The new
resource wars
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The struggle of indigenous peoples
and their allies for control over
their resources and their right to
pursue their own models of
development can be seen as the
points at which inter-imperialist
rivalries and anti-imperialist
struggles come together in their
sharpest forms.

This is the central theme of the
following article on the global
struggle for resources.

Al Gedicks is director of The
Center for Alternative Mining
Development Policy in Madison,
USA. He is also a member of the
RMR Editorial Advisory Board.

Center for Alternative Mining Development
Policy, 1121 University Avenue, Madison,
Wisconsin 53715, USA.

Al Gedicks, 151 Todds Rd, Apt No 470,
Lexington, KY 40509, USA (Address until
May 1982).

8

Over the past decade, large
transnational corporations and
development- conscious nation
states have waged resource wars
against the indigenous peoples of
the earth. The emergence of the
transnational corporation as the
dominant force in the world
political economy, the postwar
emphasis on national
development, and the increasing
demand of industrial nations for
limitless quantities of energy
resources, minerals, and other raw
materials have been devastating for
indigenous peoples. Lacking legal
protection within the countries
they inhabit and unprepared for
the technological impact of
transnational companies,
indigenous communities have been
uprooted, dislocated, and, in some
cases, destroyed.

“Transnational Corporations and
Indigenous Peoples”, an’ Anthropo-
logy Resource Center (ARC) posi-
tion paper, September 1981.

As the raw-material producing countries
of the Third World take increasing
control over their non-renewable natural
resources and as the United States faces
increasing competition from Western
Europe and Japan for the remaining
sources of cheap raw materials, the multi-
national mining and energy corporations
must scout the globe in search of new
resource colonies. Countries like Argen-
tina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile and Peru,
which are ruled by US supported mi-
litary regimes, have opened their doors
to foreign control of their vast mineral
wealth and provided lucrative opportu-
nities for high profit, low risk mining
projects. The shift in corporate invest-
ments from “unstable” Third World
mineral suppliers to ’’politically secure”
mineral-rich regions has resulted in an
intensification of the genocidal assault

upon native peoples whose lands contain
untapped mineral resources.

The resource colonization process re-
moves all major decision-making power
from the hands of those who will be
directly affected by mining operations
and reserves that power for a handful
of multinational mining and energy
corporations. The victims of this colo-
nization process are not confined to the
indigenous populations of the Third
World: the victims are also found with-
in the internal colonies — the Indian
reservations and native reserves — of the
advanced capitalist countries. Since the
early 1970s, nearly 85 per cent of the to-
tal world expenditures on mineral explo-
ration has been channelled into the Unit-
ed States, Canada, Australia and South
Africa.! The correspondance between so-
me of the world’s richest uranium de-
posits and these internal colonies is
particularly striking. In Australia, three
of the four largest uranium deposits,

with over 80 per cent of the country’s
reserves, are on Aboriginal lands. In Ca-

nada, where native reserves cover 6 mil-
lion acres, Indian and Eskimo commu-
nities have faced a massive uranium boom.
And in the United States, approximately
80 per cent of uranium reserves lie on
Indian lands.?

The first part of this essay will exa-
mine the impact of the resource coloni-
zation process upon energy-rich Ameri-
can tribes and suggest some contradic-
tions of this process. The second part of
this essay will critically examine the
Reagan Administration’s rhetoric about
“resource wars” with the Soviet Union
and suggest some implications for the
anti-nuclear and environmetal movements
in the United States.

Uranium from Indian lands

During the first wave of internal colonial
expansion in the United States, the native
populations were forced onto what were
considered the most unproductive lands-
rocky, arid lands seldom hospitable for
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agriculture or settlement. Ironically, these
out-of-the way areas happened to be the
most favorable geological environments
for the formation of uranium deposits.
Since 1948, 53,835 tons of uranium has
been produced from Indian lands. This is
roughly 10 per cent of the world’s total.
The Grants Uranium Belt of north-
west New Mexico which encompasses the
lands of Navajo and Pueblo Indian peo-
ples is the area of the most intense ura-
nium mining and milling activity in the
United States. Northwestern New Mexico
is the largest uranium producing region
in the world, supplying about half of the
country’s mined and milled uranium.
About 47 per cent of that uranium comes
from Indian land. As exploration con-
tinues, that percentage will rise. In a
1976 report, the Department of Interior
called this region “the hottest uranium
exploration area in the United States”.
Close to 750,000 acres of Navajo and
Pueblo land has been leased for explo-
ration. Exxon alone has 400,000 acres
leased near Red Rock on Navajo land.
Some of the other thirteen companies
which have uranium leases on Indian
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lands include Continental Oil, Anacon-
da, Gulf Minerals, Humble Oil and Kerr
McGee.

Indians as guinea pigs
for the nuclear industry

Just as the powerful energy companies
are preparing for a new uranium boom
the first casualties of the nuclear wea-
pons program in the United States have
begun to show up among the Indian
miners who worked in the uranium
mines during the 1950s. Dr. Leon S
Gottleib of the US Public Health Service
in Shiprock, New Mexico, describes the
devastating impact on health caused by
the nuclear industry :
”We have been seeing at our hos-
pital a small epidemic of lung
cancer among Navajos. Before the
1940s there was no uranium min-
ing here in Shiprock. The occupa-
tions consisted of sheepherding,
weaving, silversmiths, and agricul-
ture. The climate was good, nobody
smoked and there was no cancer.
And then came the onset of ura-
nium mining.” 3

John Redhouse of the National Indian
Youth Council has counted 25 Navajo
uranium miners from the original Kerr
McGee Shiprock uranium facilities who
have died from lung cancer. Gottleb
expects more to appear in the 1980s
because there is a 15 to 20-year induction
latency period from the onset of employ-
ment to the appearance of cancer. The
danger to uranium miners results from
the inhalation of radon gas, a decay
product of uranium which is released
when the ore is mined. Radon and the
decay products of radon (called “radon
daughters™) are inhaled by the miners
and become trapped in the lower respi-
ratory tract. The radioactive energy giv-
en off by these particles result in lung
cancer, fibrosis, and lymphatic cancers.
Poorly ventilated underground mines are
the primary source of radon contamina-
tion for miners. The dangers of radon
have been known since the early 1900s,
when German scientists determined that
airbormne radioactivity in mines caused
high cancer rates.* Despite this know-
ledge the Atomic Energy Commission
refused to admit that danger was pre-
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more access to the public lands with
copper, lead, zinc, and molybdenum.
According to Frank Gregg, director of
the Bureau of Land Management in the
Carter Administration, ”The mining com-
panies might not find cobalt, buy they’d
find other minerals and then ask to mine
these materials in order to justify their
investment costs.” 13

The Cold War rhetoric of resource
wars is revealed as a thinly-veiled attack
on the gains of the environmental move-
ment and on the progress of Third World
countries in exercising sovereignty over
their natural resources. Sam Zuckerman
has summarized the propaganda value
of resource war rhetoric as follows:

"By promoting the concepts of
resource war and locked up land,
the industry has developed an
effective line of attack against
the idea of taking any land out of
production at all... One can only
marvel at the ingenuity of those
who have developed such a pro-
paganda piece de resistance as re-
source war. In its name, our poli-
tical, military and industrial lea-
ders are prepared to plunder the
last pockets of wildemess in the
United States and ignore the cries

for freedom in southem Afri-
ca ” 14

The new resource wars and
the challenge to

the ’Industrial Model”

of economic development

While the Reagan Administration’s rhe-
toric of resource wars” with the Soviet
Union is little more than Cold War pro-
paganda aimed at the U S public, there
is a kernel of truth to the concern about
access to raw materials. The faster that
capital expands the faster still is the rate
at which it must consume raw materials
in the form of plant, equipment, and
goods for sale. In our own time this
expansionary process has reached un-
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Concentration in the energy sector
— a threat to indigenous people

In the Fall of 1980 SUNRAE (5679
Hollister Ave, Rm 5B, Goleta, Calif.,
93017, USA) began research on oil
company investment in other energy
sectors. In addition an update was made
on research by Jeff Bowling on oil com-
pany investments in the copper industry.
Some of the preliminary findings report-
ed in the Fall of 1981:

In the wranium industry, oil compa-
nies account for 36,3 per cent of 1979
mine production, 46,8 per cent of mill
capacity, and 47,8 per cent of reserves.
These figures are pretty significant:
even more so considering only 64 per
cent of reserves, and only 70 per cent
of production have been accounted for.

In the coal industry, the oil compa-
nies own 25 per cent of 1980 produc-
tion, and account for 43,102 per cent
of reserves. There are a great many
more companies involved in this owner-
ship than in the uranium industry owner-
ship, so the figures are not as significant.

In the solar industry, only photovol-
taics was considered. It was taken for
granted that solar water heating was a
very unconcentrated industry, and large
companies entering would have a very
difficult time affecting the market.
The photovoltaic industry, on the other
hand, has very few firms actually pro-
ducing at the present time. Three of the
firms, Solarex, Exxon, and Atlantic
Richfield can be clearly recognized as
oil comapnies. Solarex is 20-25 per
cent owned by Standard Oil (Indiana),
and partially owned by two European
companies. It is therefore very question-
able as to the independence of Solarex,
which accounts for 50 per cent of the
industry’s production.

In the copper industry, six oil com-
panies (Atlantic Richfield, Cities Service,

Louisiana Land and Exploration, Stan-
dard Qil (Indiana), Pennzoil, and Stan-
dard Qil (Ohio), own 49,796 per cent of
the 1979 production. If Standard Oil
(California) 20 per cent interest in
AMAX is included, the percentage in-
creases to 52,239 per cent. Oil compa-
nies account for 43,765 per cent of re-
serves. However, in the list of reserves,
only 83 per cent of total reserves were
accounted for. Thus, the figure could
indeed be much greater.

The oil companies involved in the
uranium industry, with their share of
the industry in parenthesis, are as fol-
lows:

Uranium production (in %):

Kerr-McGee 13,7
Atlantic Richfield 10,0
Exxon 9,1
Conoco ! 20
Gulf Qil 1,0
Standard QOil (Ohio) 0,5
Uranium mill production capacity:
Kerr-McGee 14,3
Atlantic Richfield 12,2
Conoco 69
Exxon 6,5
Standard Oil (Califomia) 5,1
Standard Qil (Ohio) 33
Getty Oil 31
Uranium reserves:

Kerr-McGee 210
Gulf Qil 11,6
Conoco 36
Getty Oil 29
Exxon 2.5
Atlantic Richfield 2,2
Philipps Petroleum 1,8
Reserve Qil 0,8
Standard Qil (Ohio) 0,7
Standard Qil (California) 04
Houston Natural Gas 2 0,2

1 Conoco is now owned by DuPont. For

the study, Conoco is an 0il company
Percentages may not total the text per-
centage due to rounding
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precedented proportions. Since 1940,
the United States alone has consumed
more minerals than all of human kind in
history. And demand is not only picking
up speed in the United States but is
rising at an even faster rate overseas.
In the past, industrial consumers of raw
materials have been able to rely upon
the market to secure their needs. When
rising demand or supply constraints have
pushed prices up, the market has spur-
red technology to develop new sources
or substitutes.

But now, with the quantitative leap
in the demand for raw materials and
the longer lead time required to develop
new supplies, the market is increasingly
unable to deliver the raw materials in
the required quantities. But the problem
is not that there are actual shortages;
the raw materials are there in great
supply. The question, as the editors of
Business Week rightly point out is, eco-
nomic and political: “How will the re-
sources be got out of the ground, and
most pointedly, by whom?”.15 The
worldwide resistance movement of indi-
genous peoples against the plunder of
the earth’s resources has added yet an-
other uncertainty to the picture: the de-
mand for alternative models of econo-
mic development which do not require
the limitless extraction of energy and
mineral resources.

In 1979 the World Council of Indi-
genous Peoples (WCIP) raised serious
questions about the entire industrial
model” of economic development before
the United Nations Economic and Social
Council. It called upon the international
community to recognize the importance
of ”small scale economic development”
models based on technologies appropria-
te to local communities and environ-
mental conditions."®

The struggle of indigenous peoples
and their allies for control over their
resources and their right to pursue their
own models of development can be seen
as the points at which inter-imperialist
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rivalries and anti-imperialist struggles
come together in their sharpest form.
Because the struggle for control over
natural resources is not unique to indi-
genous peoples it is important for the
internatiorial anti-imperialist movement
to develop ways and means of providing
support for these struggles at the same
time as we extend the analogy of foreign
and domestic resource colonies to the
concerns of other communities regard-
ing control over land, resources, the
environment and alternative modes of
utilizing labor to meet human needs.

The strategic importance of the strugg-
les of indigenous populations for su-
vereignty over their land base and eco-
nomic development is two fold: the suc-
cess of these struggles will not only de-
prive the imperialist countries of a much
needed source of cheap raw materials for
military and industrial expansion but also
may provide concrete examples of how
economic development planning can take
place on a basis other than the self-expan-
sion of multinational corporate capital.
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