LARGE GOLD, SMALL ISLAND
The gold mining license issued to Tambang Mas Sangihe for the Sangihe Islands Regency did not obtain the
authorization of the ministry of marine affairs and fisheries. The mining endangers the small island ecosystem. Is it
true a presidential campaign volunteer is involved?
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THE Sahendaruman Mountains is located about 15 kilometers from government offices of the Sangihe Islands Regency, North Sulawesi. Its densely
forested hills act as the main water reservoir area for this island located north of the City of Manado. There are over 70 rivers whose water supply comes
from these hills. “Now the region is in danger of being damaged because it has become a part of a mining concession of Tambang Mas Sangihe,” said
Alfred Pontolondo, a Coordinator for Save Sangihe Island, on Friday, July 2.
Tambang Mas Sangihe (TMS) is a joint venture of Sangihe Gold Corporation which is based in Canada, and Sungai Belayan Sejati, Sangihe Prima
Mineral, and Sangihe Pramata Mineral. The Sangihe Gold Corporation, a subsidiary of East Asia Mineral, holds 70 percent of the stock.
This company will likely manage a mining area on 42,000 hectares of land in Sangihe based on a working contract. It is located on the southern side of
that island measuring 72,000 hectares. In other words, nearly 57 percent of the island is becoming a gold mining concession area.

According to company records, Sangihe Island has indicated gold resource of 3.16 million tons containing 1.13 grams of gold per ton and 19.4 grams of
silver per ton. Tambang Mas will carry out open mining, excavating four million tons of material containing approximately 900,000 tons of gold ore,
which will be extracted using cyanide.
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Alfred protested the ministry of energy and mineral resources, which issued the production operation license for Tambang Mas last January 29. According
to him, the environmental impact analysis (AMDAL) documents, which serve as the basis for the issuance of such licenses, were never discussed openly.
The feasibility study for the planned operations of Tambang Mas should have been discussed by involving the public located near the mining activity who
stand to be affected by it. Alfred also considers that the licensing process broke some regulations. “That island is not suitable to become a mining area and
is vulnerable to disasters,” he said.
Save Sangihe Island reported the irregularities in the Tambang Mas licensing process to the National Commission on Human Rights in mid-May. The
Commission is still processing the report. The contents of their report are similar to the request of Sangihe Regency Deputy Regent Helmud Hontong sent
to the ministry of energy on May 3, to have that license revoked.
This report was recently revisited when Helmud died in Makassar on June 9. Helmud suddenly started coughing blood and died while on Lion Air flight
JT 740 for Makassar, South Sulawesi, after having taken off from Denpasar, Bali.
Helmud’s death created suspicion that he was poisoned for being against gold mining licenses in Sangihe. The National Police Criminal Investigation
Department and the North Sulawesi Police Department investigated his death by asking a team of doctors to conduct an autopsy on Helmud’s body. The
examination concluded that no poison was found in his body.
It is suspected that the 58-year-old man had died from a long-standing illness. “We have closed the preliminary investigation into this case,” said Sr. Comr.
Jules Abraham Abast, Chief of Public Relations at the North Sulawesi Police Department.
A copy of Helmud’s letter of opposition went viral on the day of his death. In it, he mentioned suspected negligence on the part of the ministry of energy
in issuing that license. He quoted Law No. 1/2014 regarding the Amendment to Law No. 27/2007 regarding the management of coastal areas and small
islands. That law forbids mining activity on small islands.
Helmud was also concerned that Tambang Mas operations would damage the environment, whether on land, along the coast, or for marine life. “Mining
activity would only benefit the holders of the working contract, but would not provide any public prosperity,” he wrote in that letter.
Ridwan Djamaluddin, Director-General of Minerals and Coal at the Ministry of Energy, verified the existence of that letter. The ministry had responded by
scheduling a meeting with the regional government. According to him, the ministry issued the operational license after the provincial government of North
Sulawesi issued environmental authorization in September 2020. “The government will likely oversee the mining activity of TMS to see that it is not
doing any environmental damage,” he said.
According to Alfred Pontolondo, Helmud’s opposition had nearly no support from the Sangihe Regional Leadership Consultation group. At that time,
Helmud was the only one who was strongly opposed to the operational plans of TMS.
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Support came from some members of the Sangihe Islands Regional Legislative Council (DPRD) in a meeting forum, not long after the operational license
was given to TMS. However, this effort failed to have the license annulled. “The regional government does not have the authority to overturn it,” he said.
Tempo attempted to interview North Sulawesi Governor Olly Dondokambey about the license dispute by sending a letter to his office and to some
employees in the provincial government of North Sulawesi. As of Saturday, July 3, that general treasurer of the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle
(PDI-P) had not responded to the letter. A request for confirmation made to Chief of Communication and Informatics Office Christiano Talumepa also did
not provide any results. He did not reply to any messages sent to his WhatsApp number.
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BOWONE village in the Tabukan Selatan Tengah subdistrict of Sangihe Islands Regency covers 65 hectares. It is found in a coastal area in the southeast
part of Sangihe Island. A 3.6-kilometer stretch of mangrove forest runs along the village coast. At present, Bowone village is set to become a mining area
of Tambang Mas Sangihe. About 200 families live there. “Our neighborhood is going to be cleared out,” said Elbi Pieter, a resident of Bowone.
Residents of Bowone learned that the land around their places of residence is to be cleared out when Tambang Mas invited all of them to a school building
on March 22.
During the meeting, said Elbi, a representative of Tambang Mas management said that they were going to purchase all of the villagers’ land. That
representative offered them Rp50 million per hectare. According to Elbi, the majority of residents rejected that offer. They preferred to stay in their
hometown. “The operational license they obtained violates many regulations,” he said.
Some parties have strengthened the opinion of those villagers. Wahyu Muryadi, a spokesman for the Ministry of Marine Affairs and Fisheries (KKP), said
that Tambang Mas cannot exploit Sangihe Island because they do not have a recommendation from their ministry. He cited the Minister of Marine Affairs
and Fisheries Regulation No. 8/2019 as the implementing regulation for Law No. 1/2014 regarding the management of coastal areas and small islands.
Referring to that regulation, it is difficult to use Sangihe Island as a mining area because it falls in the category of small islands measuring less than 2,000
square kilometers. According to that regulation of the minister of maritime affairs, small islands are a priority for national interests. “For that reason, such
utilization must obtain a recommendation from the KKP,” said Wahyu.
The exploitation of Sangihe Island also has the potential to result in many disasters. Merah Johansyah, National Coordinator for the Mining Advocacy
Network (Jatam), explained that there is an increased risk for disasters because Sangihe Island is located at the convergence of the Eurasian, the Pacific
and the Maluku-Sangihe plates. Sangihe Island is located near five mountains, some of which are still active volcanoes. “Because the land structure is
unstable, earthquakes, landslides, and flash flooding disasters often occur,” said Merah.
He suspects that the process to obtain an operational license went smoothly for Tambang Mas due to the involvement of people in the circle of supporters
of President Joko Widodo. He mentioned Todotua Pasaribu, Director of the Kopi Politik Syndicate, an organization noted to have been a part of the
volunteers for Joko Widodo in the 2019 presidential election.
On the website of Gold Corporations, a company affiliated with Sangihe Gold Corporation, Todotua is listed as a Director for Government Relations.
Todotua is also a member of the Indonesian Young Entrepreneurs Association (HPMI) which has a history of involvement in financial, mining and energy
businesses.
Todotua denied any connection between the ease of licensing for Tambang Mas with his activity as a volunteer for Jokowi. According to him, every
citizen has the same rights in business. He said that since joining the company in 2019 he has bridged a lot of the communication with the government
related to environmental study licensing. Todotua was with Tambang Mas for a year and a half. “I don’t want to comment much because for the past 10
months I haven’t worked at TMS,” he said on July 3.
Tambang Mas Mine Manager Bob Priyo Husodo explained that the ministry of energy issued approval of TMS’ operational activity after approving their
company’s feasibility study.
Tambang Mas, said Bob, processed that license in steps, after obtaining environmental clearance from the provincial government of North Sulawesi. He
assured that they followed all of the steps in the licensing procedure. “We have taken care of the administration of the documents for the legality of
company operations,” he said.
Tambang Mas Sangihe holds a sixth generation working contract with the Indonesian government, which was initially made in 1997. Bob said that the
original land concession the government gave their company was for 123,000 hectares.
The concession area shrunk to 42,000 hectares through the Minister of Energy and Mineral Resources Decree No. 514.K/30/DJB/2010. The company
also has a mining concession in the Talaud Islands Regency, which neighbors the Sangihe Islands.

A business owner once involved in taking care of the documents for Tambang Mas said that the government issued an operational license due to
widespread unregulated mining by the public in the Sangihe Islands. This activity increased after some foreign researchers explored the area to study gold
reserves on the island from 1980 to 1990.
Reportedly, the island is damaged as a result of public mining activity. “It is difficult to control these unregulated mines and they do not contribute
anything to state revenue,” he said.
Merah Johansyah disagreed with that, saying that the government cannot use such activity as an excuse to expedite a license for Tambang Mas. According
to him, authorization for large-scale gold exploitation on Sangihe Island is just the government’s way to make things easier for foreign investment.
Merah has asked the government to review the operational license for Tambang Mas. The thing is, if the mining operation continues, half of the island will
be lost through excavation work. “This endangers the endemic animal population,” he said.
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