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Introduction
Mining, both legal and illegal, plays a significant role in Ghana’s economy. However,
along with the economic benefits come severe risks, particularly for the safety and
well-being of those involved in mining activities. Over the years, mining-related deaths
in Ghana have become a growing concern, particularly due to the hazardous conditions
prevalent in illegal small-scale mining, or Galamsey. This expository essay examines
the statistics surrounding mining-related deaths in Ghana, the underlying causes, and
the measures being implemented to address these fatalities.

Mining-Related Death Statistics: A Growing Concern

1. Fatalities in Legal Mining Operations
Although the formal mining sector in Ghana is subject to regulation and safety
protocols, accidents still occur, often with fatal consequences. According to the Ghana
Minerals Commission, the mining sector experiences an average of 20-25 fatalities
annually in legal mining operations. These deaths typically result from accidents
involving heavy machinery, explosives, and underground mine collapses. Despite
adherence to safety standards, equipment failures, human error, and hazardous
working environments contribute to these fatalities.
The government and industry stakeholders have worked to improve safety in the formal
mining sector, but fatalities in legal mining operations remain a concern, particularly in
the large-scale mining industry, which employs thousands of workers.

2. Deaths in Illegal Mining (Galamsey) Operations
The number of mining-related deaths is significantly higher in illegal small-scale mining
activities, commonly referred to as Galamsey. Galamsey operations, which are
typically unregulated and unsupervised, are notorious for their dangerous working
conditions. According to the Chamber of Mines, approximately 100-150 miners die
annually in Galamsey activities. These fatalities are primarily caused by pit collapses,
exposure to hazardous chemicals, and drowning in flooded mining pits.
In many cases, rescue operations in illegal mining sites are delayed or ineffective due
to the remote locations of these operations and the lack of proper safety equipment.
Consequently, many of the deaths in Galamsey operations go unreported, leading to
uncertainty about the exact number of fatalities.

Causes of Mining-Related Deaths in Ghana

1. Mine Collapses
Mine collapses are the leading cause of mining-related deaths, particularly in illegal
mining activities. In Galamsey operations, miners dig deep pits without proper
reinforcement or structural stability, increasing the likelihood of cave-ins. According to
reports, mine collapses account for over 60% of the deaths in illegal mining operations.
These collapses often trap miners underground, leading to fatalities, as rescue
operations are frequently hindered by the lack of proper equipment and timely
intervention.

2. Exposure to Toxic Chemicals
Another major contributor to mining-related deaths is exposure to hazardous chemicals,
such as mercury and cyanide, which are commonly used in illegal mining to extract
gold. These chemicals are highly toxic, and improper handling can lead to serious
health issues, including respiratory failure, poisoning, and death. A study conducted by
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Ghana found that mercury poisoning
has been a significant cause of mining-related deaths, particularly among Galamsey
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miners who often work without protective gear.

3. Drowning and Flooding
Many mining pits, particularly in illegal mining operations, are located near rivers or
water bodies. During the rainy season, these pits often flood, causing miners to drown if
they are unable to escape in time. Drowning incidents have increased in recent years,
with the Ghana National Disaster Management Organization (NADMO)
estimating that flooding accounts for approximately 10% of mining-related deaths
annually. The lack of proper drainage systems and safety measures in illegal mining
pits exacerbates the risk of drowning.

4. Accidents Involving Heavy Machinery
In large-scale legal mining operations, accidents involving heavy machinery and
explosives are also a significant cause of fatalities. Workers operating or working near
heavy machinery are at risk of being injured or killed if equipment malfunctions or is
not operated properly. Similarly, improper handling of explosives used to break up rock
formations in mines can lead to deadly accidents. Though these incidents are less
frequent than mine collapses, they account for a considerable number of mining-related
deaths in the formal sector.

Efforts to Address Mining-Related Fatalities

1. Strengthening Safety Regulations in the Formal Mining Sector
The Ghanaian government, through the Minerals Commission and other regulatory
bodies, has implemented stringent safety measures to reduce fatalities in formal mining
operations. Mining companies are required to adhere to safety protocols, conduct
regular safety training, and invest in protective equipment for their workers. Routine
inspections and audits are conducted to ensure compliance with safety regulations, and
companies that fail to meet these standards face penalties.
These efforts have contributed to a reduction in fatalities in the formal sector, although
challenges remain, particularly in underground mining operations.

2. Crackdown on Illegal Mining Activities
The government has intensified efforts to combat illegal mining through initiatives such
as Operation Vanguard and the Galamsey Task Force. These task forces are
responsible for shutting down illegal mining sites, arresting offenders, and seizing
equipment used in unregulated operations. By curbing illegal mining, the government
aims to reduce the number of fatalities resulting from unsafe mining practices.
In addition to enforcement measures, the government has introduced initiatives to
formalize small-scale mining, offering training and support to miners who wish to
operate legally and safely. By encouraging formalization, the government hopes to
provide miners with the resources needed to work in safer conditions.

3. Public Awareness Campaigns
Raising awareness about the dangers of illegal mining and unsafe mining practices is a
key strategy in reducing mining-related deaths. Public awareness campaigns are
conducted in mining communities to educate workers about the risks of unsafe mining
and the importance of adhering to safety protocols. These campaigns also emphasize
the health risks associated with exposure to toxic chemicals and promote the use of
protective equipment.
Additionally, communities are encouraged to report unsafe mining activities and
collaborate with authorities to prevent illegal mining operations from endangering lives.
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The Path Forward: Reducing Mining-Related Deaths
While the government has made significant efforts to reduce mining-related deaths,
there is still much work to be done. Strengthening safety regulations, improving
enforcement, and expanding access to training for both legal and illegal miners are
essential steps toward reducing fatalities. Furthermore, investment in modern mining
technologies, better monitoring of mining sites, and more robust emergency response
systems are critical to improving safety in the sector.

Conclusion
Mining-related deaths in Ghana remain a serious issue, particularly in illegal small-scale
mining operations. While the government and industry stakeholders have made
progress in reducing fatalities in the formal sector, the high number of deaths in
Galamsey operations continues to pose a challenge. Addressing these fatalities will
require a multi-faceted approach that includes stricter safety regulations, increased
enforcement, and greater community engagement to promote safer mining practices.
By prioritizing safety and formalizing small-scale mining, Ghana can reduce
mining-related deaths and improve the overall sustainability of its mining sector.
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