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The economic importance of artisanal mining in Colombia, as well as the environmental 
and social challenges arising from informal practices, particularly the illicit use and trade 
of mercury, raise the need to strengthen the Minamata Convention, especially with 
regard to ending its use in small-scale artisanal gold mining. It also underscores the 
need to evaluate existing policies and promote innovative measures for the transition to 
more sustainable and safe extraction methods. 

Artisanal mining represents a crucial economic activity in rural regions of Colombia, 
where poverty drives its development. However, the dependence on mercury for gold 
amalgamation generates severe environmental and public health impacts, affecting both 
local communities and strategic ecosystems. 

Colombia has implemented robust legislation to regulate and reduce mercury use, 
beginning with Law 1658 of 2013,1 with the ratification of the Minamata Convention, 
Law 1892 of 2018, complemented by subsequent resolutions and decrees, which 
established a total ban on the use of mercury in mining starting in 2018. Furthermore, 
the ratification of the Minamata Convention has guided the transition to mercury-free 
methods, although smuggling and illegal use persist. Historically, the country was one of 
the largest importers of mercury in the region. With the official ban in 2018 for use in the 
ASGM, legal imports have ceased; however, mercury continues to enter through 
smuggling routes, mainly from neighboring countries, highlighting deficiencies in border 
control and enforcemen; and proliferation of illegal Hg trade via online platforms, which 
may likely continue unnoticed/lacked monitoring by relevant government agencies.  

It is noteworthy that gold mining in Colombia is characterized by its high level of 
informality. Estimates indicate that, under a conservative scenario, approximately 375 
tons of mercury would have been used in 20232, a figure that could rise to nearly 610 
tons in a more severe impact scenario, underscoring the magnitude of the illegal mining 
problem. 

The indiscriminate use of mercury has caused significant environmental contamination 
(soil, rivers, and watersheds) and health risks for miners and vulnerable communities. 
Furthermore, the presence of criminal networks and the difficulty of enforcement in 
border areas complicate the eradication of these practices. 

There is interest in the region in combating the illegal trade of mercury. With support 
from the European Union and GEF-funded, the EL PAcCTO3 program (Assistance 
Program against Transnational Organized Crime) has been created. This project offers 
judicial and police cooperation with information exchange to prevent illegal mining and 
money laundering. 

 

1 Timeline Annex  
2 pag 20 of this document Table 6: Estimates of Mercury Consumption in Illegal Mining 
Low scenario: 49.27% of gold is produced using Hg; high scenario: 80% of gold is produced using Hg, with a 
ratio of 12.43 Hg:1 Au. 
3 https://www.fiap.gob.es/en/noticias/paccto-2-0-and-the-european-anti-drugs-project-in-peru-join-forces-
against-mercury-trafficking/  

https://www.fiap.gob.es/en/noticias/paccto-2-0-and-the-european-anti-drugs-project-in-peru-join-forces-against-mercury-trafficking/
https://www.fiap.gob.es/en/noticias/paccto-2-0-and-the-european-anti-drugs-project-in-peru-join-forces-against-mercury-trafficking/
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Important steps have been taken in the management of seized mercury, such as the 
implementation of a temporary storage unit, mercury storage equipment was installed: a 
FRIMED FS30 laboratory refrigerator with a nominal capacity of 300 liters and an 
effective storage capacity of 240 liters. Although limited, these steps provide an initial 
response to the management of this toxic waste. Cooperation between national and 
international organizations has been key, but these mechanisms need to be expanded. 

Conclusions and Recommendations: 

More robust intervention is required; as the Attorney General's Office has diagnosed, 
illegal mining will begin to pose an environmental and social challenge. It is 
recommended to strengthen oversight, increase control capacity at borders and 
maritime zones, promote mercury-free technological alternatives, and support the 
amendment to the Minamata Convention to eliminate global trade in this pollutant. 

It is urgently necessary to establish coordinated actions to mitigate the impacts of 
mercury use in illegal mining and formalize the ASM sector in Colombia. 

It is recommended to support the amendment that establishes the elimination of 
mercury use by 2032, a situation that would strengthen the efforts made by Colombia. 

It is important to exercise control over the continuous flow of trade through online 
platforms and emerging trade and import platforms through the EL PAcCTO program 
(Assistance Program against Transnational Organized Crime). 
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NATIONAL REPORT ON THE STATUS OF ARTISANAL AND SMALL-SCALE GOLD MINING IN 
COLOMBIA 

1-. Introduction 
Colombia has strong legislation on mining and the use of mercury designed to address 
environmental and public health issues and has ratified international treaties that help 
mitigate the negative effects of mining activities. The Minamata Convention was ratified 
through Law 1892 of 2018, and Law 1620 of 2013 regulated its commercialization and 
use in industrial and mining activities. 

Artisanal and Small-Scale Gold Mining (ASGM) represents a crucial economic activity in 
various regions of Colombia, and according to reports from the Bank of the Republic, gold 
production is predominantly artisanal. However, its dependence on mercury for gold 
extraction has generated serious environmental and public health impacts. Despite 
government efforts to restrict its use, the substance continues to enter the country and be 
used in mining. 

The number of miners reported in the National Action Plan on Mercury in Gold ASM in 
Colombia is over 90,0004, and the organization Planeta Gold reports that there are 
approximately 350,0005. This information shows us that small-scale and subsistence gold 
mining is an important economic alternative for people living in poverty, primarily in rural 
areas with high rates of unmet basic needs. 

The region that makes up Colombia is distinguished by its extraordinary biological and 
cultural diversity. However, throughout its history, it has been the scene of illegal extractive 
activities, from gold mining to the recent coltan boom. These activities seriously impact 
special management areas, such as National Natural Parks, Indigenous Reservations, 
and Forest Reserves protected by Law 2 of 1959, as well as border areas of great 
environmental, cultural, and strategic importance for the food security of local 
communities. 

The main impacts of this activity include: 

1. Risks to the health and lives of Indigenous peoples. 
2. Loss of the Nation's natural and cultural heritage. 
3. Deterioration of strategic ecosystems, including Amazonian rivers, which also 

constitute shared basins with Ecuador, Brazil, Peru, and Venezuela. 
4. Impacts on the cultural integrity, traditional management, and governance of 

Indigenous territories. 
5. Obstacles to the development of sustainability strategies that guarantee the 

conservation and sustainable use of the territory. 

 

4 https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-
Peque%C3%B1aEscala-2023.pdf 
5 https://www.planetgold.org/es/colombia 

https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-PequeñaEscala-2023.pdf
https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-PequeñaEscala-2023.pdf
https://www.planetgold.org/es/colombia
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The following map shows how mining titles intersect with areas of ethnic communities 
and areas of environmental importance (green markers). 

 

Map No. 1 Mining titles granted by the ANM (February 2018)6 

Conflicts over mining are common in neighboring countries such as Ecuador, Peru, Brazil, 
and Venezuela. Although Colombia shares no border with Bolivia or Guyana, the effects 
of gold mining in the region of Guyana, Venezuela, and Brazil may influence illegal mining 
operations in the Colombian Amazon, since the trade and use of mercury is not prohibited 
in Guyana. This situation also occurs with mining operations in Bolivia, which also impact 
Colombia. 

2-. Legislation 
The evolution of regulations in Colombia to regulate and eliminate the use of mercury, 
especially in the mining sector. The main milestones are described (in approximate 
chronological order): 

 

6 https://www.minambiente.gov.co/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Investigacion-cientifica-y-sociologica-
respecto-a-los-impactos-de-la-actividad-minera-y-la-explotacion-ilicita-de-minerales.pdf 

Mining titles granted by the ANM 
(February 2018) 
Ethnic communities (2018), and 
areas of special environmental 
importance in Colombia (the 
protected areas used for the 
coverage of Areas of Special 
Environmental Importance are: 
Recreational areas, 1:100,000 
Páramos complex, Soil 
conservation district, Regional 
integrated management district, 
Regional natural park, National 
natural parks, National protective 
forest reserve, Regional protective 
forest reserve, Law 2 reserve, Civil 
society reserve, Regional RUNAP, 
1:100,000 Tropical dry forest, 
Mangroves, and RAMSAR 
wetlands). 

https://www.minambiente.gov.co/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Investigacion-cientifica-y-sociologica-respecto-a-los-impactos-de-la-actividad-minera-y-la-explotacion-ilicita-de-minerales.pdf
https://www.minambiente.gov.co/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Investigacion-cientifica-y-sociologica-respecto-a-los-impactos-de-la-actividad-minera-y-la-explotacion-ilicita-de-minerales.pdf
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1. Law 1658 of 2013 (July 15, 2013) 

• Establishes provisions for the marketing and use of mercury in different activities. 

• Mandates the progressive reduction and substitution of mercury in mining and 
industry, with specific deadlines.  

• Starting in 2023, its use is prohibited in all mining and industrial activities. 

2. National Single Mercury Plan (October 10, 2013) 

• This is the roadmap for implementing mercury reduction and elimination goals, in 
accordance with Law 1658. 

• Establishes guidelines for government entities and the private sector to coordinate 
actions. 

3. Resolution 1258 of 2015 (June 6, 2015) 

• Regulates technical and operational aspects related to the environmental 
management of mercury. 

• Define requirements for the management and final disposal of waste containing 
mercury. 

4. Resolution 565 of 2016 (April 8, 2016) 

• Strengthens controls on the use of mercury in industrial and mining processes. 

• Supports the transition to mercury-free technologies. 

5. Decree 2133 of 2016 (December 22, 2016) 

• Regulates the importation of mercury, requiring non-automatic licenses and stricter 
controls. 

• Seeks to ensure that mercury is imported only for legal uses, health, and with very 
specific fines. 

• Import quotas are established and are exclusively intended for use in the health 
sector, and permits are administered by INVIMA7. 

6. Resolution 0130 of 2017 (January 24, 2017) 

• Adjusts technical guidelines for the control and monitoring of mercury use. 

• Strengthens institutional coordination to monitor compliance with Law 1658. 

7. Law 1892 of 2018 (May 11, 2018) 

• Approves the Minamata Convention on Mercury at the national level. 

 

7 https://www.invima.gov.co/  

https://www.invima.gov.co/
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• Reaffirms Colombia's commitment to progressively eliminate the use of mercury 
and protect human health and the environment. 

8. Prohibition of the Use of Mercury in Mining (June 21, 2018) 

• Marks the deadline established by Law 1658 of 2013 to eliminate the use of 
mercury in all mining extraction processes, includes ASGM 

• Its implementation is monitored through operations and sanctions for those who 
fail to comply. 

9. Decree 1041 of 2018 (August 6, 2018) 

• Establishes complementary standards for the transition to mercury-free 
technologies in mining and other productive activities. 

• It details the responsibilities of government and mining entities in the post-ban 
phase. 

10. Single National Mercury Plan, 2018 version (August 6, 2018) 

• This Plan will aim to reduce and progressively eliminate the use of mercury 
throughout the country, in order to protect human health and preserve renewable 
natural resources and the environment, in accordance with current legislation and 
international commitments for the country, through the definition of programs, 
indicative activities, and goals. 

11. Industry-wide ban on mercury use (July 16, 2023) 

• This is the final deadline to completely eliminate the use of mercury in all industrial 
processes, as provided for in Law 1658. 

• With this, the total eradication of mercury in Colombian industry is expected to be 
achieved. 

Taken together, these milestones show how Colombia has been making progress in 
complying with Law 1658 of 2013 and the Minamata Convention, with the goal of 
progressively eliminating the use of mercury, protecting public health, and preserving the 
environment. 



NATIONAL REPORT ON THE STATUS OF ARTISANAL AND SMALL-SCALE GOLD MINING IN COLOMBIA                                                                                                             11 

 
 

   

Timeline 

3-. Importation and flow of mercury to Colombia 
Historically, Colombia was one of the largest importers of mercury in Latin America. 
However, with the ratification of the Minamata Convention, Law 1892 of 2018, and Law 
1658 in 2013, which established a total ban on the use of mercury in mining starting in 
2018, official imports have ceased. However, press reports confirm that mercury 
continues to enter the country through smuggling from neighboring countries such as 
Peru, Ecuador, Brazil, Venezuela, and Guyana (see Table 1). Furthermore, reports have 
identified illegal trafficking networks linked to organized crime, facilitating its distribution 
to mining areas. Table 2 shows mercury imports in neighboring countries, noting that the 
largest importer in the last seven years has been Peru, followed by Bolivia. According to 
information published by the Andean Mercury Observatory in 20228, 369.30 kg of mercury 
were seized in the Andean region, of which 328.7 kg correspond to seizures in Colombia. 

Noticias sobre incautaciones de mercurio 

News about mercury seizures 
Año / 
Year 

kg Lugar / Place Fuente / Source 

2018 272.00 Urabá 
Semana https://www.semana.com/mas-de-270-kilos-de-mercurio-se-han-incautado-en-
antioquia-en-2018/576621/ 

 

8 I informe del observatorio andino de mercurio https://www.comunidadandina.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/08/I-Informe-Observatorio-Andino-del-Mercurio.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com 
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 With this, the 

total eradication 

of mercury in 
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expected to be 

achieved.

This Plan will 

aim to reduce 

and 

progressively 

eliminate the 

use of mercury 
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https://www.semana.com/mas-de-270-kilos-de-mercurio-se-han-incautado-en-antioquia-en-2018/576621/
https://www.semana.com/mas-de-270-kilos-de-mercurio-se-han-incautado-en-antioquia-en-2018/576621/
https://www.comunidadandina.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/I-Informe-Observatorio-Andino-del-Mercurio.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.comunidadandina.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/I-Informe-Observatorio-Andino-del-Mercurio.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Noticias sobre incautaciones de mercurio 

News about mercury seizures 
Año / 
Year 

kg Lugar / Place Fuente / Source 

2019       

2020 77.50   https://elpaccto.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/FP-Colombia-FEB21.pdf  

2023 2.00 Surata Policía https://www.policia.gov.co/noticia/resultados-contra-mineria-ilegal  

2023 1.00 Nechi-Caucasia 
https://www.armada.mil.co/es/content/incautados-mas-mil-gramos-mercurio-en-antio-
quia 

2024 34.50 Pasto 
Infobae https://www.infobae.com/colombia/2024/12/07/interceptan-cargamento-de-
mercurio-para-mineria-ilegal-en-narino-la-operacion-salvo-rios-de-contaminacion/  

2024 262.00 Colombia 
Reporte Policía nacional https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/casi-250-dragas-de-mi-
ner%C3%ADa-ilegal-destruidas-en-colombia-en-6-macroperaciones-en-2024/88606087 

2024 3.12 Caucasia 
Infobae https://www.infobae.com/colombia/2024/07/13/cae-red-que-comercializaba-
mercurio-en-el-bajo-cauca-la-estructura-generaba-ingresos-de-mas-de-600-millones-al-
ano/  

2025 45.00 Sabaneta 
Policía https://www.policia.gov.co/noticia/policia-nacional-incauta-45-kilos-mercurio-
en-antioquia#:~:text=La%20Direcci%C3%B3n%20de%20Carabine-
ros%20y,en%20el%20departamento%20de%20Antioquia.  

Table N°1 News about mercury seizures 

The Minamata Convention on artisanal and small-scale gold mining, while not directly 
prohibiting the use of mercury, requires Parties to "take measures to reduce, and 
where possible, eliminate," the use of mercury and reduce emissions and releases of 
mercury into the environment. This situation is affecting the ban on mercury use in 
Colombia, as it can reach neighboring countries. 

A group working against the illegal mercury trade has been organized in the region. 
With support from the European Union, the EL PAcCTO program, the Assistance 
Program Against Transnational Organized Crime9, has been created. This is a judicial 
and police cooperation project with information exchange to prevent illegal mining and 
money laundering, including the illicit mercury trade. They operate in 18 Latin 
American countries. According to information from the PAcCTO program, 
approximately 28% of the gold extracted in Peru, 30% in Bolivia, 77% in Ecuador, 80% 

 

9 Programa de Asistencia Contra el Crimen Transnacional Organizado https://elpaccto.eu/paises/  

https://elpaccto.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/FP-Colombia-FEB21.pdf
https://www.policia.gov.co/noticia/resultados-contra-mineria-ilegal
https://www.armada.mil.co/es/content/incautados-mas-mil-gramos-mercurio-en-antioquia
https://www.armada.mil.co/es/content/incautados-mas-mil-gramos-mercurio-en-antioquia
https://www.infobae.com/colombia/2024/12/07/interceptan-cargamento-de-mercurio-para-mineria-ilegal-en-narino-la-operacion-salvo-rios-de-contaminacion/
https://www.infobae.com/colombia/2024/12/07/interceptan-cargamento-de-mercurio-para-mineria-ilegal-en-narino-la-operacion-salvo-rios-de-contaminacion/
https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/casi-250-dragas-de-miner%C3%ADa-ilegal-destruidas-en-colombia-en-6-macroperaciones-en-2024/88606087
https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/casi-250-dragas-de-miner%C3%ADa-ilegal-destruidas-en-colombia-en-6-macroperaciones-en-2024/88606087
https://www.infobae.com/colombia/2024/07/13/cae-red-que-comercializaba-mercurio-en-el-bajo-cauca-la-estructura-generaba-ingresos-de-mas-de-600-millones-al-ano/
https://www.infobae.com/colombia/2024/07/13/cae-red-que-comercializaba-mercurio-en-el-bajo-cauca-la-estructura-generaba-ingresos-de-mas-de-600-millones-al-ano/
https://www.infobae.com/colombia/2024/07/13/cae-red-que-comercializaba-mercurio-en-el-bajo-cauca-la-estructura-generaba-ingresos-de-mas-de-600-millones-al-ano/
https://www.policia.gov.co/noticia/policia-nacional-incauta-45-kilos-mercurio-en-antioquia#:~:text=La%20Direcci%C3%B3n%20de%20Carabineros%20y,en%20el%20departamento%20de%20Antioquia
https://www.policia.gov.co/noticia/policia-nacional-incauta-45-kilos-mercurio-en-antioquia#:~:text=La%20Direcci%C3%B3n%20de%20Carabineros%20y,en%20el%20departamento%20de%20Antioquia
https://www.policia.gov.co/noticia/policia-nacional-incauta-45-kilos-mercurio-en-antioquia#:~:text=La%20Direcci%C3%B3n%20de%20Carabineros%20y,en%20el%20departamento%20de%20Antioquia
https://elpaccto.eu/paises/
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in Colombia, and between 80% and 90% in Venezuela is produced illegally, and 
mercury is an essential element for its extraction. 

Another challenge in the region is the lack of logistics for the proper management of 
mercury once it's seized; the Andean Community10 is working to consolidate a 
mechanism to respond to and address environmental crimes. 

Reviewing mercury trade11 statistics, we see a decrease in Colombian imports from 
2017 to 2018, when the use of mercury in mining was banned. The maximum amount 
used for the manufacture of dental amalgams is two tons. The industrial use of 
mercury has been banned since 2023; this ban also includes imports and exports to 
and from Colombia12. 

 
Tabla N°2 Trade Statistics of mercury 

According to information from LEGISCOMEX13 in the decade between 2008 and 2018, 
the total import of mercury in Colombia was 909.21 tons from several countries, with 
Mexico being the largest supplier followed by Spain, as we can see in table No. 3. 

Law 1658 of 2013 established a five-year deadline for the elimination of mercury use in 
mining and a ten-year deadline for industry. The first deadline was reached in July 2018, 
and the deadline for industry expired on July 15, 2023. This consultation process allowed 
mercury trade in Colombia to continue until 2022. 

 

10 Carta Ambiental Andina – Comunidad Andina https://www.comunidadandina.org/notas-de-prensa/carta-
ambiental-andina/ 
11 https://comtradeplus.un.org/   
12 Articulo 3 ley 1658 de 2013 “prohibición uso de Mercurio en el territorio nacional” 
 https://www.vuce.gov.co/noticias/avisos/articulo-3-ley-1658-de-2013-prohibicion-uso-de-mer  
13 https://www.legiscomex.com/ 

http://www.upme.gov.co/SeccionMineria_sp/cadena_de_mercurio/Cadena_Mercurio_Tomo_III.pdf 

https://www.comunidadandina.org/notas-de-prensa/carta-ambiental-andina/
https://www.comunidadandina.org/notas-de-prensa/carta-ambiental-andina/
https://www.comunidadandina.org/notas-de-prensa/carta-ambiental-andina/
https://comtradeplus.un.org/
https://www.vuce.gov.co/noticias/avisos/articulo-3-ley-1658-de-2013-prohibicion-uso-de-mer
https://www.legiscomex.com/
http://www.upme.gov.co/SeccionMineria_sp/cadena_de_mercurio/Cadena_Mercurio_Tomo_III.pdf
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Table No. 3 Mercury Trade 2008-2018 

4-. Artisanal and Small-scale Gold Mining activity. 

Law 1658 of 2013 established a total ban on the use of mercury in mining, starting in 
2018; 70%14 to 80%15 of mining in Colombia is carried out informally and on a small scale. 
This Artisanal and Small-Scale Gold Mining (ASGM) generates environmental impacts 
and also entails various social consequences. This situation is complex due to the 
convergence of issues such as armed conflict, drug trafficking, and illegal mining in a 
single context, where gold is the mechanism for laundering the money generated by illicit 
activities. 

In 2022, it was reported that only 57%16 of gold production came from formal operations, 
indicating a high proportion of mining activities operating outside the law. 

 

14 María Alejandra Vélez Directora CESED, Profesora Asociada, Facultad de Economía, Universidad de los 
Andes. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W3S5w025fA0     
https://www.uniandes.edu.co/es/noticias/gobierno-y-politica/estrategias-para-formalizar-la-mineria-
artesanal#:~:text=70%20%25%20de%20la%20miner%C3%ADa%20en,contaminaci%C3%B3n%20de%20r%
C3%ADos%2C%20entre%20otros.  
15 La republica https://www.larepublica.co/economia/se-calcula-que-mas-de-80-del-oro-que-exporta-
colombia-proviene-del-mercado-ilegal-3572072 
16 https://www.paisminero.com/mineria/oro-y-otros-minerales/27312-la-produccion-de-oro-en-el-pais-
estos-son-los-retos-que-se-deben-enfrentar 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W3S5w025fA0
https://www.uniandes.edu.co/es/noticias/gobierno-y-politica/estrategias-para-formalizar-la-mineria-artesanal#:~:text=70%20%25%20de%20la%20miner%C3%ADa%20en,contaminaci%C3%B3n%20de%20r%C3%ADos%2C%20entre%20otros
https://www.uniandes.edu.co/es/noticias/gobierno-y-politica/estrategias-para-formalizar-la-mineria-artesanal#:~:text=70%20%25%20de%20la%20miner%C3%ADa%20en,contaminaci%C3%B3n%20de%20r%C3%ADos%2C%20entre%20otros
https://www.uniandes.edu.co/es/noticias/gobierno-y-politica/estrategias-para-formalizar-la-mineria-artesanal#:~:text=70%20%25%20de%20la%20miner%C3%ADa%20en,contaminaci%C3%B3n%20de%20r%C3%ADos%2C%20entre%20otros
https://www.larepublica.co/economia/se-calcula-que-mas-de-80-del-oro-que-exporta-colombia-proviene-del-mercado-ilegal-3572072
https://www.larepublica.co/economia/se-calcula-que-mas-de-80-del-oro-que-exporta-colombia-proviene-del-mercado-ilegal-3572072
https://www.paisminero.com/mineria/oro-y-otros-minerales/27312-la-produccion-de-oro-en-el-pais-estos-son-los-retos-que-se-deben-enfrentar
https://www.paisminero.com/mineria/oro-y-otros-minerales/27312-la-produccion-de-oro-en-el-pais-estos-son-los-retos-que-se-deben-enfrentar
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Chart No. 1 Gold Production in Colombia 

 
Table N°4 Gold Pproduction in Colombia 

5-. Artisanal and Small-Scale Gold Mining Areas. 
According to the 2024 report from the Attorney General's Office17, illegal mining is 
present in 29 departments. The agency has been working to define the "National 
Strategy Against Illegal Mining and Mercury Pollution" and improve the quality of life of 
the most vulnerable populations. Areas where artisanal and informal mining activities 
are carried out have the lowest rates of Unmet Basic Needs and are a source of illegal 
activities. There are often conflicts related to environmental issues, mining, security, 
human rights, drug trafficking, and other issues. 

The report from the Attorney General's Office establishes that in about 26 departments 
there is use of mercury in gold mining, a situation that affects 323 municipalities in the 
country, and is an activity that has increased in recent years. 

The effects of alluvial gold mining activities are most prevalent in the departments of 
Chocó, Cauca, Antioquia, Nariño, Bolívar, Santander, Valle del Cauca, and the Amazon 
region. Mercury (Hg) consumption in alluvial gold (Au) recovery activities has a Hg:Au 

 

17 https://www.procuraduria.gov.co/Pages/mineria-ilegal-afecta-29-departamentos-colombia-informe-
procuraduria.aspx 

Año / year Oro / Gold ton

2016 61.81
Source: Banco de la República, Ministerio de Minas y Energía, 

Minercol, Ingeominas (2004-2011), ANM (2012-2016). Note: 

Data updated until December, 2016.

2017 41.41

2018 35.6

2019 37.5

2020
P 48.80

2021
P 56.80

2022
P 52.30

2023
Pr 61.30

P: provisional, Pr: preliminar al 30/09/2024.

https://www.unodc.org/documents/colombia/2021/Agosto/Colom

bia_Explotacion_de_Oro_de_Aluvion_EVOA_Evidencias_a_parti

r_de_percepcion_remota_2020.pdf

https://mineriaencolombia.anm.gov.co/sites/default/files/docupr

omocion/Bolet%C3%ADn%20Miner%C3%ADa%20en%20Cifra

s%20-%20septiembre%202024.pdf

https://www.procuraduria.gov.co/Pages/mineria-ilegal-afecta-29-departamentos-colombia-informe-procuraduria.aspx
https://www.procuraduria.gov.co/Pages/mineria-ilegal-afecta-29-departamentos-colombia-informe-procuraduria.aspx
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ratio of 20:118, alluvial gold mining is associated with watersheds, and this high ratio of 
mercury consumption affects the quality of surrounding rivers. As a result of these 
contamination processes, the Colombian Constitutional Court declared several rivers as 
rivers with rights, including the Atrato River in Chocó, Colombia's main river, the Magdalena 
River, etc. (See Annex 1. Rivers with rights in Colombia). Despite these actions, the 
situation has not changed much due to the lack of inspection, surveillance, and control 
capacity of the respective authorities. Mercury continues to affect communities living in 
river basins. 

 
Map No. 2 Illegal mining fronts intervened by department period 2010-2024 

The Colombian State has invested approximately fifteen million dollars in the process of 
eliminating mercury from small-scale mining between 2013 and 2018; however, there is 

 

18 http://www.upme.gov.co/SeccionMineria_sp/cadena_de_mercurio/Cadena_Mercurio_Tomo_III.pdf  

Map No. 2 
Between 2010 and 
2024, operations 
carried out have 
gathered valuable 
information on the 
extent and magnitude 
of illegal mining, 
providing a detailed 
map of the most 
affected areas in the 
country. 
Attorney General's 
Office (2024). National 
Report: Illegal Mining 
and Mercury Pollution 
in Colombia. 

http://www.upme.gov.co/SeccionMineria_sp/cadena_de_mercurio/Cadena_Mercurio_Tomo_III.pdf
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still a long way to go to achieve the objectives, regarding the use of mercury in informal and 
illegal activities where control is difficult due to the lack of resources and the lack of 
control in the territory. 

6-. Miners involved 
Since gold mining is an informal and illegal activity, information on those engaged in this 
activity varies significantly and is linked to social problems such as violence and labor 
exploitation. 

The number of miners reported in the National Action Plan on Mercury in Gold ASM in 
Colombia is greater than 90,00019, and the organization Planeta Gold reports that there 
are approximately 350,00020. They are distributed throughout the country, especially in 
the four departments with the highest gold mining activity: Antioquia, Chocó, Bolívar, and 
Cauca. They are also the largest contributors to mercury contamination in 2014. These 
regions also have the greatest impact on health and the environment due to mercury. 

7-. Presence of criminal elements in the smuggling of gold or mercury. 
Following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, authorities focused on combating drug 
trafficking originating in Latin America, especially in Colombia. The rise of these illegal 
economies, linked to guerrilla groups, required means to legalize their funds. Therefore, 
they promoted artisanal and informal gold mining activities and became suppliers of 
necessary inputs, including mercury. Once the use of mercury was banned in Colombia, 
it is believed that these same structures, formed and consolidated in previous years, 
continued to supply mercury, bringing it in through the borders of Venezuela, Ecuador, 
Peru, and Brazil, and they coordinated with the same processes in Guyana21 and Bolivia, 
maintaining the supply. 

As reported in the document "Following the Money from Illicit Gold: Strengthening the 
Fight Against Illegal Mining Finance: The Case of Colombia," these processes are 
supported by inequality and lack of opportunities in sectors of the population with unmet 
basic needs. However, this population involved in informal gold mining processes does 
not have significant improvements in their quality of life. Map No. 4 Illegal Trade of 
Mercury to Colombia22 

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) reports that alluvial gold mining 
affects more than 94,000 hectares, with illegal exploitation responsible for 73% of this 
activity, generating mercury contamination. 

 

19 https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-
Peque%C3%B1aEscala-2023.pdf 
20 https://www.planetgold.org/es/colombia 
21 Mercury trade in south  America https://earth.org/mercury-trade/ 
22 Comercio Ilegal de Mercurio hacia Colombia https://rds.org.co/es/resultado-busqueda/trafico-de-
mercurio-para-la-extraccion-ilegal-de-oro-en-colombia 

https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-PequeñaEscala-2023.pdf
https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-PequeñaEscala-2023.pdf
https://www.planetgold.org/es/colombia
https://earth.org/mercury-trade/
https://rds.org.co/es/resultado-busqueda/trafico-de-mercurio-para-la-extraccion-ilegal-de-oro-en-colombia
https://rds.org.co/es/resultado-busqueda/trafico-de-mercurio-para-la-extraccion-ilegal-de-oro-en-colombia
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Map No. 4 Illegal Trade of Mercury to Colombia 

8-. Availability of mercury in the market. 
Despite the ban, mercury continues to be used in informal and illegal mining, especially 
in regions such as Chocó, Antioquia, Cauca, and southern Bolívar23. The July 24, 2018 
issue of Semana magazine presents an overview of illegal mining in Colombia, a situation 
that has not changed in eight years. See Map No.5. 

Mercury can be obtained through internet channels, see March 12, 2025: 

• https://www.evisos.com.co/mercurio.htm  
• Mercurio líquido de plata con 99.999% de pureza en Sabanagrande - Otros Artículos | 

542581 

 

23 Aquí está el problema: los lugares de Colombia en donde se libera más mercurio y hay más minería ilegal 
https://www.semana.com/contenidos-editoriales/colombia-sin-
mercurio/multimedia/aquiestaelproblemalolugaresdecolombiaendondeseliberamasmercurioyhaymasminer
iailegal/576680/  

https://www.evisos.com.co/mercurio.htm
https://sabanagrande.evisos.com.co/mercurio-liquido-de-plata-con-99-999-de-pureza-id-542581
https://sabanagrande.evisos.com.co/mercurio-liquido-de-plata-con-99-999-de-pureza-id-542581
https://www.semana.com/contenidos-editoriales/colombia-sin-mercurio/multimedia/aquiestaelproblemalolugaresdecolombiaendondeseliberamasmercurioyhaymasmineriailegal/576680/
https://www.semana.com/contenidos-editoriales/colombia-sin-mercurio/multimedia/aquiestaelproblemalolugaresdecolombiaendondeseliberamasmercurioyhaymasmineriailegal/576680/
https://www.semana.com/contenidos-editoriales/colombia-sin-mercurio/multimedia/aquiestaelproblemalolugaresdecolombiaendondeseliberamasmercurioyhaymasmineriailegal/576680/
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Miners use it to separate gold from other materials, as it is a simple method. However, 
this process releases mercury into the environment, affecting water bodies and soil, and 
exposing miners and nearby communities to toxic fumes. 

Mercury use in gold mining areas shows a high variation per gram of gold. In the 
amalgamation process of vein mining, between 15 and 35 g of Hg/g of Au recovered when 
gutters are used; from 7 to 10 g of Hg/g of Au recovered with amalgamating plates, and 
between 25 and 30 g of Hg/g of gold recovered with coconut mills24. 

 
Map No. 5 Here is the problem 25 

 

24 Plan Acción Nacional  Mercurio Minería Artesanal y Pequeña Escala 
https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-
Peque%C3%B1aEscala-2023.pdf  
25 Aquí está el problema: los lugares de Colombia en donde se libera más mercurio y hay más minería ilegal 
https://www.semana.com/contenidos-editoriales/colombia-sin-
mercurio/multimedia/aquiestaelproblemalolugaresdecolombiaendondeseliberamasmercurioyhaymasminer
iailegal/576680/ 

https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-PequeñaEscala-2023.pdf
https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-PequeñaEscala-2023.pdf
https://www.semana.com/contenidos-editoriales/colombia-sin-mercurio/multimedia/aquiestaelproblemalolugaresdecolombiaendondeseliberamasmercurioyhaymasmineriailegal/576680/
https://www.semana.com/contenidos-editoriales/colombia-sin-mercurio/multimedia/aquiestaelproblemalolugaresdecolombiaendondeseliberamasmercurioyhaymasmineriailegal/576680/
https://www.semana.com/contenidos-editoriales/colombia-sin-mercurio/multimedia/aquiestaelproblemalolugaresdecolombiaendondeseliberamasmercurioyhaymasmineriailegal/576680/
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Several studies have been conducted on the amount of mercury used in different 
regions of Colombia and types of exploitation. The ratio varies widely, as we can see, 
and there are many variables that influence the Hg consumption ratio. 

To calculate mercury consumption from 2018 to 2023, since its use in mining was 
banned, we used the national average reported in the National Action Plan, which is 
12.43 gr Hg: gr Au.  

Illegal gold production in Colombia represents a significant challenge, not only in terms 

of its economic and environmental impact, but also due to its close relationship with 
mercury use. According to data in Table 6 and Figure 2, under a conservative scenario 
where 49.27% of the total gold produced is illegally sourced and extracted through 
amalgamation, approximately 375.42 tons of mercury would have been used in 2023. 
In contrast, under a higher-impact scenario, where 80% of gold comes from illegal 
sources using mercury, consumption would rise to 609.57 tons. 

Historical analysis shows that, over the years, mercury consumption has followed the 
trend of illegal gold production. Although total gold production has fluctuated, mercury 
use remains alarming, indicating that the illegal market for this toxic metal remains 
significant. This situation poses a serious risk to the environment and public health, 
as mercury is a highly hazardous pollutant that persists in ecosystems and affects 
mining communities and the general population. 

9-. Amendment 
We must strengthen the Minamata Convention to achieve the objectives of reducing the 
amount of mercury traded worldwide and one of the consumption activities that still 
remain without an established date to end its use is Artisanal and Small Scale Mining; 
The year 2032 should be established as the date to ban use in artisanal and small-scale 
mining, thus supporting countries that have already established a ban. 

These data reinforce the need to strengthen control policies, mercury substitution 
strategies, and sustainable alternatives in artisanal and small-scale gold mining 
(ASGM), and support the request for approval of the Minamata Convention 
amendment to "end the global trade in mercury," with an exemption for the shipment 
of mercury for environmentally sound storage and/or disposal. It is important to 
establish a phase-out date for the use of mercury in artisanal and small-scale gold 
mining (ASGM) the amendment proposes 2032. Without effective action, the trend of 

Furthermore, through statistical processing of primary information, as a conclusion of field work on 
different projects, it was established that the general average in gold mining areas nationwide considered 
highly contaminated or with high consumption (hot zones analyzed) is not so encouraging: on average, 
12.43 g of Hg are being used for each gram of gold recovered, and a discharge of 4.55 g of Hg into the 
environment would be made for each gram of gold recovered.  
 
Page 36 National Action Plan-Mercury Artisanal-Small Scale Mining-2023.pdf  
https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-Peque%C3%B1aEscala-
2023.pdf https://rds.org.co/es/recursos/plan-de-accion-nacional-sobre-mercurio-en-la-mineria-artesanal-y-de-
pequena-escala-2023 

https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-Peque%C3%B1aEscala-2023.pdf
https://www.minenergia.gov.co/documents/11527/PlanAccionNacional-MercurioMineriaArtesanal-Peque%C3%B1aEscala-2023.pdf
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mercury consumption in illegal mining will continue to pose both an environmental and 
social threat. 

 
Chart N° 2 Estimates of Mercury Consumption in Illegal Mining 

Low scenario: 49.27% of gold is produced using Hg; high scenario: 80% of gold is produced using Hg, 
with a ratio of 12.43 Hg:1 Au 

 
Table 6: Estimates of Mercury Consumption in Illegal Mining 

Low scenario: 49.27% of gold is produced using Hg; high scenario: 80% of gold is produced using Hg, 
with a ratio of 12.43 Hg:1 Au. Source: calculation made by the author 

10-. Provisional mercury storage capacity 
The Regional Autonomous Corporation for the Defense of Bucaramanga (CDMB), the 
environmental authority for the Santander department, is an entity with administrative and 
financial autonomy, its own assets, and legal status. It is mandated by law26 to manage 
the environment and renewable natural resources within its jurisdiction and promote their 
sustainable development, in accordance with legal provisions and the policies of the 
Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Development. Mercury storage equipment was 

 

26 Colombia's General Environmental Law (Law 99 of 1993) regulates the Regional Autonomous Corporations 
(CARs). This law establishes the CARs as the highest environmental authorities in their jurisdictions.  

Au total ton 49.27% 80.00% 49.27% 80.00%

2018 35.60          17.54          28.48          218.02        354.01        

2019 37.50          18.48          30.00          229.66        372.90        

2020 48.80          24.04          39.04          298.86        485.27        

2021 56.80          27.99          45.44          347.86        564.82        

2022 52.30          25.77          41.84          320.30        520.07        

2023 61.30          30.20          49.04          375.42        609.57        

Minería Ilegal producción de Au ton 

Illegal Mining Au Production ton

Estimaciones del consumo Hg ton / 

Estimates of consumption per ton Hg 

ton
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installed: a FRIMED FS30 laboratory refrigerator with a nominal capacity of 300 liters and 
an effective storage capacity of 240 liters. It received support from the Ministry of Mines 
and Energy, the Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Development, and the Attorney 
General's Office. A protocol was also established for the management and temporary 
storage of mercury. 

 
  

To combat pollution, the 
first mercury storage unit in 
Colombia and Latin 
America was installed, 
thanks to a cooperation 
agreement between the 
organization Pure Earth 
Colombia, the U.S. 
Department of State, the 
Attorney General's Office, 
and the Regional 
Autonomous Corporation 
for the Defense of the 
Bucaramanga Plateau 
(CDMB)..  
https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/el-
mercurio-un-peligro-para-la-
salud-p%C3%BAblica-que-
colombia-busca-erradicar-de-la-
miner%C3%ADa/48670028 
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10-. Conclusion and Recommendations 
1. Estimates indicate, in the low and high scenario; the magnitude of the problem in 

illegal mining and the use of mercury, despite the official ban. 
2. The estimates are an approximation to reflect the serious conflict with mercury use. 
3. The persistence of the use of mercury in illegal mining shows deficiencies in the 

control and control of smuggling, added to the complexity involved in informality 
and the criminal networks associated with these activities and the Colombian and 
regional geography due to the difficulty of controlling waterways and the extension 
of Colombian borders. 

4. The illicit trade in mercury through Central American countries is likely to increase. It 
could enter Colombia through the Pacific coast. Therefore, maritime controls must 
monitor the 339,200 km² corresponding to Colombia's maritime area on the Pacific 
coast. 

5. The trade of mercury over the Internet persists, and authorities need to establish 
controls. 

6. The use of amalgam should be eliminated to avoid exposure to mercury and its 
compounds and to protect the most vulnerable populations: children, pregnant and 
lactating women.  

7. It is important to identify areas that have been contaminated with mercury in 
order to implement decontamination actions. 

Recommendations 

• • Support the proposed amendment to the Minamata Convention to “end the 
global trade in mercury by establishing a 2032 phase-out date for its use in gold 
mining. 

• ”Strengthen control conventions in the region, such as PAcCTO. 

• Build the capacity of regulatory authoritie, Including monitoring illegal HG trade 
through online platforms. 

• It is important to increase storage capacity by locating them in other regions with 
artisanal mining. 

• Promote awareness and environmental education campaigns: Disseminate 
information on the risks of mercury to health and the environment, encouraging 
responsible practices and the use of clean technologies in artisanal mining. 

• It is important to motivate miners to voluntarily comply with environmental 
requirements through technical assistance, environmental training, clean 
technology transfer, and project incentives.  
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Annex 
Rivers with Rights in Colombia 
In Colombia, several rivers have been recognized as subjects of rights to ensure their 

protection and conservation, based on the precautionary principle. Below are some of 

the most notable cases and the rulings or laws that support their protection.: 

1. Atrato River: It was the first river to be declared a subject of rights in Colombia. 
Through Ruling T-622 of 2016, the Constitutional Court recognized the Atrato 
River, its basin, and tributaries as an entity with rights to protection, conservation, 
maintenance, and restoration. This ruling seeks to guarantee its conservation and 
protect the right to health of the ethnic communities that depend on it. 
https://www.corteconstitucional.gov.co/relatoria/2016/t-622-16.htm 

2. Cauca River: In 2019, the Superior Court of Medellín recognized the Cauca River 
as a subject of rights, especially following the contingency surrounding the 
Hidroituango project. This decision, based on the precautionary principle, sought 
to guarantee the river's protection and restoration. 
https://www.corteconstitucional.gov.co/relatoria/2016/t-622-16.htm?utm 

3. Magdalena River: In 2019, the Administrative Court of Cundinamarca recognized 
the Magdalena River as a subject of rights, granting legal protection to the river 
and its tributaries, in addition to establishing the "Guardians of the Magdalena 
River" commission. Law 2 of 1959 established the Magdalena River Forest 
Reserve, with the goal of conserving soil and waterways. It also encouraged proper 
management of areas for forest conservation. 

4. Pance River: Recognized as a subject of rights by the Court for the Execution of 
Sentences and Security Measures of Cali in 2019, with the goal of guaranteeing 
its protection and conservation. 

5. Ranchería River: The Congress of the Republic of Colombia approved Law 2415 
of 2024, by which the Ranchería River was declared a subject of rights, 
recognizing its rights of conservation, maintenance and restoration by the State, 
as well as the participation of local communities in its protection. 

In addition to these cases, other rivers such as the Otún River, the Coello River, the 
Combeima River, and the Cocora River have been the subject of court decisions 
seeking their protection, although not all have been formally declared as subjects of 
rights. These actions reflect a growing trend in Colombia toward the legal recognition 
and protection of river ecosystems. 

It is important to note that, although several rulings and laws have recognized these 
rivers as subjects of rights, the effective implementation of these decisions depends on 
the joint action of the State, local communities, and other entities involved in the 
management and protection of water resources. 

 



Timeline 

 
 
 

Law 1658 of 

2013

National 

Single 

Mercury Plan 

Resolution 

1258 of 2015

Resolution 

565 of 2016 

Decree 2133 of 

2016 

Resolution 

0130 of 2017 

 Law 1892 of 

2018 

Prohibition of 

the Use of 

Mercury in 

Mining

Decree 1041 

of 2018 

Single 

National 

Mercury Plan, 

2018 version

Industry-wide 

ban on 

mercury use 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

 July 15, 2013 October 10, 2013 June 6, 2015 April 8, 2016 December 22, 2016 January 24, 2017 May 11, 2018 June 21, 2018 August 6, 2018 August 2018 July 16, 2023

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Establishes 

provisions for 

the marketing 

and use of 

mercury  in 

different 

activities.

This is the 

roadmap for 

implementing 

mercury 

reduction and 

elimination 

goals, in 

accordance with 

Law 1658.

Regulates 

technical and 

operational 

aspects related 

to the 

environmental 

management of 

mercury.

Strengthens 

controls on the 

use of mercury 

in industrial and 

mining 

processes.

Regulates the 

importation of 

mercury, requiring non-

automatic licenses and 

stricter controls.

Seeks to ensure that 

mercury is imported 

only for legal uses and 

with very specific 

fines.

 Adjusts 

technical 

guidelines for 

the control and 

monitoring of 

mercury use.

 Approves the 

Minamata 

Convention on 

Mercury at the 

national level.

Marks the 

deadline 

established by 

Law 1658 of 

2013 to 

eliminate the 

use of mercury 

in all mining 

extraction 

processes, 

includes ASGM

Establishes 

complementary 

standards for 

the transition to 

mercury-free 

technologies in 

mining and 

other productive 

activities.

 This is the final 

deadline to 

completely 

eliminate the 

use of mercury 

in all industrial 

processes, as 

provided for in 

Law 1658.

Mandates the 

progressive 

reduction and 

substitution of 

mercury in 

mining and 

industry, with 

specific 

deadlines .

Establishes 

guidelines for 

government 

entities and 

the private 

sector to 

coordinate 

actions.

Define 

requirements 

for the 

management 

and final 

disposal of 

waste 

containing 

mercury.

Supports the 

transition to 

mercury-free 

technologies

Seeks to ensure 

that mercury is 

imported only for 

legal uses and with 

very specific fines.

Strengthens 

institutional 

coordination 

to monitor 

compliance 

with Law 

1658.

 Reaffirms 

Colombia's 

commitment to 

progressively 

eliminate the 

use of mercury 

and protect 

human health 

and the 

environment.

Its 

implementation 

is monitored 

through 

operations and 

sanctions for 

those who fail to 

comply.

It details the 

responsibilities 

of government 

and mining 

entities in the 

post-ban phase.

 With this, the 

total eradication 

of mercury in 

Colombian 

industry is 

expected to be 

achieved.

This Plan will 

aim to reduce 

and 

progressively 

eliminate the 

use of mercury 

throughout the 

country, in order 

to protect 

human health 

and preserve 

renewable 

natural 

resources and 

the 

environment, in 

accordance with 

current 

legislation and 

international 

commitments 

for the country, 

through the 

definition of 

programs, 

indicative 

activities, and 

goals.


