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Abstract: 

Within the past few decades, Ghana’s mining sector specifically the small scale 
mining subsector has been marred by controversies mainly due to its threat to 
sustainable development. This paper provides some insights into the inextricable linkage 
between sustainable development and illegal gold mining popularly referred to as 
“galamsey” and examines the effectiveness of political response and processes at the 
local and national level. While acknowledging the incommensurable role of the mining 
sector in poverty reduction through employment generation, the adverse impact on the 
environmental, economic and social fabric of society cannot be ignored. 
Notwithstanding this hard evidence at hand, successive governments are handicapped to 
reverse the devastating effects partly due to the complicated and multifaceted nature of 
the small scale mining sub-sector. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in three 
illegal mining communities comprised 12 illegal miners and officials task to monitor 
mining activities. We also extensively utilized official government reports and relevant 
academic literature to draw attention to the multiplicity and diversity of illegal mining. 
By examining livelihood strategies and reviewing successive government policies on 
mining and sustainability, we discovered gaps in the area of policy implementation and 
systemic marginalization of majority of communities where illegal mining occurs. In this 
paper, we advocate for a broader multidimensional and sectoral collaboration as a 
fundamental approach to confront illegal small scale mining activities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The human-environment interaction, which according Ostergren and Le 
Bossé (2011) is one of the basic facts of life, has so many implications. The 
environment offers infinite possibilities, of which humans make important 
choices based on cultural and technological development (Ostergren & Le 
Bosse, 2011). Unfortunately, some of these choices be it necessary has been a 
driving force for environmental degradation and change. The exploration of 
natural resources is by no means a recent phenomenon. However, the transition 
from exploration to exploitation has hitherto resulted in catastrophic impact on 
the environment and society in general. Martinez-Alier (2002) categorically 
stated that future generation will feel the impacts of poor environmental 
decisions irrespective of economic growth. 

Contribution of the mining sector to the economic development of Ghana 
has been widely acknowledged (Roe & Samuel, 2007; Hilson, 2007; Ghana 
Chamber of Mines, 2011). Ghana was once a leading producer of Gold in the 
world accounting for 36% of total world output between 1493 and 1600 
(Tsikata, 1997). Gold accounts for 90% of the overall mining output in Ghana 
(Akabzaa, 2007). Current estimates show that the country is the second largest 
gold producer in Africa and the 9th largest producer in the world despite the 2% 
decrease in production from 92 tonnes in 2010 to 91 tonnes in 2011 (Aryee, 
2012). The sector directly contributed 38.3% of Ghana’s total corporate tax 
earnings, 27.6% of government revenue and 6% GDP in 2011 (Ghana Chamber 
of Mines, 2011). In 2013, 40.7 tons of gold from the artisanal and small-scale 
gold mining sector were exported, at a trade value of US$1.7 billion (Minerals 
Commission, 2014). The country also produces a significant variety of other 
mineral resources such as manganese, diamond and bauxite. 

The structure of the mining sector in Ghana is complicated and comprises 
large and small scale mines. The large scale mines control an 85% stake in the 
industry and include multinational companies from Canada, Australia, and South 
Africa and in recent time the United States (Akabzaa & Darimani, 2001). Small 
scale mining (legal and artisanal gold mining operations) on the hand dates back 
more than 2000 years (Hilson, 2001). Current statistics however shows that the 
artisanal and small scale mining sector account for 34% of gold mining in Ghana 
(Ghana Minerals Commission and Human Rights Watch, 2015). In terms of 
employment, the large scale mining industry employs 28,000 people whilst over 
1 million are directly engaged in the small scale gold mine with an estimated 
4,400,000 dependents (Dreschler, 2001; Mutemeri & Petersen, 2002; UNECA, 
2011; Aryee, 2012; McQuilken & Hilson, 2014). Attention to current 
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developments in the mining sector shows occasional skirmishes and clashes 
between the small and large scale mining sectors principally as a result of land 
use disputes (Andrew, 2001; Hilson, 2005). Martinez-Alier (2002) in his book 
on “The Environmentalism of the Poor: A Study of Ecological Conflicts and 
Valuation” underscored the impact of the destructive nature of gold mining on 
the environment. Gold mining is highly dependent on toxic chemicals such as 
mercury and cyanide which disrupt the ecological balance by way of damages 
biodiversity, landscape, habitats, and human health and water bodies (Martinez-
Alier, 2002; Guimaraẽs et al., 2011). Water resources in particular are reddened 
hazardous due to contamination by heavy metals, acid mine drainages mercury 
and cyanide from gold mining (Martinez-Alier, 2002). 

Researchers and policy makers have long expressed concerns over the 
illicit activities of artisanal mining, yet efforts to tackle the somewhat 
irreversible impacts have inadvertently stalled (Hilson, 2001). This is mainly 
due to the multifaceted nature of small scale mining. On one hand the 
environmental, social and economic cost cannot be underestimated (Hilson & 
Murck, 2000; Kemp et al., 2011; Mudd, 2010) whiles on the hand, systemic 
disparities in development evident in rural and urban regions to some extent 
justifies such activities (Hilson & Murck, 2000; ICMM, 2002, 2012; Owen & 
Kemp, 2012; Pegg, 2006). By utilizing theoretical concepts associated with 
political ecology, this study examines how “modernized” economy structure 
influences access to and control of gold resources with associated impact on 
sustainable development. 

1. OVERVIEW OF ARTISANAL MINING IN GHANA 

The adverse impact of mining particularly artisanal mining 
euphemistically called Galamsey on sustainable development has been well 
documented (Heath et al., 1993; Veiga, M.M. and Beinhoff, C., 1997; Warhurst, 
A. 1999; Warhusrt, A., 1994; UN, 1996; ILO, 1999; Kitula, 2006; Fisher, 2007). 
A universal definition of ASM is yet to be established (Bugnosen, 2003; Buxton, 
2013; Human Rights Watch, 2014). The criteria for defining small scale mining 
differs from country to country and with reference to Ghana small-scale mining 
refers to “operations of individual Ghanaians or organized groups of Ghanaians 
(4-8 individuals), or a co-operative often of more individuals, entirely financed 
by Ghanaian resources at a certain limit, and carried out on a full time basis 
using simple equipment and tools (Fatawu & Allan, 2014). It also refers to 
prospecting and mining in an area designated, and which uses specialized 
technologies and methods not involving substantial expenditure” (Bugnosen, 
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2005). Figure 1 shows the structure and diversity of small scale artisanal mining 
in Ghana. 

The “actors” in the artisanal mining sector at the local level constitute 
residents in the mining communities, migrants, nomadic peoples, seasonal 
subsistence farmers, and retrenched large-scale mine workers (Hilson, 2005). 
The power dynamics in the ASM encompasses sponsors, gold buyers and land 
owners with collaborations with local traditional authorities and more recently 
Chinese migrants who according to Hilson et al. (2014) and Hirons (2015) are 
benefiting significantly from the activities of the ASM sector. The artisanal 
mining sector is characterized by non-compliance to environmental regulations, 
low level of productivity due to insufficient skills and qualifications of miners 
evident at all level of the operation culminating in low income and salaries 
(Buxton, 2013, Human Rights Watch, 2015). The application of rudimentary 
tools is highly prevalent in the artisanal mining sector (Hilson, 2001; Kambani, 
2003; Buxton, 2013).  

Figure 1: The structure and diversity of ASM 

 
Source: Buxton, 2013. 

 



ZfWT Vol. 8 No. 3 (2016) 173-191 

177 

2. WHY THE NEED FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IN 
THE MINING SECTOR? 

The question of whether sustainable artisanal mining is possible in the face 
of pronounced poverty, disparities and inequality remains unanswered. The 
answer to this question would require brief examination of the sustainable 
development thought. The sustainable development concept emerged through 
the 1980 World Conservation Strategy and the 1972 Stockholm Conference on 
the Human Environment to the early days of the International Conservation 
Movement (National Research Council, 2003). Ideally, the sustainability 
framework seeks to address the damage to environment and socio-cultural 
integrity that has accompanied accelerated and unchecked economic 
development in many regions of the world in post-World War II years (Planning 
Commission, Government of India, 2012). The sustainable development concept 
means different things to various interest groups; however the general consensus 
highlights fairness to future generations (Brundland Report, 1987). Essentially, 
the concept propagated and advocated the need to protect the interest of future 
generations at the expense of potential short-term benefits (OECD, 2008). 
Sustainability is not contradictory to growth, profit, and development 
(Gellermann et al, 2015). The growth should benefit the poorest and vulnerable 
in society whiles at the same time empowering them to reap the benefits of 
increases in economic activity for improvement in their living conditions 
(OECD, 2008). Events over the past few decades supported by solid evidence of 
climate volatilities has more than ever necessitated the application of sustainable 
development approaches to reverse the devastating consequences for the systems 
that support the progress and continuity of human life and society (Strange and 
Bayley, 2008). The sustainable development concept which during the initial 
stages was solely concerned with environmental issues has tended to embrace 
economic and social dimensions along the way (Murray, 2001). The 
imperceptible linkage between the three dimensions of sustainable development 
and artisanal mining in Ghana is illustrated in figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Linkages of the Three Dimensions of Sustainable Development and Artisanal 
Mining. 

 
Source: Adopted from Azapagic, 2004; Ghose, 2003; Sharma et al., 2009; 

Chikkatur et al., 2009. 

The argument of this paper is that artisanal gold mining is a creation of the 
economic system that surrounds the extraction of natural resources. The paper 
analyses the indirect role of the restructured economic system, involving global 
institutions, multinational corporations, governments and communities in 
environmental degradation through activities of artisanal mining (galamsey) in 
Ghana.  

3. POLITICAL ECOLOGY APPROACH AND CONCEPTS 
EXPLAINING ARTISANAL MINING IN GHANA  

3.1. Political Ecology Approach 

This study applies political ecology approach to analyze the environmental 
challenges threatening sustainable development as a result of artisanal gold 
mining in Ghana. Walker (2005) describes political ecology as a field of 
enormous intellectual vitality and impetus, positioned to make uniquely valuable 
contributions to understanding the environmental problems threatening people 
and ecosystems. This helps to critically examine the narratives and counter-
narratives of artisanal gold mining, considering the increased integration of local 
land users into global markets under unequal relations of power and how this 
relations create a situational rationality that force land users to degrade their 
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environments (Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987; Walker, 2005). The approach 
combines the concerns of ecology and political economy to focus on how people 
interact to establish and contest access to and use of resources (Rangan and Kull 
2008; Vayda and Walters 1999) focusing on social relations that shape resource 
management and poverty (Franklin and Downing 2013). 

The relevance of applying political ecology approach to understanding the 
threat of illegal mining to sustainable development is justified by the fact that 
environmental change is product of social and political relations which are 
interlinked at different scales, from the local level to global level (Adams 2009). 
Individuals or communities as land managers at the local level have direct access 
and/or control over the landscape. The state acts at the regional or national level, 
and multilateral corporations, international organisations and nongovernmental 
organisations (NGOs) act at the international or global level. Interaction of the 
actors with other factors and circumstances brings about environmental change 
(Hupy and WinklerPrins, 2003). The economic, ecological and political 
marginalization, pressure of production on resources and flawed environmental 
data and policies that can be understood through chains of explanation shape the 
environmental actions of the local land users, especially the artisanal miners 
(Walker, 2005). Political ecology introduces concepts of relative power at many 
levels of environmental and ecological analysis (Greenberg & Park, 1994) for 
detailed understanding of environmental changes threatening sustainable 
development.  

3.2. Narratives  

Narratives explain environmental degradation and inform policy responses 
(Fairhead & Leach, 1995). They are stories of relationship between people and 
of their environment (Franklin & Downing, 2013). Powerful narratives that are 
often partial truths such as multinationals are responsible for environmental 
degradation, artisanal miners are responsible for environmental degradation, 
governments are responsible for environmental degradation, and consumers are 
responsible for environmental degradation, build power and influence. There are 
other narratives such as tropical forests are pristine, unclaimed lands that no one 
lives on, indigenous mining methods are not founded on modern science and do 
not fit into the mining technologies required for sustainable mining and total 
lack of recognitions or valuing or understanding of significance of forests to 
indigenous peoples whose truth are elusive due to lack of data or poor data, 
different local contexts which makes grand narratives impossible as many 
different factors at play within each context with those factors working across 
multiple scales ideal for assessment with political ecology lens. Environmental 
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narratives are scientific stories built on social values and perceptions that are 
ultimately stories about people and nature (Neumann 2005). This paper analyses 
the different narratives and counter-narratives on illegal mining as a threat to 
sustainable development in Ghana. It is worthy to note that there are different 
competing narratives and counter-narratives with different values on artisanal 
mining. 

3.3. Marginalization  

The unequal power relations influence control and access to resource and 
environment and the right to access and control skew in favour of elites and 
government (Bryant 1998). The outcome of this relationship is often politically 
or socially marginal people who have access to ecologically marginal areas. The 
marginal occupy economically marginal positions in the social and political 
structure and benefit from marginal ecological services. This creates structures 
of winning and losing, expressed through the concept of marginalization 
(Robbins, 2012). According to Robbins (2012) marginalization leads to 
simultaneous and increasing impoverishment and land degradation of the poor. 
This paper highlights the outcomes of conflicting interests of the use of land and 
its resources. Local communities are generally excluded in land allocation 
processes (Robbins, 2012). This paper is therefore set to identify similar issues 
pertaining to the allocation of mining concessions in Ghana. 

3.4. Political Object 

Political object is the non-human objects and their characteristics that 
shape the world of human politics (Robbins, 2012). According to Robbins 
(2012) the concept gives account of how non-human objects; such as the case 
gold in this paper, influence human cultures by their effect on the political 
economy and societies. Gold as political object is heavily subjected to political 
decisions such as the laws which regulate the access and management of the 
resource. The paper analyses the extent to which gold resource management 
institutions restructure social processes in Ghana, and how these actions 
influence sustainable development.  

3.5. Chain of Explanation 

Chain of explanation explains the relationship between the environment 
and the society and identifies the implications of actions ranging from the 
individual through to multilateral organisations with associated changes. This 
identifies the various variables in the commodity chain using available evidence 
(Bassett 1988). Robbins (2012) argues that from political ecology perspective, 
regional decisions influence local conditions and change in market situations 
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cause change in land values which then leads to land degradation and social 
disorder. In this paper, the concept of chain of explanation is used in the political 
ecology approach to localize the causes of illegal mining and its effects on 
sustainable development. It traces the contextual forces constraining and 
directing immediate outcomes (Blaikie & Brookfield, 1987) of the activities of 
artisanal miners. The paper in the light of this concept traces the socio-
economic, political, and ecological processes through analyses of the 
interactions between actors related to gold extraction in Ghana on a multi-scale 
level. 

4. METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted two qualitative methodologies, namely semi-structured 
interviews and extensive review of existing literature utilizing both primary and 
secondary sources of data. The interview sessions were conducted in three 
mining communities in Tarkwa, Prestea and Ayanfuri in February 2016. These 
three study sites were selected due to intensity of the activities of artisanal 
miners and considerable environmental degradation and impact. In order to 
ensure a representative sample and geographic diversity, a total of 12 
participants engaged in illegal mining activities were purposively selected, four 
from each of the three communities mentioned above. The aim of the interview 
session was to provide some insights into the nature of their activities and how 
sustainable development is affected. Based on the approach of the study, a 
separate interview was conducted with one official of the Minerals Commission 
in the districts within which the mining communities were located. This was to 
ascertain the power and institutional dynamics in the small scale mining sector. 

4.1. Findings, Analysis and Discussion  

4.1.1. The Narratives of Illegal Gold Mining in Ghana 

The results from the review of existing literature and previous experiences 
of illegal mining informs of striking set of narratives on illegal mining and its 
threat to sustainable development. The narratives and counter narratives provide 
the basis for discussion on the causes of illegal mining. The common narrative 
of illegal mining is that it is caused by poverty (Hilson & Garforth, 2012). The 
poor and uneducated are ignorant of the threats of illegal mining to the 
environment and its consequences on sustainable development so therefore 
practice illegal mining (Banchirigah, 2008; Hilson, 2009). Poverty, according to 
this narrative is not only concerning the inadequacy of income or sources of 
income but also inadequate alternative economic opportunities to enable the 
people observe the principles of sustainable development.  
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In an interview with an illegal miner in Prestea, he said, 

“Our fathers used to mine gold on this land on the small scale in the past, 
but government gave the land to the company (large scale mining company) and 
now even farmland is difficult to get. Anywhere we find more gold on the 
remaining land, the company comes that the place is for them so we have to 
sneak through some places and get some gold so that we can sell to sustain 
ourselves and our family”. 

There is the inadequacy of alternative economic and employment 
opportunities in rural areas of Ghana, especially mining communities (Teschner, 
2011; Bush, 2008). According to Banchirigah (2008) the narrative that poverty 
causes the people to engage in illegal mining does not explain the causes of such 
activities in full. 

The counter narrative therefore is that artisanal mining is a traditional 
activity of the local people sustaining their livelihood for decades (Tschakert & 
Singha, 2007). Artisanal mining was an alternative to agricultural activities; the 
main source of livelihoods of rural communities, creating diversity to the 
livelihoods opportunities. This therefore creates alternative opportunities for 
work in the dry season. Policies implemented under the economic reforms in the 
past four decades have however, provided generous incentives to large-scale 
mine investors but promise few benefits to host governments and their citizens, 
especially those in the mining communities (Hilson, 2007). These policies have 
hindered the practice of artisanal mining in most mining communities since the 
laws and regulations mandated the handing out of concessions to large scale 
mining companies (Hilson & Yakovleva, 2007) making artisanal mining hitherto 
not considered as illegal, now largely described as illegal mining. Hilson (2007) 
posits that the government now prioritizes foreign controlled large scale miners 
to the neglect of concerns of local subsistence groups, hence promoting large-
scale mineral exploration and mining activity causing widespread community 
dislocation. This has led to conflicts, arising from enclosure of the commons, 
changing property and tenure systems, and large scale land acquisitions, between 
mining companies and artisanal miners (Hilson & Yakovleva, 2007). Artisanal 
mining has been described as illegal mining in most cases to relate the activities 
of local communities in their resistance to their gold rich lands being taken from 
them (Bush, 2008; Nyame & Grant, 2014). Although, much is done towards 
mainstreaming artisanal mining activity which is often done without 
reclamation, the sector still largely operates outside the official regulatory 
regime and the comparatively small but cumulatively large plots of land become 
desolate in a short period of time (Nyame & Blocher, 2009; Nyame & Grant, 
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2014). The tenet of this counter-narrative is that artisanal mining; even when 
practiced against the precepts of the new laws and regulations of the sector and 
therefore described as illegal mining, is a legitimate source of livelihood for the 
people. This is because illegal mining has been attributed to the unavailability of 
land and the only viable option remaining for the local people is to work 
alienated lands or other restricted areas (Hilson, 2007). 

Illegal mining is however not exclusively practiced by indigenous people 
in mining communities who consider it as traditional source of livelihood but 
also engaged in by migrant miners; both internal and trans-border (Nyame & 
Grant, 2014). There is a common notion in what is described the get-rich 
narrative that artisanal mining holds the possibility for anybody to make wealth 
(Hilson & Garforth, 2012). Hilson & Garforth (2012) attribute the proliferation 
of the illegal mining in recent years to the urge of people to generate “quick” 
wealth. Tschakert (2008) in a different view argues that this quick wealth motive 
is often attractive to people that are in need of finance for starting up an 
alternative business. Majority of the illegal miners interviewed at Ayanfuri in the 
Western Region of Ghana come from outside the community and their presence 
there was propelled by the presence of gold in the community. 

One illegal miner in Ayanfuri rightfully said 

“I came here about a year and half ago, my friend told me I can find a job 
in the galamsey business. Where I come from, there are not jobs and I have to 
make a living for myself and family. The money I make here is small, but it is 
better than nothing” 

Illegal mining as a source of livelihood is fueled by high level of 
unemployment (Hilson & Potter, 2005). Hilson and Potter (2005) attribute the 
unemployment to the effects of the Structural Adjustment Programs (SAP) and 
similar neo-liberal policies that have forced people out of work as part of the 
austerity measures taken to combat Ghana’s fiscal debt in the past three decades. 
Many that were unable to find viable replacement employment such as 
retrenched civil servants, teachers and redundant large scale mine workers have 
migrated to rural areas in search of employment (Hilson 2009). This provides a 
counter-narrative to the get-rich narrative (Hilson & Potter, 2009). The 
unemployment situation is worsened by the lack of alternative livelihood 
possibilities besides artisanal mining (Hilson & Garforth 2012) since large scale 
surface mining which has taken up large tracts of land from farmers does not 
provide enough jobs to match the total number of people laid off from 
agriculture (Hilson, 2007) creating situational rationality that forces marginal 
land users to degrade their environments (Walker, 2006). 
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4.1.2. Causes of Illegal Gold Mining in Ghana 

Literature and observations highlight what is classified in this paper as 
major and minor causes of illegal mining in Ghana. These are conditions that 
compel people to venture into artisanal mining and by their modes of operation 
and in the light of regulations considered as illegal mining. The major or 
immediate causes are conditions that affect individuals and cause them to 
engage in illegal mining while the minor causes indirectly influence the 
economic conditions of people to engage in illegal mining. The major causes 
include poverty worsened by marginalization, unemployment deepened by 
structural reforms, and economic restructuring. The minor causes on the other 
hand include bureaucracy, loss of access to and control of land and resources, 
the influence of global actors, and weak regulations. 

The major causes of illegal mining are in most cases economic factors. 
Although, it has been pointed out that not all artisanal miners are illiterate or 
poor (Nyame & Grant, 2014) poverty is identified as one of the main causes of 
illegal mining (Hilson & Garforth, 2012; Hilson & Potter 2005; Banchirigah, 
2008). Financial difficulties distress people and compel them to engage in illegal 
mining. Most people, especially from mining communities see artisanal mining 
as the only viable livelihood option available (Hilson & Garforth, 2012). Few 
barriers to entering illegal mining as it is a local community arrangement 
governed by customary law as opposed to government partnerships governed by 
statutory law characterizing large scale mining and legal artisanal mining makes 
it appealing to individuals that lack financial capital (Nyame & Blocher, 2009; 
Hilson & Garforth, 2012). 

Another major cause of illegal mining is unemployment, especially 
emanating as a consequence of SAP (Hilson & Potter, 2005; Nyame & Blocher, 
2009). Unemployment is divided into two different factors (Hilson & Garforth, 
2012) comprising the urban unemployed who move to rural areas and engage in 
illegal mining and rural population who were disinterested in farming due to loss 
of comparatively viable land to large scale miners and artisanal miners (Hilson 
& Garforth 2012; Nyame & Blocher, 2009). Lack of formal employment 
opportunities compelled both the rural and urban unemployed to consider illegal 
mining as an option for securing livelihood.  

Kwame1 in an interview confirms he operates an illegal mining site 
located in the concession of a large scale mining company in Tarkwa and has 
operated such pit for more than two decades. He said to have started illegal 

                                                           
1  Fictitious name to conceal identity of respondent. 
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mining when he returned home after being laid off by a renowned company 
which he was working for at Tema. 

The problem in actual sense is lack of alternative employment avenue 
forces people to engage in illegal mining (Teschner 2011, Bush 2008) where 
even arable lands originally used or leased out for farming are now increasingly 
being used for illegal mining without reclamation (Nyame & Blocher, 2009). 

The quest to restructure the economy in the past few decades is a major 
cause of illegal mining in Ghana. The increased integration of third-world land 
users into global markets under unequal relations of power undermines the local 
land users’ localized environmental knowledge and long histories of successful 
adaptation to sometimes harsh and unpredictable environments (Walker, 2006). 
People in mining communities as rational beings, also tend to realize maximum 
economic gain from available resources in response to the notion of economic 
diversification. The extraction of as a valuable resource to mining communities 
on small scale has been a historical traditional source of livelihood to the local 
people (Banchirigah, 2008). The combination of farming and artisanal mining 
was a common practice in mining communities and the declining incomes that 
faced farmers in the process of market liberalization (Hilson & Garforth, 2012) 
compelled many to venture in illegal mining. The inadequacy of reliable 
alternative source of livelihood makes people to engage in illegal mining 
without conforming to environmental regulations to ensure sustainable resource 
exploitation for ensuring sustainable development. 

Alongside the major causes of illegal mining identified are the minor 
causes since they are not mutually exclusive. The minor causes are the economic 
forces which are not attributed to the individual’s economic failures but social 
and political processes that shape the economic landscape within which the 
people make decisions and are compelled to engage in illegal mining. One of 
such factor is bureaucracy. The processes for securing legal mining permits and 
concessions for artisanal mining are cumbersome and characterized with delays 
and high cost. According to Nyame & Blocher (2009), government leases lands 
to large scale companies and this contract is formal and predictable but artisanal 
miners prefer local community arrangements because both parties like the 
informality and flexibility of such a contract. The bureaucratic requirements are 
the main obstacle to securing license for artisanal mining hence the unregulated 
illegal mining (Nyame & Grant 2014; Hilson & Potter, 2005).  

In addition, loss of access to and control of land and land resources is a 
minor cause of illegal mining in Ghana. The competing interests between local 
communities and the government concerning the favorable methods of mining 
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have in most instances led to the marginalization of local people from their land 
and livelihood resources. Banchirigah (2008) points out that large scale mining 
concessions in the town of Tarkwa have during the 1990’s displaced 14 farming 
communities with a population of over 30,000. This has intensified the already 
prevailing unemployment issue since large scale companies are not able to 
provide substitute employment for the majority of the displaced people 
(Banchirigah, 2008). Marginalization of the local people due to the hand out of 
concessions to large scale mining companies has pushed groups of people to the 
margin, where they are often forced to live off ecologically marginal lands or 
otherwise find alternative sources of livelihood. For those that still engage in 
farming after dislocation, ecologically marginal lands often become the limited 
farmland available. Given the decline in arable land, the marginal land gradually 
loses fertility partly due to over-cultivation and the yields decline, making it 
difficult for subsistence on agriculture (Amponsah-Tawiah 2011). The people 
subsequently resort to artisanal mining without meeting the statutory 
requirements hence the description of this livelihood activity as illegal mining. 
Loss of farmland and loss of access to land resources exacerbates the economic 
conditions of communities, expose them to poverty and pushes them into illegal 
mining. This quite alarming because large scale mining takes possession of the 
land legally which is capital intensive and not labor demanding (Amponsah-
Tawiah 2011) in comparison to farming and artisanal mining. Mineral rich lands 
of communities from which they earn supplementary income was also lost to 
large scale mining. The land lost to large scale mining has historically not only 
been used for farming but also for artisanal mining (Bush, 2008). 

The Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) which emanates from the 
influence of global actors is another minor cause of illegal mining in Ghana. The 
policy was adopted in the 1980’s as measures in response to the fiscal problems 
of the government. This has created economic difficulties for many Ghanaians, 
in particular for the most vulnerable groups such as food crop farmers (Hilson & 
Potter, 2005; Agbesinyale 2003). The actions taken included austerity measures 
and structural reforms with focus on privatization and liberalization of economy, 
and was induced as a part of the Bretton Wood’s institutions agreement the 
Government of Ghana concerning debt relief (Agbesinyale, 2008; Sowa 2005). 
The economic liberalization was aimed at attracting foreign direct investment 
(FDI) to help boost economic activities (Sowa 2005). There have been increases 
in the amount of concessions given to large scale mining companies in response 
to the agreement thus leading to decrease of viable land for alternative economic 
activities. The associated privatization of state and parastatal institutions led to 
retrenchment of public sector employees causing rise in unemployment in the 
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Ghana and many of the newly unemployed individuals sought employment 
opportunities in the illegal mining (Hilson & Potter, 2005). 

Lastly, weak regulatory regimes are minor cause of illegal mining in 
Ghana. The duality of the land tenure system in Ghana where the government 
has legal right to land resources and traditional authorities are acting as 
custodians of the land makes access to land complicated (Hilson & Yakovleva, 
2007). Majority of lands is vested in traditional authorities (Nyame and Blocher, 
2009). One common way for people to gain access to land is by seeking 
approval from the custodians. The relatively easier means of securing lands from 
traditional authorities in comparison with the difficulty associated with going 
through formal institutions make it more attractive to access land through 
traditional authorities lacking the formal land tenure requirements (Nyame & 
Blocher, 2009). Law enforcement also appear inefficient and/or lacking 
(Teschner, 2011) and this facilitates the widespread of illegal mining.  

An official of the Minerals Commission in the Tarkwa Nsawaem 
Municipality in an interview confirms that, 

“Sometimes we get to know of the activities of the illegal miners but we do 
not have the capacity and resources to control and monitor their activities in the 
district. They rather contact the chiefs to be allowed to operate on some lands 
than come to the commission for licensing”. 

5. THE NATURE OF GOLD AND THE EFFECTS OF ILLEGAL 
MINING ON SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

Gold is a political object that attracts political struggle and conflict in its 
exploration and extraction between local communities and the government. 
People in mining communities extract gold in small scale and consider this 
activity as traditional source of livelihood (Hilson, 2007). The government on 
the other hand, favours the extraction of gold on the large scale preferably by 
multinational corporations to promote foreign investment and economic growth 
(Hilson, 2007). The government therefore, having constitutional rights over the 
gold, makes regulations and gives concessions of viable gold areas to large scale 
mining companies (Nyame & Blocher, 2009). Government gives more 
incentives such as low loyalty payments, waived duties on imported equipment, 
attractive ownership structures, and permission to repatriate profits to large scale 
mining companies (Hilson, 2009) with expectation of encouraging in-flow of 
FDI, creation of formal employment, generation of tax revenue, promotion of 
skills and technology transfer, and sustainable extraction of resources (Nyame & 
Blocher 2010). Many large sale mining companies are unwilling to cede unused 
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portions of their concession to the local communities (Hilson, 2009). 
Government’s regulation in the minerals sector and marginalization of the local 
people who consider gold as the non-human object that shape the politics of 
extraction create disputes at the landscape level. The conflicting interest and 
illegal extraction therefore raises concerns over the threats illegal mining poses 
to sustainable development.  

6. CONCLUSIONS 

This narrative, essentially is a consolidation of a wide range of research on 
the activities of illegal miner with a political ecology interpretation. This paper 
examined the major authorities on illegal mining research in Ghana and the 
constructive arguments put forward as to the power and institutional dimensions 
of the small scale mining sector and more importantly, its impact on sustainable 
development. The marginalized and poor explicitly derive livelihoods from 
legally and culturally constituted claims on natural resources crudely referred to 
as natural resource entitlement (Mearns, 1996). The entitlement concept 
according Dietz’s (1996) comprises the rights to own, use and intervene in 
resource decisions. The so called “resource entitlement” by segments of the 
population in mineral rich areas draws on the premise that access to minerals on 
their homelands is essentially a traditional rights with or without title and that 
this right serves as the only means to generate income to sustain their families 
(Priester, 2007). To address the complexities of illegal mining, requires a 
multidimensional and multisectorial approach including formulating realistic 
and comprehensive measures to address the catalysts (unemployment, 
maginalization, poverty, resource entitlement), coordination between 
government agencies, educating illegal miners on the negative impact and its 
effect on sustainable development, enforcement of environmental laws.  
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