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The Mineral indusTries of CenTral aMeriCa

Belize, CosTa riCa, el salvador, honduras, niCaragua, and 
PanaMa

By Susan Wacaster

in 2010, Central american economies generally rebounded 
from the economic downturn of 2008-9 owing to increased 
external demand (primarily from the United States), some 
increased domestic demand, increased foreign direct investment 
(FDI), and increased remittance inflows in some countries. 
Panama led the region for the second consecutive year with a 
6.3% increase in the gross domestic product (GDP) that was 
driven by public and private sector projects, including the 
expansion of the Panama Canal, development at Petaquilla 
minerals ltd. of Canada’s Cobre Panama and molejon 
properties, and continued hydroelectric projects. mostly 
supported by increased exports, Costa rica and nicaragua 
registered GDP increases of 4.0% and 3.0%, respectively. 
the Honduran economy recorded growth of 2.5% in 2010 
subsequent to a relative normalization of international relations 
that had been strained by a 2009 coup d’état. el Salvador’s 
economy grew by 1.0%.

Construction activity decreased in all countries except 
Panama. Inflation increased in all countries in response to the 
increase in economic activity and higher costs of imports of 
petroleum and energy-based raw materials, as well as decreased 
food production in countries that were affected by storms 
and floods. Guatemala, Panama, and El Salvador reported 
inflation rates of 5.3%, 4.1%, and 3.2%, respectively. Interest 
rates declined in all countries. Costa rica, el Salvador, and 
nicaragua, however, reported a contraction in lending to the 
private sector whereas increases were recorded in Guatemala 
and Panama. external debt as a percentage of GDP in 2009 
was highest in Belize at 76%, followed by nicaragua, 56%; 
el Salvador, 46%; Costa rica, 27%; Honduras, 23%; and 
Guatemala, 13%. a european Union association agreement 
with Central america was signed in may, which was expected 
to boost future levels of trade and foreign investment in Central 
america (Central Bank of Belize, 2011, p. 10-12; economic 
Commission for latin america and the Caribbean, 2011, 
p. 165).

employment in the mining sector of Central american 
countries accounted for only about 0.1% to 0.2% of the total 
urban employed population. in latin america, the mining 
and quarrying sector contributed about 4.0% to the regional 
GDP (at constant 2000 prices) in 2008 (the most recent year 
for which data were available). in 2009, mining and quarrying 
exports from Costa rica, el Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, 
and nicaragua contributed just 0.4% of the total GDP of all 
countries in latin america (economic Commission for latin 
america and the Caribbean, 2011, p. 16, 43, 83). the mineral 
industry of Guatemala is discussed in a separate report.
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BELIZE

the year-on-year growth in the real GDP of Belize for 
2010 was reported by the Central Bank of Belize to be 2.9% 
compared with zero growth in 2009. the manufacturing 
sector, however, recorded a 4.7% decrease, in part because of 
decreased petroleum output. the contribution of mining and 
quarrying to the GDP (at constant 2000 prices) was about 0.5% 
in 2008 (the most recent year for which data were available) 
and was expected to be less in 2010 because of decreased 
petroleum production and a cessation of production from the 
only gold-producing operation that had been active in the 
country in recent years. inward FDi in 2009 (the most recent 
year for which data were available) decreased by 46% to about 
$55 million, of which the mining and quarrying sector received 
$2.5 million (Central Bank of Belize, 2011, p. 31).

Production

Data on mineral production are in table 1. Petroleum 
extraction in Belize had increased slightly each year since 2006, 
but in 2010, production decreased by about 6.0% to 1.5 million 
barrels (mbbl). the reduction was attributed to downtime at 
one or more wells in the Spanish Lookout field (out of 11 total 
wells), as well as to the natural decline in output that takes place 
over the lifetime of an oilfield (Statistical Institute of Belize, 
2010; Central Bank of Belize, 2011, p. 39).

Mineral Trade

In 2010, Belize’s trade deficit shrank by 26.5% to about 
$179 million (12.4% of the GDP) following a 24.0% increase 
in exports and 4.7% increase in imports. imports for domestic 
consumption decreased by 3.5% compared with those of 2009, 
although spending on manufactured goods, minerals, and fuels 
increased by an unspecified amount (Caribbean Community 
Secretariat, 2011).
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COSTA RICA

according to the Central Bank of Costa rica, the year-on-year 
real GDP for 2010 increased by 4.2% compared with a decrease 
of 1.3% for 2009. the growth was primarily owing to activity in 
the agricultural and manufacturing sectors whereas the mining 
and quarrying and construction sectors together contracted by 
about 6.5%. among all sectors, mining had been the sector of 
least importance to the national economy of Costa rica since 
at least 1991, contributing less than 1% to the total GDP every 
year since that time. in 2010, the preliminary value of exports 
from Costa rica was about $9.5 billion and that of imports was 
about $13.6 billion compared with $8.8 billion and $11.4 billion, 
respectively, in 2009. Costa Rica was not a significant trader 
of mineral commodities and there were no reported exports of 
mineral products. in 2010, the country imported $1.6 billion 
worth of hydrocarbon products, which was a 29% decrease 
compared with the value of these imports in 2009 (Banco 
Central de Costa rica, 2011a; 2011b, p. 22-23, 29; 2011c).

Production

Data on mineral production are in table 1.
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EL SALVADOR

During the period from 2001 through 2009, el Salvador’s 
economy had the least growth among the countries of Central 
america at about 2.1%, which was about the same as the period 
from 2000 through 2004 but much less than most years since the 
1950s except during periods of military conflict in the 1980s. 
in 2010, the Salvadoran economy grew by about 1.3%. the 
mineral industry continued to play a minor and diminishing 
role in terms of contribution to the GDP of the country. the 
estimated value of production from mines and quarries in 2010 
(at constant 2000 prices) was $46.9 million, which accounted 
for 0.3% of the total GDP and was a 1.3% increase compared 

with the value in 2009. El Salvador was not a significant trader 
of mineral products (Banco Central de reserva de el Salvador, 
2010; Comission economica de america latina y el Caribe, 
2011).

Production

Data on mineral production are in table 1.
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HONDURAS

in 2010, the Honduran year-on-year GDP growth rate (at 
current prices) increased by about 2.8% compared with a 2.1% 
decrease in 2009. the increase was owing to increased external 
demand from the other Central american countries, europe, 
mexico, and the United States; increased internal consumption; 
and increased investment. in 2010, production continued at 
Breakwater resources ltd. of Canada’s el mochito lead, silver, 
and zinc operation in the Department of Santa Barbara and 
aura minerals inc. of Canada’s San andres gold operation in 
the Department of Copan. the estimated value of mining and 
quarrying increased by 7.8% in 2010 to about $115 million. 
Honduras was not a significant exporter of mineral products. 
in 2010, the total value of exports was $5.8 million, of which 
an estimated $108,000 was accounted for by the export of zinc 
products (Banco Central de Honduras, 2011, p. 12, 19, 70).

Production

Data on mineral production are in table 1. Gold production 
increased by 3% in 2010 compared with that of 2009 and 
production of lead concentrate increased by 17%.
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NICARAGUA

the value of the nicaraguan GDP (methodology not reported) 
decreased in 2010 by about 5% compared with that of 2009, and 
the contribution of the mineral sector to the GDP increased to 
1% from a revised 0.7% in 2009. the value of output of metals 
and metallic products was $122.4 million in 2010 compared 
with $128.6 million in 2009, and the value of refined petroleum 
products was $384.6 million compared with $408 million in 
2009. the value of FDi received by the mineral sector in 2010 
was $25.3 million compared with $12.0 million in 2009 and 
accounted for 5% of the total FDi received for the year. the 
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mining and quarrying sector employed about 10,900 people 
in 2010 compared with 5,700 in 2009. in 2010, a preliminary 
total of 3,464 people were employeed in the mining industry, 
of which 2,780 were associated with metallic metals mining. 
Nicaragua was not a significant exporter of mineral products. 
the country imported crude oil, fuels, and lubricants valued 
at $419.8 million and $355.6 million, respectively, in 2010 
(Central Bank of nicaragua, 2011, p. 6–8, 10, 13, 19; minesterio 
de energia y minas, 2011).

the limon gold mine in leon Province and la libertad 
gold mine in Chontales Province were acquired by B2 Gold 
Corp. of Canada in 2009. limon was already a producing mine 
and La Libertad started up in the first quarter of 2010; both 
mines continued production throughout 2010. By September, 
B2 Gold had completed 7,200 meters (m) of drilling as part 
of a 14,800-m drill program at limon. initial results indicated 
potential for both open pit and underground operations. B2 Gold 
was planning a 19,000-m drill program at la libertad in 2011 
and expected to produce 9,800 kilograms (kg) of gold in 2011 
(B2 Gold Corp., 2010, 2011).

Production

Data on mineral production are in table 1. Gold production 
increased by 89% in 2010 compared with that of 2009. in 2010, 
the limon and la libertad mines produced about 2,130 kg of 
gold each.
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PANAMA

From 2006 through 2010, the Panamanian GDP increased to 
$21.3 billion from $15.5 billion. the contribution of mining and 
quarrying to the GDP increased only marginally in recent years 
to just 1.4% in 2010 from 1% in 2006. the value of mining and 
quarrying was $292 million in 2010 compared with a revised 
$275 million in 2009. Panama was not a significant exporter of 
mineral products. the total value of exports from Panama in 
2010 was estimated to be $739 million and the total value of 
imports was estimated to be $9.3 billion. the country imported 
an estimated $790 million worth of petroleum refinery products 
(instituto nacional de estadistica y Censo, 2011).

Production

Data on mineral production are in table 1. Petaquilla minerals 
ltd. of Canada started production of gold at the molejon mine 
in January. Production from the mine for the entire fiscal year 
was less than projected owing to a breakdown of two of three 
ball mills. Gold production in the third and fourth quarters of 
2010 was about 870 kg (Petaquilla minerals ltd., 2010, p. 4–5).
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2006 2007 2008 2009 2010e

Clays, unspecifiede thousand metric tons 428 3 400 400 400 400
Dolomitee 5,488 3 5,000 5,000 5,000 5,000
Gold, mine output, au content grams 5,040 8,300 18,200 -- r --
Petroleum, crude4 thousand 42-gallon barrels 797 950 1,200 1,609 1,514 3

Quartz sand (silica)e thousand cubic meters 11 12 12 12 12
Sand and gravele do. 219 3 200 200 200 200
Sand, including lime sand, do. 856 3 800 800 800 800

river sand, silt, and mude

Stone, natural, limestone, including marle thousand metric tons 287 3 300 300 300 300

Cemente thousand metric tons 1,900 3 2,300 3 2,500 2,500 2,500
Clays, unspecifiede 400,000 323,381 3 349,724 3 350,000 350,000
Diatomite 2,780 1,712 1,059 1,200 e 1,000
Gold, mine output, au content kilograms 1,210 1,036 198 150 --
iron and steel, semimanufactures thousand metric tons 736 659 657 319 400
Petroleum, refinery products thousand 42-gallon barrels 4,920 -- -- -- --
Stone, sand and gravel:e

Crushed rock and rough stone thousand metric tons 10,400 9,260 3 10,000 3 10,000 10,000
limestone and calcareous materials do. 1,710 3 1,862 3 1,506 3 1,500 1,500
Sand and gravel do. 3,750 3,438 3 4,348 3 3,500 3,500
Sandstone do. 3,000 120 3 164 3 150 150

Cement, hydraulice thousand metric tons 1,311 3 1,300 1,300 1,212 3 1,200
iron and steel, metal:

Steel, crude 72,000 73,000 73,000 56,000 56,000
Semimanufactures 90,000 121,000 100,000 100,000 e 100,000

limestonee thousand metric tons 1,200 1,200 1,200 1,200 r 1,200
Petroleum, refinery productse thousand 42-gallon barrels 6,180 6,180 6,200 6,200 6,200

Cement thousand metric tons 1,668 1,776 1,784 1,800 1,800
Clays, unspecifiede 14,000 14,000 14,000 14,000 14,000
Gold, mine output, au content kilograms 4,100 3,275 2,561 2,127 2,197 3

lead, mine output, Pb content of concentrate 11,775 10,215 12,545 14,471 16,900 3

limestonee thousand metric tons 1,200 1,200 1,200 1,200 1,200
Salte 40,000 40,000 40,000 40,000 40,000
Silver, mine output, ag content of concentrate kilograms 55,036 53,894 59,934 57,697 48,614 3

Zinc, mine output, Zn content of concentrate 37,646 29,211 28,462 36,370 36,370 3

Cemente 530,000 530,000 530,000 530,000 530,000
Gold, mine output, au content kilograms 3,395 3,132 r 2,965 r 2,590 r 4,900 3

Gypsum and anhydrite, crude 42,190 r 43,320 r 49,930 r 37,400 r 20,330 3

lime 2,350 r 3,619 r 3,643 r 3,127 r 2,065 3

limestone, calcium carbonate, including for cement 1,133 1,321 r 1,020 r 783 r 1,083 3

Petroleum, refinery products thousand 42-gallon barrels 5,595 5,586 4,925 r 5,694 r 5,500
Pumice, stone cubic meters 510 910 270 150 950 3

Salt, marinee 30,000 30,000 30,000 30,000 30,000
Sand, unspecified thousand cubic meters 435 290 r 250 r 144 r 174 3

Silver, mine output, ag content kilograms 2,929 3,417 r 3,440 r 4,492 r 6,995 3

Stone:
Crushed thousand cubic meters 695 591 r 871 r 722 r 7,445 3

Quarried, unspecified thousand metric tons 7,272 7,479 r 7,011 r 6,932 r 7,452 3

tuff, volcanic do. 136 127 r 163 r 118 r 94 3

taBle 1
Central ameriCa: PrODUCtiOn OF mineral COmmODitieS1, 2

(metric tons unless otherwise specified)

Country and commodity
BeliZe

COSta riCa

el SalVaDOr

HOnDUraS

niCaraGUa

See footnotes at end of table.
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2006 2007 2008 2009 2010e

Cemente thousand cubic meters 1,050 1,050 1,843 3 1,679 3 1,700
Clays, for cemente cubic meters 64,000 64,000 64,000 64,000 64,000
Gold, mine output, au content kilograms -- -- -- 800 870
limee 3,500 3,500 3,500 3,500 3,500
Salt, marinee 18,000 18,000 18,000 16,722 3 17,000
Stone, sand and gravel:e

limestone thousand metric tons 270 270 270 270 270
Sand and gravel thousand cubic meters 1,200 1,200 1,200 1,200 1,200

4assumes that all crude petroleum produced was exported.

Central ameriCa: PrODUCtiOn OF mineral COmmODitieS1, 2

(metric tons unless otherwise specified)

Country and commodity
Panama

eestimated; estimated data are rounded to no more than three significant digits.  rrevised.  do. Ditto.  na not available.  -- Zero.
1table includes data available through august 10, 2011.
2in addition to the commodities listed, some additional construction materials are produced, but available information is inadequate to make reliable estimates 
of output.
3reported figure.

taBle 1—Continued

major operating companies annual
and major equity owners location of main facilities capacitye

Dolomite Belize minerals ltd. (Danish Development Bank Punta Gorda, toledo District 6,320
and other private, 100%)

limestone Caribbean investors ltd. (private, 100%) Georgeville, Cayo District 1,140
Petroleum thousand Belize natural energy ltd. (Bne) (aspect energy Spanish lookout, Cayo District, 1,000

42-gallon barrels llC and CHx llC), 100% Blocks 5 and 5a

Cement, limestone, Holcim Costa rica S.a. (Holcim ltd., 59.8%, and Cartago cement plant, aguas Calientes 1,200
including marl other private, 40.2%)
Do. CemeX Costa rica S.a. (CemeX S.a.B de C.V., Colorado de abangares cement plant, 850

98.7%, and other private, 1.3%) Guancaste Province, and Guatuso de 
Patarra cement grinding and bagging 
plant, San Jose

Clays do. tajo Finca clay quarry, near city of Platanar 100
limestone do. Cerro Pena Blanca limestone quarry, 300

Guancaste Province
Do. Holcim Costa rica S.a. (Holcim ltd., 59.8%, and la Chilena and three other quarries near 650

other private, 40.2%) Cartago cement plant, Cartago Province
Petroleum, refinery thousand refinadora Costarricense de Petróleo S.a. moín refinery, city of limon, limon 9,000

products 42-gallon barrels (reCOPe S.a.) (Government, 100%) Province
Steel, semimanufactures laminadora Costarricense S.a. (mittal Steel rolling mill, steel manufacturing complex, 400

Company n.V., 50%, and Grupo Jimenez de Guapiles, limon Province
Pujol-martí, 50%)

Do. trefileria Colima S.a. (mittal Steel Company n.V., Wire-drawing unit, city of Jimenez de 60
50%, and Grupo Pujol-martí, 50%) Guapiles, limon Province

See footnotes at end of table.

taBle 2
Central ameriCa: StrUCtUre OF tHe mineral inDUStrieS in 2010

(thousand metric tons unless otherwise specified)

Country and commodity
BeliZe

COSta riCa
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major operating companies annual
and major equity owners location of main facilities capacitye

Cement Cemento de el Salvador S.a. de C.V. (Holcim ltd., el ronco and maya Plants, near metapan, 1,900
64.25%, and other private, 35.75%) Santa ana Department

limestone do. Quarries near Aldea El Zapote and Santa 440
ana, Santa ana Department

Petroleum, refinery thousand refinería Petrolera acajutla S.a. de C.V. (raSa Puerto de acajutla, Sonsonate Department 8,000
products 42-gallon barrels de C.V.) (exxon mobil Corp., 65%, and royal

Dutch/Shell Group, 35%)
Steel: 

Crude Corporación industrial Centroamericana S.a. de Electric arc furnace, Quetzaltepeque, 60
C.V. (private, 100%) la libertad Department

Semimanufactures do. Billet casting machine and rolling mill, 92
Quetzaltepeque, La Libertad Department

Cement Cementos del norte S.a. de C.V. (Holcim ltd., rio Bijao plant, municipality of San Pedro 1,100
24.2%, and inversiones Continental S.a., 75.8%) Sula, Cortes Department

Do. lafarge incehsa S.a. de C.V. (lafarge Group, Piedras azules plant, municipality of 1,300
52.8%, and other private, 47.2%) Comayagua, Comayagua Department

Gold kilograms aura minerals inc., 100% San andres mine, municipality of la Union, 2,300
Copan Department

lead metric tons Compañía minera Santa Bárbara (Breakwater el mochito mine, municipality of las 9,000
resources ltd., 100%) Vegas, Santa Barbara Department, 

88 kilometers southwest of San Pedro Sula
Silver kilograms do. do. 50,000
Zinc metric tons do. do. 42,000

Cement CemeX nicaragua S.a. (CemeX S.a.B de C.V., San rafael del Sur plant, 45 kilometers from 470
100%, but on lease from Government) managua, and milling plant in managua

Cement, clinker Holcim de nicaragua S.a. (Holcim ltd., 70%, and nagarote grinding plant, San rafael del Sur 350
other private, 30%)

Gold kilograms B2Gold Corp., 95% el limon mine, talavera deposit, 100 miles 1,400
north of managua

Do. do. B2Gold Corp., 100% la libertad, 110 kilometers east of 540
managua

Petroleum, refinery thousand refinería esso managua S.a. (exxon mobil Corp., Capital city of managua; 40-mile pipeline to 7,300
products 42-gallon barrels 100%) the refinery from Puerto Sandino

Cement Cemento Panamá S.a. (Cementos del Caribe S.a., Grinding plant in Quebrancha, 800
50%, and Holcim ltd., 50%) Panama Province

Do. Cemento Bayano S.a. (CemeX S.a.B de C.V., Plant in Calzada larga, Panama Province 450
99.3%, and other private, 0.7%)

Gold kilograms Petaquilla minerals ltd., 100% molejon mine, Panama Province 1,500

el SalVaDOr

HOnDUraS

Country and commodity

niCaraGUa

Panama

eestimated; estimated data are rounded to no more than three significant digits.  Do., do. Ditto.

taBle 2—Continued
Central ameriCa: StrUCtUre OF tHe mineral inDUStrieS in 2010

(thousand metric tons unless otherwise specified)


