Response by TVI Pacific Inc to a report regarding its mining interests in Canatuan, Zamboanga del Norte – Philippines

In February 2009, the Working Group on Mining in the Philippines of the Ecumenical Council for Corporate Responsibility, a UK-based organization, published a report, “Mining in the Philippines:  Mining or Food?” The full report, along with case study summaries, is available here: http://www.eccr.org.uk/module-htmlpages-display-pid-52.html 

Business & Human Rights Resource Centre invited TVI Pacific, which is named in the report as having an interest in the mine in question, to respond.  Its response follows:

March 23, 2009

Dear Ms Bauer,

As was the situation when your organization invited our company in February 2007 to respond to the report “Mining in the Philippines: Concerns and Conflicts” (http://www.business-humanrights.org/Links/Repository/308900), the authors of the report “Philippines: Mining or Food?” also failed to provide us with the opportunity to share our thoughts on their subject when they drafted the report.  

We thus welcome this occasion you have again provided us to respond.  Thank you so much.

Pride in our accomplishments

Your readers will gain a comprehensive view of our social development and environmental protection track record in Canatuan, a remote mountain village in Siocon, Zamboanga del Norte, where we operate a copper-zinc mine in partnership with our hosts, the Subanon indigenous people, by accessing our website (www.tviphilippines.com).   Through this link, one will see that the highly dedicated men and women behind TVI Pacific Inc.’s Philippine operating affiliate, TVI Resource Development Philippines, Inc., (TVIRD) – many of them Subanons themselves and a great majority of them Filipinos who care about the environment, human rights, and national patrimony – take pride in the positive initiatives they have been implementing toward sustainable development for the indigenous community and the furtherance of human rights.  All these endeavors are happening within a project that promises the potential, for the first time, of long-term economic development in what has been a politically troubled region of poverty and conflict.  For the people in the area – an overwhelming majority of whom support our Canatuan Project – and for the government of the Philippines, the Project represents a hope for economic development.  

As we mentioned in our first response, we in TVIRD are also using the lessons from the Canatuan experience, as well as the adoption of the best practices possible for the region, to our advantage in the pursuit of other new projects in this highly prospective area for minerals development.

Midsalip on our minds

One such project we intend to pursue, albeit not in the near future, is in Midsalip and Dumingag, Zamboanga del Sur.  Our exploration application has passed the initial phases of government regulatory requirements and has been endorsed for field-based investigation before undergoing the initial stages of the mandatory Free Prior and Informed Consent process from potential host and impact communities.  

We are somewhat puzzled by the fact that while our company was barely mentioned in Case Study 1 of the “Food or Mining?” report, the Case Study Summaries regarding the report post our name prominently.  In this section, the authors recommend, among others, “that no mining or exploration proceed in Midsalip.”  We find the recommendation hasty and sweeping, to say the least. 

There is little argument with the statement that “we all need natural resources brought up through the earth through mining.”  So the question is not whether we mine, but how. And increasingly, the “how” and our ability to “how” is put to the test in developing countries, rather than the developed, since that’s where so many of the new resources are to be found.

Equally, developing countries are crying out for the same right to development from which developed countries have already benefited.  The Philippines – and far-flung rural communities like Midsalip – are no exception, seeking foreign investors to bring capital and expertise to the aid of an underdeveloped sector.  But as with many developing countries, there are problems: lack of infrastructure, underdeveloped and underfinanced administrative and judicial systems, effective absence of the State in remote regions (with regard to education, health, police, social security, etc.), and widespread corruption.  

Perhaps the most important issue – to be seen in many ways as a positive, actually – is the existence of indigenous populations in many of the areas where minerals happen to be deposited.  There are an estimated 13+ million indigenous people in the Philippine islands.  On the one hand, the fact that there are people claiming the rights to the mineralized land constrains a mining company’s freedom of movement.  It introduces the delays and costs needed for briefing, explaining, and gaining Free Prior and Informed Consent. On the other hand it provides us with the opportunity to “make a difference” and to help uplift people who have been downtrodden and abandoned for centuries and who have had few of the advantages of modern life, such as a modicum of education and health care.  These things are what we are doing at our Canatuan Project, rendering our impact on human rights an overwhelmingly positive one, considering the whole range of rights including the right to education, right to health, right to food and water, right to security, as well as the other rights detailed in the UN Declaration.

This is all on top of the requirement to respect the environment and manage the environmental impact of our operations. Like every other industry, the mining industry has a vastly greater technological capability today than it did 50 years ago, or even a decade ago, and we also have a much better understanding of the social footprint of our operations and our responsibility as businesses to the stakeholders we affect.  

Protecting the environment for future generations
Our environmental management and protection system for the Canatuan Project includes the implementation of widespread structural erosion control measures, construction of tailings management facilities, water quality monitoring and management, and reforestation.

We are fully aware that mining is but a temporary use of land.  (See: “Canatuan mine rehabilitation on track: http://www.tviphilippines.com/article.php?id=166 ) Thus, we subscribe to the principle that mining should not detract from the potential of the natural environment to provide benefits to future generations. We must return the land to a stable and self-sustaining condition. That is why rehabilitation, which includes the system mentioned above, is an integral component of our mine site operations, from exploration to mine closure, and is vital to mining in an environmentally sustainable manner.

Our goal is to return the Canatuan mine to a natural and stable state, thereby making it available for other uses.  We have been looking at techniques that can be applied to Canatuan at the end of the mine life. These techniques include closing the pit and the Gossan Dam and converting them to plantations of long-term high-value cash crops like bamboo, rubber trees, rattan and fruit trees, and converting the Sulphide Dam into a permanent lake.

Decisions on the final rehabilitation and reclamation plan for the Canatuan mine will be made once the company has gathered sufficient data and once consultations have been made with the Subanons as part of their Ancestral Domain Sustainable Development and Protection Plan (ADSDPP).

Food security in Canatuan and Siocon

Our concern for the environment and our social development initiatives make us fully aware of the need to ensure that first, our activities do not threaten the livelihood sources of communities downstream of water tributaries that are impacted by our operations, and second, that our host and impact communities have sustainable access to basic services, like education, health care, infrastructure, and livelihood.  These basic services are the foci of our Social Commitments to our Subanon hosts which we refer to collectively as “Quadrants of Development”. 

An important component of our livelihood programs is food self-sufficiency.  In the following articles, your readers will see how our Rice Terraces Project and Food Always in the Homes (FAITH) Project have made a significant impact on the lives of program participants:

1)                 “IP worker proves that mining and farming can co-exist” (http://www.tviphilippines.com/article.php?id=219 )

2)                 “Strengthening FAITH in food self-sufficiency” (http://www.tviphilippines.com/article.php?id=194 )

3)                 “Green revolution in Canatuan” (http://www.tviphilippines.com/article.php?id=173 )

4)                 “First harvest from pilot Subanon rice terraces project” (http://www.tviphilippines.com/article.php?id=153 )

5)                 “Subanons trade swidden farming for rice terraces” (http://www.tviphilippines.com/article.php?id=139 )

The following blogs from a Subanon FAITH participant and the TVIRD manager spearheading the project will provide insights on both the program’s objectives and results:

1)                 “Farming and mining in the land of our fathers” (http://blogs.tviphilippines.com/lifetype/ )

2)                 “A win-win proposition” (http://blogs.tviphilippines.com/lifetype/index.php?op=ViewArticle&articleId=20&blogId=1 )

Meanwhile, the following stories clearly debunk the report “Mining or Food?” that mining always has a negative impact on agriculture:

1)                 Siocon is top rice producer in Zambo del Norte (http://www.tviphilippines.com/article.php?id=221 )

2)                 Fishing and farming safe in Siocon (http://www.tviphilippines.com/article.php?id=154 )

Right to Development

By all social indicators, the impact that TVIRD has had on Canatuan is positive.  We have brought health care, education, infrastructure, and livelihood to a remote indigenous population.  We are in the thick of taking our initiatives to the next level – sustainability – by working with the indigenous community and the National Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP) on the ADSDPP – the first such joint effort between the NCIP and a mining company.  Pursuant to an agreement with the tribe, reached when they voted to support the company’s project in 2002, and signed in 2003, we provide a royalty of 1% of gross revenues to the holders of the Ancestral Domain, in addition to the legislated 1% of operating expenditures that goes to fund social development programs.  We employ some 300 indigenous people, most of whom have never been employed before, and we are embarking on training programs and other forms of community development.

It would be a pity, therefore, if the people of Midsalip were denied the benefits of socio-economic progress that their fellow Subanons in Canatuan have been enjoying over the last five years.  

Developing Midsalip is still far from our immediate priorities. But we are firm in our resolve that the people of Midsalip should be given access to a basic human right – the right to development.  And in due time, with their consent and active participation, we will strive to bring it to them.

Our track record in Canatuan will speak for itself.

Sincerely,
 

Rocky Dimaculangan
Director, Public Affairs
TVI Resource Development (Phils.), Inc.
22/F Equitable Tower
Paseo de Roxas, Makati City, Philippines
 

