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Potash, a coarse, reddish mineral used to make chemical fertilizers, is giving rise to more than just high crop yields in the Udon Thani province of northeastern Thailand.  Plans by a Canadian mining company named Asia Pacific Potash Corporation (APPC) to build a “world-class” potash mine under private farmland has stirred up a storm of emotions over the last several years, and recent developments have only made things worse.  

On February 28, members of a pro-mining organization named the Rights Protection Group held a rally in front of the Udon Thani City Hall, where they proceeded to burn effigies of three leading opponents to the mine, while the head of the Rights Protection Group, Parinya Wongchali, vowed to “sweep away [the] devil movement”, according to Thai media reports.

 

By the end of March, a high-level task force was sent by the police commissioner for Region 4—which covers northeastern Thailand—to investigate death threats received earlier that month by three leaders of the Udon Thani Conservation Group, which is the main local organization fighting the project, and two members of another NGO working with it, according to a report in AsiaTimes. 

The death threats reportedly came from both local police and members of the Rights Protection Group, and could be traced back to companies promised construction contracts from APPC by employees of a Bangkok-based public relations firm hired by APPC to push the project, says Suwit Kularbwong, one of the five members on the alleged hit list and one of the three whose effigy went up in smoke. 
 

The five opponents of the project who have been receiving death threats are: Suwit, 36, and Lertsak Kam Kongsak, 35, both members of the NGO Coordinating Committee on Development (Northeast Region); Prajaub Sanpong, 52, chairman of the Conservation Group; Manee Boonrawd, 57, its vice-chairwoman; and La-ead orn Sa-ad, a committee member, Suwit says.
This grave turn of events only marks the latest in a seemingly endless cycle of controversies that have characterized the project since its inception.  
With a potential 6-billion dollar (US) profit to gain and tens of millions of dollars already invested that would go to waste, APPC and the Thai government have worked tirelessly to get the project approved.  On the other hand, local residents opposed to the project have fought with equal determination to prevent that from happening because they worry that potential negative effects from the mine—such as land salination, water pollution, and land subsidence—could ruin their farm-based livelihoods. 

The extent to which any negative effects will occur is debatable, but most villagers opposed to the project are more upset by the severe injustices they have experienced thus far.  

Since 1994 when APPC began to survey land for the valuable mineral, villagers have had poor access to trustworthy information and almost no participation in the decision-making process.
Until 1998, the residents around the potential mining site received no word about the project unless APPC needed to use private land to dig bore holes.  Even then, some residents contend that APPC misled them to believe the surveys were for oil, when in fact the company had full intent to find potash.  Further straining relations with the villagers, APPC generally paid only 3000 baht to compensate for bore holes that cost landowners as much as 8000 baht to repair.  
The breaking point for most villagers, however, came in 2001 when they learned from an independent environmental NGO that they had been completely excluded from the development of APPC’s Environmental Impact Assessment— the key document for evaluating and preventing potential negative environmental impacts from a project.  In 1999, APPC hired a private consulting firm named TEAM Consulting Engineering and Management Co. to carry out the impact assessment, which was then submitted to the Office of Natural Resource and Environmental Policy and Planning and approved in December of 2000, but with very little public awareness.
According to APPC’s own records, from 1998 until the December 2000 only 2 public consultations took place in any of the four sub-districts above the proposed mine site other than Nong Phai, where the above-ground facilities would be located.  Of those 2 other consultations, one was held with a single village headman.  
Even the few meetings that did take place were not encouraging to some villagers, as one local leader recalls, “There were questions about the potential problems, whether there will be an affect on the environment, but the company refused to talk about it.”
In 2001, when villagers requested to see a copy of the EIA out of concern for their lands, ONEP refused.  Only after months of protesting with support from the National Human Rights Commission did they persuade the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment to publicize the document.  Soon afterwards, a study by an independent team of scientists and academics found 26 serious flaws in the document, as Dr Parinya Nutalai, head of the working group, reported to The Nation, “It failed to answer the basic questions about the project, like the impact it would have on underground water resources and how it would affect the surrounding communities and environment.”
Nevertheless, the government has not obligated APPC to submit a new EIA, or even a supplement.

The tension has steadily risen since those first protests with many more instances of disregard shown for the villagers’ rights and needs, culminating in the current volatile state of affairs.
One clear display of animosity from the villagers occurred at an impromptu meeting last November between provincial government officials and representatives from the Conservation Group.  Literally minutes after talks began, the Conservation Group defiantly stormed out, infuriated that the meeting did not “allow villagers to have a real voice.”  
More specifically, said Prajaub Sanpong, the meeting was abandoned because the government would not open the floor for questions, would not hold the meeting in the villages to give more villagers access, and would not wait to have it after the rice season so that farmers could attend, as the Conservation Group had expressly requested in a letter to the provincial governor. 
The government saw it differently.  Since the meeting had been granted in response to a request by the Conservation Group and was not part of the “real procedures” for the mining application process, the villagers had no right to complain about its logistics or restrictions.  

The topic of the failed meeting was supposed to be, among other things, a series of illegal land demarcations that had taken place on private lands.  

According to Manee Boonrawd, in early August local authorities apprehended two men illegally placing benchmarks and taking land measurements around the boundaries of the proposed underground mining site.  The men had neither consulted land owners before digging on their property, nor were accompanied by government officials as required by law.  In the police report, the men stated that APPC had hired them.  Despite being a legal violation, the government refused to remove any markers, and, in fact some officials continued working on the job themselves while villagers were still busy with the harvest.  APPC now claims to have completed the necessary land measurements and is moving on to the public opinion hearing.  
The facts are unclear, however, and villagers must wait in angst yet again to see exactly what will happen next.  From their perspective, a new EIA and appropriate land demarcations should be conducted before any hearing or concession is granted.
Nevertheless, while common ground remains elusive, all parties certainly agree on one thing: the stakes in this case are very high.  From the perspective of APPC and the government, the expected profit is too big to give up.
For many villagers, like lifelong resident Mae Puah Pochalee, the thought of such an environmental catastrophe as land salination or water pollution is unbearable. 

“I would have nowhere else to go,” she lamented, “nothing to hope for.  We only know farming, how can we survive?” 

Regardless of whether the EIA will stand or the demarcations suffice, most villagers are determined to fight this project. 

A petition currently circulating has already accumulated over 10,000 signatures in opposition to the mine.   If the government continues pushing forward without addressing the concerns of the villagers, says Boonrawd, the war of words could quickly deteriorate into something much more serious.

“If we try to oppose the mine the right way and it doesn’t work,” she warns, “we will try any way to keep it from happening.  I think this issue will get closer to what the southern issues are facing.  It may become rather violent.”
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