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Fairtrade-Gold vs. „Recycling-Gold“
In an industry with complex challenges, two terms are central:  
responsibly mined and traded gold – for example, according 
to Fairtrade standards – and gold commonly referred to as 
„recycling gold“. Companies that take sustainability seriously 
should include responsibly mined gold in their supply – help- 
ing to improve livelihoods, safeguard the environment, and 
foster fairness. 

Although the term recycling suggests the opposite, gold is 
rarely discarded – even in electronics. What is marketed 
as ‘recycling gold’ is usually just melting and reprocessing 
existing bars or scrap from industrial and private sources –  
without added sustainability or impact on mining. The term  
truly fits only when recovering traces from discarded 

electronics. There is also no agreed definition of “recycled 
gold“ in the industry, and even the OECD has been urged 
to set clearer standards. We therefore prefer the term 
“reprocessed gold“.

Fairtrade gold has a direct impact at its source: in artisanal 
and small-scale mining (ASM), where people mine gold 
under sometimes dangerous and exploitative conditions, 
causing serious damage to the environment and their health.  
Here, Fairtrade promotes tangible improvements – for 
income, safety, the environment, and community. Despite 
eprocessing, the mining of new gold remains high and is 
increasing due to high gold prices, especially in the ASM 
sector.

Criterion Reprocessed Gold Fairtrade-Gold
Systemic 
Contribution

Response to climate debate (CO2 foot-
print); no improvement in actual mining 
conditions.

Direct solution to ASM challenges through standards 
on safe working conditions, fair pay, and environmental 
protection.

Origin & 
Traceability

Traceability usually only one step back; 
origin and mining conditions remain 
unclear.

Fully traceable and third-party certified by FLOCERT – 
from the mine to the final product.

Social Impact No influence on working conditions in 
gold mining. Initial mining conditions 
unclear.

Improved income and safer working conditions, with 
formal labor rights, social protection, and safeguards  
for women workers (e.g. maternity leave).

Environmental 
Impact

No new mining required, origin and  
environmental impact of original  
mining unknown.

Promotion of cleaner technologies and carbon-reducing 
practices: mercury elimination, closed water circuits with 
flocculants, and progressive mine closure with soil reha-
bilitation – protecting ecosystems and public health.

Economic 
Impact

No cash flow (income) into affected 
communities.

Fairtrade Minimum Price in combination with the direct  
access to international markets protects miners from local  
dependencies and guarantees better incomes, while the 
Fairtrade Premium – an extra sum per kilo of gold – funds 
education, healthcare, and infrastructure in mining regions.

This comparison highlights the differences, dispels common myths, and 
explains why a holistic ESG approach needs both reprocessed and ASM gold. 
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Myths & Misconceptions 
Myth Fact

  �Reprocessed gold is  
inherently sustainable.

  �The social and environmental footprint from the initial mining remains, under  
whatever conditions. This gold does not bring about positive change in today‘s  
mining industry, even though approximately 75% of the gold globally processed 
each year is newly mined.

  �Reprocessed gold reduces 
the amount of gold mining 
required.

  �Global demand significantly exceeds the available reprocessing supply; without 
newly mined gold, demand cannot be met – industrial mining remains high, while 
small-scale mining is increasing (in parallel with the gold price).

  �Reprocessed gold is  
climate neutral.

  �Melting down and reprocessing is energy-intensive and generates CO2, but the  
actual total emissions remain unknown. Each reprocessing increases the overall  
carbon footprint of gold.

  �Reprocessed gold is a  
circular model.

  �If there were no additional demand, gold could function as a circular model. This is 
not the case. Gold has never been disposed of historically – reprocessing is not a 
new achievement, but rather an existing practice, which is easily forgotten due to 
the corresponding marketing.

Real-world relevance: The biggest social and environmental 
problems today arise in small-scale mining. Fairtrade 
gold addresses precisely this issue and offers a concrete 
response to existing challenges – rather than ignoring them. 

Local change: Fairtrade creates opportunities through mini-
mum prices, premium payments, and clear labor standards. 
Purchasing Fairtrade gold leads directly to improvements in 
the lives of miners and their communities. 

Long-term environmental protection: Mercury reduction,  
protection of rivers and soil, introduction of environmen- 
tally friendly technologies – even if access to innovations 
takes time, progress is specifically promoted, reviewed, 

and rewarded. We keep an eye on mine closure ensuring 
that the land can be sustainably used in the future.

Holistic ESG approach: Reprocessed gold contributes to 
reducing the carbon footprint. However, because it is not 
easily measurable, this parameter is only one of many 
factors that contribute to the environmental footprint. 
Other issues include groundwater depletion, heavy metal 
pollution, renaturation, etc. Fairtrade gold complements 
the environmental approach with its focus on social and 
human rights issues. The combination of certified mined 
and recycled gold can be useful – but if you want to achieve 
a measurable impact in mining, there is no way around 
sustainably mined gold.

Why Fairtrade gold remains essential

Conclusion & Call to Action 
Reprocessed gold can help reduce individual carbon footprints, but it does not solve the structural 
problems of the gold sector. Those who take responsibility seriously combine both approaches: 
reprocessing as a climate-friendly practice and Fairtrade gold as a socioecological lever for real 
change in the small-scale mining sector. 
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