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All That Glitters Legitimate companies face double jeopardy of 
conflicts and blame because of the actions of illegal operators

Nivell Rayda & Vento Saudale 

Ciguha, West Java. The village of Ciguha 
in Bogor is less than 100 kilometers from 
Jakarta, but the two places are worlds 
apart.

The village buzzes with the roar from 
thousands of rock-crushing machines op-
erating 24 hours a day. Occasionally, a 
strong breeze whips up clouds of blinding 
dust from the beaten dirt roads, which are 
packed with weary-faced young men cov-
ered in mud.

The men are illegal miners, known lo-
cally as gurandil. In search of gold, they 
walk barefoot, marching like ants into 
nearby quarries in the belly of a dome-
shaped hill called Pongkor.

They go in carrying empty sacks, bam-
boo poles, chisels and hammers, and 
emerge hoisting 40 to 50 kilograms of dirt 
in the sacks slung over their shoulders.

There are only a handful of permanent 
structures in Ciguha — a humble market 
and concrete houses adorned with classi-
cal-style columns and wrought-iron gates 
painted flashy bronze or glaring bright red. 
The rest of the village, as far as the eye can 
see, consists of thousands of semi-perma-
nent workshops built from plywood boards 
and orange and blue tarpaulin tents.

Inside the workshops, the men break 
up rocks into smaller pieces, while others 
feed the freshly crushed ore into diesel-
powered, drum-shaped grinders, mixing 
them with water and mercury, which binds 
the gold in the rocks to form an amalgam.

In one corner, a worker heats the newly 
formed amalgam over an open flame, va-
porizing the mercury. Another worker 
scoops up the toxic waste sludge and puts 
it into sacks to be processed later in the 
same grinders. “Sometime we find more 
gold from the mud,” says Triyanto, the 
owner of one of the workshops.

Six months ago, this 70-year-old retiree 
moved to Ciguha, in Nanggung subdistrict, 
from his hometown in East Java, lured by 
the promise of hefty returns for his 
investment.

“The landowners here are tricksters. I 
bought a plot of land after the owner 
showed me gold nuggets that he said came 
from his property. But it was empty. There 
was no gold. Or so my workers told me. 
Who knows, maybe they were the ones ly-
ing,” he says with a bitter laugh.

But Triyanto remains undeterred. With 
gold prices soaring to as high as $1,700 per 
ounce, finding pinprick-sized flakes of gold 
in the dirt each day still puts him on track 
to recover his investment.

“I now buy ore from the miners at 
Rp 100,000 [$10] a sack. It works out better 
for them than to spend the same amount of 
money renting my machine, with no guar-
antee of finding any gold at all,” he says.

A hazardous place
Fresh water is scarce in Ciguha. Much of 
the groundwater has been contaminated 
with mercury and cyanide, a telltale sign of 
the extent of the illegal gold mining opera-
tion taking place in the village. The local 
police station, a 30-minute drive downhill, 
is littered with posters and signs warning 
that illegal mining is punishable by up to 10 
years in jail.

Despite its proximity to the capital and 
the threat of a lengthy jail term, the illegal 
mining operations in Ciguha have reached 
an industrial scale.

The local population has ballooned 
from a few hundred 11 years ago to around 

3,000 according to a recent police estimate 
— at one point police even put the figure at 
9,000 — turning this once sleepy farming 
village into a boomtown.

But Ciguha is no place for the faint of 
heart. There are no children in this village, 
nor are there old people. The only young 
women walking the streets are said to be 
prostitutes, while the older ones are either 
their mamasans or food vendors.

The nearby quarries have become mass 
graves for countless gurandils, with cave-
ins and mudslides a real threat even when 
the sky is clear. The last official death toll 
was 214, back in 2004.

The miners know that each incident 
brings questions, investigations and scru-
tiny from the authorities, so a large num-
ber of accidents and deaths have likely 
gone unreported.

According to police, 16 illegal miners 
were killed in accidents over the past 12 
months. The latest incident was in May in 
the neighboring village of Pangradin, in 
Leuwiliang subdistrict, where eight gu-
randils were killed in a landslide.

“What’s strange is that the area has no 
proven gold reserves,” says Uba Subandi, 
the Leuwiliang subdistrict police chief.

The incident brought the media swarm-
ing to the area. Not wanting their opera-
tions exposed, the gurandils tried to shoo 
away the reporters, threatening them with 
machetes and pickaxes, while others even 
vandalized the visitors’ cars.

“I was inside the pit mine at the time,” 
says one gurandil, Adi, as he wipes the dirt 
from his eyes after returning from a day’s 
digging at Pongkor.

“I was chipping rocks inside the pit 
[when the landslide occurred]. The hole 
was so small that I had to crawl. Suddenly 
I heard a loud rumbling sound. I thought I 
was a goner, but the landslide got those 
outside [the mine] and spared those inside. 
I crawled out of the hole and found a shop 
buried beneath thick layers of earth.”

Nanggung subdistrict chief Rumambi 
says there is little he can do to stop the in-
flux of gurandils, 70 percent of whom he 
says come from outside the subdistrict, in-
cluding other parts of West Java, the neigh-
boring province of Banten, and as far afield 
as Lampung, Bengkulu and Kalimantan.

Environmental damage
Dodi Susanto, an official with the Cili-
wung, Cisadane and Citarum Rivers Mon-
itoring Agency, says his office last conduct-
ed an assessment on the environmental 
impact in the Ciguha area in 2010, and the 
findings were worrying.

The agency found indications that the 
rivers around Ciguha, like the Cipangaten, 
the Cikadarak and the Cimarinten, had 
mercury levels of 60 to 400 milligrams per 
liter, far above the 0.01-milligram-per-liter 
limit tolerated by the government.

Mercury poisoning can be lethal in hu-
mans. The worst case in Indonesia oc-
curred in 2004 in Buyat Bay, North Sulawe-
si, where Newmont Nusa Tenggara, the 
local subsidiary of US gold miner New-

Miners Risk Lives, 
Environment in 
Pursuit of Gold

mont, had for years been dumping its min-
ing tailings.

Although thousands of people fell ill, a 
court later declared that the bay was not 
polluted and that Newmont had complied 
with environmental regulations.

The risk of mercury poisoning doesn’t 
seem to worry the illegal miners in Ciguha, 
most of whom handle the hazardous 
chemical without protective gloves, gog-
gles or masks. Mercury is also readily avail-
able throughout the village, with nearly 
every foodstall and coffee shop selling the 
chemical in empty mineral water bottles or 
plastic containers.

The threat of Ciguha or even Jakarta be-
coming another Buyat Bay is very real, with 
mercury levels of 0.38 to 10 milligrams per 
liter detected 24 kilometers downstream, 
where the rivers join up to form the Cikan-
iki and the Cisadane rivers.

The Cisadane cuts through densely 
populated areas, including parts of 
Tangerang, and skirts past West Jakarta.

The Bogor Health Agency has already 
recorded one death associated with mer-
cury poisoning, identifying the victim as 
68-year-old Sahrudin from Cisarua village, 
in the same subdistrict as Ciguha.

Authorities found signs that Sahrudin, 
who died of an undisclosed illness last year, 
had been exposed to large quantities of 
mercury over the course of many years. 
The health agency sought to carry out an 
autopsy to confirm that mercury poisoning 
was the direct cause of his death, but was 
repeatedly denied by Sahrudin’s family.

Illegal mining doesn’t just pose threats 
to the environment or to public health. In 
Banten’s Lebak district, unlicensed gold 
miners recently resumed tunneling direct-
ly beneath an elementary school building, 
putting the schoolhouse at serious risk of 
collapse, authorities say.

A teacher at the school, who declined to 
be identified, said the police closed 21 min-
ing shafts in the area in 2009 when it be-
came apparent that some of them were be-
ginning to encroach on the school.

The teacher said the mining activities 
were halted at the time, but resumed again 
earlier this year. The teacher said the min-
ers had broken into the sealed-off shafts 
and were continuing to dig at night.

Syahrir A.B., executive director of the 
Indonesian Mining Association, says the 
environmental damage wrought by illegal 
miners also threatens the operations of le-
gitimate mining companies.

“Seven or eight years back, my compa-
ny, Nusa Halmahera Mineral, was accused 
of polluting the water by using mercury, al-
though we never used it,” he says about his 
mining operation in North Maluku.

Syahrir adds that the company later 
conducted its own investigation and traced 
the environmental damage back to nearby 
illegal mining operations.

“These illegal miners never implement 
good mining practices, meaning that they 
don’t have the slightest consideration for 
the environment or the well-being of the 
people,” he says.

He also cites a recent case involving the 
firm Sorikmas Mining in North Sumatra.

“[Illegal miners] organized a protest 
and burned the Sorikmas encampment, 
[forcing its] operations to be halted,” Syah-
rir says.

Andrie S. Wijaya, coordinator of the 
Mining Advocacy Network (Jatam), denies 
the notion that the illegal miners are whol-
ly to blame.

“That’s one-sided information. Al-
though illegal miners can also damage the 
environment, their impact is not as grave 
as from that caused by mining companies,” 
he says.

He adds that in the Sorikmas case, the 
incident was triggered by “the accumula-
tion of frustration” among local residents 
rather than by illegal miners.

Sparking conflict
Indonesia is the world’s seventh-largest 
gold producer, with foreign-owned mines 
currently responsible for the majority of 
the country’s annual output, which 
reached 111 tons in 2011.

And with 4.23 billion tons of primary 
gold reserves and 16.88 million tons of al-
luvial reserves, according to 2010 estimates 
by the Indonesian government, there is 
much money at stake, luring more and 
more illegal miners to start operations even 
at the risk of losing their lives and getting 
into confrontations with large companies 
and security officers.

The illegal miners never implement good 
mining practices. ... They don’t have the 
slightest consideration for the environment 
or the well-being of the people.
Syahrir A.B., Indonesian Mining Association executive director

An illegal miner in 
Ciguha holds up a 
gold nugget made 
of bits and pieces 
accumulated over 
several days. JG 
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