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The Mineral Industry of French Guiana

By Philip M. Mobbs1

French Guiana is an overseas Department of France. The 
mineral sector is administered through the Prefect of the 
French Guiana region by the Direction de l’Environnement, 
de l’Aménagement et du Logement de Guyane [Branch of 
Environment, Planning, and Housing of French Guiana] and 
by the Ministère de l’Ecologie, du Développement Durable et 
de l’Energie [Ministry of Ecology, Sustainable Development, 
and Energy]. French Guiana’s mineral resources included clays, 
gold, niobium, petroleum, sand, stone, and tantalum. Laws 
that regulate mining activity include the French Code Minier; 
Decree No. 2001–204, which authorizes the exploitation of 
mines in the overseas Departments; Decree No. 2011–2105, 
which provides for the exploration for and exploitation 
of minerals; and Decree No. 2011–2106, which provides 
implementation guidelines for Decree No. 2011–2105 (table 1; 
Gismatullin, 2013).

Commodity Review

Metals

Gold.—Local subsidiaries and contractors of Auplata S.A. 
of France produced about 652 kilograms (kg) of gold (reported 
as 20,953 troy ounces) in 2013 compared with about 573 kg 
(reported as 18,413 troy ounces) in 2012 and about 414 kg 
(reported as 13,298 troy ounces) in 2011. Operations at the Yaou 
Mine were suspended in late 2013. Much of French Guiana’s 
gold output was produced by small artisanal operations (Marot, 
2013; Auplata S.A., 2014; Scope Ratings GmbH, 2014).

The average international price of gold was about $1,531 per 
troy ounce in 2013 compared with $1,669 per troy ounce in 
2012, $1,568 per troy ounce in 2011, $972 per troy ounce in 
2009, and $410 per troy ounce in 2004. The increase in the 
international price of gold in recent years appears to have resulted 
in a renewed interest in artisanal gold production in French 
Guiana despite the Government’s strong efforts to control illegal 
activity (GoldPrices.com, 2014; Préfecture Guyane, 2014).

In 2008, the Government began Operation Harpie, in which 
local police, national gendarmerie, and the French Foreign 
Legion coordinated operations in the region’s interior that 
were focused on the reduction of illegal gold-mining activity, 
especially that which resulted in significant environmental 
damage. Much of the illegally produced gold was recovered by 
amalgamation with mercury, the use of which had been banned 
in French Guiana since 2006. Use of mercury often resulted 
in contamination of forests, riparian areas, soils, and streams 
associated with artisanal placer mining. Illegally produced gold 
also was smuggled out of the Department, which resulted in a 
significant loss of potential Government revenue. According 
to the Government’s Office National de Forêts [National 

Office of Forests], the number of illegal gold mining sites in 
French Guiana increased to 774 in 2013 from 726 in 2012, 
392 in 2011, 497 in 2010, 612 in 2009, 298 in 2007, and 173 in 
2004. The 19% decrease in illegal sites between 2009 and 2010 
could be attributed to the effectiveness of Operation Harpie 
(Ministère de la Défense, 2008; Stabroeknews.com, 2008; 
Préfecture Guyane, 2014).

Mineral Fuels

Petroleum.—Royal Dutch Shell plc of the Netherlands 
(45% equity interest) drilled three exploration wells on the 
offshore Guyane Maritime permit in 2013 for its joint-venture 
partners Hardman Petroleum France SAS (27.5% interest), 
which was a subsidiary of Tullow Oil plc of the United 
Kingdom; Total S.A. of France (25% interest); and Northpet 
Investments Ltd. (2.5% interest), which was a joint venture of 
Northern Petroleum Plc of the United Kingdom and Wessex 
Exploration PLC of the United Kingdom. The Shell joint 
venture expected to continue to evaluate the well data in 2014 
(Gismatullin, 2013).

Outlook

Gold exploration and production activities in French Guiana 
are expected to continue. French Guiana has a number of 
identified but not commercially developed gold deposits. 
Auplata is expected to begin a pilot-plant testing of a recovery 
process that could replace the current gravity-based methods of 
processing gold. Chemical processing is expected to result in a 
greater gold-recovery rate and to allow gold-bearing material in 
tailings dumps to be reprocessed (Théveniant and others, 2011, 
p. 67; Auplata S.A., 2014).
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2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
Cement, hydraulic metric tons 62,000 89,064 4 90,000 r  100,000 r 92,000
Columbite and tantalite kilograms 1,500 1,500 1,500 1,500 1,500
Gold, mine output, Au content do. 2,000 1,140 4 1,130 r, 4 1,460 r, 4 1,600
Laterite 650 680 4 700 700 700
Sand, common 1,500 437 4 500 600 r 500
Stone, crushed 1,500 1,200 4 1,200 1,300 r 1,200
rRevised.  do. Ditto. 

3In addition to the commodities listed, French Guiana also produced clays, but available information is inadequate to make reliable estimates of output.

1Estimated data are rounded to no more than three significant digits.
2Table includes data available through December 8, 2014.

Commodity3

4Reported figure.

TABLE 1
FRENCH GUIANA: ESTIMATED PRODUCTION OF MINERAL COMMODITIES1, 2

(Thousand metric tons unless otherwise specified)

Major operating companies and major Annual
equity owners Location of main facilities capacity

Cement Ciments Guyanais S.A. (Holcim Ltd., 50%, Clinker-grinding plant at Degrad des Cannes, 180
and Lafarge S.A., 50%) about 10 kilometers southeast of Cayenne

Columbite and tantalite kilograms Numerous legal and illegal placer mines Various location in northwestern French Guiana 1,500

Gold do. Auplata S.A., 100% Dieu Merci Mine, near Saint-Elie, about 600
120 kilometers west of Cayenne

Do. do. Société Minière Yaou Dorlin S.A.S. Yaou underground mine,1 about 225 NA
(Auplata S.A., 100%) kilometers southwest of Cayenne

Do. do. Compagnie Minière Dorlin S.A.S. Dorlin placer mine, about 190 kilometers 100
(Auplata S.A., 100%) southwest of Cayenne

Do. do. Numerous legal and illegal placer mines Various locations 1,000
Sand About 10 sand pits Various locations NA
Stone, crushed About nine rock quarries do. NA

1Operations were suspended in 2013.

TABLE 2
FRENCH GUIANA: STRUCTURE OF THE MINERAL INDUSTRY IN 2013

(Thousand metric tons unless otherwise specified)

Do., do. Ditto.  NA Not available.

Country


