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Canadian firm to face historic legal case 

over alleged labour abuses in Eritrea  
Appeals court rules against mining company Nevsun Resources, clearing way for workers to 

have claims of human rights violations heard in Canadian court 

 

Workers and visitors walk within the processing plant at the Bisha Mining Share Company in Eritrea, 

operated by Canadian company Nevsun Resources. Photograph: Thomas Mukoya/Reuters  
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A Canadian mining company has lost its bid to block a lawsuit accusing it of human rights 

abuses against miners in Eritrea after a ruling by an appeals court in British Columbia. 

The decision, against Nevsun Resources, paves the way for a groundbreaking legal challenge 

that links the Vancouver company to allegations of modern slavery.  

The case, launched in 2014 by three refugees who alleged they were forced to work at Bisha 

mine and endured harsh conditions and physical punishment, is one of only a handful in 

which foreign claimants have been granted access to Canadian courts to pursue firms based in 

the country over alleged human rights abuses abroad. 

Filed in Canada, the lawsuit was directed at Canada’s Nevsun, which owns a controlling 

interest in the gold, copper and zinc mine through a chain of subsidiary corporations. 

The case was catapulted into the spotlight last year when a court in the province of British 

Columbia ruled that it could be heard in the Canadian legal system. 

Nevsun appealed the 2016 ruling, arguing that any lawsuit should be heard in Eritrea. On 

Tuesday, however, the British Columbia court of appeal dismissed the company’s challenge, 

noting the risk of corruption and unfairness in the Eritrean legal system. 

Joe Fiorante of Camp Fiorante Matthews Mogerman, the lead counsel for the plaintiffs, said: 

“There will now be a reckoning in a Canadian court of law in which Nevsun will have to 

answer to the allegations that it was complicit in forced labour and grave human rights abuses 

at the Bisha mine.”  

In affidavits filed with the court, the plaintiffs – all of whom have since left Eritrea – alleged 

that as conscripts in the country’s national service system, they were forced to work for 
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government-owned construction firms subcontracted to build the mine. They claimed the 

conditions were inhuman and work was carried out under the constant threat of physical 

punishment, torture and imprisonment. 

 

A truck arrives to ferry excavated gold, copper and zinc ore from the main mining pit at the Bisha Mining Share Company in 

Eritrea. Photograph: Thomas Mukoya/Reuters  

 

Since Nevsun owns 60% of the Bisha Mining Share Company, which owns and operates the 

mine (the other 40% is owned by the Eritrean government), the plaintiffs claim the Canadian 

company must have been aware of the reported abuses, but failed to prevent or stop them. 

None of the allegations have been proven in court.  

In their decision, the British Columbia appeals court judges referenced a 2016 UN inquiry 

into human rights in Eritrea, which found the government had committed crimes against 

humanity in a widespread and systematic manner. The report noted that officials in the one-

party state had enslaved up to 400,000 people, with many describing how the country’s 

system of lifelong military service amounts to modern-day slavery. 

This system is at the heart of the case against Nevsun, said Fiorante. “Our case alleges that 

people that were conscripted into that system were forced to work in service of building a 

Canadian-owned gold mine in Bisha, Eritrea,” he said.  

Fiorante added that about 60 people have so far come forward with similar claims of being 

forced to work at the mine.  

Nevsun has denied the allegations contained in the lawsuit. While the company declined to 

comment on the latest ruling as the matter is before the court, a Nevsun spokesperson referred 

to a 2015 human rights audit of the Bisha mine, noting that contractual commitments strictly 

prohibit the use of national service employees by Bisha’s contractors and subcontractors.  

Last year the Guardian spoke with several people who alleged they had been forced to work at 

the mine, earning as little as a dollar a day. The work was carried out amid horrendous 

conditions and a climate of fear and intimidation, they claimed.  

“The mine was like an open prison,” said one former security guard, speaking on condition of 

anonymity to protect family still in Eritrea. “They can take you and do what they want with 

you. I was owned by them. We were like objects for the government and for foreign 

companies to do with us what they wanted.” 
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The West owes Zimbabwe a future 
Zimbabwe is still suffering from having to pay off loans accrued by a pre-independence white 
supremacist government.  

 by Nick Dearden 
24 Nov 2017 13:21 GMT 

 

Robert Mugabe addresses the 72nd United Nations General Assembly at UN headquarters in New 
York on September 21, 2017 [Reuters/Eduardo Munoz] 
For Zimbabwe, this is a great time. Robert Mugabe's 37-year long rule has ended without adding to 
the blood and suffering that he has already caused to his country's people. This moment is as much a 
victory for the people as it is for the army which moved against him. 

The next few weeks will be crucial. But if Zimbabwe is to have a positive future, it's time for Western 
countries to own up to the role they played in the country's catastrophe, and to put it right. 

Six years ago, Jubilee Debt Campaign investigated the history of Zimbabwe's debt. That debt - now 
thought to be running close to $10bn - is unpayable by a country that remains in economic collapse. 
But it is also testament to the role that Western governments, international institutions and 
transnational corporations have played in Zimbabwe's catastrophe. 

Zimbabwe's debt has its origins in loans which were used to bolster the military power of the white 
supremacist government of Rhodesia (Southern Rhodesia being the colonial name for Zimbabwe) in 
violation of UN sanctions. These debts (worth $700m at that time) were handed down to Mugabe after 
1980, who inherited a country with "middle income" economic status but also high levels of poverty 
and inequality. 

The new Zimbabwe ran up further debts simply trying to prevent destabilisation from apartheid South 
Africa, which was still being supported by governments like Britain well into the 1980s. As early as 
1998, my organisation called for the cancellation of these "apartheid debts". But in effect, they are still 
being recycled, with no acknowledgement of the damage wrought by that terrible period in Southern 
Africa's history.   

It seems strange now, but Mugabe was a model student of austerity for a while  

Who was recycling these debts? Enter the International Monetary Fund and World Bank, who 
responded to successive droughts by extending loans to the country, on the condition that Zimbabwe 
implemented "structural adjustment" reforms. In modern terms, this meant austerity: cut government 
spending, liberalise trade, freeze wages, remove financial controls. 

It seems strange now, but Mugabe was a model student of austerity for a while, praised by the World 
Bank for the "persistence and determination" with which these reforms were pursued. Too right. 
During the early 1990s drought, the most serious since the 1960s, maize was still being exported 
overseas, as a condition of the structural adjustment programme.  

The long-term tensions these policies caused could hardly have been contained even by a well-
meaning government, never mind the ruthless regime of Mugabe. The results affected every part of 
society. Badly needed land redistribution was scaled down, and the country became dependent on 
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food imports. The successful textile industry collapsed. Unemployment rocketed to around 50 percent. 
Public spending cuts and the introduction of healthcare fees saw maternal mortality double. Inflation 
shot up. 

Even the IMF and World Bank have since admitted that these reforms didn't work, with the Bank 
saying it "under-estimated government concerns about the impacts of reforms on the distribution of 
income and assets and on the racial divide inherited at independence." 

Zimbabwe was also given a series of loans by European governments - often counted as "aid" - which 
benefitted big business, with the bill effectively being picked up by Zimbabwe's poor. For years, British 
"aid" was conditional on buying British-made goods. 

Between 1989 and 1997, the British government financially supported the sale of Hawk fighter jets, 
which Mugabe used to intervene in Congo, and 1,000 police land rovers which were used to suppress 
dissent. Britain joined other countries in supporting the infamous Hwange coal power station, which 
was great for foreign corporations, but which generated so little power that it didn't even pay the 
interest on the loans.  

Today, Zimbabwe continues to be weighed down by this debt, and by the policies which were 
promoted by the West. 

None of this justifies the brutality or looting of Mugabe's government. And before we get too excited by 
the events of recent days, let's remember that Mugabe's successor, Emmerson Mnangagwa, is 
another hard man, who spent decades in Mugabe's clique, and has been accused of his own brutality 
and corruption.  

Zimbabwe needs change, and that change needs to come from the country's people. It's vital that the 
stranglehold of Mugabe's party, ZANU-PF, is broken, perhaps by a unity government preceding 
elections. 

Western governments can continue to play a detrimental role, or they can play a useful role. If they 
want to make amends for past crimes, serious debt cancellation will be required as well as genuine aid 
and investment tied not to free-market reforms, but a massive democratic development plan, fully 
transparent and accountable. 

Zimbabwe stands at a crossroads. Western countries and international institutions must apologise for 
their previous crimes. Rather than seeing this as an opportunity for further economic control, it's time 
they put Zimbabwe's people in the driving seat. 

The views expressed in this article are the author's own and do not necessarily reflect Al 
Jazeera's editorial policy. 

 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Nick Dearden is the director of UK campaigning organisation Global Justice Now. 

 

Downloaded from AlJazeeras website: 

http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/west-owes-zimbabwe-future-171124103530829.html 

 

http://ieg.worldbankgroup.org/sites/default/files/Data/reports/ppar_25479.pdf
http://jubileedebt.org.uk/countries/zimbabwe
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/may/07/mps-bae-uk-taxes-dictators-arsenals
http://eurodad.org/uploadedfiles/whats_new/reports/uncovering%20zimbabwe%27s%20debt_final_11.11.pdf
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/west-owes-zimbabwe-future-171124103530829.html

	Text from The Guardian_ SGO2500
	AlJazeera_SGO2500

