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Editorial data note: This edition corrects the Ashanti tree-cover unit to 411,000 hectares (411 kha), removes the unsupported
62% attribution, and retains the localized mercury finding as approximately 500 times the WHO drinking-water guideline. The
regional figures require the matching historical dataset and boundary definitions before a national percentage is stated.

The Galamsey Nexus: Deconstructing Ghana's
lllegal Mining Crisis and Charting a Path
Towards Sustainable Governance

Executive Summary

This report provides a comprehensive analysis of illegal artisanal and small-scale gold mining (ASM), known in Ghana
as "galamsey," a practice that has escalated from a traditional livelihood into a national crisis of existential proportions.
Originating from the phrase "gather them and sell," galamsey has transformed into a highly mechanized,
environmentally catastrophic, and criminally entangled enterprise, threatening Ghana's ecological stability, public
health, economic foundations, and state sovereignty. An estimated one million Ghanaians are directly involved in the
sector, which contributes significantly to the nation's gold output, yet operates largely outside the law, resulting in
annual revenue losses exceeding $2 billion.

The historical trajectory of galamsey reveals a pattern of state policy, both colonial and post-colonial, that progressively
marginalized and criminalized traditional miners, creating the conditions for a sprawling informal economy. The
economic shocks of the 1980s, coupled with a global gold price boom in the 2000s and the influx of foreign capital and
technology, catalyzed the practice's mutation into its current destructive form. The impacts are staggering. Over 60%
of Ghana's major river bodies are severely polluted with toxic heavy metals like mercury and arsenic, rendering them
unsafe for human use. Vast swathes of the nation's forest reserves and fertile cocoa lands have been decimated, with
the Western and Ashanti regions alone losing over 840,000 hectares of tree cover between 2001 and 2024. This has
precipitated a public health emergency in mining communities, marked by a rise in mercury poisoning, respiratory
illnesses, and birth defects, and has triggered profound social decay.

Past and present government interventions have proven largely ineffective. The legal framework, centered on the
Minerals and Mining Act, is undermined by weak enforcement and bureaucratic inefficiencies that incentivize illegality.
A recurring strategy of deploying military-police task forces, such as Operation Vanguard, has failed to achieve lasting
results, treating the symptoms of galamsey while being plagued by corruption and an inability to dismantle the powerful
networks behind the trade. Similarly, formalization efforts like the Community Mining Schemes and Alternative
Livelihood Programmes have been met with limited success, often failing to compete with the powerful economic allure
of illegal mining or address the root causes of the crisis.

The persistence of galamsey is not merely a failure of enforcement but a symptom of a deeply entrenched political
economy. The practice is sustained by a nexus of corruption, elite patronage, and political interference that shields its
primary financiers and beneficiaries from accountability. Any viable path forward must therefore transcend simplistic
law-and-order approaches and confront these foundational governance failures.

This report analyzes four strategic options: (1) strengthening governance and institutional capacity; (2) reimagining
economic diversification and livelihoods; (3) leveraging technology for monitoring and enforcement; and (4) the drastic
measure of declaring a state of emergency. No single option is a panacea. A sustainable solution requires an
integrated, multi-pronged strategy that combines these elements. This includes a short-term, surgically targeted, and
judicially-overseen state of emergency in the most critically affected areas to halt the immediate destruction;
medium-term systemic governance and legal reforms to dismantle the corrupt networks and create a viable regulatory
environment; and a long-term, heavily-funded national project of economic diversification to provide genuinely
attractive alternatives to mining. Ultimately, the success of any strategy is contingent upon the one element that has
been conspicuously absent: unwavering and sustained political will to dismantle the galamsey nexus and reclaim the
nation's future.

Section 1: Introduction: The Galamsey Crisis in Ghana

1.1. Defining Galamsey: Beyond "Gather and Sell"
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The term "galamsey" is a Ghanaian colloquialism derived from the English phrase "gather them and sell," which
historically described the traditional, small-scale practice of local communities panning for alluvial gold in rivers and
streams.1 This artisanal mining was a recognized, albeit informal, part of the rural economy for centuries. However, the
contemporary meaning of galamsey has undergone a radical transformation, mirroring the evolution of the practice
itself. Today, galamsey refers to a predominantly illegal, often highly mechanized, and environmentally devastating
form of gold mining that poses a systemic threat to Ghana.1

This semantic shift reflects a fundamental change in the nature of the activity. The introduction of heavy machinery,
such as excavators, washing plants (trommels), and suction dredges, particularly with the influx of foreign miners and
capital, marked a critical turning point.1 This technological leap amplified the scale and speed of extraction
exponentially, moving the practice from manual digging and panning to the wholesale excavation of riverbeds,
farmlands, and forest reserves. Consequently, the modern conception of galamsey is now inextricably linked to images
of turbid, poisoned rivers, vast tracts of cratered and degraded land, and the criminal syndicates that often control
these operations. It is crucial to distinguish this destructive practice from legitimate Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining
(ASM), a formal sector that, in principle, operates under license and regulation and provides a vital source of livelihood
for many.2 Galamsey represents the unregulated, illicit, and catastrophic manifestation of ASM, thriving in the gaps left
by inadequate governance and enforcement.

1.2. Framing the Issue: A National Emergency of Environmental, Social, and Governance Dimensions

The galamsey phenomenon in Ghana transcends the boundaries of a simple law enforcement problem; it constitutes a
complex national emergency with profound and interconnected environmental, social, public health, and governance
dimensions.6 The scale of the activity is immense, with estimates suggesting that over one million Ghanaians are
directly engaged in the sector, supporting the livelihoods of nearly three million more.1 This informal industry is
responsible for a substantial portion of Ghana's total gold output—estimated at around 30-40%—highlighting its deep
integration into the national economy, albeit outside of formal regulatory and fiscal structures.8

The core argument of this report is that the persistence and escalation of galamsey are symptomatic of deep-rooted
governance failures. These failures manifest as weak legal and institutional frameworks, bureaucratic inefficiencies
that stifle formalization, a lack of political will to enforce existing laws, and, most critically, a pervasive culture of
corruption and elite patronage that shields the architects of the crisis from accountability.3 The illegal mining industry
has become a critical issue in the national political landscape, with its unchecked growth threatening not only
environmental sustainability but also Ghana's economic stability and the very authority of the state.6 Addressing this
menace, therefore, requires a holistic approach that moves beyond reactive crackdowns to tackle the systemic political
and economic drivers that allow it to flourish.

Section 2: Historical Context: From Traditional Practice to Mechanized Menace
2.1. Pre-Colonial and Colonial Artisanal Mining

The history of gold mining in the territory of modern-day Ghana is ancient and deeply woven into the region's cultural
and economic fabric. Evidence of gold mining dates back to at least the 10th century within the Ghana Empire, with
established trans-Saharan trade routes involving Moors and Phoenicians long before European contact.14 Indigenous
Akan states such as Adanse, Denkyira, and Wassa built their economies around the extraction and trade of gold.16
Traditional mining methods were artisanal and labor-intensive, involving the manual excavation of pits to reach
gold-bearing lodes or the washing of alluvial gravel from stream beds.15 For centuries, these activities were regulated
by customary law under the authority of local chiefs, who controlled access to land and received a share of the
proceeds, ensuring a degree of local oversight and benefit.15

The arrival of the Portuguese in 1471, which gave the region its colonial name, the "Gold Coast," marked the beginning
of a shift in the political economy of mining.8 While European powers initially traded for gold, the late 19th century saw
the introduction of large-scale, industrial mining. The establishment of entities like the Ashanti Goldfields Corporation in
1897 signaled a new era where European companies, armed with capital and modern technology, began to dominate
the sector.14 This process initiated the marginalization of indigenous miners, who were increasingly excluded from the
most lucrative concessions and relegated to the periphery of the burgeoning formal mining industry.16

2.2. The Post-Independence Evolution and the Rise of lllegality

The marginalization of local miners that began in the colonial era was consolidated and codified in the
post-independence period. A series of legislative acts, beginning around 1910, effectively criminalized or severely
restricted traditional small-scale mining practices, making it nearly impossible for ordinary Ghanaians to obtain legal
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mining permits.15 This legal framework created a fundamental schism, pushing a centuries-old economic activity into
the shadows and giving birth to the informal, illegal practice of "galamsey".15

The economic landscape of the 1980s served as a powerful catalyst for the expansion of this illicit sector. The
implementation of World Bank-led Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) led to mass retrenchments in the public
sector and state-owned enterprises, creating widespread unemployment and economic hardship.18 For many
displaced workers and rural youth with limited opportunities, galamsey became one of the few available avenues for
survival. This influx of labor transformed galamsey from a peripheral activity into a significant, albeit illegal, source of
employment.

In response to the growing scale of the problem and the associated revenue loss from smuggling, the government
made its first major attempt at reform with the passage of the Small Scale Gold Mining Law (PNDCL 218) in 1989.15
The law's intent was to formalize and regulate the sector, providing a legal pathway for small-scale miners. However,
the implementation was deeply flawed. The licensing regime was notoriously bureaucratic, slow, and centralized,
creating significant barriers to entry for the average miner.8 Coupled with weak enforcement and inadequate
institutional support, the 1989 law failed to absorb the vast majority of operators. Instead, it cemented the dualistic
structure of Ghana's mining sector: a small, struggling formal ASM sector and a massive, thriving, and entirely illegal
galamsey economy. This history demonstrates that the "illegality" of galamsey is not an inherent trait but a direct
consequence of decades of state policy that failed to create a viable and inclusive legal framework for its own citizens.

2.3. Timeline of Deterioration: Key Events, Technological Shifts, and Escalation Points (1980s-Present)

The evolution of galamsey from a manageable informal activity to a national crisis can be traced through a series of
key events, economic shifts, and policy responses. The 1980s marked the initial expansion driven by economic
hardship. However, the period from the early 2000s onwards witnessed a dramatic and catastrophic escalation, fueled
by a confluence of technological, economic, and political factors. The timeline below chronicles this deterioration,
mapping the escalating environmental and social damage against a backdrop of largely reactive and ineffective
government interventions. This chronology reveals a recurring cycle: a surge in galamsey activity, prompted by
economic incentives, leads to a public outcry over environmental destruction, which in turn triggers a high-profile but
ultimately unsustainable government crackdown, after which the practice resumes, often with greater intensity.

A pivotal moment was the influx of foreign miners, particularly from China, beginning in the mid-2000s. This brought
unprecedented levels of capital and, crucially, heavy machinery like excavators and large-scale washing plants into the
sector.4 This mechanization revolutionized galamsey, enabling operators to inflict environmental damage at a speed
and scale previously unimaginable. This technological shift coincided with a global commodities boom, where the price
of gold surged dramatically after the 2008 financial crisis, triggering a veritable "gold rush" in Ghana.5 The allure of
high profits drew tens of thousands more people into the trade, including a significant number of foreign nationals,
further intensifying the crisis.

The visible consequences—polluted rivers turning opaque and brown, devastated landscapes, and social
upheaval—Iled to a series of militarized government responses. Operations like "Flush-out" (2006), the Inter-Ministerial
Task Force's crackdown (2013) which saw thousands of Chinese miners deported, and the high-profile "Operation
Vanguard" (2017) were launched with great fanfare.11 Yet, as the timeline demonstrates, these interventions provided
only temporary reprieves. The underlying drivers—poverty, unemployment, high gold prices, and deep-seated
corruption—remained unaddressed, ensuring the resurgence of galamsey as soon as enforcement pressure waned.
Tragic events, such as the 2009 Dompoase mine collapse that killed at least 18 workers and the 2010
Dunkwa-on-Offin disaster where over 100 miners perished, served as grim milestones marking the human cost of this
unregulated industry.25 The most recent major policy shift, the establishment of the Ghana Gold Board (GoldBod) in
2025, represents the latest attempt to assert state control and formalize the trade, though its long-term efficacy
remains to be seen.27

Table 1: Timeline of the Galamsey Crisis
Section 3: The Anatomy of a National Crisis: A Multi-faceted Impact Assessment
3.1. Environmental Devastation: The Poisoning of Land, Water, and Forests

The most visible and perhaps most enduring legacy of galamsey is the profound devastation it has wrought upon
Ghana's natural environment. The crude and unregulated methods employed have led to the systematic poisoning of
water bodies, the razing of forests, and the degradation of vast tracts of land, creating an ecological crisis of
unprecedented scale.
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Water Pollution

The contamination of Ghana's freshwater resources is the most acute manifestation of the galamsey crisis. Major river
systems that serve as the lifeblood for millions, including the Pra, Ankobra, Birim, and Offin, have been transformed
into toxic, turbid channels.6 Research indicates that over 60% of water bodies in mining areas are heavily polluted.37
The primary cause is the direct discharge of mercury, used to amalgamate gold particles, and other heavy metals like
arsenic and lead into the water. A BBC investigation found mercury levels in water near illegal mining sites to be 500
times higher than the World Health Organization's (WHO) guideline for safe drinking water.39

Systematic studies confirm these alarming levels. In the Pra River Basin, concentrations of iron, phosphorus, lead,
copper, mercury, and arsenic have been found to consistently exceed WHO and irrigation safety limits.40 The Offin
sub-basin, a hotspot for galamsey, shows particularly high concentrations of these heavy metals.40 Similarly, analysis
of the Birim River has identified arsenic and mercury as the primary contaminants, accounting for over 26% of the
variability in water quality.42 The Ankobra estuary is also heavily polluted with mercury and lead, with concentrations in
water and fish exceeding US EPA guideline thresholds.43 This chemical contamination is compounded by extreme
physical pollution from soil erosion, leading to dangerously high turbidity levels that choke aquatic life and overwhelm
water treatment facilities, threatening Ghana's future water security.20

Deforestation and Land Degradation

Galamsey operations are a primary driver of deforestation and land degradation in Ghana. The practice involves
stripping away all vegetation and topsoil to access the gold-bearing earth beneath, leaving behind a scarred, barren
landscape.44 This destruction is particularly severe in Ghana's High Forest Zone, which is also the country's main
cocoa-producing belt.46 Global Forest Watch data reveals a catastrophic rate of forest loss in the key mining regions.
Between 2001 and 2024, the Western Region, a major hub for both legal and illegal mining, lost 432,000 hectares
(kha) of tree cover. During the same period, the Ashanti Region lost 411,000 hectares (411 kha). The Western and
Ashanti figures total 843,000 hectares; they should not be presented as a national percentage without a matching
dataset, denominator, and boundary definition.47

The destruction extends to protected areas, with illegal mining degrading forest reserves like the Offin Shelter Belt.6 A
particularly pernicious aspect of galamsey is the complete failure to reclaim the land post-extraction. The landscape is
left riddled with thousands of abandoned, water-filled pits that serve as death traps for humans and animals and
become breeding grounds for mosquitoes.4 This large-scale conversion of forest and agricultural land to degraded,
unusable wasteland represents a long-term ecological and economic liability for the nation.37

Table 2: Environmental Impact Dashboard
3.2. The Human Cost: Public Health Crises and Social Dislocation

The environmental devastation wrought by galamsey translates directly into a severe and escalating public health
crisis, coupled with profound social disruption in affected communities. The human cost of the practice is measured in
lives lost to accidents, bodies poisoned by toxins, and communities fractured by crime and social decay.

Health Impacts

The most insidious health impact is chronic exposure to heavy metals, particularly mercury. Used extensively in the
gold amalgamation process, mercury vapor is inhaled by miners, and methylmercury contaminates the entire food
chain through polluted water and fish.1 This exposure is linked to a terrifying array of health problems, including severe
neurological disorders, tremors, memory loss, kidney failure, and various cancers.30 Pregnant women and children
are especially vulnerable. Mercury exposure in utero can cause severe birth defects, cognitive impairments, and
developmental delays.23 Data from the Ghana Health Service confirms a continuous rise in birth mortality rates,
stillbirths, and other birth-related complications in regions heavily impacted by illegal mining.54

Beyond chemical poisoning, galamsey creates numerous other health hazards. The inhalation of dust from digging and
blasting leads to high rates of respiratory diseases, including asthma, bronchitis, and the deadly silica-induced
pneumoconiosis ("black lung disease").1 The abandoned, stagnant water pits become breeding grounds for
mosquitoes, causing a surge in malaria cases.4 Furthermore, the contamination of drinking water sources leads to
outbreaks of waterborne diseases such as cholera, typhoid, and dysentery.35 The physical dangers of the work itself
are extreme, with frequent and often fatal accidents from the collapse of unstable pits and tunnels. Major disasters, like
those at Dompoase (2009) and Dunkwa-on-Offin (2010), have claimed hundreds of lives, but countless smaller,
unreported accidents contribute to a constant toll of death and injury.25
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Social Impacts

The influx of transient populations and the promise of quick, illicit money fundamentally corrode the social fabric of host
communities. Galamsey sites are often characterized by high levels of violence, crime, and social instability.3 The
physically demanding and dangerous nature of the work, combined with job uncertainty, fuels high rates of drug and
alcohol abuse among miners.4

The impact on children is particularly devastating. The allure of mining income leads to high rates of school dropouts,
as boys abandon education to work in the pits.4 Child labor is rampant, exposing children as young as 10 to hazardous
working conditions and toxic chemicals.6 The Western Region, a galamsey hotspot, reports the highest rate of
commercial sexual exploitation in the country, as young girls are lured into transactional sex with miners, leading to a
surge in teenage pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections.4 This combination of factors—environmental ruin,
public health crises, and social breakdown—traps communities in a vicious cycle of poverty and despair, undermining
human security and long-term development.

3.3. The Economic Paradox: Livelihoods, Revenue Loss, and Threats to Key Sectors

The economics of galamsey present a stark paradox. On one hand, it serves as a vital, if precarious, economic lifeline
for a significant portion of the rural population. On the other, it inflicts colossal financial losses on the Ghanaian state
and poses an existential threat to key sectors of the formal economy, most notably agriculture. This dynamic creates a
complex policy challenge, where attempts to crack down on the practice risk destroying livelihoods, yet inaction allows
the nation's long-term economic foundations to be eroded.

Livelihood vs. Economic Loss

Galamsey is, at its core, a poverty-driven activity.45 In regions with high unemployment and few viable job
opportunities, illegal mining offers a quicker and often more lucrative means of earning an income than traditional
occupations like farming.3 Estimates suggest that over one million people are directly employed in the small-scale
mining sector (both legal and illegal), with millions more depending on it indirectly.8 For many, the short-term financial
gains are irresistible; one seamstress from the Ashanti Region noted she could earn more in a month from galamsey
than in a year of sewing.35

However, this informal economy operates almost entirely outside the state's fiscal net. The informal nature of the trade
makes it difficult to track and tax, leading to massive revenue losses through tax evasion, non-payment of royalties,
and widespread smuggling.3 Conservative estimates place the annual revenue loss to the state at over $2 billion, with
some figures suggesting losses as high as $2.4 billion.60 In 2022 alone, an estimated 60 tonnes of gold were
smuggled out of the country.61 This lost revenue deprives the government of crucial funds needed for development
projects and essential services, creating a debilitating cycle where the state lacks the resources to effectively combat
the very problem that is draining its finances.6 Furthermore, Ghana captures a distressingly small fraction of the value
from its own resources; analysis suggests the country retains only 1-5% of the profit from its raw gold exports, while
processing hubs like the UAE capture up to 80% of the value.64

Threat to Agriculture (Cocoa)

Perhaps the most significant long-term economic threat posed by galamsey is its devastating impact on Ghana's cocoa
industry. Cocoa is a cornerstone of the nation's formal economy, a major source of foreign exchange earnings, and the
primary livelihood for approximately 800,000 farming households.65 Galamsey directly undermines this vital sector on
multiple fronts.

First, illegal mining operations physically destroy fertile cocoa farmlands, either by direct excavation or by rendering
them barren through the removal of topsoil and contamination with heavy metals.35 Studies have documented the
widespread destruction of cocoa farms, with one report from the Upper Denkyira East District noting 65 farms
completely destroyed (95 hectares) and another 53 at imminent risk (117 hectares).65 Second, the pollution of rivers
and streams deprives farmers of clean water for irrigation, further reducing crop yields.69 Third, galamsey creates a
labor shortage in the agricultural sector, as farm workers are lured away by the promise of higher, faster returns from
mining.67 This confluence of factors is crippling cocoa production. The crop's contribution to Ghana's GDP has been
on a declining trend, falling from 3.6% in 2011 to 1.8% in 2017, with rampant mining activities cited as a key
contributing factor.65 This places galamsey in direct conflict with the country's sustainable economic future, sacrificing
a renewable, long-term agricultural asset for the short-term, destructive extraction of a finite resource.

3.4. The Political Economy of Galamsey: Corruption, Elite Patronage, and Foreign Influence
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The persistence of galamsey, despite its catastrophic consequences and numerous state-led interventions, cannot be
understood without analyzing its political economy. The practice is not merely a collection of disparate, informal mining
activities; it is sustained by a deeply entrenched and powerful nexus of political corruption, elite patronage, and foreign
influence that actively works to undermine regulation and enforcement.

Corruption and Political Patronage

At its core, galamsey thrives because it is profitable for powerful individuals who are able to operate with impunity. A
substantial body of evidence points to the complicity of political elites, government officials, security personnel, and
traditional leaders in facilitating and profiting from illegal mining operations.3 This corruption manifests in several ways:
officials accept bribes to ignore violations or grant illicit permits; security forces provide protection for illegal sites
instead of shutting them down; and powerful political figures use their influence to shield the financiers and "kingpins"
of the galamsey trade from investigation and prosecution.19

This dynamic explains the consistent failure of anti-galamsey efforts. Security analysts have scathingly pointed out that
state crackdowns invariably target the low-level, expendable laborers—the "small boys and small girls"—while the
powerful Ghanaian and foreign financiers who orchestrate the operations remain untouched.75 This performative
enforcement creates the illusion of action without threatening the profitable structure of the illicit industry. The political
will to genuinely dismantle the galamsey networks has been conspicuously absent, largely because elements within
the political class at various levels are themselves beneficiaries of the system.7 This creates a fundamental conflict of
interest where the state is tasked with regulating an industry from which its own agents secretly profit, leading to a
state of institutionalized hypocrisy and regulatory paralysis.

Foreign Involvement

The role of foreign actors, particularly from China, has been a transformative and complicating factor in the galamsey
crisis. While foreign participation in small-scale mining is illegal under Ghanaian law, a massive influx of Chinese
miners began in the mid-2000s, peaking around 2013 with an estimated 50,000 individuals involved.5 This was not
merely an increase in labor; the Chinese involvement introduced significant capital and, most critically, heavy
machinery such as excavators and industrial-scale washing plants.4 This technological escalation is what enabled
galamsey to morph from a manageable artisanal practice into the hyper-destructive force it is today.

These foreign operators often work in collaboration with local Ghanaian partners, who provide land access and political
cover, creating a symbiotic relationship that fuels the illegality.4 The presence of thousands of foreign nationals
operating illegally has created significant social and diplomatic challenges. A major government crackdown in 2013 led
to the deportation of over 4,500 Chinese nationals, causing friction between Accra and Beijing.5 The case of Aisha
Huang, a Chinese national dubbed the "galamsey queen," epitomizes the challenge. Arrested in 2017, she was
controversially deported rather than prosecuted, only to return to Ghana under a different identity and be re-arrested,
highlighting systemic weaknesses in immigration and judicial processes.29 This foreign dimension adds a layer of
complexity to enforcement and underscores how galamsey has become enmeshed in transnational networks of capital
and crime.

Section 4: A Legacy of Ineffective Interventions: Analysis of Past and Present Policies

For decades, successive Ghanaian governments have acknowledged the threat of galamsey and have implemented a
range of policies and interventions aimed at curbing it. These efforts have spanned legislative reforms, militarized
crackdowns, formalization schemes, and livelihood support programs. However, a critical analysis of this legacy
reveals a consistent pattern of failure, where well-intentioned policies are systematically undermined by poor
implementation, a lack of political will, and a fundamental misunderstanding of the crisis's root causes.

4.1. The Legislative Framework: A Critique of the Minerals and Mining Act

The primary legal instrument governing the mining sector in Ghana is the Minerals and Mining Act, 2006 (Act 703),
along with its subsequent amendments (Acts 900 and 995).17 On paper, the Act provides a comprehensive
framework: it vests ownership of all minerals in the state, establishes the Minerals Commission as the primary
regulatory body, and outlines detailed procedures for the licensing of mining operations, including specific provisions
for small-scale mining.31 It also includes requirements for environmental impact assessments and compliance with
health and safety regulations.78

Despite its apparent comprehensiveness, the Act has proven largely ineffective in curbing galamsey due to several
critical weaknesses. A central flaw is the disconnect between the law's formal requirements and the practical realities
of ASM operators. The licensing process is notoriously slow, complex, and centralized, creating a significant
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bureaucratic barrier that pushes most miners into the illegal sector out of necessity or convenience.8 This has led to a
situation where an estimated 85% of small-scale mining operations remain informal and illegal.22

Furthermore, the Act and its enforcement are crippled by systemic institutional weaknesses. The regulatory bodies,
including the Minerals Commission and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), are often under-resourced, lack
adequate capacity for monitoring and enforcement, and are susceptible to political interference.3 The penalties for
illegal mining, particularly before the 2019 amendment, were not sufficiently punitive to act as a meaningful deterrent,
especially when compared to the immense profits of the trade.24 The legal framework also fails to adequately address
and integrate the role of traditional authorities and customary land tenure systems, creating legal pluralism where state
law conflicts with local practice, further complicating land access and regulation.81 Finally, the law has been criticized
for exhibiting a "large-scale mining bias," prioritizing the interests of multinational corporations over the needs of the
indigenous small-scale mining sector, thereby perpetuating the marginalization that fuels illegality.21

4.2. The Militarized Response: Operation Vanguard, Operation Halt, and their Contested Outcomes

The most visible and consistently deployed state response to galamsey has been the use of force through joint
military-police task forces. This strategy has been employed by multiple administrations, including "Operation Flush
Out" (2006), the "Inter-Ministerial Task Force" (2013), and most notably, "Operation Vanguard" (2017) and "Operation
Halt" (2021).11 These operations were typically launched in response to public pressure and aimed to forcibly remove
illegal miners from concessions, river bodies, and forest reserves.

Operation Vanguard, initiated in 2017, serves as a prime case study for the limitations of this approach. The task force
reported initial successes, including the arrest of over 1,000 miners and the seizure and destruction of thousands of
pieces of mining equipment, such as floating platforms ("chang-fa" machines).24 Officials claimed that these actions
led to a temporary improvement in the water quality of some major rivers.24

However, these tactical achievements were short-lived and failed to produce any sustainable impact. The operation
was widely criticized for its fundamental strategic flaws and was plagued by numerous controversies. A primary
critique was its focus on arresting low-level, often desperate, miners while failing to investigate and prosecute the
powerful "kingpins" and political elites who finance and protect the operations.24 This approach treated the symptoms
of galamsey—the miners on the ground—while leaving the root cause—the corrupt patronage network—intact.

Moreover, Operation Vanguard was undermined from within by persistent allegations of corruption, with reports of task
force members soliciting bribes, colluding with miners, and engaging in selective enforcement.24 The military's
involvement became erratic, and its authority was undercut as it became clear that powerful interests were influencing
its operations.72 Ultimately, the militarized strategy proved to be an expensive and unsustainable game of "cat and
mouse." As soon as the task force left an area, the miners, driven by economic necessity and protected by their
patrons, would invariably return.24 The consensus among analysts is that this coercive approach is a costly and
ineffective solution that fails to address the complex socio-economic and political drivers of the crisis.73

4.3. Formalization Efforts: The Promise and Pitfalls of Community Mining Schemes (CMS)

As an alternative to purely coercive measures, the Ghanaian government has promoted Community Mining Schemes
(CMS) as a primary policy for formalizing galamsey. The stated goal of the CMS is to create a pathway for illegal
miners to transition into the legal sector by allocating designated land concessions to local community groups.84 In
theory, these schemes are designed to promote responsible, sustainable, and legal small-scale mining, thereby
providing legitimate livelihoods, enhancing safety, reducing environmental damage, and bringing operators into the tax
net.59 The government has projected that these schemes could create hundreds of thousands of direct and indirect
jobs.84

Despite this promising premise, the implementation and impact of the CMS have been fraught with significant
challenges, raising serious questions about their long-term viability and effectiveness. A core problem is that many
CMS operations, in practice, differ little from their illegal counterparts in terms of environmental impact. Studies of
underground CMS sites reveal that miners continue to face the same health and safety risks, including poor ventilation,
high dust levels, risk of collapse, and exposure to mercury, with little use of personal protective equipment.86 The
schemes often lack the technical expertise, capital, and stringent oversight needed to ensure genuinely responsible
mining practices are followed.

Furthermore, the CMS model is vulnerable to the same political and economic pressures that sustain galamsey. There
is a significant risk of "elite capture," where schemes are controlled by or benefit the same political and traditional
leaders involved in the illegal trade, effectively becoming a form of "legalized galamsey".10 Community resistance has
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also emerged in some areas due to ongoing concerns about land degradation and the failure to reclaim mined-out
lands.84 The economic logic of the CMS is also questionable; the low productivity and high labor density of ASM mean
that these legal operations often lack the financial resources to invest in proper environmental management, such as
filtration systems or tailings dams, which are standard for large-scale miners.10 Without addressing these fundamental
governance, economic, and environmental shortfalls, the CMS risks simply legitimizing destructive practices under a
new name rather than transforming the sector.

4.4, Alternative Livelihood Programmes (ALPs): An Evaluation of Intent vs. Impact

Recognizing that galamsey is fundamentally driven by a lack of economic alternatives, the government and its
partners, including some large-scale mining companies, have implemented various Alternative Livelihood Programmes
(ALPs). These initiatives aim to provide former miners and residents of mining communities with alternative sources of
income, thereby reducing their dependence on illegal mining.87 Notable examples include the National Alternative
Employment and Livelihood Programme (NAELP), launched in 2021, and various projects promoting agriculture, such
as the distribution of oil palm seedlings.87

However, a substantial body of academic critique and on-the-ground evidence suggests that these ALPs have been
largely ineffective and "highly unpopular with target groups".88 The primary reason for their failure is a fundamental
misunderstanding of the economic calculus that drives individuals into galamsey. The income from illegal mining,
though risky and inconsistent, can be exponentially higher than that from the alternatives being offered. For instance, a
small-scale cocoa farmer might earn around GHC667 per month, whereas an individual galamsey miner could
potentially generate an income equivalent to GHC3,750 per month.93 A single month in galamsey can yield more than
an entire year of sewing or farming.35

The design and implementation of these programs have also been flawed. They often lack sufficient community
consultation, failing to align with the skills, experiences, and ambitions of the target population.92 Many projects are
underfunded, lack long-term support beyond an initial startup phase, and fail to address critical barriers such as access
to markets and startup capital.94 The policy approaches reflect how little in tune the organizations championing these
activities are with the realities of rural economies.88 Consequently, these agrarian-based projects are seen as
unattractive and unsustainable compared to the lure of "quick money" from gold. This persistent disconnect between
policy design and economic reality means that ALPs, in their current form, have done little to slow the growth of
informal mining, representing another well-intentioned but ultimately failed intervention.

Section 5: Charting a Path Forward: A Critical Analysis of Strategic Options

The legacy of failed interventions demonstrates that simplistic, single-threaded solutions are inadequate for tackling
the multifaceted galamsey crisis. A sustainable strategy requires a comprehensive approach that addresses the
intertwined issues of governance, economics, and enforcement. This section critically analyzes four distinct strategic
options, evaluating their potential strengths, inherent weaknesses, and implementation challenges to inform a more
effective policy response.

5.1. Option 1: Strengthening Governance and Institutional Capacity

Description: This option prioritizes systemic reform over brute-force enforcement, targeting the root causes of the
crisis: weak governance and corruption. Key actions would include a comprehensive amendment of the Minerals and
Mining Act to drastically streamline and decentralize the licensing process for small-scale miners, thereby removing
the bureaucratic barriers that push them into illegality.22 It would involve establishing specialized courts dedicated to
mining offenses to ensure swift, consistent, and deterrent prosecutions, moving beyond the current system where
offenders often face minor fines.32 A critical component would be empowering and insulating anti-corruption bodies to
specifically investigate and prosecute the high-level financiers, political patrons, and corrupt officials who form the
backbone of the galamsey economy.3 Finally, this strategy would mandate and enforce transparency measures across
the gold supply chain, from mine to export, to disrupt smuggling and illicit financial flows.6

Strengths: This approach directly addresses the foundational governance failures that enable galamsey to thrive. By
creating a clear, fair, and enforceable legal framework, it has the potential to create a sustainable, long-term solution. It
would enhance state legitimacy, improve revenue collection, and foster a more stable investment climate for both
responsible ASM and large-scale mining.

Weaknesses: The primary weakness is the immense political difficulty of implementation. This strategy directly
threatens the interests of powerful and deeply entrenched political and economic actors who benefit from the status
quo.7 It requires an unprecedented level of political will, which has been conspicuously absent in Ghana's history of
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anti-galamsey efforts. Furthermore, it is a slow, complex, and long-term process that would not yield immediate, visible
results, making it politically less appealing than high-profile crackdowns.

5.2. Option 2: Reimagining Livelihoods and Economic Diversification

Description: This strategy aims to tackle the primary economic driver of galamsey—poverty and the lack of viable
employment alternatives—by making other sectors genuinely competitive. It moves beyond the failed models of
previous Alternative Livelihood Programmes (ALPs). A core element would be a massive, state-led investment to
significantly increase the profitability of agriculture, particularly for cocoa farmers, through mechanisms like guaranteed
price supports, subsidies for inputs, and investment in value-addition and processing industries.93 This would be
paired with the implementation of a national living wage policy to make formal, non-mining labor a more dignified and
financially attractive option.93 The strategy would also include targeted vocational training programs to equip former
miners with skills for sustainable industries such as renewable energy, eco-tourism, and modern, sustainable farming
techniques.35

Strengths: This option addresses the fundamental socio-economic root of the problem. By creating real, attractive
economic alternatives, it reduces the supply of labor for galamsey, making the practice less appealing as a sole means
of survival. It aligns with broader national goals of economic diversification, food security, and sustainable
development.

Weaknesses: The financial cost of this strategy would be enormous and require sustained, long-term public
investment. The most significant challenge is the sheer income disparity; the potential earnings from a lucky gold strike
in galamsey can dwarf any realistic wage from agriculture or other formal labor, making it difficult to compete with the
allure of "quick money".35 The benefits of such investments are long-term and would not provide an immediate
solution to deter those currently engaged in illegal mining.

5.3. Option 3: Leveraging Technology for Monitoring and Enforcement

Description: This option proposes the systematic deployment of advanced technology to overcome the chronic
challenges of monitoring and enforcement across Ghana's vast and often remote mining landscapes. This would
involve creating a national surveillance system using high-resolution satellite imagery, aerial drones, and Atrtificial
Intelligence (Al)-driven analytics to detect, identify, and monitor illegal mining activities in near real-time.6 Al algorithms
can be trained to automatically flag land-use changes, the presence of excavators, and water discoloration indicative
of pollution. The strategy would also incorporate geofencing of all legal mining concessions to provide instant alerts
upon encroachment.100 To combat smuggling, blockchain technology could be implemented to create an immutable
digital ledger for tracking gold from its source to the point of export, ensuring supply chain transparency and
traceability.6

Strengths: Technology provides objective, verifiable, and real-time data that is difficult for corrupt officials on the
ground to manipulate or ignore. It enables cost-effective monitoring of large, inaccessible areas where physical patrols
are impractical. It significantly enhances evidence-gathering for prosecutions and can act as a powerful deterrent.

Weaknesses: This approach carries a high initial capital cost for acquiring the technology and training the personnel
required to operate and analyze the data. Technologically savvy operators can find ways to circumvent surveillance,
for example, by mining at night or under dense forest canopies.99 Most importantly, technology is merely a tool for
enforcement; it identifies the problem but does not, by itself, solve the underlying socio-economic drivers or the political
corruption that protects the perpetrators. Without the political will to act on the intelligence provided, it is ineffective.

5.4. Option 4: The Drastic Measure — Declaring a State of Emergency

Description: This option represents the most extreme and forceful response available to the state. The legal basis for
such a declaration is found in Article 31 of Ghana's 1992 Constitution, which permits the President, on the advice of
the Council of State, to declare a state of emergency in any part of the country where a situation exists that "is
calculated or likely to deprive the community of the essentials of life".101 The catastrophic pollution of water sources
and destruction of farmlands by galamsey arguably meets this constitutional threshold.103

Powers & Potential Actions: A state of emergency would grant the executive extraordinary and sweeping powers under
the Emergency Powers Act, 1994 (Act 472).102 This could include the large-scale deployment of the military with
expanded authority, the imposition of curfews and restrictions on movement in designated mining zones, the power to
seize and destroy all equipment used in illegal mining without recourse to lengthy court procedures, and the
establishment of special tribunals for expedited prosecutions.104
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Strengths: The primary strength of this option is its potential for rapid, decisive action to halt the most destructive
galamsey activities in critically affected areas, such as along major river basins. It would send an unequivocal signal of
the state's seriousness and political will, potentially breaking the cycle of impunity.103 Proponents argue it could create
the necessary "operational breathing room" to enforce existing laws, conduct a forensic audit of all mining licenses,
and dismantle the most brazen illegal operations without the usual obstruction from corrupt local actors.103

Weaknesses: This is a high-risk strategy with significant downsides. The concentration of power in the executive and
the suspension of normal legal processes create a substantial risk of human rights abuses, including arbitrary arrests,
detention without trial, and the destruction of private property.103 Such measures could alienate mining communities,
provoke conflict, and entrench a militarized response that is unsustainable in the long run. It is a blunt instrument that
does not address the root socio-economic drivers of galamsey. If not carefully managed with strict oversight and a
clear exit strategy, it could be politically weaponized, set a dangerous precedent for executive overreach, and
ultimately prove to be a short-term fix that fails to solve the underlying governance crisis.103

Table 3: Comparative Analysis of Strategic Options to Combat Galamsey
Section 6: Strategic Recommendations and Conclusion
6.1. A Multi-Pronged Strategy for Dismantling the Galamsey Nexus

The analysis presented in this report makes it unequivocally clear that there is no "silver bullet" solution to Ghana's
galamsey crisis. The problem's deep roots in governance failure, economic desperation, and political corruption
demand a sophisticated, integrated strategy that attacks the issue on multiple fronts simultaneously. A sequential or
single-threaded approach is doomed to fail, as has been demonstrated repeatedly over the past several decades.
Therefore, a multi-pronged strategy combining short-term intervention, medium-term reform, and long-term transition is
imperative.

Short-Term (Shock Therapy & Stabilization): The immediate priority must be to halt the catastrophic environmental
bleeding. This calls for the strategic and carefully circumscribed use of emergency powers. A geographically limited,
time-bound, and judicially-overseen state of emergency should be declared, but not nationwide. It should be targeted
surgically at the most critically degraded river basins, such as the Pra, Ankobra, and Birim. The objective would not be
to solve galamsey, but to create a stabilized environment for deeper reforms to take hold. This emergency action must
be immediately paired with the deployment of technological surveillance (Option 3). Satellite and drone monitoring
should be used to guide the actions of security forces, providing objective intelligence and a basis for accountability,
thereby reducing the potential for corruption and human rights abuses that have plagued past military interventions.
The mission would be clear: to remove all heavy machinery from water bodies and their buffer zones and to secure
these areas against re-entry.

Medium-Term (Systemic Reform & Formalization): Concurrent with the short-term stabilization, the government must
aggressively launch the difficult work of systemic reform (Option 1). This is the most critical phase. It requires the
political courage to establish specialized anti-corruption courts with a specific mandate to investigate and prosecute
the entire galamsey value chain, focusing on the high-level financiers, political patrons, and complicit officials who
have enjoyed impunity. Simultaneously, the Minerals and Mining Act must be radically reformed to create a simple,
decentralized, and accessible licensing process for genuine artisanal miners. This would drain the swamp of illegality
by providing a viable and attractive legal pathway, distinguishing legitimate ASM operators from the criminal
syndicates engaged in destructive galamsey. This phase must also see the full operationalization of a transparent,
blockchain-enabled gold tracking system to choke off smuggling routes.

Long-Term (Sustainable Economic Transition): The final, and longest, phase is to address the fundamental economic
drivers of galamsey by creating genuine, sustainable alternatives (Option 2). This requires a paradigm shift away from
underfunded and unpopular ALPs towards a massive, national-level investment in rural economic transformation. This
must include a comprehensive program to revitalize the cocoa sector, making it more profitable than selling farmland to
miners through price supports, investment in processing, and sustainable farming extension services. A national living
wage policy and investment in rural industrialization and value-addition are essential to make formal labor a dignified
and financially viable alternative to the mines. This long-term vision is about fundamentally restructuring the rural
economy so that galamsey is no longer the most rational economic choice for hundreds of thousands of citizens.

6.2. Concluding Remarks: The Imperative for Political Will and Sustained Action

The galamsey crisis represents a defining challenge for the Republic of Ghana. It is a test of its institutional integrity, its
commitment to the rule of law, and its ability to secure a sustainable future for its citizens. The laws, technologies, and
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policy frameworks required to combat this menace exist or can be created. The analysis in this report has laid out a
viable, albeit challenging, strategic pathway. However, these are merely tools. Their efficacy is entirely contingent on
the presence of one crucial, and historically scarce, element: unwavering and sustained political will.

The fight against galamsey is, ultimately, a fight against powerful, entrenched interests that profit from the status quo of
corruption and illegality. It requires a leadership willing to confront corrupt elements within its own ranks, to enforce the
law without fear or favor, and to prioritize the long-term well-being of the nation over short-term political expediency
and illicit personal gain. The choice facing Ghana is stark. Continued inaction or the repetition of failed, performative
interventions will lead not only to the irreversible destruction of the nation's environmental heritage but will also
fundamentally erode the authority, legitimacy, and sovereignty of the Ghanaian state. The time for indecision is over.
The imperative for bold, comprehensive, and sustained action is now.
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Year/Period Key Event/Development Government Policy/Intervention ﬁ;gpr;g;:ant Envliz s ekl

Economic hardship and
unemployment from Structural
Adjustment Programs (SAPs)
fuel expansion of informal mining.

Increased number of individuals
turning to galamsey for
livelihood.18

1980s
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Year/Period Key Event/Development Government Policy/Intervention ﬁ:}gpr;gtcant Sz ekl

1989

Mid-2000s

2006

Post-2008

2009

2010

2013

2017

2019

2021

2025

Significant influx of foreign
miners, particularly from China,
introducing heavy machinery
(excavators, trommels).

Global financial crisis leads to a
surge in international gold prices,
fueling a "gold rush" in Ghana.

Height of Chinese involvement,
with an estimated 50,000
Chinese miners in Ghana.

Media Coalition Against
Galamsey formed, increasing
public pressure.

Global gold prices reach new
highs (over $3,000/ounce).

First major attempt at regulation,
but bureaucratic hurdles limit its
success, cementing widespread
illegality.15

Small Scale Gold Mining Law
(PNDCL 218) enacted to
formalize ASM.

Dramatic escalation in the scale
and speed of environmental
degradation begins.5

"Operation Flush-out" launched
by Kufuor administration.

First major militarized crackdown
on illegal miners.11

Massive increase in galamsey
activities across the country,
attracting more foreign and local
participants.5

Dompoase mine collapse in
Ashanti Region kills at least 18
workers, including 13 women.25

Dunkwa-on-Offin disaster sees
over 100 miners buried in a
collapsed pit near the Offin
River.26

Inter-Ministerial Task Force on
lllegal Small-Scale Mining
established by Mahama
administration.

Mass arrests and deportation of
over 4,500 Chinese nationals;
high diplomatic tensions.5

"Operation Vanguard," a joint
military-police task force,
launched by Akufo-Addo
administration; ban on all
small-scale mining imposed.

High-profile arrests and
equipment seizures, but
operations are plagued by
corruption allegations and fail to
stop the practice long-term.11

Minerals and Mining
(Amendment) Act (Act 995)
passed to increase penalties for
illegal mining.

Legislative attempt to create a
stronger deterrent, but
enforcement remains a key
challenge.17

"Operation Halt 11" launched to
remove miners from forest
reserves and water bodies.
National Consultative Dialogue
on Small-Scale Mining held.

Commitments to protect "red
zones" are made but yield little
action; mining in sensitive areas
continues.32

Ghana Gold Board (GoldBod)
established under a new act to
centralize the purchase and
export of ASM gold. All other
export licenses are annulled.

Major policy shift aiming to curb
smuggling and increase state
revenue by creating a state
monopsony for ASM gold.27

Deforestation

Water Quality

Tree Cover Loss
(2001-2024)

Tree Cover Loss
(2001-2024)

Humid Primary Forest
Loss (2002-2024)

National Tree Cover Loss

(2001-2024) Ghana

General Pollution Mining Areas

Mercury (Hg)
Contamination

Western Region

Ashanti Region

Ashanti Region

Galamsey Sites

432,000 hectares lost

411,000 hectares lost 47

48,700 hectares lost (28%

decrease) 48
1.75 million hectares lost

(25% decrease since 47
2000)

>60% of water bodies are 37

heavily polluted

Levels ~500 times higher
than WHO safe drinking 39
water guideline
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Heavy Metal
Contamination

Heavy Metal
Contamination

Primary Contaminants

Pra River Basin

Ankobra Estuary

Birim River

Iron (Fe), Phosphorus (P),
Lead (Pb), Copper (Cu),
Mercury (Hg), Arsenic
(As) exceed
WHO(irrigation limits

Mercury (Hg) and Lead
(Pb) concentrations in
water and fish exceed US
EPA thresholds

Arsenic (As) and Mercury
(Hg) identified as primary
pollutants from mining

40

43

42

Option Description Potential Strengths Critical Weaknesses L)
Challenges

1. Strengthening
Governance

2. Economic
Diversification

3. Leveraging Technology

4. State of Emergency

Systemic legal and
institutional reform:
amend mining laws,
create special courts,
empower anti-corruption
bodies, enforce supply
chain transparency.

Massive investment in
making alternative sectors
(e.g., agriculture)
genuinely competitive with
mining through price
supports, value-addition,
and a living wage policy.

Use of satellite imagery,
Al, drones for real-time
monitoring; blockchain for
gold tracking; geofencing
of concessions.

Constitutional declaration
granting executive
extraordinary powers to
deploy military, seize
equipment, and restrict
movement in mining
zones.

Addresses root causes of
corruption and weak
enforcement; creates a
sustainable long-term
framework; enhances
state legitimacy and
revenue.

Tackles the primary
economic driver (poverty);
promotes sustainable
development; aligns with
long-term national
economic goals.

Provides objective,
real-time data;
cost-effective for large
areas; enhances evidence
for prosecution; powerful
deterrent.

Allows for rapid, decisive
action to halt destruction
in critical hotspots; signals
ultimate political will;
creates "breathing room"
for reforms.

Politically difficult;
threatens powerful vested
interests; slow process
with no immediate visible
results.

Extremely high cost;
difficult to match the high,
immediate income from
galamsey; benefits are
long-term, not immediate.

High initial capital cost;
requires skilled personnel;
can be circumvented by
operators; does not solve
root socio-economic or
political problems.

High risk of human rights
abuses; concentrates
power in the executive;
alienates communities;
does not address root
causes; potential for
political abuse.
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Requires immense and
sustained political will,
which has historically
been absent; resistance
from corrupt networks.19

Securing massive,
long-term funding;
overcoming the huge
income disparity between
farming and mining.35

Sourcing technology and
building human capacity;
ensuring political will
exists to act on the
intelligence gathered.100

Ensuring it is time-bound,
geographically limited,
and has robust judicial
oversight to prevent
abuse; managing political
fallout.103



