
Eliminating Mercury, Boosting Yields
Building pathways for verified and responsible gold production in Guyana

CHALLENGE
Artisanal and small- and medium-scale gold mining (ASGM) 
underpins Guyana’s hinterland economy, accounting for 
roughly 70 percent of national gold output and about 60 
percent of foreign exchange earnings. More than 18,000 
people work directly in the sector, with many more reliant 
on associated services. Production methods center on 
hydraulic dredging and sluicing, with mercury used at the final 
amalgamation stage to capture fine gold. Mining is Guyana’s 
largest mercury consumer, responsible for an estimated 94 
percent of national mercury emissions, and imports reached 
around 60,000 kg annually between 2008 and 2010. Weak 
safety practices, inadequate waste containment, and limited 
awareness of mercury’s health and environmental risks 
compound the problem across remote, difficult-to-regulate 
concessions. 

Transitioning to mercury-free recovery in this context faces 
practical barriers: miners’ limited knowledge of alternatives, the 
upfront cost of cleaner technologies, scarce financing suited 
to small operators, and the absence of clear market incentives 
for responsibly produced gold. While Guyana ratified the 
Minamata Convention in 2014 and approved an ASGM National 
Action Plan in 2022, shifting entrenched practices requires 
demonstration at mine sites, credible supply-chain verification, 
and enabling financial and policy measures that reduce risk and 
increase returns for miners and buyers. 

RESULTS

Two mercury-free demonstration 
sites that proved miners could increase 
gold recovery from roughly 30 percent 
(using amalgamation) to 90–95 
percent with the introduced systems; 
reprocessing of tailings also produced 
visible additional gold. 

An estimated 0.6 tonnes of avoided 
mercury use at demonstration 
sites—below target due to delays but 
evidence that cleaner circuits can 
displace amalgamation when properly 
configured and managed. 

Awareness-raising activities that 
reached an estimated 4–5 percent of 
the country’s 18,000 miners, with 150–
200 stakeholders directly participating 
in field demonstrations and trainings. 

Completion and approval of the ASGM 
National Action Plan in 2022, clarifying 
mercury baselines, standards, and 
priority actions for phased elimination. 

AT A GLANCE
Project Name: Supply Chain Approach to Eliminating 
Mercury in Guyana’s ASGM Sector (GEF ID 9713)

Program: Global Opportunities for Long-term 
Development of ASGM Sector – GEF GOLD

Country: Guyana   

Agency: Conservation International    

GEF Financing: $3.0 million  

Co-financing: $3.1 million 

RESULTS IN MOTION



APPROACH  
The project sought to prove that mercury-free 
circuits deliver higher, faster gold recovery 
anchored change. Targeted demonstrations 
paired rapid environmental assessments and 
prospecting, enabling miners to compare 
side-by-side performance. Active engagement 
by technical officers shifted initial reluctance 
into demand, with additional demonstrations 
initiated as interest grew. Implementing free, 
prior, and informed consent with Indigenous 
communities secured social license, while 
collaboration with the Guyana Geology and 
Mines Commission and the Guyana Gold and 
Diamond Miners Association aligned practices 
with oversight routines. 

Converging technology transfer with market 
and policy groundwork sought to translate 
pilots into system shifts. Supply-chain work 
mapped chain-of-custody options and 
responsible mining standards; consultations 
scoped verification requirements for a 
future El Dorado brand. In parallel, financing 
diagnostics assessed global and national 
options, including support funds, green 
equipment loans, collateralizing geological 
information, and the enabling legal changes 
needed. Embedding these strands within 
Guyana’s Minamata commitments and 
aligning with the National Action Plan 
created a pathway from site-level results to 
national transition, even as finance and policy 
bottlenecks constrained speed and scale. 

LESSONS LEARNED  
Productivity wins—not environmental messaging—moved 
operators. Demonstrations that delivered 90–95 percent 
recovery, including gold recovered from waste streams, 
created immediate economic reasons to adopt mercury-
free circuits; miners responded when they saw more gold, 
faster. Yet, finance and policy remain the binding constraints: 
without risk-sharing instruments or government-backed 
guarantees, lenders were reluctant to work with ASGM 
clients, absent of clear regulations. Inclusive engagement 
mattered for access and trust, including with Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities, but inclusion must link to 
tangible economic pathways to sustain uptake. Sequencing 
is critical: establishing a viable financing mechanism 
and predictable market demand needs to coincide with 
demonstration rollout to lock in adoption.  

LOOKING AHEAD  
Sustaining momentum now depends on aligning country 
implementation with practical financing and market tools. 
Priority actions include piloting a government-supported 
guarantee or support fund for equipment loans, adopting 
a streamlined chain-of-custody standard suited to small 
operators, and formalizing multi-agency monitoring for 
mercury use. Partnerships with miners’ associations and 
Indigenous councils can institutionalize demonstration 
protocols, while engagement with jewelers can test small-
batch, verified supply. These steps provide a credible route 
to scale uptake and embed mercury-free mining within 
Guyana’s regulatory and financial systems. 

Implementing free, prior, 

and informed consent with 

Indigenous communities 

secured social license.


