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In addition to cut, color, and mounting, jewelry
consumers have long been seduced by the “story”
that accompanies their most treasured pieces. The

history of a piece can provide romance and character
to a purchase or gift. As a result, human rights and
environmental issues related to the gem and jewelry
industry supply chain are gaining attention among
producers and customers worldwide. “Conflict dia-
monds” gained notoriety in the late 1990s (Global
Witness, 1998), particularly after the 2006 release of
the movie Blood Diamond. Yet diamonds are far
from the only gem material requiring responsible
sourcing. Due to its broad scope, the colored stone
industry, estimated to be a US$10–$15 billion (and
growing) global enterprise (Cross et al., 2010), has yet
to establish a responsible, sustainable, verifiable
mine-to-market supply chain (Responsible Ecosys-
tems Sourcing Platform, 2016). 

The mining and production of colored gemstones
takes place in 47 countries (Boehm, 2014). Industry ob-
servers have noted that this sprawling and largely un-
regulated industry presents issues that are similar to
other small-scale extractive industries: forced and
child labor, other types of criminal activity, environ-
mental damage, and health and safety concerns (Vale-
rio, 2010; Cartier, 2010; Connell, 2014). They assert
that these problems have been endemic in the colored
stone industry, especially in artisanal small-scale min-

ing (ASM) performed by individuals or small groups of
people using rudimentary tools (figure 1). The con-
cerns related to small-scale mining are pervasive with
colored stones, 75%–80% of which are retrieved in
this fashion (UNICRI, 2013).

As the United States’ $78 billion jewelry industry
continues to grow (Gassman, 2015), end customers
are increasingly aware of the ethical impact of what
they buy (Braunwart et al., 2015). As a result, more
consumers are asking questions about the origins of
pieces and basing their purchases on the answers
they receive (Shor and Weldon, 2010). Millennials,
the young adults born since the early 1980s, are the
newest generation of gem and jewelry consumers.
Studies show that this generation is particularly in-
clined to take factors such as fair trade status, sus-
tainability, and human rights into account before
making a purchase (Carter, 2014). As a generation,
they consider their purchase a personal investment
in a brand that represents their own values, and they
are a force to be reckoned with: By 2020, millennials
are expected to spend US$1.4 trillion annually on re-
tail purchases (Young, 2014). 

With these consumer interests developing along-
side an environment of heightened scrutiny over re-
sponsible practices, both new and established colored
stone suppliers are examining their relationships to
the mining, cutting, and production sectors. Some in-
dustry leaders have long been concerned with corpo-
rate social responsibility, yet a combination of public
awareness and the desire to self-govern the industry
rather than be subjected to top-down legislation has
been the greatest motivation to change. Governments
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and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are feel-
ing the impetus to create initiatives and voluntary
standards that will foster social and environmental
change within the entire industry—mining, cutting,
trade, jewelry manufacture, and retail. As these stan-
dards take root, individual companies and organiza-
tions are launching community development and
education efforts to improve the standard of living of
miners, cutters, and their families.

As part of a panel on responsible practices at GIA
in April 2015, Eric Braunwart, president and founder
of colored gemstone wholesaler Columbia Gem
House, noted, “I think we can come up with a new

narrative, and that narrative is based around respon-
sible sourcing, and helping everyone along the supply
chain.” This paper considers aspects of that supply
chain in the context of current trends in corporate
social responsibility (CSR) within the gem and jew-
elry industry. It also reviews some of the risks and
challenges encountered by those endeavoring to eth-
ically source colored gems.

BACKGROUND
Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining. Usually grouped
together, artisanal and small-scale mining of precious
metals, gem materials, and industrial minerals is
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Figure 1. This view of
the recently discovered
ruby deposit in Zaha -
mena National Park in
Madagascar demon-
strates conditions at a
small-scale mining site.
Photo by Vincent Par-
dieu/GIA.



conducted in more than 80 countries, on every con-
tinent except Antarctica (ASM-PACE, 2012). Tradi-
tionally, there has been no official definition of
“artisanal mining”; the term was understood to
mean the removal of material by individuals or
groups using little to no mechanization. This type of
mining often occurs where large-scale mining is ille-
gal, physically inaccessible, or financially impracti-
cal. In 2013, the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) published a
definition of ASM pertaining to gold extraction (re-
published in 2016) that can easily be applied to other
precious metals, minerals, and gemstones: 

Formal or informal mining operations with predomi-
nantly simplified forms of exploration, extraction, pro-
cessing, and transportation. ASM is normally low
capital intensive and uses high labour intensive tech-
nology. “ASM” can include men and women working
on an individual basis as well as those working in fam-
ily groups, in partnership, or as members of coopera-
tives or other types of legal associations and enterprises
involving hundreds or even thousands of miners. For
example, it is common for work groups of 4–10 indi-
viduals, sometimes in family units, to share tasks at
one single point of mineral extraction (e.g. excavating
one tunnel). At the organisational level, groups of 30–
300 miners are common, extracting jointly one mineral

deposit (e.g. working in different tunnels), and some-
times sharing processing facilities (OECD, 2016c).

ASM is a form of subsistence mining that can
quickly generate income. This is especially true for
alluvial mining, where stones and gravels from
riverbeds are sifted for gems (figure 2). The material
is generally close to the surface, allowing for easy re-
trieval. Agricultural workers seeking work outside of
a given farming season often supplement their in-
come through alluvial mining. 

ASM is particularly widespread in developing
countries, which often have high illiteracy rates (B.
Wheat, pers. comm., 2015). According to the Inter-
governmental Forum on Mining, Minerals, Metals
and Sustainable Development (2013), across the en-
tire mining industry, which encompasses both min-
erals and precious metals, there are approximately 30
million artisanal miners worldwide, including about
2 million children. There is, however, no reliable fig-
ure for the number of people involved in small-scale
colored stone mining. A 2007 report from the Inter-
national Labour Organization (ILO) notes that col-
ored stone extraction is often a family affair, with
school-aged children of both genders participating in
sifting and sorting. 

The Rising Popularity of Colored Gemstones. Col-
ored gemstones were especially popular prior to the
mid-20th century; it was not until after the Great
Depression and World War II that diamonds took
center stage in engagement and wedding jewelry
(Matsangou, 2015). Efforts by De Beers, which
formed in 1888, to create an air of romance and rarity
around diamonds began to catch on in 1947 with the
iconic “A Diamond Is Forever” campaign (Sullivan,
2013). 

In recent years, colored stones have seen a resur-
gence. This enthusiasm is due in large part to greater
access to material from remote areas, as well as the
stronger advertising and promotion of these gems (R.
Shor, pers. comm., 2015). This promotion largely re-
sults from the efforts of multinational companies
such as London-based Gemfields, which has invested
heavily in marketing and promotional campaigns.
Gemfields has accomplished this through various
channels, from signing Hollywood actress Mila
Kunis to a three-year contract to represent their
brand (Carr, 2013) to partnering with designers to cre-
ate collections from their responsibly sourced pro-
duction (King, 2016). Their efforts dovetailed with
the overproduction and subsequent weak demand for
diamonds (Boehm, 2014). With this greater availabil-
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Figure 2. Alluvial mining often involves the re-
trieval, washing, and sorting of gem materials from
gravels, as with this processed tsavorite from
Lemshuko, Tanzania. Photo by Robert Weldon/GIA.



ity and marketability, more designers are turning to
colored stones. This has allowed jewelry consumers
to purchase pieces that offer a distinctive look for less
money (R. Shor, pers. comm., 2015). The rise in col-
ored stone popularity coincides with the industry’s
recent attempts to improve the lives of the miners
and cutters who are the very foundation of the trade. 

Corporate Social Responsibility vs. Fair Trade. While
there is an impulse to use the terms “corporate social
responsibility” (CSR) and “fair trade” interchange-
ably, the two have distinct meanings.

According to Visser (2008), CSR encompasses
“the formal and informal ways in which business
makes a contribution to improving the governance,
social, ethical, labour and environmental conditions
of the developing countries in which they operate,
while remaining sensitive to prevailing religious, his-
torical and cultural contexts.” Simply put, it is a

company-led commitment, worked into its business
plan or mission, to safeguard social values, commu-
nity relations, and the environment. The CSR move-
ment has gained traction among many industries
since its inception in the 1960s. Sustainable devel-
opment, the preservation of natural resources for fu-
ture generations, is usually a central tenet of CSR.
This is often mistaken for philanthropy and desig-
nated as a public relations effort rather than the core
mission of a business (Nieuwenkamp, 2016). CSR in-
volves responsible sourcing and due diligence from
corporations who create policies for their own work
and also influence their business partners to do the
same to ensure a “clean” supply chain (see box A). 

Fair trade, a post–World War II social movement
that has its origins in missionary programs and po-

litical and humanitarian groups (Fair Trade Federa-
tion, 2011), seeks to alleviate the poverty and mar-
ginalization of producers who have traditionally been
excluded from the benefits of mainstream business.
Secondarily, it creates a relationship between disad-
vantaged producers (in the case of ASM activity,
mine workers) and consumers by following set guide-
lines for production, sourcing, and manufacturing,
creating expectations among end-customers. The fair
trade movement also focuses on raising awareness
about trade imbalances and abuses of power, while
creating policies that promote equitable trade (World
Fair Trade Organization, n.d.). Several different or-
ganizations exist to certify a product and designate it
a “fair trade” item; issuing organizations have guide-
lines and audits that lead to certification and permis-
sion to use the fair trade designation. For instance,
Fairtrade International has a list of standards pertain-
ing to pricing, trade, hired labor, and prohibited ma-
terials (among others) that must be met before they
will issue their logo to a producer (Fairtrade Interna-
tional, 2011). While a company may include CSR
goals as part of their mission, this does not mean
their products will be issued fair trade certification. 

Many of the colored gemstones currently in cir-
culation would not qualify as “fair trade” for one
simple reason: time in the marketplace. Cartier and
Pardieu (2012) compared the number of privately
owned gems (both in museums and private collec-
tions) against up-to-date production numbers and es-
timated that many were decades old. Since
established frameworks only address current mining
practices and provenance, many of the gems on the
market cannot be designated “fair trade,” even if
they were produced in the past using the appropriate
practices (Cartier and Pardieu, 2012); however, such
designations may be applied in the future by modi-
fying existing guidelines.

THE ISSUES
While media attention has caused some people to as-
sociate diamonds with horrific human rights abuses,
smuggling, and terrorist funding, colored stones are
not immune to criminal activity. Actions taken to
create positive change in the colored gems sector are
discussed in the “Responsible Solutions and Recom-
mendations” section.

Forced and Child Labor. Forced labor, though univer-
sally condemned and illegal, is an unfortunate reality
of gem mining. Forced labor is defined by the ILO as
“all work or service which is exacted from any person
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In Brief 
•  The colored stone industry, worth US$10–15 billion

and largely driven by artisanal and small-scale mining
(ASM), has yet to establish a sustainable, ethical mine-
to-market supply chain. 

•  Challenges include remote mining sites, cost, poor re-
lations along the supply chain, and “greenwashing.” 

•  Intergovernmental organizations and NGOs have cre-
ated frameworks for gem mining and other sectors that
can mitigate environmental impact, prevent human
rights abuses, build relationships with miners and cut-
ters, and meet community needs. 



under the menace of any penalty and for which the
said person has not offered himself voluntarily.” For
instance, a mine operator could threaten a worker or
his loved ones, retain his identification documents,
or deprive him of food or sleep. A worker’s living
quarters might be kept under surveillance or isolated

from the community. Debt bondage, wherein wages
are withheld or loans must be paid through labor, is
another method of coercion. An employer might also
seek to exploit a worker’s vulnerability by taking ad-
vantage of illiteracy or forcing female workers into
prostitution (Hidrón and Koepke, 2014). 
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One concept at the core of a sustainable and traceable
supply chain is due diligence, a risk management strat-
egy a company uses to evaluate an individual, company,
or product (“Due diligence…”, 2015). Within the gem
and jewelry sector, the risks that require due diligence
include child and forced labor; living conditions; health
and safety risks; environmental impact; ties to armed
conflict, terrorism, and known criminal activity; money
laundering; and smuggling (“Due diligence…”, 2015). For
instance, a jeweler who wished to create conflict-free
pieces would perform due diligence to ensure her gold
supplier did not source material that was mined via
forced labor. Current legislation, regulations, and non-
governmental organization (NGO) frameworks have
been influenced by intergovernmental institutions such
as the International Labour Organization (ILO), the
United Nations (UN), and the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD). The fol-
lowing timeline demonstrates each organization’s role
in achieving current standards.

1919: As part of the Treaty of Versailles at the end to
World War I, the International Labour Organization
(ILO) is created as an agency of the League of Na-
tions. The ILO is dedicated to promoting social jus-
tice and internationally recognized human and
labor rights by developing labor standards that ad-
dress production, security, and human dignity. 

1945: The United Nations (UN) is founded, replacing the
League of Nations.

1946: The ILO becomes an agency of the UN.

1948: The Organisation for European Economic Cooper-
ation (OEEC) is created to help administer the
post–World War II Marshall Plan.

          The Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
which sets out fundamental rights such as the pro-
hibition of slavery, equal pay for equal work, and
freedom of movement, is adopted by the UN. It is
the first document to spell out these fundamental
rights, and is the basis of many subsequent frame-
works and laws.

1961: The OEEC expands beyond Europe, becoming the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD).

1976: The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enter-
prises (MNE), outlining sustainable development
recommendations to rely on economic, environ-
mental, and social progress, is published. The
MNE is updated in 1979, 1984, 1991, 2000, and
2011.

1999: The ILO publishes Social and Labor Issues in
Small-Scale Mines.

2000: The UN Global Compact (UNGC), the world’s
largest corporate sustainability initiative, is
formed.

2005: The Responsible Jewellery Council (RJC), a third-
party certification organization, is founded by 14
industry members.

2010: In the United States, the Dodd-Frank Wall Street
Reform and Consumer Protection Act (Dodd-
Frank), with provisions governing disclosure on
conflict minerals (tin, tantalum, tungsten, gold,
and their derivatives) from the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo region, is signed into law. 

2011: Publication of the UN Guiding Principles on Busi-
ness and Human Rights.

          The first edition of the OECD Due Diligence
Guidance for Responsible Supply Chains of Miner-
als from Conflict-Affected and High-Risk Areas
(OECD Due Diligence Guidance) is published. The
document is the basis of a variety of initiatives, in-
cluding the RJC’s Chain of Custody Certification,
the ITRI Supply Chain Initiative, Solutions for
Hope, and the World Gold Council’s Conflict-Free
Gold Standard.

2012: The U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission
names the OECD Due Diligence Guidance as a
framework for companies who must file a conflict
minerals report under the Dodd-Frank Act.

BOX A: APPLYING DUE DILIGENCE TO THE GEM AND JEWELRY SUPPLY CHAIN



Child labor is any form of work detrimental to a
child’s general well-being, including their education
and their physical, emotional, and mental health.
Not all labor activities involving children are consid-
ered harmful; in fact, a child or adolescent’s “partic-
ipation in work that does not affect their health and
personal development or interfere with their educa-
tion, is generally regarded as being something posi-
tive” (United Nations, n.d.). This is frequently the
case when an entire family is involved in mining col-
ored stones. In Kambove, Democratic Republic of
Congo (DRC), many children had to be at the mineral
mining sites because their families could not pay for
schooling costs. Some children worked more hours
during school vacations, and at least one child re-
ported that his wages paid part of his school fees
(World Vision, 2013). Other children were kept on-
site due to lack of childcare options. In light of this,
allowing children to work at mining sites benefits
the family and community at large (World Vision,
2013). 

Even so, the mining industry is considered by the
ILO to be hazardous to children (2011). While ASM
or alluvial mining might not seem particularly harm-
ful, it is often the result of coercion or debt bondage
between an employer and the child’s parents or other
family members (United Nations, n.d.). Thus, the
psychological hold over both child and parent is dev-
astating. The International Programme on the Elim-
ination of Child Labour (IPEC), administered by the
ILO, indicated that in addition to health and safety
risks, informally run mining areas are notorious for
a culture of drug abuse, prostitution, and violence
(2006). The physical demands of the work also have
a negative effect on children’s well-being (see
“Health and Safety Concerns”).

Forced labor and child labor arise not only in col-
ored stone mining, but also in cutting and processing
(Leber, 2010; Martinez Cantera, 2014). Materials
known by the U.S. Department of Labor to be pro-
duced by exploitation are listed in table 1. 

Other Forms of Criminal Activity. Over the past 15
years, diamonds have come under a great deal of
scrutiny for financing guerrilla and terrorist groups.
Colored stones also have a troubling background as
a method of funding criminal activity.

Burmese rubies and jade may be the most notori-
ous among colored gems for funding conflict and per-
petuating other human rights atrocities, but they are
not alone. During their rise to power, the Khmer
Rouge famously mined sapphires from the Cambo-

dian province of Pailin in order to fund guerrilla ac-
tivities. After the fall of Phnom Penh in 1975, sap-
phires continued to finance the regime. By 1979,
when the Khmer Rouge was overthrown, Cambo-
dian sapphire had been mined into near nonexistence
(“Pailin blue sapphire,” 2014). More recently, a pros-
ecution witness linked the tanzanite trade to the Au-
gust 1998 bombings of U.S. embassies in Dar es
Salaam, Tanzania and Nairobi, Kenya (Maharaj,
2002). This allegation supported the post-9/11 claim
that al-Qaeda had ties to the tanzanite trade, though
the U.S. State Department would largely dismiss
such a connection (Schroeder, 2010). 

The value of colored stones to a country or regime
should not be underestimated. Global Witness (2015)
estimated that the Burmese jade industry alone was
worth about US$31 billion in 2014. More recently,
Afghan lapis lazuli (figure 3) has come under scrutiny
for financing conflict. Global Witness reported in
May 2016 that material from Badakhshan province
has been funding insurgents and other armed groups
since 2014. Production from the area raised approxi-
mately US$12 million for armed groups in 2015,
with an estimated US$4 million of lapis mine rev-
enue paid to the Taliban (Global Witness, 2016). Ille-
gal contracts and intimidation have kept money in
the pockets of these groups and out of the pockets of
locals with mining rights, as well as the official
Afghan government, which in 2014 lost US$18.1
million in revenue from the two mining districts of
Deodarra and Kuran wa Munjan (Global Witness,
2016). While President Ashraf Ghani announced ef-
forts to deal with the crisis, as of this writing there
were no measures taken to monitor or retake control
of mining sites, and illegal extraction and smuggling
of lapis continue. As a result, Global Witness has
named Afghan lapis lazuli a conflict mineral (Global
Witness, 2016).

Colored stone mining is also susceptible to other
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TABLE 1. Colored stones mined and processed by
forced and child labor.

Emerald

Jade

Ruby

Sapphire

Tanzanite

Multiple

Colombia

Myanmar (Burma)

Myanmar (Burma)

Madagascar

Tanzania

Bangladesh, India,
Zambia

Myanmar (Burma)

Myanmar (Burma)

Material Forced Labor Child Labor

Adapted from the U.S. Department of Labor (2014).



types of criminal activity. Emerald and corundum
have been vehicles at various times for fraud, smug-
gling, and money laundering (Naylor, 2010). Because
of their small size and a lack of oversight and regula-
tion, colored gems are easily smuggled. One notable
case is Zambia; an estimated $60 million worth of
emeralds are smuggled out of that country every year
(Hill, 2013). 

Environmental Impact of Colored Stone Mining. The
environmental damage caused by mining precious
metals is well documented. The use of mercury and
cyanide in gold extraction is harmful to plant and an-
imal life. Virtually all gold mining results in rock and
soil erosion, deforestation, and sulfuric acid pollution
in air and water (Bland, 2014). 

Colored gemstone mining is generally less haz-
ardous to the environment than gold mining because

chemicals are not used. Furthermore, digging for col-
ored gems generally takes place within 10 meters of
the earth’s surface (Valerio, 2016b). Still, there re-
mains considerable uncertainty regarding the envi-
ronmental impact of colored stone production. When
asked about gemstone mining’s carbon footprint1 on
the environment, British jeweler and industry ac-
tivist Greg Valerio said this was a common yet unre-
solved question among ethical jewelers, one that
deserved answers, particularly from large-scale oper-
ations (Valerio, 2016b). 

Even so, gemstone mining is known to have
harmful effects. Unless proper, sustainable prac-
tices–including land reclamation and rehabilitation–
are part of the mining plan, soil erosion and degrada-
tion, deforestation, and harm to plant and animal life
are inevitable. Negative impacts on the environment
can include habitat loss, spread of disease to animal
species, population decline of critically threatened or
endangered species, increased human/wildlife con-
flict, decline in water quality, and destruction of land
and aquatic ecosystems (ASM-PACE 2012).

Health and Safety Concerns. The health impact of
gem production and processing on laborers is signif-
icant. For independent miners, the lack of appropri-
ate sanitation facilities can result in illnesses and
diseases. Abandoned diggings may become filled
with stagnant water that attracts mosquitoes, lead-
ing to the spread of malaria (ASM-PACE, 2012), and
causes waterborne diseases such as dysentery (Hil-
son, 2002). Pools of water left unattended are also a
drowning hazard, particularly among children in the
surrounding areas (ASM-PACE, 2012). Meanwhile,
the round-the-clock nature of mining can cause
sleep deprivation, appetite loss, and fatigue (Hilson,
2002).

The toll on human health does not end with gem
extraction (figure 4). The Solidarity Center, a global
labor organization, estimates that 80% of all colored
stones in the market are processed in cutters’ homes
or in small shops (Connell, 2014). Eric Braunwart
warned that “there are probably many more people
dying in our industry from the cutting end than the
mining end” (pers. comm, 2015). These workers fre-
quently contract deadly lung diseases such as silico-
sis as a direct result of gem cutting. An estimated
30% of all gemstone grinders will die of silicosis (Na-
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Figure 3. In June 2016, lapis lazuli from Afghanistan
was named a conflict mineral by Global Witness.
Photo by Duncan Pay.

1 A simple definition of “carbon footprint” is the tons of carbon diox-
ide (or CO2 equivalent) produced by one's actions, either directly or
indirectly, per year.



tional Labor Committee, 2010). While silicosis is
most closely associated with cutting, the disease
may also be contracted by workers in underground
mines, as with tanzanite miners in Merelani, Tanza-
nia (Cartier, 2010). Headaches, impaired vision, and
fatigue may also result from gemstone cutting; as-
phyxiation may even occur. Children in the work-
force suffer orthopedic problems such as bone
deformation, and skin conditions are another area of
concern (World Vision, 2013).

CHALLENGES 
Once the issues have been identified, the impedi-
ments to resolving those issues must be recognized.
Each colored stone type comes with its own unique
set of circumstances, and a commitment to sustain-
able practices calls for patience, steady financial re-
sources, and an understanding of the local
community’s culture. 

The first problem is the sheer number of small-
scale mining sites. With so many of them scattered
in remote areas around the world, monitoring each
one is not a realistic solution. There are, in fact, no
recorded estimates for most colored stone mining
sites, making it extremely difficult to trace the ex-
portation of stones from these areas. Any effort at
total oversight without taking into account rush ac-

tivity, which appears and disappears virtually
overnight, is impossible. Even if it were realistic, the
expense of such an enterprise could be prohibitive
for many smaller businesses who would otherwise
be interested in consistently tracing exportation,
though some models exist in other extractive indus-
tries (see “Regulations and Frameworks” section).
Eric Braunwart of Columbia Gem House sees fi-
nancing as a major roadblock; while interest in fair
trade gems and sustainability has grown over the
past decade, many small businesses were derailed by
the global financial crisis that started in 2007. The
crisis and subsequent recession damaged the mining
industry at large, and colored stones were no excep-
tion. Mining, already curtailed due to high fuel costs,
came to a standstill in many locations, with produc-
tion and retail sales following suit (Shor and Weldon,
2010). Because it can take years to see results from
mining activity, sustainable practices were now be-
yond the reach of many small gem dealers and jew-
elry manufacturers (E. Braunwart, pers. comm.,
2015). Greg Valerio (2013) indicated that he had to
reduce staff, close workshops, and deplete his own
savings on several occasions to successfully create a
line of ethical jewelry. 

In addition, there is a level of distrust between pro-
ducers and buyers. Small-scale miners are accustomed
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Figure 4. Cobbing and
cutting gem materials
without appropriate
ventilation or safety
gear, such as the surgi-
cal mask worn by this
woman at the Anahí
ametrine mine in 
Bolivia, can lead to sili-
cosis and other respira-
tory illnesses. Photo by
Robert Weldon/GIA.



to being taken advantage of. These relation ships “have
never been based on a mutual profitability, mutual re-
spect and support model” (E. Braun  wart, pers. comm.,
2015). Some of this comes from not understanding
local cultures and traditions. Another factor is the
miners’ lack of gemological and pricing knowledge.
The high illiteracy rate among artisanal miners leaves
them unequipped to fully understand their own prod-
uct, and thus they are easily swindled out of a fair mar-
ket price (Weldon, 2008). This continues the vicious
cycle of poverty. 

Public perception also comes into play, especially
with the previously noted misunderstanding of the
differences between “fair trade” and “sustainable.”
While many people are aware of the general concepts
of fair trade, the movement actually encompasses an
entire spectrum of actions, whereas ethical business
practices in the gem industry have primarily focused
on traceable chains of custody rather than sustain-
able actions (Hilson, 2014). When questions regard-
ing fair trade practices are asked by jewelry
customers, especially millennials well versed in the
fair trade movement, answers that pertain only to
traceability may be less than satisfying.

Ideas about CSR and its role across industries are
also changing. As previously mentioned, CSR is
often seen as voluntary philanthropy, and the work
of company CSR managers is all too often considered
tangential to daily operations (Nieuwenkamp, 2016).
This attitude of neglect toward CSR works to a com-
pany’s detriment. A 2015 survey of more than 2,500
companies reported that nearly one out of five were
subject to CSR-related sanctions amounting to about
95.5 billion euros (roughly equivalent to US$108 bil-
lion) between 2012 and 2013 (Nieuwenkamp, 2015).
This is leading some in the business world to believe
that, in the words of Townsend (2016a), “Corporate
Social Responsibility is, at best, only a partial solu-
tion—one which can be misused to create an illusion
of responsibility.” Thus, many key players are re-
thinking their approach to the topic (see “Meeting
Community Needs” section below).

While many consumers do believe in the impor-
tance of an ethical gemstone supply chain, a number
of skeptics consider this movement “greenwashing,”
an environmentalist-inspired marketing scheme to
get consumers—in this case, jewelry customers—to
pay top dollar for an ultimately meaningless desig-
nation. In fact, some industry members and the gen-
eral public feel that the industry is not doing nearly
enough to address the issues faced by miners and
processors and have lost heart about the colored

stone industry’s motivation and capacity to change.
Greg Valerio believes the movement has lost ground
over the past ten years, although not because the in-
dustry lacks commitment. To him the problem is
that the same industry movers are talking to each
other rather than to the consumer (Valerio, 2016a).
This insularity, which Valerio refers to as a “cul-de-
sac of inertia,” keeps the movement from gaining
momentum.

RESPONSIBLE SOLUTIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS
Although there is no “one-size-fits-all” solution due
to geographic, political, and socioeconomic differ-
ences between gem-producing areas, most experts
agree that simply boycotting jewelry is not a solu-
tion. The miners who eke out a living by small-scale
mining would ultimately suffer. Nor is the solution
to cut out buyers altogether. Thomas Cushman of
the Gemmological Institute of Madagascar, points
out that every role along the supply chain is neces-
sary for it to function, as mining and dealing require
different skill sets, an assertion confirmed by the
United States Agency for International Develop-
ment (2011). Rather than eliminate the market or
the players, the essential components are managing
human rights abuses alongside instances of white-
collar crime (OECD, 2016c), providing reasonable
payment for services, establishing and maintaining
a minimum hiring age, championing environmental
rehabilitation and reclamation, and instituting strict
health and safety standards (Alawdeen, 2015). On
the cutting side, fair labor hours and safe working
conditions are also necessary. Various parties have
launched efforts to improve these issues within the
colored stone mining sector. 

Regulations and Frameworks. The general public is
broadly aware of the measures intended to prevent
“conflict diamonds” from financing rebel groups and
militias. As of this writing, 52 countries around the
world voluntarily meet the minimum requirements
of the Kimberley Process Certification Scheme, es-
tablished by the UN General Assembly in 2003. Sig-
nificantly, the Kimberley Process extends only to
rough diamonds being used to fund rebel militia ef-
forts to overthrow a legitimate government, not to
other human rights issues. There are currently no
binding international regulations with regard to col-
ored stone trade, even in a limited scope. 

Some governments have taken steps toward col-
ored stone regulation. In the United States, the
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Burmese Freedom and Democracy Act of 2003
banned the importation of all products from Myan-
mar (formerly Burma). Congress expanded this order
in July 2008 through the Tom Lantos Block Burmese
Junta’s Anti-Democratic Efforts (JADE) Act, which
specifically prohibited imports of rubies and jadeite
from Myanmar (figure 5), as well as products incor-
porating these items. In August 2013, President
Barack Obama issued an executive order to reinstate
the import ban, which had expired in July of that
year. The reinstatement applied it solely to gem-
stones; the other elements of the ban had already
been lifted. As of May 2016, the ban on Burmese jade
and rubies remains in place (Pennington, 2016).

The UN Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights (UNGP), endorsed in 2011, serves as
a framework for creating international standards.
The UNGP holds that both states and corporations
have a duty to prevent and remedy human rights
abuses. Further, the UN’s Global Compact, formed
in 2000, established 10 principles for sustainable
business practices; to date, the Global Compact has
more than 8,000 business-related and 4,000 nonbusi-
ness participants, including NGOs, labor unions, ac-
ademic institutions, and cities/municipalities (“Who
should join?”, n.d.). 

Intergovernmental organizations are not the only
actors on the ethical jewelry scene. Independent
groups have formed to help ensure transparency and
promote fair treatment of workers. The Responsible
Jewellery Council (RJC), a third-party certification
organization, goes a step further than the UNGP. The
RJC subjects its more than 700 voluntary member
companies (“Members,” n.d.) to additional standards
that have been guided by the Compact and other
sources, and then has those efforts audited by inde-
pendent third parties. RJC members must receive
certification within two years of joining, submit to
voluntary third-party audits, and make ongoing ef-
forts to improve their business practices (“FAQs:
Membership & membership responsibilities,” 2012).
Certified members can then pursue Chain of Cus-
tody Certification, a framework that was inspired by
the OECD’s Due Diligence Guidance for Responsi-
ble Supply Chains of Minerals from Conflict-Af-
fected and High-Risk Areas. Following this guidance
indicates that all materials used are ethically pro-
duced along the entire supply chain—that they meet
human rights, labor, environmental impact, and ac-
cepted business standards. Yet the RJC has faced crit-
icism that loopholes in their system allow members
to use jewelry materials that do not meet ethical

standards with regard to forced and child labor, envi-
ronmental protection, or certification process, among
other issues (“More shine than substance…”, 2013).
Moreover, the RJC’s Chain of Custody Certification
is only available for diamonds and precious metals,
although in March 2016 RJC announced plans to ex-
pand its scope to include colored stones (“RJC to ex-
pand scope...,” 2016). 

In the wake of the Dodd-Frank Act of 2010 (again,
see box A), tracking and tracing systems for conflict
minerals from the DRC region have been imple-
mented, such as the one developed for Miniema
province (Channel Research for iTSCi, 2012). Similar
systems could be created for the colored stones sec-
tor. The Jeweltree Foundation, a Netherlands-based
non-profit, uses an online track-and-trace platform
for its supply chain. Founded in 2008 to give small-
scale miners a voice in the international market
while certifying ethical, traceable jewelry lines, Jew-
eltree works directly with cooperatives and small-
scale communities in Brazil, Madagascar, and
Tanzania. To set up a viable track-and-trace chain,
Jeweltree has set up a database wherein certified
members (or supporters) are listed and their actions
to assemble jewelry are logged. Jeweltree has a list of
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Figure 5. The Tom Lantos Block Burmese JADE Act,
an act of Congress signed in 2008, banned ruby and
jadeite imports from Myanmar into the United
States. Photo by Robert Weldon/GIA.



suppliers of metals, gems, and services that have
been approved by the organization as ethical and
transparent. Each step of the process, from selection
to final polishing, is logged in their database (Jewel-
tree Foundation, n.d.). 

Since 2013, governments and groups representing
the industry, including the International Colored
Gemstone Association (ICA), have worked with the
United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Re-
search Institute (UNICRI) to create a system for trac-
ing and certifying colored gemstones origin (Chen,
2013). More information on this program will be
available later in 2016.

Education. Without question, promoting education
for colored stone miners and processers will improve
their quality of life (S. Pool, pers. comm., 2015). In
many areas where ASM is practiced, high illiteracy
rates make it difficult to implement safety regula-
tions or value stones appropriately (B. Wheat, pers.
comm., 2015). Providing literacy education allows the
miners to interpret and follow protocols that protect
both themselves and the environment; it also allows
them to access employment options outside of min-
ing. Another practical option is to provide training at
the literacy levels of the workers themselves, a
method that has been successful in some areas, in-
cluding South Africa (Booyens, 2013).

Keeping the production local through value-added
activities such as cutting, setting, and design is an-
other vast undertaking that may have long-term ben-
efits. These activities create new options that build
upon the existing economy of a gem-producing area.
The Bridges family keeps the cutting of their tsa-
vorite production in Kenya, near the Scorpion mine,
and plans to do so for the foreseeable future (Hsu and
Lucas, 2016). The Gemmological Institute of Mada-
gascar, founded in 2003, teaches gemology, gem cut-
ting, and fashion jewelry design and creation; there
is also a gem lab on-site (T. Cushman, pers. comm.,
2015). This allows the Malagasy people to gain valu-
able trade knowledge about the materials found on
their native soil. 

Meeting Community Needs. Recognizing the need
for responsible and sustainable practices, many com-
panies are making the move to vertical integration,
the merging of two or more businesses that operate
at different stages of the production chain (“Vertical
integration,” 2009). When one company has control
over various aspects of production and manufactur-
ing, this structure allows producers to maintain a

more transparent mine-to-market trail and to more
efficiently contend with the risks that go along with
those trails. The concept of a carefully monitored
supply chain has been pursued and practiced by some
industry innovators since the turn of the century. A
secondary benefit of vertical integration is that a
company charged with both mining and cutting gem
material has a chance to develop relationships with
the people who perform these duties.

There have been efforts to meet the needs of min-
ing communities through CSR. Weldon (2008) noted
that some Colombian emerald mine owners were
working with local governments to build roads,
schools, hospitals, and homes, which improved qual-
ity of life and resulted in greater efficiency and pro-
duction. Founded in 1977, Columbia Gem House has
been at the forefront of responsible sourcing for over
a decade. At GIA’s April 2015 panel, the company’s
president and CEO Eric Braunwart discussed Colum-
bia’s creation of the Dzonze District Development
Fund in Malawi. This group, made up of locals, pro-
vides feedback to Columbia on the community’s
most pressing needs. One outgrowth was the con-
struction of a school that, due to the high percentage
of adults with AIDS in the area, has also provided res-
idence for orphaned children. Building this school
has helped identify the need for more teachers, more
housing for those teachers, clothing for schoolchild-
ren, sewage facilities, and other infrastructure to
meet the needs of the locals and the new population
of teachers. 

Some analysts, in an effort to recognize the impor-
tance of ethics and sustainability in a company’s op-
erations, are moving away from CSR to embrace the
concept of responsible business practices (RBP). CSR
has a reputation for “feel-good” projects and, as previ-
ously mentioned, carries a connotation of philan-
thropy and voluntary compliance (Nieuwenkamp,
2016). The reimagined RBP is intended to create a
strong, productive business based on high sustainabil-
ity and strong social and environmental practices, in-
tegrated not only throughout the supply chain, but
also into every aspect of the corporate culture
(Nieuwen kamp, 2015; Townsend, 2016b).

All speakers at GIA’s April 2015 panel on respon-
sible business practices confirmed that ethical sourc-
ing is an ever-evolving process wherein they must
identify new areas for economic and community de-
velopment. In the past, such efforts have included
building hospitals and schools (figure 6); future RBP
efforts must involve maintaining medical staff and
teachers at these facilities, along with updated equip-
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ment and other resources. There are opportunities
available for those who wish to make a difference in
the world of colored stones. Beth Gerstein of U.S.-
based jewelry retailer Brilliant Earth noted that her
company has provided scholarships in conjunction
with the Gemmological Institute of Madagascar and
plans to work with community development efforts
in the colored stones field in the future (B. Gerstein,
pers. comm., 2016). 

While creating long-term plans to start their own
socially responsible foundation, UK-based Nine-
teen48 supports several charitable efforts in Sri
Lanka, including Emerge Global’s Beads-to-Business
program (“Programs and impact,” 2016). This project
teaches Sri Lankan women leadership skills and busi-
ness knowledge, alongside jewelry design, to help
them achieve long-term self-sufficiency (“Programs
& impact,” 2015). And in June 2016, the American
Gem Trade Association (AGTA), in conjunction with
the ICA and the Indian Diamond and Colorstone As-
sociation (IDCA), announced a study to evaluate how
to address silicosis in the colored stone industry
(Branstrator, 2016). These programs are setting the
stage for future generations of industry leaders. Mr.

Braunwart reiterated that young people entering the
industry will be setting these standards, both in the
gem industry and in the business world at large, in
the years to come. 

Relationship Building. Understanding indigenous
cultures and building trust with artisanal miners and
their community leaders can lead to ethical sourcing
while generating a steady supply of gemstones. Rec-
ognizing that each region has its own culture, and
that CSR and RBP should be sensitive to established
traditions, is key to a successful relationship. Foster-
ing these relationships and respecting the commu-
nity’s identity may also discourage miners from
selling the stones for ultimately illegal purposes.
Gem dealer Guy Clutterbuck has developed relation-
ships with small-scale African miners and independ-
ent cutters based on respect for tradition and trust.
In an interview on ethically sourcing aquamarine,
spessartine, and tourmaline, Clutterbuck explained
his working relationship with the chief and two rep-
resentatives of the Tombuka (or Tumbuka) tribe,
which stretches from Zambia into Mozambique and
Malawi. His practices, which include paying in ad-
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Figure 6. Children attend the school built in 2007 by Swala Gem Traders in Arusha, Tanzania. Photo by Robert
Weldon/GIA.



vance for rough and allowing the material to be col-
lected, set aside, and retrieved by him later, have a
“trickle-down” effect on the local economy, as the
tribal chief makes sure his people benefit from these
purchases (Choyt, n.d.). This is quite different from
the tribe’s earlier dealings with buyers. Clutterbuck
also noted that he uses a cutter in Sri Lanka who sub-
sidizes education and food costs for employees and
their children (Choyt, n.d.).

Involving the miners and cutters in the commu-
nity development process will also generate goodwill
and underscore the workers’ importance to the entire
operation. There can be no responsible sourcing and
production without these essential local personnel, a
fact that should be driven home to everyone along the
supply chain. Allowing these community members
to identify their own needs and see them brought to
fruition, as Columbia Gem House has done in
Malawi, instills the confidence necessary to continue
doing business with trustworthy buyers, and allows
those same community members greater financial se-
curity in the future. 

While a “one-size-fits-all” approach will not ac-
commodate every aspect of the jewelry supply chain,
there are lessons to be learned from previous endeav-
ors in other sectors. In a feasibility study on the direct
marketing of Liberian and Central African–mined di-
amonds, USAID indicated that some of their findings
would be relevant for non-diamond-related supply
chains, including colored gemstones (2011). While re-
iterating that the most successful strategies are those
that directly involve the miners, the authors advised
that any formalization project requires the following:

• Trust, transparency, and partnership: Taking
the time to develop relationships, offering fair
market value for mined material, and making
workers feel instrumental to the success of the
operation are key factors.

• Certainty of price, volume, and delivery of sup-
ply: Since the volume of gemstones collected
by artisanal means can vary, it may be best to
take a grassroots approach, partnering smaller
jewelers with lower demand to mine sites.

• Keeping the middlemen: While there is often a
desire to eliminate gem buyers, they do in fact
perform a variety of commercial duties, as noted
by Thomas Cushman. Buyers provide the finan-
cial liquidity that keeps a mine operational
(“Due diligence…,” 2015). In addition to enter-
ing the market on behalf of the miners who
would otherwise be looking for gems, middle-

men also provide sorting and transportation of
material, freeing the miners from these tasks.

• Understanding the artisanal miner’s mindset
and existing marketing strategies: It is key to
understand why the miner is motivated to sell. 

• Basing plans on existing structures and insti-
tutions as much as possible: Understanding the
way local political systems work and adapting
the mining operation accordingly is more likely
to be successful than imposing structures that
may be foreign, or even repugnant, to the cul-
ture.

• Starting with producers who have demon-
strated commercial and/or development suc-
cess: All players should demonstrate the ability
to perform his or her given task, from producing
gems to marketing the material to creating com-
munity development opportunities (USAID,
2011).

Reclamation, Remediation, and Recycling. Land
reclamation uses practical methods to restore land to
productive use, while remediation is specifically the
removal or reduction of hazardous wastes or materi-
als to protect the environment. Both play important
roles in sustainable gemstone production. Reclama-
tion may include restoring topsoil or planting native
plants such as trees or grasses in the previously
mined area, while remediation plans can involve the
reduction or elimination of heavy metals from the
soil or drinking water. Small and artisanal mining op-
erations often do not recognize the importance of
these measures; even when they do, they seldom
have the financial resources to put such efforts into
practice (Cartier, 2010).

Cartier and Pardieu (2012) have called upon the
trade to become more involved in reclamation and
remediation, rather than relying on the miners or
governments to act. They maintain that the multi-
billion-dollar industry can afford to set aside an op-
tional levy of 0.1% at a retail level for conservation
and remediation purposes. Their article also suggests
holding gemstone auctions to support regional proj-
ects, such as the sale of tsavorite to fund conserva-
tion projects at the Tsavo national parks in Kenya. 

Recognizing the financial burden of reclamation
and rehabilitation, the Asia Foundation’s Frugal Re-
habilitation Methodology (FRM) recommends a
course of action that is achievable for ASM commu-
nities (2016a). FRM is designed to be funded by gov-
ernments or large-scale mining interests who wish
to address degraded and abandoned mining sites, but
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the Whole Mine Cycle Approach, another element
of FRM, is a way for small mines to incorporate the
methodology into their standard operations in order
to mitigate, rather than retroactively repair, the ef-
fects of mining (Asia Foundation, 2016a). FRM in-
cludes defining the boundaries of the area to be
rehabilitated, providing a plan for waste management
and disposal of toxic waste, accounting for the
amount and types of infill material and topsoil
needed, and scheduling the planting of appropriate
vegetation. Since 2014, 17 projects using FRM have
been successfully completed (Asia Foundation,
2016a), with one such project launched in Mongolia
in April of this year (2016b). While FRM was devel-
oped specifically for gold and fluorite mining sites, it
would serve well as a model for rehabilitating colored
gemstone sources.

In addition to remediation efforts, some compa-
nies are reaping the benefits of recycled materials al-
ready in the market. Most of the gold mined
throughout recorded history, an estimated 165,000
metric tons, is still in circulation (Bland, 2014). Since
2007, U.S.-based jewelry manufacturer and refiner
Hoover and Strong has supplied 100% recycled pre-
cious metals, including gold, to the industry, moving
away from the mining process as part of their efforts
to “go green” (S. Grice, pers. comm., 2016). This has
been a very realistic and successful approach for
Hoover and Strong. The company is also pursuing and
promoting responsibly mined gold on behalf of the
companies they do business with, though the addi-
tional costs of sourcing the metal have made this dif-
ficult. With this enterprise, there is also the concern
that “dirty gold” is being laundered through supply
chains (Sharife, 2016), although there are frameworks
in place for precious metals that diligent businesses
can follow to prevent this from happening.

Consumer Education. Jewelry has always been an
emotional purchase, and customers care about the
“story” behind their pieces. Eric Braunwart stressed
the “emotional value of gemstones to the con-
sumer,” noting that stones with a backstory are pre-
ferred over those of unidentified origin. Millennials,
who have grown up knowledgeable about fair-trade
products and sustainability, expect that issues per-
taining to human rights, environmental impact, and
social consciousness are addressed in the supply
chain for the products they wish to purchase (Bates,
2016). Members of the GIA panel confirmed that the
“silent majority” may not ask for clarification or
proof of ethical, sustainable material, but in the end

they expect it. Since many companies have long-es-
tablished practices and are generating healthy rev-
enues without following responsible practices, they
may be reluctant to change. Thus, the general public
must be prepared to ask questions about the origin
of materials and demand detailed answers from man-
ufacturers or dealers (S. Pool, pers. comm., 2015).
Jewelry activist Marc Choyt (2013) adds that if just
5% of jewelry customers insisted on ethical products
from retailers, the impact on the worldwide industry
would be dramatic.

Consumer education is vital to the success of this
effort. Openness about the supply chain, including the
mines of origin, the buying process, and manufactur-
ing details educates the public and ensures long-term
consumer confidence. There are various ways of as-
suring the public, such as marketing materials that
provide details about the mines and communities in
which the stones are sourced. In April 2016, Greg Va-
lerio’s blog featured a video interview with a member
of a gold co-op in Uganda who explained how Fair
Trade gold has improved their lives. Such videos could
also be used to explain how community development
helps colored stone mining areas. These kinds of ef-
forts, along with training retail staff about the impor-
tance of the ethical and sustainable background of the
pieces they are selling, create greater public awareness.
Certain responsibly mined products do carry a higher
cost (about 10%–15%, according to Gerstein), so ex-
plaining the value of that designation may be useful
to the consumer. 

CONCLUSIONS
As gem and jewelry consumers become increasingly
conscious of responsible practices, they are demanding
greater transparency from the companies who provide
their goods. The gem and jewelry industry has felt this
pressure and is starting to change. Despite the inher-
ent financial, logistical, and communication chal-
lenges, a growing number of trade members are
adopting practices that will improve the livelihoods
of workers and protect the environment; this in turn
has the potential to create more long-term sustainabil-
ity. Domestic and international trade regulations and
membership organi zations that require responsible
practices create the impetus for these companies to
maintain a higher ethical standard. Acknowledging
and managing the impact of mining and production
on human quality of life and the environment at large
promotes community development, education, and
responsible future sourcing. 

The level of transparency exhibited by producers
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who make ethical and sustainable decisions regarding
their products and practices creates a chain of respon-
sibility that benefits miners, cutters, and other indus-
try laborers. Public disclosure of these efforts and
subsequent improvements lead to greater consumer
trust and ultimately greater demand, especially
among the millennial population that has come to ex-
pect such behavior in the marketplace. 

Adopting responsible business practices can in-
crease the volume of ethically sourced materials,
while improving quality of life among ASM person-
nel, ensuring greater trust among producers and buy-

ers and sustaining the mining and cutting trades
around the world. Yet the very real financial and lo-
gistical challenges cannot be underestimated. Major
efforts to educate consumers about these challenges
and their obvious and subtle impacts alike may be the
key to unlocking the next wave of ethical practices.
It is important to reach this broader audience to com-
bat consumer and industry fatigue. Reaching out to
the public will help spread the message Fashion Rev-
olution cofounder Orsola del Castro delivered in April
2016: “I don’t want to wear someone’s misery, I want
to wear someone’s dignity” (Valerio, 2016c).
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