Douglas Garrod –  'A trip to some gem mines'

At the Society's meeting on 12th January 2010 Douglas Garrod gave a talk on the field trip that he led to Madagascar in 2006 on behalf of the Gemmological Association of Great Britain, Gem-A, where he is the Senior Education Executive.

The visit took the group on a boisterous and busy tour to the gem market of Antsirabe; to a small family-run pegmatite mine near Fianarantsoa; via lemurs to the corundum deposits of rubies and sapphires at Ilakaka; to the World Bank-funded jewellery school in Antananarivo; and to a basaltic deposit of sapphires near Antsiranana. The talk gave interesting insights into the challenges the miners face, from the uncertainty of unsalaried work to the risks of bilharzia from panning in rivers, and to the challenge for the country of retaining value from its resources, as most working of the gems is still done outside the country and high taxes inhibit the import of machinery – although mechanisation would reduce the numbers employed.

Douglas concluded that there was substantial potential in Madagascar's gem industry, especially if the stones could be harnessed for the larger market of industrial uses. One encouraging sign was that gemstones from Ilakaka are sold as being of Malagasy origin, rather than being passed off as Thai or Sri Lankan by the dealers.
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For those interested in supporting Malagasy students at the jewellery school in Tana, there is a charity called The Devon Foundation which was set up in the US to help; their website is at http://www.thedevonfoundation.org/.

