, to take place in Poboya 

will create an unbalanced environmental capacity, invite disaster and further 

environmental degradation. Buffer areas such as forest and river provide 

environmental services and support for agriculture and domestic purposes. 
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WALHI endorses the principle that the natural resources utilization should be prioritized for 

the community and to support local sustainable development. For that purposes, WALHI and 

JATAM, a mining watchdog NGO, were calling for a moratorium to revisit the future plans 

for Poboya’s ASGM before the environmental degradation worsens and the LSM comes into 

the picture.  

 

5.2. The hidden costs of mining 

Setting aside the externalities, the average price of extracting gold in 2010 was about USD 

857 per ounce with an average recorded gold price about USD 1,425.9 Several studies about 

the impact of ASGM in Poboya and mercury contaminations have been conducted and 

released since 2008 but rarely cover the hidden cost. Hidden costs are expenses which are not 

included or reflected in the purchase price of a product in the market. Several costs associated 

with gold production include environmental management costs, social and cultural costs, 

environmental services costs and other non-material costs (Diamond, 2005; EarthWorks, 

2007; Kirsch, 2006; Nash, 1979).  

 

Several hidden costs of mining which are not considered by most of Poboya’s stakeholders 

but are recognized and confirmed elsewhere (Colchester et.al., 2003; Diamond, 2005; 

EarthWorks, 2007; Kirsch, 2006; Nash, 1979; Siegel, 2007; Siregar, 2004; Veiga, 1997) are 

environmental hidden costs such as the costs of environmental services, land rehabilitation, 

mercury and cyanide contaminated site’s clean up, etc (GMP, 2006; YTS, 2010).  

 

From the research, most ball-mills workers and owners realized that the cost for the water 

they use for gold processing were getting more expensive compared to last year. Only few of 

                                                        
9 www.gfms.co.uk, www.mineweb.net  
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them understood the situation that the water price was increasing as the resources become 

more scarce and actually affected their production cost. As soon as the land-rent for ball-mills 

plant expires, it will be handed over to the owner and leave all the mercury contaminated soil 

to the owner. 

  

On the health issue, the associated hidden costs includes health recovery costs for the miners 

and associated workers such as occupational health insurance, HIV/AIDS treatment, sexual 

lytransmitted disease treatment, skin diseases, respiratory-related diseases, nerve-related 

treatment, health recovery costs of community surrounding the mining sites, compensations 

for the death of the family head or members of the family, etc. (GMP, 2006; Harada, 2004). 

Despite the fact that health records in several local clinics near the mining sites and hospitals 

show an increase in thenumber of diseases related to respiratory, nerves, skin diseases and 

fever, one of Palu Health Agency officials perceived the health problems recorded but denied 

the correlation between the health cases and the mining activity (interview, 2011).   

 

Socio-economic activities such as trade, agriculture, fisheries and forestry are often affected 

by the mining activities and some of them are recognized by the mining companies but they 

do not not acknowledge issues such as the cost of illegal trading of mercury and cyanide, 

illegal retribution or thugs, the loss of local agriculture products, the decrease of fish in the 

river or water body, the loss of forest-harvested products, etc. (Siregar, 2004; Weinberg, 

2010). These issues force the local community and the miners to trade products from external 

sources rather than from the local (JATAM, 2002; WALHI 2009). Moreover, as the mining 

activity grows, local community and miners become more dependent on the traded goods, 

leading to inflation. Although miners could earn better wages than in other sectors, about 

USD 3-5 per day, their daily expenses are also high due to the ‘local’ inflation at the mining 

site and, moreover, the life-time debt to the kongsi boss (interview, 2011). 
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Additionally, when local farmers are not able to farm, they may shift  to a new profession 

requiring a particular skill. Without this skill, the farmer is likely to be forced to work at the 

lowest level with low-wage. This proletarianization situation will lead to economic 

informalization in the society and from the Marxist perspective is considered a form of 

downward social mobility (Debord, 1992; Tabak et al., 2000).   

Some socio-cultural hidden costs are not easy for some companies and the modern public to 

accept, but are the most important costs for some indigenous people. The Yonggom case (see 

Kirsch, 2006) addressed socio-cultural issues such as the loss of areas, the loss of the 

landscape, intergeneration environmental justice, cultural losses, and vulnerability to sorcery. 

Such costs are not easyily quantified or monetized but are important to be addressed.  

 

In contrast, the Kaili people have not reviewed their socio-cultural losses due to the mining 

activity because most of them are now involved in the gold production. Although some Kaili 

sub-ethnic groups who live in Ngapa Vatutela still oppose the gold mining and are not 

involved in the mining activity, their advocacy and appeal for their rights has not yet 

crystallized. WALHI, JATAM and their international network, have been supporting the 

Kambuno indigenous community since 2001, raising their concern about the threat of gold 

mining to their anchestor’s land and the sacred forest. The elders of Vatutela community have 

seen the implication of gold mining operation in Kalimantan and how the Dayak tribe were 

displaced from their lands. Therefor, they opposed the large scale mining and stated firmly 

that they will continue their struggle to defend their land (JATAM, 2007).  

 

5.3. The growth of political and social movements  

In the scholarship on social movements and contentious politics, there is no generalizable 

connection between participation and consciousness or, more specifically, collective action 
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and certainty (Auyero 2009). However, changes in environmental regimes and conditions are 

imperatives for local community groups to secure and represent themselves politically. Such 

movements often represent a new form of political action, since their ecological thread 

connect disparate groups across class, ethnicity, and gender. This way, local 

social/environmental conditions and interactions have delimited, modified, and smoothened 

(Robbins, 2004).  

 

JATAM (Jaringan Advokasi Tambang or Mining Advocacy Network) started the movement 

around the Poboya gold mining in 2001 as a response to the issuance of CoW for PT. CPM 

on gold mining in Poboya Forest in 1997. The CPM’s concession area is 561,050 hectare and 

extends to the west and north of Palu towards Donggala and Buol Tolitoli. PT. CPM used to 

be owned by Rio_Tinto (90%). On the concession map, the area includes Poboya-Palu Forest 

Park and is described as barren scrub land and forest. 

 

Rio_Tinto carried out the explorations quietly for 3 years before the public found out in 2000. 

The news spread that Rio Tinto had requested a meeting with the Provincial parliament to 

change the boundaries of the Forest Park to include the gold mine. Local_NGOs and the 

communities in Poboya-Palu_Forest_Park immediately rejected the plan and started to raise 

public awareness. Some local government officials were also secretly against the plan and the 

head of the local parliament refused Rio_Tinto’s request (JATAM, 2010). 

 

In March 2001, Rio Tinto announced that they sold their CPM shares to NewCrest, an 

Australian company. They also transferred the CoW to the new major shareholder, without 

consulting the Poboya community about the use of their resources. This milestone sparked 

the political and social movements in Poboya. The NGOs assisted the community groups of 

Kaili ethnic who live in Poboya-Paneki_Forest region to visit Kalimantan to learn the impact 
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of mining on indigenous people. The community group also went to Jakarta to join a JATAM 

rally against large scale gold mining campaign.   

 

In 2002, JATAM launched their advocacy publication on gold mining in Indonesia titled 

Mengeruk_Emas, _Menebar_Bencana or Dredging_Gold_to_Spread_Disasters, citing the 

Poboya case. In the meantime, after hearing the rumours of Poboya gold reserves from Rio 

Tinto’s exploration, some local communities started panning the gold along the river as an 

economic subsistence activity, but without mercury.  

 

Between 2002-2005 WALHI and JATAM Central Sulawesi conducted research, surveys, 

dialogues, and consolidated NGOs, interest groups, and indigenous community groups 

against CPM. The group also conducted dialogues with local government and provincial 

government to review the CoW of CPM and emphasized the Right-to-Know, more public 

disclosure, consultation and involvement in every discussion concerning Poboya (JATAM, 

2010; WALHI, 2010).  

 

CPM received the new CoW signed in 2008 and announced that they would soon conduct 

exploration work, survey for EIA study as well as the feasibility study, and start exploitation 

work by 2011. The local community group reacted to this news by requesting community 

consultation meeting, community involvement and explanations from the local government 

as well as to the company.  

 

In 2008, hearing that the gold concentration in Poboya is about 3.4 gram_per_ton with purity 

level of 40-60% (up to 70% if dug deeper), someone took a 100 sacks of the reef ores to 

North Sulawesi for processing. With the promising result, Poboya become a new gold rush 

icon after Bombana_and_Sumbawa. Consequently, experienced miners, gold prospectors, 
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speculators and cheap laborers were mobilized to Poboya. This event was the second spark 

for the Poboya, a village of 1,600, which suddenly crowded with additional 8,000 people 

from outside Palu (interview, 2011). The dynamic of the local economy and social life of the 

village changed dramatically with land disputes, conflicts, violence, casualties and crime 

cases increasing.  

 

By the last quarter of 2008, the local community from Kaili ethnic and all sub-ethnic groups 

agreed to form a Dewan_Adat or Indigenous_People’s_Council and appointed Hamdi as the 

Chair. Interestingly, Hamdi is not from Kaili ethnic but Bugis, but he was trusted by the local 

people because of he was one out of three Poboya villagers who owned the ball-mill plant 

and stood in the front line to defend the ASGM practices in Poboya against the CPM 

(interview, 2011).  

 

As part of their regulations, the Council requested all visitors and migrants to register at the 

Council office and pay IDR 250,000 (approx. GBP 18)  to cover their transport back home 

when necessary. The Council also enacted several rules and sanctions for miners to prevent 

them from polluting the river, mediate any kind of social problems, conduct security 

monitoring to prevent thugs and become a representative group of local people in every 

stakeholders forum on Poboya. Moreover, during the period of 2008 until mid 2011, they 

acted as the ASGM mining regulator with poor transparency and accountability. Ironically, in 

2011, Hamdi was reported to the Police, accused by a migrant miner of assault. Hamdi was 

interogated by the local Police and detained for three days before the Council bailed him out. 

Later, Dewan Adat was accused of collecting illegal retribution from the gold miners and the 

associated activities but Hamdi objected. Although less trusted, until recently, Dewan Adat 

was still taking care of the dead miners and family disputes between a miner and local 

villager.    
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In contrast with Poboya community, in a different setting, the Yonggom community has no 

involvement in the mining activity. They appointed representatives from each sub-ethnic took 

part in all consultation processes and addressed issues concerning their social-culture values 

and norms (Kirsch, 2006). Somehow, the Dewan Adat Poboya did not address strong local 

values and norms when representing their group. Several factors influencing the Dewan Adat 

and indigenous people that make them seem powerless and careless about their culture. First, 

they have received special treatment and assistance from external agents such as government, 

the church, and NGOs. Since 1990, as the city developed, the Kailis, identified as indigenous 

people, were resettled from the remote area up in hill to the city fringe. Second, as with many 

other indigenous tribes, they practiced animism. In the late 1970s, the Indonesian government 

acknowledged only 5 formal religious: Islam, Catholic, Christian, Hinduism, and Budhism; 

others were not acceptable and questioned by the authorities. As a result, many indigenous 

community chose an “acceptable” religion and gave up some of their ancestral rituals.  

 

Third, some of the Kailis relocated and settled in new places but several conflicts arose due to 

land disputes. Local government also provided solar photovoltaic panel for several houses of 

Da’a sub-ethnic group in several areas. Such interventions without cultural preparation and 

adequate knowlege for maintenance were useless. Some of the panels no longer function 

(interview, 2011). The culture they adopted has been modified and compromised to 

accommodate the dynamic of the ‘modern’ world, leaving them with less bargaining power in 

many aspects including the gold mining plan.   

 

By the end of 2008, BATARA was established to accommodate the young generation and 

focus more on maintaining the gold mining process and production in more organized and 

semi-professional way. The main objective of BATARA is to organize and consolidate miners 
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and the associated workers against CPM. BATARA is also actively involved in the NGO 

forum supported by JATAM but is not close to WALHI because of WALHI’s concern over 

the environmental degradation in the mining site and the chemical pollution from the ball-

mills plant and cyanide plants which BATARA “protects”. BATARA provides support and 

endorses the ASGM actors on behalf of people’s economy and ‘collectivism’. For WALHI, 

any activities ruining the mother earth are unacceptable, regardless if done in the name of the 

people or corporations.  

 

From 2009 until 2011, BATARA organized several rallies in the city, at the Mayor’s office 

and the Governor’s office, protesting the government’s decision to shut down the ASGM 

activities. The newly-elected (2011) Governor is from the same party as Bakrie, the major 

shareholder of CPM. The public in Palu sees him as the protector and extension hand of 

CPM. At the same time, the Mayor pulled his support for ASGM and announced a 

moratorium on small-scale mining while the policy was reviewed and an agreement 

negotiated with PT. CPM. In response to this policy, JATAM and WALHI criticized the 

governor’s favoring of the LSM, using miners for his political game, and unclear strategy 

about the people’s economy in media and public discourse. Several times, expressing 

disappointment, BATARA members stopped the local police who guard the CPM heavy 

equipment from entering the mining site. Some police officers were beaten up by the 

BATARA followers.  

 

Responding to the severe contamination, environmental degradation, public distrust towards 

the Dewan Adat, and pressures from CPM to push for exploration in 2011, the Palu 

government and Provincial Police established Badan Keamanan Desa (Bankamdes) or 

Village Security Body, consisting of several representative of Village administrators, local 

police officers, local army, and community leaders. Its purpose was to oversee the security, 
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safety and social issues related to gold mining activities. Instead of introducing a better 

system than Dewan Adat, Bankamdes applied a similar approach but more formalized, 

‘legalised’ and acknowledged by the authorities.  

 

Learning about similar trends in other parts of Indonesia and worldwide, the NGOs, WALHI 

and JATAM suspected that the media had been asked by the LSM to write positively about 

Poboya so that after a period of time,  the ASGM could be criticized, providing an avenue for 

the LSM to enter as the saviour of the local economy. The NGOs shared several clippings 

about those trends and questioned why media never wrote critically about the LSM. WALHI 

and JATAM recalled the case of Buyat in North Sulawesi between the local community and 

Newmont Minahasa Raya concerning the environmental contamination by arsenic and 

mercury as well as the Submarine Tailing Disposal issues. Since most of the migrant miners 

are coming from North Sulawesi, this past experience should have been provided as an 

important factor to frame the perceived risk towards gold extraction (Barbosa, 2007; Lennart, 

2000).  

 

The social, economic, cultural, environmental, and political dynamics around Poboya gold 

mining issues are influenced not only by the interaction between local stakeholders 

(horizontal interactions) but also between local government with the provincial and national 

stakeholders (vertical interactions) (Gunawan, 2009; Resosudharmo, 2004). These dynamics, 

in turn, affect the ramification of every decision made about Poboya resource utilization. 

Considering the reciprocal interactions among social, political, cultural processes, and gold 

mining, if the local communities, NGOs and all stakeholders were able to consolidate strong 

reasons for a ‘sustainable’ and toxics-free community mining, ASGM in Poboya could set a 

good example.  
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6. Conclusions 

6.1. Curse or bless?  

The research concludes that once Pandora’s Box has opened, there is no turning back. The 

opening of the box invites the social and environmental production of suffering. It is clearly 

showed that illegal ASGM in Poboya can be regarded as an economic miracle in one side and 

environmental night mare in another side. Right now, the Poboya stakeholders have already 

opened the box and going through the production process of suffering, physically, 

emotionally, socially and environmentally. The situation will be remain unsolved as uncertain 

regulation and overlapping authority of management exacerbates the utilization of natural 

resources. Worsened by conflict of interest horizontally and vertically, the social and 

environmental problems will be most likely occur in many ways.  

  

Some experts argue to substitute the term “resource impact” for “resource curse” and then 

evaluate the nature of the impact (Stevens, 2003, Davis, 2005). In their critique of ‘resource 

curse’ and conflict theories, some expert call for rethinking the mineral resources 

management (Lahiri-Dutti, 2006; Resosudharmo, 2004; Stevens, 2003). Several studies show 

possible ways to prevent the resource impact from turning into a “curse” with a number of 

different analytical strands. The issue of what causes a “curse” rather than a “blessing” and 

how to enjoy the latter and avoid the former is an extremely complex issue (Stevens, 2003; 

Resosudharmo, 2004).  

 

Within the context of this research, I see the “resource curse” and “resource bless” issues as 

positions taken by stakeholders based of benefits shared and temporal perspectives. At the 

early stage of the resource exploration where all the success stories being told and framed by 

the media in a positive way, most people see the resource as a bless. Moreover, although 
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along the process several casualties reported and recorded, some sad stories shared, people 

perceived it as someone else’s problems. On the other side, when the more people whose 

directly involve in the activity experiencing severe losses and problems and face competition 

with bigger or larger competitor, these people will see the resources as a curse and creates 

endless social and environmental problems.   

 

Reflection on the Yonggom compensation claims suggests that pollution is a social 

relationship rather than simply an environmental issue. They frame their dispute with the 

mining company in moral terms that note the absence of an appropriate social relationship 

between the mine and the people living downstream whose lives are affected (Kirsch, 2006). 

Even though they are winning claims and living with more than enough compensation 

money, some losses and social and environmental suffering could not be cured.   

 

The research found interesting opposite perspectives about the mineral resources of Poboya. 

As perceived by most of the miners, workers, local financiers, some of Palu citizen and local 

government officials who share the benefits socially, economically, and politically from the 

mining activities, Poboya’s gold reserve seen as a bless from God which need to utilized 

wisely and widely to improve people’s economic and welfare as confirmed by the 

conventional resource curse perspective (Davis, 2005; Stevens, 2003; Lahiri-Dutti, 2006). 

Although most of them are aware of the harm of mercury and cyanide contamination, the 

illegal practices and other negative social impacts of ASGM, people value the short-term 

resource utilization over the long term harm. Moreover, although there are diverse interests 

among the local stakeholders and from local autonomy spirit, the position to support ASGM 

activities are quite strong and perceived as an initiative which will show the local’s pride and 

ability to support their local economy and development.  
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In contrary, the same group of people see the Poboya will be a nightmare and create a long 

term suffering for the locals when utilized and managed by the LSM company and exclude 

the locals from their activity as only limited and selected people will enjoy the benefits. 

Consequently, some people who enjoy the benefits from Poboya now will no longer be able 

to continue their activities and loss most of their investments. Further, the see the company as 

part of trans-national corporations which build their ally with national and provincial 

government to take the resources for their own benefit. Since the LSM share only limited 

information about their plans, public in general have no idea about the magnitude of future 

impact of the gold exploration and exploitation by the LSM. Meanwhile, concerns about the 

impact of large-scale gold mining operations are widely shared as it is happening elsewhere 

and keep growing (Diamond, 2005; EarthWorks, 2006; Siregar, 2004; Kirsch, 2006; Moody, 

1991; Moody, 2001). Local people concerned about the future of ASGM mining activities; 

will it be adopted under the company’s management, separated from the company but will be 

allowed within some areas or totally forbidden as in other areas (JATAM, 2010; WALHI, 

2010).    

 

Both perspectives implicitly recognised the hidden cost of mining and the social and 

environmental suffering produced as the consequence of their decision, either supporting the 

ASGM or the LSM or both. Depending on their involvement, shared benefits and harms, 

most of them played wait and see. As local government have no fund to manage all the 

associated social and environmental costs, all the expenses and burden now acquired by the 

people themselves. So far, no study ever conducted to look at this particular issue. Further, 

when all the hidden costs are quantified, only then the stakeholders will realize how much the 

value of their losses such as experienced by the Yonggom (Kirsch, 2006).    
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Alternatives exist, and alternative explanations and approaches are possible (Diamond, 2005; 

Davis, 2005; Lahiri-Dutti, 2006; Stevens, 2003). The area of resource management is 

characterized by multiple actors with multiple voices, and it is important for us to recognize 

these actors and listen to their voices (Lahiri-Dutti, 2006; Hilson, 2006).  

 

The current predominant framework used to explain the conflicts over natural resources 

neglect community mineral economies. They propose further prescriptive measures that 

consolidate the unequal and unjust control of mineral resources by corporations and state. 

These measures fail to adjust the existing inequalities in the current ‘governance’ of resources 

(Lahiri-Dutti, 2006; Resosudharmo, 2004). They do not prevent the transfer of wealth away 

from the communities and do not improve the policy frameworks or reallocate decision-

making power. A rethinking of natural resource management would not only involve 

unmasking the inherent poverty of empathy in popular macro-economic theories such as 

resource curse/conflicts/wars and challenging their validity. But we also must begin this 

rethinking by asking the simplest questions: who benefits from a mineral resource 

development and who pays what cost?  

 

The enormous and continuous drain of wealth from the local communities from their 

subsistence can be altered, and indeed, many communities are protesting against this 

exploitation in various ways. Instead of criminalizing it, it is possible to see the illegal mining 

economy as a popular resistance to the official mining economy (Lahiri-Dutt, 2003; JATAM, 

2010; Gunawan, 2009; Resosudharmo, 2004; WALHI, 2010). We need to change the lens 

through which we view mineral resource management and understand how we can help 

ordinary people make a living throughout the mineral-rich areas in a responsible manner 

(JATAM, 2010; Resosudharmo, 2004, WALHI, 2010).  
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During the data collection stage, by the end of the field research period, the author had the 

opportunity to disseminate the results of the mercury vapor sampling tests through a press 

conference in Palu (Jakarta Post, 2011). The event was covered widely locally and nationally 

by newspapers and electronic media and attracted various responses from the wider public 

including the Indonesia Human Rights Commission. Two weeks after that press conference, 

the Indonesia Human Rights Commission Deputy Chairman, Ridha Saleh, came to Palu to 

investigate further the situation in the field and meet key stakeholders to find solutions for the 

illegal mining problems (JPNN, 2011). While I witnessed the production process of suffering 

in Palu during the field research period, I am aware that my observation and presentation of 

environmental and community’s difficulties are also a kind of professional transformation of 

suffering as observed by Auyero (2009) and Kirsch (2006).  

 

6.2. The foreseeable future  

 

What was left at the bottom of the Pandora’s Box ? Hope.  

In my opinion, there is hope in the foreseeable future. 

 

First, leave the resources in the ground. Although controversy around this option are endless, 

but some examples do exist and should be consider. Alternative livelihood from keeping the 

forest and do nothing with the resources can be explore. By doing this we can avoid the 

resource curse and build the future on hope for a better live for all.   

 

Second, when the box has already opened, Free, Prior, and Informed Consent: FPIC is the 

consensus/consent of indigenous peoples determined in accordance with their customary laws 

and practices. This does not necessarily mean that every member must agree, but rather that 

consensus will be determined pursuant to customary law and practice. Consent must be 
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obtained without intimidation, prior to commencement of activities, and after the project 

proponent’s full disclosure of the intent and scope of the activity, in language and process 

understandable to the affected indigenous peoples and communities (MacKay 2004). This 

should be applied to any mining activities at any scale. 

 

Three, Community Mining Area (Wilayah Pertambangan Rakyat/WPR) as mandated in the 

Law No. 4/2009 concerning Coal and Mineral Resources, must be developed and declared to 

provide the umbrella policy under which the community mining will sit. Consequently, 

necessary provincial and local regulations must be crafted to provide the Community Mining 

Permit (Ijin Pertambangan Rakyat/IPR) a certainty of legal framework for community 

mining and the responsible authorities will soon make a proper plan and strategy to guide the 

miners pursuing their livelihood.    

 

Lastly, a local strategy for a better ASGM implementation. As the number of hotspots are 

growing, the decentralization and local autonomy is the main development policy, it is 

imperative for every local government who has a similar situation, to develop a Local 

Strategy on Environmentally Sound ASGM Implementation. Consequently, the ASGM 

activity will be formalized, legalized and included in the government development program. 

There are several references and guidance under the framework of mercury treaty 

negotiations which can be adopted by local governments. 

 

Mining engineers recognise overburden as the rock, soil, and ecosystem that lies above the 

ore body which also known as 'waste' or 'spoil'. Overburden is removed during surface 

mining, but is typically not contaminated with toxic components and may be used to restore 

an exhausted mining site to a semblance of its appearance before mining began.  

 



73 

 

I echoe the vision that we must ensure that communities living on the minerals and in 

downstream are not treated as overburdens and at disposal of the general population so we 

can prevent the society from the long-term suffering and then collapse. 
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