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1. INTRODUCTION

Most extraction activities usually create dissatisfaction among 
communities. Relations between enterprises and the people of the regions 
in which they operate tend to be tense; communities often consider 
these companies to be a silent enemy that pollutes the environment and 
precipitates uncontrolled migration, either by attracting people from 
other regions or by forcing resettlement processes.

It is beyond dispute that responsible mining has a great social and 
environmental impact. Year after year, some of these companies, 
courageously, carry out accountability reports in which they 
recognize this fact. It should also be noted that these businesses 
make great contributions to communities’ development through 
their activity by providing employment, training, opportunities and 
significant improvements in the people’s quality of life.

The truth is that, nowadays, communities have the power and the 
protection of the law. An organized group with strong leaders can 
paralyze projects and jeopardize the position of both the government 
and companies.

During the last year, communities’ complaints have grown greatly. 
For example, most of the Colombian demonstrations were due 
to environmental issues. Recently, in the municipality of Pijao, 
Quindío, the population strongly refused to implement mega-mining 
projects and were joined in their protests by the authorities of the 
Autonomous Regional Corporation.

Likewise, mobilizations for the preservation of moorland and 
protected areas are gaining strength every day. In May 2014, a national 
demonstration was organized in order to denounce the impact that 
mining had on water resources due to development of the mining-
energy sector led by the Government of President Juan Manuel Santos.

Other regions focus the protests on communities’ health. Recently, 
media reported that some citizens of Valle de San Juan, Tolima, 
suffered from respiratory problems caused by the particular matter 
of a well-known cement manufacturer in the area.

Similarly, there is an ongoing discussion regarding fracking, 
also known as fracturing, between Government, oil industry and 
environmentalists. This technology emerged as an alternative to the 
dwindling reserves of oil and gas and is currently used in countries 
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“But conflicts between 
communities and 
companies of the 

extractive sector do 
not merely arise for 

environmental issues”

such as the United States. It 
involves injecting water mixed 
with sand and other chemicals 
to dissolve underground rock. 
Once destroyed, gas and oil can 
be extracted.

The Government has promoted 
its use and Ecopetrol recently 
announced that it will request 
the pertinent permissions to 
implement it to an exploration 
phase. For their part, 
environmentalists consider that 
this technique is devastating to 
the environment and endangers 
water resources and people’s 
health.

But conflicts between communities 
and companies of the extractive 
sector do not merely arise for 
environmental issues; employment, 
unconscionable conduct by third 
parties, intervention if illegal 
armed groups, political interests 
and cultural and ethnic differences 
can be problematic as well.

Another constraint that causes 
conflicts is the inadequate 
distribution of royalties by 
the authorities which receive 
the resources. Corruption 
diminishes the number of the 
greatly required investments 
for communities and this 
creates the perception that 
the contributions made by 
the company are almost non-
existent. As a result, several 
enterprises have developed 
institutional monitoring 
programs in partnership with 
authorities and communities 
to establish a citizen oversight 

that can control the proper 
investment of royalties.

The situation is more complex 
than is thought. Mining and 
oil regions nowadays receive 
less resources because of the 
royalties’ reform and distribution 
shifted from being exclusively 
managed by the manufacturing 
departments to an equitable 
distribution throughout national 
territory. This decision led to 
objections by local authorities 
and communities.

This scenario takes place in 
responsible, large-scale mining 
which counts with the most 
advanced technology to mitigate 
the impact on environment 
and contribute to sustainable 
development. But there is 
another side: illegal mining. It 
destroys fauna, flora and water 
resources, pollutes the air and 
has negative effects on the 
safety and health of people.

However, communities are their 
greatest supporters as well. In 
Colombia there are areas where 
this activity has been undertaken 
for 500 years. Entire families 
are engaged in mining and have 
done so for generations. They 
depend on mining to survive as 
it is the only thing they know. 
This is a challenge for the 
Government and large-scale 
mining companies, since they 
do not simply need to face this 
devastating issue to solve it; they 
must promote cultural changes, 
work options and new productive 
activities for these populations.
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“Three out of ten 
mining projects in the 
country are developed 

in areas with 
indigenous or Afro-

American presence, 
which entails the 
application of the 

consultation process”

2. TWO WORLDS, TWO PER-
SPECTIVES

Knowing the other party 
facilitates the communication 
process. Conflicts between mining 
companies and communities are 
deeper when indigenous groups 
and/or Afro-American people 
are present, not only because 
of the mandatory consultation 
processes provided by law that 
needs to be carried out before 
the undertaking of any project 
in their territory. Difficulties also 
arise from the fact that these 
heterogeneous populations have 
great ideological, social and 
cultural differences and do not 
share a similar point of view. This 
is one of the main barriers that 
needs to be overcome in order to 
engage in an open dialogue.

According to Gonzalo A. Vargas, 
author of the report “Mining Industry 
and Communities in Colombia: 
Problems and Recommendations”, 
it is estimated that three out of ten 
mining projects in the country are 
developed in areas with indigenous 
or Afro-American presence, which 
entails the application of the 
consultation process. The author 
also believes that the process poses 
six drawbacks: “legal uncertainty, 
underestimation of the cultural 
gap in the dialogue with indigenous 
people, re-ethnicization of 
communities close to important 
projects, administrative weakness 
and lack of coordination 
between state entities involved 
in the process, mistrust among 
stakeholders and the appearance 

of “businessmen” related to the 
consultation process who try to 
maximize their economic benefits 
at the expense of businesses and 
communities”.1

These difficulties force companies 
to consult expert advisors, not 
only during the process and 
not just for communication 
purposes. They also need ethnic, 
religious and cultural experts 
who facilitate understanding the 
world’s point of view, sacred 
matters and time management, 
among other aspects.

Some cases are more complex 
than others, such as those in 
which companies must work 
with several ethnic groups. For 
example, certain projects in La 
Guajira have entailed previous 
consultation processes in a 
region with indigenous presence 
from Sierra Nevada de Santa 
Marta: Kogi, Wiwa, Arawak 
and Kankuamos, four different 
communities with divergent 
values and leaders. Additionally, 
this area also covers Wayuu 
territory. Wayuu culture has other 
characteristics which require 
deep understanding in order 
to establish an open dialogue. 
Therefore, getting to know their 
peculiarities is essential.

3. COMMUNICATION, A KEY 
TOOL

How can communication help 
solve the aforementioned issues? 
For contributions from the mining 

1  http://www1.upme.gov.co/
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sector to communities to be 
sustainable, efficient and add 
value it is important to establish 
a social dialogue in which 
three voices should take part: 
authorities, business and the 
population of the involved area.

This dialogue should be based on 
transparent, timely and constant 
communication so as to contribute 
in building long-term relationships 
from which the company and 
communities can benefit.

Listening to people’s requests to 
find their needs, expectations and 
perceptions helps companies analyze 
risks, maximize opportunities and 
establish a social, economic and 
environmental management that 
meet the needs and hopes of the 
interested population. In short, it is 
a key factor to achieve sustainability. 
However, it is essential to go 
beyond: communities must take 
part in businesses’ decision-
making processes.

Building sustainable relationships, 
guaranteeing the right to 
information of communities and 
contributing to the achievement 
of company’s goals requires a 
dialogue with certain elements 
that are key to success: knowing 
the other parties, tolerance, 
transparency, mutual trust, 
constant communication, 
participation, respect and true, 
complete and timely information.

This is a great challenge for 
businesses, community leaders, 
citizens of involved regions 
and authorities. Responsible 
mining promotes development. 
Therefore, it is key that all actors 
understand that this relationship 
must be sustainable. When well 
established, it not only entails 
positive financial results for 
companies; it also improves 
the infrastructure, education, 
employment, health and public 
services (among others) for the 
population of the involved area.

“Listening to people’s 
requests to find their 
needs, expectations 

and perceptions helps 
companies analyze risks, 
maximize opportunities 

and establish a 
social, economic 

and environmental 
management”
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