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Keeping an open mind on open-pit mining (part two)

SHARIER KHAN
CCORDING to the power
demand forecast outlined
in the draft coal policy, ina

low GDP growth scenario (5.5 per

cent], Bangladesh will need 136

million tons (mt) of coal to add

19,000 megawatt power by 2025. If

our GDP goes up to 8 per cent, we

will need 450 mt coal to generate

41,000 mw power.

If we continue with the
Barapukuria underground mine,
we will only produce less than half
a million tons of coal each year.
That means, till 2025, this mine will
only produce 9 million tons! If we
spend money for yet another sham
like Barapukuria -- how much
could itadd?

In the best-case scenario, and if
there is a miracle, 2 million tons a
year? That would, at best, generate
36 million tons. Then in the lowest
GDP scenario -- what should we
do? Import coal or petroleum to
compensate for 100 mt coal? This is
apatrioticvisionindeed.

Readers should remember, we
now have five identified coal zones.
The total proven reserve is 2,350 mt
(including the deep. an rge
Jamalpur deposit). Ourcoal policy
should cover development of all of
these mines -- not just Phulbari.
This coal is warth mare than $100
billion in the current global market!
[ts up to us to make the best use of it
-- not waste it by over-exploitation,
and not under-utilise it by not
developingitproperly.

Environmental and

livelihood threat issues
While underground mines in
China kill 5,000 people, unofficially
20,000, every year, there are fewer
instances of fatalities in open-pit
mines. Typically, all mine related
fatalities take place in under-
ground mines, where workers work
in a high risk and very hot and
humid environment. Open-pit
mines are easy towork in,

Butthat does not make open-pit
mines safe enough. There are
instances of severe environmental
damage caused by open-pit mines.
-The least ofsuch hazards.is the
most visible one: the destruction of
the natural landscape. No matter
what technologies one uses, an
open-pit mine will drastically
change the landscape as iewill serip
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German open-pit mine convertad

the top soil, create large voids
extending several square kilo-
metres, fill up those voids where
mining is complete and, finally,
leave a void equivalent to the vol-
ume of the coal that has been
extracted. In the best practice, the
last void will be converted into a
lake. The landscape in under-
ground mining changes slowly.
This kind of mine also causes land
subsidence, but this process is
slow.

A less visible hazard is damage
caused to the underground water
tables, which is an issue that used
to be totally overlooked in the past.
Mining, underground or open-pit,
requires extraction of large vol-
umes of water -- which eventually
dangerously dries up the arable
land around the mining area.

Unplanned release of the mine's
water, which can be toxic depend-
ing on the soil condition of the
mine, can damage marine life and
can make a river sterile. Heavy
metals or sulfide oxidation from
this water also affect the environ-
e SSRGS R SR

Research has found that several
apen-pit mines in the US (Nevada
and other western states) lower
groundwater, typically by aggres-
sive pumping, to mine ore below

to lake being used a recreational facility.

the water table. In contrast, under-
ground mines need less water
pumping, because of the lower
volume of coal production -- and,
thereby, underground mines pose
alesserthreatin thisregard.

Open-pit mines are developed
by stripping the top soil, unlike the
underground mines. The topsoil is
fertile, and it is the giver of all agri-
culture products and forestry.
Therefore, when an open-pit mine
is developed, an area must be fully
dedicated to the mine for at least
two decades -- before the people
can re-use it for agriculture and
forestry.

As open-pit mines are large,
they also demand displacement of
i higher number people -- which
causes social anxiety, uncertainty
about the future, and unrest, The
other environmental aspects of
open-pit mine are sound and dust.
Coal-fired poweris the chief source
ofharmful COZ emissionin the air.

All types of coal mines pose one
common health hazard for the
workers — blacklung,

Different® nations] which are
involved in mining for decades
tiave had their hard lessons, there-
fore, each nation follows its own
best practices which it has devel-
aped to minimise environmental

hazards and human sufferings.

Some hazardous mines have
been closed, but mining has not
stopped -- because humans need
energy. Some nations don't have
the best practices, and some
nations follow the best possible
practice there is. Germany, France
and Australia are some of the coun-
‘tries known for best environmental
practices (which is also an evolving
pracess).

The landscape will change, for

.;SI.I].'B. But its up to the planners to

keep that landscape looking good.
In Germany, the post-mine land-
scape {s hilly in some parts and flat
in other parts. The residual lakes
have been created with water safe
enough for children to swim in and
fish to grow. [twill take years before
the water from these lakes will be
safe fordrinking.

Germany has been addressing
the water issues far three decades.
It scientifically pumps out water
where new mines will be developed
and pumps the water back into the
places where mining has been
completed.'

In addition, the pumped out
water is distributed among the
towns, villages and cities, sensitive
water bodies, and, finally, the river.
Of course, they make sure that the

water is not toxic when it is
pumped out. The end result is a
visibly healthy agriculture and
forest landscape. The German
mining region produces sugar bit
and has sugar mills adjacent to the
mines.

An external group monitors the
mining companies activities to
make sure that the mining is not
affecting the water and environ-
ment in a way that cannot be
addressed.

The German miners do not strip
their open-pit mines mindlessly.
The fertile top soil is stripped and
kept in one location, and the soil
layer below, which is basically
sand, is kept in another locaton.
When they refill the land, they put
the sand layer first and the top soil
in its right place. Then they imple-
ment a 7 to 10 year soil re-
fertilisation plan to make sure that
thetopsoilis as fertile as before.

The human resettlement issue
is entirely a political matter,
because compensation takes care
of the monetary issue, but cannot
ensure future lifestyle and liveli-
hood. This is where government
and local communities come in.
This is why the German govern-
ment, municipalities, and affected
people work with coal mining
companies, under certain legal
framework, onresettlement.

Best practices demonstrate that
mining can be done with minimum
environmental damages and mini-
mum public grievances, while
keeping the energy supply growth
high. To achieve that kind of stan-
dard, Bangladesh needs to adopt
the appropriate environmental
standards, and a set of environ-
ment and resettlement rules for
mining,

Review: Barapukuria mine
The Barapukuria coal mine has a
proven 389 mt coal. But alas!
Because of corruption of the past
BNP regime, we are now getting
only6 percentofthat reserve in the
next 30 years!

Some geologists say
Barapukuria is a bad example. Of
course, it is a bad'example, This'is
why one shoutd properly review
this example. This is the only exam-
ple of coal mining in Bangladesh,
and only fools will underplay this.

Interestingly, it was Germany's

RWE that made the first proposal
with an Indian company for open-
pit mining in Barapukuria in 1990-
91. The government had ignored
RWE (called RE then), and then
secretly gpone for the Chinese deal.
The internal rate of return (IRR)
was inflated from 13 per cent to 39
per cent (The Daily Star ran its
reports) to justify this horrendous
deal.

The Chinese miners did not
carry out any hydrological or feasi-
bility study, and the government,
till date, has not even held an envi-
ronmental study of the site. The
Ben iself has not reviewed the
mine, which we already have in aur
hands,

More interestingly, the
Barapukuria mine and power
establishments have acquired 1.5
square kilometres of agriculture
land. As the land is_ subsiding, the
mining company is now planning
to acquire eight adjacent villages.
But let us stick to the 1.5 sq km area
and try to understand the propor-
tion of land that the people have
lost because of this mine -- against
anopen-pitmine.

This 1.5 sq km area has been
acquired to extract only 21m tons
ofcoal from a reserve of 389 mt. The
Chinese developers originally had
planned to extract 60 mt (which is
less than 20 per cent of the reserve).
Let's pretend that we will get 60 mt
by acquiring 1.5sq kmland.

If, hypothetically, we wanted to
increase production at par with an
open-pit mine by installing more
shafts, we would have to acquire
more land. If we wanted to extract
90 per cent of the reserve (or 350
mt) by this method by installing
many shafts (which is impossible),
we would have to acquire at least 7
to 8 sq km land. This land would
haveto bededicated to the mine, as
nothing else could have been done
onit.

[ have put up this technically
impossible picture just to illustrate
that open-pitand underground isa
matter of scale and technology. If
open-pit is technically impossible

{11‘ Bgngia(jc:;h‘_wg S]h?ul]d not ha’_: i

anyfhinglln say. If it is possible, let

usgiveitanewlook.

Review: India
If Germany's example is too foreign
for us, ler us look at India. One

waould be surprised that coal min-
ing in the Indian subcontinent
started from Raniganj (opposite to
north Bengal), Bengal, in 1774
under Warren Hastings' initiative.
Coal India, responsible for 85 per
cent of India's coal production, is
based in Kolkata -- and is the larg-
est coal company in the world in
terms of coal production. It
employs a little less than half a
million people, and its turnover in
2005-06 was Rs. 339.98 billion.

Letus bustthe myth that Indiais
highly dependent on underground
mines. India has 218 open-pit
mines and 354 underground
mines.

The 218 open-pit mines pro-
duce 85 per cent af the total hard
coal production in India. In 2005-
06, this amounted to 346 million
tons. The largest open-pit coal
mine is the South Eastern coal field
of Coal India in Bilaspur, launched
in 1981, with a maximum planned
depth of 180 meters, currently
being worked at a depth of 100
meters. India follows various inter-
national environmental standards
inits mining.

Review: Rajmahal coal

field in West Bengal

The Rajmahal open-pitcoal-field is
located in Godda district and east-
ern Jharkand in West Bengal --
opposite to Bangladesh's north
Bengal. Coal is deposited in small
Gondwana rocks -- similar to those
in Bangladesh. The underground
water table scenario is similar to
that of Bangladesh -- with a deep
water table reachable from the
depthofonly 8 to 9 meters.

This field covers five coal basins
with a proven deposit of 493 mit,
and the quality of this coal is low.
Open-pit will allow mining of 468
mt coal in 48 years. The 2.7 km by

* 2.6 ki open-pit mine is producing

10.5 million tons of coal per year,
with a future annual target of 15 mut.
The coal from this field, thatstarted
production from 1985, is being
used by the Farakka 1,000 mega-

meters gradually down to 503
meters. The Phulbari coal seam is
located at a depth ranging between
140 meters to 250 meters.
Germany's highest open-pit mine
depthis 400 meters.

An energy independent

Bangladesh

As BEN activists are too focused on
opposing Asia Energy's scheme,
they may have inadvertently
opposed some basic aspects of
mining, Of course, open-pit mines
can harm our environment -- but
from the German experiencewecan
see that there are ways to compen-
sate for that damage. We need this
coal to turn Bangladesh into a rich
nation, We cannot settle for under-
ground mines that will keep us
dependentonenergyimports.

Nobody is saying we should cut-
and-paste the German experience.
Countries learn from each other.
Our micro-credit system is being
adapted in many countries, We have
also adopted many agriculture
technologies fromothercountries.

Some are badly implemented
and some are good. 1t's the proper
“localisation” of a foreign experi-
ence thatshouldbe our focus. Inthe
global politics that revoives around
energy, some nations and quarters
will be very happy to see Bangladesh
staysimportdependentand poar.

The plea of environmental dam-
ages is so sensitive that some of us
cannot keep our minds open to the
fact that all except Bangladesh are
utilising coal to become rich. We are
not amining nation. This should be
our advantage -- because, till date,
the only damage was done hy a
comparativelysmall mine.

We can easily learn from the best
and worst practices around the
wuorld. Other countries have paid
the price for environmental follies.
We can simply avoid those follies
and establish a regime of best
practices,

This piece does not undermine
the concerns of the BEN activists;

wagsnower plAnLRIesEnLl. RUDING ., DRGAHREUTHS IR AChib B »

the coal from adepth of 120 meters,
the mine will require a total land of
1,829 hectares ofland.

Just for the reference of the read-
ers, the coal seam in Barapukuria is
lacated ata depth ranging from 118

. ronmental groups for the-benefitof -

the nation. [ support organisations
like BEN, but [ also ask its activists
to hroaden theirviews.

Sharier Khan s City Editor, The Daily Star.

The price

Bivoy BARMAN
number one problem of

I Bangladesh is at the moment,
the answer will surelybe "price rise.”
Inareal sense, it has become a more
serious problem than corruption,
which the government is busy chas-
ing relentlessly when itis itself being
chased by the wild beast of rising
prices.

Price rise is more serious because
itaffects the lives of the whole popu-

F you ask anybody what the

Price hike worries consumers.

lation directly, while corruption
affects people indirectly. Although
bothareharmful to society, price rise
has by far the more devastating
effect. The problem, over the years,
has reached such a point that it has
made life difficult not only for the
poor but also for the average middle
class. The pinchofhigh prices digs so
deepthatitgetstothebone.

Recent surveys reveal that the
inflation rate is about ten per cent.
The people feel helpless when they
have to buy a kilogram of coarse rice
for Taka 20. They become furious
when they have to pay Taka 80 for a
kilogram of lentil and Taka 20 for a
kilogram of potatoes. They feel dizzy
when they find that a kilogram of
chillisells at Taka 200.

The price rise was one of the

conundrum

toughest problems the four-party
illiance government had failed to
solve. [ daresay, this unresolved
problem made the erstwhile govern-
ment most unpopular, and made
people pledge-bound not to cast
their votes for them. Sensing danger,
they tried to form a caretaker gov-
ernment that would be allegiant to
them and would bring them to
power again. But the desipn wastorn
apart and the result was the present
caretaker povernment (CG).
Therefore, it is evident that price

rise has its role irf the current politi-
cal crisis the country is undergoing
at present. The CG started its tenure
with the commitment of containing
prices, along with other tasks.
Although this CG has inherited the
problem from the previous govern-
ment, itcannotavoid its responsibil-
itytoaddressit.

The CG is trying heart and soul to
solve the price conundrum, which,
hawever, is a hard nut to crack. The
BDR bazaar cannot contain the
prices, which gallop and gallop,
shifting further beyond the reach of
the common people. In fact, the BDR
bazaar cannot be a permanent
solution to the price problem. First
of all, its impact is not widespread.
Only a negligent number of people
are benefited by the measure,
Secondly, it cannot make a big price

difference. The differences in price
between commodities in the BRD
bazaar and regular markets are
marginal, so the degree of benefit is
hardly worthy of mention. Thirdly,
the BDR bazaar covers only a hand-
ful items -- rice, pulse, potato, and
the like. But there are numerous
other essential things needed for
persons and families. Fourthly, and
most importantly, the BDDR bazaar
has to work against the normal
market mechanism.

It has liede impact on demand

and supply, the two principal deter-
minantsofprice inmarketeconomy.
[t cannot control other factors like
production, hoarding, transport,
extortion, profiteering, syndication,
export-import, and natural calam-
ity, whichalso contribute to the price
of a commodity. The government
might attempt to mitigate the prob-
lem with open market sale (OMS),
but this system is also fraught with
the same range of problems as faced
by the BDR bazaar.

Now, the CG hasdecided todeploy
army in s desperate move to suppress
price surge during Ramadan. There
is, however, room to deubt whether
this extreme measure will be effec-
tive. Price rise, being a complex prob-
lern, related to sociology on the one
hand, and psychology on the other,
cannat be solved so easily. This muld-

| faceted problem needs multidimen-

sionalefforts for solution,

We can think of the nature of the
efforts needed to tackle the problem
| of price hike. Firstly, the government
| may fix a4 code of conduct for busi-

nessmen, whao, regrettably, fall short

. ofshowingasenseofdecencyincase
of profit-making. There should be
laws on how much profit they can

- make on the goods or services they

| deal in. The businessmen will have

o submit buying and selling state-
ments to the concerned cell (which
has to be created by the govern-

- ment). If they violate the profit
margin rule, they must be arrested

' and given exemplary punishment.
This will discourage others from
beingdishonestinbusiness.

. Secondly, the government has to
stengthen the market monitoring
system. A trained and honest team
should be made for the purpose.
Dedicated law enforcers may be
employed in this job. Thirdly, there

. should be provisians for trying the
price manipulators in speedy trial

tribunals. Syndicated traders,

' wholesalers, retailers -- whoever is

~accused of perpetration -- must be
brought to book. New laws may be
enacted in this connection if existing
ones do not suffice. Fourthly, the
government might consider giving
subsidy to certain "very essential”
commodities if their "logical” mar-
ket prices are found burdensome for
the common people.

I suggest that the government
constitute a powerful body compris-
ing prominent economists of the
country, legal experts, and high-
ranking lawmen, who are knowledge-
able about the reality here. For God's

] sake, don't include any businessmen
in the body It will investigate the

situation and prepare an action plan
forthe government. If the government
can effectively solve the price prob-
lem, it can claim to be. successful.
Otherwise, it will lose popular sup-
port and face the fate of any failed
institution. People may forgive for
failure in the campaign against cor-
ruption, and probably law and order,
but they will never forgive for failure
in taming the raging prices that make
theirliveshell!

O Elinny Barman s Assistant Professor at
Bangiadesh University and a writer.

MICHAEL HIRSH

UCH was changing in

Vietnam when 1 vis-

ited in December
1991, in the waning hours of the
Soviet Union. The coziness
between Moscow and Hanoi,
once comrades, had curdled into
mutual contempt. The Russians,
aware their empire was implod-
ing, had litde interest in their
former client-state and were
looking taleave.

The Vietnamese had come to
despise the large Russian popula-
ton for, among other things, its
cheap spending habits. By con-
trast, they welcomed Americans --
"Russians with dollars," we were
called.

The day I visited the old US
Embassy in Saigon -- where some
of the iconic photos symbolising
American defeat were taken --
government workmen were
removing a discolored brass
plaque that once commemorated
the North's victory over "US impe-
rialists."

At the time of my visit, propa-
ganda against American involve-
ment in Southeast Asia was no
longer politically correct, Hanoi's
message: Yankees come back (and
bring your investment dollars).
The Cold War dominoes had fallen
--justin America'sdirection.

Vietnam remains only nomi-
nally communist today; Hanoi
knows it is an ideological relic
surrounded by capitalist tigers,
maost of them US allies or depend-
ents (which is why Hanoi was
eager to have George W, Bush visit
last November -- it wants to be
partofthe club).

This is the "harsh" aftermath
Bush described last week when
he warned against pulling out of
Iraq like we did in Vietnam. His
speech to the Veterans of Fareign
Wars, in Kansas City, Mo., was an
abuse of historical fact, mainly
because we know now Vietnam
was never a central front in the
ColdWar.

The decision to pull out had
litde effect on the ultimate out-
come of what John Kennedy
called the "long, twilight strug-
gle." America triumphed in the
cold war because it had an open
economy and its ideas about
freedom were more attractive to
states in the Soviet bloc than
those coming from Moscow and
Beijing.

The president is arguing that
Iraq is a similar struggle. But in
contrast to the Soviet and
Chinese communists, Al Qaeda
and its ilk have no persuasive
alternative ideology to democ-
racy, free markets and
globalisation. They're nihilists.

So while a US pullout would
inspire Al Qaeda to propagandise
that it beat the Americans, the
majority of the world's elites
wouldn't buy it. The slow bleed of
American might and prestige on
the streets of Iraq makes for a
more compelling picture of US
weakness than any Qaeda propa-
ganda could.

[f America dramatically
reduces its forces in [raq -- it will
be alongtime before we can leave
altogether -- Al Qaeda will brag on
its Web sites, and perhaps win
more adherents, but that won't
get the terrorists any closer to a
"victory" over us than they are
now.

The most appropriate analogy
toVietnam is that Bush's policy of
Iragification -- handing control of
the country to Iraqis -- is uncom-
fortably similar to
Vietnamisation. Like the South
Vietnamese government then,
which was despised in the coun-
try because of its corruption and
ineffectiveness, the Iraqi politi-
cians now hunkered down in the
Green Zone have little legitimacy.

Whatever authority they
gained in the January 2005 elec-
tions has been overtaken by the
sectarian power struggle that is
the governing reality on the
ground. This conflict is why par-
liament is paralysed -- and why

Bush's history problem

Prime Minister Nuri al-Malili has
almaost no freedom ofaction.

So powerful are the forces
pulling Iraq apart that the [raqi
Army seems to be disintegrating
faster than it can be trained. As
seven soldiers of the 82nd
Airborne Division wrote in The
MNew York Times on August 19
"Reports that a majority of Iraqi
Army commanders are now

reliable. partners can be consid-
ered only misleading rhetoric."

[raq will have to sort out these
problems itself, There needs to be
a dramatic scaling back of the US
presence 5o that the attention of
America's military and intelli-
gence comumunity can turn to the
real terrorists.

Most of them are still outside
Iraq, in Pakistan and
Afghanistan, where the focus of
the war on terror always should
have been. Similarly, during the
cold war, our attention should
have been focused on the Soviet
Union's systemic weaknesses,
rather than on the purported

President Bush draws comparison between Iraq and Vietnam.

reach of its ideology in isolated
places like Vietnam.

And just as we did during the
cold war, America is underesti-
mating its strengths and accen-
tuating its vulnerabilities. In
every other developed or devel-
oping part of the globe -- the
Americas, Europe, most of Asia,
even Vladimir Putin-controlled
Russia -- the Westernised system

in which secularism eclipses
religion.in governance is
accepted.

American-sponsored
globalisationis dominant. Asugly
as the US withdrawal from
Vietnam was -- it did cause thou-
sands of deaths, as the president
said -- in the end, it worked stra-
tegically. The cold war was won.
The international community,
led by the American superpower,
isstill winning. Justask thatdwin-
dling band of communists in
Hanoi.

= Mawswaek Intemational. Al ghts resarved.
Raprinted by amangemant.



