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Economic History:  The History and Origins of Galamsey in
Contempoary Ghana

Gold mining in Ghana has a long and fascinating history,  dating back to around 2100

BCE, during the Bronze Age. However, the roots of gold discovery stretch much further,

with official findings as early as 6,000 BCE, most notably in Egypt.

Highlights
      Gold mining in Ghana has a long and fascinating history, dating back to around
2100 BCE, during the Bronze Age. 
      The roots of gold discovery go as far as 6,000 BCE, most notably in Egypt. 
      West Africa, particularly the Gold Coast—now Ghana—has maintained a prominent
role in gold production for centuries. 
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      Today, Ghana is one of the world’s largest gold producers, responsible for over 140
tonnes of gold annually.  
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By Anang Tawiah

Gold mining in Ghana has a long and fascinating history, dating back to around 2100
BCE, during the Bronze Age. However, the roots of gold discovery stretch much further,
with official findings as early as 6,000 BCE, most notably in Egypt. Paleolithic gold
artifacts have been discovered, and even older civilizations, like the Annunaki in South
Africa, are believed to have mined gold over 200,000 years ago. Yet, West Africa,
particularly the Gold Coast—now Ghana—has maintained a prominent role in gold
production for centuries.
Today, Ghana is one of the world’s largest gold producers, responsible for over 140
tonnes of gold annually. Despite this, the future of gold mining in Ghana, including its
illegal counterpart known as “galamsey,” faces significant challenges. In this article, we
explore the history and impact of galamsey in Ghana, shedding light on how this
practice developed and the implications it holds for the country’s future.
Origins of Gold Mining and the Emergence of Galamsey

Gold mining in Ghana began in prehistoric times, with formal production starting in the
region during the Bronze Age. In the time of the Ashanti Empire, Ghana was a dominant
player in the global gold market, contributing 35.5% of the world’s production from
around 1000 AD to 1700 AD. This legacy positioned the Gold Coast as a hub for mining
activities that have continued to the present day.
The term "galamsey," which means “gather them and sell,” originated from small-scale
miners who panned for gold in tailings left over by larger mining operations. Over time,
these informal operations spread across Ghana’s mining towns like Prestea, Tarkwa,
and Obuasi, eventually leading to an explosion in illegal gold mining activities.
Relevant Statistics:
      Ghana’s annual gold production as of 2021: 140 tonnes. 
      Ghana’s contribution to global gold production (1000-1700 AD): 35.5%. 
      Estimated depletion of gold reserves: within 50 years. 
      Annual gold production (2021): Over 140 tonnes. 
      Gold exports: Gold accounts for over 90% of Ghana’s mineral exports. 
      Employment: The mining sector provides direct and indirect employment to
hundreds of thousands of Ghanaians. 
      Royalties: Mining Companies are required to pay royalties of up to 5% of gross
revenue to the government. 
      Local content requirement: Mining Companies must ensure 60–70% of their
procurement is from local businesses. 
 
The Galamsey Crisis: How Did It Begin?

The rise of galamsey in Ghana can be traced back to the late 1970s when the country
faced economic instability, with a severe shortage of foreign exchange. Gold became a
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substitute currency for travelers, further boosting the local demand for illegal mining.
Moreover, gold prices surged during this period, reaching an average of $614.75 per
troy ounce in 1980, creating an even greater incentive for informal mining.
Without strict regulatory measures, galamsey grew rapidly, and by the late 1980s, it
had become a major issue, causing severe environmental degradation, including the
pollution of rivers like the Pra, Ankobra, and Birim. Additionally, the lack of employment
opportunities in formal mining operations, coupled with a shortage of mining tools and
equipment, pushed many young men into illegal mining.
 

Environmental and Economic Impact of Galamsey

The negative effects of galamsey in Ghana are profound. Illegal mining has led to the
destruction of farmland, forest reserves, and river systems, severely impacting both the
environment and local communities. The use of toxic chemicals like mercury in gold
extraction poses health risks to miners and nearby populations. Furthermore, while
some individuals have profited from these activities, the broader economic impact has
been detrimental, as revenues bypass government taxation, depriving the state of
much-needed income.
Government Response to Galamsey in Ghana

In recent years, the Ghanaian government has taken steps to curb illegal mining
through stricter regulations and crackdowns. However, these efforts have been met
with limited success due to corruption, the involvement of powerful individuals, and the
entrenched nature of the galamsey industry. The influx of foreign actors, particularly
from China, has also exacerbated the situation, with sophisticated equipment being
used to exploit Ghana's gold reserves illegally.
The Future of Gold Mining and Galamsey in Ghana

Despite Ghana’s long-standing history as a leading gold producer, the country’s
reserves are expected to deplete within the next 50 years. As a result, there is an
urgent need for sustainable mining practices and more robust regulatory frameworks to
ensure that the legacy of galamsey in Ghana does not leave a lasting negative impact
on the nation’s future.

Conclusion

The genesis of galamsey in Ghana is deeply intertwined with the country’s rich gold
mining history. While informal mining has contributed to local livelihoods, its
unregulated nature has caused severe environmental, health, and economic
challenges. Moving forward, Ghana must balance the need for economic development
with environmental conservation, and develop strategies to integrate small-scale
miners into the formal economy while mitigating the damage caused by illegal mining.

Page 3



Rendered from Anang Tawiah's Blog

Meta Description: Discover the history and impact of galamsey in Ghana, from its
origins in small-scale gold mining to its environmental and economic implications.
Explore how this illegal practice evolved and what the future holds for Ghana's gold
industry.
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This SEO-optimized rewrite incorporates the keyword “galamsey in Ghana” in a natural
way throughout the text, including the title, subheadings, and meta description. The
keyword density is maintained to enhance visibility in search engine results, ensuring
the content reads smoothly while improving searchability.
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