Response to John O’Reilly’s comment on the November 2005 incident involving shooting of protesters by police at New Abirem, Ghana

28 February 2006

[John O’Reilly’s comment and the original report of the shooting by the Ghana News Agency are available here:

http://www.business-humanrights.org/Links/Repository/200956]

Dr Chris Anderson is Group Executive Social Responsibility and Director External Affairs, Africa & Europe, Newmont Mining Corporation.

What happened?
In late October, issues around access to areas of land adjacent to several villages in Akyem area emerged. A number of youth were agitated over finalization of crop compensation rates for palm oil. Newmont community relations staff engaged in discussions with community members, youth leaders, chiefs and the District Chief Executive.

On 1st November, reports came to Newmont Akyem of an intention by some youth from the nearby town, New Abirem, to block the road to the Newmont camp. Newmont staff were confined to camp for safety reasons. As per policy and legal requirements, local police were notified of this ‘lock down’ and the company called local government officials to the camp for urgent meetings.

On 2nd November in the morning, local government officials met with the youth group to try to ease tensions. The local police visited the Newmont site and the company requested that if they do anything they act with restraint. It became apparent that there was no coordination between the police and what the local government officials were trying to do with respect to discussions with youth leaders.

In New Abirem, the ‘Gong Gong’ (a traditional call to town meeting made at the behest of the Chief) was sounded to gather people together to hear from the local Member of Parliament, who Newmont understood was to speak about the crop compensation process. The MP was delayed and did not arrive; the group – by this time, agitated, blockaded the New Abirem road and started attacking vehicles (Newmont vehicles were not there at the time). This subsequently caused a road accident in which a Ghana Highway Authority vehicle struck and killed a young girl, the child of a Newmont employee. Part of the group then decided to blockade other roads. The police arrived in an attempt to disband the blockade. By this stage the group was extremely unruly, with some youth under the influence of drugs and alcohol. One of the group tried to take an AK 47 from a police officer. A scuffle ensued and shots were fired by police - into the ground (as per their policy). These shots ricocheted and hit a person who subsequently died. Another three were also injured.

Immediately following this, meetings were held between Newmont, local District officials and the local Chief, as a result of which the barricade was taken down and the protesters went home.

After the incident our security staff met with the Police Divisional Commander to discuss the shooting and the events leading up to it. We again stressed the importance of minimum force and how similar situations are handled elsewhere in the world. We gave him a copy of the Voluntary Principles on Security and Human Rights and explained our obligations as a signatory to them. We have also been looking at ways in which to involve the local Police in training on the Voluntary Principles.  However, we feel a need to move carefully, because earlier discussions in this regard have led to their perceiving our efforts to change their modus operandi as arrogant. They consider themselves well trained and equipped and able to deal with any situation.

Summary of our actions

- We did not heed early warnings in the villages that the situation could escalate

- We made attempts to seek mediation and to bring stakeholders together for discussion.

- We made efforts throughout the events to call in the assistance of local District officials, as well as the Chief.

- Newmont security did not take part in any aspect of the incident on the road. They did however, inform the police of the events leading up to it as they are required to do.

- Newmont security and management met with the police prior to the incident and urged restraint.

- Newmont resisted pressure by some community members and employees to call in the military.

- Newmont immediately met with the families of the deceased and injured to offer condolences and support in the traditional Ghanaian fashion.

- Newmont has met with Police Authorities on a number of occasions to discuss the Voluntary Principles and how we can implement them in the area.

- Newmont has met with the Ghanaian Chamber of Mines and other companies operating in Ghana to encourage them to sign on to Voluntary Principles.
- Newmont is discussing with the Government of Ghana its potential involvement in the Voluntary Principles and how the Principles might be implemented nationally.

- We did not follow up as much as we could have with the international community in terms of what happened and what we did in the aftermath.
What have we learned?

Early warning

We should have read the early warning signs. Since the incident, we have systematically increased the presence of Newmont staff in the villages, simply to be present, gather perceptions, disseminate information (rather than to leave it up to the Chiefs to only give their interpretation) and to address grievances on the spot, before they get out of hand. The liaison officers systematically visit each village/hamlet each week on a fixed date to improve our listening capacity on the ground.

Relationship with law enforcement agencies

It is clear that we need to work more closely with the law enforcement agencies on implementing the Voluntary Principles for Human Rights and Security, in which Newmont is a participant. The perceived heavy-handedness of the police in some cases, and the absence of law enforcement in other cases (e.g. with illegal miners in the region) is not good for anyone – communities or investors. Implementation of the Voluntary Principles by Newmont ‘outside the mine fence’, has been slower than it should have been, but we continue to press this issue.
We are in discussions with other companies in Ghana through the Chamber of Mines. We hope to bring more of our industry colleagues on board with the Voluntary Principles to jointly approach the relevant Ministers to discuss the issue and to develop a national plan.

Grievances and grievance procedures

Newmont is working to draw a distinction between community concerns that are expressed through non-violent channels as an expression of fundamental human rights, and the kinds of criminal behavior to which the incident in Akyem finally escalated and which will draw the attention of security forces (e.g., the destruction of cars and private property not related to the mine operation).  First, we are working to develop a formal grievance procedure that will be widely disseminated.  We consider this an urgent need and hope to begin seeing results in the next few weeks so that grievances may be addressed in a systematic and timely manner.  
Secondly, we are working with a local NGO, the National Committee on Civic Education, who is speaking with some of the youth on non-violent and legal forms of protest that are available to express their concerns.  

We would like to see this kind of distinction between non-violent legal protest and criminal behavior drawn more clearly by members of the press.  We feel the press has often not acted responsibly in their reporting of this and other events in Ghana.
In conclusion, the shooting at Akyem was a tragedy and Newmont deeply regrets it. We stated this directly after the incident and have not wavered in this regard.  We are taking measures to minimize the chances of anything like this happening again. We have developed better grievance procedures and are having many more regular discussions on the ground in the communities. The company is working with the police to assist them in gaining a better understanding of the Voluntary Principles. Finally, we are working at the national level with the Chamber of Mines to discuss with the Ghanaian Government on how the Voluntary Principles can be more formally and effectively adopted in Ghana. We undertake to update stakeholders on the progress of this effort.
