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Over the past few weeks there has been an almost hysterical campaign to stop what was alleged to be immediate plans to mine bauxite in the Cockpit Country. I would like to categorically state that there are no plans now or in the future to mine bauxite in the Cockpit Country. Unfortunately, no one took the time to ask us this simple question before embarking on a media campaign which has caused many persons unnecessary anxiety.


The heart of the Cockpit Country is located in the south-central part of Trelawny. The beauty and magnificence of this area is due to the geomorphological development of the uplifted limestone rock formation there, which climatic conditions over the past 15 to 20 million years have sculpted into what is known as a cockpit karst landscape. In common language this landscape resembles an overturned egg carton. The species found within the Cockpit Country, endemic or otherwise, are products of the physical landscape, but the beauty of the Cockpit Country is not solely defined by its flora and fauna, but a combination of all these aspects. The real beauty of this terrain is best seen from the air, in order to fully appreciate the panoramic effect of the total landscape.


There are also important cultural and historical aspects associated with the Cockpit Country, with its having provided refuge for the Maroons during the slavery period, and the continued existence of Maroons there today. Parts of the Cockpit Country also served as the home for the Tainos, formerly called the Arawaks, before the arrival of Columbus in 1494.


During the 1960s, Alcoa was granted two Special Mining Leases (SMLs) to carry out exploration for bauxite in the heart of the Cockpit Country, and this was concluded without any harmful impact on the environment. However, it is important to note that the SMLs at that time meant permission to continue to the mining phase after exploration and with a 25-year tenure. This is unlike the Special Exclusive Prospecting License (SEPL) now being proposed for Jamalco in Trelawny, which is only for a one or two year period, with no commitment or permission to automatically proceed to mining.


Exploration permits were also granted to Kaiser Bauxite Company during the 1960s. This bauxite exploration work was led by Kaiser’s Chief Geologist, Dr James Lee, and was aimed at establishing bauxite reserves in Trelawny for a proposed alumina refinery there. During this period, Kaiser purchased large acreages of land in the area. Again, the exploration work was completed without any impact on the environment.


However, as a result of the 1974 negotiations with the bauxite companies, the Government in its rationalization programme for bauxite reserves rescinded all mining leases at the time, including the ones covering the Cockpit Country, and reacquired all bauxite lands, which included the Trelawny lands. This action was pivotal in protecting the Cockpit Country.


During the early 1990s, the Jamaica Bauxite Institute, in conjunction with Alcan, carried out further exploration work in Trelawny, as part of a feasibility study to establish an alumina refinery in the area. It was at this time, while evaluating the socio-economic and environmental parameters together with the bauxite data at hand, that a policy decision was taken that no bauxite mining or alumina processing would be done within the core area of the Cockpit Country, in keeping with the boundary of the proposed National Park. There has been no change to this policy.


I would like to address some specific expressed concern that bauxite exploration by Jamalco under a Special Exclusive Prospecting License(SEPL) in Trelawny would involve building roads, destroying the environment and the groundwater regime. Let me assure everyone that none of the above fears is real. No roads will be built for bauxite exploration. Survey work will use modern technologies which do not require the clearing of survey lines, as in the past. Drilling for what may be called ‘soil samples’ will be done using ‘manual rigs,’ carried by men on their shoulders. So there would be no more impact on the area than would be caused by expeditions of zoologists, botanists, geologists, speleologists, or bird watchers. In fact this exploration work will yield another dimension of the scientific database for better understanding the Cockpit Country. In short, the exploration work will not have any negative impact on the area or the groundwater.


Not only is there no plan to mine the heart of the Cockpit Country, but another important point is that there are no imminent plans to begin bauxite mining in Trelawny. If the results from this exploration work are favourable, the earliest time foreseen for any mining there is almost 20 years from now.


You can also be assured that neither Alcoa/Jamalco nor Clarendon Alumina Production Ltd. (CAP) are currently purchasing lands in Trelawny for any reason.


What is important is that, at this time, we gather all the relevant information on Trelawny, including all scientific, historical, and socio-economic data. Then, based on the available data, we can reach a responsible and informed decision, as to what direction is best for Jamaica and the people of Trelawny in terms of the bauxite and other resources of the Parish. This must be done with the participation of all stakeholders, and not in a one-sided way.

