[Carlos Zorrilla, Executive Director of DECOIN (Defensa y Conservacion Ecologica de Intag), sent this letter to the Business & Human Rights Resource Centre in response to the 6 June 2005 letter from Gary Davis, CEO of Ascendant Copper Corporation, to the Business & Human Rights Resource Centre.  
Mr. Davis’ letter, together with the original press release and complaint to which Mr. Davis was responding, are available here:

http://www.business-humanrights.org/Links/Repository/162130 ]

To: 

Greg Regaignon

Business & Human Rights Resource Centre

Intag, Ecuador

18 July 2005

Dear Mr. Regaignon,

As representative of DECOIN I am responding to the letter sent by Ascendant Copper Corporation’s Gary Davis to the Business & Human Rights Resource Centre in response to the OECD complaint filed by DECOIN, Friends of Earth Canada and Mining Watch Canada against Ascendant Copper Corporation.

Quite honestly, at first we thought of not responding because the information provided you by Mr. Davis was, in large measure, a great construct of misinformation, or distortion of the truth and because we were hoping to hear from the OECD national contact point first.   If you were to compare Davis’ claims today with those contained in the company Prospectus, which right now is in the hands of the British Columbia Securities Commission, you’d know what I mean.  What changed, at least in my mind, was the inability to stand to see published such misleading information regarding what is truly going on here on the ground by such a prestigious organization like yours. 

I point out that DECOIN is a grass-roots organization made up, exclusively, by men and women who live in the mining-conflict area of Intag.  In other words, all of our members would be impacted by the mine, and are being impacted by the lies and aggressions Ascendant or its front organization is responsible for. Our information does not come from personnel paid to paint an unreal picture of circumstances:  it comes directly from our friends and neighbors who are on a daily basis affected by the death threats, the blocking of roads, the physical assaults, constant tension, and smear campaigns leveled against them personally, and our organization.

DECOIN would like nothing better than for your organization to come to the Intag area to confirm for yourself the allegations contained here and in Davis’ letter, lest you doubt the facts I am presenting here.  

To begin with, Mr. Davis does not confront the fundamental issues presented in the OECD claim against his company.  For example, he conveniently overlooks the fact that the front organization his company created has been involved in illegal activities, instances of intimidation, death threats, and political activities, including calling for not recognizing local government authorities and creating a new municipal government. Since he clearly admits his company finances CODEGAM, and he knows it has been involved in illegal activities (such as the incident that occurred in the Cotacachi Municipality in March 2005) we hold Ascendant fully responsible for everything this front organization has done, and continues to do.  Mr. Davis claims that over 30 communities are in favor of mining, while providing no evidence of it, and avoiding mention of the documented opposition to the mining project by the Municipality of Cotacachi and most of the Parishes and communities in Intag.

On point number 5, Mr. Davis asserts that due to a letter received from our lawyers in the US the company has taken steps to “diffuse the tensions in the area”.  However, to the present date, the company is continuing to fund CODEGAM, and there is no proof that General Villacis- Ascendant’s representative in Intag- is not on the company’s payroll.  Community leaders opposed to the mine hold Villacis, along with CODEGAM’s president, directly responsible for the creation of the tensions in the area Mr. Davis would have us believe they are now diffusing.

Mr. Gary Davis tries to disregard our claim that the company has not informed its shareholders of the potential environmental impacts the mining project presents, and holds that the environmental impacts identified in the 1996 Japanese report is not valid.  Yet, chapter 2 of the report is titled  “Environmental Impacts in the Junin Area.  The personnel responsible for the study took months to gather physical and biological data on the ground, information that was later processed by two very prestigious Japanese organizations (including a governmental entity). Furthermore, at the time of the report’s release, the Ministry of Energy and Mines accepted the validity of the study. Thus, no amount of wishful thinking, attempts to discredit, nor the creation of the company’s own, custom-made study will make the drastic environmental impacts the study identified disappear.  In fact, given that the impacts were based on less than 10% of the total copper Ascendant is wishfully claiming exists in Junin, the environmental and social impacts will be more widespread and significantly more destructive.

Mr. Davis goes on to say that three of the communities identified by in Japanese assessment to be relocated lie over the mountain range. This is incorrect.  Those three communities lie within the Ascendant mining concessions, and are just over a low-lying ridge; not over a mountain range. The Japanese study predicted that drainage (Aguagrun River) would be contaminated with heavy metals as a result of mining operations. 

What does lies over the Toisan mountain range is the 204,000 hectare Cotacachi-Cayapas Ecological Reserve, an officially protected area, and one of the most biodiverse in the world, which the Japanese predicted will be impacted by the mining project.  In their final report on the Junin mining project, the Japanese put the mining area at only four kilometers from the Ecological Reserve; not the eight Mr. Davis claims in his letter.

One of Mr. Davis’s most outrageous, and worrisome, claim is contained in point number eight when he asserts that there is no forests reserves in the area because the area has had “all its virgin timber removed”.   This, as I’m sure you are aware, is a preposterous statement. Even if it were true that a few valuable timber species has been removed, a forest, by no means, stops being a forest when a few of its valuable timber species have been removed. I stress that this not the case here, since the mining site has been virtually untouched due to its inaccessibility as a consequence of unusually steep terrain and distance from nearest roads. Another proof the mining area is situated in the midst native forest is reflected in one of the conclusions of the Japanese study which predicted “massive deforestation” if the mining project were to go ahead. It’s impossible to massively deforest if there are no forests.  In addition, the Japanese pointed out the impact the project would have on several threatened mammal and bird species; something Davis’ letter does not mention.

I understand Mr. Davis’ need to try to state otherwise, since Cotacachi County Ecological Ordinance prohibits mining in areas containing native forests, as well as because he is well aware these forests are some of the planet’s most biodiverse and threatened forest ecosystems.  This is also why I believe that Ascendant Copper Corporation’s legal representative does not respond to our allegation that his company is trying to circumvent local legislation, when it obviously is doing so.

On the other hand, the letter is full of factual errors, giving the impression Mr. Davis is relying on lies or bad information to attempt to build a drastically false image of a responsible corporate citizen. Ascendant Copper Corporation is anything but.  

Another farcical allegation expressed by Ascendant’s CEO is that DECOIN has held up the environmental impact study with threats of violence.  First of all, the environmental impact statement has been held up because the communities affected by the mining project have prohibited the company from going into the mining area to carry out their studies.  On the other hand, DECOIN has not been involved in a single instance of violence against anyone at anytime- including Ascendant’s employees or the pro-mining supporters led by Ascendant’s proxy organization CODEGAM.  What is true and documented are the multiple acts of violence and intimidation against people and organizations opposing the mining project carried out by CODEGAM or directly by Ascendant Copper Corporation.  The lawsuit against the local Intag Paper, the physical aggressions committed inside Ascendant Exploration’s office in Quito against three international observers, the aggressions committed against the Municipality of Cotacachi, as well as various death threats documented by CEDHU, the human rights organization Mr. Davis claims he’s never heard about, are just a few examples of the violent and intimidating tactics employed by a Corporation losing control and behaving illegally and highly irresponsibly.  We have confidence that in the process of the OECD complaint investigations, all these and other such allegations, will be proven beyond a shadow of a doubt.

In his letter, Mr. Davis proves he’s a CEO out of touch with the project. To cite a couple of other concrete examples, in a section of his letter Mr. Davis makes some rather startling mistakes by saying, among other things, that Cotacachi is the largest county in Ecuador (it is not even in the top ten), and claiming the vast majority of the population live in urban areas, when in fact, only 20% of the population does so.  Likewise, Mr. Davis should consult his maps a little more carefully before making the assertion that most of Cotacachi’s residents live in Ibarra and Otavalo.  These towns are located altogether in other counties.  

Yet in another part of the letter he asserts that his company is partially responsible for building a bridge that saves six hours of travel time from Quito to Junin.  In fact, the bridge was built by the Provincial Government of Imbabura together with DRI, a Spanish NGO, and the trip takes not less than four hours. 

I can go on pointing out additional instances of misinformation and distortions of the truth, but I hope the few examples I’ve pointed out will be enough for your Centre to correctly interpret Mr. Davis’ whitewashing intent.  The dirt will not fade with letters like this, nor any amount of slick public relations or outright smear campaign against our organization will transform lies into truth.  The truth will stand regardless of such tactics, and sooner or later all who care to search for it will know it.

Sincerely,

Carlos Zorrilla

Executive Director

DECOIN

PO BOX 144

Otavalo, Imbabura

Ecuador

decoin@hoy.net
www.decoin.org
5936 264 8509

