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ABSTRACT

Artisanal gold mining (ASM) is environmentally damaging and often has deleterious health effects for
miners and surrounding communities. The absence of effective legal frameworks and secure rights for
miners and communities in Ghana exacerbates this problem. From May 2009 to July 2012, we conducted
interviews and focus group discussions with artisanal miners, government officials, policymakers, tradi-
tional leaders, and large-scale miners in order to examine the conflicts over access and land-use. The results
show that a number of factors pose challenges to the willingness of artisanal to mine legally: the legal
framework is incoherent; the human, financial, and material resources to enforce the laws (including
decentralized structures) are almost non-existent; and, the political will to execute the laws (including
control and sanctions on infractions) is limited. Although artisanal mining is reserved for indigenes, the
Chinese, Indians, and Serbs have entered and consolidated their niches in the ASM sector. The meta-
morphosis of the Chinese and other foreigners from large-scale mining investors into artisanal miners is
attributable to collusion with self-seeking citizens to circumvent the Minerals and Mining Act. Interest-
ingly, there is ambivalence, which is expressed in citizen’s complaints of environmental pollution against
the Chinese. Also, three gaps in the legal framework account for the proliferation of foreigners in artisanal
gold mining in Ghana: definition of who a mining investor is; lack of provision for mining rights for
communities; and ambiguity of some provisions in the framework. The principal reason for policy failure
in the ASM sector is that the current intervention mechanisms are predominantly of a technical order and
do not take into account the complex socio-political realities in gold mining areas.

INTRODUCTION

In many developing countries, artisanal and small-
scale mining (ASM) is fundamentally a poverty-driven

activity which plays an important economic role (Armah
et al. 2011; Hentschel et al., 2003). In this context, most
artisanal gold miners are from socially and economically
marginalized communities, and turn to mining in order to
escape extreme poverty, unemployment, and landlessness
(Bush 2009; Hilson 2012; Taabazuing et al., 2012). Ac-

cording to Hentschel et al. (2003), it is estimated that
about 13 million people in about 30 countries are directly
engaged in small-scale mining, a major proportion of who
are women and children. Furthermore, 80 to 100 million
people across the developing world could depend on
small-scale mining for some aspects of their livelihoods.

Small-scale mining, however, poses significant envi-
ronmental challenges and often has serious health and
safety consequences for workers and surrounding com-
munities. This is generally due to poor practices in mining
and processing target minerals. For instance, the im-
proper use and handling of mercury can lead to potential
health hazards for artisanal miners as well as inhabitants
of the communities who may be exposed to the metal
through the food chain (Lacerda and Salomons, 1998).
Methyl mercury bio-accumulates in the food chain and is
ingested by residents of downstream communities as they
eat contaminated fish (Donkor et al., 2006). The most
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direct exposure pathway however, is the inhalation of
mercury vapors created during the burning process. Ex-
posure to mercury can cause kidney problems, arthritis,
memory loss, miscarriages, psychotic reactions, respira-
tory failure, neurological damage, and even death
(Tschakert and Singha, 2007). Despite the environmental
and health hazards associated with ASM, policy has
failed to regulate this activity in Ghana. Subsequently,
artisanal mining operations continue to spread as the
demand for gold increases and other livelihoods such as
farming are no longer economically viable, which is partly
due to loss of fertile farmlands to mining companies.

Galamsey is a Twi word for a local artisanal gold miner
in Ghana, West Africa; such workers are known as or-
pailleurs in neighboring francophone nations. Galamseys
are people who mine gold independent of mining com-
panies, digging small workings (pits, tunnels, and sluices)
by hand. In Ghana, as in many other countries, un-
regulated ASM is an illegal activity. Yet, ASM has been
economically profitable in Ghana for over a millennium
(Armah et al., 2010; Aryee et al., 2003; Hilson, 2001). The
lack of an adequate regulatory and policy framework can
prevent formalization of this sector (Hilson, 2006). This, in
turn, makes improvements in the livelihoods of miners
and their dependent communities difficult to achieve.
Additionally, absence of formalization makes improve-
ments in environmental performance problematic. The
absence of adequate legal frameworks and secure rights
for miners and communities exacerbates environmental
problems and livelihoods of miners. Local governance
structures and institutions are typically underdeveloped.
Artisanal and small-scale miners are often marginalized
and there can be very serious disputes with communities,
government agencies, and large-scale mining interests.

The Minerals and Mining Act, 2006 (Act 703), which was
enacted to replace the Minerals and Mining Law, 1986
(PNDCL 153) prohibits non-Ghanaians from engaging in
ASM. Notwithstanding this prohibition, several foreigners

particularly the Chinese have lately been found to be active
in the artisanal gold mining sector in Ghana. It is supposed
that the high world market price of gold is a driver of the
influx of individuals (both legal and illegal) into the ASM
sector. The emergence of the Chinese and other foreigners
in the ASM sector and the proliferation of their activities
suggests gaps in the minerals and mining legal framework.
Also, the increasing frequency of surface water use and
pollution by these foreigners has exacerbated the frequency
and magnitude of artisanal gold mining conflicts. Such
conflicts have generated attention internationally.

In Ghana, previous research has focused on conflicts in
the ASM sector among transnational corporations, in-
digenous people, government, and regulatory agencies. In
this context, the illegal miners were exclusively Ghanaian
(e.g., Armah et al., 2011; Banchirigah, 2009; Taabazuing
et al. 2012). The infiltration of foreign artisanal miners
mostly from China, India, and Serbia in the sector has
made the gold mining conflict dynamics more complex.
This new dynamic is hitherto unexamined in the bur-
geoning literature on ASM conflicts. Therefore, there are
gaps in our understanding of how the foreigners actually
emerged, and how they consolidated their niche in the
sector with time. Consequently, this study will examine
the mechanism by which foreign artisanal miners entered
and reinforced their position in the ASM sector. Particular
attention will be paid to gaps in the dysfunctional min-
erals and mining legal framework that was exploited by
the Chinese and other foreigners in collusion with Gha-
naian citizens.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Communities

This research focuses on 50 communities (Table 1)
within the five districts of interest (Figure 1) within the
Western, Eastern, and Ashanti regions of Ghana. ASM is

Table 1. Study Communities and Major Mining Corporations Within Districts of Interest

Location Major mining corporation

A Amansie West District (Ashanti Region)
Esaase, Aboabo, Tetekaaso, Tetrem, Mpatoam,

Gyeninso, Akataniase, Bonteso
Keegan Gold Resources

B Birim North District (Eastern Region)
New Abirem, Afosu, Ntronang, Mamanso, Old Abirem,

Yayaaso, Adausena and Hweakwae
Newmont Ghana Gold

C Bibiani Anhwiaso Bekwai District (Western Region)
Bibiani, Gyidifokrom, Adenkyee, Bawuleline, Donkoto,

Pipeline, Chirano, Affulkrom, Kunkunso, Sefwi Bekwai, Awaso
Noble Gold Bibiani

Chirano Gold Mines
D Tarkwa Nsuaem municipality (Western Region)

Teberebie, Adieyie (Mile 8), Abompuniso (Mile 10½), Badukrom,
Wangarakrom, Mile 7, New Techiman, Adisakrom, Domeabra,
Nkwantakrom, and Acheampongkrom

Anglogold Ashanti Iduapriem
Goldfields Ghana
Abosso Goldfields

D Prestea Huni Valley District (Western Region)
Bogoso, Sedumase/ Bondaye Township, Bondaye Top Hill

and the Hamlets of Bondaye Dadamu and Aburo Gari
Golden Star Resources
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widespread in these communities. The Amansie West
District is located within latitude 6.05o W, 6.35o N, 1.40o S,
and 2.05o E. It spans an area of 1,364 km2 and it is one of
the largest districts in Ashanti forming 5.4% of the total
land area of the Ashanti Region. Bibiani-Anhwiaso-
Bekwai District is located between latitude 6� N, 3� N and
longitude 2� W, 3� W. The total land area of the district is
873 km2. The Birim North District stretches over
1,250 km2; that is approximately 6.5% of the total surface
of the Eastern Region. The Tarkwa Nsuaem Municipality
and Prestea Huni Valley District are located between
latitude 50 26’ 00"N and 50 40’ 00"N and longitudes 10 45’
00"W and 20 10’ 00"W. The two districts jointly cover a
total land area of 2,354 km2.

Data collection

Primary data were collected from May 2009 to July 2012
and complemented with secondary information from the
national level. A total of 100 interviews and 78 focus group
discussions were conducted in the study. The communities
were selected based on the pervasiveness of ASM (ga-
lamsey) activities. The traditional/cultural hierarchy was
identified and a formal request for a community forum
comprising the elders, traditional rulers, youth, and wo-

men leaders, as well as other opinion leaders, was initiated
through family heads (Abusuapanyin). In-depth interviews
of farmers, community members, foreigners, youth asso-
ciations, traditional leaders, assembly members, area
council representatives, unit committee members, NGOs,
galamsey, and large-scale mining officials were carried out.

The researchers in this study initially made in-person
contact with potential respondents and distributed letters
that explained the purpose of the study. Some potential
respondents (particularly the foreign artisanal miners)
were reluctant to participate in face-to-face interviews.
When it appeared that this reluctance could endanger the
purpose for the study, telephone interviews were offered
as an alternative, resulting in increased participation. Re-
spondents were asked to sign a consent form and to indi-
cate whether they wanted to arrange for a face-to-face or
telephone interview. Participants were then contacted by
phone and a time was arranged to conduct the interviews.
Preliminary questions were based on an interview guide
that focused on asking participants about their motivations
for engaging in artisanal mining, their experiences with
artisanal mining in terms of the nature and effects, reasons
for influx, and proliferation of foreigners in the artisanal
mining sector. The structure of the questions allowed the
researchers opportunity with follow-up questions and

FIG. 1. Map of the study areas.
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probes. The interview guide also included questions about
the interview method, such as why a participant chose to
be interviewed either face-to-face or by telephone. Face-to-
face interviews were audio recorded using a small, unob-
trusive recorder placed between the interviewer and the
participant. Telephone interviews were, however, not re-
corded as the foreign artisanal miners were uncomfortable
with their voices on tape. All of the interviews except
phone interviews were transcribed.

Data analysis

Data analysis consisted of identifying themes from
various participants at each of the five research districts,
and then comparing findings across these locations. A
second coder provided a check for reliability in recog-
nizing and coding themes. The across-location analysis
demonstrated some commonality in central themes. For
example, at each location, indigenous artisanal miners
were concerned about the inability of government to ex-
pel foreign artisanal miners from the sector. The partici-
pants were also asked three questions about the interview
method that they had chosen: (1) were they satisfied with
the research method? (2) did they feel comfortable with
their choice? and (3) did they feel they were able to ex-
press themselves freely? To each of these questions, all of
the participants responded ‘‘yes.’’ Also, all of the partici-
pants indicated they appreciated being given the oppor-
tunity of choosing either a face-to-face or telephone
interview. Focus group discussions (FGDs) involved tra-
ditional rulers, assembly members, members of the Mine
and Community Consultative Committee, Unit Commit-
tee, and ordinary community members who wished to
participate in the deliberations. The aim of the FGDs was
the gathering of views of community members on ASM
and mercury pollution. The FGDs were analyzed by
coding the major themes that emerged. Table 2 shows the
number of individuals involved in both in-depth inter-
views (IDIs) and FGDs. IDIs included both face-to-face
and telephone interviews.

RESULTS

Motivation for community members to engage
in ASM

Table 3 summarizes the findings of the FDGs and in-
terviews. Galamseys and farmers claim that large mining

companies (TNCs) have taken over their fertile lands for
mining and are refusing to employ them under the pretext
of lack of expertise. This finding is consistent with the
observations of Hilson and Banchirigah (2009). The re-
sults of this study confirm that local people are under-
represented in the formal mining workforce and hold
predominately semi-skilled positions. The highest level of
education of most of the respondents is primary school.
Therefore, they do not have the qualifications required by
mining companies for employment. In any case, of the 5%
of the respondents who hold either a mining–related di-
ploma or first degree from university, only 2% are em-
ployed by the mining companies. Many large-scale gold
mines employ highly trained workers. TNCs do little to
support local communities or foster a secondary economy
(Banchirigah, 2009). In the smaller towns and rural areas
where the mines are located, companies make limited use
of local labour due to residents’ low education levels and
lack of skills.

One community member said that: ‘‘TNCs employ
members from communities outside their catchment area
whereas our children are unemployed. They claim our
children lack the skills requisite for employment. In fact
there are many of us who are qualified yet they have
refused to employ us.’’ (FGD, M, Hunter, December 2010).
Another indicated that: ‘‘based on feedback from TNCs
we sent our children for skills training in order to meet
their requirements. Since our skilled children returned
none has ever been employed by the TNCs.’’ (FGD, M,
Farmer, December 2010). However, some TNC officials
claimed that:

there is only a limited pool of local people who are
‘‘work-ready,’’ that is who have the necessary job
experience and skills to move directly into the
workforce. In the company, we have reserved a
quota for local people but this is never met. In fact,
in several catchment communities there are signs
that the majority of work-ready people have al-
ready been recruited and some TNC operations are
having difficulty in meeting their Indigenous em-
ployment targets. (Interviews, F, TNC, April 2011)

Emergence of the Chinese, their metamorphosis
from investors to illegal artisanal miners
and ambivalence

Although it is illegal for expatriates to engage in ASM,
our results indicate that many Chinese, Indians and Serbs
were engaged in it. In this context, an official of the
minerals commission indicated thus:

This sudden interest in Ghana by Chinese and
other foreign small-scale miners is explicable. The
main reason is the rise in the price of gold on the
world market. From $200 an ounce about 10 years
ago, gold is now trading at more than $1,500 an
ounce. Therefore, the Chinese and other foreigners
are assured of good returns on their investments.
(Interview, M, Minerals Commission, September
2012)

Table 2. Participants in the In-Depth

Interviews and Focus Group Discussions

IDIs

District Farmers Residents Foreigners Youth FGDs

A 4 5 4 7 11
B 6 3 3 5 13
C 5 4 4 6 15
D 11 20 8 5 39
Total 26 32 18 23 78
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The minerals commission does not issue small-scale
licenses to expatriates. To circumvent this, expatriates pay
Ghanaian citizens to register on their behalf and front for
their illegal mining activities. For instance, an official of
the minerals commission said that:

There are 799 small-scale registered and licensed
mining operations owned by only Ghanaians in the
country. However, some Ghanaians go through the
legal process for acquiring mining licences after
which they either sell the licence to the Chinese,
transfer the licence or enter into partnership with
them. Thus, officially all the small scale mining
companies are owned by Ghanaians. Yet, in prac-
tice, it is the Chinese and other foreigners who
operate them. (Interview, M, Minerals Commission,
September 2012)

This was corroborated by another official of the com-
mission:

Many of these Ghanaians sublet their licenses to
Chinese and other foreign miners. Behind every ille-
gal Chinese and other foreign operators, we are
looking at an opinion leader, a chief, a farmer, a land
owner or somebody who then sublets it to the Chi-
nese and other foreigners for these illegal activities.
(Interview, F, Minerals Commission, September 2012)

Therefore citizens are complicit in this illegal act. In-
terestingly, some citizens involved in ASM indicated that
the mining law should be enforced to eliminate the Chi-
nese and other foreigners and other expatriates from the
subsector suggesting ambivalence. One indigenous ga-
lamsey operator indicated that: ‘‘the Chinese and other
foreigners have easy access to excavators, washing
pumps, and other machinery since they are relatively af-
fluent. The EPA [Environmental Protection Agency] has
to flush them out. I am prepared to show them where
they are hiding and mining.’’ Another indigenous ga-
lamsey operator said: ‘‘how can we blame the Chinese

Table 3. Summary of Responses from FGDs and Interviews in Mining Communities

Number of mentions (number of participants)

Response
Focus Group

Discussion (n = 78)
In-depth

Interview (n = 100)

Perceptions on nature and effects of artisanal mining
Have no idea some mercury compounds are neurotoxic 156(71) 45(20)
Inhalation of mercury vapour has adverse health effect 87(58) 120(60)
ASM is driven by loss of agricultural land 67(24) 370(65)
Leads to water pollution & related health problems 149(65) 18(12)
ASM has adversely affected drinking water sources 86(46) 450(75)
ASM has caused emergence of new diseases 11(7) 420(78)
ASM is complex and multi-faceted 13(9) 246(70)
ASM leads to several occupational accidents 145(60) 222(66)
ASM has positively affected my livelihoods 80(50) 126(54)
ASM has negatively affected my livelihoods 22(18) 108(42)
ASM is associated with increased malaria incidence 54(25) 366(84)

Reasons for community members to engage in ASM
Lack alternative livelihoods and jobs 165(76) 93(14)
Lack of agricultural land 125(70) 62(43)
Plantation economy 11(3) 59(13)
Re-union with family 9(4) 81(14)
Drought in area of origin 63(57) 73(13)
Security/insecurity 49(38) 26(8)
Political neglect of the region 59(45) 36(11)
Lack of policy awareness and interest by government - 23(13)

Reasons for influx and proliferation of Chinese and other foreigners in ASM
High global market gold prices 198(58) 150(46)
Weak minerals and mining legal framework 105(76) 78(20)
Lack of enforcement of regulatory framework 69(26) 54(25)
Collusion with some ordinary Ghanaian citizens 60(12) 137(57)
Collusion with Chiefs and opinion leaders 36(15) 64(31)
Weak central government involvement 23(5) 41(12)

Strategies to increase public awareness ASM and reduce Hg Pollution
Robust land use management strategies 78(33) 54(14)
Equitable and locally appropriate land tenure regimes 69(27) 29(13)
Advocacy (intense and sustained broadcast through radio) 65(37) 36(11)
Credible stakeholder engagement process 47(29) 28(13)
Effective governance and policy action 43 (22) 21(11)
Low cost alternative technologies 39(21) 19(13)
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and other foreigners and other nationals when our kith
and kin aid them in their nefarious activities?’’ Yet an-
other intimated that:

I have no money to independently operate ASM. I
sought employment but to no avail. It is the Chi-
nese and other foreigners who employed me and
other fellow community members. Therefore, I
think the Chinese and other foreigners are contrib-
uting to the reduction of unemployment.

Others were less charitable:

We have allowed foreigners to come, take our
limited gold resources and destroy our environ-
ment. They will return to their country and leave us
impoverished with a degraded environment too.
(Interview, M, Policymaker, February 2012)

I blame government for the influx of Chinese and
other foreign illegal miners into the country. Var-
ious institutions such as the Police, Ghana Im-
migration Service, and the Minerals Commission
are not enforcing the State’s laws thereby giving
foreigners the leeway to flout them with impunity.
The law says, the land may belong to a chief, the
farm may belong to a cocoa farmer but ore under-
neath the land, the President holds that in trust for
the people. So if somebody is using excavators in
broad day light and steals something that belongs
to Central Government, the relevant authorities
should in plain language arrest the person. (Inter-
view, M, Traditional ruler, January 2012)

Another traditional ruler had this to say:

We have disrespected our laws so much that people
from China can walk into our country illegally and
engage in illegal activities, destroy our rivers, drop
mercury into the rivers that we drink and still have
the audacity to hold a gun to fight Ghanaians. (In-
terview, M, Traditional ruler, February 2012).

However, interviews with officials of some enforce-
ment agencies show that they have made attempts to
address the situation. For instance, interviews with offi-
cials of the Ghana Immigration Service (GIS) indicate that
there are 607 Chinese with work and resident permits in
the country (as of January 2012). Of this, 75 are in the
mining industry, 197 in the oil, gas, and energy industry,
while the rest are in other sectors. Conceding that the
number of Chinese in Ghana could be more, immigration
officials interviewed said that was so because some of the
Chinese came into the country as investors, while others
used the Aflao (Togo) Border as their entry point. Ac-
cording to immigration officials, the majority of the Chi-
nese, in their attempt to avoid going through laid down
procedures for resident and work permits, flew from
China to Togo and used approved or unapproved routes
to arrive in the country. From the beginning of 2012, 81
Chinese who were involved in illegal mining activities in
the country have been arrested by immigration officials,
40 have so far been repatriated to China.

Furthermore, one interviewee said that: ‘‘Enforcing the
law on illegal gold mining is a problem in Ghana. At
times we apprehend these Chinese. We send them to the
law courts and the same law is used to set them free. Yet,
we are accused of inaction.’’ (Interview, M, Minerals
Commission, September 2012).

Also, we found that some Chinese jointly applied with
other investors to engage in large-scale mining. The joint
application only documents their financial capacity to
undertake the capital intensive large-scale mining. How-
ever, after receiving the licenses they abrogate the joint
partnership and venture into small-scale mining due to
lack of funds.

Interestingly, some chiefs, local government officials,
and members of parliament were perceived to be in-
volved in galamsey. Our results show that some of these
stakeholders even had sole ownership or had formed
partnerships with other individuals in ASM companies
(including the Chinese) by providing excavators and
other machinery to support ASM activities whereas oth-
ers had contributed financial resources to sustain this
operation. Thus, it is interesting to note the ambivalence
regarding the involvement of the Chinese and other for-
eigners in ASM activities. Self-seeking citizens colluded
with the Chinese and other foreigners to circumvent the
Minerals and Mining Act. Yet, the same citizens are ac-
cusing the Chinese and other foreigners and demanding
legal action against them.

Turf war between indigenous artisanal miners,
foreign artisanal miners, and TNCs

During the interviews, TNCs contend that the wide-
spread pollution of surface water bodies is due to un-
regulated and indiscriminate ASM activities in all mining
communities (Armah et al., 2011). TNCs further claim that
ASM have taken over their concessions without permis-
sion and are specifically polluting surface water bodies
with mercury. For instance, one official of the Ghana
Chamber of mines said that:

a group of illegal miners were polluting a river in
Obuasi and when out 2 of workers attempted to
stop them, they were assaulted. Such barbaric at-
tacks had the tendency of discouraging investors
and it would impact negatively on the nation’s
economy. National Security must take steps to stop
this practice and water pollution by the illegal
miners (galamsey) before things get out of hands.
(Interview, F, TNC, September, 2010)

Similarly, another official of a TNC indicated that:

The involvement of the Chinese and other foreign-
ers in illegal ASM can only exacerbate the existing
conflict between galamseys and us. It has the po-
tential to further worsen increase the frequency and
magnitude of surface water pollution that these il-
legal miners have visited upon the nation. The time
for the EPA to act is now in order to control such
environmental infractions. (Interview, F, TNC, Jan-
uary 2011)
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Artisanal miners counter claims that TNCs are also
polluting water bodies but on a larger scale since the latter
have larger concessions on which they operate. The re-
sults suggest that both TNCs and ASM sometimes pollute
the water environment with cyanide and mercury re-
spectively. It is significant to note that 800 (82%) inter-
viewees in the various mining communities claimed they
could not drink from their original water sources due to
perceived pollution. For instance, residents of Twiagya
trade food stuffs for sachets of water as the five surface
water bodies which originally used to provide them with
drinking water have been polluted by mining activities.

A galamsey operator posed this rhetorical question: ‘‘.
they say our activities are polluting rivers in our com-
munities but government is always silent on what the
TNCs and the Chinese and other foreigners are doing to
our rivers. Have they forgotten that before colonisation
our forebears were mining gold?’’ (FGD, M, ASM, April
2010).

In relation to the above, one interviewee had this to say:

I have been farming in Wassa Akropong over 20
years. Several Chinese and other foreign nationals
(about 100) who use highly sophisticated machines
have encroached on my land and are also polluting
River Ankobra. When I confronted them, they un-
leashed their wild dogs on me. I fled for my life.
(Interview, M, farmer, August 2009)

Furthermore, according to the participants, the alter-
native source of drinking water provided for them turns
blue when peeled plantain or cassava is put in it. A
community resident indicated that: ‘‘we have been
drinking from the river since childhood but the colour of
the water changed from brown when the TNCs diverted
the source of the river. Now the water is very clear with
no particles. Therefore, we suspect that they have pol-
luted it’’ (Interview, M, Opinion Leader, August 2010).

Added to this is the devastating effect of illegal mining
on the land. In this context, a participant in the FGDs said
that:

Farmlands are destroyed in addition to pollution of
water bodies as a result of illegal mining. Some-
times they dig the place and when they find no
mineral they just move to another place just like
that. But with the regulated mining companies this
does not happen. (FGD, M, Farmer, December 2010)

Surface water pollution and weak enforcement
by regulatory agencies

At the core of surface water pollution by artisanal
miners is the issue of weak enforcement of mining regu-
lations. In particular, the legal framework (mining code,
legislation) in Ghana is incoherent. Also, the human, fi-
nancial, and material resources to enforce the laws (in-
cluding decentralized structures) are almost non-existent.
For example, the EPA is visible only at the regional level
with virtually no offices at the community level except in
a few mining districts. Thus, their response to environ-
mental infractions is rather weak. Also, the political will

to execute the laws (including control and sanctions on
infractions) is limited. This is demonstrated by the lack of
government action on a number of environmental brea-
ches by TNCs and artisanal miners. According to Obiri
et al. (2010), there have been no less than 14 cyanide spills
into water bodies by TNCs between 1990 and 2004. Yet,
the culprits have not been sanctioned by the regulatory
agencies. During the FGDs, residents of some mining
communities shared similar concerns. For example, most
of the residents claimed that in 2001 and 2004 when
Goldfields Ghana Limited and Bogoso Gold Limited re-
spectively spilled large volumes of cyanide solutions into
rivers Asuman at Abekoase and Aprepre in Dumasi, EPA
officials collected blood samples from some of the resi-
dents who drank cyanide contaminated water. However,
to date they have unsuccessfully pressed EPA several
times for a copy of the report. Also, Donkor et al. (2006)
indicated that mercury pollution is a common feature of
ASM activities.

Regarding surface water pollution by ASM activities,
this is what one farmer had to say:

It is true; the Chinese and other foreigners are into
‘‘Galamsey’’ mining in the country. Not only that;
they have mined into River Ankobra, a prominent
river that serves as the only source of drinking
water for the farming communities of Adansi, Di-
koto and Konkorso all in the Wassa Amenfi East
District of the Western Region. Under the mining
regulations, the closest a mining activity can come
to a river is 200 feet away. But the Chinese and
other foreign ‘‘Galamsey’’ operators have mined
much closer to River Ankobra. Yet government has
failed to sanction them. If it were local people the
security agencies would have accosted them. (FGD,
M, farmer, July 2009)

DISCUSSION

The findings suggest possible confrontation between
locals who are not directly benefiting from the involve-
ment of foreigners in artisanal mining versus others who
are profiting from local-foreigner alliance. We found that
environmental degradation associated with artisanal
mining is, in part, exacerbated by the political marginal-
ization of the ASM sector. This finding is consistent with
the findings of Hilson (2006) and Tschakert (2009). This is
coupled with the lack of appropriate incentives to mine in
a more environmentally sensitive manner. ASM’s mar-
ginalization within the mining industry primarily stems
from four issues. First, is the persistent belief by govern-
ment that large scale mining (LSM) should be prioritized,
whenever possible, over ASM versus in tandem with
ASM. Also, as currently practiced, in most contexts ASM
does not contribute as much direct tax revenue to the state
as large-scale mining; its indirect contributions are often
not calculated or undervalued. This finding supports the
observation of Hilson and Banchirigah (2009). Next, ASM
as an informal or illegal activity is understood as foregone
conclusion: making reform or formalization economically
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unattractive and/or politically challenging. Again, local
markets for high-value/low volume commodities espe-
cially gold often lack transparency and formal trading
chains. This provides the ideal setup for extraordinary
profits in grey or black markets, such as smuggling by
unscrupulous middlemen, some of who have direct ties to
those with the economic and political means to perpetuate
the marginal and informal condition of ASM so crucial for
their businesses (Kwai and Hilson, 2010).

These factors create a situation of minimal political will
to address the sector. It follows that few successful edu-
cation initiatives have addressed artisanal miners’ igno-
rance of how to reduce or mitigate their impacts on the
environment, or at a more basic level, educate them in the
ways in which what they do is environmentally damag-
ing. This is coupled with a widespread lack of incentives
for miners to introduce improved techniques or rehabili-
tate mining sites. Interestingly, unlike in large-scale min-
ing where the financial profits and investments are larger
than the costs of requisite conservation programmes, in
ASM the profits are orders of magnitude smaller, some-
times altogether elusive and usually dispersed amongst a
large group of people.

That poverty, social inequality, and environmental in-
justice are all at the root and a consequence of the infor-
mal and illegal forms of small-scale gold mining cannot
be overlooked. This is consistent with the findings of
Banchirigah (2009) and Taabazuing et al. (2012). Local
populations are pinched between their aspirations to
economic development and the damage to their natural
environment, social structure, and culture. We argue that
conflicts among different stakeholders (TNCs, the for-
eigners, indigenous artisanal miners, and chiefs) over
access to gold-rich soils and rivers in Ghana form an
important obstacle to the effective formulation and im-
plementation of public policies for the regulation of small-
scale mining activities. Gaining a deeper understanding of
such conflicts and their possible solutions is a precondi-
tion for developing policies that will enhance the envi-
ronmental, economic and social sustainability of the gold
mining industry (see also Taabazuing et al., 2012). Un-
derstanding the actors’ perceptions of opportunities of
gold mining, the conflicts it generates and the environ-
mental impacts, is fundamental.

At least three gaps in the legal framework account for
the proliferation of the Chinese and other foreigners in
artisanal gold mining in Ghana: definition of who a
mining investor is; lack of provision for mining rights for
communities; and ambiguity of some provisions in the
framework. First, since large scale gold mining is a capi-
talised venture; the government of Ghana was interested
in individuals or groups that could provide an initial
minimum capital of 200,000 USD. Local people did not
have access to this amount of money; neither could they
access credit from the banks due to the high risks in-
volved in gold mining. This financial requirement fun-
damentally and inadvertently precluded local people
from being investors in large-scale mining and created a
loophole for exploitation by some foreigners. The for-
eigners were able to generate the initial capital requested

by government for documentary purposes only without
any intention of venturing into large-scale mining. On
receiving the license, the Chinese and other foreigners
simply resorted to small-scale mining. Second, the ac-
quisition of mining rights is restricted to individuals,
companies and partnerships of not more than six persons.
Thus, many local people cannot form a partnership with
the intention of engaging in mining. Communal people
operate in varying group dimensions. The grouping can
have a traditional set up (family relations in a locality),
administrative in nature (village or community structure),
or a combination. The acceptance to such groupings in
rural areas can be more appropriate for such people to
participate in the mining sector. Next, the legal frame-
work calls for a balanced solution for environmental, so-
cial, and economic problems. However, it is not clear on
the mechanisms or specific steps mining companies must
take to achieve such a balance. In fact, some provisions in
the framework are contradictory, ambiguous, and diffi-
cult to interpret. Other provisions are voluntary, vague
and do not impose penalties for non-compliance. For in-
stance, the legal framework mentions responsible mining.
However, the nature and practice of responsible mining
remains undefined and is subject to multiple interpreta-
tions.

The basic principles and actual applications of re-
sponsible mining are still vague to some stakeholders
(particularly artisanal miners) because of the lack of in-
formation, misinformation or actual negative experiences
of past mining practices. In forest reserves, mining li-
censes were given out at the same time the forestry au-
thority was taking steps to upgrade some of the forest
reserves into national parks. Also, the Mining Code is not
harmonized with the Forestry and Land Codes, leading to
conflicts over entitlements. There are further unclear and
contradicting mandates between the Ministry of Land and
Natural Resources and the Ministry of Environment Sci-
ence and Technology at the national levels. Some of the
inconsistencies in the legal framework identified in this
study have also been documented by Armah et al. (2011).

CONCLUSION

It is interesting to note the ambivalence on the part of
artisanal miners regarding the involvement of the Chinese
and other foreigners in ASM activities. Given that self-
seeking citizens colluded with the Chinese and other
foreigners to circumvent the minerals and mining act in
order to gain entry into the sector, it is remarkable that the
same citizens are accusing the Chinese and other for-
eigners and demanding legal action against them. It ap-
pears that to a larger extent, the Chinese and to a lesser
extent, other foreigners such as the Indians and Serbians
have consolidated their niches in the ASM sector. Several
policy attempts to regulate ASM in Ghana have failed.
The principal reason for this failure is that the current
intervention mechanisms are predominantly of a technical
order and do not take into account the complex socio-
political realities in gold mining regions. Key areas of
concern include the casualty rate from mining pit
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collapse, the social and economic effects of the attempt to
shut down artisanal mining, and mercury contamination
from gold mining. Other areas of concern include in-
creasing frequency and magnitude of conflicts among
TNCs, indigenous artisanal miners and other foreigners,
government, chiefs, and farmers. The root of the conflicts
surrounding small-scale gold mining in Ghana can be
found in legal and political conditions. In particular,
current public policies (including the Minerals and
Mining Act) are not suitable to deal with the complex
situation of a sector in which many poor people find a
living, but that remains rather uncontrollable as an in-
formal industry taking place in remote parts of Ghana.
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