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KEY MESSAGES  

 

• ASM gold provides livelihoods but drives deforestation, pollution, land 
degradation, and conflict when enforcement is weak and alternatives are 
limited. 
 

• Social harms are severe: land loss and food insecurity, health risks (incl. 
mercury poisoning and occupational illnesses), and instability from 
informality. 
 

• Even with a relatively small land footprint (reported as 1.06% of Ghana’s 
land area), mining is linked to disproportionately high biodiversity loss 
(reported as at least 1.87% of global biodiversity loss, likely 
underestimated). 

 

 

Problem statement 
Artisanal and small scale mining (ASM) supports livelihoods and local economies, 

but when it is informal and weakly governed it creates severe biodiversity and 

health harms. These harms include deforestation, degraded rivers, toxic 

contamination, and loss of agricultural land. BIOTRAILS also indicates that mining 

can drive disproportionately high biodiversity loss relative to its land footprint, and 

that this is likely underestimated.  

 

What transformative change looks like 

Transformative change requires a package that makes safer practices feasible, 

removes political protection for illegality, and offers credible alternatives for 

incomes. Environmental restoration must be treated as a requirement of operation, 

not an afterthought. 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

1. Professionalise oversight and reduce political interference 
Strengthen independent governance and accountability mechanisms for 
enforcement and programme delivery. 
 
Scale enforcement capacity and coordination 
Equip agencies, improve joint operations, and focus on consistent 
application of rules, including buffer zones and waste controls. 
 

2. Mandate restoration and fund it through realistic mechanisms 
Require phased reclamation during operations, enforce standards, and link 
finance to verified restoration outcomes. 
 

3. Accelerate mercury reduction through training and incentives 
Support adoption of safer methods and link market access to verifiable 
reductions in toxic releases. 
 

4. Create durable alternative livelihoods, especially for youth 
Invest in agriculture modernisation, restoration jobs, and local enterprises 
that can absorb labour and stabilise incomes. 
 

5. Embed environmental and health education early 
Support school and community programmes that connect pollution, forest 
loss, and wellbeing to local decision making. 

 
 

 

In a nutshell - A practical way to reduce leakage  

If enforcement closes one site but livelihoods are unchanged, activity moves. Pair 

enforcement with alternative income pathways and restoration employment so 

reduced mining pressure becomes durable and socially supported.   
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About BIOTRAILS 
BIOTRAILS is a Horizon Europe project that works across value chains and policy 
levels to design biodiversity-positive change. The project brings together 
stakeholders, tools, and scientific knowledge to support real-world 
transformations. 
 
This publication is an edited version of Deliverable 5.6 of the BIOTRAILS project  
availabe on https://biotrailsproject.eu/resources/public-deliverables/ 
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