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FOREWORD 
 
This paper considers two development programmes in Guyana which seriously affect 
the environment and indigenous inhabitants of the North Pakaraima Mountains (the Upper 
Mazaruni and Upper Potaro basins). These are mining and hydro projects, ultimately inter- 
related and together causing very extensive degradation through deforestation and drastic 
changes in the fluvial systems of these valleys. Deforestation in Guyana is said to have 
accelerated in the past decade because of mining, in addition to the granting of some huge 
timber concessions. As access roads are pushed through the lowland forests and are now 
ascending the Pakaraima escarpment to enter the upper basins of the Potaro and Mazaruni, 
mining will intensify and timber concessions will, for the first time, become practical in these 
hitherto isolated areas. 
 
Not only gold and diamond mining will proliferate, but also bauxite mining. There are 
two notable deposits: the reportedly enormous and high quality bauxite in the Kopinang 
valley of the Upper Potaro, and another, of unreported extent but recently advertized b y 
the GGMC (Guyana Geology and Mines Commission) as lying between the eastern edge of the 
Pakaraima Mountains at Maikwak Mountain and Kamarang at its confluence with the Upper 
Mazaruni River. Open-cast bauxite mining, smelting and refining are highly destructive 
processes causing deforestation and health problems through the dust generated. Moreover, 
as aluminium smelting is a high energy, intensive process, with electricity representing about 
30% - 40% of production costs, it generates the need for vast amounts of cheap energy – and 
thus hydro electricity in the case of Guyana. 
 
Hydro power is often perceived as being a significant solution to climate change and is 
presented as a ‘clean’, carbon-free energy, in contrast to that derived from burning fossil fuels. 
This is how it is presented in the Guyanese government’s Low Carbon Development Strategy 
(LCDS). However, unless a hydro power site is carefully located, avoiding a huge area of 
forest flooding through an accompanying reservoir, it can emit much greenhouse gas and be 
damaging in the extreme. It is increasingly feared that dams will lead to more deforestation and 
massive emissions of methane and carbon dioxide gas and will destroy precious eco-systems 
and wildlife. Its human impact is often discounted, as rights are violated and lands destroyed. 
 
Thousands of local people, many indigenous, will be rendered homeless and there will be a 
loss of their unrivalled knowledge and use of their ancestral lands as well as the destruction 
of unique social and cultural systems. These effects will extend to relatives and neighbours 



who provide refuge and an immense grievance will grow with serious implications for future 
social stability. There is the additional fear that changing patterns of rainfall brought about by 
vast areas of deforestation, such as that entailed in the Upper Mazaruni (Sand Landing) project, 
will not only stimulate climate change but will reduce the energy return, rendering the whole 
investment obsolete. 
 
Guyana is fortunate in having a number of sites suitable for developing benign hydro energy. 
These are nearer to points of power consumption, so avoiding long, over-extended powerlines 
and new roads through forest. Having bigger catchment areas they will better withstand 
the drought conditions which have been assailing the region in recent years. Accompanied 
by run-of-the-river projects smaller ones would allow for a gradual expansion of power 
production as it is needed. 
 
It has been asserted that the impact of access roads often exceeds the impact of the hydro 
reservoir area, since tracks and roads multiply to penetrate remaining isolated areas, attracting 
both legal and illegal timber and mineral extraction and their accompanying degradation. 
In this paper I itemize a number of reasons as to why the Pakaraima Mountains have ‘high 
conservation value’ for both Guyana and the world, and why its forests and rivers should 
be preserved from destruction, in accordance with Guyanese government undertakings on 
‘clean energy’ and forest policy — for which they are receiving international money and 
recognition of green credentials. 
 
In several vital instances, the Upper Mazaruni and Potaro people have not been informed 
of government plans which have the potential to destroy their environment and society. 
Free, Prior, Informed Consent (EPIC) has been totally lacking with regard to the existence of 
bauxite deposits, to access road-making and to revived planning with international partners 
for hydro projects (the Sand Landing dam and the Chai-chai and Upper Potaro phases of the 
Amaila Falls project). Mining concessions have only become known when a concession holder 
arrives with his machinery. Repeated appeals for information on these vital issues have been 
ignored, side-stepped, and sometimes denied with accompanying abuse and calumny. In 
despair, in 1998, Akawaio representatives brought a case to the High Court in Georgetown, 
suing for communal legal title to their ancestral lands in the Upper Mazaruni. Endless delays 
and protracted proceedings followed and now the case, still not concluded, is entering its 
fifteenth year! 
 
The information contained in this paper well illustrates what social scientists have long 
noted: that what someone says they are doing, what they may believe they are doing and what they 
are actually doing are all different things. The same can be asserted of institutions — such as 
governments. This needs to be kept very much in mind in any assessments of Guyanese ‘green’ 
policies together with possible alternatives, which are what this paper discusses. 


