Fairtrade Gold
In small-scale mines around the world, mining is often done by people with limited options who are very poor, live in harsh conditions, and have little access to education or healthcare. According to the international standard for fair-trade certification, Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International (FLO), over 100 million people depend on artisanal and small-scale mining, trapped in supply chains where middlemen take large cuts of their profits (FLO 2011; Fairtrade Foundation). Mining laws tend to give preference to large-scale industrial mines, so small-scale miners are often forced into illegal operations where safety and health measures are non-existent (Fairtrade Foundation).
In the jewelry industry, the origins of 99.9 percent of gems and precious metals are unknown, and many are produced under dangerous and exploitive conditions (Wills 2013). To bring transparency to the jewelry market, in 2010 FLO developed Fairtrade standards for gold and silver. When customers buy Fairtrade gold, which is always marked with the Fairtrade Certification logo, they know they are getting gold that was produced exclusively by artisanal and small-scale miners in mines that meet safety and environmental standards and that the miners were paid a fair price. In Fairtrade mines, the rights of women miners must be recognized, child labor is not permitted, and miners are guaranteed the right to bargain collectively (Fairtrade Foundation). Miners who fulfill the conditions to become certified are guaranteed a minimum price, set at 95 percent of the London Bullion Market Association (LBMA) price at the FOB export point. Miners are also guaranteed a Fairtrade premium payment of 10 percent above the guaranteed price, based on the LBMA price, which must be invested democratically and can be used in their businesses or communities (Fairtrade Foundation). The decision-making process strengthens the social fabric of communities and gives them experience in forming bargaining groups. Some mining communities have used these premiums to improve schools, healthcare, and community gardens.
There are still challenges. While surface mines can use digging pits or panning in streams to find gold, underground hard-rock mines must excavate large quantities of ore and then extract gold from it, usually by using toxic mercury or cyanide. In order to receive Fairtrade certification, miners must be trained to handle toxic chemicals safely and typically must reduce the use of chemicals to a minimum, and where possible eliminate them over an agreed-upon time period (Fairtrade Foundation). Some communities use the Fairtrade premium to invest in cleaner processing methods. In addition, some small-scale mines result in deforestation and pollution of soil and water. Miners who extract gold without the use of chemicals and who practice ecological restoration can certify their product as Ecological Gold, which means they will receive a 15 percent Fairtrade premium (Fairtrade Foundation).
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