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‘Newmont ignored mercury warnings’

Sari P. Setiogi
and Abdul Khalik
The Jakarta Post/Jakarta
ining company PT
I \ ’ I Newmont Minahasa
Raya ignored repeat-

ed warnings about the envi-

ronmental dangers of its tail--

ings, a marine toxic expert
said on Monday. .

“We conducted research in
1994 when the company had
just started its exploration.
Our research showed the mer-
cury level found in fish in
Buyat Bay reached 0.02 parts
per billion (ppb),” said Rizald
Max Rompas from Sam Ratu-
langie State. University in
Manado, North Sulawesi.

The normal mercury level
in fish, according to Rizald,
ranges between zero and 0.01
ppb.

Another study in 1998 —
two years after the company
began its operations in Mina-
hasa, North Sulawesi — found
the mercury levels in fish in
Buyat Bay had increased to
0.1 ppb.

“We already warned ‘the
company and the local gov-
ernment about the contami-
nation, but it is still in busi-
ness,” said Rizald.

“It (the mercury level) is
getting higher and higher. The
impact will not be seen now
but in the next 10 to 20 years,
as the mercury transforms
into methylmercury. It could
possibly become like Minama-
ta disease if nothing is done

now,” the researcher warned. .-

However, Rizald said the
symptoms exhibited by sick
Buyat Bay residents pointed to
arsenic contamination rather
than mercury contamination.

“Arsenic is more reactive to
the skin,” he said. '

Minamata disease is a neu-

fological disorder caused by -

methylmercury  poisoning,
the more hazardous form of
m ;
A number of non-govern-
mental organizations have
accused PT Newmont Mina-
hasa Raya of contaminating
Buyat Bay with mercury. The
company disposes of its tail-
ings in the bay.

Laboratory tests conducted
by the University of Indone-

' sia, the Jakarta Health Agency

and the National Police found
that both local residents and
the water of Buyat Bay con-
tained elevated levels of mer-
cury and arsenic, causing con-
cern that residents were at

\

. nique for  dumping. “tailingé %

risk of Mmamatad:s

The company has. denied
the allegations, saying that its
tailings are ‘free from' haz-
.a.rdous waste. " . agiigs

:said it was. qssible
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‘neéw conipatiies: are ‘required
to complete before beginning
operations However, in many
cases’ companies - have been
a]loWed to, begin operaﬁons
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tion :into the* Buyat
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‘National Police chief of
detecﬁvesComr. Gen.s itno

'Lana’ung*SujOno said that
' although -the government had
‘formedajoiptteamtoconduct
. -&thorqugh ar

s:0f the bay,
the police would continue with

i their awn investigation. -

o “We don’t stop an investiga-
tion just because the govern-

“ment forms a jamt ‘team. We

have questionéd several more
“witnesses, including experts
and people: h'qm PT-Newmont,
to. enable us'to complete the
case file,” Suyitno:said.

:.He said the police were now
cqpcentratmg on determining

 the source of the ‘contamina-

tmn, betore determining
who 'was responsible for the
contaminahon i
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