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During the past decade, the jewelry 
industry has seen a surge in dedi-
cation to the responsible sourcing 

of precious metals and gems. The Mil-
lennial generation, whose members now 
compose the largest consumer buying 
group in the United States, is especially 
concerned with this topic: According to 
a recent KPMG Ethical Consumption 
survey, nearly 70 percent of Millennial 
consumers consider social issues such as 
sustainability, human rights, and fair 
trade—the essence of responsibility—
before making a purchase. And they’d 
prefer to buy jewelry that reflects these 
values even if it means paying a bit more. 

Likewise, many professional jewelry 
designers, makers, and retailers have rec-
ognized the importance of the sustainable 
movement. “I consider that practicing 
responsible sourcing is to be a thoughtful 
and caring adult who wants his or her leg-
acy to be a contribution to the quality of 
life for future generations,” says designer 
Toby Pomeroy of Corvallis, Oregon. 
“Being an advocate of ethical sourcing, 
[and] using and promoting the benefits of 
responsibly mined gold, silver, and gems, 
has catapulted our business into the pub-
lic view as visionary, caring activists com-
mitted to creating an equitable, sustain-
able future. We’re known as a company 
that’s up to something beyond simply 

trading jewelry for money.”
It’s a reputation that many jewelry 

designers and makers would like to 
develop. But what exactly are the steps 
involved to begin sourcing responsibly? 
Read on to find out what certifications to 
look for and the best questions to ask of 
your suppliers to ensure that you are get-
ting the right metals and gems.

Sourcing Metals
The first step in buying responsibly 
sourced supplies is knowing the different 
types of materials available, as well as the 
certifications issued to companies supply-
ing those materials. Metals can be certi-
fied in any of several ways; each certifica-
tion is independently audited, and each 
means something slightly different. 

SCS Responsible Source Certifica-

tion: This certifies that precious metals 
have been obtained from recycled sources, 
conflict metals have been avoided, and 
environmental and social criteria have 
been met. It is offered by SCS Global Ser-
vices, one of the largest third-party verifi-
cation organizations in the world. 

SCS Recycled Content Certifica-
tion: This certification, also offered by 
SCS, evaluates products made from post- 
consumer material. It identifies the per-
centage of recycled content in the mate-
rial, so an accurate claim can be made in 
the marketplace. 

Responsible Jewellery Council (RJC) 
Chain of Custody Certification: This 
signifies that gold, platinum, palladium, 
and rhodium that’s produced, processed, 
and traded through the supply chain con-
forms to the RJC’s Code of Practices and 
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chain-of-custody standards. Certified com-
panies have policy and risk management 
frameworks for conflict-sensitive sourcing 
practices, and meet certain standards for 
human rights, labor rights, environmental 
impact, and business ethics.

World Gold Council’s Conflict-Free 
Gold Standard: Based upon internation-
ally recognized benchmarks, this certifica-
tion is designed to help companies pro-
vide assurance that their gold does not 
“cause, support, or benefit unlawful armed 
conflict or contribute to serious human 
rights abuses or breaches of international 
humanitarian law.”

Fairtrade Gold Certification: Devel-
oped by Fairtrade International, a global 
organization working to improve the lives 
of artisanal and small-scale miners, this 
designation assures that the gold is mined 
according to rigorous social, economic, 
and environmental criteria. Certified min-

ers establish democratic organizations and 
formally integrate respect for the environ-
ment and safe working practices into all 
their operations. Traders are required to 
pay at least the Fairtrade minimum price 
and an additional premium that miners 
invest in their community to improve liv-
ing standards.

Fairtrade America, the official repre-
sentative of the Fairtrade International 
system in the U.S., oversees the gold stan-
dards and supports businesses to convert 
their supply chains to Fairtrade certified 
sources. By complying with these stan-
dards, jewelers can label their gold with 
the Fairtrade mark. For more informa-
tion, visit fairtradeamerica.org.

Fairmined Standard for Gold and 
Associated Precious Metals: Applicable 
to gold, silver, and platinum, this certifi-
cation was created by the Alliance for 
Responsible Mining, whose stakeholders 

include individuals and organizations 
from all parts of the supply chain world-
wide. It ensures that operations of small-
scale, artisanal mining communities meet 
internationally respected standards for 
environmental sustainability, safer work-
ing conditions, and community develop-
ment. Currently, there are only 10 mines 
certified as Fairmined.

Metal certified as Fairtrade and/or 
Fairmined typically comes with a higher 
price. Stewart Grice, director of mill and 
refining at Hoover & Strong Inc. (which 
offers Fairmined metal) in North Chester-
field, Virginia, says the cost of Fairmined 
gold is about 15 percent higher due to the 
premium miners receive, but he empha-
sizes that “the additional cost is put to a 
good use. Installing mains, electricity, and 
water supplies for the mining community, 
building a medical center and a school are 
just some of the projects that have been 
completed at mines.” Grice sees Fairmined 
gold use as “a way for our industry to give 
back, to help those less fortunate than 
ourselves.” 

For anyone concerned about the 
higher price, he recommends looking at it 
from another angle, saying that while this 
alternative is costlier, it is a smart way to 
appeal to younger consumers. A 2015 
study on Millennial consumers conducted 
by Elite Daily, an online “Gen Y” news 
platform, and the consulting firm Millen-
nial Branding echoed the sentiment. It 
revealed that 75 percent of respondents 
believed it’s either fairly or very important 
that companies give back to society 
instead of just making profits.

Vincent Ferrante, vice president of 
marketing for National Chain Group in 
Warwick, Rhode Island, offers a similar 

The first step in buying responsibly sourced supplies is knowing 
the different types of materials available, as well as the 

certifications issued to companies supplying those materials. ©I
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sentiment. “Fairmined gold can be a sell-
ing tool for jewelers who wish to show 
their customers that they care about 
responsible, certified miners and their 
families, and follow strict requirements 
for social and environmental protection, 
labor conditions, and economic develop-
ment in mining locations.”

Regardless of the certification your 
supplier has undertaken, the company 
“should be willing to show proof of certi-
fication and be able to provide documen-
tation for the products they are selling,” 
says Ferrante. 

However, this doesn’t mean that certi-
fication is a must. Because the certifica-
tion process is lengthy and complicated, 
some companies don’t undergo or com-
plete it. In addition, some companies 
already adhering to responsible sourcing 
guidelines don’t see the need for official 
documentation. Grice points out that 
while choosing a certified supplier offers 
peace of mind, “a non-certified supplier 
may be perfectly legit,” even if there is no 
way to guarantee its responsible practices.

Ferrante agrees. He says that buyers do 
not have to avoid suppliers who don’t 
have certifications, but they should request 
proof of product origination and assay for 
verification. (See also the “Questions to 
Ask” section on page 40.)

It’s also important to note that just 
because a supplier has been certified as 
responsible, that doesn’t mean every prod-
uct it sells falls under those guidelines. 
“Some believe SCS covers all, but it does 
not,” warns Jean Poole, national sales man-
ager of Umicore Precious Metals USA in 
Attleboro, Massachusetts. “[A company] 
might be certified to supply all gold under 
SCS, but not silver.”

Sourcing Stones
While there are numerous types of certifi-
cations for ethically and responsibly 
sourced metals, gemstones are another 
matter. Currently, diamonds are certified 
by the Kimberley Process Certification 
Scheme (KPCS), which regulates the 
trade of conflict diamonds and prevents 
them from entering the market. However, 
KPCS does not ensure the source of rough 
diamonds or take into consideration the 
labor conditions under which the dia-
mond has been mined, cut, or polished. 

The SCS also has a Certified Respon-
sible Source Standard for Diamonds. 
To achieve this designation, companies 
must go through a thorough review to 
ensure that their diamonds are produced 
under fair labor practices with minimal 

harm to the environment. Even compa-
nies selling post-consumer diamonds have 
to trace the source of each diamond to 
validate the supply chain and ensure that 
environmentally and socially responsible 
practices were used during production. 

However, neither of these certifications 
applies to colored gemstones, and there is 
currently no organization in the business 
of verifying and certifying colored-gem 
mining operations. This lack of certifica-
tion means that buyers must look for 
companies that are transparent in their 
operations and that proclaim their dedica-
tion to sourcing their stones ethically. 

Take the example of Columbia Gem 
House/Trigem Designs in Vancouver, 
Washington. They have long held a com-
mitment to responsible practices and 

There is currently no organization in the business of 
verifying and certifying colored-gem mining operations. 

This means that buyers must be extra diligent when 
inquiring about colored gemstones.
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make every effort to convey that commit-
ment to customers.

“We document in words and pic-
tures,” says Eric Braunwart, president and 
CEO. The company has also posted to its 
website (columbiagemhouse.com) a 21-page 
guide to its own quality assurance and 
fair trade protocols. “It would be easier,” 
Braunwart adds, “if we had a third party 
to say we were good people—I would 
not need to spend so much time trying 
to do it myself.”

The fact that there’s no formal certifi-
cation available should encourage buyers 
to be extra diligent when inquiring about 
colored gems. Find out whether the gems 
are closely tracked from mine to market. 
Verify that the stone was legally sourced, 
that no synthetics have been added to the 
supply chain, and that any treatments are 
clearly disclosed. Other points to consider 
include the supplier’s promotion of indus-
try accountability, cultural diversity, and 
education. For instance, in its protocols, 
Columbia Gem House pledges to refuse 
support to any business that employs 
underage workers, pays below standard or 
minimum wages, destroys the environment, 
or supports terrorist or unethical groups.

For those interested in responsible 
gemstones but disheartened over the lack 
of certification, there’s the alternative of 
synthetic gemstones and diamonds, which 
are increasing in popularity among ethical 
jewelry consumers. With recent develop-

ments in technology, these stones have 
become nearly indistinguishable from 
mined gems—chemically, optically, and 
physically. For many consumers, lab-cre-
ated gems are the most sustainable gem 
option.

Questions to Ask
The dearth of formal certifications for 
gemstone suppliers as well as the wide 
range of different certifications for metal 
suppliers can make shopping for responsi-
bly sourced materials a challenge. So, 
where do you start?

Begin by checking out suppliers’ web-
sites, looking for indications of certifi-
cations or a dedication to sourcing their 
products responsibly. For help with find-
ing responsible suppliers, Ethical Met-
alsmiths—an association of jewelers 
dedicated to responsible sourcing and 
sustainability—offers on its website,  
ethicalmetalsmiths.org, a list of suppliers 
that it has identified as having publicly 
demonstrated their commitment to ethi-
cal practices.

Regardless of a supplier’s certifications 
or any claims on its website, always follow 
up with it directly by asking many ques-
tions:

s� 7HERE� ARE� THE� MINES� FROM� WHICH�
they source their metals and gemstones 
located? 

s�(OW�ARE�THE�MATERIALS�BEING�MINED�

s�7HAT�ARE�THE�WORKING�CONDITIONS�OF�
the mines?

s�7HAT�ARE�THE�AGES�OF�THE�WORKERS�AT�
the mines? Does the mine ensure that no 
child or slave labor is used?

s�7HAT�TYPES�OF�PAYMENTS�DO�THE�MINE�
workers receive? What are the minimum 
wages?

s�(OW�DOES�THE�MINING�COMPANY�KEEP�
toxic waste out of the environment?

s�$OES�THE�MINING�COMPANY�TAKE�STEPS�
to reduce energy and water use?

s�(OW�DOES�THE�MINING�COMPANY�TREAT�
the local community?

s�7HAT�PREMIUM�IS�ADDED�TO�THE�COST�
of the metal? Is that extra charge contrib-
uting to the betterment of the mining 
community?

s� 7HERE� AND� HOW� ARE� THE� MATERIALS�
being processed?

s�7HERE�ARE�THE�GEMSTONES�BEING�CUT�
and polished? What are the working con-
ditions at these facilities?

s� 7HERE� DO� THE� ADDITIONAL� METALS��
such as copper, used to make precious 
metal alloys come from?

s�#AN�A�SUPPLIER�ENSURE�THAT�NONE�OF�
its materials has come from known con-
flict zones (such as the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo)?

s�&OR� COMPANIES� DEALING� IN� RECYCLED�
metals, how do they ensure the scrap they 
buy is legal?

s�(OW�ARE�RECYCLED�METALS�RElNED�

This is by no means meant to be an 
exhaustive list of questions to ask your 
metal and gem suppliers, but it’s a good 
starting point. Regardless of whether or 
not they’re certified, responsible suppliers 
should be able to (as well as want to) 
answer these questions. !

Regardless of a supplier’s certifications or any  
claims on its website, always follow up with it  

directly by asking many questions.
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