In this eye-opening book, Mark Pieth gives an in-depth insight into
how the global gold market works, what role Switzerland plays in it,
where the hidden abuses lie and how human rights in the
gold industry can be protected in a credible way.

Mark Pieth, born in 1953, has been Professor of Criminal Law,
Criminal Procedural Law and Criminology at the University
of Basel since 1993. He also holds an honorary doctorate from
the University of Sussex in the UK. He is the founder and President of the Basel Institute on Governance and is known for
his pioneering role in initiatives to combat corruption and
money laundering. From 1990 to 2013 he was President of the
OECD Working Group on Bribery in International Business
Transactions and in 2004 he was a member of the Volcker
Commission charged with investigating the UN Oil for Food
Scandal. In 2016, Pieth was a member of an expert panel set up
by the Panamanian government to improve the transparency
of the country‘s financial and legal systems, from which he
withdrew together with the head of the panel, Joseph E. Stiglitz, in protest against work restrictions.

•

Explosive background analysis of a key global
and Swiss market

•

Follows on from the Rohstoff book on commodity trading by Berne Declaration (now Public Eye),
also published by Salis

•

A recommended read for business leaders and
politicians of all stripes

This hard-hitting, exclusively researched depiction of a key
area of economic policy takes us both to the glittering world
of gold refining and to the world‘s worst mining regions. Mark
Pieth illuminates the historical roots of the gold trade before
turning his attention to today’s supply chains, from mines to
refineries and clandestine intermediaries to consumers: central banks, investors, jewellers and watchmakers. He reveals
some of the horrific problems caused by gold mining that still
receive little attention due to a lack of binding regulations:
severe environmental destruction, forced labour and human
trafficking, land grabbing, stolen assets and money laundering. The author manages to make these complex topics easy
to understand and hard to ignore.
Switzerland is not only a major power in the financial sector
and commodity market – whose scandalous workings were
revealed by the Swiss NGO Berne Declaration (now Public
Eye) in the book Rohstoff, also published by Salis. Switzerland is also a leader in global gold trading. But while the EU,
for example, has recently turned existing OECD guidelines
into binding law, Switzerland continues to rely on voluntary
self-regulation.
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This book makes a valuable contribution to raising awareness about an
industry whose glamorous side also shapes Switzerland‘s self-image.
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"Overall, the answer as to why Switzerland has become a major hub for
refining and trading gold must lie in a combination of factors: not only
its attractive business environment and craftsmanship but also its
commercial opportunism. There is nothing wrong with being commercially
savvy as long as business is done responsibly and transparently
– which for gold at least, isn’t yet the case."
Passage from Gold Laundering

La Rinconada: the "filthiest place on earth",
as seen by Mark Pieth

animals shred the plastic bags that clothe the landscape
and the whole place stinks – literally – to high heaven.

Around 70 percent of the world‘s gold production is marketed by Swiss companies and much of this is physically processed in Swiss refineries. Switzerland is also the largest
buyer of gold from Peru, which has grown to become the
fifth-largest gold exporter in the world.

The miners’ working conditions are shocking. Although
there are also professionally equipped mines – such as those of Corporación Minera Ananea – most of the tunnels are
makeshift and risk collapsing at any moment. The system
of payment is just as archaic. The miners receive no wages
and have no insurance against illness or accidents.

Where does the Peruvian gold come from? Some is from
large mines like Yanacocha (Newmont Mining) or Pierina
(Barrick Gold). The rest comes from small, so-called artisanal mines. Deep in the Amazon in Madre de Dios, gold
mining and large-scale illegal logging of the rainforest take
place side by side under the control of criminal gangs. Other mining sites are found perched high on mountainsides
in the southern Andean region of Puno. The gold from these small mines is gathered by collectors and passed on to

They work 28 days for the mine according to an ancient
system called cachorreo. Then they have two days “off”, in
which they can take as much material out of the mine as
they can carry. It sounds like slave labour at the time of
the Incas and later the Spaniards, but it is still surprisingly
accepted by the miners. They have even resisted the introduction of a compulsory social security system out of fear
that they will have to give up some of their insecure earnings without receiving anything in return from the state.

local intermediaries and exporters. It almost all ends up in

They obviously prefer the dream of striking it lucky to the

Swiss gold refineries.

stability of proper working conditions.

The mining shanty town of La Rinconada lies in southern
Peru, near the Bolivian border and Lake Titicaca. It is con-

While official mines pulverize the excavated rock in large
mills, individual miners process whatever they take out under

sidered the „filthiest place on earth“ [Willer, TagesWoche,

the cachorreo system in so-called quimbaletes. The process
goes like this: the material is placed in a stone basin called a

23 Mar 2018]. How did it get that reputation? In just a few
years, the population of this mining camp shot up to over
60,000 people. It sprawls between 5,000 and 5,500 meters
above sea level. In winter, temperatures drop to minus 25
degrees Celsius.

quimbalete, a larger stone is placed on top and the miners
crush it by standing on the stone and shifting their weight
back and forth. Then they buy cups of mercury at a stall and
pour it on top. With their bare hands, they stir the crushed
rock and mercury together until any flecks of gold amalgama-

The closest comparison is of a Brazilian favela transported
into the high mountains, but not even the worst favela co-

te with the mercury. If they manage to get any tiny lumps of
gold out of this process, they take them to improvised work-

mes close to the conditions in La Rinconada. Drinking water trickles down from a nearby glacier and, like the air, is

shops called entables, where women evaporate the mercury
with blow torches. The fumes escape through a chimney that

heavily contaminated with mercury. The city has neither
sewage nor waste disposal. Mountains of rubbish pile up
for kilometres along the access road. Vultures and other

emerges from the building not far above head height. These
workshops stand side by side in a long row, and the air in front
of them is thick with mercury fumes. Whenever it rains or
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snows, mercury is washed onto the ground and into the
open sewers on the road.
An alternative to a manual quimbalete is a kind of washing
machine, or centrifuge that crushes the excavated rock
to a finer powder using ball bearings. There are actually
“laundrettes” with 20 to 30 of these machines. The rest of
the process – hand-stirred mercury and amalgamation – remains the same.

La Rinconada is a hub of forced prostitution, along with
Madre de Dios. Women, especially from poor rural areas of
Bolivia and Peru, are lured with false promises into the mining camps, where their identity cards are taken away and
they are forced to prostitute themselves. Studies estimate
that of the 60,000 inhabitants in La Rinconada alone, up to
4,000 are forced prostitutes. Over 50 percent of these girls
are said to be minors, some even only 12 years old. All live a
life of extreme deprivation and risk and many are frequent
victims of violence.

La Rinconada is not only dangerous in terms of working
conditions. Any policemen or teachers sent here turn into
miners virtually overnight: the dream of a large gold find
is too attractive compared to the starvation wage they are
entitled to as civil servants. The result is that in La Rinconada there are around 10 police officers per 60,000 inhabitants. There is no way this paltry force can maintain
security. This is a problem, as the potential for violence in
La Rinconada is enormous. The horrendous climate, the
altitude, the pressure to succeed and the high level of frustration contribute to the fact that miners in this male-dominated society drink heavily and often react aggressively.
Residents are armed – in fact, weapons can be easily obtained with or without a license in the nearby town of Juliaca.
The murder rate in La Rinconada is frighteningly high and
the residents practise mob law. Photos of minors tied to
lampposts bear witness to this.

has already made it clear, the society is extremely patriachal. Women are not allowed to enter the mines out of a
superstitious belief that they will arouse the jealousy of
Mother Earth. As so-called palaqueras, though, they are
allowed to sift through the heaps of discarded rock to find
traces of gold and are also tolerated in the mercury workshops. Women are mainly employed as shopkeepers and
bartenders. According to Peru’s Chief Public Prosecutor,
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The position of women in La Rinconada in particularly
problematic. As anthropologist Eugenia Robles Mengoa

