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; Camino, 2020.
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www.wwf.org.ec.
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MERCURY AND  GOLD ILLEGAL TRADE FLOWS
A report by WWF and the Gaia Amazonas Foundation, presents the 
alarming reality of mercury contamination in the Amazon and analyzes 
this heavy metal’s journey to its ultimate use in illegal and informal 
gold mining in the region 93. Mercury imports globally have decreased 
from 2,600 tons in 2010 to 1,200 tons in 2015; a 54 percent reduction. 
In contrast, countries in the Amazon biome recorded a 40 percent 
increase in total mercury imports. Mercury mining does not occur in 
Amazonian countries, so the mercury used in illegal and informal gold 
mining activities in the Amazon region is imported. Where does all this 
mercury come from?

The report found that prior to 2015, most mercury imports to 
Amazonian countries and the world came from the European Union, 
mainly Spain and Germany, as well as from the United States and 
Mexico. However, a mercury export ban imposed by the European 
Union and the United States came into force in 2015. The signing of 
the Minamata Convention also restricts exports and imports of this 
element. Mexico became the main supplier of mercury to the region 
in the wake of these changes, with annual mercury exports amounting 
to 300 tons in 2015, principally to Latin American countries. As of 
2015, mercury appeared to be crossing from Mexico to Peru. When 
Peru stopped importing mercury in 2015, exports from Mexico to 
Bolivia increased significantly (from 24 to 138 tons per year), leading to 
speculation that the surplus of mercury in Bolivia was being distributed 
via transnational smuggling networks to other countries in the Amazon 
biome. However, there are no official figures on the region’s illegal 
mercury market *.

Another study by WWF184, not yet published, analyzes the dynamics 
of illegal gold mining in all the Amazonian countries. As a region 
of porous borders and interconnected socioeconomic dynamics, 
analyzing just one country does not allow understanding of the real 
dimension of illegal gold mining. The study analyzed economic 
data, compared legislation and observed critical points of extraction 
(hotspots); as well as the role of non-state actors involved.

Among the results is a presentation of the economic dynamics of the 
production and export of gold, where it was identified that more than 
75 percent of Amazonian gold is exported by three countries (Peru, 
Colombia and Brazil), and that its main destinations are Canada, 
Switzerland and the United States. Peru appeared as the largest 
exporter, exporting 50 percent more than it produces, indicating a 
flow of gold reaching the country through the Amazonian borders. 
Part of the explanation for this lies in the presence of criminal actors 
in this productive sector in the last decade. The report surveyed the 
main players and how they use illegal mining as a way to launder 
money from other illegal activities. Unlike substances such as cocaine, 
which cannot be legalized, it is very easy for “laundered” gold to enter 
national and international markets. Intercontinental drug trafficking 

* Available at
wwf.panda.org
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networks facilitate the transport of illegal gold and the necessary 
inputs for its exploitation. Finally, the study compared the legal 
frameworks and instruments that allow the exploration, purchase and 
sale of gold, finding a diversity of bodies and agencies in each country 
in charge of regulation, inspection and supervision.

Both reports confirm the need for a cross-border vision that allows 
dealing with the mercury and gold trade on all fronts, based on clear 
regulations that allow the gradual elimination of illegality and the 
negative impacts of this trade in the Amazonian countries.
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Equity
must also be promoted in the va
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