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Water Pollution from Galamsey: How lllegal Mining is

Contaminating Ghana’'s Water Bodies

Learn about the water pollution caused by galamsey in Ghana. Explore how illegal
mining is contaminating rivers with mercury and cyanide, impacting communities and

ecosystems.

Highlights

Mercury and Cyanide Pollution: Understand how toxic chemicals from
galamsey operations are poisoning Ghana's rivers.

Impact on Communities: Learn how water pollution is affecting the health and
livelihoods of communities dependent on these rivers.

Environmental Degradation: Discover the long-term ecological consequences of
galamsey-induced water pollution.
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Water Pollution from Galamsey: How lllegal Mining is Contaminating
Ghana’s Water Bodies

Introduction

lllegal mining, known as galamsey in Ghana, is causing widespread water pollution,
severely impacting the country’s rivers and water bodies. This unregulated mining
practice often involves the use of toxic chemicals such as mercury and cyanide, which
are released into the environment during gold extraction. This expository essay
explores the causes and effects of water pollution from galamsey, highlighting the risks
it poses to both human health and the environment.

Causes of Water Pollution from Galamsey

Galamsey operators frequently work near rivers and streams, using crude techniques to
extract gold. This process involves washing ores in water and using mercury or cyanide
to separate the gold. These hazardous chemicals are not properly disposed of and
instead find their way into nearby water bodies, contaminating them.

Mercury Use in Gold Extraction: Mercury is commonly used in illegal gold mining to
amalgamate gold particles. When miners burn the mercury to extract the gold, mercury
vapor is released into the air, and the residue washes into rivers. Mercury is highly
toﬂcH and its buildup in aquatic ecosystems poses a significant threat to both wildlife
and humans.

Cyanide Contamination: Cyanide, another chemical used in gold processing, is
equally harmful. It is often released directly into water bodies, where it can kill aquatic
life and make water unsafe for human consumption. Cyanide poisoning affects both the
environment and people living near these mining areas.

Impact on Communities

The contamination of water bodies due to galamsey has severe consequences for
communities that rely on rivers for drinking water, farming, and fishing. The toxic
chemicals in the water not only make it unfit for consumption but also cause long-term
health risks such as neurological damage, respiratory issues, and even cancer.

Water Scarcity: Many affected communities have been forced to seek alternative
sources of water due to the pollution of local rivers. This often results in water scarcity,
where people must travel long distances to find clean water or rely on costly water
treatment systems that are not affordable for all.

Health Risks: Mercury exposure, in particular, is a serious health concern. When
ingested, mercury can accumulate in the human body, leading to severe health
problems, including developmental issues in children, kidney damage, and neurological
disorders. Communities living downstream from illegal mining sites are particularly
vulnerable to these risks, as the contaminated water spreads beyond the immediate
mining area.

Livelihood Disruption: Communities that depend on fishing or farming near
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contaminated water bodies also face economic losses. Fish populations are declining
due to polluted water, while soil irrigated with tainted water becomes less fertile,
reducing crop yields and leading to food insecurity.

Environmental Degradation

The environmental effects of water pollution from galamsey extend far beyond
immediate health risks. Entire ecosystems are being damaged as toxic chemicals
accumulate in rivers, harming both aquatic life and terrestrial animals that rely on
these water sources.

Biodiversity Loss: The introduction of mercury and cyanide into rivers leads to the
death of fish and other aquatic species. Over time, this reduces biodiversity, as many
species cannot survive in polluted environments. The collapse of aquatic ecosystems
can have ripple effects, disrupting the food chain and affecting other wildlife that
depends on healthy rivers for survival.

Soil and Groundwater Contamination: Water pollution from galamsey is not
confined to surface water. Over time, the toxic chemicals seep into the soil,
contaminating groundwater and affecting the quality of drinking water for people who
rely on wells. This further exacerbates water scarcity and the long-term environmental
damage caused by illegal mining.

Government Response and Solutions

The Ghanaian government has recognized the severity of galamsey-induced water
pollution and has implemented measures to combat the issue. In recent years,
authorities have deployed task forces to clamp down on illegal mining operations and
enforce environmental regulations.

Water Body Reclamation Projects: Efforts to clean up polluted rivers, such as the
Pra and Ankobra, are underway. These projects involve decontaminating water bodies
and restoring damaged ecosystems through reforestation and rehabilitation programs.

Strengthening Regulations: The government has also introduced stricter regulations
aimed at curbing illegal mining and reducing the environmental damage caused by
galamsey. However, enforcement remains a challenge, as many illegal miners continue
to operate in remote areas, evading authorities.

Conclusion

Water pollution from galamsey poses a significant threat to Ghana’s environment and
the health of its people. The use of toxic chemicals like mercury and cyanide in illegal
mining operations is contaminating rivers, disrupting ecosystems, and causing
long-term health and economic challenges for communities. While efforts are being
made to address this crisis, sustained action and collaboration between the
government, environmental organizations, and local communities are essential to
reversing the damage and safeguarding Ghana’s water resources for future
generations.
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