FCF Minerals Corporation response re concerns over the impact of its mining project in the Philippines

Business & Human Rights Resource Centre invited Metals Exploration (owner of FCF Minerals) to respond to an article which raises concerns over the impact of its Runruno project on a local community in the Philippines, available at:

“Another mining town in Vizcaya cries for help”, Floro Taguinod, GMANews.TV, 13 Jan 2009

http://www.gmanews.tv/story/143987/Another-mining-town-in-Vizcaya-cries-for-help
In response, FCF Minerals Corporation provided the following statement:
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MINING FIRM AT VIZCAYA DEBUNKS CHARGES RAISED BY

PSEUDO “ANTI MINING GROUP”


Bayombong, Nueva Vizcaya, Philippines – FCF Minerals Corporation, owned by UK-based Metals Exploration Plc, comes out with a rejoinder to set the record straight specific to a negative item published recently in GMA news: “Another mining town in Vizcaya for help”.
FCF Minerals Corporation. dismissed as a complete fallacy the charges leveled against it by one Kathleen Guillao, purportedly spokesperson of the Runruno Land Owners Association. Guillao accused the mining firm of committing “environmental malpractices” which “resulted in health problems” and of “deceiving” the community with “undelivered promises”.  In a statement, the company said that the charges are nothing but a futile attempt to destroy the good relations the Company has forged with the Runruno townsfolk. 

“The charges are bereft with an iota of evidence and are a product of her imagination.” the company said, adding that it remains committed to sound and safe mining practices simultaneous with its effort in helping the community through the company’s various livelihood and health programs.

Unbalanced Reporting

FCF Minerals Corporation which has a project in Runruno, located 200 miles north of Manila in the mineral rich province of Nueva Vizcaya, lamented the lack of balance in reporting since only one side was interviewed and no conscious effort was exerted  to get the side of the Company. 

“It is basic journalism that a report must be balanced. This means getting both sides of the coin – not just one side,” commented Dr. Ernesto Mendoza, FCF Senior Vice President for Corporate Affairs and himself, a journalist by profession. Mendoza added that due to the failure to get both sides, it gave rise to inaccurate, opinionated reporting and presentation of more fiction than facts. “The slant is very obvious – meant to favor only one side,” Mendoza concluded.
Real Identity

The movement against mining has become very fashionable that almost everybody finds it expedient to hide behind the camouflage of being an “anti-mining group or advocate”.  Flora Guillao, a respected opinion leader and a resident of Runruno, noted: “How can RULANAS claim to be an anti-mining advocate when in fact, the officers and members of this association are the ones engaged in small scale mining in Runruno. Most of them owned and are operating mini- ball mills used in processing ore produced from artisanal activities”.
 FCF so far, has not done any extractive activities in our area. Its activities have been limited to exploration. FCF’s exploration activities cover surface mapping and drilling as stated in their exploration permit signed by the Secretary of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) in the Philippines. 

It is estimated that there about 500 people involved in small scale mining activities in Runruno, with 150 tunnel portals and some 38  mini-balls being operated. The artisanal activities here are being pursued through the years even if these are unlicensed, untaxed, unsafe and unregulated.

 Flora Guillao added “that most of those who are with RULANAS are actually informal forest occupants staying in government forest zones. How can this group say they are fighting for their land rights when what they are claiming for themselves are government lands? This group has made several attempts to have the forest zones titled to their names even if they are aware that their occupancy can never ripen to ownership as these are forest and government lands.”
Effects on the Environment

In a Baseline Study on the Impact of Small Scale Mining in Runruno conducted by a state university, it was reported that: “small scale mining in Barangay Runruno has taken its toll as evidenced largely by clearing, erosion, and landslide and surface water contamination.” 


The same report added that “there is no evident methodical or scientific practice of disposing small scale mining wastes. All kinds of wastes, especially wastes generated from milling, are directed to a creek and finally to the rivers.” It was observed that “excess aggregate soil produced from tunneling and related activities are indiscriminately dumped and thus, posed negative impacts to the environment. Overall, due to the above, it caused turbidity and contamination of the rivers.”
No More Fish in the Rivers


As claimed that there “use to be an abundance of fish in the rivers of Runruno”, it appears that to blame FCF Minerals for this is totally unfounded and baseless. The same report also feared that “over considerable period of continued unregulated mining in Runruno, this may eventually led to the death and loss of the aquatic organisms and may render the river unfit for other purpose.


The same report says it all. It established the real causes of the environmental issues, not the “toxins flowing down from the Company’s operation” as claimed by RULANAS.  


The Company uses only water and bentonite to cool the drill bits, maintain the wall or stabilize the hole from collapsing. Bentonite is made of clay and is biodegradable and non-toxic. It is even use as binder in the production of animal feeds. The companies who are using bentonite are B-Meg, Cargill, Purina and Sunjin.

Insofar as the cutting fluid used, it is vegetable-based, biodegradable, soluble oil and non-hazardous. The Materials Safety Data (MSD) noted that exposure to such materials does not cause skin irritation or respiratory and chronic diseases. It is not classified as hazardous according to the Criteria of Work Safe Australia and therefore, not an environmental or health hazard as clearly shown on its label.
Health Issues

The claim of Rulanas about health concerns is definitely fiction insofar as chronic bronchitis, lung cancer and other skin diseases which again, were attributed to FCF operations in Runruno. Last July 28, 2008 a team from the Provincial Health Office of Nueva Vizcaya and Municipal Health Office of Quezon conducted an ocular inspection of the reported outbreak of skin diseases and diarrhea. The Team did not find any sign of an outbreak and established that these claims were just allegations. Moreover, such if there is any, as the Team noted, can not be attributed to the exploration project of the Company.

A check by the Team on the Barangay Clinic in Runruno showed that there were no records or evidences of occurrence of skin diseases and any skin allergies that are caused by the bentonite the Company is using in its drilling operations.

Landslides: Who to Blame?

The flash floods experienced in Runruno in October of 200 again, is being attributed and claimed to have been caused by FCF’s “mining operations”. A geohazard study was conducted by the Mines and Geosciences Bureau (MGB - Region 2) on December 27, 2006 specific to the cause of the devastation that buried most parts of central Runruno. The report says that “the devastation can be summed up by the different events that occurred either simultaneously or one after the other which were”:

· The weeklong rains saturated the thick soil covering most of the slopes.

·  The situation was aggravated by Typhoon Paeng which brought about more precipitation.

· Saturated soil exceeded its water holding capacity coupled by it weakened sheath strength resulted to numerous landslides.
· The debris that included old-cut trees (product of illegal logging), boulders and mud to sand-sized sediments caused temporary damming at rejuvenated streams which became the source of the flash floods.

FCF’s activities in the last 4 years have been limited to exploration and drilling only – no extractive or actual mining have commenced as mentioned earlier. It also has not done any earthmoving activities. Its drilling operations can not be attributed to any of the above established factors that caused the landslides. Also, the drilling machine that FCF used in the area is a small Chinese rig that is only capable of reaching a depth of about 200 -230m and not 1,200m as reported.

Committed Community Development Programs
FCF has a strong community development component implemented through the Runruno Livelihood Foundation, the development arm of the Company. FCF has in fact spent more that P36 million - or more than it was required to do - in just two years to make a positive impact in Runruno’s economy, health, infrastructure and environment. 

Some years ago, Runruno a fifth class municipality which hosted no more than 600 households of more than 3,000 people relied mostly on odd jobs, farming and small scale mining. Its access roads were hardly passable especially during rainy days and its people insufficiently schooled with nary a health program to take care of them.
Now, this town is now bursting with activities. Livelihood is at all-time high, the number of malnourished children greatly reduced with greater access to health services, infrastructure has been upgraded and more importantly its people have now learned the virtue of a greener environment. With the help of FCF the community has rehabilitated some 30 hectares of its denuded mountain, contrary to claims made by Guillao. The carved-face of the mountain was done by the slash-and-burn kaingineros, not by the Company.
These efforts have netted for FCF two important awards in a row: one, The Kabalikat Award given by Technical Educational Skills Development Authority (TESDA) in recognition of its commitment to promote and develop the country’s middle-level manpower in terms of skills, abilities and proper work attitude and the other, the Platinum Award for FCF’s exemplary performance in community development and environmental management. 

FCF has been providing direct livelihood to the townsfolk of Runruno and has trained others (as welders, electricians cooks, hair dressers, tailors, etc) to be economically independent. It has likewise improved nutritional status of pre-school and school children; increased hygiene and sanitation through provision of safe drinking water and enhanced accessibility among 12 sitios through improved road condition and bridges. 

Water Rights Issue
Among the stakeholders which the Company is endeavoring to help are the irrigators association in the downstream barangays of Quezon. Occasioned by this, the Company caused the filing of Water Rights application to be able to implement development projects for this sector.

Outside of the water supply system project which will be implemented this year for the community in central Runruno, the Company has spent more than Php750,000 for the different projects for the irrigators. These include provision of 4” hoses for the different associations, provision of diesel fuel for rehabilitation of irrigation canals, construction of check dams and installation of reinforced culvert pipes, water tank installation and water spring development.
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