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Mercury Pollution from Galamsey: Understanding the Environmental and
Health Risks in Ghana

Introduction

The use of mercury in illegal small-scale mining, commonly known as galamsey, has
led to widespread environmental and public health crises in Ghana. Mercury is a potent
neurotoxin, and its unregulated use in gold extraction has severely contaminated water
bodies, soil, and ecosystems. This expository essay explores how mercury pollution
from galamsey occurs, its environmental consequences, and the health risks it poses to
miners and local communities.

Mercury Use in Galamsey Mining

Mercury is widely used in galamsey operations due to its ability to bind with gold
particles, making it easier to separate gold from other materials. In these illegal mining
activities, miners mix mercury with gold-bearing ore to create an amalgam, which is
then heated to vaporize the mercury, leaving behind gold. However, this process
relgase_ls mercury vapor into the air, while liquid mercury contaminates water bodies
and soil.

Mercury Vapor Release: When mercury is heated, it turns into vapor, which is highly
toxic when inhaled. This poses a direct health risk to miners and nearby residents who
are exposed to these fumes without any protective gear.

Water Contamination: The improper disposal of mercury after its use results in
contamination of nearby rivers and streams. Mercury is persistent in the environment
and accumulates in water systems, where it converts into methylmercury, a more
toxic form that bioaccumulates in fish and other aquatic life(

Wikipedia)(Graphic Online).

Environmental Impact of Mercury Pollution

The environmental damage caused by mercury from galamsey activities is severe and
long-lasting. Mercury contamination affects both aquatic ecosystems and terrestrial
environments, leading to the degradation of natural resources.

Water Pollution: Rivers such as the Pra, Ankobra, and Birim in Ghana have been
heavily polluted by mercury due to illegal mining activities. Mercury does not dissolve
easily and remains in the sediment, affecting water quality for years. This pollution
disrupts ecosystems and affects communities that rely on these rivers for drinking
water and agriculture(

GBC Ghana Online)(Graphic Online).

Soil Degradation: Mercury from galamsey operations also leaches into the soil, where
it disrupts plant growth and renders the land unsuitable for farming. This loss of fertile
soil has significant consequences for agriculture and food security in mining regions(

Graphic Online).
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Biodiversity Loss: The mercury contamination of rivers has a cascading effect on
aquatic life. Fish and other organisms that are exposed to mercury suffer from
reproductive and neurological damage, leading to declines in fish populations. This not
only affects biodiversity but also impacts local economies dependent on fishing(

Ghana National Association).

Health Risks Associated with Mercury Exposure

The health risks posed by mercury exposure are severe, particularly for miners and
communities living near contaminated areas. Mercury poisoning can occur through
inhalation of mercury vapor, direct skin contact, or consumption of contaminated fish.

Neurological Disorders: Mercury is a neurotoxin, and exposure can lead to cognitive

impairment, memory loss, and developmental delays, particularly in children. Pregnant

women are also at risk, as mercury can cause birth defects and developmental issues in
unborn babies(

Graphic Online).

Kidney and Respiratory Damage: Long-term exposure to mercury can cause
irreversible damage to the kidneys and respiratory system. In mining communities, the
lack of proper protective equipment exacerbates these risks, with many miners
experiencing chronic health problems(

GBC Ghana Online).

Bioaccumulation in Food Chains: The consumption of fish from
mercury-contaminated rivers is a significant health concern. Methylmercury
accumulates in fish and other aquatic organisms, and when humans consume these
contaminated species, they are exposed to dangerous levels of mercury(

Ghana National Association).

Government and Community Response

Recognizing the scale of mercury pollution from galamsey, the Ghanaian government
has taken steps to regulate the use of mercury and curb illegal mining activities. These
efforts include:

Operation Vanguard: A military-led task force aimed at clamping down on illegal
mining activities, including those involving mercury. This initiative has led to the arrest
of illegal miners and the destruction of mining equipment(

Ghana National Association).

Public Awareness Campaigns: Government agencies and environmental
organizations have launched public education campaigns to raise awareness about the
dangers of mercury use in mining and its impact on public health.
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Restoration Efforts: Environmental reclamation projects have been initiated to
rehabilitate mercury-contaminated water bodies and land. However, the scale of
mercury pollution remains a significant challenge, requiring long-term efforts to restore
affected ecosystems(

GBC Ghana Online).

Conclusion

Mercury pollution from galamsey is a critical environmental and public health issue in
Ghana. The unregulated use of mercury in illegal gold mining has contaminated rivers,
degraded ecosystems, and exposed miners and communities to severe health risks.
Addressing this crisis requires a multifaceted approach, including stricter enforcement
of mining regulations, public education, and the development of safer mining
alternatives. As Ghana continues to grapple with the challenges posed by galamsey,
the long-term health of its environment and people depends on sustained action to
reduce mercury pollution.
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